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This paper is the result of the research and documentation of the life learning histories of
four prominent jazz musicians who gained all of their knowledge of jazz performance
through informal, communal processes rather than academia. The historical part of the
research, which was primarily ethnographic, covers all stages of participants’
development from childhood through late adulthood by focusing on their perceptions of
how they learned to perform within the genre. In the second part of the study, the four
narratives were analyzed and several themes emerged that diverge from standard

descriptions of formal music instruction in significant ways.

Gordon Cox has recently argued the need to expand the definition of ‘music education’ so that it
reflects “a broad area encompassing both formal and informal settings [in order to] bring
researchers to postmodern history” (Cox, 2002, p. 697). Music education historians have lagged
behind general historians in adopting a perspective that recognizes and values the contributions
of learning that has taken place outside of formal institutional settings. Cox contends that we
should include in our definition of music education any “act of learning or teaching some aspect
of music [including] the learning or teaching of music by ordinary people in unstructured
settings” (p. 697). Michael Mark similarly maintains that we should study informal music
learning, saying that such studies would enable us to learn things about learning and teaching
that the study of music instruction in schools cannot teach (Mark, 1996). These relatively recent
comments indicate that there is much work to be done in the way of contributing studies of

informal learning to the existing literature.
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I undertook the study described in this paper, in part, because there appear to be sufficient
grounds to argue for a broader generally accepted definition of the term music education. This
definition should encompass all music learning, including that which occurs through music
transmission outside of formal contexts. Moreover, such practices are potentially beneficial to
formal teaching. My study involved four prominent Canadian jazz artists who received their
training exclusively through informal means and are all currently teaching jazz in formal
settings. The study examined their perceptions of how they learned to perform in the jazz idiom:
to improvise, interact, and gain procedural knowledge of the various nuances appropriate to
different musical settings and situations. The first phase of research involved unearthing data
from historical documents and conducting semi-structured interviews about the four participants’
informal learning. I used a ‘three interview’ model developed by Seidman as a framework for the
ethnographic part of the study (Seidman, 1991). In reality, though, the stages overlapped and the
structure of interviews was modified to suit the participants’ needs. Subsequent interviews were
also scheduled in order to clarify and/or delve more deeply into issues initially raised. Some
subsequent interviewing was conducted by telephone and/or e-mail. The interviews conducted in
person ranged from ninety minutes to (in one case) four and a half hours in duration, depending
on the participant and the degree of structure with which the participant was comfortable. The
interviews were conducted intermittently between June and October of 2003, and yielded
approximately 400 pages of raw data. The second phase of the research involved collecting the
artists’ thoughts, opinions, and anecdotes with regard to formal jazz education and the learning
culture of institutions in general, and contrasting and comparing the ways in which they learned

with the manner in which they perceive their current students to be learning.

The study had both strong qualitative and historical components. The goal of the first phase of
my research was to document everything that these four people felt was important to their
learning, and assemble that information into four distinct (although by no means exhaustive)
music learning histories. I noticed early on in my graduate work that the research that had been
done on music education history did not really address the histories of individual musicians
whose learning curves extended from early childhood until they were in their sixties or beyond.

So one goal that I hoped to accomplish was simply to create a record of informal music
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education, or a series of narratives that would examine and describe the music learning of each

of these four individuals over the course of their lives.

Although the histories represent the participants’ understanding of their own learning processes,
I also attempted to triangulate the stories and information by choosing four musicians whose
personal and professional lives had intertwined significantly over a period of forty years. This
was so that I could cross-check anecdotes and information between them; they were interviewed
separately. I also chose musicians who were older adults who had significant musical
achievements and some degree of international acclaim. This is not to position the educational
accomplishments of amateurs on a lower level; however, the path from amateur to professional
status leaves a considerable trail of critical reviews, newspaper articles, recordings, and other
forms of public documentation, and these were also used for triangulation. The histories that I
eventually assembled covered all examples of learning that I could find from early childhood up
to the time of the interviews, and at the time of the interviews (which was three years ago) the

four study participants were 55, 59, 60 and 63 years old.

The eldest, Don Thompson is a multi-instrumentalist who has garnered international acclaim in
the jazz world. He performs equally well on bass, piano and vibraphone. Next in descending age
is Dave McMurdo, a trombonist, composer, arranger and band leader. Terry Clarke is a drummer
who, besides working in the jazz idiom, spent several years accompanying the pop/rock group
“The Fifth Dimension.” Jane Fair, the youngest participant in the study at age 55, was one of the
first women to play jazz professionally in Canada. She helped break the ground for a younger

generation of women who followed in the 1980s.

In this paper I will not discuss the participants’ views on formal learning, which comprised the
last portion of the research. Instead, I will discuss some of my analysis of the common features
found among the four narratives. From the thirteen themes that emerged out of this analysis, |
will specifically address five characteristics that relate most strongly to the idea of music

learning as a lifelong process.

(1) The Tendency of Aural Learning to Precede Visual
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The issue of aural versus visual learning has generated particularly contentious debate ever since
jazz began to find its way into academia in the late 1950s. In particular, many older informally
educated musicians have been critical of teaching and learning methods introduced to younger
musicians in formal settings on the grounds that they reportedly emphasize visual understanding
at the expense of aural, which has always been a cornerstone of traditional jazz learning. Prouty
(2002) reports that both educators and students describe the preponderance of written materials
utilized in formal jazz education as “an obstacle to a deeper understanding of aural musical
processes.” In his study, teachers in particular “complained about students who seemed to be

visually oriented” (p. 303).

In the present study, the four jazz artists insisted that aural learning preceded visual in every
incident they described without exception. They repeatedly stressed the importance of
developing aural acuity, and described learning to read music as a process of matching symbols
with sounds with which they were already familiar. Thompson was nonliterate in terms of his
knowledge of chord symbols (and a weak note reader) when he began to work professionally in
Vancouver in 1960. Almost all of the arrangements McMurdo and his friends used in their first
combo were not written. McMurdo described his early improvising attempts as “ear playing,”
and recalled learning most of his repertoire from recordings. Clarke was able to understand
written drum figures only as meaningful visual representations of sounds with which he was
already familiar. He maintained that learning the sounds first allowed the visual figures to “lock
in” once he was exposed to them. Fair, although having gained some literacy on the saxophone at
a young age, was unaware of chord symbols until long after she had become familiar with most
of the sounds in context. She also learned most of her repertoire by ear initially. Fair said that
“taking something you’ve heard and seeing it notated . . . opens up all these other things for

2

you.

The participants did their own transcriptions, rather than learning transcriptions from a book, and
stressed the importance of this process to their learning.' Interestingly, the act of “lifting,”
through which music is transferred directly from ear to instrument, was generally preferred to

transcribing, or in some instances prefaced it. Each of the musicians eventually gained a
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professional level of literacy in terms of both notes and chord symbols (or, in Clarke’s case,
drum notation). This literacy, however, did not preclude them from continuing to learn music
aurally, or from extolling the virtues of such an approach. Also, the three non-drummers did not
initially find it necessary to be aware of the nomenclature that the “literate” musical community
assigns to various harmonic structures (for example, Eb’) and their melodic counterparts (Dorian
mode, bebop scale, etcetera) or the names given to standard harmonic progressions (such as ii-V-
I) in order to function effectively with other performers. It was of greater importance to
understand the structures aurally, particularly through constructing an intuitive knowledge of
their relationship to one another within a given tune. Eventually, Thompson, McMurdo, and Fair
learned the various theoretical nomenclature that has been assigned to jazz harmony, but not

before this aural/intuitive process had occurred.

Further, the musicians maintained that it was crucial that they were able to “hear” (aurally
identify, or otherwise intuitively understand) a melodic, harmonic, or rhythmic concept prior to
incorporating the idea into an improvisatory context. Thompson, for example, discussed
“avoiding” (by which he meant not appropriating the musical style of) pianist Hank Jones during
the early 1960s. Although at that time Thompson was capable of “hearing” (understanding) what
the more traditional pianist Red Garland was doing, he was as yet unable to aurally comprehend,
intuitively or analytically, the musical accompaniments that were improvised by Jones.
Consequently, he did not attempt to incorporate any of Jones’ chordal vocabulary into his own
comping. This decision would likely not have changed had Jones or anyone else shown
Thompson a visual analysis of the chords before he was able to “hear” them. This theme is also
found in the literature. Berliner, in discussing the importance of “cultivating an aural grasp of a
solo” prior to its performance on an instrument, concludes that, for some of his informants, aural
learning is positioned above all other activities because it should even precede the act of “lifting”
(learning aurally from a recording without transcribing) (Berliner, 1994). Prouty describes the
tendency to learn from written materials prior to gaining aural understanding as being “at odds

with the historically constructed oral traditions of jazz” (Prouty, 2002, p. 303).

(2) The Growth Model of Learning
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Because most of the learning was initiated by the participants themselves and was embedded in
broad social contexts, it was not as systematized or as linear as one would expect formal learning
to be. Beginning with the first key musical experience, each new experience or encounter,
whether serendipitous or intentional, caused the direction of musical learning to branch off in
non-linear fashion. Non-intentional factors included geography, moments of inspiration, chance
occurrences and meetings with others. For the purpose of visual representation, a tree model
might suffice if not for the fact that when some branches of learning intersect they reinforce one
another; thus a web model is more appropriate. Small (1977) compares the more linear formal
model, exemplified by the concept of the course syllabus, with what is here being referred to as

the growth model, which he claims is characteristic of the informal learning domain:

The syllabus is organized on the basis of logical, linear progression, one
item of information proceeding from the preceding, in a manner which is in fact quite
unrelated to the way in which we really learn. How we learn naturally if left to ourselves

is much more like a network or jigsaw puzzle than any straight-line succession. (p. 188)

Many aspects of the four accounts suggested that learning followed this “network” model of
which Small speaks. However, because the term networking was utilized by some participants to
describe activities that advance specific professional goals (often, but not necessarily, resulting in
learning), it is preferable to describe the four learning models here as “webs.” This should
disentangle the concepts of learning and networking, at least in theory. The fact that practicing
was so closely bound with authentic performance events meant that, often, it was not highly

structured in the sense of progressing from one concept to another.

Community Learning

The participants were often unable to distinguish group practicing from any number of other
social activities that revolved around music listening and performing. The degree to which
personal friendships apparently affected the learning process was striking. This communal way
of learning had numerous effects. For example, the artists spoke of being influenced by several

different musical sources at any given time, depending on whom they were interacting with and
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what music others were currently listening to or playing. The fact that knowledge was gathered
and exchanged in a communal manner also affected practicing. For example, Fair commented
directly that she did not practice in a particularly structured manner, but rather “followed her
nose.” On the importance of community, Clarke said, “It shapes everything you do. [Learning
jazz has] got to be done in a communal way. Everybody’s got to get together! You can’t learn it

over here [somewhere] by yourself.”

Serendipitous occurrences often served to “pull” learning in various directions. Such occurrences
might suggest new directions in which learning could flourish, after which the musicians’
initiatives could take over, often obsessively. For example, Thompson described an incident
during which a fellow musician suggested he listen to a particular radio broadcast. His decision
to listen to the broadcast, which featured the music of Stravinsky and Bartok, marked the
beginning of a period of intense exploration of the music of those two composers. Fair explained
that she learned ABA structure because she happened to be sitting next to someone at a rehearsal
who explained it to her after she had repeatedly mistaken the form for the more familiar AABA

(thirty-two measure song form).
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Figure 2: McMurdo .
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Figure 3: Clarke
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Figure 4: Fair

strong developmental influences (aural)

—

Formative
Stage: 1960-1966

Horace Silver

John Coltrane
Eric Dolphy
Charlie Parker
Miles Davis
Charles Mingus

Mike Morse
Terry King

Early Montreal
Period: 1966-197C

Charles McPherson

Stan Getz

r— Andrew Homzy
Lee Konitz

L Colin Biggins
55 Bill Evans

L~ Bernie Brien

Late Leo P Jane Fair
Montreal — —C° ferron

Period:; 1970
-1976

Nelson Symonds

Sadik Hakim

Ted Moses

Paul Grosney

Toronto David
P Mott L— Stacy Rowles
Period: Rosemary y
1976-2003 Galloway Don Thompson
I
Jane Ira Bloom Norma Thompson

aural influence

influence through direct contact (strongest in centre, lessens toward margins)



12 of 27

The diagrams presented on the preceding pages are, in a sense, built on the work of Monson
(1996), who has mapped the “playing networks” among musicians who participated in her
study.? Although her purpose was to show the relationships of musicians who had played and
recorded with one another in order to illustrate how musical interaction creates communities, her
diagrams could easily represent learning as well. Such communities, she tells us, once created,
impact the musical sensibilities of their members and “the networks of playing relationships
within the musical world are highly fluid and constantly changing” (p. 13). Her discussion is
informed, in part, by the social theory of Anthony Giddens, whom she cites when saying that
“social groups are constituted and reproduced by the recurrent actions of individuals, whose
activities have both intended and unintended consequences” (p. 14). This aspect of Giddens’
theory is relevant to the present discussion because one such consequence is learning. When
examining instances of social learning in the current study, I could see that the complex web of

personal interactions caused learning to occur in ways that were both intended and unintended.

Networking

Although related to the idea of a growth model of learning, the term networking, in this analysis,
is being employed more narrowly to encompass intentional acts undertaken by the musicians to
advance their careers and (often coincidentally) their learning through the establishment of new
musical/social contacts. This is the sense in which Monson uses the term. As utilized by
participants in the present study, the word “networking” refers specifically to processes that were
essential to their professional survival. The accounts of networking, however, included many
comments that indicate that those musical/social contacts were valued as much for the learning

opportunities they furnished as for professional advancement.

One of McMurdo’s anecdotes exemplifies the close relationship of social learning and
networking during the formative stages of the working musician’s development. He told the
story of how a veteran band leader took him under his charge after the ‘gig’ had ended each
night:

Then the education wasn’t just on the band stand. It was after work as well. After a while,

when Bobby realized that I was really serious, every night after the gig we would go to a
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place called Joe and Flo’s, which was an egg-and-bacon kind of all-night diner . . . and
he would talk to me for two or three hours about everything. Mostly about music, about

writers . . . about work ethic.

Although it is easier to speak of social learning and networking as similar phenomena during the
early stages of development, as the accounts of musical growth unfold it becomes increasingly
clear that the primary goal of social interaction during the later stages was career advancement.
The diagrams representing social learning (figures 1, 2, 3, and 4) fully address only the earlier
stages of development, because social interactions that occurred during the last stages were

generally referred to by the participants as simply networking.

There are numerous references to the social learning of jazz musicians in the literature. Prouty
(2002) refers to this model as representative of learning through the jazz community, as opposed
to musical academia, saying that the two systems form a “duality of instructional and cultural
histories” (p. 8). He goes on to describe the various ways in which jazz communities are framed,
such as spatially or historically, to make the point that the community in which the musician
learns does not have one set form. Berliner (1994) also describes a non-linear learning model
when he states that constant interaction with performers in numerous bands provides a continual
source of new knowledge for the informally trained musician (p. 13). He devotes an entire
chapter of his book to social learning, one that is subtitled: “The Jazz Community as an
Educational System.” Participants in Rizzi’s (2000) study of women jazz musicians who had
diverse, and apparently overlapping, informal performing and listening opportunities also cited

such experiences as crucial to their development (pp. 97, 105).

(3) Self-motivation

Coffman (2002), citing Brookfield, has noted that self-motivation is an integral part of adult
learning (p. 201). This was evident upon examining the comments of the musicians in the present
study. For each participant, learning to perform and improvise in a jazz context was a process of
exploration and discovery. In all cases, the process was initiated by the artists themselves and

arose out of a yearning, fascination, compulsion, need, or obsession to gain access to a particular
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artist’s music or to understand or recreate the memory of a particular recording or live
performance. The musicians offered many examples of self-motivated learning in pursuit of both
conceptual understanding and specific knowledge of musical solutions or techniques. They all
pursued learning actively, by whatever means were at their disposal, rather than waiting for a set

of musical rules to be conferred upon them, or being shown techniques in a step-by-step manner.

Thompson stated, for example, that after hearing a recording of Terry Gibbs, he was so strongly
compelled to learn how to play the vibes that he had no choice in the matter. It never occurred to
Thompson to specify certain times for practicing. He and his friends simply “never stopped
practicing.” It was unnecessary to bring an attitude of discipline to the act of practicing because
there was so much motivation to do it constantly. Thompson was constantly motivated to try to
discern what other pianists, such as Hank Jones, were playing. Specifically, he wanted to know
which chord substitutes they were using and how those chords were voiced. Thompson furnished
a striking example of initiative when he described the painstaking manner in which he worked to
get his turntable to play in tune so that he could perform along with his recordings as a
youngster. This sense of motivation was discernable in all of Thompson’s subsequent

descriptions of musical learning.

McMurdo’s self-motivation began at an early age. He described begging his parents to allow him
to attend the local night club before he was of legal age so that he could listen to live jazz and
absorb as much of the music as possible. Upon first hearing the sound of a major seventh chord
in a dance band, he asked the band leader to explain the chord to him, because he felt compelled
to understand the structure of that particular grouping of tones. As a high school student, Clarke
could not get enough exposure to jazz. He said, “I was absorbing all I could and trying to keep
up at school.” Although his father and a private drum teacher had introduced him to jazz, Clarke
explained, “It was then up to me to examine everything.” He added, “This was before videos.

'7’

This was before there were that many books!” to emphasize the fact that more effort and
motivation were required at that time to gain access to musical knowledge than is currently the
case. Clarke described waiting in anticipation for recorded resources to become available, and

then practicing eight hours each day in order to absorb their musical ideas. He also spoke of
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spending his school hours writing out drum patterns in the back of his notebooks and being

obsessed with the music of the John Coltrane Quartet, in which Elvin Jones played drums.

Fair’s account also revealed a great deal of self-motivation and initiative. After looking over a
jazz transcription that her brother had brought home in the magazine Downbeat, she was
extremely curious to begin exploring at the piano. Like Thompson, she did not have the
advantage of any private instruction during the early years of her musical development; however,
Fair also lacked live role models on saxophone for the first several years. It was not until
attending regular rehearsals in the home of a Montreal musician that she began to perform in the
presence of other, more experienced, saxophonists. Thus she had to be sufficiently motivated
initially to overcome technical problems on the instrument without the advantage of first hand
demonstrations. In 1970, she decided to pursue jazz performance more resolutely, a decision that
was entirely self motivated. Like Thompson, Fair described a process of exploration and

discovery at the keyboard in order to construct her own knowledge of jazz harmony.

All of the musicians spoke of preoccupations with the music of particular artists during various
phases. Thompson described obsessions with the music of Bartok and Stravinsky. Clarke
discussed a transitional period during which he became fascinated with classical Indian music,
and also recounted playing the Bill Evans recording Conversations With Myself every night for
approximately six months during this stage. McMurdo spoke quite seriously of listening intently
to the Miles Davis/Gil Evans recording of “Once upon A Summertime” fifty times. Both Clarke
and McMurdo recalled playing certain records so many times that the grooves on the vinyl
literally wore out. Fair also used the term obsessed to describe her proclivity for 1960s jazz that
“sounded hip.” She described obsessions with two particular solos of Charlie Parker, and stated

that she “got hung up on” the music of Lee Konitz.

Aside from the content of the narratives, the language utilized by the participants throughout the
interviews provides further evidence that passion and motivation were strong factors in learning.
Thompson, Clarke, and Fair utilized the words “obsessed” or “obsession” a total of sixteen times
in response to various questions. All of the musicians described some of their learning as a

condition of obligation, as in “I just had to play the vibes!” Thompson and McMurdo used the
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metaphor of killing to describe the degree of emotional impact that some musicians had on them.
McMurdo, for example, said that a tenor saxophonist was “killing” him with his extremely
melodic playing. Fair used the term “powerful” nineteen times to describe the effect that certain
musical situations had on her. One of these references was a description of the emotional effect
of hearing Charles Mingus perform live. McMurdo also used the term “powerful” to describe his
initial experience at a Mingus concert. Clarke repeated the word “passion” twenty-four times in

one interview.

The theme of self-motivation features prominently in related literature. Rizzi, in her study of
eleven female jazz musicians, reveals that many of her participants were sufficiently motivated

99 ¢

to teach themselves. Her study participants described themselves as “very driven,” “passionate,”
“diligent,” and “highly motivated” (Rizzi, 2000, p. 114). Berliner (1994), in his exhaustive
ethnographic study on jazz improvisation, concludes that jazz musicians are characterized by “an
unwavering commitment to learning and creativity” (p. 57) and refers to the process of learning
to perform jazz as a “passionate pursuit” (p. 57) As an example of the “single-mindedness and
unbounded energy” of younger jazz learners, he describes trumpeter Bobby Rogovin’s obsessive
quest for information about jazz. During this time, Rogovin would memorize the liner notes on
all of the jazz records that he acquired (p. 57). Ingrid Monson also discusses the importance of
passion, albeit in the context of jazz performance itself as opposed to the learning process. The
two concepts are, however, interdependent. She states that “the relationships between interactive
performance and intermusical associations are not merely ‘in the head’ but also in the heart

(Monson, 1996, p. 180). This squares with Clarke’s assertion that “real” jazz cannot be

performed “from the neck up.”

(4) Holistic Issues

Many issues that surfaced had the common theme of a holistic approach to performing and
conceptualizing music. These are best organized into three sub-themes: (1) the tendency of
practicing, performing, listening and learning to be treated as interdependent activities, (2)
instruments as means rather than ends, and (3) the importance of musical and social context to

learning.
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Practice/Perform/Listen/Learn

These four activities overlapped so consistently throughout the accounts that one could
reasonably conclude that the participants did not often draw distinctions between them.
Thompson’s comment, that it never occurred to him or his friends to set aside time to practice
because practicing/performing was such an integral part of each day’s agenda, could easily be
applied to the other participants in light of their anecdotes. Practicing, performing, listening, and
learning were often interwoven with social activities, such as gathering at the home of a mutual
friend. Even when practicing was undertaken individually, it was often done while
simultaneously listening to records. These procedures coalesced most noticeably in the
musicians’ accounts of learning repertoire through live performances during the formative stages
of their development. In these situations, learning occurred through repetition of entire tunes.
There was little opportunity for learning several notes at a time, repeating, and then moving on to
the next phrase, as Thompson’s explanation of how he learned the standard “Just Friends”

indicates:

I had never actually seen a piece of paper with chord symbols on it before . . . so I just
listened. I don’t know if I played anything at all for the first chorus, but then I learned it
really fast because the bass player was very strong and the drummer was really good. It

was a really good band . . . and so I just sort of learned it from listening.

In these examples, repeated public performances were a means of practicing. Listening also
played a crucial role at these times because the melody, harmony, and form were not known
prior to the performances. Careful listening is important to any musical performance, however, in
situations where the performer is unfamiliar with the material to be performed, it is paramount.
Although concert listening may be considered an adjunct to formal music training, it was

identified as an integral part of the learning process.
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Instruments As Means Rather Than Ends

The participants expressed a lifelong yearning to explore jazz through their instruments or, in
some cases, whatever instrument was available. For this reason, their approaches to technical
mastery appear markedly different from what we might consider to be traditional studio
instruction methods, or conservatory style approaches. Specifically, technical mastery almost
always seemed to be situated in a specific musical context. The participants began learning to
play instruments because of an intense desire to understand and participate in jazz, and then
“back peddled” in order to secure whatever musical vocabulary was necessary or practical to do
so. Although they did practice technical elements (i.e., scales and arpeggios) in isolation, such
elements were always practiced with specific musical contexts in mind. This was because the
inspiration to master these elements had come from listening to and analysing live or recorded
jazz; thus the musicians approached the mastery of technique on an instrument with this goal in
mind from the outset. Their approaches to mastering their instruments appear to contrast sharply
with a decontextualized method of teaching, in which students are initially encouraged to master
technical elements out of context, and then gradually integrate them into musical performance

(Small, 1977, p. 167).

With the exception of Clarke, the musicians played more than one instrument during their
careers in order to enhance their understanding of music. Thompson’s case appears unique
among jazz musicians in that he performs three instruments at a level that has earned him an
international reputation. However, McMurdo and Fair also discussed the importance of other
instruments. McMurdo explained that he played the euphonium and French horn while studying
with one of his early mentors “because [they] had more interesting parts.” He took piano lessons
from Thompson while the two of them were living in the same house in Toronto out of a desire
to gain a better understanding of harmony and to improve his jazz arranging skills. Fair
expressed a similar desire to understand jazz harmony and said that, for this reason, “the piano
became this really important thing.” I concluded that these four musicians were more interested
in learning how to perform within particular genres than learning to perform on a particular
instrument. Once again, I found parallels in related studies, particularly Rizzi’s study of women

jazz artists. She reports that nine out of eleven of the participants in her study “played other
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instruments along the way, making music on whatever instrument happened to be available at a

given time in their lives” (Rizzi, 2000, p. 101).

A related issue was that the musicians did not seem to confer any higher status on knowledge
gained from performers of their own primary instruments than knowledge gained from
performers of other instruments. Moreover, the most profound lessons learned from performers
of their primary instruments were about general aspects of music, and rarely about the technical
intricacies of particular instruments. Thompson listed a saxophonist, a trombonist, and two
guitarists among his most powerful influences, despite the fact that he plays none of the above
instruments. McMurdo, who is a trombonist, discussed the influence of a bassist and singled out
a trumpet player as his most influential early teacher. Interestingly, the most important lessons
taught to McMurdo by his trombonist mentor were on the subjects of appropriate attitude,
positive outlook, not being afraid to make a fool of oneself, and showing respect for others. And
almost all of the musical knowledge that Fair absorbed while in Montreal came from musicians

who did not play saxophone, which was her instrument.

The Importance of Context

The musicians repeatedly emphasized the importance of context to their learning. Their
comments on this subject can be organized into two categories: 1) musical context and 2) the
larger realm of socio-cultural context, which reportedly influences the former. Speaking of
musical context, McMurdo maintained that he learned an important lesson upon realizing that
seasoned “rhythm” players could alter the setting in order to render his occasional “errors”
musically appropriate. He cited pianist Gary Williamson and guitarist Ed Bickert as examples of
accompanying musicians who constantly reinforced this principle through their performing.
Musical experiences shared with these two artists “taught [him] a lot about being a better jazz
player” by drawing his attention to the myriad ways in which a musical context shifts throughout

a performance, and the responsibilities of listening and reacting that all of the musicians share:

I really learned a lot from Gary. Gary’s one of those guys who taught me a lot about

being a better jazz player, because I realized that not only was he listening to you, but
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that he could help you out, you know? He could make something that you played that
was perhaps not what was intended sound great, just by being a really intense

listener.

He asserted that an understanding of this kind of improvisational context was not only crucial to
his own learning, but to the learning of others as well, saying, “you can’t come at [this music] in

a vacuum.”

Clarke’s account also contained many references to the role that musical context played in his
learning. He insisted that when attending live jazz performances as a youth, he tried to perceive
“the whole drama” that was unfolding on the bandstand, rather than simply focus on the
drummer. He described witnessing the music “evolve” through various glances and other signals,
which indicated that decisions were being made throughout the performance. Fair’s earliest
attempts at learning melodies and improvising were, like those of the other participants, almost
entirely situated in authentic performances. Thus, in the absence of theoretical knowledge of the
various structures involved, musical context provided the primary (if not the sole) inspiration for
stylistic choices when executing melodies and when generating improvised content. Moreover,
musical context was, for Fair, the means through which the beauty of particular chords or

extensions was revealed.

While all four participants maintained that the socio-cultural environments in which they learned
were instrumental in determining the type of musicians that they would become, McMurdo and
Clarke generalized many of their comments, insisting that they apply to jazz musicians on the
whole. This is salient because each identified his discovery of a connection between socio-
cultural environment and jazz musicianship as crucial to his learning process. For example, both
described experiences through which they claim to have learned that jazz performance
sensibilities are enculturated. Specifically, they maintained that the manner in which many
African Americans perform jazz is influenced by their cultural experiences and treatment at the

hands of those who are in a position to oppress them.
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Clarke consistently maintained that the sensibilities of “hard core” jazz artists are spawned in
environments that contain varying degrees of danger, because such environments cause artists to
play with a sense of passion and urgency derived from the knowledge that performance
opportunities may be scarce or fleeting. He stated that the discovery of this connection was an
integral part of his education because it inspired him to spend time “on the road” with musicians
he wished to emulate and to live in New York City in the hopes of acquiring some of those “hard
core” sensibilities. He considered the fact that his performing style had altered significantly upon
returning to Toronto as evidence that this theory is correct. McMurdo drew connections between
the artists whose music he most admired and their attitudes and personal philosophies,
maintaining that a causal relationship generally exists between an artist’s moral development and

the musical choices she makes.

The participants asserted that successful jazz performances are dependent not only on musical
factors, but on psychological and, one might even argue, spiritual factors that are situated in the
larger realm of socio-cultural context. Clarke felt strongly enough about this issue to assert that
jazz produced in academia would always be, in a sense, the “by-product of an artificial
environment” where students are taught to “sound like jazz musicians,” but not to become jazz
musicians themselves. Whether or not this assertion is universally true is irrelevant to the present
discussion. The point is that these musicians identify and value this understanding as the result of
lifelong learning processes. McMurdo and Clarke in particular described much of their learning
as a gradual transcending of the purely technical aspects of music in order to arrive at a broader
understanding of the interactive aspects of jazz performance and, consequently, the various
social factors that impact them. Citing Brookfield’s list of adult learning characteristics, Coffman
(2002) notes that one characteristic is a preference for learning that applies to ‘real life’

situations (p. 201). The participants in this study not only emphasized this preference but went so
far as to claim that context is essential to understanding sow to apply knowledge and skills to

improvisatory or interactive musical situations.

There are numerous references in previous research to the idea that ‘real life’ contexts, in which
practicing, performing, listening, and learning are combined in various ways, are essential to the

developing jazz musician. Prouty (2002) notes that learning directly through performance is
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acknowledged as a crucial component of traditional (informal) jazz education. He cites the
inclusion of performing ensembles within the jazz curriculum as an obvious attempt to “impart a
sense of experiential knowledge to students” (p. 207) within the confines of academia. Prouty
also cites an informant who explained that social activities overlapped with performing and
learning during his developmental stage (p. 37). Rizzi (2000) concludes that learning through
musical interaction is a necessary part of jazz education, saying that “private practicing is
necessary, but not sufficient for the making of a jazz player” (p. 121). Berliner also discusses the
importance of learning through various performance situations. These include “sitting in” at
concerts and club dates, as well as “jam sessions,” with their complex social interactions. He
notes that “informal study sessions,” which are comprised of “a mixture of socializing, shoptalk,
and demonstrations” are common (Berliner, 1994, p. 37). His informants described jam sessions
in which food, drink, and practicing combine to form a congenial atmosphere in which learning
can take place (p. 42). Additionally, he asserts that young jazz learners do not perceive records

merely as a means for enjoyment, but as “educational tools” (p. 58).

(5) Revelations

Revelations, or sudden moments of intense insight, were cited as crucial to development. These
occurred later in life in all four cases. The artists described experiences that caused them
suddenly to understand how to apply previously known technical skills and knowledge in
stylistically appropriate ways. These revelations impacted learning by motivating the musicians
to focus their energies on some specific goal, or by enabling them to perceive jazz in a different
manner. Thompson described two particular events as revelations. The first was his sudden
awareness that “comping” (providing harmonic accompaniment to a soloist) could be done much
more spontaneously than he previously thought possible. He came to this understanding after
speaking with the pianist Dale Hillary one day. The second occurrence was his realization, after
performing successfully with guitarist Jim Hall, that certain musical interactions cannot be
forced; Thompson had to work with a musician with a similar creative outlook to discover this.
McMurdo described the first time he heard a Charlie Parker recording as an event that
profoundly altered his sensibilities. He said, “I felt like the top of my head was coming off.”

Clarke described his experience of “sitting in” with Percy Heath as a profound revelation that
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“jolted” him with the knowledge that one must perform with passion because “all that matters is
the immediate.” This knowledge continues to shape his approach to playing the drums. Fair
referred to the sudden understanding of the relationship between a Horace Silver transcription
and the recording to which she had been listening as “a lightening bolt.” In her middle stage of
development, while performing with a very proficient bass player one day, she became suddenly

and acutely aware of “what [the music is] supposed to sound like.”

Interestingly, three of the four musicians cited the first time they attended a Charles Mingus
concert as a revelatory experience that had a profound influence on them. McMurdo discussed
his sudden understanding of the relationship between African American experiences and what he
perceived as the visceral and intense qualities of certain jazz performances. Clarke’s experience
was similarly visceral, only his understanding did not focus on the musical effects of race
relations at that time. Referring to the performance as “the most thought provoking experience”
during which “a huge, flashing, blinding insight happened,” he stated “I understood . . .
instinctively, what they were doing.” Fair described her experiences hearing Mingus in Montreal
as “very, very powerful” and explained that the unpredictability of the musical interaction was

what affected her most strongly.

Conclusion: Vive la Différence

Although I have thus far focussed on the commonalities that emerged from this study, perhaps
even more significant are the differences in how these individuals learned to perform music.
Standardization has grown out of a need for legitimization; however, as Prouty indicates, it has
created a paradox within jazz education (Prouty, 2002, p. 324). The standardization of sources
for inspiration, which is fostered by the codification of the genre, can lead to a lack of individual
musical voices, if we are not careful to encourage such individuality. Jazz critic Stuart Nicholson

explains:

Lester Young once insisted a soloist tell a story. Well, [today’s] young musicians do tell a

story: of practice rooms in Berklee, or North Texas State, or the New England
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Conservatory. . . . The problem is that so many musicians today support the same sources

of stylistic inspiration, so they sound remarkably similar. (Friedwald et al., 2002, p. 11)

By contrast, reputable critics and peers alike consider the musicians in this study to have
developed very distinctive styles or “voices” of their own. Critic Geoff Chapman refers to the
“increasingly distinctive” sound that McMurdo’s big band compositions elicit from his
musicians (Chapman, 1993) and jazz historian Mark Miller refers to McMurdo’s compositional
style as “deceptively imaginative” (Miller, 2001, p. 135). Implying that Don Thompson eschews
the predictability of using a codified musical vocabulary, Miller (1992) writes that he “brings an
instinctive rather than a schooled musicality” (p. 1285) to each instrument on which he performs.
He writes of Terry Clarke that, despite the drummer’s eclecticism, he has “established a style
distinctly his own, identifiable by its deftness of touch, its quiet bustle and its propulsive swing
(2001, p. 44). It would not be unreasonable to conclude that the development of a distinctive
style (be it performance or compositional) was facilitated, in each of these cases, by a variety of
unique learning experiences and influences perhaps not easily acquired in formal settings. Small
describes the “ad-hoc training” of the jazz musician as one that leaves “room for a great variety
of tone production, . . . of pitch and rhythmic sense, [and] individual inventiveness . ..” (Small,

1977, p. 198).

This is not to imply that we should abandon all standardized learning approaches in jazz
pedagogy. It is important to note that the participants in this study felt that their lack of formal
training had wrought some disadvantages. Lack of “proper” technique was thought, in some
cases, to impede the execution of musical ideas, and a slower rate of learning for some tasks was
also noted. Clarke, for example, lamented that he would have been able to learn even more had
he had access to the panoply of visual and multi-media “short cuts” that are currently available
on the market. Moreover, the dichotomy of conformity versus individuality is far too complex to
be wholly attributed to a parallel dichotomy of formal versus informal learning. Nonetheless, the
narratives of these four musicians indicate that the knowledge of how to utilize technique to
communicate with others in improvisational settings was gained almost entirely through
authentic performing and listening contexts accessed through a complex web of social,

professional and semi-professional ties. And there is reason to believe, based on the literature
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cited above, that jazz as a language of communication and change (as opposed to a canon) is

perhaps still best learned in this manner.

Often we look for patterns of sameness in research, but recognizing the lifelong learning
characteristics of self-motivated adult learners in various contexts could awaken us to the
possibility of being open to more differentiated ways of learning in formal settings. By way of
concluding I want to suggest that, as we draw attention to the importance of lifelong learning in
our field, we take pains to research and value those informal learning characteristics that are
already an important part of adult learning. Otherwise, we risk increasingly systematizing and
codifying teaching methods on the basis of what appears to work best for the greatest number of
adults. Rather than risk extending linear, sequential models into non-institutionalized settings, we
can use the opportunity to study adult learners on their own terms. Thus we can hopefully
transfer many of their individual approaches into formal settings where we, as formally trained
educators, can work with them to accelerate their learning processes without risking the loss of
the unique characteristics of those processes. This is just one of the ways that we can
conceptualise adult music learning, as we work toward creating a significant body of literature

on this important subject.

Notes

1. Although the availability of published jazz solos dates back to 1927 (Berliner), the participants
stated that such resources were unavailable to them during their formative learning stages in
Vancouver, British Columbia and Barrie, Ontario with the exception of solo transcriptions in the

magazine Downbeat.

2. I must also acknowledge the figure entitled “John MacNeil’s genealogy of representative
trumpet players, with focus on the years 1945-93,” as this table, which Berliner includes in

Thinking in jazz (p. 137), was helpful to the conceptualization of the models presented here.
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