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Jazz Harmonization 
~ It’s Easy! ~
By Betsy Hannah

Many students and teachers do not know how 
truly easy it is to learn to improvise. The assumed 
difficulty comes from the fact that for a number of us, 
our training has not included a methodology of jazz and 
improvisation. We therefore relegate the fun of jazz and 

blues to some 
mystical 
process, 
available only 
to the chosen 
few—and we 
somehow are 
never among 
them! 

I am perfect 
proof that the 
proper 
process, taken 
step by step, 
will lead you 
to a level of 
freedom and 
creativity you 

never thought 
possible. After completing my Masters in Piano, and a 
good part of my doctorate, I still could not improvise a 
note. Now I can run my fingers anywhere, hearing and 
sensing tone, pulse, and color that I had no access to 
before undertaking a simple methodology of 
improvisation learned through all my work with Dr. 
Robert Pace. At Dr. Pace’s Teachers College seminars, I 
also learned from Dr. Bert Konowitz and Ms. Pat King, 
who showed me pedagogical stair-steps for jazz, blues, 
rock, and other improvisation. I was sprung from my 
musical cage of printed notes and bar-lines! 

On the following pages, are some ideas on introducing 
students to some jazz harmonization and improvisation 
fun. If you’re interested in additional tips and materials, 
I’d love to hear from you at: bbhannah@nc.rr.com.

         Betsy Hannah Demos: 

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=Uu1gIuBrxEs
and
• http://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=PXhH7RAgE6o
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Betsy Hannah received her M.M. from 
Indiana University, studying with the famed 
Menahem Pressler (Beaux Arts Trio). She 
continued post-graduate studies with Dr. 
Robert Pace at Columbia University. She 
recalls: “I took a Columbia summer session 
with Dr. Pace and began teaching the Pace 
method that fall.  I bought an expensive 
outfit, got a loan to buy a grand piano, 
uprights, electronic pianos, and studio 
equipment, then, bingo, had a full studio. 
One woman called from Hawaii saying 
she’d ‘heard’ I was starting classes and her 
two daughters HAD to get in.”  Ms. Hannah 
also taught at Colby Jr. College (New 
Hampshire) and Meredith College. Her 
documentary sound tracks have received an 
Emmy nomination and several first place 
awards from the National Broadcasting 
Society. An IPTF Consultant, she has trained 
numerous teachers in the Pace Method.
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A Great Way to Introduce Jazz Standards 
for playing and improvising

Many jazz standards follow the diatonic 
circle of 5ths chord progression.  The 
“letters” of the chords skip down by a 
5th even if the types (major/minor) of 
chords change.

The example to the right shows the 
chord progression for Fly Me to the 
Moon. This progression starts with an 
Am7 and moves counter clockwise by 
fifths.  In this case, the progression is 
actually:

vi  ii  V  I  IV  vii iii 
The normally minor iii chord is changed 

into a Dominant 7
        

Example: Fly Me to the Moon
Diatonic Circle in C

    
The E chord is normally minor in C, but 
here a G# is borrowed from the key of A 
minor to create a Dominant 7th.

Start with the quick and easy memorization 
of the chord progression

Step One:

Play and quickly memorize the LH alone. Start 
with open 5ths with little finger on the bottom 
note. Step down saying  D C B A G C.

  

Step Two: 
   
Next break the fifths,  playing top/bottom, top/
bottom, and now saying  A  D  G  C  F  B  E  A  D  
G  C.   

        A    D   G   C     F    B   E    A    D    G   C

The LH is now memorized.

Playing & Improvising 
On Jazz Standards - A Quick Lesson
by Betsy Hannah
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Step Three:

Now play the sequence of triads in the RH with your thumb on the root.  Name the chords as 
you play.  Am Dm G C F Bdim E Am Dm G C   If that is difficult, start with just your thumb.

       
Step Four:

Add the 7ths to the chords in the RH and play those in root position.

Step Five:

Now, apply a smoother and easier voicing:  Play a root position 7th chord.  Next, drop the top 2 
notes, then the bottom 2 notes to form the succeeding chord. 

Play the LH root with the RH chords to create an accompaniment.*   

*You can just hold the chords, or play a “Charleston” rhythm or any other rhythmic pattern you like.

“Charleston”

Step Six:  Solo Playing   

Now play the 7th chords in the LH and the melody in the RH.  The melody starts on C, which is 
the 3rd of the A minor chord.  It steps down to the 3rd of the D minor chord.  For the first 8 
chords, the melody is on the 3rd of the accompanying chord every time.  You can find the 
melody online or in a Fake Book.  Here are the first four measures. Play the melody an octave 
higher than written.
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Next Comes Improvisation

My favorite way to start improvisation practice is 
to use 1 2 3 5 melodic patterns in various orders 
like this: (See right column)

1 2 3 5,  5 3 2 1,  2 3 1 5, 2 3 5 1

Then “walk” from 2 to 2.  Starting melody 
patterns on the “2” of each chord sounds great 
right away, because you’re starting with the 9th, 
a great “color” note. Simplify by “walking” 
through a progression of 9ths by playing “2” in 
the RH as you play the seventh chords in the LH.  
On the chart on the right the “2” is marked in 
yellow.

  

You’ll be amazed at how easily and quickly your improvisation sounds really quite good.

Now Apply to Other Tunes
Autumn Leaves and All the Things You Are provide two good 

examples of the same process.

Autumn Leaves

Here is the progression for the first part 
of Autumn Leaves.  It’s in E minor. I 
think of the first 4 chords as being in G 
Major, then melting into E minor.

Note the exact same letters in the exact 
same order as the circle on the first 
page, although the quality of the chords 
is different.

The melody starts on E with a 3 note 
pickup, and then repeats sequentially. 
Pick it out by ear, or find it in a Fake 
Book.  Follow the same steps as for Fly 
Me to the Moon.

 

Betsy Hannah:  Email me at bbhannah@nc.rr.comFor more tips and materials, contact me at: 
bbhannah@nc.rr.com 
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