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Abstract 
The aim of our study is to explore university students’ attitudes towards musical improvisation (MI). 
Musical improvisation is a fundamental form of musical creativity, but even though the latter should be 
the ground point in music education, it is, unfortunately, a quite neglected activity. Formal music 
education prevails in the traditional approach in educating future musicians, where very little attention 
is given to fostering musical creativity. The purpose of our research is to investigate the attitudes 
towards improvisation in music students at the Academy of Music in Zagreb (Croatia) and the 
Academy of Music in Ljubljana (Slovenia).  

The results obtained indicate that there are differences in attitudes to MI between Croatian and 
Slovenian music students. The differences between students were determined with regard to the 
sources of knowledge and skills of MI, the prevalence of MI, the self-perception of quality of 
improvisation and in emotions elicited by MI. In accordance with the reported results, it was concluded 
that there was not enough attention and importance given to the development of improvisational skills 
and knowledge during formal music education at the music academies in Croatia and Slovenia and 
that it was necessary to successively develop these values throughout the entire music education. 
These results represent a significant guideline for improving the educational practice of future 
professional musicians, as well as its adaptation to the changes and needs of contemporary society. 

Keywords: formal music education; higher music education; improvisation; musical creativity; students’ 
attitudes. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
In accordance with the requirements of contemporary society, where the creativity of the individual is 
the most desirable trait, the encouragement and development of creative potential is especially 
expected from music education. New ideas, originality, and creativity are sought in all fields, with the 
importance of creative thinking being particularly emphasized in the field of education [1-5]. As means 
of implementation, these values in music educational praxis, fostering of active exploration and 
experimentation through improvisation and composition are pointed out [6]. 

Many authors of pedagogical approaches in music education from the late 19th and early 20th century 
considered improvisation as a basic methodical tool in music education (Carl Orff, Émile Jaques-
Dalcroze, Zoltan Kodàly, the Croatian music pedagogue Elly Bašić, as well as avant-garde composers 
who showed interest in music education, such as John Paynter and Murray Schafer). They have 
pointed out the child's natural and innate tendency to create music through improvisation, and 
accordingly highlighted it as a fundamental strategy and methodical instrument in music education. 
Through improvisation activities, children express their feelings and ideas, while for students, it is an 
outlet for creating unique and different musical ideas [7]. It is important to recognize, nurture, and 
further encourage the child’s innate proclivity and disposition starting with sound exploration and 
active music making, from the child’s first encounter with music [8]. Fostering the children’s ability of 
listening to music, as the most common form of human music behavior, supports the children in 
spontaneous creation of their own rhymes in the so-called creative singing [9] and contributes to the 
development of their playing by ear and improvisation abilities as well. 

Elliot [10] considers improvisational skills an important aspect of music education and claims that 
improvisation is a core component of a musicality that contributes to the development of a musician. 
Similarly, Higgins and Mantie [11] claim that improvising is a “core component of musicianship, one 
that helps to develop the musical person” [11:39] and includes audiation, the ability to play by ear, 
modes of communication, expressiveness, informal music-making, and musical agency. Similarly, as 
children aurally learn to speak their mother tongue, they have to acquire music skills and experience a 
sound before learning symbolic notation. In that way, music literacy should be evolved from notating 
children’s improvisatory compositions [12]. Through improvisation, skills of singing or playing a 
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musical instrument, instrumental techniques, and creative processes with generating new music are 
simultaneously activated and united. Improvisation, therefore, involves both the skills of singing or 
playing a musical instrument and generating new music [13].  

Looking at the improvisation as a form of creative socio-cultural praxis, learning through improvisation 
should be an integral characteristic of participation in communities of improvisational practice [14]. 
From the very beginning of music education, it is important to encourage and develop collaboration, 
playing, and making music together in groups, through chamber music, playing in the orchestra, 
singing in the choir, etc. Improvisation represents an interpersonal action that is developed through 
cooperation among performers who create a musical piece extemporaneously [15-20], simultaneously 
developing complex non-verbal communication skills for working together and collaboration [5]. One of 
the basic characteristics of the improvisational process is respecting the musical and collective norms 
[21].  

However, according to the tradition of western music education, which is focused on the development 
of the reproductive performing skills of classical music, the development of creativity as the most 
desirable trait required for success in contemporary society is neglected. Music performance from 
notated scores is seen as the ultimate musical experience, while the expressive skills are frequently 
overlooked in music education [22]. Contemporary music educational practice is focused on re-
creative music activities [23-25], while the areas of musical creation and musical expression are 
neglected. Instead of activities that encourage creative thinking, music literacy and performing skills 
are emphasized [26,11]. This gap between previous musical experiences and future expectations 
regarding the influences from society, education, and personal experiences can be described as a 
‘space between’ [27] and as an interaction between the past, the present, and the future [28, 27]. 

Although it is a fundamental form of music creation that should be the starting point in the child’s 
musical education, improvisation is given little attention in the framework of high musical education at 
conservatories and music academies. Accordingly, the European Association of Conservatoires (AEC) 
indicated a marginalization of improvisation [29]. The tradition of European Music Conservatories and 
Music Academies is focused on the education of future reproductive musicians, with attention being 
given to the development of their practical skills and technical expertise while very little attention is 
paid to their creative activities. Performing, especially the technical level of young artists today, is 
much higher in comparison to the previous generation. Furthermore, music academies and 
conservatories are full of young virtuosos who, despite their remarkable technical ability, have not 
developed improvisational skills and knowledge and are completely lost when faced with the task of 
improvisation [30]. Numerous students who were educated in the system of Western classic tradition 
during childhood have never been encouraged to improvise in the sense of playing something that 
they have not previously learned to play without a prescribed piece in the mind.  

According to the dominant tradition of Western music education, the teacher plays a dominant and key 
role in the way in which the student performs a particular piece of music. Instrumental students study 
in the classes of eminent artists and performers who usually do not have time for improvisation 
because they are focused on performing a classical program and even do not deal with improvisation 
themselves. Therefore, there is no space for the implementation of creative activities such as 
spontaneous improvisation which is focused on the creative process itself. More valuable are 
measurable results that justify the achievement and responsibility of teachers. Such an “autocratic 
model of teaching that has no parallel in any other school subject” [25:46] is often present in individual 
lessons and work of school ensembles. Furthermore, Botstein (2000) compares it with the training of 
engineers, or even more, to educating accountants. 

Teaching music by ear or “aural learning” is one of the fundamental ways and bases for learning to 
improvise which is pointed out by many authors. They suggest aural way of learning by using 
exercises and simple melodies in different, vocal and instrumental settings at various instructional 
levels of music education. Green [31] advises learning a repertoire from any style by ear through 
songs divided into small sections ("riffs") while Azzara and Grunow [32] utilized the play-along method 
for teaching beginning fundamental improvisation using simple folk songs. As the starting point in 
learning to improvise Volz [33] points out the exploration and discovering something new versus 
compliance with the established parameters, norms, and rules, which can contribute, but also have a 
negative impact on the development of creativity.  
Within the analysis of improvisational methods, Hickey [34] differentiates “teacher-directed” to 
“learner-directed” improvisations. He observes improvisation as a disposition that has to be 
encouraged rather than a specific skill that needs to be learned. Free improvisation with little or no 
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constraints and directions is considered as the most valuable and useful type of improvisation in 
education. Giving students freedom of choices, contrary to obeying a set of rules, students can focus 
their attention on subtle temporal, timbral, and expressive features [35]. Medek [36] states that in 
contemporary classical music “unlike other genres, improvisation is entirely free with no common 
schemes, shapes or conventional principles having a general usage which ‘does not require any 
preliminary preparation or experience’” [36:12]. The same author claims that an important factor of 
improvised music is different music expectation unlike the one in Western concert music. 
Consequently, some sources suggest the importance of balance between having a defined ‘point of 
departure’ or genre-specific model and entirely free improvisation [37]. These views to free 
improvisation are supported by the British guitarist Derek Bailey, who considered the first 
improvisations as the earliest musical style and claimed that “mankind's first musical performance 
couldn't have been anything other than a free improvisation” [38:83].  

On the other hand, some authors believe that the skill for improvisation in specific genres or with 
virtuosic talent on an instrument needs to be learned [39] and as the most effective way for learning, 
point out the direct transmission from the teacher to the student [34]. In teaching the knowledge and 
skills necessary for improvisation, Kratus [39] differentiates seven improvisational levels according to 
students’ age and levels of knowledge: exploration, process-oriented improvisations, product-oriented 
improvisations, fluid improvisation, structural improvisation, stylistic improvisation, and personal 
improvisation. He stated that this multileveled aspect of improvisational development facilitates the 
teacher’s work with students following their appropriate developmental level and increasingly 
sophisticated behaviors. Likewise, explaining the educational benefits of improvisation, Biasutti [40] 
distinguishes five “key concepts” of improvisation practice that could contribute to the development of 
pedagogical methodologies: anticipation, using repertoire formulas (clichés or licks), communicating 
emotions through improvisation, feedback, and flow. 

Considering the didactical aspect of improvisation, some authors connect traditional teaching of 
improvisation with features of jazz music. It is based on the acquisition of fundamental skills and 
knowledge of scales and arpeggios, which are applied on standard melodies [13]. Similarly, Luquet 
[41] attributed all his knowledge of teaching to jazz and state that “the processes of learning and 
creating jazz provide a way to illustrate new teaching methods that allow students to discover new 
knowledge through their own creative interests and to develop self-efficacy with the material“ [41:60]. 
While the most relevant way of learning jazz in the past were informal, today established jazz 
programs exist in student education at music academies.   

The analysis of the study programs and course syllabuses of music academies in Zagreb and 
Ljubljana has revealed that there are numerous courses that provide students with the opportunity to 
acquire certain knowledge and skills related to improvisation. It is established that there are 
differences between courses regarding the field of study. Improvisation is particularly represented 
within the jazz module, old music module, instrument studies of organ and harpsichord, within some 
theoretical subjects, but very little within the framework of other instrumental studies. While at the 
Academy of Music in Ljubljana, all students can attend the elective course Instrument or singing with 
jazz improvisation 1 and 2, instrumental students of 3rd, 4th and 5th year of study at the Music academy 
in Zagreb can attend elective subjects in jazz improvisation (Učni načrt predmeta - Dodiplomski študij 
I. stopnje and Učni načrt - Magistrski študijski program II. Stopnje and Elaborat o studijskom programu 
Muzičke akademije u Zagrebu, Integrirani sveučlilišni studij za instumentaliste - 
Znanstveno/umjetničko područje studijskog programa - Glazbena umjetnost/reprodukcija glazbe).  

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 The purpose and the aim of the research 
The main purpose of our research was to explore the differences in attitudes towards MI between 
Croatian and Slovenian music students. The aim of the research was to determine these differences 
between students regarding the sources of knowledge and skills of MI, the prevalence of MI, the self-
perception of quality of improvisation and in emotions elicited by MI.  

2.2 Research hypotheses 
• H1: There are differences in sources of knowledge and skills of music improvisation (MI) 

between Slovene and Croatian music students  
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• H2: There are differences in the prevalence of MI and the self-perception of quality of MI 
between Slovene and Croatian music students. 

• H3: There are differences in attitudes to MI between Slovene and Croatian music students  
• H4: There are differences in emotions elicited by music improvisation between Slovene and 

Croatian students  

2.3 Research sample 
The study sample was comprised of 256 music students, of which 153 were from the Academy of 
Music in Ljubljana (Slovenia) and 103 from the Academy of Music in Zagreb (Croatia). 

The Slovene sample consisted of 66 males and 87 females, who were, on average, 22 years of age 
(min=16 years old, max=43 years old) while the Croatian sample consisted of 56 males and 47 
females, who were, on average, 21 years of age (min=17 years old, max=27 years old). 

2.4 Research instrument and procedure 
For the purposes of this research, the Questionnaire of attitudes to music improvisation was formed. 
With demographic data, the questionnaire consists of some subscales: self-assessment of quality and 
prevalence of MI; Feelings that improvisation encourages; Sources of knowledge and skills of music 
improvisation; Improvisation as elective subject; Feelings associated with improvisation; Attitudes 
about improvisation and Flow during improvisation.  

Construct validity confirmed one factor structure (factor 1 explains 43,53% variance of the results), 
reliability was high: Cronbach α = 0.90 

Procedure: The research was conducted via an online survey 1-KA among Slovene and Croatian 
students, who are enrolled in their respective Music academies. Descriptive statistics and inferential 
statistics (non-parametric test, Mann-Whitney test) for measuring differences between Slovene and 
Croatian student were calculated using the SPSS 20 statistics software. 

3 RESULTS 

Table 1. Prevalence of MI and the self-perception of quality of MI between Croatian  
and Slovene and music students  

 M  
Cro 

M 
Slo 

U 
 

P 
 

Prevalence of MI  3.16 2,59 5455,50 0,00 

Self-perception of quality of MI 3.72 3,05 5633,50 0,00 

According to the results shown in Table 1, there is a higher prevalence of MI in students from the 
Music Academy in Zagreb (Croatia) than from the Music Academy in Ljubljana (Slovenia). It means 
that improvisation is more widespread between Croatian students and that they are more involved in it 
and participate in improvisational activities more often than Slovenian students. Likewise, according to 
the stated results, Croatian students have better self- perception of the quality of their improvisational 
skills/knowledge compared to Slovenian students. Based on the presented results, the first hypothesis 
(H1) was confirmed. 
Hickey [34] considers that the most creative and true improvisations is a disposition that has to be 
encouraged along with the musical skills that need to be taught. Therefore, the prevalence of 
improvisation activities and better self-perception of MI at Croatian students can be attributed to their 
previously acquired improvisational experiences and knowledge, and not just to the gained knowledge 
and skills of MI at the Academy of Music. The obtained results might be a result of a more systematic 
approach to teaching MI to young music pupils in Croatia, emphasized in Elly Bašić’s music 
pedagogy. The Croatian music pedagogue’s Elly Bašić’s idea was to preserve the freedom and the 
rich imagination of the child through so called spontaneous improvisation, despite the essential need 
to master technique. Her idea of a two-way street means that the child's natural (innate) resources 
should be preserved throughout his or her development to adulthood, which must also be combined 
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with conscious knowledge [42]. It is particularly important to foster the child’s innate disposition 
through spontaneous improvisation from their first encounter with the music and instrument [43, 8].  

Consequently, it was concluded that improvisation can represent a powerful method that contributes in 
acquisition of music thinking skills, necessary for better understanding of music notation to beginning 
instrumental music students. Therefore, some authors have determined the importance of 
improvisation activity in music making as a formative topic [13]. Results of the conducted research that 
involved fifth grade instrumental music students who received instruction with an emphasis on 
improvisation revealed their better results on aptitude tests in performing notated music compared to 
students who received standard musical instruction [44].  

The obtained results relating to the second hypothesis which presume differences in attitudes to MI 
between Croatian and Slovenian music students show that there are significant differences in attitudes 
to MI between Croatian (M = 66,88, SD = 13,45) and Slovene music students (M = 61,05, SD = 
14,15); t (254) = -3,30, p = 0,00.  The results show that Croatian music students have more positive 
attitudes to MI than Slovene students, hence H2 was confirmed. 

The differences in the respondents' attitudes to MI can be attributed to the significant role of social 
aspect of music improvisation. Some authors defined improvisation as a multidimensional concept, 
which, along with technical and expressive elements, includes social elements as well [13]. Starting 
from the point of view that the act of living is largely improvisatory, as well as the fact that we are all 
creative and have inherent improvisational skills, skills and attitudes to improvisation evolve from the 
child’s first spontaneous improvisations. Gembris [45] defines musical socialization as the “learning 
process through which the individual grows into a musical culture, developing and adjusting his or her 
musical abilities, activities, ways of experiencing, and values in interrelation with the social, cultural, 
and material environment” [45:190]. 

The results shown in Table 2 point out the differences in sources of gained improvisational skills and 
knowledge between Croatian and Slovene students  

Table 2 Differences in sources of acquired knowledge and skills of music improvisation (MI) 

SOURCES OF ACQUIRED KNOWLEDGE 
AND SKILLS OF MI 

Slovene 
students (%) 

Croatian students 
(%) 

I don't have knowledge and skills of MI 45,1 17,5 

Formal education (Academy of Music) 28,8 28,2 

Workshops 8,5 8,7 

Listening to recordings 35,3 61,2 

Private lessons 7,8 5,8 

Books 5,9 11,7 

Playing in a band 20,3 46,6 

According to the results in table 2, we can observe that there are several differences with regard to the 
sources of gained knowledge and skills of MI between Croatian and Slovene music students. Most of 
the Slovene music students report that they don’t have knowledge and skills of MI. The ones that 
developed these skills have acquired them mostly from listening to recordings (35,3%) or through 
playing in a band (20,3). Croatian music students gained MI knowledge and skills mainly through 
listening to recordings (61,2%), but also from playing in a band (46,6%). Formal music education 
contributed about the same amount of gained knowledge and skills for Croatian (28,2%) and Slovene 
music students (28,8%). Considering that interviewed students from the two countries mostly differ in 
their attitudes about the sources to which they have attributed their improvisation skills/knowledge, the 
third hypothesis (H3) was confirmed. 

Some authors consider improvisation as a type of informal music learning which “required of teachers 
to work with informal pedagogies in music education” [14:71]. The tradition of improvisation all over 
the world is based on oral transmission and learning by ear [46]. As a type of informal music learning, 
there are practical strategies and methods for increasing young people’s participation and broader 
engagement with music, which involves the integration of listening, aurally processing music from 
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recordings, performing, improvising, and composing processes [47]. In a conducted 7-week 
improvisation course, university students who had little prior improvisation experience were actively 
learning melodies by ear, transcribing improvised solos, and improvising over harmonic progressions. 
After the course, it was concluded that learning improvisation had not only improved the students’ 
general musicianship, but also contributed to their openness to the creative process in general. 
Furthermore, the students overcame their fear of improvisation [48].   

According to the fourth hypothesis (H4), there are differences in emotions elicited by music 
improvisation between Slovene and Croatian students. T-test for independent samples showed that 
there were significant differences in emotions elicited by MI in Slovene (M = 38,84, SD = 12, 51) and 
Croatian music students (M = 46,03, SD = 15,17); t (254) = 3,98, p = 0,00. These results confirm the 
fourth hypothesis (H4). Regarding the abovementioned results which show that Croatian music 
students have more positive attitudes to MI, better assess their improvisational skills/knowledge, and 
improvise more frequently than Slovene students, it was expected that Croatian students connect with 
more positive emotions with regard to music improvisation than Slovene music students. 

Music itself is an expressive medium that some authors call the “language of emotions” [49]. It is 
assumed that an individual can better express his or her emotions through creating their own music by 
improvisation as opposed to performing a given program. Biasutti [40] recognizes the improvisation as 
an activity that ought to provide positive feelings and increase the motivation of the participants. 
However, research shows that expressive skills are neglected in music education [22]. In exploring the 
role of improvisation in the expression of emotions, a lack of correlation between emotions and 
musical features of spontaneous musical improvisation was reported [50]. The same author considers 
the structural diversity of music an important factor that can contribute to the transmission of emotions 
during improvisation. This was confirmed by Gabrielsson and Lindström [51] who believe that the 
structural features of a work contribute to emotional expression in music. They find it important to 
combine different features together during improvisation to convey emotions during improvisation.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Acquired improvisational knowledge and skills represent a methodical tool that contributes to the 
development of a student’s creative potential as one of the most important features having an impact 
on their overall development and success in contemporary society. Considering the established lack of 
originality and individualism among the young musicians [52], it is necessary to encourage creative 
thinking in music education. 

Improvisation is the methodical tool that can contribute to the need for greater artistic and 
interpretative ability of young musicians [53], while improvisational activities have a greater impact on 
the development of creativity regarding classical methodical teaching [54]. The inclusion of 
improvisation in music education can encourage students to feel freer in expression of their own 
imagination, rather than trying to achieve correct reproduction of another person's written music ideas.  

With the evident differences in the attitudes towards music improvisation, sources of knowledge and 
skills of MI, prevalence of music improvisation, the self-perception of quality of MI and differences in 
emotions elicited by music improvisation between Croatian and Slovenian music students, the results 
obtained from our study indicate the importance of the development of improvisational skills and 
knowledge during formal music education at the music academies in Croatia and Slovenia as well. 
This might be explained by the traditional way of Western music education, which is primarily aimed at 
the development of reproduction and performing music skills, and which, in addition, include a 
worldwide competitive character and a way of education in other areas. The other reason might be the 
fact that music educators do not have a sufficiently developed awareness of the importance and role 
of improvisation in a child's musical development.  

The differences in attitudes to MI among music students between the two countries can be attributed 
to the way of their music education from their first encounter with the music and instrument. 
Spontaneous creation of music through improvisation from the very beginnings of a child’s music 
education is a common characteristic of numerous music-pedagogical approaches from the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries – authors such as J. E. Dalcroze, Z. Kodály, Sh. Suzuki, C. Orff, E. Willems, 
as well as the Croatian Music Pedagogue Elly Bašić. The latter recognized the importance of the so-
called spontaneous improvisation as the core, essential part of a child’s music education from its 
beginning [55]. In that way, the child can create music without the development of special musical 
skills and knowledge that require a persistent, continuous, and long-lasting exercise, which is often the 
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main reason for quitting music education. Furthermore, through a systematic and continuous approach 
within the seven sequential improvisational levels - Developmental levels of improvisation [39], 
improvisational skills and knowledge of improvisation need to be developed according to the student’s 
age. Improvisation is not, therefore, an intuitive musical behaviour reserved only for talented 
individuals, but should be a significant part of every student's music education from its beginning and 
further through adulthood and higher music education.  

According to coherence of global society and its cross-cultural influences, Campbell, Myers and 
Sarath [56] among other factors emphasize the importance of “growing creative impulses    for    many    
real-world    musicians    in    the    form    of    improvisatory    and    compositional    endeavors” 
[56:2]. Consequently, it is necessary to adapt contemporary music education programs with the 
progress of the creative and expressive dimensions of music.  

Improvisation as a teaching technique can also help innovate new methods and thus bring new 
challenges to music education [57]. Considering the disagreement between “music in the real world” 
and “music in the academy” the Task Force on the Undergraduate Music Major (TFUMM) 
recommended creativity, diversity, and integration as” three key pillars necessary to ensure the 
relevance, quality, and rigor of the undergraduate music curriculum” [56:3]. TFUMM starts from the 
point of view that improvisation and composition represent a powerful foundation and methodical tool 
for educating musicians today with regard to the predominant model of educating performers in the 
interpretation of existing works. Therefore, deeper understanding and more profound knowledge about 
the role of improvisation in music curricula is needed in order to revise it [58]. A more accurate 
conceptualization of improvisation in the frame of music education is needed. This will contribute to its 
improvement in the way that every student of music, regardless of their field of study, can become 
familiar with improvisation.  

Nachmanovitch [59] believes that the “whole enterprise of improvisation in life and art, of recovering 
free play and awakening creativity, is about allowing ourselves to be true to ourselves and our visions, 
and true to the undiscovered wholeness that lies beyond the self and the vision we have today” [59: 
84]. 
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