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Left and right brainers
Have you ever heard someone say “you are so right brained” or “start thinking a bit more 
with your left brain”? These are somewhat odd sayings, however they come from an 
early concept of brain functioning that suggested the logical and analytical processing 
happened in the left side of the brain and innovation and creativity came from the right 
side of the brain.

We don’t have two separate brains

The concept of using only one of our brain hemispheres at a time is not possible. Our 
brains need to share information through different structures and networks constantly to 
complete almost any task. The left and right “brainer” idea is too simple for how our brain 
functions.

In Christian Jarrett’s book Great Myths of the Brain, Myth No.12 is titled “Right Brained 
people are more creative”. Jarrett explains the nature of the left and right brained model; 
that the two sides of the brain have different strengths, that they don’t communicate well 
and that it requires training to strengthen the cross-hemispheric communication. The 
bigger question could be whether the overdevelopment or favouring of the left and right 
side of the brain is genetic or environmental, or both. This was a great place to begin to 
understand how the brain processes different types of information, but ultimately, we 
have moved on from this type of oversimplification of how the brain works.

Interestingly, the study of musically trained children and adults is helping neuroscientists 
better understand the elegant and intricate ways in which the human brain functions. 
Why musically trained people? This is because musically trained people have been found 
to have extremely consistent, synchronous and fast brain functions. This may be because 
inherent in the musical learning process is the requirement for the brain to process 
logical and creative information simultaneously. In the context of jazz improvisation, 
successful improvisation requires concurrent analytical and innovative thinking.

The newer thinking about the two hemispheres of the brain is that, while certain brain 
structures are located on the left and right side of the brain, the real action is in the 
networks that connect those structures, across the hemispheres.

Studying jazz improvisation to understand learning and mastery

Dr David Rosen led the study featured in this reading at the Creativity Research 
Laboratory, Department of Psychology, Drexel University, USA. It looked at the brain 
functions of expert and novice jazz musicians when they were improvising. The 
participants were adult guitarists who had performed in live jazz performances. The 
differences in expertise, age and experience were wide – for example, the 32 jazz 
performers had between 6 and 1500 live jazz performances and between 4 and 33 years 
of music learning.

The improvisations were graded for quality by a team of four jazz improvisation experts. 
The panel worked with a shared definition of quality when it came to jazz improvisation, 
which was done using several jazz standard charts. Rosen and his team outlined this 
definition very well.

“When asked to define “What makes a jazz improvisation creative?,” the judges in 

this study reported that “exploration over presets,” the “originality of ideas within the 
framework of a relatively common jazz vocabulary,” and the “establishment of themes, 
variations, rhythmic phrases that lead to an emotional high-point” were critical.” (p.10)

The researchers wanted to find out if the levels of experience and music training 
impacted which parts of the musicians’ brains were active during jazz improvisation, and if 
the quality of the improvisation, as judged by the panel, impacted where and to what level 
the brain activity occurred.

What did the researchers find?

The researchers found that more 
experienced jazz musicians who 
performed improvisations of a higher 
quality used more of the right side of 
their brains. Typically, the right side of 
the brain processes more of the creative 
and innovative thinking and is far more 
unconscious and automated. Conversely, 
the less experienced jazz musicians who 
performed lower quality improvisations 
were found to use more of the left side of 
their brains, which typically take care of 
the more logical and analytical processes.

In a well-written summary of Rosen’s 
research study published in Science Daily, 
the difference was explained like this.

“… when a person is an expert, his or her performing is produced primarily by relatively 
unconscious, automatic processes that are difficult for a person to consciously alter, but 
easy to disrupt in the attempt, as when self-consciousness causes a person to “choke” or 
falter. In contrast, novices’ performances tend to be under deliberate, conscious control.”

The ability to pinpoint a change from predominantly right to left hemisphere processing 
could help us understand the journey from novice to expert, not only in jazz improvisation. 
The Science Daily article also pinpoints how this research could help us understand how 
the brain adapts when it is pushed towards expert level too early or quickly.

“Recordings of brain activity could reveal the point at which a performer is ready 
to release some conscious control and rely on unconscious, well-learned routines. 
Releasing conscious control prematurely may cause the performer to lock-in bad habits 
or nonoptimal technique.”

What does this research mean for music learning in childhood?

Teaching jazz improvisation could be one of the most personalised and least understood 
forms of music learning in the music classroom. This is because improvisation is included 
as both a learning experience and a learning strategy in many states and national 
curriculums, and yet it is not always guaranteed the teacher themselves has significant 
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training and experience in teaching and performing jazz improvisations.

That said, there is magic and mystery to jazz improvisation at an expert level. This 
is probably due to exactly the experience this research paper outlines – by the time 
performing jazz musicians reach expert level they have switched from left side conscious 
analytical processing to right side unconscious creative processing. Put another way, the 
musicians can improvise but they don’t actually know how they do it.

Rosen’s research does open the possibility for music educators to understand better 
the learning journey from novice to expert jazz improvisation. It may also provide a 
visual of when the “penny drops” and there is a freedom and innovation to a student’s 
improvisation skills that you hadn’t seen before. This may be the moment the processing 
moves from the left to the right hemisphere of their brains. It may also point out that 
saying “just make it up”, when it comes to improvisation, may be pushing our students 
too early towards the expert level. Our students may need steadier foundations in their 
musical technique, music literacy and left side processing in order to “move to the other 
side” when it comes to jazz improvisation.

A word on creativity

The word creativity gets thrown around a lot, and sometimes it gets injured. In this article 
and research paper, the concept of creativity is not simplified but they deliberately 
dissected the term in relation to the idea of left and right brainers. Jazz improvisation is 
not only creative or only logical; it requires access to both processes simultaneously and, 
at an expert level, unconsciously.

“If creativity is defined in terms of the quality of a product, such as a song, invention, 
poem or painting, then the left hemisphere plays a key role,” said Kounios. However, if 
creativity is understood as a person’s ability to deal with novel, unfamiliar situations, as is 
the case for novice improvisers, then the right hemisphere plays the leading role.”

This explanation of the multiple processes required for expert jazz improvisation supports 
the researcher’s model of dual-processing, meaning that at an expert level the answer is 
not an either/or, left or right; it is the interaction of the processes as they are needed to 
“create” the improvisation.

This is just one reason why studying the fascinating brains of musicians is teaching us so 
much about brain development and how we learn.
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Personal Brain Buzz Experiment Time
What has been your own experience with improvisation of all types? If you are a novice, do 
you feel like the process of improvisation is conscious and deliberate? If you are an expert, 
do you feel the process is unconscious and automated? 

When you watch a musician improvise who is the opposite to you (expert watching novice/
novice watching expert), can you see and/or hear a difference in the music related to the 
types of processing that may be occurring?

Try improvising in the opposite way. If you are a novice, see if you can “let go” of the 
deliberate nature of your improvisation. If you are an expert, try to become more conscious 
of your musical choices. Record your improvisation for your favoured and non-favoured 
ways of improvising. Do they sound different, and how?

Professional Reflection • Part 1
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Could you teach or lead improvisation more effectively if you kept both the left to right or 
learner to expert model in mind. How would you teach differently?

If you were aiming for the dual processing model outlined at the end of the reading, how 
would you teach differently?

Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time
Select one class or ensemble of students, or one individual student, and keep a note of their 
level of conscious/unconscious and deliberate/automation levels in their improvisation. As 
you test out your new ways of teaching and leading improvisation, do their levels shift, and 
how do you know if and when their brain processing might be changing?

After completing this professional reflection, write at least two questions you have about 
this topic.

Questioning Brain Buzz

Professional Reflection • Part 2
Left and right brainers


	Text Field 178: 
	Text Field 177: 
	Text Field 180: 
	Text Field 181: 
	Text Field 179: 


