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Improvisation—
At theTop!
By S. Marion Verhaalen, SSSF

If teaching is helping 
students make 
connections, then 
improvisation is a 
most useful tool. If 
conceptualization is at the 
heart of learning, then 
improvisation is a natural 
way of observing how 
much students have really 

absorbed. If education is a 
process rather than a product, 
then improvisation is 
education par excellence. If 
the study of music is to give 
students some lifelong skills 
for continued participation 
in music, again, 
improvisation comes out 
right on top of the list of 
desirable learning outcomes. 
Why then does improvisation 
play such a small or nonexistent 
role in the piano study of most students? Why do 
some teachers not see the broad implications of 
teaching music through the piano? [If we hadn’t 
learned what Dr. Robert Pace has shared with us, 
we might be among them.] What is so secret about 
how music is put together? How can piano study 
be more useful to a student? What seems so 
difficult about making music of one’s own? Why 
is it so hard to get inside students’ goals and 
feelings and learning styles? What meaning are 
our students seeking in studying with us? And - 

Why all these questions? It is too easy as teachers 
to focus on the perfect performance of pieces, that 
is, translating the printed page into a reasonably 
good performance. That process involves a direct 
eye-to-finger-to-key circuit that can easily bypass 
the mental computer. When this happens, students 
can soon forget the pieces and join an army of 
adults who “don’t remember” what they learned. 
The study of music through the piano should give 
them a musical foundation for life. Improvisation 
is essentially an exploratory process, a freeing 
experience for a student. It calls for an open and 
nonjudgmental attitude as they start. It should 
begin at the first lesson with something as simple 
as playbacks on the three black keys, first with the 
teacher, then between their own two hands. This 
can be both scary and exciting the first time they 
try it. Students will quickly become conscious of 
how melodies move as they use what they know 

to create something 
new. The melodies 
and rhythms can 
gradually be refined 
and extended. It is 
important that they 
suspend judgment 
of their own 
creations initially. 
The only mistake 

they can make is to 
stop! Alternating four-measure question/answer 
phrases with the teacher over a continuing 
accompaniment sets the expectation that “the 
music must go on.” Experiencing this in a group is 
the most fun of all. As students hear each other 
and have repeated opportunities in a traffic line to 
play their phrases, they gain confidence and are 
encouraged to risk a little more. Several such 
experiences of getting things rolling are enough to 
open the creative channels and put fear to rest. Use 
of minimal material, such as only the black keys at 
first, is important. Expand the repertoire of 

• Why does improvisation 

play such a small role in 

the piano study of most 

students?
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material as they learn about five-finger patterns, full 
scales, chord patterns, etc. Analysis of what 
happened, what seemed to work well, which kinds 
of ideas were most exciting, can follow after the 
experience. This kind of reflection is important for 
nurturing students’ skills but it must never become 
negative criticism. This kind of improvisational 

experience has its own inherent values for students. 
It gives them the sense that creating is not only 
possible, but a good thing to do, a neat way to learn 
about music, a super way to develop listening 

skills, continuity in performance, and it is a 
marvelous means of expressing feelings. Hearing 
that a former student, after a day in school, comes 
home, sits down at the piano and improvises, 
speaks loudly to the benefits of learning to 
improvise. A demonstration of a group 
improvising in this way at a recital is 
“frosting on the cake.” Parents are stunned, 
students love it, and the teacher can be 
proud of the entire process! 

• What meaning are 

our students seeking 

in studying with us?

Modes in Miniature—A valuable introduction to 
modal colors and improvisation.
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• If the study of music is 
to give students skills for 
lifelong participation in 
music, improvisation 
comes out right on top 

Sister Marion Verhaalen SSSF [Mary 
Verne] is a well-known performing pianist, 
composer, arranger and music pedagogue. She has 
been involved with the Pace Group Teaching 
approach and served as a consultant since the 
mid-1960s.  She introduced a Portuguese version 
of the Pace Program in Brazil where she also did 
her doctoral research in Brazilian music.  Her 
publications, ten books and a large and varied 
repertoire of music for piano, voice, choral groups 
and instruments, include a children’s opera, Under 
the Greenwood Tree, and an oratorio, Judith.  She 
spent a semester as a Visiting Fulbright Professor 
(Federal University in Porto Alegre). Her Camargo 
Guarnieri, Brazilian Composer: A Study Of His 
Creative Life and Works, is published by Indiana 
U. Press. Her Pace Series publications include: 
City Set, Solo Adventures Sets 1-4, Concertina, 
Brazilian Duets. 
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