
PRACTICAL TIPS FOR YOUR  
JAZZ RHYTHM SECTION 

 

Matt Pivec, Clinician 
 

Director of Jazz Studies, Butler University School of Music 
mpivec@butler.edu 

 
 
 

FEATURING STUDENTS FROM THE BUTLER UNIVERSITY 
JAZZ COMBO PROGRAM 

 
 
 
 

Indiana Music Educators Association Convention 
January 20, 2012 
Fort Wayne, IN 

10:30am 
 
 
 



INTRODUCTION 
  

The rhythm section is the engine of the band.  Directors who invest time in their rhythm section 
are rewarded with a band whose potential to groove hard is much higher.  Listed below are a few 
common problems that I have observed in clinic, festival and concert situations.  The solutions 
are a compilation of suggestions from masters on those particular instruments.   
 
These techniques can be helpful in daily teaching situations.  However, the techniques should be 
augmented by regular visits to your school from the best that you can find and afford on each 
given instrument.  Countless technical issues can be solved by a clear visual or aural 
demonstration.   
 
helping our students listen to and imitate great music should always be a primary goal as jazz 
educators.  The techniques won’t do much good if your students are not engaged in listening to 
the music.  In a sense, if your rhythm section can have a “garage band” mentality combined with 
the ability to read music, you have the best of both worlds and the potential for a really 
swingin’ band.    

 
COMMON ISSUES AND POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 

BASS 
• WEAK TONE/ATTACK: QUARTER TRICK (DEMO), YOUTUBE 
• OVER-AMPLIFICATION: ALL ACOUSTIC 
• BASS LINE CONSTRUCTION: METHODICAL WRITTEN APPROACH (EXAMPLE 1), 

TRANSCRIPTION (EXAMPLE 2) 

 
DRUMS 

• POOR TIME:  FIXED TIME SOURCE PRACTICE (RECORDINGS OR METRONOME), 
LIMITED KIT PRACTICE (DEMO) 

• INCONSISTENT RIDE PATTERN: BUILD FROM QUARTER NOTES AND ADD SKIPS 
(EXAMPLE 3) 

• LIMITED COMPING LANGUAGE: TRANSCRIPTION AND PRACTICE AROUND THE KIT 



 
PIANO/GUITAR 

• POOR VOICING CONSTRUCTION: METHODICAL WRITTEN APPROACH (EXAMPLE 4), 
MASTER ONE SET OF VOICINGS, THEN MOVE ON 

• UNCOMFORTABLE COMPING RHYTHMS: TRANSCRIPTION AND PRACTICE EACH 
UNIT (DEMO) 
 

COLLECTIVE 
• TIME COHESION: EYE CONTACT, PROXIMITY, DUO REHEARSAL(DEMO), LISTEN TO 

THE SAME RECORDINGS 
• OVERPLAYING: TWO OUT OF THREE HOLD DOWN THE FORT (DEMO), LISTENING 
• POOR BALANCE: ALL ACOUSTIC, RECORDING REHEARSALS AND LISTEN BACK 
• LIMITED COMPING RHYTHMS: TRANSCRIPTION AND DRILL TOGETHER (DEMO)  

 
DIRECTORS 

• LACK OF ATTENTION TO YOUR RHYTHM SECTION: RECORDING REHEARSALS, 
GUEST DIRECTORS, CHANGE YOUR LOCATION IN REHEARSAL 

• LACK OF RHYTHM SECTION CONSIDERATION IN REPERTOIRE SELECTION: 
CONSIDER WHAT THEY CAN DO AND WHAT YOU WANT THEM TO LEARN, CONSIDER 
WHAT THEY ENJOY- 

• UNWILLINGNESS TO GROW WITH YOUR STUDENTS:  BRING IN GUESTS 
AND TAKE NOTES, RECORD MASTERCLASSES 

• UNWILLINGNESS TO EXPLORE MODERN REPERTOIRE/CONCEPTS: ???? 

 
 
 
 
 
 



A FEW GREAT RECORDINGS FOR  
RHYTHM SECTION PLAYERS 

 
Rhythm Guitar:  Freddie Green on “Moten Swing”  Charlie Christian on “Seven Come Eleven” 
Comping Rhythms:  Bill Evans on “So What” 
Ride Pattern (Traditional Artist):  Ed Thigpen on “Band Call” Jimmy Cobb on “So What”    
Ride Pattern (Modern Artist):  Brian Blade on “Like Sonny” and “Night and Day” 
Upright Bass Tone and Attack:  Dave Santoro on “Like Someone in Love”  Christian McBride on 
“Isfahan” 
Shuffle Groove:  Mel Lewis on “Don’t Git Sassy”  Art Blakey on “Moanin’” 
 
 

A FEW GREAT RESOURCES FOR  
RHYTHM SECTION PLAYERS AND TEACHERS 

 
Bass Resources 

• Aebersold, Jamey.  Rhythm Section Workout Vol 30. New Albany, IN, Jamey Aebersold, 
Jazz, Inc, 1984.   

• Berg, Kris.  Bass Lines in Minutes. Lebanon, IN: Houston Publishing Inc., 1993.   
• Carter, Ron. Building Jazz Bass Lines. Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard Publishing, 1998 
• Lindsay, Gary.  Jazz Arranging Techniques from Quartet to Big Band. Miami:  Staff Art 

Publishing, 2005 
• Mauleón, Rebecca Salsa Guidebook for Piano and Ensemble. Petaluma, CA: Sher Music 

CO, 1993 
 

Important Bassists 
Jimmy Blanton, Oscar Pettiford, Paul Chambers, Charles Mingus, Ron Carter, Percy Heath, 
Scott LaFaro, Ray Brown, Christian McBride, Sam Jones 
 
 
 
 
 



Drum Set Resources 
• Aebersold, Jamey. Jazz Rhythm Section Workout. Jamey Aebersold Jazz, 1984. 
• Reed, Ted . Progressive Steps to Syncopation for the Modern Drummer.  Alfred 

Publishing Co. Inc. 1996.  
• Riley, John.  Beyond Bop Drumming. New York: Manhattan Music, Inc.  1997.   
• Riley, John.  The Art of Bop Drumming. New York: Manhattan Music, Inc.  1994.   
• www.youtube.com (this generation of students learns very effectively from visual aids).  

 
Important Drummers  

Jo Jones, Philly Joe Jones, Jimmy Cobb, Roy Haynes, Elvin Jones, Tony Williams, Art Blakey, 
Mel Lewis, Sonny Payne, Jeff Hamilton, Jeff “Tain” Watts, Eric Harland, Brian Blade. 
 

Guitar Resources 
• Di Liddo, Mike. Easy Jazz Guitar: Voicings and Comping. New Albany, IN, Jamey 

Aebersold, Jazz, Inc. 
• Johnson, Charlton. Chords For Jazz Guitar. Milwaukee: Hal Leonard Corporation, 2004. 

 
Important Guitarists 

Freddie Green, Charlie Christian, Grant Green, Jim Hall, Pat Metheny, John Scofield, John 
McLaughlin, Wes Montgomery, Joe Pass 
 

Piano Resources 
• Levine, Mark.  The Jazz Piano Book. Petaluma, CA.  Sher Music Co., 1989. 
• Mantooth, Frank.  Voicings for Jazz Keyboard. Milwaukee: Hal Leonard Corporation, 1986.     
• Mauleón, Rebecca Salsa Guidebook for Piano and Ensemble. Petaluma, CA: Sher Music 

CO, 1993 
 

Important Pianists 
Duke Ellington, Jelly Roll Morton, James P. Johnson, Bill Evans, Bud Powell, Herbie Hancock, 
Wynton Kelly, Red Garland, McCoy Tyner, Chick Corea, Keith Jarrett, Horace Silver, 
Thelonious Monk, Count Basie 
 
 

 
 
 



COMMENTS/QUESTIONS? 
 

CONTINUED DIALOG AND COPIES OF HANDOUTS? 
MPIVEC@BUTLER.EDU 

 
THANKS AND HAVE A GREAT CONVENTION! 

 

 
 



 

 



 
 
 



 
 


