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Implementing Jazz Vocabulary 
into your playing 
 
Imagine this! 
Have you ever been in a foreign country and 
someone speaks the native language to you? If 
you don’t understand the language, then how do 
you communicate? Large hand gestures? Possibly 
google translate with poor diction? Slow speaking 
to the person without speaking the language they 
speak but instead using your language?  
 
How does this relate to Jazz/ Music? 
When playing in the jazz idiom/genre, 
improvisation is a huge part of the music. Being able to improvise has an uncertainty for some 
students because of the “improvisation” aspect of the musical language. Notice the word 
“language” is bolded and underlined. Why is that? Musical Language is the commonality that all 
musicians can understand. Jazz language and or vocabulary is something that is specific to the 
jazz musician. Non-musicians also have the musical language commonality. The hottest pop 
song for many people is the musical language for people who may not be classically trained but 
know the same lyrics because of the popularity of the song. This applies to Jazz!  
 
So, What?  
Having common musical language is important. This is how we communicate without using 
words as instrumental jazz musicians. A great example of this is when someone plays a “lick” or 
piece of vocabulary and you/ your musical ear recognizes it. There’s a moment commonality 
now between two people (or more depending on how hip the rhythm section is) and now you 
have a common ground on the band stand. An even better example would be playing parts of a 
very famous transcription that many people know and using material such as certain lines, ii-V 
resolutions, and other vocabulary (rhythmic, harmonic, licks, etc.) This can be achieved through 
doing homework/ research. Doing research in music is listening to recordings that are well 
respected by many and provide you with content on whatever music it is you’re researching. 
Using vocabulary in your playing adds depth to your sound such as time placement, clarity, 
maturity, citation of great studying of the jazz masters, and much more. For example; if I’m 
looking for more ideas in trombone playing that is clear and concise with bebop I’d look up the 
great J.J Johnson. How do you know who to look up? ASK YOUR TEACHERS! Teachers are there 
to help YOU and give you the tools needed to advance you, your playing, and your mind!  
 
Now let’s delve in! 
Attached is a sheet of ii-V-I/I vocabulary that will show you how to resolve on different parts of 
the chord depending on the type of chord as well as different harmonic motion throughout the 
line(s). This will add chromaticism, color, and depth to your playing when needing to use 
content in your playing on different tunes with similar chords. Learn them in all 12 keys!  


