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EXTENDING AGENCY TO IMPROVISATION STUDENTS BY UTILIZING CORPUS TOOLS 

FOR THE ACQUISITION OF JAZZ LANGUAGE 

 
 
 

by 
 
 
 

TYRONE MORAND JACKSON 

 
 
 
 

Under the Direction of Patrick K. Freer 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 

What defines jazz, and is it possible to teach it? Although jazz has many different definitions, 

improvisation consistently remains a core characteristic. Teaching a student jazz improvisation 

typically followed the master-apprentice model, in which students learned through private 

lessons with a mentor practitioner. Currently, jazz education primarily takes place at universities, 

where students study the masters through the memorization and analysis of written 

transcriptions. This process involves aurally learning an improvisation and subsequently 

documenting the melody, harmony, and rhythm in musical notation. A challenge for college jazz 

improvisation teachers is selecting transcriptions that meet both instructional goals and students' 

individual preferences. An additional challenge is finding material that addresses the physical 

limitations of the various instruments used in a jazz improvisation class. This study examines 

how jazz improvisation students’ perceptions of the use of Dig That Lick (DTL) as a corpus-

analysis tool to improve their jazz improvisational language, while retaining the ability to choose 
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their own jazz vocabulary, can inform a solution to these issues. These issues encompass 

ergonomic and instrumental constraints that impede the implementation of a universal 

transcription approach as determined by the instructor. Another problem is that students' 

preference for solo material may impede learning if they dislike the transcription selected by the 

instructor, thereby preventing them from grasping a particular concept. The study involved eight 

jazz improvisation students with moderate improvisation skills who had taken at least one 

traditional jazz improvisation class or were skilled at improvising. These participants’ ages 

ranged from 19 to 47 years old. The primary research question was: How do jazz improvisation 

students describe their experiences using corpus tools to learn jazz language? The researcher 

employed a hermeneutic-phenomenological approach in interviewing and a dialogical-

phenomenological method in data analysis. The researcher identified four themes from the 

participants’ experiences: (a) processes, (b) guidance needed, (c) supporting qualities, and (d) 

non-supporting qualities. The themes were organized into two categories: those that support 

student learning and those that support the learning environment. After participating in eight 

two-hour workshops and completing eight one-hour assignments, participants took part in two 

60-minute interviews conducted via password-protected Zoom meetings. The findings 

demonstrated that DTL facilitates various forms of learning among participants, and the 

participants acknowledged that DTL is a significant tool for acquiring jazz language. The 

findings could assist jazz educators in evaluating the feasibility of incorporating corpus tools into 

their curriculum while also empowering students. 

INDEX WORDS: Corpus tools, pattern mining, student agency, jazz improvisation, jazz 

language, constructionism, learning styles. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 The challenges with teaching jazz improvisation on the collegiate level has been well 

documented (Ake, 2002; Hickey, 2009; Marino & Chinn, 2023; Murphy, 2009). One argument is 

that jazz educators lack sufficient teaching resources for jazz improvisation and therefore must 

rely on their own materials (Gittelman 2025). Other arguments focus on dichotomies between 

informal and formal learning, school versus street credibility, oral and written traditions, and Af-

rican versus European approaches to teaching, learning, and performing music (Prouty, 2004, 

2005, 2006). Furthering this dualistic debate, historically, jazz improvisation instruction has re-

mained unchanged and may not meet the needs of the current generation, who rely on computer 

technology and media. The previous statement highlights a divide between older jazz musicians, 

who learned improvisation from radio and records, and younger musicians, who learn from cur-

rent technology like YouTube and software applications.  

 Based on my experience, I believe most of these issues can be mitigated through careful 

planning and updates to teaching philosophy and pedagogy. One problem that needs to be miti-

gated is the subjectivity of the teacher and the student (De Bruin, 2018). Students who play jazz 

piano may have an affinity for Bill Evans and his impressionistic approach, but may eschew the 

childlike dissonances of Thelonious Monk. These students might only be exposed to stylistic im-

provisation techniques associated with Monk, as their teacher, who appreciated that style, taught 

them. As a guide and mentor, the teacher superimposes what they believe will equip the student 

for a well-rounded career and how they need to improve in the jazz idiom. Through the tradi-

tional lecture teaching model that dominates tertiary schools, the teachers’ subjectivities occupy 

most of the students’ acquisition of jazz improvisational vocabulary (De Bruin, 2018; Symonds, 

2021).   
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 Jazz language and vocabulary acquisition may seem unfamiliar to the layman. Language 

acquisition for the jazz musician is usually in the form of memorizing patterns, phrases, or riffs 

associated with standard (or uncommon) harmonic progressions (Berliner, 1994). Existing re-

search on jazz language and cognition typically originates from two contrasting theories: Press-

ing (1988) and Johnson-Laird (2002). Pressing (1988) theorized that the use of patterns is motor-

based, while Johnson-Laird (2002) theorized that these patterns were rules-based, like underlying 

chord structure or other constraints recognize patterns as an integral part of jazz musicians’ im-

provisation, especially in the study of bebop-era creator and innovator Charlie Parker (Murphy, 

1990; Norgaard, 2014; Frieler et al., 2018).   

Pattern usage in jazz language has been compared to other linguistic properties through 

comparative research examining syntax, semantics, and phonology (Asano & Boeckx, 2015). 

Several of these researchers disclosed that analyzing patterns constitutes a fundamental aspect of 

developing a jazz language (Frieler et al., 2018). Mastery of a language is contingent upon the 

implementation and synthesis of vocabulary and the ability to read and write in the language; 

performing jazz improvisation effectively involves the same method (Fay, n.d.). A jazz educator 

who participated in the Kingscott and Durrant (2010) study reported that he taught licks and pat-

terns to teach music language, which has a process of “reproduction, application, modification, 

manipulation, and transformation” (p. 136).  Students can use these licks similarly to spoken lan-

guage, repeating a sentence or phrase until they can use it in real-life situations, then experiment-

ing with embellishment, adaptation, and synthesis. The importance of this research suggests that 

jazz improvisation teachers would be wise to devise a systematic plan to teach patterns in im-

provisation classes (Higham, 2013). However, many of these plans utilize old technology and 

written media that are outdated or out of print. In this next section, I explain in more detail the 
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problem of subjectivity, the extension of student agency, corpus tools, and the purpose and sig-

nificance of this study. 

Subjectivity 

 Subjectivity refers to the idea that perception originates from an individual's personal per-

spective (Sharp, 2020). For this study, subjectivity is defined as a person's unique perspective, 

experiences, and beliefs. Thus, due to the subjectivity of teachers in educational institutions, the 

teacher is considered the expert. Thrust into this role, most jazz instructors are uncomfortable 

with the title of teacher and prefer the roles of “guide” or “coach” (Coss, 2018, p. 526). Even as a 

guide or coach, the jazz improvisation teacher likely has biases toward certain styles of jazz and 

jazz musicians. Their affinities and preferences for teaching material and jazz improvisation vo-

cabulary are shaped by their musical and life experiences (Jackson, 2012; Renick, 2012). A con-

temporary understanding of subjectivity characterizes it as an individual's personal perspective, 

influenced by their perceptions, beliefs, and expectations (Haua et al., 2022). 

Equally daunting is fulfilling the academic institution's requirements for neatly codifying 

improvisational goals and objectives into a syllabus (Prouty, 2004). Typically, the teacher sets 

jazz improvisation syllabi to study jazz styles and concepts indicative of a particular jazz era. 

The goals of the syllabi are considered met when students demonstrate understanding of the 

styles and ideas (Prouty, 2004). The teacher must then ascertain whether the students have 

learned the concept and is ready to move on to the next course in the program of study. In ac-

cordance with this document, teachers are under pressure to help each student achieve mastery of 

an objective (Prouty, 2004). What are the objectives, though? How does a teacher grade an im-

provised solo? Is the improvised solo considered good because the student was able to play a 

prescribed scale over harmonic material? Simply being able to execute a scale properly over a 
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chord does not make a solo good (Prouty, 2004). Some improvisations are exceptionally excel-

lent, but the student does not use the scale that was taught. Is this a failing mark? To grade im-

provisation in the academic setting, “materials that are taught must be readily quantifiable, rather 

than subjective” (Prouty, 2004, p. 13). 

Additionally, the student may have a preference for one style or concept over another. 

Conceptually, possessing preferences is not inherently negative, as the students' subjectivity to-

wards these styles and concepts facilitates the development of their own unique style (Palmer, 

2016). Suppose the instructor introduces the whole tone scale as a means of improvisation. In 

that case, it is possible that a student fond of the sound of the whole tone scale might only use it 

during improvisation. How does the teacher teach concepts in a way that does not interfere with 

the student’s need for powerful knowledge? McPhail (2018) urged music education teachers to 

confront the dominant pedagogy that hinders student engagement. Conceptually, the teacher em-

ploys a "knowledge-as-power” approach rather than providing students with the tools to acquire 

knowledge that transforms their understanding (McPhail, 2018, p. 184). Improvisation gives per-

formers the freedom to choose their own material, but it is judged by a set of “constraints” 

(Kratus, 1995, p. 23). These constraints are usually self-imposed by the performer but can also be 

enforced by the teacher to see whether the student can play a specific scale. But with numerous 

scales available, what makes a particular scale worth learning for a student? If knowledge is so-

cially constructed, giving students more agency allows them to develop their own powerful 

knowledge (McPhail, 2018). 

Student Agency 

 Studies show that, in tertiary schools, technology is needed to bolster student agency use 

(Marín et al., 2020). Exhaustive definitions and categories abound about the definition of student 
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agency. In this study, student agency is broadly understood as students’ capacity to act and shape 

their social environment and its power dynamics by exercising judgment and autonomy within 

social contexts (Mameli et al., 2023).  A more detailed definition of how student agency has de-

veloped will be included in the literature review chapter. However, Vaughn (2020) suggested that 

students possess “intentions and a purpose” in their learning, with teachers supporting these ideas 

(p. 111). This concept of students’ intentions and purpose is an integral part of designing a lesson 

plan that supports the individualized and subjective needs of the student. Teachers, in a qualita-

tive phenomenological study by Coss (2018), remarked on this notion of being a “guide” in the 

education of the jazz improvisation student (p. 526).  

A crucial focus of this study is extending student agency for jazz language acquisition. In 

a survey by Johansen (2014), a variety of participants reported wanting to be in control of their 

jazz improvisational learning. The problem is that students trying to play “free” jazz, a style un-

constrained by harmony or tradition, often lack the experience and understanding needed to self-

correct or recognize effective concepts. Throughout my 23 years of teaching experience, I have 

observed that students require guidance towards acquiring more traditional improvisational con-

cepts, which the jazz instructor must facilitate to promote their development. Some participants 

in a study on autonomy in jazz learning indicated that the teacher was not the expert and that 

they followed only what they “agreed” was relevant advice (Johansen, 2014, p. 17).  

Refinements in educational policy are driven by the idea that student agency could im-

prove critical thinking (Moses et al., 2020). Yet, researchers have found that the COVID-19 pan-

demic and high-stakes testing have greatly diminished students’ critical thinking abilities 

(Golden, 2023).  Critical thinking and solving problems are essential for effective improvisation, 
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and Biasutti (2015) recommended teaching improvisation as a vehicle to enhance critical think-

ing in other disciplines. The teacher's involvement contributes to developing critical thinking by 

allowing students to solve problems with little interference (Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012). Student-

negotiated learning, akin to student agency, has been linked to building better critical thinking 

skills (Grainger et al., 2019). Teachers promote student-negotiated learning by empowering stu-

dents to make decisions regarding classroom activities (Sercan et al., 2018). Therefore, student 

acceptance of their agency is central to this study, as I suggest the use of corpus software to facil-

itate improvisational learning, enhance student agency, and acknowledge students' subjectivities.  

Corpus Study Tools in Jazz Analysis 

 The Oxford English Dictionary defines corpus as “the body of written or spoken material 

upon which a linguistic analysis is based” (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). The plural form of 

corpus, corpora, refers to the database or repository in which the corpus is stored (Vaughan & 

O’Keeffe, 2015). Corpus tools can be used to search for patterns in linguistic analysis (Römer, 

2022). Conceptually, corpus tools can be used in the same manner to search repositories (cor-

pora) for patterns in jazz language. The phrase "jazz language" is an analogy among musicians 

who use melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic content as a form of communication (Berliner, 1994). 

 Researchers have used corpus studies involving music to test theories, discover patterns, 

and develop algorithms (Beaty et al., 2021; Eremenko et al., 2018; Ito, 2014; Katz, 2017; Nor-

gaard, 2014).  In these corpus studies, the most used database is the Weimar Jazz Database 

(WJD). This corpus contains 456 transcriptions by various jazz artists (Pfleiderer et al., 2017). 

The “Jazzomat Research Project” utilizes the WJD as a searchable database via powerful com-

puter tools to retrieve, analyze, and compare musical data structures (Pfleiderer et al., 2017).  
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 Not to be confused with the website application, The Dig That Lick project (DTL, 2017-

2020) investigated the use of patterns in jazz transcriptions (Henry et al., 2020, p. 5). Whereas 

the DTL website application utilizes a variety of software tools and databases rather than being a 

single standalone application (Henry et al., 2020). This study focused on the DTL project’s meth-

ods for analyzing the use of patterns and licks in single-note jazz improvisations, using search 

algorithms on a large dataset of jazz solo transcriptions. One of the tools available on the DTL 

website is the pattern similarity search (https://dig-that-lick.hfm-weimar.de/similarity_search/). 

With this tool, users can search corpora using a virtual keyboard, MIDI notes, or manually enter 

integers based on melodic intervals. The term for pattern searching is “pattern mining,” and DTL 

uses its own database, the Weimar Jazz Database, and other corpora as a repository to extract 

data encoded in the fast, reliable SQLite format (Frieler et al., 2018; WJD, n.d.). SQLite is a da-

tabase engine that operates within the application itself, eliminating the need for a separate 

server. Many researchers use pattern mining tools to search for frequency rates (Norgaard, 2022). 

Others seek stylized features, which are distinctive characteristics that consistently exhibit recog-

nizable patterns in the data (Salley & Shanahan, 2016). However, I used this tool for educational 

purposes. These patterns are searchable by numerical integers representing intervals (1 being a 

half step up, -1 being a half step down). I created lesson plans based on instructor-generated cri-

teria and student-generated, criterion-free searches, allowing students to pattern mine for tran-

scriptions. The lesson format combined objective and reflective-based lesson plans. This hybrid-

style lesson plan aimed to clearly define the teacher-set objectives while giving students the flex-

ibility to develop their own understanding. 

 Below is an example of this pattern corpus assignment: 

1. Access through your browser https://dig-that-lick.hfm-weimar.de/similarity_search/ 

https://dig-that-lick.hfm-weimar.de/similarity_search/
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2. Manually enter this pattern in the similarity search graphic for this standard enclosure 

(embellishment used in jazz): 3, -1, -2, 1  

 

3. Click search. 

 

4. Choose two of the 108 examples. (You can filter by pattern or performer) 

5. Click on the “i” for information on the solo, click on  

to play the excerpt in real-time, and click on         to play the excerpt slower.  

6. Apply your enclosure in a song. Do you like these examples? Discuss. 

This sample assignment includes an enclosure that the instructor considers to be important jazz 

language. An enclosure is a type of ornament where a chord tone is surrounded by notes above or 

below it (Gillick et al., 2010; Herzig, 2019). Instead of providing their own transcription, the in-

structor allows students to choose whichever transcription they prefer. If the student shows par-

tiality toward a particular performer or composer, they could select the enclosure based on the 

performer tab in alphabetical order. 
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Study Overview 

I employed a hermeneutic-phenomenological qualitative approach to examine the experi-

ences of eight participants who used the web application Dig That Lick (DTL). The following 

research questions guided this study: 

1. How do jazz improvisation students view corpus tools for acquiring jazz language? 

2. How do jazz improvisation students describe their experiences using Dig That Lick? 

3. What experiences do jazz improvisation students have with agency? 

4. In what ways does Dig That Lick meet the criteria set by the instructor to acquire jazz  

vocabulary? 

 The participants were purposefully selected and attended an eight-day, two-week work-

shop where they learned to search effectively for jazz language. During the workshop, partici-

pants kept a personal journal and uploaded various assignments and audio files documenting 

their use of jazz language to a secure learning management system. After the workshop, I con-

ducted two semi-structured interviews during which participants answered questions about 

DTL's functionality for jazz language learning and the need for agency. 

Purpose of the Study 

 I have always been intrigued by the notion that “music is language.” As a jazz performer 

for nearly 30 years and an educator in tertiary schools for 14 years, I have noticed a connection 

between embellishments of melodic phrases and syntax in language (Asano & Boeckx, 2015; 

Frieler, 2014; Frieler et al., 2014). While I was researching this theoretical connection, a profes-

sor recommended that I investigate corpus analysis of jazz music. He recommended the Dig That 

Lick (DTL) website (https://dig-that-lick.eecs.qmul.ac.uk/) and another software program named 

AntConc (Anthony, 2019); additionally, he recommended an article about how corpus analysis 
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tools could be used to connect pattern study to core characteristics of jazz improvisation (Nor-

gaard & Römer, 2022). The authors of this article suggested adapting the software tool DTL for 

jazz education. Upon experimenting with this tool, I searched for parameters related to the lesson 

plans I have taught. This query provided information that seems to support a problem I have 

when assigning jazz transcriptions for study. Sometimes my students resist analyzing, memoriz-

ing, and implementing the transcriptions I recommend. Although I assumed that my improvisa-

tion students would embrace these corpus tools, I was not sure they would use the software or 

improve as a result. Efforts to utilize other platforms like YouTube and Open Studio jazz course 

(OpenStudioJazz.com) in improvisation classes have been met with apathy. 

 I wanted to employ a formal inductive research methodology using interview methods. 

Therefore, after much research, I selected the qualitative methodology of phenomenology. I was 

interested in the personal narratives of students in this novel use of corpus tools.  

Epistemological and Theoretical Frameworks 

 Quoted in Berliner’s groundbreaking book Thinking In Jazz, noted pianist and instructor 

Barry Harris argued: “The more ways you have of thinking about music, the more things you 

have to play in your solos” (Berliner, 1994, p. 146). For the improvisation professor, these words 

highlight the overarching philosophy that jazz teachers introduce their students to concepts, theo-

ries, and philosophies; it is incumbent upon the students to incorporate this knowledge into their 

playing. Coss (2018) interviewed jazz improvisation instructors, and a common theme situated 

them as a “guide or coach” (p. 530). This philosophy seemingly views the student as having 

agency in constructing and acquiring knowledge. I believe that teachers and their subjectivities 

influence the students’ construction and acquisition of knowledge. 
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 As a jazz educator for over 20 years, I believe that students do not enter academia as tab-

ulae rasae (blank slates); jazz students come with prior knowledge of jazz and improvisation. My 

epistemological stance aligns with the constructivist view that teachers recognize students’ prior 

knowledge and seek to enhance and further develop it (Mvududu & Thiel-Burgess, 2012). Noted 

Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget is associated with the origins of this theory, “personal construc-

tivis” also known as individual constructivism (Amineh & Asl, 2015, p. 10; Mvududu & Thiel-

Burgess, 2012).  Piaget’s constructivism also aligns with extending student agency as Lindgren 

and McDaniel (2012) purported that the student bolsters their knowledge by having the agency to 

make “adjustments to existing knowledge” (p. 346). In comparison to Vygotsky, Piaget mini-

mized the significance of social influences on cognitive development (Müller & Carpendale, 

2000). 

Social Constructivism  

Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky and constructivist theorists, on the other hand, be-

lieved that knowledge is largely constructed through social interactions and other factors (Ad-

ams, 2006). This addition to Piaget’s constructivist theory is known as social constructivism. 

Vygotsky (1986) diverged from Piaget by suggesting that language is not only learned through 

independent discovery but also through imitating and copying others. The acquisition of jazz lan-

guage parallels this assertion because students are influenced by their teachers and the jazz-ori-

ented social groups that they identify with. Murphy (1990) expressed that jazz improvisation lan-

guage is not created solely and originally by the improviser. However, it is an amalgamation and 

variation of existing information. Thus, Vygotsky’s view of knowledge being constructed by 

“cultural, historical, and social interaction” is vital to my epistemological stance on jazz improvi-

sation education (Mvududu & Thiel-Burgess, 2012, p. 110). 
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Social Constructivism in Education 

  Social constructivism is linked to ontological, epistemological, theoretical, and pedagog-

ical theories (Mvududu & Theil-Burgess, 2012). As a theoretical framework, social constructiv-

ism serves as the link between my epistemological stance and praxis. Adams (2006) summarized 

the theoretical framework of social constructivist pedagogy as “the aim of learning is thus to be-

come aware of the realities of others and their relationship with and to one’s own” (p. 246). This 

summarization happens when teachers and students discuss concepts freely in class. 

 Open discussion is an essential concept in social constructivism and the learning culture 

of the classroom (Amineh & Asl, 2015). Solving problems through discussion is a constructivist 

technique that enables students to see multiple solutions (Bailey & Pransky, 2005). Bailey and 

Pransky (2005) noted that some classroom cultures negatively affect free discussions. The social 

constructivist approach is negated by students who do not offer their opinions or acquiesce to the 

teacher’s opinion. Still, Meredith (2003) purported that the relevance of the subject matter causes 

the student to feel empowered and thus produces successful learning. Mvududu and Thiel-Bur-

gess (2012) argued that a byproduct of constructivism is a focus on “student-centered learning,” 

which they considered the most important attribute of modern education (p. 116). 

Teacher’s Role in Social Constructivism 

 Teachers can either hinder or promote student agency through two main types of class-

room interactions. These include monologic interactions, where the teacher's message dominates, 

or dialogic interactions, where different messages are valued and supported (Kathard, 2015). An 

example of a monological position in the classroom would be the teacher disseminating the in-

formation to the class without debate or clarification. Dialogical positions in the classroom could 

be students in dialogue, bouncing ideas off each other, or the teacher and students involved in 
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discussions (Baxter, 2007; Kathard et al., 2015). Baxter (2007) explored group communication 

by analyzing two traditions: (a) the “logical-empirical tradition," which seeks to explain differ-

ences, and (b) the interpretive tradition, which emphasizes the uniqueness of others (p. 120). 

Both traditions are primarily “monologues in parallel” rather than interchange among each other 

(p. 120). The classroom can resemble this model, where the teacher has one voice and the student 

has another; parallel monologues occur, but true interaction does not happen.  

Phenomenology has its origins in nursing and the medical community. Zayed (2008) dis-

cussed how dialogical interactions between therapist and patient lead to “therapeutic understand-

ing and interpretation” (p. 564). In fact, a social constructivist, dialogical approach in phenome-

nological collection, analysis, and data reporting would include the voices of teacher/researchers. 

Husserl aimed to remove the researchers' voices in favor of the participants' lived experiences 

(Lopez & Willis, 2004). Heidegger’s interpretive approach recognized the expert voice of the re-

searcher, who initiates the study (Lopez & Willis, 2004). Similarly, the teacher (as a researcher) 

plays a crucial role in the dialogical perspective within interpretive phenomenology and the so-

cial-constructivist framework.  

Dialogical Approach 

 In simple terms, the capitalized word “Self” refers to the ability to see oneself in relation 

to others (Zayed, 2008). Ginev (2019) explained that a dialogical approach in hermeneutic phe-

nomenology must start with the concept and nature of the Self. Understanding the previous sen-

tence can be challenging and needs clarification to be fully understood. Beginning with the term 

"phenomenology," it can be succinctly described as the study of experience (Friesen, 2012). Her-

meneutics refers to a concept that signifies interpretation, as well as the art and practice associ-

ated with interpretation (Alsaigh & Coyne, 2021; Ramsook, 2018). Not to be mistaken with the 
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general definitions of communication and interaction, “dialogical” in this context specifically 

pertains to incorporating the researchers’ experiences, especially during the interpretation process 

(Ginev, 2019; Zayed, 2008). “Self” entails the role of the researcher within hermeneutic contexts 

and corresponds to what Hubert Hermans has designated as the “I-position” (Ginev, 2019; Lei-

man, 2012).  

As the researcher, I cannot separate myself from the studied phenomenon (Ginev, 2019). 

The Self positions itself in relation to the participants and the meaning that they both share (Lei-

man, 2012). For this study, I positioned myself as a teacher seeking a more effective way to 

guide my students in acquiring jazz language.  

My bias, however, was that I know more than my students and, therefore, would instead 

give them the language to acquire in the hopes that they would eventually be able to discern what 

good language looks and sounds like. Lieman (2012) suggested a “constructive observer posi-

tion” in which the Self reconceptualizes the problem (p. 127). I can reconceptualize the problem 

as a question: How do novice students know which jazz language is good? With this question in 

mind, I could create assignments for students to search for their language and, through perfor-

mance and dialogue, ascertain if their ideas work. However, I control the criteria of those 

searches and maintain a level of authority that does not support total agency. My workshop de-

sign incorporates “free-play” activities to address the idea of “managed choice," which refers to 

student choice within teacher-imposed constraints (Marshall, 2022). Without imposing too much 

of my subjectivity on my students, we can have a “reflective practice as a series of ongoing dia-

logic encounters” (Sulzer et al., 2019, p. 604). 
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Significance 

 Historically, the model for educating students was for the instructor to be the agent for 

disseminating information; today, students can acquire their knowledge through sophisticated 

technology available to them (Luquet, 2015). Witmer (1988) noted a significant 'quantum leap” 

in the last thirty years regarding the “institutionalization of jazz pedagogy” in higher education 

(p. 7). This quantum leap indicated a move toward developing method books, standardized cur-

ricula, and specialized jazz. That was in 1988! Currently, educators need to develop new teaching 

methods focused on jazz improvisation’s core principles while adopting today’s learners' newest 

modalities (Beale, 2001). What are the core principles of jazz improvisation, and how can they 

be repurposed with the needs of today’s students and technology?  

Informal Learning from the Experts 

 During the first half of the twentieth century, one of the key ways to learn to play jazz 

was through informal practice of listening to the masters perform (Biasutti, 2017; Keller-Tuberg, 

2025). Although not an exhaustive list and certainly subjective, the masters include jazz artists 

like Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Thelonious Monk, Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, and John 

Coltrane (Berliner, 1994; Jackson, 2012; Renick, 2012). Historically, experienced jazz perform-

ers have served as mentors to less experienced musicians. This interaction allowed young musi-

cians to acquire knowledge informally through the oral tradition prevalent in African American 

culture (Prouty, 2006). Formal jazz learning has replaced the club with the classroom.  

 While using the pattern similarity search bar on the DTL website does not replace a men-

tor, it does allow students to search by “metadata filters for performers, instruments, recording 

year, and style” (Henry et al., 2020). A student would then be able to select a performer, record-

ing year, and style to acquire vocabulary from emulation and analysis of the desired performer. 
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Prouty (2006), inspired by Wilmot Fraser, suggested a similar framework named “aural-written,” 

which seemed to mitigate the disparity between the oral and written tradition (Fraser, 1983, p. 

103). The premise is based on the listening aspect of learning jazz from a particular artist and the 

written transcription as an analysis. The onus of the student to perform in the appropriate style is 

a core principle in learning jazz improvisation (Prouty, 2004). However, the appropriate style is 

largely decided by those with the authority to judge its correctness.  

Listening to Learn 

 Berliner’s highly cited book, Thinking In Jazz, reported how critical listening is to the 

“serious” jazz student (Berliner, 1994, p. 282). The crucial part of listening is to learn how pro-

fessional jazz musicians solved the problem of the harmonic material (changes) in songs. Most 

compositions feature a variety of harmonic material that transitions between different key cen-

ters. It is easy to produce incorrect notes when attempting to improvise over these modulating 

passages.  

Listening to other musicians in the band is also crucial to learning. Black (2008) reported 

that instructors used the term “listening” for action in the interactive sense with other musicians 

(p. 284). A student can listen to the monophonic solos in context with the harmony using DTL 

corpus tools. The interactions with the other musicians could be analyzed to see if the soloist was 

influenced by rhythms, chords, voicings, or riffs previously played by other performers. 

Additionally, Murphy (1990) proposed that improvisation may be embodied, where the 

patterns and quotes used by soloists are physical responses to how other artists have played the 

instrument. This statement is important because the ergonomic considerations of each instrument 

may play a part in students' success in retaining and applying jazz vocabulary. Using corpus tools 

to have students search for solos by their instrument can also aid in reinforcing jazz vocabulary. 
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Creating One’s Own Style 

 In formal education, the teacher-led model seemingly has diminished the students’ ability 

to pursue self-knowledge and self-expression (Beale, 2001). Effective soloing depends on the 

performer moving beyond imitation and into creating their own style. Creating one’s own style 

has been supplanted by students copying YouTube clips verbatim. Even computer-generated im-

provisations use algorithms to create more subjective content based on user-specific modeling 

(Hakimi et al., 2020). The computer moves past imitation to sound more “human.” In another 

way, the computer generates novel improvisations based on style. Adding language by imitation 

is essential in the jazz musicians’ ability to create their own style (Palmer, 2016). Bjerstedt 

(2015) purported that style results from adaptations from the quotes (notes of a “lick” played ver-

batim) learned from successful improvisations of other musicians. Aspiring jazz musicians use 

jam sessions to work on improvisations and to experiment with adapting and repurposing licks 

they have learned (Herzig, 2020; May, 2005). This study can guide teachers to corpus analysis 

tools that assist students in building a jazz vocabulary knowledge base, enabling them to adapt 

and repurpose patterns for developing their own style. A student’s individual perspective, that is, 

subjectivity, justifies their right to select their own jazz vocabulary. 

In Chapter Two, I reviewed the relevant literature on three aspects of this study:  

• Studies concerning the issues facing jazz improvisation education 

• Relevance of student agency 

• Corpus studies utilized in jazz research 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 Hart (2018) recommended using a “clear plan” for what will be included or excluded 

from a literature review (p. 3). I have decided to employ a semi-systematic, or meta-narrative, 

review approach because three distinct aspects of my research topic require different conceptual-

izations (Wong et al., 2013). These three aspects encompass jazz pedagogical technologies, the 

relevance of student agency, and the application of corpus tools in jazz research.  

 Snyder (2019) recommended using a meta-narrative approach to detect themes, perspec-

tives, or issues within a specific research field (p. 335). A meta-narrative approach centers on 

creating a map of different traditions or storylines drawn from various disciplines. I mapped the 

evolution of technologies in jazz improvisation pedagogy because, in this study, I aim to utilize 

software that could potentially transform how improvisation is taught. I excluded pedagogy 

based on method books or philosophical systems because teachers can use corpus software to 

teach jazz regardless of ideology.  

The following section on the relevance of student agency is based on synthesizing the 

knowledge of extending agency (Wong et al., 2013). I examine the development of student 

agency and its related concepts, which align with the power dynamics between the teacher and 

student. This step is essential because of the dialogical analysis procedures used in this study 

(Vygotsky, 1986; Zayed, 2008).  

Finally, corpus studies are situated in relation to their cross-disciplinary applications in 

cognitive studies. Corpus studies have yet to be used in jazz pedagogy as of the writing of this 

dissertation. In the following sections, I performed a content analysis based on the recommenda-

tions of Braun and Clarke (2006). This analysis is conducted by drawing upon multiple sources 

of evidence for “convergence and corroboration” (Bowen & Glenn, 2009, p. 28).  
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The Evolution of Technologies Used in Jazz Improvisation Pedagogy 

The acceptance of jazz education in U.S. tertiary schools has been well documented by 

numerous scholars (Murphy, 1994; Peretti, 2001; Prouty, 2005; Rodriguez, 2012). Early aca-

demic teaching of jazz in America during the 1930s was relegated to ensembles that were called 

“dance bands” (Luty, 1982, p. 38). Jazz was seen as a commodity and not as a music degree tract 

until the U.S. government promoted jazz as a way to spread democracy post World War II by of-

fering money to colleges through the G.I. Bill (D. Murphy, 1994). Problematic to these institu-

tions was a way to codify jazz into a formal process of collegiate pedagogy (Louth, 2012; Prouty, 

2005). This literature review section illustrates how including new technology and, ostensibly, 

teaching philosophy changed jazz improvisation education. Innovations that influenced jazz ped-

agogy, such as the Schillinger system and North Texas’ One-o-clock lab band, are excluded be-

cause those innovations are neither technological nor philosophical (Marquis, 1998; McDaniel, 

1993). 

The Codification of Jazz 

 Formal models of teaching music mainly focus on the written tradition of reading and an-

alyzing music (Prouty, 2006). Most jazz musicians used the informal teaching method of oral 

transmission from jazz master to apprentice to learn and expand their vocabulary (Prouty, 2006). 

A third method of learning jazz involves navigating a specific gray area situated between oral 

and written traditions. Prouty (2006) mentioned that learners utilize recordings and other media 

to build vocabulary by repeatedly listening to phrases, helping them understand and analyze how 

the material works within the song or other contexts. The challenge for higher education institu-

tions was to meet the criteria of syllabi, which required clear learning objectives, content pro-

gression, and assessment strategies (Javors, 2001). A step toward addressing this challenge was 
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the re-publication of George Russell’s 1953 theoretical method book, The Lydian Chromatic 

Concept of Tonal Organization for Improvisation, in 1959 (Russell, 1959).   

 Witmer (1988) cited Russell’s book as the impetus for educators to create exercises for 

students to learn jazz improvisation. Witmer revealed that Russell’s theory of “vertical poly-

modality” is explained in much greater detail, as every chord has a scale associated with which 

the improviser can choose notes (p. 18). Much more than just this definition, chord-scale theory 

is to jazz what Schenkerian analysis is to Western art music. However, Dipiero (2023) situated 

Russell’s text as a type of gentrification of the African American tradition. Chord-scale theory 

met the needs of the traditional university system and, therefore, became the framework for cre-

ating a functional jazz syllabus. Prouty (2008) believed that Russell’s text was necessary for the 

“compatibility with the language of academic pedagogy” (p. 9). Russell’s text provided the 

means to codify jazz in a manner that could be taught and communicated. 

The ABCs of Jazz Education 

  The letters ‘ABC’ are known through jazz educational circles as a moniker for the pio-

neers of jazz education (Herzig, 2019; Whyton, 2006). According to Herzig (2019), George Rus-

sell’s chord-scale theory provided the “roots” for codified jazz education through the publica-

tions and innovations from Jamey Aebersold, David Baker, and Jerry Coker (p. 182). Jerry 

Coker, the C of the ABCs, was instrumental in utilizing chord-scale theory in his popular jazz 

summer camps (Herzig, 2019). David Baker, the B of the ABCs, built on Russell’s theories and 

stated that students needed a “thorough knowledge of chord-to-scale relationships, harmonic for-

mulas, and jazz patterns…” (Baker, 1980, p. 47). Whyton (2006), referring to its proliferation in 

jazz studies programs, deemed the chord-scale methodology as a part of the “American model” 
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and not part of the original African American model of teaching jazz (p. 76). The chord-scale ap-

proach was only one way of improvising. Whyton critiqued academic institutions and jazz pro-

grams for restraining imagination and free thinking. Aebersold, the A of the ABCs and a student 

of David Baker, probably had the most significant impact on jazz improvisation with his jazz 

play-a-long technology.  

Aebersold’s Method 

Jamey Aebersold produced a play-a-long series in 1967 that included a book with jazz 

charts, theory, and a record featuring a professional rhythm section. The series now features vol-

umes on CDs and other downloadable digital media. This technology enabled students to prac-

tice applying jazz theory and experimenting with new sounds in real-time. Below (figure 1a. and 

1b., both from page 30) is a sample insert of Aebersold’s publication that was sold with the LP, 

cassette tape, CD, or streaming service (Aebersold & Long, 1979): 

Figure 1a. 

Scale Syllabus Included in Aebersold’s Publication 

 

Matteson (1980) recommended that Aebersold’s play-a-long series solved an issue with 

multiple students in the same classroom with differing abilities. Students on all levels were able 
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to perform in class to a backing track that would provide consistent and professional accompani-

ment. The play-a-long series was not without its critics. Before Matteson’s endorsement, Hores 

(1977) compared Aebersold’s approach to the traditional aural method of learning jazz, speculat-

ing that it was a more visual way of learning jazz. Hores is referring to the 

Figure 1b. 

Demonstrates Aebersold’s Chord-Scale Relationship Theory  

  

written tradition in which musicians read the music rather than hear it. Hores also noted that the 

visual method was the most prevalent in institutions, indicating that the university system did not 

know how to detail the objectives and assessments required in syllabi.  

Additionally, the visual reference concerns analyzing the verticality of chord symbols on 

a jazz lead sheet and how an improviser would respond by applying the appropriate scale. This 

technique is in opposition to the aural method of listening to a performer play over a harmonic 

structure and applying it to other similar structures.  Bowman (1988) challenged Hores’ criticism 

and argued that the use of the play-a-long technology was both aural and visual. The play-a-long 
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technology is simply designed as a vehicle for jazz improvisers to practice soloing and not pro-

mote any one philosophy of improvisational technique. Hickey (2009) referenced the value of 

Aebersold’s play-a-long in cognitive research. Although the subject of patterns will be addressed 

later in the corpus studies section of this review, it is important to note that Pressing (1987) 

looked at patterns as a way to solve “improvisational problems” (Hickey, 2009, p. 288). Patterns 

derived from the analysis of chord structures within songs can be applied to like structures in 

other songs; this concept is the basis of chord-scale theory. Herzig (2020) referenced Aebersold’s 

innovations, coupled with Baker and Coker’s method books, as a “publishing empire” that met 

the needs of jazz pedagogy (p. 65). Aebersold’s play-a-long tracks have been copied, converted, 

and duplicated to other media and other formats which served as the template for newer technol-

ogy. 

Modern Technology: Innovations and Issues in Jazz Pedagogy 

 YouTube was created in 2005 as a platform to share videos (Rudolph & Frankel, 2009). 

Stowell and Dixon (2014) reported how this digital technology, utilized either formally or infor-

mally, is important in music education. A simple query on the YouTube platform of ‘jazz im-

provisation tutorials’ yielded more than a hundred results of a mixture of true practitioners of the 

jazz idiom to random people who are not representative of the jazz music community (YouTube, 

2024). Additionally, Rudolph and Frankel (2009) remarked that YouTube is one the most used 

platforms in the classroom. Problematic for jazz education is vetting accurate and reliable videos 

on YouTube. Garner (2017) interviewed participants about YouTube technology and learning 

experiences. This study revealed that some students had a lack of self-control to watch and do 

the activities. Lack of guidance is another factor that hinders learning, according to Garner 

(2017).  
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 The motivation for students to watch Dr. Barry Harris’ videos stems from their seeking 

guidance. De Lima discussed Harris’ teachings and theories of “movement' in 2017 (p. 19), con-

ceptualizing them into a “multidimensional pedagogical tool” for improvisation. Another im-

portant guide regarding the need for reputable jazz instruction on YouTube is Peter Martin and 

his 2-minute jazz lessons (Moore, 2016). His videos have received over 242,214 views (as of De-

cember 16, 2019). The popularity of these videos will lead to the creation of another technologi-

cal platform linked to jazz education mentioned later in this section. Lacking in the videos of 

Harris and Martin (and others) is the ability to ask questions of these digital mentors. What is 

missing is the goals and objectives in implementing these theories into a systematic method and 

plan.  

 In 2008 a technological phenomenon affecting jazz education was the creation of the mo-

bile and tablet application iReal Pro (Biolcati 2008). Modeled after the Aebersold play-a-longs, 

iReal Pro allows users to “transpose the accompaniment to any key, choose metronome speed, 

choose musical style” and export pdf’s, “wave” or “midi” files (Cahn, 2018). Just like other ped-

agogues who created methodological material based off Aebersold’s technology, Cahn (2018) 

created a system of melodic improvisation around the iReal pro application. Differing from 

Cahn, Ostermann et al. (2021) studied the comparison of iReal pro (as a baseline) to a more reac-

tive accompaniment application named EAR drummer. Participants preferred the interactive fea-

tures over iReal pro but determined the feature was also “distracting” (p. 219). A huge complica-

tion with iReal pro is the accuracy of the harmonic structure of songs in the database. The har-

monic content is not governed, but accessed through an open forum of users who can create and 

upload their lead sheets to the database. 
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 A new platform for learning jazz improvisation is the subscription-based Open Studio 

(Moore, 2016). Created in response to the popularity of Peter Martins’ two-minute jazz lessons 

on YouTube, this platform features 86 courses by 27 performing artists (Open Studio, About Us 

2025). Coursework is chosen by instrument, instructor, and grade level (beginner to expert). Alt-

hough the features and sheer amount of information given are incredible, this platform has three 

drawbacks. The subscription is pricey, billed at $390 per year. A student cannot ask questions in 

real-time. Little is known about the effectiveness of jazz improvisation classes and private stu-

dios. 

Relevance of Student Agency 

Every jazz improvisation student is different. Different instruments, personalities, and in-

fluences. Yet many jazz improvisation classes and their required syllabi treat the jazz improvisa-

tion student as a singularity. Lecturers provide the same solo transcriptions for all their students 

to learn various concepts involving improvisation. These solos are analyzed, memorized, and 

performed to prove mastery of the concept in some sort of assessment phase by the instructor. 

This cycle continues every time a new crop of students register for classes with potentially new 

needs. 

 Empowering students has emerged as a key priority for teachers. With advancements in 

technology and the rise of online learning platforms, students are increasingly taking charge of 

their educational journey. In higher education, there is a need to extend students’ agency through 

the use of learning technologies (Marín et al., 2020). Norgaard and Römer (2022) suggested that 

corpus studies, typically used in linguistic analysis, could serve as a tool in jazz education. Alt-

hough jazz corpus study tools permeate cognitive research, no known tertiary school institutions 

apply this technology as a model jazz language acquisition. Using corpus tools as a hypothetical 
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model, students would have the power to choose what vocabulary they acquire and assimilate 

into their playing. 

  Jazz musicians tend to use technology to acquire language by transcription and analysis. 

The usage of YouTube, Scribbr, Open Studio, and other sites help aspiring jazz musicians acquire 

jazz language in the form of memorized patterns known as licks (Frieler, 2014). Learning vocab-

ulary from expert level jazz performers is encouraged for acquisition and synthesis, yet an intui-

tive, subjective plan to acquire this knowledge is not often created (Coss, 2018b). The subjective 

nature of learning jazz lends itself perfectly to employing student agency rather than teacher-

based lecturing.  

 What is this notion of jazz language? To improvise effectively, jazz musicians transcribe 

phrases and patterns “by imitating, repeating, and memorizing the solos and phrases of the mas-

ters…” (Barrett, 1998).  Comparisons to learning a secondary language and learning jazz vocab-

ulary to acquire language are relatively numerous (Fay, n.d.).  A study by Pras et al., (2017), 

wrote about an improvisational interaction with a vocalist and pianist that commented that “they 

were trying to feel out each other’s vocabulary” (p. 6). Eisenberg, (2019), talked about passing 

on tradition through the use of acquiring jazz and or blues language.  In this situation, language 

is primarily acquired through imitation (Bjerstedt, 2016).  

 A study of the literature allows researchers to gain a better understanding of what student 

agency is, its effectiveness, and the necessity of student agency in the acquisition of jazz impro-

visational language. In the next section, I define student agency, situate student agency as an ef-

fective method of learning in jazz education, identify themes, and explain the connection of cor-

pus studies and jazz language acquisition. 
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What is Student Agency? 

            Dewey, in 1922, argued that “choice and deliberation embody one’s agency” and essen-

tially describe the purpose of student agency (Vaughn, 2020). Having this type of agency may be 

related to the student being intentional and purposeful (Vaughn, 2020). Students must learn by 

experimenting, which has much to do with successes and failures. Students need to embrace the 

activity of experimenting to have agency. Giving students control over their education enables 

them to become passionate about their learning (Annan, 2016).  

Another definition of agency is “the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see 

the results” of “decisions and choices” (Kramsch et al., 2000, p. 97; Basharina, 2009, p. 395). 

The ‘power’ of this action usually resides with the teacher, and those decisions and choices may 

be pre-planned irrespective of the students’ wants and desires. The perception of power for stu-

dents allows them to draw from previous decisions and apply them to other situations with the 

hope of solving those problems (Annan, 2012). Here, total or absolute power is not given to the 

student, but the teacher infers the illusion of choices.  

Self-governing learners are characterized as an industrious individual who actively exer-

cises their agency to make important learning decisions (Luo et al., 2019). These skills include 

“setting goals, selecting tasks, designing activities, choosing materials, managing time, and creat-

ing evaluations” (Little, 1991; Macaskill & Taylor, 2010; Luo et al., 2019). 

The Need for Student Agency in Jazz Education 

  Jazz improvisation curriculum has been largely unchanged since the early 1960s (Javors 

& Dissertations, 2001). This curriculum is based on the theoretical practice of improvisers to 

match a scale with a harmonic chord symbol. It is, at this moment, referred to as a chord-scale 

relationship (Bjerstedt, 2016). These note choices inform the improviser of the specific notes to 
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play over a particular harmony. The critical word here is “choices.” The learner's choice is agen-

tic in improvisation because they independently decide which notes or scales to use.  

The traditional teaching approach, inspired by classical music, has been adopted and ap-

plied in jazz education (Sætre, 2019). Historically, musicians learned improvisation mainly 

through shared knowledge with others, through trial and error, and through real playing experi-

ence (Jackson & Jackson, 2012). Jazz education now “eliminates the need for musicians to actu-

ally have these experiences, reflect upon them, and develop their own strategies for coping with 

them” (Jackson, 2012, p. 47). How can one assume that every jazz pianist will like and feel a 

connection to a transcription of Oscar Peterson that a biased teacher assigned? Jazz musicians 

need the agency to create their own material (Sætre, 2019).  

Monk et al. (2013) stated that in “order to improvise,” students have already learned the 

“requirements of active listening” (p. 189). Students must find their own voice within the perfor-

mance and making of music (Monk et al., 2013). There is a potential for more research to ex-

plore student agency and technology in jazz language acquisition. Extending student agency 

through corpus studies may provide students with the tools necessary to develop and acquire 

meaningful jazz language. 

How is student agency incorporated in teaching?  

 Several themes emerged from the literature that help clarify the roles of teachers, stu-

dents, and community (especially in music education) and how those roles can be fully realized. 

The idea of student agency stems from the notion that people navigate life as negotiators of their 

environment; we, as teachers, are providing the environment through the adoption of student 

agency in our lesson plans (Annan, 2016). The teacher decides whether the student becomes an 

“active or passive learner” (p. 2). 
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Klemencic (2015) outlined how the development of student agency is contingent on six 

principles:  

1) a constructed quality of action and interaction  

2) agency strength depends on the situation  

3) student agency is temporally embedded  

4) children’s lives are embedded in unique opportunities and challenges  

5) student agency is inherently relational  

6) three modes of student agency: personal, proxy, and collective. 

Equally important is the acceptance of students' multiple perspectives, which creates an 

environment for hearing other ideas and solutions (Klemencic, 2015). The teacher is the catalyst 

in constructing this environment and monitoring the power structure.  

Some researchers maintain that teachers are still at the apex of the power structure and 

that total agency is an illusion (Luo et al., 2019; Mameli et al., 2023; Symonds, 2021). Students 

who have “perceived” power over their learning and believe their cultural experience is relevant 

are more successful in learning environments that utilize student agency (Annan, 2016, p. 3). It is 

essential that parents, teachers, and community members work side by side with students to con-

struct these learning environments and form a diverse repository of experience for students to 

draw from (p. 4). Power structure is sometimes influenced by social networks that supplant indi-

vidual agency. Annan (2016) expounds on this notion by positioning the students’ need to belong 

to a cultural group so that they can have a “strong sense of self” (p. 4). Students better utilize this 

sense of self through the collective tribe rather than pursuing personal gains. 

The importance of community is essential to the development of successful student 

agency. Students who think, discuss, challenge, and analyze information mediate agency with 
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their parents or other students (Annon, 2016). A facet of agency includes how “individuals inter-

act with each other and across a variety of social contexts” (Vaughn, 2020, p. 111).  Self-directed 

learning (Little, 1991) and student agency also acknowledge the impact of “social structure on 

students’ actions and perceived identities” (p. 821). Students have a culture that they try to assim-

ilate into, and that culture may dictate what is learned as well as acceptable behavior.   

 Annan suggested that teachers’ roles in supporting student agency are invaluable and cru-

cial to students' decision-making, primarily when teachers draw from their own experiences (p. 

4). Teachers who facilitate these learning environments exhibit qualities of understanding and en-

couragement and want to expand the students’ knowledge. Zeiser et al. (2018) suggested that 

successful personal relationships with students enable strength, meet needs, and provide motiva-

tion. Teachers are not mere bystanders but co-creators with the students (Vaughn, 2020). In this 

context, teachers function as influencers and repositories of knowledge that students can access 

(p. 116). The importance of the “teacher-student relationship” is at the root of the directed class-

room activities, as they should carefully support “scaffolded lessons” and demonstrate “positive 

learning experiences” for the student (Monk et al., 2013).  

 Another theme is the idea that student agency prepares students for employment. For jazz 

students, intrinsic motivation—fostered by consistently exercising student agency—is a highly 

valuable skill for meeting deadlines and preparing for gigs. Student agency and directed student 

agency have become an essential topic in the music academy (Sætre, 2019). Students who are 

responsible for their own learning need assistance in understanding the distinction between 

“practical and scholarly knowledge” (Sætre, 2019, p. 19). The practicality of a task is directly re-

lated to the student’s perception of how the skills they may learn will help them gain employ-
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ment in the real world. Sætre (2019) suggested that multiple ways exist to conceptualize the mu-

sic performance student within higher music education, each shedding light on understanding the 

role of the student and future musician. The music student is quite cognizant of post-secondary 

school and the demands of the ‘real world.’ This action puts the “music student’s learning pro-

cess and working methods” in a prominent position rather than listening to lectures from teachers 

about “what knowledge and skills music students should develop” (p. 26). “Skills and compe-

tences viewed as necessary for a flexible and lifelong career have become increasingly centered 

on employability and demands for market adjustment” (p. 67). These qualities related to student 

agency are indispensable to students’ problem-solving ability when they are gainfully employed.  

Furthermore, Sætre recognized that previous teaching models inhibit students’ critical 

thinking. Whitney et al. (2021) agreed and insinuated that the potential “employability prepara-

tion of the students is at the forefront of their future aspirations of graduate life and career” (p. 

53). This development of skills for future use demands that students become intrinsically moti-

vated and responsible.  

Corpus Studies Utilized In Jazz Research 

 Broadly speaking, a corpus is a collection of texts stored in an electronic database that 

can be used to uncover language information. In linguistics, searching corpora for patterns re-

lated to lexical analysis is quite common (Kennedy, 2014). Recently, corpus-based studies have 

been conducted across various genres of music, such as pop, Western art music, and jazz (Weiß 

et al., 2018). The most cited repository for corpus-based jazz studies is the (WJD) Weimar Jazz 

Database (Pfleiderer et al., 2017). This database includes transcriptions of jazz solos, audio re-

cordings, and MIDI data.  
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This literature review examines jazz research that employs large corpora of improvised 

solos (i.e., 30 or more). I present this research in three chronological categories: cognitive studies 

that use corpora, emulation and generative software, and conclusions drawn. The conclusions 

drawn section is organized chronologically in a table for ease of comparison. Lastly, I describe 

whether any large corpus research is being utilized in jazz education classes in the United States. 

Cognitive Studies That Use Corpora 

Although Jeff Pressing's 1988 book chapter, 'Improvisation: Methods and Models,' does 

not explicitly employ corpus research, it established the foundation for studies seeking to under-

stand improvisation cognition. This book provided a theoretical framework supporting the idea 

that improvisers rely on stored patterns, called event clusters. Pressing (1988) explained the cog-

nitive processes involved in improvisation and how these event clusters can be abandoned, re-

started, or interrupted to create new material. Pressing (1988) correctly suggested that this re-

search could serve as a foundation for improvisation-based computer programs. 

Johnson-Laird (2002) challenged Pressing’s (1988) claim that pattern use is essential for 

improvisation by suggesting that jazz musicians usually memorize song harmonies and follow 

rules about harmony and other restrictions. He argued that rules and constraints, such as chords 

and pitch choices, heavily influence improvisation. Therefore, improvisation can be modeled 

with algorithms that generate chord progressions and live melodies based on moderate con-

straints. 

Being aware of both opposing viewpoints, Norgaard (2014) used corpus analysis tools to 

examine a large collection of Charlie Parker solos. This research showed that pre-formed licks 

and motor patterns are a key part of how expert improvisers improvise. It supported Pressing’s 
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(1988) theories about pattern use, contrasting with Johnson-Laird's (2002) claim that patterns are 

incidental and result from rule-based improvisation. 

Norgaard (2017) was not a corpus study; it was a qualitative analysis that examined how 

jazz musicians think and acquire improvisational skills.. However, this research showed that par-

ticipants recalled patterns from stored memory, both auditory and motor, which helps improvis-

ers focus on other aspects of their performance, such as creating new material and planning. In-

terviews from this study confirmed that the improvisers described using patterns as well as 

strategizing and planning parts of their solos. Pattern use and the subsequent mining of patterns 

are central to my research and other studies in this literature review.  

Klaus Frieler, one of the developers of DTL, has written and co-written numerous articles 

that utilize corpus and corpus software tools, as well as instructional articles that explain these 

tools to readers. Frieler et al. (2016) employed corpus tools to analyze jazz solos by classifying 

and labeling musical units at a middle level, situated between individual notes and larger form 

parts.  

Frieler (2017) explained how MeloSpyGUI, a corpus computational tool, works and its 

capabilities, aimed at computer scientists interested in understanding or developing the concepts 

behind the software. Similarly, Frieler et al. (2018) presented two corpus software tools to dis-

cover patterns in jazz solos. Eremenko et al. (2018) identified a problem with the WJD's search 

tools. Their research introduced a web-based application, JazzTube, that effectively matches au-

dio datasets from WJB with suitable YouTube videos and assesses chord transcription systems.   

These articles are relevant to this study because they indicate that one of Dig That Lick's 

creators intended these corpus tools to support pattern research, rather than for educational use, 

which leads me to question whether they could be used in tertiary schools. 
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Recent Corpus Studies 

 Several recent studies have emerged during the development of my research. Foster and 

Dixon (2021) created Filosax, a dataset comprising of jazz recordings from five participants who 

recorded original solos and interpretations of melodies, as well as transcribed solos. This new 

collection expands on the data from the Weimar Jazz Database (WJD) and can be used for pat-

tern research or analysis, or, in the case of this research, for educational purposes. Riley and 

Dixon (2023) created the Filobass dataset and corpus to address a gap in research where the role 

of bassists has been overlooked in improvisation studies. The researchers explained how they ac-

quired their corpus and outlined the validation criteria. Filobass also based its corpus and design 

on the previously mentioned Filosax. 

  Similarly, Edwards et al. (2023) created a dataset from solo jazz piano data named Pi-

Jama (piano jazz with automatic MIDI annotations). Although datasets exist for classical piano, 

PiJama addresses a need for jazz piano. This dataset can be used for cognitive research and jazz 

pedagogy. This research has also led to the development of generative modeling. 

 Cheston et al. (2024) expand on Filobass and PiJama by providing a dataset that includes 

drums, bass, and piano, typically associated with a jazz piano trio. They suggest their jazz trio 

dataset is useful for "performer identification," "expressive performance modeling," and "struc-

ture analysis." It can also facilitate the teaching of comping and interaction within the rhythm 

section, particularly through the analysis of rhythm and beat placement. (Cheston et al., 2024).  

Bunks et al. (2025) analyzed improvised jazz melodies and developed an impressive tool that 

uses color-coded labels for harmonic tags. This research is important because it employs the 

same language jazz pedagogues use. Enclosures, passing tones, and others are clearly labeled, 

and this software has significant implications for jazz theory and improvisation courses. 
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 Lastly, Henry et al. (2024), co-authored by Klaus Frieler, used a multi-case study ap-

proach to demonstrate how Dig That Lick (DTL) can analyze performers’ jazz styles. The first 

case study searches for a typical bebop lick with the interval pattern [-1,-2,-1,3,3,3,-1,-2]. The 

second looks for a shorter lick, [-2,-3,1,1], found in more than 1205 instances. The third case 

study uniquely explores patterns based on the development of improvisation, which the research-

ers describe as “Post-Coltrane” patterns. It suggests that John Coltrane had a modal language that 

appears in the jazz vocabulary of more modern players, implying that jazz is socially influenced. 

Emulation and Generative Software 

 Jazz improvisation, valued for its reworking of previously learned material and spontane-

ity, is used by researchers to understand whether a machine can perform human, creative tasks 

based on decision-making. To teach a machine how to improvise like a specific performer, data 

must be collected from a source of transcriptions (Gillick, 2009). Gillick (2009) used Charlie 

Parker transcriptions (as well as others) as the foundation for ‘training data.’ The second task in 

all the methodologies is to employ a system that will make decisions based on probabilities. The 

Markov Model is the most commonly used system and appears in subsequent studies.  

Gillick (2009) used Charlie Parker solos exclusively as training data for their computer-

generated solos (Riff Jr—Recombinant Improvisations from Jazz). The researchers tested 

whether subjects could identify, out of the four solos presented, which ones were created by 

Charlie Parker and which by Riff Jr. These subjects were chosen from Wesleyan College’s math 

and computer science departments, and some registered Impro-Visor (an emulation tool) users. 

Using more than one artist, Gillick et al. (2010) used corpora from Clifford Brown, Freddie Hub-

bard, and Miles Davis as training data to determine whether 20 test subjects could differentiate 

between human- and artificially generated solos. Frieler et al. (2016) extended this research by 
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utilizing 204 monophonic solos by 60 different improvisers. Instead of surveying participants to 

discern which solos were computer- or human-generated, the researchers compared actual pat-

tern structures with computer-generated patterns. Their research shows that improvisers typically 

start solos with simple phrases and common licks, but as the music develops, they incorporate 

more complex phrases and licks. 

 Vassilakis et al. (2019) found that previous research on patterns focused more on syntax 

than on language semantics. This study aimed to determine whether artificial intelligence (AI) 

could be trained to make decisions based on ‘jazz mapping,’ a semantic-driven approach. Hakimi 

et al. (2020) built on this by training AI to improvise from past improvisations (corpora) to be-

come more subjective. Essentially, the researchers sought to determine whether AI could learn 

musical taste. 

Conclusions Drawn 

 Some research studies utilizing corpus tools concentrate on identifying patterns. Frieler 

(2014) posed two questions: (a) “Why does an improviser play exactly this note, and not another 

one?” and (b) “Why do they play a note at this timepoint and not at another one?” (p. 3). The re-

sponses and findings from these questions could be useful in jazz education, particularly because 

the studies listed below are highly analysis-focused—a skill that jazz musicians employ to en-

code jazz language. Table 1 below shows the chronological progression and results of pattern-

mining studies using jazz corpora. 
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Table 1  

Chronological Progression, Title, and Conclusions of Pattern Mining Studies Using Jazz Cor-

pora. 

Author(s) Title Conclusions 
 

Gillick, (2009) A Clustering Algo-
rithm for Recombi-
nant Jazz Improvisa-
tions 

The Riff Jr. emulation essentially worked because 
the subjects could not tell the difference between 
the actual Charlie Parker licks and the computer-
generated licks. 
 

Gillick et al. 
(2010) 

Machine learning of 
jazz grammars 

Computer generated solos that emulated various 
artists, yet novel in construction was successful. 

Frieler (2014) Pattern usage in 
monophonic jazz so-
los 

Patterns are prevalent and intervals of 6 notes are 
very significant. Proof that jazz musicians, espe-
cially bebop musicians, use patterns. 
 

Norgaard (2014) How jazz musicians 
improvise: The cen-
tral role of auditory 
and motor patterns 
 

Pressing (1988) assertion that jazz musicians use 
patterns more than rule-based was more aligned 
with Norgaard’s findings. 82.6% of notes started 
with a 5-note pattern. Patterns were repeated fre-
quently. 

Yun & Montiel 
(2016) 

Constraints and 
Markov chains for a 
Cognitive Model of 
Jazz Improvisation : 
Adding Chords 
 

The Markov model of a predictive algorithm was 
successful in emulating improvisation features. Can 
be used outside of jazz with other music and other 
disciplines. 

Frieler et al. 
(2016) 

Midlevel analysis of 
monophonic jazz so-
los: A new approach 
to the study of im-
provisation 
 

Action planning is prevalent in improvised soloing. 
Using motif-based soloing is shown in early and 
late styles of jazz improvisation. This method of 
analysis will open doors for more research. 

Frieler (2017) Computational mel-
ody analysis 
 

Tools used in the Jazzomat should be utilized in 
new research. 
 
 

Frieler et al. 
(2018) 

Two web applica-
tions for exploring 
melodic patterns in 
jazz solos 
 

These tools will help researchers with large interval 
patterns. These tools are more accessible than the 
MeloSpySuite of the Jazzomat which require some 
programming skills. 
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Weiß et al. 
(2018) 

Computational cor-
pus analysis: A case 
study on jazz solos 
 

The different audio formats used in measuring 
chroma did not significantly improve analysis. Ana-
lyzing solos without the background music does not 
provide enough context for analysis. They utilized-
audio recordings instead of just manual transcrip-
tions. 

Eremenko et al. 
(2018) 

Audio-aligned jazz 
harmony dataset for 
automatic chord 
transcription and 
corpus-based re-
search 
 

Harmonic analysis is just as important as melodic 
analysis with jazz improvisation research. Chord 
based algorithms will be useful for music infor-
mation retrieval (MIR). 

Vassilakis et al. 
(2019) 

“Jazz mapping” an 
analytical and com-
putational approach 
to jazz improvisation 
 

This method was successful in revealing that jazz 
musicians use semantics in performing their solos. 
There is a higher goal from expert jazz improvisers. 

Hakimi et al. 
(2020) 

Bebopnet: Deep 
Neural Models for 
Personalized Jazz 
Improvisations 

This emulation software was successful in impro-
vising over novel chord changes in the style of mul-
tiple jazz artists.  

   
Beaty et al. 
(2021) 

Expert Musical  
Improvisations Con-
tain Sequencing Bi-
ases Seen in Lan-
guage Production 

In large-scale corpus analysis using WJD, easier 
melodic material was at the beginning of impro-
vised phrases. There is evidence that spontaneous 
language production and improvised music have 
similar biases that constrain. Shows a relationship 
of syntax in language and music. 
 

Cross and Gold-
man (2023) 

Interval patterns are 
dependent on met-
rical position in jazz 
solos 

Licks and patterns learned are usually metrically 
positioned in the same place. The rhythmic place-
ment of the material is just as important of the me-
lodic and harmonic structure of the pattern.  
 

Henry et al. 
(2024) 

Dig That Lick: Ex-
ploring Patterns in 
Jazz with Computa-
tional Methods 

Case study 1: Musicians recycle licks based on 
memory of how it was used previously. Case study 
2: Patterns exist as an embellishment over certain 
chord tones. Case study 3: the influence of Coltrane 
and others usage of certain licks/patterns can be 
preserved in future generations as a type of social 
art form. 
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Usage in Education Classes 

 Given the powerful tools available to jazz music educators, I have yet to discover any ar-

ticles utilizing corpus tools. Several authors noted that their research could be used in education 

classes (Norgaard, 2014; Palmer, 2016; Frieler et al., 2018). The powerful tools of the jazzomat, 

regarding analysis of jazz improvisations, were posited by Pfleiderer and Frieler (2010). Antici-

pating educational applications, the creators of the jazzomat wanted to keep the software free to 

the public. Henry et al. (2020) suggested creating a new course in the jazz studies tract of tertiary 

schools. Their suggestion for this new methodology would be titled “Digital Humanities.” Vass-

ilakis et al. (2019) thought their research would aid in acquiring jazz language. Analyzing the se-

mantics of jazz transcription language could help the educator explain how licks or patterns are 

utilized because of perceived meaning. Vassilakis et al. examined how some solos were like sto-

rytelling, purporting that note and phrase choices may extend beyond just fitting melodic and 

harmonic content.  

Based on the literature reviewed in this chapter, it is clear that new technology could be 

incorporated into jazz education, highlighting the need for jazz pedagogy to evolve in order to 

better support students’ agency. Furthermore, research on corpus analysis tools may help achieve 

these objectives. Therefore, I structured this study to explore how corpus analysis tools can boost 

student agency by capturing jazz students' perspectives on how these tools fulfill their educa-

tional needs.  In the following chapter, I describe my methodology, procedures, research design, 

limitations, and ethical considerations. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 In this study, I aim to describe students’ experiences in acquiring jazz language through 

corpus tools to enhance agency. Teachers need to understand whether empowering students is a 

practical approach for learning jazz improvisation. I chose phenomenology because it is an estab-

lished method for exploring the lived experiences of jazz musicians. This approach is valuable 

for examining the identities between students and teachers (Randles, 2012). Specifically, I se-

lected hermeneutic phenomenology because it is a “study of experience together with its mean-

ings” (Friesen et al., 2012, p. 1). Conner and Bohan (2021) used phenomenology as a framework 

to “better understand the essential attributes” of a particular phenomenon (p. 4). Similarly, I 

sought to better understand how my improvisation students would perceive corpus tools and to 

identify the essential attributes of their learning.  

 This phenomenological study investigated the primary research question: 1) How do jazz 

improvisation students view corpus tools for acquiring jazz language? Additionally, the study ex-

amined the following sub-questions:  

2. How do jazz improvisation students describe their experiences using Dig That Lick?  

3. What experiences do jazz improvisation students have with agency? 

4. In what ways does Dig That Lick meet the criteria set by the instructor to acquire jazz 

vocabulary? 

This chapter discusses the proposed qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological design and pro-

vides the rationale for its selection. Subsequent sections detail the research methodology, data 

analysis procedures, limitations inherent to the method, and conclude with the ethical considera-

tions pertinent to this study.  
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Research Design 

 Phenomenology has its roots in interpretivism, which was championed by 18th-century 

Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico, who opposed Descartes (Ryan, 2018). Descartes aimed to 

place philosophy within the framework of the “perfect science of geometry” (Croce, 1913, p. 1). 

However, Vico’s insight into social experiences supported the idea that “truth and knowledge are 

subjective, as well as culturally and historically situated, based on people’s experiences and their 

understanding of them” (Ryan, 2018, p. 8). Matteson (1980) believed that one could not teach 

improvisation the same way as mathematics; it is too subjective. There is no perfect method to 

acquire improvisational vocabulary, and the experiences of jazz musicians shape the uniqueness 

of their voice. The foundation of this study, expressed through my research questions, is to dis-

cover how students experience and understand a new technique used to acquire jazz knowledge.  

 Phenomenological researchers focus on capturing participants' unique experiences in 

their own words (Dodgson, 2023). This approach is rooted in the work of Edmund Husserl 

(1859–1938), the founder of phenomenology, who aimed to uncover the essence of experiences 

(Beck, 2023; Dodgson, 2023). The core of an experience becomes evident when the researcher 

carefully analyzes it to identify overarching themes that connect it (Hycner, 1985). Husserl-influ-

enced phenomenology primarily aims to describe and interpret the meaning of the studied phe-

nomenon (Dodgson, 2023). Key figures like Giorgi (1970) and Colaizzi (1973, 1978) provided 

detailed procedures for conducting this methodology. In this view, the researcher is somewhat 

like a stenographer, recording experiences. The question then becomes: how does the researcher 

validate their expertise and understanding of the subject matter? 

 Heidegger, a disciple of Husserl, moved away from the reductionist perspective that iso-

lates the researcher and their biases (Van Manen, 2017). Lopez and Willis (2004) highlighted that 
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the expert knowledge of interpretive phenomenology researchers significantly benefits inquiry. I 

chose interpretive phenomenology over descriptive phenomenology because the latter disen-

gages the researcher from the participant, while interpretive phenomenology involves the re-

searcher (Dodgson, 2023, p. 390). Modern jazz students must find ways to generate new mate-

rial; as Luquet (2015) pointed out, educators need to enhance their teaching approaches. Experi-

enced teachers possess the necessary knowledge but must test if their methods resonate with cur-

rent students. In this study, I serve as a teacher, researcher, and learner. As a learner, I explored 

new teaching methods through listening to and analyzing students' lived experiences. Dodgson 

(2023) advised that understanding the complexities of the interpretive approach and its philoso-

phy is essential for the researcher.  

  Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) is central to my methodology because of 

its hermeneutic focus (Friesen et al., 2012). However, I adopt a more contemporary approach, 

such as “Dialogical Phenomenology,” which highlights the researcher and “their dialectical co-

operation” (Friesen et al., 2012, p. 4). Zayed (2008) described this as a dialogue between the re-

searcher and participants that creates a “doubly hermeneutic” relationship, where human beings 

“interpret back” (p. 552). Although the teacher is an expert, jazz musicians continuously add new 

vocabulary and learning techniques to master jazz language. How participants choose to use 

technology to build knowledge can benefit the researcher, who is part of the social network and 

also eager to learn new skills. This mutual discovery can be facilitated using “dialogical-phe-

nomenological texts” (Sulzer & Dunn, 2019, p. 607). These texts are written reflections that 

spark classroom dialogue, which then feeds into other written texts. In simple terms, this cycle 

repeats until the researcher and participants’ perspectives become clearer and easier to under-

stand.  
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Theoretical Framework 

 Drawing on constructionism, I argue that knowledge is socially constructed (Xerou et al., 

2016). While improvisation students learn jazz vocabulary through personal practice, classroom 

performances—where ideas are enacted—depend on interactions with peers and teachers. Posi-

tive group feedback can foster self-efficacy, influencing individual students (Bandura, 2000). Us-

ing corpus tools to access jazz language enabled students to construct their own knowledge. In 

line with social constructionism, Moustakas (1994) described participants as “co-researchers” (p. 

110), suggesting that a participant’s voice in examining interview data enhances validity. Partici-

pants' corrections and suggestions can empower them to function as researchers. Inspired by 

Moustakas’ (1994) concept, I saw participants as co-researchers mainly during the dialogical data 

collection and member-checking stages. Although Moustakas (1994) reported that participants 

and co-researchers could be used to shape methodological aspects and define a study’s purpose, I 

instead gathered meaningful input from participants during data collection and through dialogic 

interactions in my lesson plans. 

Although participants are not investigating the phenomena, the researcher learned from 

them as they engaged in their analysis of corpus tools (Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). A hermeneuti-

cal phenomenology incorporated the social dynamics between teacher and student.  

Additionally, student agency can be shaped socially through interactions as students explore and 

gain knowledge (Stenalt, 2021). In this study, students influenced one another socially via dia-

logue and improvisations performed in front of each other. Together, students and the teacher 

collaboratively constructed, adapted, and adopted knowledge. 
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Research Methodology 

This phenomenological study adopted a constructionist approach emphasizing the collab-

orative partnership between teachers and students in "constructing knowledge” (Educational Re-

search Methods, n.d.). The teacher supplied the lesson plan criteria, while students developed 

their understanding by exploring a corpus. Yüksel & Yıldırım (2015) suggested using triangula-

tion to ensure validity, which I implemented. This process employed interviews, journaling, and 

artifacts as data-collection methods.  

Using artifacts assisted the researcher in understanding and analyzing the data (Parmaxi 

& Zaphiris, 2014). This concept, borrowed from art-based methods, complements interpretive 

phenomenology (Frechette et al., 2020). In this context, artifacts include the solos students cre-

ated when experimenting with jazz language via corpus tools. Additionally, printed search results 

and transcriptions served as artifacts that visually represent the students' choices. Participants an-

alyzed their recordings and provided teachers with timestamps indicating where they used lan-

guage learned from corpus searches. The researcher observed these behaviors, took notes, and 

analyzed them. This process was iterative, allowing for ongoing data collection and follow-up 

questions.  

Procedure 

 This section provides an overview of the data collection and analysis processes, as well 

as the procedures employed. The design of this process is organized into four stages and is illus-

trated in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2 
 
Table That Illustrates My Procedure  
 

Stages What Will Be Done How When Why 
 

Stage 1: Reflexive Journal Create a digital 
folder containing 
separate and 
dated Word files  

Before the study 
starts. 

To step out of 
my world view 
(Wong et al., 
2013). 
Confirmability 
(Ramsook, 
2018)  
Significance of 
“being in the 
world” (Fre-
chette et al., 
2020, p. 4). 
 

Stage 2: Data collection: Dia-
logue with Participants 
(Interviews and Digital 
Diary) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Artifacts (audio record-
ings) 

Semi Structured-
Interviews via 
Zoom 
 
 
 
Digital Diary 
through Learn-
ing Management 
System 
 
 
Phone record-
ings by partici-
pants uploaded 
from phone or 
device  

Interviews will 
be given at the 
end of the study. 
 
 
Journaling As-
signments are 
given each class 
throughout the 
study via lesson 
plans 
 
Every assign-
ment ends with a 
daily recording. 

To obtain “depth 
and thick de-
scription” 
(Dodgson, 2023, 
p. 390). 
 
Enhance find-
ings with per-
sonal narrative 
(Younas et al., 
2023). 
 
For the purpose 
of personal re-
flection about 
perceived 
growth from us-
ing corpus tools 
 

Stage 3: Transcribing and Analyz-
ing 

Verbatim using 
Zoom transcrip-
tion software 
and manually 
correcting text 
 

After the study 
 
 
 
 
Throughout with 
journal entries 

Immersion (Al-
saigh & Coyne, 
2021). 
 
 
Establish 
themes/reduce 
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Coding: NVivo 
software and by 
hand 

and personal dia-
ries 
 

data (Moustakas, 
1994). 
 

 
Stage 4: 

 
Establishing Trustworthi-
ness 

 
Iterative design 
 
 
 
Transparent re-
porting 
 
Self-questioning/ 
Reflexive jour-
naling 
 

 
Checking bias 
throughout study 
 
 
As data changes 
over time. 
 
During analysis  

 
Credibility (Al-
saigh & Coyne, 
2021). 
 
Dependability 
  
 
Trustworthiness 
(Alsaigh & 
Coyne, 2021) 

     
 

Lesson Plans 

 I designed twice-weekly classes to introduce student participants to concepts and criteria, 

have them experiment with software, record audio artifacts, write in personal journals, and en-

gage in collective activities. As in the sketch below, those lesson plans were designed for data 

collection purposes and yielded a tremendous amount of data. Analysis of data while collecting 

the data helped to manage this daunting task and formed the basis for creating deeper and richer 

questions to explore (Dodgson, 2023). Below is a sample of a lesson plan: 

Lesson plan 1: 

Time (2hrs) Teaching Plan 

10:00 (15 minutes) Melodic Intervals Review; How to input interval data 

10:15 (5-15 minutes) Quiz to determine mastery of concept. 
Remediation if necessary. 

10:20 (10:30)  Teach and experiment with Dig That Lick corpus tools 

11:00 (45 minutes) Breakout to individual practice rooms for experiment-
ing with finding language based off the melodic inter-
val enclosure: 3, -1, -2, 1  
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Record performance against a backing track of a ii V I 
progression loop in iReal pro software or YouTube. 
 
Write about experience in personal journal 

11:45-12:00 Main classroom: present findings from student search, 
collective improvisations, dialogue about perfor-
mance. 

Additional lesson plans are provided in the appendix of this document. 

Data Collection 

Selection of Participants  

Creswell & Poth (2007) recommended that phenomenological researchers familiarize 

themselves with the participants. This approach is crucial because researchers conduct their work 

“where the participants live and work” (p. 18). Therefore, I mainly selected participants from 

Kennesaw State University, where I have firsthand knowledge of their abilities. I recognized the 

bias inherent in the teacher-student relationship and accepted that it could not be completely 

eliminated. In a recent study, Sidky (2017) noted that the teacher's mere presence can influence 

students' freedoms. To minimize pressure on students to please the teacher, I organized this study 

as a voluntary workshop without grading involvement.  

I used purposeful sampling to select participants who had completed the first track of a 

college-level improvisation course or were skilled at improvising at that level. Equally important 

was that the student could clearly “articulate their experience” (Hycner, 1985, p. 294). The ideal 

population size was eight students, matching that of a typical college improvisation class, in line 

with phenomenological research design (Dodgson, 2023; Hycner, 1985). 

Georgia State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) approvals were initiated in 

May 2024 and completed in June 2024. Jazz improvisation students were recruited via an 

emailed flyer and then signed a consent letter. These participants ranged in age from 19 to 47 
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years old. In July 2024, participants attended 120-minute classes four times a week for two 

weeks.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 

After the workshop, I conducted semi-structured interviews to gain a deeper understand-

ing of the participants’ experiences. Chan et al. (2013) recommended this interview style because 

the researcher would be “free to probe” subject matter not covered in the prepared questions (p. 

4). I conducted these interviews after the final class. Therefore, each participant had two one-

hour semi-structured interviews. The follow-up interviews were considered the second interview. 

Dodgson (2023) suggested that multiple interviews are essential because “data collection and 

analysis happen iteratively” (p. 392). Additional interaction between the interviewer and partici-

pant requires more questions and deeper understanding. 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted via Zoom for scheduling convenience 

and ease of recording. A secondary recording device was placed next to a single-user, password-

protected device as a backup. I kept the digital recorder and laptop in a locked cabinet in my 

locked office. Additionally, I stored the Zoom interview files on a password-protected hard drive. 

Some participants selected their own pseudonyms, while I assigned pseudonyms to the remain-

ing participants to safeguard their identities. 

Artifacts: Audio Recording/Journaling 

Following Creswell and Poth (2007), I gathered “music” by having participants record 

improvisations to a backing track before, during, and after software use, including during work-

shop classes (p. 61). Students reviewed their recordings and reflected in their digital journals on 

perceived improvements in their improvisational skills. I designed this process for participants to 
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share their personal experiences based on their perceptions of their performance, not for re-

searchers to draw general conclusions about students’ performances. After each session, I lis-

tened to the recordings to take observational field notes and verify that students were applying 

the jazz language learned through corpus tools technology. To verify the data, I listened to each 

example and briefly transcribed the participants’ solos. Using technology to record music pro-

vides valuable artifacts for both students and teachers (Ferguson, 2018).  

Journaling can boost credibility and dependability (Dodgson, 2023). In this study, the 

journaling process helped the participants clarify the meaning when interviews fell short (Fre-

chette et al., 2020). Student responses were recorded in their journals via a Learning Manage-

ment System (LMS). Students submitted their notes as part of weekly journal assignments (see 

appendices). The LMS used is D2L Brightspace, which was already employed in the class and is 

accessible only to students and teachers. Incorporating this method supported the qualitative re-

search strategy of triangulation to ensure validity (Bowen, 2009). 

Participants took part in eight separate learning sessions focused on search and experi-

mentation. Lesson plans 2, 4, 6, and 8 involved free searches without imposing any teacher crite-

ria on the participants. During these sessions, they freely explored DTL using their chosen search 

criteria, documented their searches, and noted how jazz language is applied to a familiar jazz 

standard. Participants also recorded reflections in their personal journals on their use of the soft-

ware in their searches. Additionally, they provided a timestamp of their recording from when 

they implemented or attempted to implement jazz language. I reviewed these timestamps to ver-

ify if the jazz language was used correctly. If there were issues, I offered suggestions or feedback 

to the participant.  
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Reflexivity 

Denzin and Lincoln (1994) recommended maintaining a reflexive journal as part of prac-

tices to ensure confirmability. Dodgson (2023) described reflexivity as a process through which 

researchers manage their subjectivities. It is a method for self-reflection about biases that may 

affect “the participants, area of study, and relevant experiences” (Dodgson, 2023, p. 387). This 

practice of reflexivity helped me record my biases throughout this study and promoted transpar-

ency (Ramsook, 2018). Through self-reflection, I established rigor in this study by explaining 

how I addressed my subjectivities to the readers. Reflecting on how I learned to improvise, I re-

alized that my approach was to try to find my voice and experiment. This experimentation usu-

ally happens when I create a small piece of melody and try to play it over some existing material 

or when I attempt to reharmonize a classical or jazz song. I am drawn to corpus software and the 

written transcriptions stored in the corpora because I can search for chunks of ideas (that I like) 

and incorporate them into my playing. However, only some students use this technique when 

learning how to improvise. According to Laird (2002), most jazz musicians learn to play rhyth-

mically by “listening to virtuosos and seeking to emulate them” (p. 417). Transcriptions cannot 

accurately teach feel and style.  

A notable aspect of Dig That Lick (DTL) is that users can access both a written transcrip-

tion and the audio. Students can then use the audio for emulation. When teaching my students to 

use this website application, I noted that the transcriptions could be read or listened to, depend-

ing on their preferences. I aimed to ensure my personal assumptions about improvisation did not 

influence or distort the data and analysis in this study. (Ramsook, 2018).  

Interestingly, during a moment of reflection, I realized I might hesitate to incorporate this 

software into my improvisation classes because of potential teacher bias. As an instructor, I find 
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it easier to assign students the very transcriptions I am familiar with and have used for the past 

decade. I understand where various techniques and concepts are applied within these transcrip-

tions, which simplifies teaching and grading. However, the large volume of transcriptions stu-

dents will access means I will have substantial data to review. I would need to analyze each stu-

dent’s inquiry and determine whether their choice of improvisational vocabulary aligns with my 

course objectives. My bias is that implementing DTL could add additional workload for me, and 

I also suspect I have a bias regarding which solos are perceived as good.  

 Novice improvisers often struggle to identify appropriate and usable material. Kratus 

(1995) noted that their musical culture influences them and lacks the stylized conventions of ex-

pert improvisers (p. 29). While experts recognize what material to adopt and how to skillfully in-

corporate jazz vocabulary, I believe I am better at guiding students in selecting their language. I 

prefer choosing solos for my students, though some are capable of selecting their own material. 

This presents a challenge for me. I know that using this corpus tool will generate more work and 

test my expertise, but if it helps students succeed and retain jazz vocabulary, it is worth the extra 

effort. I also have my own biases about how much student agency is appropriate; some students 

should have more or less, depending on their skill level and work habits. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

 I chose the inductive approach of qualitative phenomenology because it allows “research 

findings to emerge from the frequent, dominant or significant themes inherent in raw data, with-

out the restraints imposed by structured methodologies” (Thomas, 2003, p. 2). Hycner (1985) 

suggested 15 guidelines for analyzing interview data: transcription, bracketing, listening for a 

sense of the whole, delineating units of general meaning, delineating units of meaning relevant to 

the research question, training independent judges for verification, eliminating redundancies, 
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clustering, determining themes from clusters, writing a summary for each individual interview, 

second interviews, modifying themes, identifying general and unique themes, contextualization 

of themes, and creating a composite summary (pp. 280-294). In the subsequent paragraphs, I de-

tail how I employed these techniques or why I excluded them.  

I noted the general meanings derived from my initial reading when transcribing the inter-

view data. This process was the beginning of data reduction (Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). Bracket-

ing, an essential component of phenomenology, is suggested to separate my research biases 

while reducing the data without applying a particular theory (Ahern, 1999; Hycner, 1985). I ex-

cluded the bracketing procedure because the phenomenologist Colaizzi (1978) recommended di-

alogical research, in which discussing concepts replaces the researcher's bias. These occasions of 

dialogue and discussion happened in every lesson plan (see appendix). Therefore, the researcher 

and participant are perceived to be on equal footing when analyzing data (Beck et al., 1994). In 

this study, dialogue with participants occurred across all aspects of data collection, including ob-

servations and analysis; however, they were not designated as co-researchers. 

Getting a “sense of the whole” required re-listening and re-reading the interviews, focus-

ing on nonverbal cues and timbre or pitch changes in the voice (Hycner, 1985, p. 281). The next 

step involved capturing the core meaning of the transcriptions by comparing each word and 

phrase with the students' journal notes (Groenewald, 2004). Likewise, I scrutinized artifacts such 

as journals and recorded performances just as carefully as I examined the interviews.  

This process helped me develop more accurate themes by triangulating my observations 

with the interview transcripts and student journal notes. Hycner (1985) advised the use of and 

“training of an independent judge” for verification purposes (p. 286). However, I removed this 
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step because hermeneutic phenomenologists rarely use independent judges. After all, the expert 

is the participant (Colaizzi, 1978; Beck et al., 1994).  

I then checked the themes derived from the generalizations by eliminating redundancy, 

clustering themes, and assigning meaning to the resulting clusters (Groenewald, 2004). I elimi-

nated redundancy by amassing “units of meaning together” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 50) and cre-

ated topics from repeated units (Sadala & Adorno, 2001). I attempted to conduct a cluster analy-

sis in NVivo 11 by selecting the explore tab within the diagrams group. I selected cluster analy-

sis, then attempted to select nodes for the analysis. Instead, I utilized a process called “meshing,” 

which I detail in Chapter 4 of this document. Therefore, I compiled all handwritten notes from 

the attempted clustering into a memo for later use in the data analysis process. 

Additionally, I employed Dodgson’s (2023) suggestion of “member checking,” in which I 

shared the themes with the participants. I sent my themes to the participants well before the sec-

ond interview. I used this process for clarification purposes and the foundation of the second in-

terview with the participants. Modifying themes and summarizing them, I looked at all the inter-

views to search for an overarching theme (Hycner, 1985). I subsequently contextualized these 

themes by comparing them to my research questions. 

 Finally, I wrote a “composite summary” that detailed the interviews and presented the 

research question along with the “essence” of the phenomenon (Hycner, 1985, p 294). The phe-

nomenon's complexity is two-fold: how students experience agency in acquiring jazz language 

and perceive the DTL corpus tools as a viable means to acquire jazz language. I tried to be open 

to students’ preferences for one method over the other. That is to say that the students may not 

want agency in improvisation classes but prefer using the DTL corpus tools in accessing jazz lan-
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guage. I then presented the composite summary next to the research questions and restated it, de-

scribing the analysis procedures. Then, this information became ready for the next chapter, where 

I presented the study results. 

Methodological Limitations 

 Researcher bias is a fundamental issue in phenomenological methodology. Creswell and 

Poth (2007) advised that researchers disclose any bias at the beginning of the study. As noted ear-

lier, my central bias was that I was more experienced than the students and therefore should se-

lect the transcriptions for them. When interpreting interview data, the researcher is one of the ex-

perts and, therefore, should integrate their biases into the analysis. Given my bias, I could per-

ceive that the data supports my interpretation of the interviews. Member checking allows the par-

ticipant to control the narrative to counterbalance this unavoidable situation. Lopez and Willis 

(2004) recognized the value of the voice of both the researcher and participant by stating that in-

terpretive phenomenological “research is a blend of meanings” (p. 730). By allowing a blended 

perspective and reporting researcher bias, the interpretation of the data becomes more credible. 

My biases were detailed in my journal and presented in the findings section of this study. In the 

member-checking phase, I did not share my biases with my students because I do not want to in-

fluence them socially into providing answers to impress or please me. Therefore, after the first 

interview with the participants and my initial analysis of themes, I asked their opinions about the 

themes in the second interview.  

Phenomenology utilizes participants’ lived experiences, which skewer the outcomes of 

studies (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Especially when using technology, participants may have dif-

ferent biases concerning its effectiveness. Beckmann et al. (2018) illustrate that familial encour-
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agement of technology in the home positively influences students’ perceptions of using technol-

ogy for learning. I surveyed the participants about their subjectivity toward using technology in 

order to address this limitation (see Appendix P for the technology survey). The results were re-

ported to situate participants’ biases and put them in their proper context.  

Because of generalizability, Randles (2012) reviewed the phenomenological literature 

and advised against using specific methodological techniques in music education. Hermeneutic 

phenomenology, as reported by Ramsook (2018), sees generalizability as “non-issues” (p. 16). 

Therefore, the results of this study are intended to avoid conclusions about all jazz students. I re-

ported only on the population represented in my workshop. The unique voices of this study, as 

they pertain to this novel use of corpus software in acquiring jazz language, should be heard, re-

searched, and applied in similar situations. These situations include improvisation classes in ter-

tiary schools where the use of technology and the extension of student agency are needed. 

Ethical Considerations 

 It was initially believed that this study would require IRB approval from two universities: 

Georgia State University, where the researcher is a student, and Kennesaw State University, 

where the researcher is employed. However, the Georgia State University IRB office determined 

that a letter of support from the researcher’s institution would suffice. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Overview 

Participants  

This study involved eight jazz musicians who had either taken a collegiate jazz improvi-

sation course or improvisation lessons and were adept at improvising. Of the eight participants, 

two were female, and six were male. Three were over 40 years of age, and the remaining five 

were college-aged (between 18-24 years of age). According to the survey, seven participants re-

sponded positively about their affiliation with technology use as children, while one said that 

technology use was not encouraged. However, this one participant responded favorably to using 

technology in their daily lives. The participant demographic information is shown in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Participant Demographic Information 

                                                                                    
Participant          Gender          Age          Instrument      Technology Acceptance (family) 
            
 
Danny                   Male            21              vocal            no 

Ford                      Male            22              saxophone    yes 

Lerbie                   Male            45              guitar yes 

Mack                    Male            20              tonal percussion yes 

Mobley                 Male            22              piano yes 

Napoleon              Female        19               guitar yes 

Tress                     Male           47               piano yes 

Violetta                 Female       40               violin yes 
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Demographic Considerations 

The participants in this study varied in their musical backgrounds, improvisational expe-

riences, and ages. Although no gender or racial/ethnic differences were revealed in this study, I 

found that the participants older than 39 could quickly synthesize the information gathered from 

the pattern mining. They were able to implement this mining into songs more quickly. Evidence 

may support their experience level or critical thinking skills. Imlach et al. (2017) suggested that 

older, non-traditional students may have a learning advantage due to their life experiences. Col-

lege-aged students may lack experience in problem-solving or essential critical thinking skills. 

These age-related comparisons were based on observations and assessments of audio artifacts 

submitted by students via the LMS Desire2Learn (D2L). When I listened to the audio recordings 

of the 40 and above group, the participants followed the instructions precisely and added more 

artifacts. The college-aged participants either followed the instructions with minimal use of jazz 

language or conducted a different search and recording entirely. Aside from improvisational ex-

perience, musical backgrounds do not appear to influence the acquisition and integration of vo-

cabulary using corpus tools. 

Participant Profiles 

 The following section describes the participants to highlight the nuances of these learn-

ers. These profiles aim to provide transparency while limiting broad generalizations in this study. 

Each profile includes details about the participants' involvement in the study, relevant quotes re-

lated to their learning styles, overall engagement with the software, and some demographic infor-

mation. 
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Danny 

 Danny completed the two-week corpus tools workshop, eight journal assignments, and 

two interviews. Responding in his journal about his first search in DTL, Danny exclaimed: “This 

was a great exercise! It made me more conscious of the notes that I’m singing. Thank you!” He 

then successfully used the vocabulary at the 0:18 mark of his audio recording performance. This 

is a departure from the norm, as Danny is extremely ear-based in learning and performing jazz. 

“But I’m not thinking about the Mixolydian scale or the rules behind what I’m doing.”  Danny, 

however, acknowledged what he liked about theory: “I guess, I like the analyzing aspect, I 

should say, because I’m still learning, like the jazz theory or whatnot.”  

  Danny believed in the benefits of a praxis-oriented environment. The “doing” of music is 

more important than the analysis. His responses to various interview questions are weighted to-

ward trial-and-error learning, which shows a bias against the theoretical aspects of acquiring jazz 

language. Here is an example of this bias:  

 I mean, honestly, like, I guess I would teach a little bit of theory, a theoretical part of it, 

and really not much theory, but more like memorizing small parts of a solo or a certain 

piece, and then actually, like just improv-ing it and actually utilizing it. So more of like 

improv-ing and actually playing the music, just playing the music and just solo and do it 

until you get it right. 

Although he preferred the aural approach to learning vocabulary, Danny embraced the analytical 

aspects of the corpus study workshops and assignments. In his second interview, he admitted to 

using the software after the study to gain knowledge and vocabulary for a technical song. 
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Ford 

  Ford completed the two-week corpus tools workshop, eight journal assignments, and two 

interviews. He is primarily a saxophonist, but also has experience playing piano. Ford drew from 

the approach of Western art music, where theory, analysis, and the written tradition are the best 

forms of learning. Evident in his first journal entry, Ford seemed to be drawn to the harmonic 

structure of songs rather than the melodic content: “I used this lick on ‘Take The A Train’ around 

the 0:13 mark and used it to set up chord changes.” Rather than relying on his ear, Ford ex-

claimed, “If I write it down, it’s there forever. I can always go back and look at it and refresh on 

it. So I think it’s important to have a written part of that.” Notwithstanding this evidence, Ford 

did believe in the importance of the ear by exclaiming that “jazz is an oral tradition.” Prouty 

(2006) defined one meaning of the oral tradition as listening to another musician and repeating 

the phrase until it is learned. Therefore, Ford discussed the process of acquiring jazz vocabulary 

through listening, a practice known as the aural tradition, which is the listening component of 

Prouty’s (2006) definition. Below (figure 2) is a copy of Ford’s student plan (2nd overall) of week 

one. 
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Figure 2 

Student Lesson Plan Example 

   

In the reflection section, Ford highlighted the importance of seeing the information (written tra-

dition) and seeing it in context (analysis). His analysis taught him that the minor bebop scale, 

which he input into the pattern search via numeric integers, can be used over the I chord instead 

of just the V chord, from which the scale is derived. Regarded as a “powerful tool,” DTL seemed 

to fit Ford’s learning style well. 

 

Lerbie 
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 Lerbie was a non-traditional student who had a burgeoning career as an attorney but de-

cided to pivot to his passion, jazz guitar. Lerbie completed the two-week corpus workshop, all 

eight journal assignments, and two interviews. He was the most detailed of the participants and 

could 

articulate his thoughts about improvisation and the corpus tools with ease. Lerbie was balanced 

in his approach to learning jazz: “…start by listening, listening to music. Listening to improvis-

ers; figuring it out. I guess how the masters improvise or even just understanding, maybe a com-

bination of listening and reading…”  He posited that listening is the most essential step in acquir-

ing jazz language. In conjunction with listening and analysis, Lerbie learned through interaction 

with others: “I feel like we’re able to have these discussions and kind of trigger our own eureka 

moments with one another.” There were times during the workshop when Lerbie served as an as-

sistant teacher. Understanding the concepts from the beginning, he helped another guitarist with 

scales and fingering issues. I am unsure if this behavior would occur in a purely lecture-style en-

vironment. Lerbie believed that there should be a balance between student agency and strict 

teacher governance: “You know, I think the teacher, the role, the teacher shouldn’t necessarily 

impose their theory on you, but then they can explain it to you.” 

Mack 

 Mack is a sophomore university student in percussion. Considered a prodigy, Mack al-

ready has an extensive background in performing on the drum set in various bands and playing 

jazz vibes. A touring jazz pianist mentored him before he enrolled in academia. Despite never 

taking a jazz improvisation class, his experience and aptitude for playing jazz made him an ideal 

candidate for this study. Mack completed the two-week corpus workshop, all eight journal as-

signments, and two interviews. An enigma with this participant is that he struggled with utilizing 
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the vocabulary from the workshop in the application process. His first search was a standard en-

closure assigned to everyone (3,-1,-2,1).   

 After listening to his audio performance of this enclosure, Mack did not correctly use the 

enclosure in his performance. Utilizing the privacy of the learning management system, I mes-

saged him with this response: “I did not hear the enclosure. For the F minor chord, you could 

have played E G F# E F and then the rest of your line. Be sure to maintain the integrity of the 

lick before adapting it. Here is a sample line that you should try: E G F# E F G Ab Bb C Ab F 

low C D. Let me know what you think.” This dilemma posed a valuable challenge as it examined 

the limits of student agency and the role of teacher interaction. In the subsequent workshop, I 

gave him a brief remedial tutorial on the DTL search tool. He then correctly used the enclosure 

but applied it to assignment two, which specified “free search.” 

 In my interview with Mack, he provided insights regarding his challenges with improvi-

sation. “When I first started improvising, improvising was a daunting task for me because 

there’s, I mean, yeah, you can go out there.” This response from Mack highlights a significant 

challenge jazz musicians face when improvising. Nevertheless, the only participant to mention 

how corpus tools can help students discover the history and evolution of jazz vocabulary on their 

instrument was Mack.    

I feel like, what I’m, what I’m trying to say is like, you can get a better idea on the his-

tory, on how people have used the instrument [vibes] in different ways and see how dif-

ferent players have used a certain instrument in the software and see how their solo ideas 

have developed over time. 
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According to Mack’s description of how he builds knowledge, it involves imitating and being 

guided by a teacher. Analysis, theory, and aural skills, which jazz musicians use heavily, are not 

very present in his profile, which may indicate that he is an outlier. 

Mobley 

           Mobley majored in computer engineering and minored in jazz piano performance. He 

completed the two-week workshop, two interviews, and three of the eight journal assignments. 

The three entries he entered in his journal showed promise as he utilized the vocabulary from his 

pattern search correctly. Most of Mobley’s interviews highlighted the teacher's role in fostering 

effective learning. In response to an interview question about the effectiveness of college im-

provisation classes and teachers, Mobley said: “I think it’s very effective, especially with a vari-

ety of teachers.” In another statement, he stated that a “teacher opens up your view.”  Although 

he was teacher-centric, he enjoyed some aspects of corpus software tools. “I thought it was a 

very good software, especially like it if has some more tweaking and some more licks put in 

there.”  

    Mobley preferred the parts of the workshop where I guided him over the homework, 

which required him to use student agency. All the assignments Mobley completed involved pat-

tern searches that I started. Assignments labeled "free search” were mostly ignored. Another part 

of Mobley’s profile is based on experimentation and application. He used jazz vocabulary imme-

diately during playing sessions, but not in assignments. From my observations, Mobley was also 

more attracted to the harmonic side of jazz rather than the melodic side. He preferred comping, a 

term that means accompanying, then soloing. “Comping” involves improvisation as each re-

peated chorus can have different rhythms, voicings, and keyboard touch. DTL does not yet sup-
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port this part of improvisation and, therefore, comping was not measurable in this study. How-

ever, the jazz trio database by Cheston et al., 2024, would serve as a corpus tools software capa-

ble of meeting his specific needs. 

Napoleon 

     Napoleon completed the two-week corpus tools workshop, eight journal assignments, and 

two interviews. Napoleon was a freshman female guitarist who attended a collegiate improvisa-

tion class in high school due to a dual enrollment program. She also studied guitar with one of 

Atlanta's leading jazz guitarists. Her father is a pianist and music minister at a church where Na-

poleon has been playing from an early age. She believed the best way to acquire jazz vocabulary 

is through the aural tradition and experimentation.   

Um, well, like, I would say the first way is like listening to other musicians play, and you 

could, like, copy what they do, or you could just make up what you like, what sounds 

good to you, in your ear, at that moment. 

Furthermore, she was inclined to believe that the “doing” of music constitutes the most effective 

method to acquire improvisational skills. This inclination towards “doing” music does not imply 

that she dismisses guidance from instructors. Acknowledging that “she doesn’t know every-

thing,” Napoleon compared the role of the teacher to that of a “guru,” an individual who pos-

sesses considerable knowledge and expertise in their craft (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). She consid-

ered learning within a group environment to be essential, as she believed dialogue, interaction, 

and reciprocal engagement are vital to her development as a jazz musician. “We’re all gonna 

start a conversation, and then we’re gonna talk about, like, how we could do that better, like, how 

we could, like, voice lead and like, do all this.” 
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Tress 

 Tress was a 47-year-old, multifaceted pianist and musician with a Bachelor of Music de-

gree. Although he majored in classical music, he is an accomplished church musical director, 

musician, and vocalist. A highly regarded jazz pianist and music professor conducted his jazz pi-

ano lessons before this corpus study. Although Tress did not take college-level improvisation 

classes, he met the study's criteria based on his extensive private instruction. Among all the par-

ticipants in the group, Tress demonstrated the most balanced yet intricate approach to learning 

jazz language. He placed a preeminence on the aural tradition of listening to music, but also em-

braced the visual aspect of the written tradition. Similarly, he emphasized the importance of a 

teacher's role in regimenting tasks, positing that “doing” and experimenting with music are more 

crucial than theorizing. One example of his intricacy was his use of corpus tools from a mathe-

matical perspective. Consider this journal entry from lesson 1, assignment 1 (see appendix B):  

I am learning how to use the new website/technology that was introduced in class today. I 

recorded two examples of me using the language we practiced in class together. Each ex-

ample I uploaded uses the [pattern] language (3,-1,-2,1) at the 4-second mark. I did two 

takes. On a side note, the math in the language used adds up to a total of 1. As we go 

through this process, I am interested in exploring the math aspect. For example, I might 

create a parameter that asks me to use eight notes, and I have to end with a total sum of 0. 

Alternatively, use four notes and end with a sum of 3, etc. 

Because of his curiosity, I recommended another corpus tool, AntConc, which has more special-

ized tools than DTL. Like DTL, these tools allow for the quantitative analysis of musical patterns 

but demand a certain level of statistical knowledge to use effectively. I also recommended vari-
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ous articles to Tress, which are used in cognitive research and teaching AI how to improvise us-

ing metadata from the Weimer Jazz Database (WJD). Tress embraced the study from a mathe-

matical perspective, which enhanced his pattern mining experience.  

 After participating in one journal assignment, Tress had an epiphany: 

Today, I woke up thinking about music as a language. My teacher and I have spoken 

about this in the past. However, today it came to life more as I was working through some 

of the new material he has been sharing with me through this project. My father is a 

preacher. And, I have been thinking about different ways preachers put together a sermon 

to be effective. Some memorize poetry or another preacher’s words from the past and de-

liver those to the listener. Others use pillars of thought to hang their message on and 

move from pillar to pillar and improvise as they walk to that next pillar in their minds. 

Either way they do it, the good pastors have these “enclosures” or ornaments prepared to 

make a point more memorable or stand out in a different way. Without going into too 

much detail, the long story short is, I have been equating the different genres of music in 

my mind with these different techniques of communication by pastors. Then, I thought of 

other forms of verbal communication and continued down that path of thought for a 

while. 

Another characteristic of Tress is his understanding of the syntax of language in relation to 

“preaching” sermons and the use of musical embellishments. Tress recognized this tool and its 

link to linguistics, which could create a bias toward using this software. However, Tress may rep-

resent more mathematically inclined and analytical participants. For this reason, his perspective 

is crucial to this study. 
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Violetta 

 Violetta completed the two-week corpus tools workshop, eight journal assignments, and 

two interviews. She is a 40-year-old jazz violinist who received a classical-centered Bachelor of 

Music degree. Already an accomplished improviser, Violetta decided to participate in this study 

to expand her vocabulary and discover corpus software tools that could help her and her students. 

Violetta is well-versed in both the aural and written traditions of music learning, as she also 

learned to improvise from the master-apprentice model. 

 Violetta believed that jazz musicians acquire vocabulary through extensive listening: “I 

feel that jazz vocabulary and just jazz itself is really like 80 to 90% listening, and just like the 

languages we speak and learn, we learn from listening to somebody pronounce it, not necessarily 

reading it.” Although she was aural-centric, when asked about reading music, she responded, 

“Because I use both sides of my brain.” Violetta is probably referring to the now discredited 

right-brain/left-brain theory, where she equates the brain’s logical and mathematical left side 

with the written tradition and the creative right side with the aural tradition (Wharton Executive 

Education & Platt, 2023).  Although learning styles remain a popular theory, neuroscience re-

search has shown they are false. The brain primarily learns by recognizing patterns and compar-

ing predictions to real outcomes. This process, known as reinforcement learning, is so dependa-

ble that it has been applied in guiding autonomous machines (Wharton Executive Education & 

Platt, 2023). Maybe the pattern mining feature of DTL contributes to Violetta’s reinforcement 

learning algorithm. 

 Violetta also equated learning music with language by explaining that: 
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I think the key is repetition. It's just like learning any foreign language, whether we're 

speaking the language, or we are playing the language in the musical sense, playing mu-

sic, both are languages, linguistics and also just hearing it over and over again so that you 

can then replicate it and imitate it or duplicate it however you need to get it internalized. 

With this explanation, Violetta echoed a journal entry in which she reported repeating a concept 

to incorporate new licks into her jazz vocabulary. In the “problems with learning objectives” sec-

tion, Violetta wrote: “I know the more I do it, practice it, and apply it to songs I play often, the 

more it will get under my fingers without hesitation.” She felt that DTL helped facilitate this pro-

cess of learning through repetition.   

Results 

 I employed a hermeneutic phenomenological design to examine the data from interviews 

with participants in jazz improvisation regarding their experiences with the corpus tool Dig That 

Lick (DTL, 2017-2025). I examined how it enhances agency. It was essential to this study to use 

the participants' grammar and speech without correcting any grammatical errors (Alsaigh & 

Coyne, 2021). Data collection methods included participant interviews, audio artifacts, and jour-

nal assignments. The journal assignments include dialogical-phenomenological texts between the 

researcher and participant that may represent a shared outcome (Sulzer & Dunn, 2019). The data 

analysis procedures include transcription, listening for a sense of the whole, delineating units of 

general meaning, delineating units of meaning relevant to the research question, eliminating re-

dundancies, clustering, determining themes from clusters, writing summaries for interviews, 

modifying themes, identifying general and unique themes, contextualization of themes, and cre-

ating a composite summary (Hycner, 1985). 
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I uploaded interview transcripts to NVivo data management software and color-coded 

them. Below (Figure 3) is a picture of the imported interview files and other data in NVivo. This 

figure presents interview data for each participant, including codes, references, modification 

dates, color coding, and additional information. I captured this screenshot after the coding pro-

cess and the development of themes; therefore, the numerical data shown in Figure 3 reflect 

these stages. 

Figure 3 

NVivo Imported Interview Transcripts 

 

After rereading, correcting transcription errors, and correcting punctuation, I created a 

simple rubric to organize and guide my data analysis (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4 

Picture Of Handwritten Hycner Rubric 

 

I then printed each transcript and started analyzing and coding the data by hand, where I 

circled, highlighted, and underlined words related to the answers to the research questions. I 

scanned the transcript, imported the document into NVivo, and recorded additional inaccordance 

with the revised Hycner rubric. Figure 5 below presents a page from Tress’s first interview in 

which he addresses the first research question. 

Figure 5       

Transcript Analysis Example 
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I then developed primary codes by condensing data from their original interview contexts, as 

shown in Figure 6.  

Figure 6 

Coding Diagram 
 
Analysis          Agency 

Anti-Theory          Application 

Aural          merge     Belonging 

Balance          Construct 

Doing           Cultural 

Imitate           Dialogue 

Learning          Emotion 

Repetition          Experience 

Synthesis          Freedom 

History          Illuminate 

Theory           Interaction 

Traditional          My Voice 

Written          Soul 

Visual           Useful/Good 

Guide           Access 

Questioning          Confusing 

Teacher          Difficult 

Modern Age          Not Useful 

Too Much Agency        Too Much Freedom 

Learning 

Traditional 
Approach 

Constructed 
Knowledge 

Mine/ 
Ownership 

Coached? 

Not 
Useful 

Reject 

My Rejection of 
DTL 

The Guidance I Need/ 
Guided 

Tradition 

Personal Constructs 
of Knowledge How I Learn 
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I identified thirty-eight specific primary codes by highlighting words and phrases in the inter-

view transcripts imported into NVivo. These codes were reviewed and grouped into initial 

themes through merging, simplifying, and renaming (Mattimoe et al., 2021). The codes were 

connected to six sub-themes: learning, traditional approach, coached, rejected, not useful, 

mine/ownership, and constructed knowledge. An example of this process of condensing the data 

is the theme “traditional,” which encompasses the following codes: history, theory, traditional, 

and written. Participants mentioned these codes in response to the question, “What do you think 

is the best way to learn how to improvise?” These codes all pointed to the traditional way of 

learning in tertiary schools. I reexamined the other themes and concluded that this was a type of 

learning; then, I merged the traditional theme with the “how I learn” theme. 

After reviewing the sub-themes and their data multiple times, I narrowed them down to 

five themes, but merged theme two, the “traditional approach,” with “learning” (see figure 5). 

Theme two was incorporated into theme one, leaving four themes. Note: NVivo incorrectly num-

bered these, as shown in Figure 7. 

Figure 7 

NVivo Theme Diagram 

 

These processes resulted in four themes: how I learn, guidance, constructed knowledge, and re-

jection. The main themes and sub-theme groups are shown in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Preliminary Themes and Sub-theme Clusters 
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Preliminary        
Theme 1: 
How I Learn 

Preliminary 
Theme 2: The 
Guidance I Need 

Preliminary   Theme 
3: Personal Con-
structs of 
Knowledge 

Preliminary    
Theme 4: 
My Rejection of 
DTL 

Imitate (how one 
learns) 

Guide (32 refer-
ences) 

Belonging (commu-
nity) 

Too much agency 

Visual (regarding DTL) Teacher (28 refer-
ences) 

My voice (agency) Too much freedom 

Aural (ear trad.) Questioning Soul (feel) Not Useful  
Balance (both)  Cultural  acceptance) Confusing (software) 
Synthesis (putting into 
action what was 
learned) 

 Agency (onus on the 
individual) 

Access (too much to 
choose from on the 
internet) 

Analysis (breaking 
things apart) 

 Construct (in charge 
of your own learning) 

Difficult (software 
and jazz improv 
learning) 

Learning (how you 
learn) 

 Freedom (searching 
for vocabulary) 

Modern Age (DTL is 
not modernized) 

Repetition (learning)  Emotion (feeling) Anti-theory (not help-
ful in jazz) 

Theory (necessary)  Interaction (others)  
Tradition (teaching)  Dialogue (with stu-

dents and teacher) 
 

History (people with 
instrument use) 

 Application (figure 
out where to put it) 

 

Written (European 
model) 

 Experience (construc-
tion) 

 

  Useful Good (used as 
a tool) 

 

Doing (by experienc-
ing) 

 Illuminate (mind is 
blown) 

 

    
 

 I adopted a first-person narrator perspective from the participant's point of view to de-

velop and label the preliminary themes. To clarify, a first-person narrator uses pronouns such as 

I, me, we, and us and can also be characterized by other forms such as my, myself, and mine (Al-

Alami, 2019). Participants frequently mentioned how they learn, their experiences, and philoso-

phies. I chose a first-person narrator to preserve their personal perspective while conveying a 

collective voice. The preliminary theme, how I learn, is derived from participant transcripts on 
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aural learning, which include statements such as “it helped my ear,” “I got more out of the listen-

ing part,” “I just learned by listening,” and “I think the key is repetition.” The frequent use of 

"my" and "I" helped me consider the participants’ voices and ownership of the narrative. Once I 

understood the participants’ narratives, I needed to analyze and re-name the themes to facilitate a 

more rigorous critical analysis. 

 I then applied a technique from Alsaigh and Coyne (2021), called “meshing,” which in-

volves the researcher further synthesizing and critically analyzing themes (p. 6). As shown in 

Figure 8, the four initial themes required renaming and consolidation into two categories. I real-

ized that the preliminary primary theme, “how I learn,” describes the processes learners use to 

construct or acquire knowledge. I revised the second preliminary theme by removing the first-

person singular pronoun, “I,” and reframing it as “guidance needed,” since personalization was 

unnecessary for this theme. The core ideas of the preliminary themes three, “constructs," and 

four, “rejection,” highlight whether students view the corpus tool DTL as supportive or not sup-

portive. Furthermore, participants delineated attributes or characteristics of DTL, which can be 

succinctly summarized as qualities. Combined, the new themes are labeled as “supporting quali-

ties” and “non-supporting” qualities. 

 To get to the core of what the participants describe, I grouped the themes into two catego-

ries: (a) student learning and (b) the learning environment. Student learning includes how stu-

dents gain knowledge (processes) and the teacher's role in supporting knowledge acquisition 

(guidance needed). Figure 8 shows the updated organization and labeling of categories and 

themes. 
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Figure 8 
 
Illustration of Meshing 
 

 

 

According to Mason (2006), another term for ‘meshing’ is ‘linking data.’ The steps stu-

dents take to learn constitute the “processes” theme, whereas the “guidance needed” theme con-

cerns what students require from the teacher with respect to learning objectives, study methods, 

personal growth, and future goals (Cardoso & Taveira, 2006). Linking this data, the meshing pro-

cess was used to synthesize and focus these themes into the first category, student learning. Par-

ticipants demonstrated the capacity to use DTL for knowledge construction through their learn-

ing processes, supported by the instructor's coaching and guidance. Collectively, category one 

encapsulates student learning. The meshing process also helped link data to create category two, 

the learning environment. Participants engaged in a community setting during the workshop and 

also worked solo in their own spaces to produce audio artifacts. This blend of group and individ-

ual activities formed the learning environment. Ultimately, the learning environment is the world 

in which DTL is being used. From a sociological perspective, the educational setting should mir-

Category 1:
Student Learning

Preliminary Theme 1
How I Learn

Preliminary Theme 2
The Guidance I Need

Theme A:
Processes

Theme B:
Guidance Needed

Category 2:
The Learning Environment

Preliminary Theme 3
Personal Constructs of 

Knowledge

Preliminary Theme 4
My Rejection of DTL

Theme A:
Supporting Qualities

Theme B:
Non-Supporting Qualities
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ror the "technological," "social," temporal, and "motivational” aspects of the “real-world” con-

texts in which the learned skills are applied (Berryman, 1991, p. 4). These aspects form the basis 

for inquiry into how jazz students view corpus tools for acquiring jazz language. The technologi-

cal aspect relates to how DTL integrates with the learning environment and whether participants 

accept or reject it. 

Member Checking 

 Traditional member checking in qualitative studies typically involves sending data tran-

scripts to participants for review and feedback. Guided by McKim (2023), I emailed the partici-

pants of my research member-checking interview questions about the findings section. I deviated 

from the traditional method because I wanted the participants to comment on the transcribed data 

and my interpretations of it. Below are the questions: 

• After reviewing the findings, what do you think? 

• Do you think the findings accurately reflected your experiences? 

• What should be added or taken out of the findings? 

 After giving participants 120 days to respond to the member checking request, five of 

them replied. Danny believed that I accurately captured his views and feelings. However, when 

asked if I could remove some parts of his “natural speech patterns, like umm and like, which 

make the passage a little harder to read and less clear..." Danny wanted clarity for the reader ra-

ther than a verbatim transcription. I complied with his concerns. Lerbie, Napolean, Violetta, and 

Tress concurred on the accuracy of their statements and interpretations and gave their consent to 

publish the findings. 
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Theme Descriptions 

 I structured the following sections to present and explain the findings from the data anal-

ysis. Subsequently, I detail the specific themes, patterns, and insights mainly through vignettes 

sourced from the participants’ own words. The first two themes, student processes and guidance 

needed, are situated in Category 1: Student Learning.  

 Student learning involves acquiring and applying knowledge, skills, and understanding 

through guided education or self-study. (Student Learning - (AP Psychology) - Vocab, Definition, 

Explanations | Fiveable, n.d.). The "processes" theme represents the self-study portion of cate-

gory 1, while the "guidance needed" theme represents guided education. The final two themes, 

namely “supporting qualities” and “non-supporting qualities,” are classified under Category 2: 

The Learning Environment. In this context, the learning environment is represented by the DTL 

corpus tools website. Participants articulate the qualities of the learning environment that are 

supportive or non-supportive. 

Category 1, Theme A: Processes 

 The “processes” theme stems from the analysis procedures and includes data from the re-

searcher's and participants' interactions during the workshop. My observations and journal en-

tries also undergird this theme. For this theme, previously labeled as “how I learn,” I provided 

data in this research paper regarding participants' perceptions of how corpus tools affect their 

learning styles. To present these perceptions, I utilized nomenclature borrowed from Fleming 

(2006), which categorizes learners as visual, aural/auditory, read/write, and kinesthetic. 

Visual 

 Responding to the research questions about their thoughts about corpus tools and DTL, 

some participants commented on the interface's visual nature and attributes. As Lerbie stated, one 
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of the software’s advantages is that “ it actually shows you when you look at it within the context 

of different soloists.” This response refers to the DTL feature, which allows users to view the 

transcribed pattern associated with their specific search. Tress stated: “You could see how people 

at the highest level apply the most common language.” According to Tress, the ability to see jazz 

language makes implementation easier. Napolean offers a candid response: “Um, I feel like it 

saves a lot of time for if you're trying to, you know, figure out where to put something or, like, 

what to what to do with a lick in a song.” Ford said, “Dig That Lick shows you that by, you 

know, you could put your integers in, and it shows you how many people have used this phrase, 

you know, stuff like that. And that's why I found it fascinating.” Violetta appeared to be both a 

visual and auditory learner because she responded, “It was just helpful in that sense of being able 

to have an audio and a visual of it…” 

Aural/Auditory 

 Hearing the mined patterns worked for these participants because they were drawn more 

to listening and learning through aural means. DTL allows participants to hear the searched pat-

tern in real time and half-time, which helps the listener detect the individual notes more easily. 

Danny also intimated that “hearing them play the pattern and hearing people play the same thing 

different ways” is an excellent attribute of DTL. After listening to different artists in DTL, Tress 

pondered: “What are they doing here?” Tress posed this question after hearing an audio clip of 

language that piqued his curiosity, coupled with his lack of understanding of how it interacted 

with the harmonic structure. Most participants did not mention the feature in DTL that allows 

them to listen to the music snippet. However, participants acknowledged the critical importance 

of listening in acquiring jazz vocabulary. Mobley depended almost exclusively on listening: “I 

think listening. I think if you, if you're able to listen and discern what you like, and you listen a 
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lot, you'll naturally gravitate towards the things that you prefer for improvising and because their 

music isn't a void.” Another auditory advantage of DTL is the sheer corpus of diverse artists and 

composers you can listen to. As Mack states: “so listening is developing a taste for all kinds of 

different players because each kind of player solos differently.”  

Read/Write 

 Fleming (2006) claimed that reading and writing, including taking notes, is an attribute of 

the way that some students learn. Ford seemed to fit this profile as he claimed: “If I write it 

down, it’s there forever. I can always go back and look at it and refresh on it.” Danny, usually an 

auditory learner, likes the functionality of DTL from the read/write perspective because you can 

“write it down and try to analyze it.” He continues, “I like the analyzing aspect, I should say, um, 

because I’m still learning, like the jazz theory or whatnot.” Another attribute of the read/write 

learning style is the notion of “linguistic intelligence,” where the learner is highly verbal and de-

pends on reading, writing, and contextualizing (Dierking, 1991, p. 6). Tress exhibited these traits 

by explaining, “You might find the lick, its starting point, and now you're taking that lick and 

contextualizing it, or you're, you're putting it into context.” Tress examined this from a syntactic 

perspective and considered how the language he saw is organized. 

Kinesthetic 

 The physical act of creating music, especially with music requiring fine motor skills, is 

associated with the formation and preservation of novel information (Lam, 2020). Some partici-

pants related to the activity's physical engagement. Fleming (2006) characterized this learning 

style as kinesthetic. Although the participants did  not mention the word movement verbatim, the 

act of “doing” or performing music is very much a physical activity. Napoleon thought that the 
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best way to learn was to “like, go out and apply it. Like, how? Like, a field trip.” Violetta de-

scribed the experience of physically playing your instrument and practicing licks as “applied 

learning.” “You're not just learning to write, you know, it’s in a book, you're learning to use it. 

And you're not just learning to take notes. You're learning it so that when you are put into the po-

sition, in the situation to improvise, you know what to do.” Danny described this kinesthetic style 

of acquiring jazz vocabulary as “actually playing the music like just playing the music and just 

solo and do it until you get it right.” In fact, Danny purported that he has “gotten better at scat-

ting or doing whatever, just by being thrown into it.” Physical activity, coupled with immersion, 

seems to be a way to create new knowledge. Tress expressed that “you have to put your fingers 

and ears and mouth, well, you know, whatever your instrument is, you have to be able to play it.” 

These attributes are physical manifestations of learning by doing. When asked about the best way 

to learn how to improvise, Tress answered that learning is enhanced by doing the activity in front 

of others: “And then the [performing] live, you know when you're doing it live, and you've got 

an audience in front of you.” Lerbie echoed this notion by expressing that “improvisation [hap-

pens] in the sense that it is being created in the spur of the moment, in reaction to a time, a place, 

a setting.” According to several participants, the “doing” of music seemed to be an important 

way to acquire jazz vocabulary. 

Category 1, Theme B: Guidance Needed 

 Marín et al. (2020) identified that a significant aspect of fostering student agency is when 

the instructor's role is more closely aligned with that of a facilitator or guide. Throughout this 

study, participants discussed the teachers' role and significance in learning jazz language, foster-

ing student agency, and their traditional position as gatekeepers of knowledge. However, some 

view teachers as co-creators with knowledge. This section directly relates to two of the study’s 
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four research questions: (a) What experiences do jazz improvisation students have with agency? 

(b) In what ways does Dig That Lick meet the criteria set by the instructor to acquire jazz vocab-

ulary? The guidance theme encompasses the malleable role of the instructor, as viewed by the 

participants, who perceive them as teacher, guide, and co-creator.     

Teacher 

 The power dynamic within the classroom predominantly pertains to the instructors’ ca-

pacity to assist students to achieve outcomes they might not typically attain without the teacher’s 

instruction (Golish & Olson, 2000; Sidky, 2017). For this sub-theme, this definition of teacher 

applies to situations where the participant believed that I, the teacher, should have the power to 

choose their improvisation language. Ford trusted the teacher in this role. When questioned about 

having student agency, he stated: “But I think it's important to understand that because really, 

they just have your best interests in mind.” Lerbie added that “you [the student] wouldn’t find it 

on your own if you’re just a rookie.” The ability to select jazz language that properly fits the har-

mony of a song depends on the student’s skill level. In Lerbie’s example, the “rookie” might not 

effectively choose appropriate jazz language due to their inexperience. Mack valued the role of 

the teacher “because that person is pushing them in a direction in which they can progress, not 

only as an artist, but also in the industry as well, and progress them so they can have an identity, 

so they can help them find an identity.” Mobley liked to be taught by a variety of teachers: 

I think it's very effective, especially with a variety of teachers, right? Because every 

teacher ultimately kind of achieved the same goal, right? All the faculty members, they 

have an understanding that, okay, we're all good players, but they all have their own spe-

cific ways of explaining it and understanding how you're supposed to get there. 
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Mobley seemed to want to exchange his agency for the perspectives of the many teachers who 

will help him become a better musician. Tress added, “Sometimes you just have to stand up and 

teach people.” Tress did not think students would arrive at the correct answer without the teacher 

taking over. 

Guide 

 This section delineates a clear distinction between the previous definition of a teacher, 

who has the power to make changes, and the student-agentic-friendly role of “facilitator” or 

“guide” (Marín et al., 2020, p. 31). When asked about DTL extending student agency, Danny re-

sponded: “It could probably just become a whole lot and without instruction and guidance.” He 

continued later in the second interview, “it takes somebody teaching you or guiding you.” Lerbie 

commented on the teacher's role as a guide or moderator when students appeared to become off-

task. Regarding having agency in the classroom, Lerbie said: “The great downside of that is peo-

ple can talk a lot, and then you get off on tangents, you know. But I think if it’s, if the professor 

mediates, or sort of acts as the arbiter, it definitely facilitates learning.” In this example, the 

teacher’s role is not to lead the narrative but to move the dialogue along gently. Tress referenced 

the same type of activity and exclaimed that the teacher is responsible for "gently lead[ing] it [di-

alogue] back to where it should be.” Violetta expounded on the role of the teacher in her second 

interview: 

I think that's where you learn the most, especially with jazz and what makes a good in-

structor is being able to help you navigate through your thought process, on how you 

even approach improvisation, and not necessarily even coming at it from a theoretical 

standpoint, allowing you to, you know, have space to Say, Okay, what would I do? 
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When Violetta used the word navigate, I envisioned Violetta steering a vessel with the aid of a 

person serving as a guide. Violetta trusted the guide's advice but still had the power to make her 

own decisions about the outcome. Mack, when asked about the role of teacher, responded: “I be-

lieve that it’s [they’re] just giving you ideas on what you actually can do.” In a final thought 

about teachers, Ford said, “they’ll point you in the right direction, and then you have to do the 

rest yourself.”  

Co-creator 

 One aspect of student agency can be that the student and the teacher are co-creators of 

new knowledge (Nieminen et al., 2022). An indication of this type of symbiotic relationship be-

tween student and teacher is acknowledged by participant Ford, who exclaimed: “So I think it's 

really a two-way thing. I mean, there's no jazz education without student agency, and there's no 

jazz education without guidance.” Here, the word guidance emerges as the role of the teacher is 

not to disseminate information unidirectionally but to collaborate with the student. These last two 

examples do not appear to serve as guidance; rather, they seem to illustrate that the teacher and 

the student are conducting experiments and awaiting the results. Lerbie commented that “the role 

of the teacher isn’t necessarily to impose their theory on you, but explain it to you.” Mack said, 

[they're] “just giving you ideas on what you actually can do.” I asked Mobley how he would de-

sign and improvisation class and he responded with an interesting phrase: "The teacher could 

feed in new information.” I then asked him for an example, and he responded, “Hey, man, take 

some licks from this. Maybe, like, try to take segments or parts from these licks, right?” Again, 

the teacher and student would collaborate and construct knowledge together. Violetta utilized the 

word ‘we’ in the following explanation about the role of the teacher: “Okay, well, what if we 

tried it this way? Or, what if you add this note? What would can we do?” The teacher's questions 
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were not meant to provide absolutes, but to promote experimentation. These prompts encourage 

students to make a decision that would not have occurred without the teacher’s input. 

Category 2, Theme A: Supporting Qualities 

 I chose the title of this theme because participants discussed qualities that support the use 

of DTL in jazz language acquisition. Many of these qualities are abstract ideas that are hard to 

quantify, like the concept of “community.”  However, the researcher observed the participants 

develop a sense of community that impacted their collective growth during the two-week DTL 

workshop. Participants responded to questions involving abstract ideas related to the effective-

ness of corpus tools. These abstract ideas were simplified and combined to form three sub-

themes that support DTL: (a) community, (b) freedom, (c) agency, and (d) utility.  

Community 

 Some participants believed that the group setting of the workshop enhanced their ability 

to acquire vocabulary from corpus tools. Tress exclaimed:  

And in a group, there's a kind of group energy. And there's a group dynamic of, you 

know, you, it moves and breathes, and so you, you've got a pillar of thought of, I want to 

get there.” 

Napoleon responded: “Oh, oh, like when, whenever I'm in the room with, like, other people, and 

like I can hear what they're doing, and like I'm in the moment, it's like, that's, that feels like it's 

gonna make me better.” Both examples seem to show that students motivate each other. Violetta 

said, “Hearing what my peers were doing with it, to me, that was how I was able to say, okay, I'm 

gonna do it like that.” Violetta could mimic and adapt a phrase after hearing her peers perform, 

enabling her to assimilate more jazz language successfully. Lerbie elaborated, “but when, when 



 86 

we're all working together, it for me, at least that's the way I learn.” Through community dia-

logue, Lerbie expressed that “these discussions kind of trigger our own eureka moments with one 

another.” Later in the interview, he commented, “It allows concepts to really sink in when you 

hear it outside of sort of traditional lecture student environment.”  

 Part of the community environment is students helping each other to accomplish a goal. 

Napoleon explained, “I was struggling with the vocabulary. So I had a person who had more ex-

perience than me, like, who was on my same instrument, like, helped me understand what was 

going on.” Violetta answered, “And so I found that the people who I resonated with most were 

able to teach me, and it stuck with me.” When DTL was used in a group setting, Lerbie said, “I 

think it allows you to interact with other musicians that are on the same search as you are.” That 

statement suggests that students with a similar level of musicianship tend to learn more effec-

tively when grouped and share common goals. 

Freedom 

 Many participants commented that DTL gave them license to use vocabulary that does 

not neatly fit the harmonic structure of a progression or song. After a pattern search, Lerbie ex-

plained:   

I think that's the freeing aspect of that, that the website and that modality of learning is, 

like, it's completely liberating in the sense you're not stuck to, I gotta play this over ii V I, 

like he, he's doing it over a rhythm changes. 

Most institutions teach chord/scale theory, which postulates that every chord has a scale. Alt-

hough this explanation is oversimplified, most students study specific scales for chords. Lerbie 

discovered that the artists studied in the corpus had different approaches, including riffs and 
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modal content unrelated to traditional analysis. Lerbie applied a lick (short melodic material) rec-

orded by Pat Martino in a completely different way, yet it was the same pattern. “Martino would 

apply this over a minor, ii V I, and then you see the same thing. Somebody else applied it over 

some, you know, a different chord progression, but it still worked.” 

 Another aspect of this freedom construct is that it clarifies the participant’s learning. 

When participants discovered that patterns worked in various situations, their eyes were opened, 

so to speak, enabling them to sense more freedom to play differently. Tress explained it thusly: 

You could search for a lick on Dig That Lick, and it might be that you might have applied 

it in a certain way. But then the value that you could see an application for, you might use 

it for another topic, and it would apply. You could apply it in this in the same way, in dif-

ferent settings. And it was really valuable to see different chord structures using the same 

lick. 

This moment of illumination prompted Tress to synthesize:  

You know, you might, you might learn, you might learn it, note for note with the Dig 

That Lick, you might find the lick, it's a starting point, and now you're taking that lick 

and contextualizing it, or you're putting it into context. 

Danny said, “It kind of opens your mind. So, it kind of just, I think everybody’s eyes were just 

like, kind of opened, in a sense.” Later in the interview, he said, “It took me out of that box!” 

Maybe Danny felt trapped by theory, and the earlier moment of insight liberated him from his 

confinement. Ford, from a mathematical approach, expressed a similar sentiment: 

Dig That Lick shows you that by, you know, you could put your integers in, and it shows 

you how many people have used this phrase, you know, stuff like that. And that's why I 
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found it fascinating. There's all these questions you get when you're, you're learning, tran-

scriptions and solos and Dig That Lick kind of helps move a veil of that mystery. 

Removing the veil seems to be a similar concept to Danny’s out-of-the-box claim. According to 

these participants, with new knowledge comes freedom. 

Agency 

In this section, the term “agency” refers to participants feeling empowered to choose their mate-

rial and develop their voice. Danny commented on many aspects of DTL that promoted agency: 

"[improvised] in their, every person’s way," “everybody had their own flair to it, and something 

was different about it," “and I’ll be like, well, that sounds good to me,” and “it’s subjective any-

way.” Ford gained power from his ability to choose vocabulary: “Doing that helps me and other 

people pick out what vocabulary we like and what we don’t like.” He continued, “So the pros of 

picking and choosing here and there, that, that, to me, is huge.” Ford saw the value of making his 

own choices. The traditional approach to teaching jazz improvisation likely did not resonate with 

Ford, potentially hindering his growth in improvisation. I deduced this idea because he later gen-

tly stated, “This would have made that process so much easier for me.” In a second interview, I 

asked Ford to elaborate on what he said earlier. About his improvisation classes, this is how Ford 

clarified:  

[in class] There was a lot of emphasis on finding your own phrases and licks and like re-

ally listening to solos to find them, whereas Dig That Lick kind of cuts out the middle-

man, and it gives you, you know, hundreds of recordings that may have used a lick. 

As detailed in Chapter 2 (p. 17), the traditional approach to teaching improvisation involves ask-

ing students to find material from recordings. Typically, this is done by listening to and transcrib-

ing melodic material and applying it to similar harmonic content in other songs. This process can 
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be agentic, as the students typically select their material. However, the teacher must evaluate 

those choices and determine whether the student achieved the expected objective. Ford recog-

nized that the teacher would not need to adjudicate his choices because DTL allows the user to 

query most of the criteria established by the teacher. Ford concluded, “That's where it's different 

from my past experience because it felt less like a class of being told what to do and more of 

‘what do you think?’” 

Utility 

 This sub-theme emerged from the participants’ recognition of the usefulness of DTL and 

corpus tools. In this section, I begin with general comments on the usefulness of DTL and then 

move on to the specific and more profound conclusions drawn from the participants. Danny 

commented with many short bursts: “I think that the software was really good,” “so it was very 

informative, I should say that it helped,” “absolutely, absolutely, for sure, it helped,” “like, I en-

joyed myself.” I asked Danny to expound on his earlier answers in a second interview. He elabo-

rated:  

So I think that it should be used for solos, or for my understanding.  And I feel like, a part 

of or even the whole of DTL should be used for getting vocabulary, such as learning that 

jazz is a language. 

Danny found it challenging to explain, but he equated pattern mining to picking up pieces of lan-

guage and using them in sentences or songs. Violetta, too, chose a minimalistic answer: “I 

thought that the tool was very useful.” When asked to elaborate, she answered: 

It was cool to see how universal certain licks are, and that they can be played at many dif-

ferent tempos, many different places, many different placements and songs, different in-

struments, all that stuff. I thought that was really cool, and that they've been around for a 
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long time, as far as some of the same licks are in older songs and the newer ones and all 

of that. 

Violetta realized that newer artists reused some of the licks from the repository. This realization 

helped her recognize that jazz musicians often repeat language they have learned from other mu-

sicians. Mobley believed DTL was effective at expressing language context: “So I think it's a re-

ally effective tool to see how, like, the original improvisers use the licks that you're learning and 

that you like in different contexts and stuff like that.” His praise for the software also came with 

a call for improvement: “I thought it was a very good software, especially like if it has some 

more tweaking and some more licks put in there.” Mack pointed out that DTL is beneficial be-

cause “you can develop a relation with your specific instrument," a reference to the DTL func-

tion wherein a user can choose their specific instrument or artist to access vocabulary. 

 Like Violetta, Tress liked the discovery aspect of DTL: “I liked coming up with some-

thing and then searching for it and finding out that somebody else did this before you. I mean, I 

felt like it was a valuable tool in a tool chest, so to speak.” Further, Tress expressed: 

I think that Dig That Lick would be another tool in the toolbox for education. I think I 

mean, and I think it's speed. It seems like it's, seems to me that it speeds up the process of 

incorporating language into improvisation. 

Tress envisioned the software being added to the jazz improvisation class curriculum just as 

other technological innovations, such as the iReal pro app, have been incorporated into jazz clas-

ses globally. 
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Category 2, Theme B: Non-Supporting Qualities 

 None of the participants wholly rejected using this new technology; however, they ex-

pressed concerns about interfacing with DTL and the agency it created. The narratives of partici-

pants who rejected aspects of DTL typically fell into three categories: (a) modernization, (b) 

practicality/functionality, and (c) anti-agency.  

Modernization 

 Although DTL was primarily developed for research purposes, participants frequently 

noted its antiquated appearance and performance. Ford, for example, said, “Dig, that lick is kind 

of primitive.” In another example, Ford thought that the software “needed to be more refined the 

way you navigate it, especially for someone younger than I am.” Here, Ford insinuated that the 

procedural aspects of the software may work for older people but not for younger people who re-

quire more sophistication. Others, like Mack, commented, "The loading times on it were pretty 

slow.” The speed at which his query populated is not comparable to that of more modern search 

engines. DTL was also seen as outdated in terms of aesthetics. The appearance and layout of 

DTL required a more modern visual update. An example is when Mack commented that DTL 

needed “an overall better layout, and just having a cleaner design; because for me, it took me a 

while to get used to the format of the thing.”  

Practicality/Functionality 

 The biggest concern about DTL is the practicality and functionality of the website and in-

terface. The remarks range from confusing to clunky. Mack commented that “the software was 

kind of confusing to get used to, and it did take me a few days to actually understand what I actu-

ally was supposed to do.” Lerbie commented: “My main gripe with it is that it's a little laggy. It 
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would lock up on me, and like I tried it on my laptop, I tried it on my iPad, and it just took for-

ever.” Load times pose an issue with DTL, leading participants to lose interest when they have to 

wait too long. Mack offered an excuse: “The loading times on it were pretty slow, but that's just 

because of the database, and how many, how much stuff was trying to pop up at the same time.” 

Participants' attention spans and willingness to wait for certain features to load pose a problem. 

To this effect, Lerbie commented: “I was trying to apply that other search, the pattern search, 

specific pattern search, it just took forever, and I just couldn't wait for it.” 

 Visually, DTL did not appeal to most participants. Mack concluded that it needed “an 

overall better layout, and just having a more clean, a more cleaner design.” Mobley echoed that 

sentiment when he said, “You know, the notation can be wonky. It can be kind of hard to read be-

cause the notation is a little weird sometimes.” I sense that if the load times and the aesthetics 

were improved, participants would wholeheartedly embrace STL. 

Anti-Agency 

 This section focuses not on the functioning of DTL and corpus tools but on how they are 

too effective in extending agency. If a student has a specific style of improvisation that they are 

passionate about, DTL enables them to focus solely on one-sided language. Mobley said it this 

way:  

The cons I feel of student leadership is that it puts a lot of agency on the students, and the 

problem can arise when they kind of stick to one sort of thing. Maybe they end up prefer-

ring only one sort of sound and don't really branch out. 

Mobley worried that he and the other participants would end up searching for the language they 

had always used. “I like that sound. I like the pentatonic sound, right, or whatever. So I'm going 

to just look for that, and then you end up just kind of finding more of that same thing.” Of 
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searching for her own language, Violetta stated: “That would defeat the purpose. I want to get 

beyond my own vocabulary, and I want to dive into new vocabulary.” In this scenario, Violetta 

preferred that the teacher provide the language or search criteria. She continued, “I want to be 

given this stuff or fed new stuff.” 

 Another aspect of anti-agency is the freedom it offers to the user. A common theme 

among participants is that they had too much freedom. The previous statement pertains to the 

free search lesson plans in which participants used their own criteria. Napoleon said it this way: 

But it can also be daunting, because, like, when you have the freedom to do whatever you want, 

it kind of becomes like, like I said, daunting, because it's like, oh, I can do whatever I want.” 

Tress commented on how easy it is to become off-task: “You know you could end up, you know, 

going way off the beaten path. And, you know, it might end up, yeah, I mean, you could go on a 

tangent pretty quick.” Mack, about not being guided or adjudicated by a teacher during a query, 

said, “Sometimes you can get the wrong idea from it.” Mack suggested that if you looked for a 

pattern, you might not fully grasp its usage. Along the same lines, Lerbie expressed: 

I would say the biggest con is also the biggest pro is like having that unfettered access 

can be overwhelming, particularly to a beginner, and if you're studying by yourself and 

don't really understand fundamental concepts of harmony and structure, you might be in-

clined almost to be too, too clever, I guess, or you know, you just wouldn't know what to 

do. 

Lerbie, later on, said: “[It] may be a little confusing with that kind of access to that kind of infor-

mation.” Excessive freedom without guidance was an issue, particularly when participants were 
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given free-play assignments during the workshop. I aimed to address Mack’s difficulty in main-

taining focus; however, I was cautious not to assume the conventional teaching role of explicitly 

instructing him on specific actions. 

Audio Artifacts 

 The audio artifacts were collected not just for data collection, but to support the partici-

pants' personal reflection on their growth through the use of corpus tools. These artifacts, along 

with the participants' personal written journals, which feature dedicated sections within their stu-

dent lesson plans, played a significant role in the learning process. The audio artifacts helped de-

termine if the participants used the software correctly, assisted in constructing new knowledge, 

reinforced their predisposition to learning styles, and addressed research questions.  

 The audio artifacts helped me determine if the participants used the software correctly. 

On July 1, 2024, Mack struggled with completing the assignment correctly and required remedi-

ation and encouragement from me. In the private LMS, I posted this feedback: "I didn't hear the 

enclosure. For the F minor chord, you could have played E G F# E F and then the rest of your 

line. Be sure to maintain the integrity of the lick before adapting it. Here is a sample line that you 

should try: E G F# E F G Ab Bb C Ab F low C D. Let me know what you think." Also on July 1, 

2024, Ford used the correct language but, in his words, "misremembered the enclosure but liked 

the way the mistake sounded." I appreciated his new material and encouraged him to incorporate 

it into DTL to check if it is present in the corpus. On July 2, 2024, Mack demonstrated profi-

ciency by effectively using the language from July 1, despite the assignment being classified as 

free play. This was a significant step in his learning journey, as it indicated his growing confi-

dence and understanding of the material. I considered this a mild victory because he finally uti-

lized the material from DTL. Initially, I was concerned due to the individual's failure to complete 
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the appropriate assignment for July 2. A positive note is from July 10, 2024, where Lerbie's audio 

recordings showed that he was making choices based on his precious experiences of mining pat-

terns. He successfully utilized language from previous lesson plans. 

 The audio artifacts helped the participants construct new knowledge. On 7/10/2024, Vio-

letta discovered a weakness in her playing, realizing that she found playing in specific keys to be 

more challenging. The software helped her by showing a lick in context, but she had to correctly 

transpose the information and apply it to various situations.  

 On July 1, 2024, Danny successfully used the mined language at 0:18, and I found it par-

ticularly intriguing because most vocalists struggle with utilizing enclosures. Also on July 1, 

2024, Tress used the material perfectly and already started exploring the other potential of the 

software: "On a side note, the math in the language used adds up to a total of 1. As we go 

through this process, I am interested in delving into the math aspect. For example, I might create 

a parameter that asks me to use eight notes, and I have to end with a total sum of 0. Or, use four 

notes and end with a sum of 3."   

 On July 4, 2024, Ford found something I had not seen before. He played a Dbº7 arpeggio 

that worked over the first chord of the song, which is F-7. Theoretically, the relationship between 

the Dbº7 and the F-7 may represent a rapid V to I progression, which is recognized as a chord su-

perimposition. I listened to him play it, and I liked the sound of it. This discovery also provided 

me with new knowledge.  

 The audio artifacts helped the participants become more aware of their learning styles. 

On July 8, 2024, Danny used a pattern of 1, -1, -2, 1, which placed chromaticism in an awkward 

position. He wanted to hear the note, further supporting his aural learning style. On July 7, 2024, 

Violetta repeatedly played a line. I noticed she was trying to become comfortable with the lick. 
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Her personal journal reinforced this observation, as she wrote that she needs it to "flow" natu-

rally under her "fingers." I imagined that the embodied and kinesthetic aspects of learning are es-

sential for her. 

 The audio artifacts supported my learning goals for the class. On July 8, 2024, Lerbie 

successfully applied the minor bebop scale, a concept I had previously tried to teach him. The 

assignment utilized integers that spelled out the minor bebop scale. Using numbers instead of let-

ters allowed me to conceal the note names that would reveal the scale. Additionally, Lerbie exe-

cuted proper placement of the harmonic minor scale in another example. On July 2, 2024, Danny 

used the pattern 2,2,5, -2 successfully at the 0:20 mark, and I was impressed by how natural it 

sounded. I had to provide written feedback to Lerbie because he used an enclosure starting on the 

upbeat, rather than the downbeat, which affected the proper harmonic resolution. Upon hearing 

this example, I was able to correct it through feedback in the LMS. 

Summary 

 Using a hermeneutic phenomenological design to collect, code, reduce, and analyze data, 

four themes emerged: (a) processes, (b) guidance needed, (c) supporting qualities, and (d) non-

supporting qualities. The “processes” theme was categorized by learning styles borrowed from 

Fleming (2006). The visual learning style included testimony from participants about how they 

learn better from seeing transcriptions of patterns as they relate to other parts of jazz language. 

An example cited by participants is the use of the pattern search feature, in which DTL displays 

notes on the music staff. Auditory learners discussed how they use their ears to learn jazz lan-

guage. DTL catered to their needs by playing MIDI and audio clips for the participants. 

Read/write learners preferred reading, writing, and analyzing jazz language to assimilate vocabu-

lary into their playing. Analyzing and contextualizing the patterns was a common theme among 
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these types of participants. Kinesthetic learners are drawn to the physical movements associated 

with creating knowledge. This type of participant learned best by the physical act of performing 

or doing music. 

 The “guidance needed” theme encompassed three sub-themes: (a) teacher, (b) guide, and 

(c) co-creator. Participants responded kindly about the role of the teacher in positing the teacher 

as a knowledge bearer (teacher), guide, and co-creator of knowledge. The “supporting qualities” 

theme center around the participants' feelings and emotions while interfacing with others and the 

software tools. These “qualities” were listed as community, freedom, agency, and utility. A sense 

of community and belonging, freedom of choice, agentic power, and the usefulness of DTL were 

recurring themes. The “non-supporting qualities” theme focused on the ineffectiveness or flaws 

of DTL. Participants’ comments varied, including a lack of modernization, practicality/function-

ality, and anti-agentic properties. As I describe later in Chapter 5, the students would mitigate the 

non-support of DTL if loading times were improved and the interface was more aesthetically 

pleasing. 

 The phenomenological research design enabled me to distinguish my knowledge of the 

subject from that of the participants. This approach was particularly effective during data collec-

tion because I could observe the participants' words and hear their performances through their 

audio recordings. Hycner’s (1985) modified guidelines assisted me in synthesizing the data by 

emphasizing meaning rather than breaking it into parts. The discovery of the “meshing” process 

during theme analysis further helped me interpret the data when NVivo’s tools proved insuffi-

cient. Meshing clarified that my four preliminary themes fit better as processes within two cate-

gories: student learning and the learning environment. The first category, student learning, con-

cerns the participants' learning processes and the limited role of the teacher as more of a guide or 
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coach. The second category, the learning environment, examines how participants critique the 

software tool DTL, with themes that either support or do not support its use. This “phenomeno-

logical analysis of intentionality” helped me develop these ideas through the participants' words 

and their varied experiences (Engelland, 2020, p. 23). In Chapter 5, I present the findings and 

discuss related theories and the implications of this study. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

I designed this hermeneutic-phenomenological study to explore the experiences of jazz 

improvisation students using corpus tool software to acquire jazz vocabulary. Eight participants 

with university-level improvisation skills used the Dig That Lick project (DTL, 2017-2025) cor-

pus tool during a two-week workshop. During this workshop, participants learned how to search 

for patterns by entering melodic phrases through positive or negative numeric integers or a vir-

tual keyboard into the DTL search bar. I created lesson plans with various tasks designed to al-

low participants to exercise agency in choosing vocabulary, dialogue, and real-time improvisa-

tions. At the end of the workshop, I conducted two semi-structured interviews with each partici-

pant,  during which they shared their views on the viability of DTL for improvisation classes and 

its role in extending agency. 

Vygotsky’s (1986) social constructivist theory, later referred to as social constructionism 

(Parmaxi & Zaphiris, 2015), served as the theoretical framework. During the workshop, I ob-

served participants, collected audio recordings and participant journals, and conducted individual 

interviews to answer the central research question: How do jazz improvisation students view cor-

pus tools for acquiring jazz language?  

Findings 

 To remind the reader and briefly summarize the previous chapter, I present the research 

questions with succinct answers.  Along with reviewing the research questions, I am including 

this review in the document to highlight key findings from Chapter 4 and provide relevant con-

text for the reader. 

How do jazz improvisation students view corpus tools for acquiring jazz language?  
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Participants viewed the corpus tool DTL positively, as the software's design seemed to 

accommodate various learning styles. Participants who learn better through auditory methods 

were attracted to the playback and half-time playback features of DTL, while visual learners pre-

ferred the transcription function that displays a music score. 

How do jazz improvisation students describe their experiences using Dig That Lick?  

Participants frequently mentioned how important this tool was to acquiring jazz language. 

Participants enjoyed pattern mining and having the ability to search corpora with the keyboard 

input tool and the melodic input menu. Most participants indicated that the appearance of DTL 

was outdated and that the response time for inquiries was sluggish. 

What experiences do jazz improvisation students have with agency?  

Participants had mixed opinions about student agency. While some enjoyed the freedom 

of exploration in the workshop, most preferred to be guided through the pattern mining process, 

and a few favored the teachers’ selection of vocabulary for the students. 

In what ways does Dig That Lick meet the criteria set by the instructor for acquiring jazz 

vocabulary?  

The answer to this question was supported more through the audio artifacts and my eval-

uation of those artifacts than the participants’ comments. I found that DTL supported my peda-

gogical needs by allowing students to search for jazz language based on intervallic material. The 

searches for common enclosures and their usage were particularly successful, as the audio arti-

facts demonstrated that participants properly used the placement of language in other songs.  

Zayed’s (2008) double hermeneutic explanation of dialogical phenomenology guided 

data collection, and I followed a modified version of Hycner’s (1985) 15 guidelines for analysis 

and coding. The data were coded individually in NVivo and manually, then organized into 
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themes and subthemes. These themes aimed to interpret the participants’ lived experiences using 

corpus tools for jazz language acquisition during a two-week workshop. 

The following four themes emerged from my analysis: (a) processes, (b) guidance 

needed, (c) supporting qualities, and (d) non-supporting qualities. The themes of processes and 

guidance needed formed category 1, student learning, while the themes of supporting qualities 

and non-supporting qualities formed category 2, the learning environment. The empirical evi-

dence I gathered, along with theoretical sources, established theories, and concepts, supports the 

findings of this study.  

This section of chapter five begins with a summary of my biases, presented as my reflex-

ive journal that has been analyzed and then categorized into four motifs. The following section is 

intentionally placed after my reflexive journal to frame my relationship with power dynamics. 

The next part covers the interpretation of findings, the benefits of the workshop model in enhanc-

ing student agency, learning and teaching styles, and learning through doing. The chapter con-

cludes with discussion of theoretical implications, limitations, recommendations for future re-

search, and a final summary. 

Reflexive Journal 

In this hermeneutic-phenomenological study, I created a reflexive journal to clarify my 

assumptions, assertions, insecurities, and personal reflections (Ramsook, 2018). I bracketed my 

subjectivities into four motifs: Ego, Overwork, Embracement, and Continual Reexamination.  

Motif 1: Ego 

My initial assumption was that I found DTL extremely useful, so I expected my students to feel 

the same way. After writing that in my journal, I realized that my ego suggested that I was the 

bearer of knowledge and adjudicator of my students’ preferences or aversions to the software. As 
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the workshop progressed, I was tempted to refine the improvisations or provide solutions to 

problems that arose while working with the software. I was inundated with “could you do this” 

questions from the participants. I could have answered those questions instead, but I suggested 

they experiment to see if their hypotheses would work. Journaling helped me foresee this issue, 

and I realized that the participant’s voice was equally important. 

Motif 2: Overwork 

In the methodology section of this document, I postulated that one of my biases would 

stem from the students' choice of improvisation material, resulting in more work for me. My as-

sertions were correct, as I observed students not submitting the correct assignments, searching 

for the wrong criteria, and me having to do additional work to decipher audio journal entries. 

Here are some of my entries: “I just have to beg and plead with them to follow directions”; “I 

find that the amount of work that I am doing is not matched by all participants”; “Mack chroni-

cles a time stamp of where he used the ‘lick,’ but it was not there.” Some participants effectively 

embraced and executed the assignments, making it easier for me to handle the supplemental 

work. 

Motif 3: Embracement 

Specific entries in my reflexive journal addressed my concerns about the students' ac-

ceptance and my insecurities about whether their agency was sufficient. I began to embrace, “to 

take up especially readily or gladly”, this experiment when I observed that students were taking 

ownership of their learning (Merriam-Webster, n.d., para. 3). Although I was confident in the 

software tools' potential to support agency and jazz language acquisition based on the study de-

sign, I did not fully embrace the design until I saw the participants using them in real time. One 

entry addressed a jazz pedagogical issue by clarifying the distinction between melodic content 
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and harmonic structures when teaching vocalists. In my experience, vocalists who improvise use 

their ears to navigate through harmonic content, waiting to receive auditory information from a 

pianist, guitarist, or bassist. Audiation, where the musician hears the music before it is played, is 

typically prescribed to the student so that they can be more proactive with their improvisations. 

Teaching with a traditional model proved to be a challenging task, but DTL made it easier for the 

lone vocal participant to view the material, analyze, and apply these concepts. This revelation 

prompted my journal entry: “Teaching this concept to vocalists the traditional way is usually 

hard for them to grasp.” I was careful not to show exuberance, as I did not want to sway the par-

ticipant into thinking that I liked corpus tools and thus skew the resulting data. I experienced en-

thusiasm because, as a researcher, I endeavored to determine whether the design could apply to 

the participants in my study as well as to jazz pedagogy in general.   

Motif: 4: Continual Re-examination 

Re-reading my journal, juxtaposed with my research questions, became an iterative pro-

cess that helped me further refine my entries. This process allowed me to reflect on my influence 

on the participants. “How much of my influence on the student is based on the power of my posi-

tion” was one entry. “Are my subjectivities coming through?” was another. Thinking that I 

needed to step in, I questioned, “Would they prefer that I give them material to learn instead of 

them having the agency to search for it themselves? When one participant did the wrong assign-

ment scheduled for that day but successfully synthesized the information, I asked, “Is it a victory 

when he executed the previous assignment on the next day?” At the start of the workshop, my 

initial question was born out of insecurity: “Will students want to continue, knowing that they 

can quit at any time for any reason?” I felt a massive sense of relief when the two-week work-

shop wrapped up without a single person defecting. 
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Addressing Power Dynamics 

Data reliability from student participants may be compromised when the researcher has 

authority over them (Ferguson et. al, 2004). For this study, issues like reactivity, where the pres-

ence of the researcher influences behavior, and respondent bias, where participants provide false 

or inaccurate information, need to be addressed (Bowen, 2009). One way to reduce this threat to 

validity is by involving an independent researcher to facilitate the corpus tools workshop and in-

terviews (Hycner, 1985). However, this approach presents challenges, as the researcher must 

have a range of specific skills and knowledge to carry out such specialized research. The re-

searcher needs to understand teaching college-level jazz improvisation, be familiar with various 

instrumentation, and be proficient in the corpus tools and the DTL interface. Oftentimes, espe-

cially in this research, the power dynamic between teacher and learner is unavoidable (Symonds, 

2021). 

 As the only option for this specialized research, I employed the following methods to 

minimize threats to validity.  Power poses a threat to validity because participants might provide 

answers they believe the researcher prefers, aim to please the researcher, or feel intimidated by 

the researcher (Power Dynamics in Research: Definition, Examples & Awareness 2025). I recog-

nized my power, communicated frequently with the participants to explain it, encouraged open 

dialogue and communication, and created an environment of shared authority.  

Ferguson et al. (2004) recommended acknowledging the power imbalance as the first step 

in addressing ethical considerations between the teacher/researcher and the student/participant. I 

consistently documented this power dynamic in my personal journal, aiming to stay aware of the 

design and execution of my research. Following the institution’s strict IRB guidelines and other 

studies, I informed students both in writing and verbally that I was only interested in their honest 
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opinions of DTL, that this research does not affect their grades, and that I am not endorsing the 

use or non-use of corpus tools. Additionally, I deliberately conducted the study during the sum-

mer semester when most participants were not enrolled in classes.  

Carlson and Blanchard (2024) recommend reshaping the power dynamic by fostering an 

environment of collaboration and openness. In Chapter 3, I discussed how my methodological 

design integrated the dialogical perspective, in which participants freely communicate and ex-

change viewpoints. This dialogical approach reduced my role as the teacher and shifted more au-

thority to the students or participants.  

Lastly, the workshop for this study was designed with minimal researcher instruction and 

was focused more on participant discovery. This setup facilitated shared governance and 

knowledge sharing. In this manner, traditional power roles were mitigated by fostering an equita-

ble learning environment (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). 

Interpretations of Findings 

 I present my interpretations of the findings in the following four sections: the role of the 

teacher; the benefits of the workshop model in extending student agency; learning and teaching 

styles; and learning by doing. 

The Role of the Teacher 

 Teachers have described their roles, particularly in teaching jazz, as a “guide” or “coach” 

(Coss, 2018, p. 526). Likewise, students reported that they appreciate guidance and coaching 

from the teacher, as they prefer not to face challenges alone. Additionally, they engage with peers 

and participate in demonstrations that enable them to observe and learn from both successes and 

failures. When failure occurs, either the teacher or a student intervenes to offer assistance. In my 
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study, students utilized DTL as a means to explore and gain knowledge. During the workshop se-

quence, I showed participants how to use DTL; however, my role shifted from being a teacher or 

knowledge provider to that of a guide or coach. 

Guide/Coach 

 A common theme in student agency is that the teacher acts as a guide or coach, rather 

than being the sole gatekeeper of knowledge (Renick, 2012). The participants' descriptions in 

this study support this idea. Violetta said that “what makes a good instructor is being able to help 

you navigate through your thought process on how even to approach improvisation.” From this 

description, I envision a young pilot holding the steering mechanism of a vessel while an older 

sage offers timely advice when necessary. In an article about one-on-one classical lessons, Sætra 

et al. (2019) described the teacher's role as a guide, while labeling the student a "research artist." 

The label "research artist" was appropriate for the students in this study, as they conducted an in-

depth inquiry into patterns and vocabulary to incorporate into their playing. These students rarely 

required assistance with their inquiries; however, I assumed a more guiding role in delivering the 

material. 

Although it resembles a guide, the term "coach" is more nuanced in its meaning. It refers 

to the instructor observing students’ performance, offering valuable feedback and suggestions, 

and introducing new functions (De Bruin, 2019). Lerbie essentially defined the coaching role 

when he suggested that students needed “some sort of real-time interaction with someone who 

has way more experience in improvisation than you do, so they can kind of answer questions 

about application.” I noticed in his answer that he did not want the teacher to provide answers 

arbitrarily but to offer advice when requested. Much like a coach roaming the sideline of a foot-

ball field, the instructor should move around the classroom, observing students as they exercise 
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their agency in choosing materials while also being available to answer questions that arise. Suc-

cessfully integrating corpus tools software into improvisation classes depends on the instructor 

serving as a guide or coach. 

Benefits of The Workshop Model In Extending Student Agency 

 The workshop model offered several advantages for teaching participants about corpus 

tools. The three benefits most often mentioned by participants were (a) interacting with peers, (b) 

collaborating with others, and (c) providing interventions when issues arose. Participants fre-

quently commented on these advantages, and I observed them as the workshop facilitator.  

Interacting With Peers 

 Jazz musicians often use performance situations as learning environments to gain collec-

tive knowledge. Through the social interactions of playing jazz, in which members constantly ne-

gotiate time, feel, and harmony, jazz musicians consistently create shared knowledge and as-

sumptions (Gratier, 2008). The workshop design aimed to incorporate real-time performance sce-

narios for participants to audition and apply patterns learned from DTL. What I did not expect 

were the cheers and verbal encouragement during participants' performances. After most ses-

sions, participants gathered in small groups to discuss their performances, successes, and areas 

for improvement. These interactions contributed to the growing pool of knowledge they were 

building together. A more passive interaction was modeling how to implement jazz vocabulary 

from their peers. Violetta stated that as we went through the class and each person played, it 

helped to hear [others play]. This interaction allowed Violetta and others to learn about their 

peers' successes and failures, helping them make the necessary adjustments when it was their 

turn to perform. 
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Collaboration 

 Shortly after the first workshop, some participants formed smaller groups to engage in 

dialogue and interaction. This kind of interaction among improvisers is not new; many jazz mu-

sicians often seek out like-minded band members to collaborate, create new music, share a com-

mon vision, and establish practice routines (De Bruin, 2016). I observed two participants ex-

changing phone numbers with the intent of collaborating in the future. For a teacher, this spirit of 

collaboration among students supports learning opportunities beyond the classroom while meet-

ing the need for instructors to cultivate self-directed learning environments (Sancar et al., 2021). 

Lerbie highlighted the importance of these collaborations: “But when we're all working together, 

it’s for me; at least, that's the way I learn.” The workshop fostered collaborative experiences, as 

most participants united in pursuit of a shared goal. Tress remarked, "In a group, there's a kind of 

group energy.” Likewise, the collaboration between teachers and students helps foster an envi-

ronment of learning that challenges, expands minds, and increases multi-level thinking (De 

Bruin, 2019).  

Intervening 

 The workshop design facilitated dialogue through interaction and cooperation, promoting 

collaboration while also providing opportunities for participants who understood the material to 

assist their peers. Klemenčič (2015) viewed this intervention as a form of agency, where students 

act as teachers, mentors, or tutors for their peers, contributing to their personal development. As 

a researcher and teacher, I possess extensive knowledge of jazz theory and its application, but 

lack experience in physically playing specific instruments. I was unable to provide assistance 

when a situation arose in the workshop where a better hand position on the guitar neck would en-

hance the implementation of vocabulary. Lerbie, an accomplished guitar player and participant in 
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the study, stepped in and demonstrated an easier way for Napoleon to play the phrase on her gui-

tar. Throughout the remainder of the workshop, Lerbie became a mentor and role model for Na-

poleon. Napoleon embraced this dynamic, often bypassing the teacher to ask Lerbie questions 

about the guitar. Consider Napoleon’s own words: “I was struggling with the vocabulary. So, I 

had a person who had more experience than me, who was on the same instrument, help me un-

derstand what was going on.” Both individuals embraced their roles as mentor and mentee, en-

riching the collective wisdom of the larger group.  

Learning and Teaching Styles   

 In Chapter 4 of this document, I explored the theme “How I Learn." This theme emerged 

from the participants’ answers to interview questions, which were compiled and coded with the 

understanding that students gravitate toward specific learning styles. Participants shared their 

perspectives on DTL, revealing important connections to their individual learning preferences. 

This feedback was essential for understanding how corpus tools could impact learning and ulti-

mately enhance jazz improvisation teaching methods. 

Learning Styles  

Based on my data analysis procedures and my observations, student learning styles 

should be considered when using corpus tools in jazz improvisation classes. A study encouraged 

educators to participate in discussions with students regarding their learning processes (Morgan, 

2011). After reading this study and reflecting on my initial workshop instruction on using DTL, I 

should have asked participants about their perceived learning styles and which features of DTL 

attracted them.  

After the workshop, participants’ responses revealed their preferred features and sug-

gested ways in which DTL could better support their learning.  
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A key feature of DTL is its ability to aggregate music scores that match the searched pattern, 

providing users with a clear visual display. Alongside the visual aid, an audio component plays 

concurrently, enabling users to hear the pattern in context. Lerbie mentioned the visual compo-

nent but did not address the aural component when he stated: “It actually shows you when you 

look at it within the context of different soloists.” The lack of reference to the aural component 

of DTL does not imply that Lerbie did not utilize or appreciate it; instead, he appeared more at-

tracted to the visual aspect because it assisted him in contextual analysis. 

Comparing Lerbie’s statement with Violetta’s: “It was just helpful in that sense of being 

able to have an audio and a visual of it,” highlights that Violetta emphasizes both components. 

Later in the interview, she discussed the flexibility of employing them. In chapter four of this 

document, Violetta’s profile indicated that her musical background includes both classical train-

ing (written) and jazz (aural). One might assume a connection exists between her learning style 

and her musical training background. Many researchers have observed that jazz education en-

compasses both written and aural traditions and should be understood as a spectrum rather than a 

strict division (Fraser, 1984; Gillespie, 1991; Prouty, 2006). Violetta’s multi-faceted method of 

music learning appears to reinforce this combination of learning styles. Nonetheless, the agentic 

tools of DTL enable students to learn or gravitate towards the features that empower them to ab-

sorb and synthesize the material. Therefore, corpus tools such as DTL may empower students by 

supporting their individual learning styles. 

Teaching Style 

When considering the diverse ways students learn, an instructor may need to adapt their 

teaching to accommodate these learning styles (Awla, 2014). Participants in this jazz corpus 

study were able to articulate how they learned, which is paramount to their ability to “integrate it 
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into their learning process” (Awla, 2014, p. 242). If students understand their learning style, they 

are more likely to succeed in implementing and synthesizing knowledge. It is equally important 

for educators to understand how to effectively match these styles, as failure to do so may impede 

learner development (Pasher et al. 2009).  

My study diverged from my usual teaching routine, which typically involves giving stu-

dents transcription materials to learn. In developing a study that encourages agency, I adopted a 

more dialogical approach to teaching. This approach aims to create an environment that compels 

students to defend their position, or in this case, to justify their usage and placement of a musical 

phrase (Lindgren & McDaniel, 2012). Tress recalled a moment in the workshop when the dialog-

ical approach proved beneficial: “You're just kind of coaxing them there through questions and 

making them think and having them give responses through your questions. I think it was effec-

tive.” This teaching method is referenced by Gose (2009) as the Socratic Method. 

Another technique utilized was problem-based learning. Hmelo-Silver (2004) character-

ized this technique as empowering students to solve problems through their creativity and re-

sourcefulness. Participants had to search DTL based on criteria, whether teacher-induced or cho-

sen freely by the participant, and then implement these patterns in songs of their choice. I re-

viewed the audio artifacts from their audio journals to determine if they accurately used language 

sourced from DTL. Students successfully integrated new vocabulary by adapting the curriculum 

to fit this new teaching style using DTL. Although the students did not explicitly state that this 

teaching style was successful, my evaluation of the audio artifacts demonstrated that they learned 

the proper placement and usage. Adapting one’s teaching style is imperative to connect with the 

various ways students learn and acquire knowledge. Corpus tools like DTL may provide enough 

features to align teaching styles with learning styles.  
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Learning By Doing 

Two definitions that pertain to the term “praxis” are the exercise or practice of an art and 

the practical application of a theory (Merriam-Webster, 2025). For this study, I defined the word 

praxis as “learning by doing.” Most participants emphasized that practical, hands-on experience 

with the software tools outweighed just talking about them. When asked how he would design an 

improvisation class, Danny responded: “I wouldn't teach much theory, but instead focus on mem-

orizing small parts of the solo and improvising them…” This statement aligns with the theory of 

experiential learning, which indicates that engaging in the task is more effective than merely the-

orizing.  

Many jazz theory and improvisation books are accessible to assist students in learning 

improvisation. Although Tress is not an expert at teaching jazz, he said, “You can’t read a book; 

you have to hear it, and you have to do it.” Tress added the extra detail of “hearing it.” If Tress is 

talking about listening to music prior to playing it, he is referring to a process called audiation 

(Brown, 2017; Greennagel, 1994; Walker, 2005). One might also propose that audiation includes 

improvisational practice prior to performing actual physical actions playing. In this sense, the 

student actively engages with music in their mind, rather than merely theorizing about it. 

Audiation is crucial for expert improvisers, as it often involves reusing memorized pat-

terns from previous improvisational experiences (Russell & Ciorba, 2022). Kratus (1995) high-

lighted that audiation is crucial for a successful solo because it allows the improviser to antici-

pate and predict upcoming pitches before playing them. Doing music, before actually making 

music. 

Violetta stated that the best way to learn improvisation is by “just trying it out, practicing, 

and attending jam sessions.” Making music is important to Violetta, but the community aspect of 
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improvisation is also significant. Although campus environments generally do not feature desig-

nated jam sessions—primarily held in major urban centers, making it difficult for students to at-

tend--teachers can allocate time and classroom space for students to practice licks in a communal 

setting. Indeed, this concept was utilized in the workshop design, and the overwhelming response 

from participants expressing the “doing” of music indicates that jazz improvisation classes 

should adopt this model.  

The variety of instruments made it simple to replicate a jam session-like experience dur-

ing the workshop. My study's instrumentation included two guitarists, two pianists, one vocalist, 

one saxophonist, one percussionist, and one violinist. This configuration made it easy to combine 

groups based on melodic duties and harmonic accompaniment. Moreover, following the initial 

two workshop sessions, one of the guitarists brought in an electric bass to complement the 

rhythm section and deliver walking bass lines. Adapting to various playing environments and 

performance scenarios remains a fundamental aspect of real-life jam sessions. 

Theoretical Implications 

This study supports the idea that knowledge is built. However, the most common teach-

ing method remains the lecture, also called the authoritarian style, which encourages behaviorism 

and passive learning (Rutkiene & Tandzegolskiene, 2015). The authoritarian approach is utilized 

in university settings because it quickly spreads information to large groups of students, a com-

mon scenario in English and math courses. On the other hand, jazz improvisation classes tend to 

be smaller, and the goal is not complete mastery but to develop an understanding of concepts that 

students can later add to their improvisational skills. Authoritarian teachers, who exert high con-

trol and are detached from students’ feelings, discourage autonomy, which leads to low intrinsic 
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motivation (Everhart et al., 2014). Constructivist teachers, who may possess expertise, design in-

structional activities that enable students to independently discover knowledge and address their 

own issues (Luquet, 2015). The following sections will explore how this research on corpus tools 

connects with constructionism, supports self-efficacy, and promotes student agency. Where rele-

vant, I will carefully analyze these ideas. 

Constructionism 

 Parmaxi and Zaphiris’s (2015) social constructionist framework, influenced by the work 

of Papert (1980, 1993), involves exploring ideas, constructing, and evaluating artifacts—actions 

that support each element of this study. An important aspect of this study is language acquisition. 

The foundations of language and social constructionism are connected to Vygotsky (1986), who 

asserted that knowledge is built through social interactions. I observed these social interactions 

during the workshop and how they contributed to participants constructing knowledge. 

The participants in my study could have worked individually on ideas they gained from 

the software or the workshop facilitator. However, the participants chose to share their thoughts, 

successes, failures, and insights gained. Dialogue played a crucial role, as participants were 

given the chance to perform freely, without instructor comments, followed by communication, 

performance, and collaboration once again. This approach to teaching and learning should be 

replicated and adapted for improvisation classes, and eventually, for other disciplines. Based on 

my observations and interactions, I saw that dialogue helped students collaboratively solve prob-

lems in music, mirroring the democratic nature of a real jazz band. I believe that this is the prin-

cipal objective of educators: to equip students for practical applications in real life. 

The creation of artifacts is a non-social action employed in this study that still supports 

constructionism. I previously referred to artifacts in the context of Parmaxi and Zaphiris’ (2015) 
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social constructionism theory, which posits that knowledge is built through social interactions. In 

this study, the artifacts are the improvised audio clips recorded by the participants. These arti-

facts were individually created and uploaded to a learning management system (LMS) accessible 

only to the researcher and the participant.  

Each assignment requiring an audio artifact offered the participant an opportunity to se-

lect their own material to improvise over. The participant needed to assess their performance to 

determine whether they applied the pattern or material correctly in context. The process of re-

cording their artifacts every two days facilitated the participants’ engagement and confidence in 

class. One participant, Danny, continues to use the pattern -3, -1, -2, 1, an artifact he recorded in 

the LMS on July 1, 2024. This retention of jazz language is a victory for me as a teacher, as I 

previously instructed Danny in an improvisation class on integrating jazz scales and theory into 

his performances. My chord/scale lecture approach was met with indifference, and my coping 

mechanism was to think that perhaps he would revisit the material later or after he graduates 

from college, as I did. In fact, I taught the enclosure structure -3, -1, -2, 1, using a traditional lec-

ture style during an improvisation class, but Danny did not remember the information. After the 

workshop, however, Danny was able to retain and apply the jazz structure in later improvisa-

tions. Results like Danny’s could transform jazz instruction in improvisation. 

The evaluation of the artifacts was twofold: I assessed the accuracy of the pattern's place-

ment in relation to the harmonic context, and then I either asked questions to the participants 

about their artifact or offered a suggestion. This interaction reflects social constructionism, as 

both the participant and researcher collaborated in creating new knowledge. The integration of 

learning management system privacy with constantly evolving technology will allow teachers to 
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evaluate students more efficiently. The privacy of the LMS allows for learners to engage in dia-

logue with the teacher outside of the normal class meeting times. A key principle of social con-

structivism is engaging in social exchanges with others to promote cognitive growth (Amineh, 

2015). Additionally, within the LMS, if artificial intelligence could analyze audio files to identify 

successful patterns, it would reduce the teacher's workload of listening to every recording daily. 

This study offers important theoretical insights for suggesting modifications in jazz pedagogy 

that align with social constructionist frameworks. 

Community of Practice 

 Participants stated in their interviews that the community setting of the workshop helped 

them use and discuss pattern searches in DTL. Based on my observations, I also confirmed that 

the participants in this study formed learning groups casually. Communities of practice, a well-

known social learning theory most closely associated with researcher Etienne Wenger, support 

both my observations and the strategies used by the participants. Wenger (2011) identified three 

characteristics that define a community of practice: (a) the domain, (b) the community, and (c) 

the practice. 

 The term domain is an abbreviated expression for the 'domain of interest,' which pertains 

to the subject matter shared within the community (Wenger, 2011). This study's community fo-

cused on learning jazz improvisation language through DTL pattern mining. Before joining a 

community of improvisers, individual participants sought to enhance their knowledge and under-

standing of jazz vocabulary. Tress seemed to emphasize the importance of having a domain.  

“But I think doing it [improvisation] in a setting with others, and using that [DTL] as a tool, I 

think, would be valuable, and it would speed up the process of learning.” The necessity for a tool 
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that could accelerate learning a complex skill, such as jazz improvisation, simplified the recruit-

ment process for this study. The domain of interest, learning to effectively improvise, is such a 

challenging task that YouTube is abundant with tutorial videos about how to improvise. DTL has 

the potential to become a well-known technology within its field of interest alone. 

 Community members participate in collaborative activities and discussions within their 

area of interest (Wenger, 2011, p. 2). The community serves as a space where members build re-

lationships to share ideas about the domain. Engaging with one another is essential to cultivate a 

sense of community. Lerbie described these interactions: “I feel like we're able to have these dis-

cussions and kind of trigger our own eureka moments with one another.” Like De Bruin (2016), 

participants expanded their knowledge through teamwork and understanding each other. Using 

and implementing a tool such as DTL could benefit jazz educators in building a community of 

practice with their students. 

 The third characteristic that delineates a community of practice is the actual practice it-

self. According to Wenger (2011), practice is where the “practitioners” enhance their knowledge 

base through encounters and reports that they have implemented and documented for the benefit 

of others' learning (p. 2). The participants in this study convened for two weeks and, conse-

quently, were unable to fully develop this specific type of knowledge base. Participants gathered 

after class sessions and regularly engaged in discussions of concepts, demonstrated mined jazz 

language to one another, or exchanged contact information, such as phone numbers, to facilitate 

information sharing. My understanding is that the community disbanded and has not maintained 

communication since the study. 

 Nevertheless, there were indications that, over time, this group would cultivate shared re-

sources to utilize. As outlined in Chapter 4 of this document, Lerbie engaged with and assisted 
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Napoleon by modeling a pattern on a guitar that was mined. Similarly, Tress served as a leader 

and supported other participants in their pattern searches. Based on my observations of their 

leadership and organizational skills, I am convinced that, in due course, documenting DTL 

searches and results would constitute the subsequent step for the group, thereby establishing a 

formal practice. 

Self-Efficacy 

 Albert Bandura proposed that a person’s confidence in their ability to perform the actions 

required to reach a particular objective is self-efficacy (Zelenak, 2020). “Students with higher 

levels of self-efficacy tend to demonstrate higher levels of achievement than do students with 

lower levels of self-efficacy” (Zelenak, 2020, p. 43). Berliner (1994) noted that jazz musicians 

recognize the importance of taking “personal responsibility” in learning to play jazz (p. 57). Jazz 

teachers should realize the importance of helping students believe in themselves through improv-

isation successes while encouraging them to pursue knowledge independently. Although my 

study was not designed to test self-efficacy, I became aware of each participant's confidence as 

they experienced small successes during the two-week workshop. From my observations on the 

first day of the workshop, most participants hesitated to volunteer for improvisation sessions 

where we mined patterns in real time. Additionally, the initially recorded artifacts sounded tenta-

tive. A turning point for the participants occurred when the lesson plan for the following day, af-

ter recording the artifacts, incorporated patterns they had previously identified. Thanks to the in-

structor's feedback and the participants’ successful integration of the artifact recordings, most, if 

not all, confidently used language during the workshop the next day. Consider the following in-

teraction through the LMS: 

Researcher: “How did you arrive at this search?” 
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Lerbie: “For this entry, I used a -1, -1, -2, -1, -2 pattern and recorded another solo over 

"Fly Me to the Moon."  I tried to incorporate this new pattern over the G7, A7, and 

Dmin7 chords (modulating it to start on the 5th interval of the chord).  I also tried to com-

bine the previous lesson's phrase with the new phrase to build longer lines.  I tried using 

the 2nd phrase to start a line and used the first phrase to resolve it and tried the opposite, 

too.” 

Researcher: “I like that you combined the previous language to create a larger lick.” 

The next day, Lerbie successfully used the language during an improvisation session. I observed 

some participants nod their heads in what appeared to be approval or acknowledgment. Luquet 

(2015) suggested that jazz learning provides teachers with opportunities to boost students' self-

efficacy as they aim to build their own knowledge. In this example, Lerbie created a new phrase 

through experimentation, applied it in various scenarios, and received positive feedback from the 

instructor, which increased his confidence to try out his new material. This study may provide 

teachers with new methods to enhance student self-efficacy. 

Scaffolding 

 Vygotsky (1978) did not explicitly mention the term “scaffolding,” but it is related to his 

socio-constructivist learning theory and his concept of the zone of proximal development. The 

zone of proximal development defines those functions that have not yet matured but are in the 

process of maturation, functions that have not yet matured but are in the process of maturation, 

functions that will mature tomorrow but are currently in an embryonic state (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 

86). This process of maturation is standard in the jazz world, as novice improvisers and learners 

need support from a more skilled improviser or teacher. In Berliner’s publication, Thinking in 

Jazz: The Infinite Art of Improvisation, he documented an instance where his proficiency in a 
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trumpet exercise appeared incomprehensible until the instructor demonstrated how to employ 

that exercise as a component of jazz language. Modeling constitutes a fundamental strategy 

within the framework of scaffolding, as delineated by Rojas-Drummond et al (2013). Therefore, 

the temporary scaffold supporting a building until it becomes self-sufficient serves as a strong 

analogy for the teacher/learner relationship in jazz studies. 

 After analyzing themes from participants’ interviews, I observed that I, along with other 

more experienced participants, used DTL as a scaffolding support tool. During the workshop, I 

provided participants with specific search strategies for pattern mining. Although those searches 

successfully aggregated jazz language in context for the participants to observe and hear, for 

some of them, it did not make sense until I modeled the language in context and in real time. 

Similarly, participants contributed to the correction and scaffolding of their peers. Consider this 

statement by Napoleon after being assisted by Lerbie: “So I had a person who had more experi-

ence than me, who was on my same instrument, helped me understand what was going on.” 

Student Agency Theory 

 Self-efficacy aligns with student agency theory because students feel empowered to take 

control of their learning (Bandura, 2001; Vaughn, 2020). A student’s sense of self can be dis-

torted by various factors, thereby reducing their ability to experience or connect with agency 

(Hargreaves et al., 2001). My study has identified several factors that affect whether students de-

sire control over their education and fully endorse agency through corpus tools. These factors are 

connected to ease of use, structure, and immediate results. Building on this theoretical view, cor-

pus study tools need to demonstrate the mentioned factors to support student agency. The follow-

ing paragraphs analyze aspects of DTL that may impede student learning, self-efficacy, and 

agency. 
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Ease of use includes the software's performance, reliability, and aesthetics. Participants 

commented extensively on these aspects during their interviews. Still, the most significant indi-

cator is that most did not employ the corpus tools outside the workshop in their daily learning 

routines. If DTL was slow or failed to aggregate patterns quickly, participants returned to their 

natural methods for acquiring jazz language. A more visually appealing interface and faster re-

sponse times would enhance modern students' daily usage.  

An app, iReal Pro, is utilized by jazz teachers, musicians, and students due to its sleek de-

sign and performance capabilities (Brown, 2023). iReal Pro was developed by Massimo Biolcati, 

a jazz bassist who wanted to have chord changes for songs on a portable device.  Although this 

app is not a corpus tool like DTL, I reference it because it had meager beginnings but soon be-

came a “revolutionary tool for practicing jazz” (Brown, 2023, p. 85). Brown (2023) also dis-

cussed the app's design and features by stating: “iReal Pro separates itself from other resources 

through its slicker and more user-friendly interface, and the ease with which it integrates into a 

mobile-friendly environment” (p. 86). This statement appears to support the critiques provided 

by the participants of my study and substantiates my assertion that improving the design and 

functionality could render this an essential technology for jazz education applications.  

This study appealed to many participants because of its workshop structure. The lesson 

plan design and instructor guidance made this workshop model successful in extending student 

agency. For DTL to be adopted by improvisation teachers, a well-designed lesson plan that in-

cludes opportunities to perform and dialogue with students will be of the utmost importance. 

DTL is a tool designed for searching through corpora. It does not recommend search schemes or 

plans, nor is it meant for that purpose. Teachers need to determine the most effective way to use 

this tool based on their specific class populations and circumstances. Furthermore, pre-mined 
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patterns that align with learning objectives will assist the instructor in preparing for student in-

quiries when the patterns do not aggregate rapidly. Pre-mining patterns would involve the teacher 

researching DTL in advance, documenting, and analyzing the data results. DTL does not replace 

teachers; however, it offers educators an additional resource to utilize. In fact, most participants 

reported a preference for using corpus tools during teacher-led activities. 

A mindset that affects agency in this study is the participants’ pursuit of immediate re-

sults. Research by Hargreaves et al. (2021) described the focus on fast learning as “anti-learning” 

(p. 294). The desire to perfectly place vocabulary after mining by students is a source of anxiety, 

as they seek validation from the teacher and their peers. Instead, careful experimentation and in-

depth exploration of ideas are generally far more valuable (Hargreaves et al., 2021).  

Leading the workshop, I received more questions about whether they had played some-

thing correctly after just one attempt at improvisation. I refrained from offering my expertise be-

cause I wanted them to experiment and form their own judgments. If I answered the question, it 

would undermine the development of student agency. To counteract this phenomenon of students 

needing instant success, teachers should be reticent about answering questions and create more 

opportunities for students to experiment with vocabulary over time.  

These innovations could be incorporated into the lesson plans and ultimately the syllabus. 

Extending agency involves transferring power from the person who holds power to the person 

who needs it. Although DTL is a powerful tool, it does not extend agency. It is especially effec-

tive with a teacher's guidance, but it can also be used independently by students. 

Form and Function 

Participants disapproved of DTL for several reasons, mainly citing its design and func-

tionality. Aesthetically, participants preferred software that appeared more modern and desired a 
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fast, smooth interface. Asking students to adopt a mindset of patience may not be feasible given 

the advances in microchip processing speeds and the high-volume transfer rates of fiber-optic 

networks and Wi-Fi. Furthermore, Richardson (2019) recommended that teachers integrate more 

technology into the classroom to better mirror students' technology use outside of school. Alt-

hough the corpus tools worked well for prompting jazz vocabulary queries, participants did not 

use them beyond the classroom walls because DTL lacked visual appeal and efficiency. If DTL 

were similar to the technology students use outside of class, they might be more inclined to use it 

beyond the classroom as well. Instead, teachers can focus on the features of DTL that operate 

quickly and effectively while also teaching students about the advantages of having patience. 

Visual Appeal 

Research by Lindgaard (2007) indicated that an object's visual appeal reflects satisfaction 

and perceived ease of use. This is certainly evident in this study's findings; participants consist-

ently remarked on the aesthetics of DTL. Its outdated appearance led users to believe the soft-

ware was obsolete, which hindered their ability to fully adopt DTL as a modern solution technol-

ogy. In a study examining the visual appeal of self-service technologies, Kim (2024) explained 

that an initial impression of a computer product influences perceptions of its quality and useful-

ness, with later errors often attributed to this bias. When designing this study, I did not consider 

the visual design of the software, as I assumed that students would focus on DTL’s practicality 

and application. One of the participants, Mack, said that DTL needed “an overall better layout, 

and a more clean design.” Following this assertion, Mack started discussing the usefulness of 

DTL but was actually focusing on the visual appeal of DTL's design and layout. Enhancing the 

visual appeal of DTL could reduce the biases mentioned by Kim (2024) and thus change stu-

dents' perceptions of their interactions with corpus tools. 
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 There is also a connection between visual appeal and hedonic motivation (Kim, 2024). 

Hedonic motivation, particularly among consumers, refers to the phenomenon in which an indi-

vidual feels encouraged to keep using a product if it is perceived as enjoyable (Zhang et al., 

2015). From this study, I concluded that jazz students and teachers, using corpus tools software 

extensively, must see it as an enjoyable experience that, hypothetically, would have higher reten-

tion. Improving the graphics, layout, font, and overall technological appeal could foster positive 

hedonic motivation. Mobley stated that DTL was “hard to read” and that the notation was a “lit-

tle weird” [looking]. However, he believed that it should “improve over time”. This statement 

assumes that someone would make these aesthetic improvements that could hopefully lead to a 

more visually pleasurable experience. The creators of DTL or another software designer should 

make these aesthetic changes. While DTL is currently free for all users, involving a new set of 

designers might incur costs that may need to be passed on to users. These costs could undermine 

DTL's original goal of promoting research into a “deeper and more comprehensive understand-

ing of jazz in its social and cultural context” (Dig That Lick: About, n.d.). A possible solution is 

to offer two versions: the current version, which is sufficient for research, and an aesthetically 

improved version that requires a subscription fee and includes features dedicated to jazz improvi-

sation education. Another solution is using the corpus analysis tool MeloSpy from the Jazzomat 

Research Project. This tool bypasses the need to search the database via an internet connection, 

which would rapidly accumulate data; however, this option is not user-friendly.  

Functionality 

 According to Thong et al. (2002), the "Technology Acceptance Model" outlines two main 

factors that affect technology adoption: first, people are more likely to adopt a technology if they 

see it as useful; second, they are more inclined to keep using it if they find it easy to use. While 
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most participants found DTL highly useful, they struggled to interact with it. Lerbie mentioned 

that DTL was experiencing delays, and Mack decided to stop trying to interface with DTL. As a 

result, he chose not to use the software in the future. Five of the eight study participants observed 

that searching the DTL corpus and extracting patterns is labor-intensive for contemporary learn-

ers. Although the complexity of the search process might justify slower speeds, participants re-

marked that DTL appears sluggish. It is possible that students anticipated DTL to operate simi-

larly to internet-based search engines like Google. Upon reviewing the critiques provided by the 

participants, I recognized that I bear some responsibility for their frustrations. I failed to explic-

itly state that the software was not designed for our intended use. This oversight may have influ-

enced the participants’ perception of DTL. 

Limitations 

 The investigation reported in this dissertation had certain limitations, primarily due to the 

small sample size and the study's short duration. The small sample size, short duration, and spe-

cific instructional context limit this study's transferability to broader jazz education settings. Be-

cause the research focused on a two-week workshop with only eight participants, it does not cap-

ture the long-term effects of corpus-based learning on jazz language retention, stylistic develop-

ment, or sustained student agency. Future research should examine the longitudinal effects of 

corpus tools across multiple semesters. Additionally, the absence of contemporary comparative 

pedagogical models limits conclusions about the specific contributions of corpus tools. Addi-

tional research employing comparative or mixed-methods designs could clarify how corpus tools 

specifically influence learning outcomes.  
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The sample for this study lacked sufficient diversity, as it did not include bass, trumpet, 

or trombone players. This study also lacked highly advanced improvisers who could identify ad-

ditional features of DTL that might assist or deter learning jazz language. Another limitation re-

lated to diversity is that I did not examine participants' demographic backgrounds. Socioeco-

nomic status, gender, race, and sex may influence students’ perceptions of the utilization of cor-

pus tools. Future studies should consider these factors when assessing the effectiveness of corpus 

tools in improvisation classes or workshops.  

The study also does not fully address assessment practices or institutional grading re-

quirements, suggesting the need for future work that examines evaluative frameworks aligned 

with agency-driven learning. Addressing these limitations and incorporating the suggested future 

research directions would enhance the pedagogical relevance of corpus tools and broaden their 

potential in modern jazz education. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

My study was structured around a workshop model that involved two weeks of teaching 

and observation. A case study involving a 15-week improvisation class should generate more 

data over time and provide a comprehensive view of the research problem (Baškarada, 2014). 

After developing themes through coding, I realized that the participants indicated how their 

learning interfaced with different characteristics of DTL. Nevertheless, they reached similar con-

clusions about these corpus tools. Considering how students learn, the diverse perspectives of 

DTL from the participants may lend themselves to a multiple-case study methodology. The bene-

fit of using a multiple-case study is that it allows the researcher to analyze differences both 

within and across cases (Yin, 2003). In my study, my research question focused on participants' 

views of DTL in learning jazz language and expanding agency. Employing a multiple-case study 
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methodology should enable an in-depth examination of how DTL supports various learning 

styles, user interactions, and other insights gained over an extended period. 

I successfully facilitated the corpus study workshop; however, it would be beneficial to 

bring in an external teacher and investigator who is familiar with the subject matter to lead the 

workshop. This innovation would hopefully eliminate a paternalistic trait (Sætre, 2019, p. 78). 

This means that I, the researcher, could act as a parental figure or be seen as one during the 

teaching sessions. I aimed to avoid this type of bias by journaling and self-examination, ensuring 

that I did not lead the participants to answers or conclusions. I now recognize the value of having 

a researcher or teacher who is unfamiliar to participants, so that participants would not feel a per-

sonal connection. An additional advantage of this scenario is that the researcher can observe and 

take notes about the interactions between the workshop facilitator and the participants. 

Another application of this research could involve determining whether specific mined 

patterns feature embellishments that modify or enhance the pattern. This implies that the ele-

ments before or after the pattern may be equally important to the content. Contextually, this re-

search might aid researchers in exploring whether jazz language and improvisation are linked to 

syntax. Syntax in music and language can be broadly defined as elements arranged in sequences 

according to specific criteria and rules (Sammler et al., 2013). Additionally, researchers have as-

sociated syntactic processes with Broca’s area in the brain, which is known for language and syn-

tax (Donnay et al., 2014; Herdener, 2014; Jäncke, 2012). Neuroscientists could use electroen-

cephalography (EEG), previously employed to measure syntactic processes, to examine how jazz 

improvisers access and apply patterns from DTL. 

Participants recorded audio artifacts for the researcher's assessment in this study. The re-

searcher then evaluated whether the participant correctly applied the jazz language extracted 
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from DTL. Nonetheless, the study did not incorporate any techniques to assess learning, mastery, 

or creativity. A suggested direction for future research is to implement the Consensual Assess-

ment Technique (CAT), which assesses participants’ learning and creativity through a panel of 

experts in the field (Baer & McKool, 2009; Kaufman et al., 2008). Audio artifacts could be pos-

ited in random order in a private folder. Expert judges would then individually rate the perfor-

mances with a set scale—e.g., 1.0-5.0. The researcher would then obtain judges' ratings of the 

comparative learning or creativity of the audio artifacts being judged. Only the researcher can 

determine the extent of learning when the artifacts are returned to their original order of record-

ing. The hope is that the researcher would be able to determine whether participants improved at 

implementing jazz language after using DTL. 

Conclusion 

This hermeneutic phenomenological study explored the experiences of jazz improvisation 

students using the Dig That Lick (DTL) corpus tool during a two-week workshop. Eight partici-

pants shared their perspectives through interviews after the workshop. The study employed 

Vygotsky's social constructivist theory as a framework and utilized a double hermeneutic ap-

proach for data collection and analysis. 

Four main themes emerged from the participants’ perspectives: (a) processes, (b) guid-

ance needed, (c) supporting qualities, and (d) non-supporting qualities. The themes were orga-

nized into two categories: those that support student learning and those that support the learning 

environment. The findings indicated that DTL accommodates a diverse array of learning styles 

among participants, as evidenced by features such as music scores for visual learners and audio 

files for auditory learners.  
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Participants underscored the importance of DTL in acquiring jazz language and empha-

sized its potential as a valuable instrument to facilitate the learning of improvisation. The audio 

artifacts demonstrated that the participants successfully applied the mined patterns in accordance 

with the teacher's expectations.  

This study supported a social constructionist framework, as participants were responsible 

for constructing knowledge through experimentation, dialogue, and social interactions. The so-

cial interactions fostered a community of practice where participants exchanged ideas, modeled 

mined patterns, tutored one another, and grew their knowledge base. DTL appeared to promote 

student self-efficacy because participants had the ability to select their own patterns, which, 

when executed properly, increased their confidence.  

Participants expressed mixed feelings about the DTL tool, frequently critiquing its design 

and functionality. They favored modern, visually appealing interfaces, and the outdated look of 

DTL negatively influenced their perception and engagement. Recommendations include improv-

ing the software's aesthetics to enhance user experience, despite possible costs. 

A question came up during the two-week workshop's exploration period. Ford raised his 

hand with a serious look on his face. He asked, “Is this cheating?” I replied, “How?” Ford re-

sponded: 

When I took improv [class] with you, you kind of let us go find our own stuff. And I 

think that's great. And it really pushed me. But when, when we found this tool and you 

showed us this tool, I was like that, this would have made that process so much easier for 

me. And I asked you, if its cheating? Because it does feel kind of like that.    
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Ford regarded the software as a substantial shortcut and expressed concern that this innovation 

might compromise the integrity of student development. I reminded him that technology is in-

tended to facilitate life and learning, and I emphasized that I do not perceive this software as a 

form of cheating. 

 Mark Van Doren once said, “The art of teaching is the art of assisting discovery.” Grow-

ing up as the son of a teacher, I observed my mother utilize every resource at her disposal to fa-

cilitate student discovery. Throughout my life, I remember the many resources my mother pro-

vided for our education: the World Book Encyclopedia, Child Craft Discovery Books, and a de-

vice called the World Book Cyclo-Teacher. A “modern device” featuring a metal hub with refilla-

ble circular paper, a small window to view colorful slides, a library of circular lessons resem-

bling the shape and artwork of a record, and a plastic slider to navigate through the content 

(Gardo, 2014). This Cyclo-Teacher made learning enjoyable and engaging, whereas my peers 

without one were already falling behind.  

My siblings and I possessed a significant advantage as we were engaged in the develop-

ment of knowledge during the summer months when school was not in session. DTL has the po-

tential to be the innovation that guides teachers in directing students to technology that fosters 

discovery. It can spark creativity and promote learning. The history of jazz education highlights 

technological innovations that have supported the teaching of a discipline that requires a com-

plex set of skills and advanced cognitive abilities (Ferguson, 2018; West, 2015). Hearing the 

feedback from my study's participants provides me with optimism that this American artistic 

form known as Jazz will persist and flourish among my students. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 

Interview Protocol 

 
Interview Protocol Form: Extending agency to improvisation students by utilizing corpus tools 
for the acquisition of jazz language. 
 
Interviewee:  
_____________________, a student at Corpus State University Jazz Program or Jazz Student 
Participant. 
 
Interviewer: 
Tyrone Jackson 
 
Main Objective/Topic to be Discussed: 
 
Learning how to improvise via corpus tools and pattern-mining methods. 
 
Topics to be addressed: 
 
Improvisation; student agency; jazz education; learning 
 
Introductory Protocol 
 
You have been selected for this interview because you are a former or current student of a jazz 
improvisation class that utilized traditional and non-traditional (software-based) teaching meth-
ods. Additionally, you have been selected to participate in this research because you are a per-
forming jazz musician. At any time during the interview, you may withdraw from the study. 
 
The conversations will be recorded to facilitate and guarantee accurate note-taking (see the at-
tached release form). I want to disclose that your answers will only be shared with classmates 
and the professor involved in this research. Pseudonyms will be used to protect your identity. Af-
ter they are transcribed, all your answers and recordings will be destroyed. Thank you for agree-
ing to participate. 
 

A. Interviewee Background 
 
How long have you been: 
 
________  playing jazz music? 
 
________  at Corpus State University? 
 
What is your major?   _______________________________________________________ 
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1. What do you think is the best way to learn how to improvise? 
2. Please explain how jazz musicians acquire jazz vocabulary. 
3. Explain how effective college-level improvisation courses are in teaching improvisation. 
4. What do you think about the software “Dig That Lick”? 
5. How would you describe the effectiveness of “Dig That Lick”? 
6. What are the pros and cons of having the agency to choose your own jazz vocabulary? 
7. Describe what a jazz improvisation class would look like if you taught it. 

Signed Release Form: 

I, ______________, who is a student at Corpus State University, hereby understand the purpose 

of this interview and voluntarily agree to participate in the research conducted by Tyrone Jack-

son, a GSU PhD student. I understand that I can cease participation in this study at any time. I 

also understand that this interview will not harm me or anyone else in any way and that the infor-

mation collected will be confidential. I also understand that the transcribed interview and the 

transcripts will be destroyed at the end of the course for which the student conducts this research. 

Signed: 

On this 1st day of July, 2024 

 

____________________________   ______________________________ 

Participant                                              Tyrone M. Jackson 
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Appendix B: Lesson Plan 1, Week 1 

LESSON PLAN 1, Week 1 

Date:     July 1, 2024                                                                                                              Unit of Study: 1 of 8 
 
Title of the Lesson: Melodic Intervals Review/Dig That Lick Introduction 
Background Information: First Lesson for the Corpus tools study; 
Gather information regarding participants level of understanding; Provide 
remediation if necessary. 

Grouping:  

Learning Expectations: How to pattern mine by using 
melodic intervals; Learning DTL’s Pattern search tools; 
Common enclosure #1: 3,-1,-2,1 

Assessment: Test for melodic interval proficiency 
(formative) 

Lesson: Time (2hrs) Teaching Plan 
10:00 (15 minutes) Melodic Intervals Review; How to input interval data 
10:15 (5-15 minutes) Quiz to determine mastery of concept. Remediation if neces-
sary. 
10:20 (10:30)  Teach and experiment with Dig That Lick corpus tools 
11:00 (45 minutes) Breakout to individual practice rooms for experimenting with 

finding language based off the melodic interval enclosure:             
3, -1, -2, 1  

                                 Record performance against a backing track of a ii V I progres-
sion loop in iReal pro software or YouTube. 

                                        Write about experience in personal journal and report timestamp 
of where the usage of language occurred. 

11:45-12:00       Main classroom: present findings from student search, collec-
tive  improvisations, dialogue about performance. 

Materials/Resources: 
https://dig-that-lick.hfm-
weimar.de/pattern_search/ 

 

 Problems with learning objectives:  

Modifications: 

Personal Notes/Considerations: 

 



 163 

Appendix C: Student Plan 1, Week 1 

 

STUDENT PLAN 1, WEEK 1 

Date:      July 2, 2024                                                                                                             Unit of Study: 2 of 8 
 
Title of the Lesson: Free Search 
Background Information: Student searches for jazz language. Grouping:  

Learning Expectations: Application—How can I use 
this pattern? What song will I choose to demonstrate? 

Assessment: 

Reflection: What are my thoughts about my search for jazz language?  
Pattern search:  
(ex, 2,2, 1, 2) 
 
 
 
Timestamp of usage: 

 

  

Modifications: 

Personal Notes/Considerations: 
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Appendix D: Lesson Plan 2, Week 1 

 

LESSON PLAN 2, Week 1 

Date:     July 3, 2024                                                                                                            Unit of Study: 3 of 8 
 
Title of the Lesson: Common Enclosure #2 
Background Information: Observe students and record notes and sub-
jectivities 

Grouping:  

Learning Expectations: Common enclosure #2: 1,1,-
2,1 
Analysis; Where & How are these applied. 

Assessment: Test for implementation  

Lesson: Time (2hrs) Teaching Plan 
10:00 (15 minutes) Enclosure around the 5th of the chord; Search DTL 
10:15 (30 minutes) Breakout to individual practice rooms for experimenting 

with finding language based off the melodic interval enclosure: 
1,1,-2,1 

10:45 (30 minutes) Perform with class, utilizing pattern 1,1,-2,1 in jazz songs 
11:15 (30 minutes) Discussion: sharing information about usage and usefulness of 

lick                     
 11:45-12:00pm     Write about experience in personal journal 

Materials/Resources: 
https://dig-that-lick.hfm-
weimar.de/similarity_search/ 

Found 237 similar (1 unique) 
pattern instances: 

 Problems with learning objectives:  

Modifications: 

Personal Notes/Considerations: 
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Appendix E: Student Plan 2, Week 1 

 

STUDENT PLAN 2, WEEK 1 

Date:      July 2, 2024                                                                                                                           Unit of 
Study: 2 of 8 
 
Title of the Lesson: Free Search 
Background Information: Student searches for jazz language. Grouping:  

Learning Expectations: Application—How can I use 
this pattern? What song will I choose to demonstrate? 

Assessment: 

Song from iReal Pro: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflection: Why did I choose this song? 
 
 
 
What are my thoughts about my search for jazz language? 

 
Pattern search:  
(ex, 2,2, 1, 2) 
 
 
 
Timestamp of usage: 

 

  

Modifications: 

Personal Notes/Considerations: 
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Appendix F: Lesson Plan 3, Week 2 

 

LESSON PLAN 3, Week 2 

Date:     July 8, 2024                                                                                                           Unit of Study: 5 of 8 
 
Title of the Lesson: The First 5 Notes Of The Major Scale 
Background Information: This is a scale that every student should 
know, how is it being used in solos 

Grouping:  

Learning Expectations: Major scale usage in jazz 
solos: 2,2,1,2 
Analysis; Where & How are these applied. 

Assessment:  

Lesson: Time (2hrs) Teaching Plan 
10:00 (15 minutes) Major Scale usage; Search DTL 
10:15 (30 minutes) Breakout to individual practice rooms for experimenting 

with finding language based off the melodic interval enclosure: 
2,2,1,2 

10:45 (30 minutes) Presentation from class of findings; discussion 
11:15 (30 minutes) Performance with classmates                     
 11:45-12:00pm     Write about experience in personal journal 
 

Materials/Resources: 
https://dig-that-lick.hfm-
weimar.de/similarity_search/ 

Found 346 similar (58 
unique) pattern instances: 

 Problems with learning objectives:  

Modifications: If the performances are going well, extend the time and ask questions of what chords did the 
scale apply to. 

Personal Notes/Considerations: 
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Appendix G: Student Plan 3, Week 2 

 

STUDENT PLAN 3, WEEK 2 

Date:      July 9, 2024                                                                                                                           Unit of 
Study: 6 of 8 
 
Title of the Lesson: Student Search for 1st five notes of major scale 
Background Information: Student searches for jazz language. Grouping:  

Learning Expectations: Application—How can I use 
this pattern? What song will I choose to demonstrate? 

Assessment: 

Question: What was the harmonic content of the transcription where the pattern was 
located? 
 
 
 
Song from iReal Pro: 
 
 
 
Reflection: Why did I choose this song? 
 
 
 
What are my thoughts about this search for jazz language? 

 
Pattern search:  
(2,2, 1, 2) 
 
 
 
Timestamp of usage: 

 

  

Modifications: 

Personal Notes/Considerations: 
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Appendix H: Lesson Plan 4, Week 2 

 

LESSON PLAN 4, Week 2 

Date:     July 10, 2024                                                                                                        Unit of Study: 7 of 8 
 
Title of the Lesson: The First 5 Notes Of The Minor Scale 
Background Information: This is a scale that every student should 
know, how is it being used in solos 

Grouping:  

Learning Expectations: minor scale usage in jazz 
solos: 2,1,2,2 
Analysis; Where & How are these applied. 

Assessment:  

Lesson: Time (2hrs) Teaching Plan 
10:00 (15 minutes) Minor Scale usage; Search DTL 
10:15 (30 minutes) Breakout to individual practice rooms for experimenting 

with finding language based off the melodic interval enclosure: 
2,1,2,2 

10:45 (30 minutes) Presentation from class of findings; discussion 
11:15 (30 minutes) Performance with classmates                     
 11:45-12:00pm     Write about experience in personal journal 
 

Materials/Resources: 
https://dig-that-lick.hfm-
weimar.de/similarity_search/ 

Found 378 similar (70 
unique) pattern instances: 

 Problems with learning objectives:  

Modifications: If the performances are going well, extend the time and ask questions of what chords did the 
scale apply to. 

Personal Notes/Considerations: 
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Appendix I: Student Plan 4, Week 2 

 

STUDENT PLAN 4, WEEK 2 

Date:      July 11, 2024                                                                                                                        Unit of Study: 
6 of 8 
 
Title of the Lesson: Student Search for 1st five notes of minor scale 
Background Information: Student searches for jazz language. Grouping:  

Learning Expectations: Application—How can I use 
this pattern? What song will I choose to demonstrate? 

Assessment: 

Question: What was the harmonic content of the transcription where the pattern was 
located? 
 
 
 
Song from iReal Pro: 
 
 
 
Reflection: Why did I choose this song? 
 
 
 
What are my thoughts about this search for jazz language? 

 
Pattern search:  
(2,1, 2, 2) 
 
 
 
Timestamp of usage: 

 

  

Modifications: 

Personal Notes/Considerations: 
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Appendix J: Technology Survey 

 
1. Does your family encourage the use of technology for learning in the home? 
2. Do you use technology predominantly for social or leisurely purposes? 
3. What are your feelings and thoughts toward using technology for learning? 
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Appendix K: Recruitment Email Flyer 
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Appendix L: Consent Document 

 
Corpus Study Consent Form 

 
Georgia State University 

Informed Consent 
Title: Extending Agency To Improvisation Students By Utilizing Corpus Tools For The Acquisi-
tion Of Jazz Language. 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Patrick Freer 
Student Principal Investigator: Tyrone Jackson 
 
Introduction and Key Information 
You are invited to volunteer to participate in a research study. It is up to you to decide if you 
would like to take part in the study. 
You will be expected to participate in a two-week workshop and two one-hour semi-structured 
interviews conducted on July 1, 2024. 
You will be asked to do the following:  
1) Take a survey about your technology usage  
2) Participate in a two-week workshop about using corpus tools for jazz language acquisition. 
3) Answer a series of questions to the best of your ability and recollection.  
4) Not to mention names of real people who can be attached directly or indirectly to this study.  
5) To provide your advice concerning jazz improvisation. To participate in two interviews. 
The risks of being in this study: Participating in this study will not expose you to any more risks 
than you would experience in a typical day.  
This study is not designed to benefit you, however, there is a possibility that your improvisation 
skills will get better because of saturation and immersion. Overall, we hope to gain information 
about the non-traditional ways of learning improvisation and how it can be implemented into col-
legiate pedagogy. 
 
Procedures:  
If you decide to participate, you will receive a technology survey and you will be attending a 
workshop at Corpus State University for two weeks where you will learn how to use the corpus 
tool Dig That Lick (DTL). During the workshop, you will be required to record yourself practic-
ing assignments. These recordings will only be accessed by yourself and the clinician through a 
password-protected, online learning management system such as D2L Brightspace. After com-
pletion of the workshop, you will be interviewed twice for 60 minutes each over an online Zoom 
call. Zoom session online interviews will be audio recorded only.  
 
• You will be expected to participate in two 60-minute, semi-structured interviews con-
ducted after July 1, 2024. 
• The interviewer will ask questions such as, “What do you think is the best way to learn 
how to improvise?” 
• The audio files from the interview will be transferred to a password-protected disk, then 
the recorded files will be deleted from the recording device after successful transmission 
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• The interviewer will then transcribe and code the audio. Only the principal investigator 
and student investigator will have access to these files. 
• You are participating in research for a dissertation about your experiences with student 
agency and corpus tools. After the dissertation is written, all files will be destroyed, including the 
key code list. 
 
Future Research 
Researchers will not use or distribute your data for future research studies even if identifiers are 
removed. 
 
Risks  
You will not have any more risks than you would in a normal day of life in this study. No injury 
is expected from this study, but if you believe you have been harmed, contact the research team 
as soon as possible. Georgia State University and the research team have not set aside funds to 
compensate for any injury.  
 
Benefits  
This study is not designed to benefit you personally. However, saturation and immersion may im-
prove your improvisation skills. Overall, we hope to gain information about the issue of non-tra-
ditional music environments that lead to learning outside of tertiary schools. 
 
Alternatives 
The alternative to taking part in this study is to not take part in the study. 
 
Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal  
You do not have to participate in this study. If you decide to participate and change your mind, 
you have the right to drop out at any time. You may skip questions or stop participating at any 
time.  
You may refuse to take part in the study or stop at any time. 
 
Confidentiality  
We will keep your records private to the extent allowed by law. The following people and entities 
will have access to the information you provide:  
● Dr. Patrick Freer and Tyrone Jackson 
● GSU Institutional Review Board 
● Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP)  
 
We will use pseudonyms rather than your name on study records. The data from the interviews 
will be stored on a hard disk on a password-protected laptop and erased after the conclusion of 
this study. A key code will be stored separately from the data to protect your privacy. This key 
code document will be stored in a locked cabinet in the personal office of the researcher where it 
is only accessible by the researcher. Your name and other facts that might point to you will not 
appear when we present this study or publish its results. The findings will be summarized and re-
ported in group form. You will not be identified personally. 
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• The key code sheet will be shredded and destroyed after the conclusion of this 
study. 

• Audio recordings will be stored in a Learning Management System (LMS) folder 
accessible only by the researcher and participant and erased after the conclusion 
of this study.  

• While Zoom calls are used to conduct interviews, you should be aware that every 
precaution, including password protection for sign-up, will be utilized.  However, 
there is a chance that any information conducted over the internet may not totally 
be secured. 

• If any identifying information about the participant or others is inadvertently col-
lected during interviews, that data will not be transcribed or analyzed. 

• We will not use names or identifying information about participants in presenta-
tions or publications. 

  
 
Contact Information  
Contact Dr. Patrick Freer at pfreer@gsu.edu or Tyrone Jackson at 404-936-6860 and tjack-
son62@student.gsu.edu 
● If you have questions about the study or your part in it 
● If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study 
 
The IRB at Georgia State University reviews all research involving human participants. You can 
contact the IRB if you would like to speak to someone who is not involved directly with the 
study. You can also contact the IRB for questions, concerns, problems, information, input, or 
questions about your rights as a research participant. Contact the IRB at 404-413-3500 or 
irb@gsu.edu.   
 
Consent  
We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep. 
 
If you are willing to volunteer for this research, please sign below.  
 
____________________________________________   
 Printed Name of Participant        
 
____________________________________________  _________________ 
 Signature of Participant      Date  
 
_____________________________________________  _________________ 

Principal Investigator or Researcher Obtaining Consent  Date  
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