
JPS Lesson 33 

Technique 

1. Major Pentatonics 

The pentatonic scale is a great tool to add into your improvisation repertoire. It is a 5 

note scale that creates a very distinct and modern sound when playing. There are 

pros and cons to using this scale. The pros are that it will help you with more a 

horizontal type of playing. Meaning, with all of the bebop we have previously 

worked on we were playing very vertically over each chord change and making sure 

our chord tones were lining up with the chord changes. With the pentatonic scale, 

we can being by sticking to these 5 notes over long periods of harmonies. Our 

phrasing can take on longer durations and patterns. The cons to the scale is that 

because of its surface simplicity, lots of beginner players love to use this scale to 

create cliché patterns that you hear everywhere. I'm not saying you shouldn't begin 

with these simple patterns to learn the scale but we need to make sure we are always 

creating and expressing music from within ourselves. Regurgitating these patterns, 

as if they are simply mindless exercises while improvising is soulless. 

Unfortunately, I hear many advanced players still using these cliché lines. My goal 

is to make you aware of it now so that you won't become sucked in to this trap. So 

let's get to it! 

 

The scale as I mentioned is very easy. For a major 7 chord we are going to use 1, 2, 

3, 5 and 6. (See below)  

 

 

 

 



 

Now you can see our scale is not highlighting the major 7 of our harmonies. In the 

future chapters, I will go over multiple pentatonic scales you can use over one major 

7th chord to reflect and highlight different extensions and chord tones in the chord. 

For now, though, we will just start with the main ones.  

 

B. Half Patterns - Since pentatonics are 5 notes and we will need to fit them over 4/4 

time mostly, the patterns that are widely used are broken into 4 notes. This way we 

can fit them evenly into the time signature however we please. There are many 

different patterns that will involve 4 notes at a time from the pentatonic scale. Here 

are examples of the first couple of ones you will be practicing. (See below)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Major Pentatonic Jazz Lick 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Harmony & Theory 

1. Extensions Series Part 1 - Intro 

a. What are Extensions? – Extensions are used as color tones on top of chords. 

They are “extensions” of the chords to create different types of colors over the 

main chord tones. The chord tones are like the structure of a house, the 

extensions are like all the furniture and decorative material that goes inside of 

it. Learning extensions well is the key to creating beautiful flowing harmonies 

and colors in all types of music, not just jazz. We can use extensions in any 

type of music to create amazing sounding chords. Once learned you will have 

the complete freedom to choose any type of color you want, to create any type 

of sound you want. Complete freedom to create music.  

 

b. How do we find extensions – The main extensions we will be using are the 

degrees 9, 11 and 13. These are extensions of the degrees of our scale. Our 

scale is 1-8, 8 being the octave of the root. (See below.) 

 

 

 

 

 If we continue to count up from 8 we discover 9, 10, 11, 12 and will stop at 

13. In our C major scale these are the notes D, E, F, G and A past the first 

octave of our scale. (See below) 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 These are extensions! We will mainly be talking about the nonchord tone 

extensions, 9,11, and 13. The extensions 10 and 12 are doubles of our 3rd the 

note E, and our fifth, the note G. (See below) 

 

 

 

 

 

  During our extensions series, I will refer to these notes as 3 and 5 because 

they are chord tones coming from the chord.  

 

c. How do we use extensions?- We will mainly use extensions in the harmonies 

that support the melody. We will also use them in our comping chords when 

someone else is playing the melody. We will use them in our LH voicings 

while we are soloing and we will use them in our RH while we are comping 

with both hands. There aren’t too many situations where you won’t use 

extensions in some type of harmonies. Not using them is similar to painting 

on white canvas with only black paint. There is so much more you can create 

when used correctly.  

 

d. What chords get extensions? – Every chord has extensions that are available 

to use. Some extensions sound better on certain chords than others. We will 

call these extensions, “available” because they are the traditional extensions 

used for that specific chord. Ultimately, after learning about extensions and 



colors, you can use any note you want on the piano to color your chord, just 

like a painter painting a sunset. There is no note off limits to you. Anything 

can be used if you enjoy that particular sound. This is why Jazz starts 

becoming a completely freeing and self expressing experience. You can give 

yourself to the harmonies in any way, dependent upon how you are feeling at 

that specific point in time.  

 

Vocab & Repertoire 

1. Advanced Solo Piano Series Part 1 - Overview  

a. Solo piano contains A LOT of different elements that come together to form 

a complete solo sound. Some of these elements include the voicings you use, 

how you combine the melody with your LH, various rhythmic ideas, hand 

independence and various other elements. In this first part of the advanced 

solo piano series I'm going to combine all the previous steps from the 

Intermediate series but take it one step further and explain exactly how we 

begin to progress our solo piano so we sound like true professionals. Let's 

review the steps in the Intermediate series.  

 

   

  The first thing we covered was Left Hand solo piano components. 

 

1. Just bass notes  

2. Bass note then shells -   

3. Bass note then full chord  

4. Root and 7th- 

5. Root and 3rd 

6. Root and 3rd (tenth) 



7. Root  + 7th to Root + 3rd Combination 

8. Root  + 7th to Root + 3rd (tenth) Combination 

  

 The second step we covered was our RH harmonizing below the melody with 

shells in various ways. 

 

a. One Chord Change - For example if there is one chord change for that 

measure, and the melody starts on beat 1, you will harmonize that melody 

note with the shells to that note chord change. 

 

 

 

 

 

b. Two Chord Changes – Now if there are two chords for the measure, you 

will harmonize the melody note beneath the first chord change and 

harmonize the other melody note beneath the second chord change. ( see 

example) 

 

 

 

 

 



The third step was combining both hands together. This was an extremely important 

step as it begins to actually sound like the solo piano style. (See Lesson 19 for 

review) 

 

The fourth step was adding in root and 5th as fillers in the RH beneath the melody. 

(See Lesson 20 for review) 

 

So we've built a nice foundation from which to improve upon. A lot of the 

advancement from here on has to do with how to establish and maintain a tempo, 

adding extensions and colors below the melody, comping for yourself during the 

melody, and supporting yourself during your solo and filling in the space during the 

melody. We need to start paying attention to some very specific details that have a 

huge impact on whether or not your solo performance actually sounds good.  

 

You want to make sure you've gotten very comfortable with this overview and can 

do exactly what I've done in this video. Meaning go through real book tunes and 

play them through at a comfortable tempo while arranging them on the spot with the 

previous steps we've talked about from the Intermediate course.  

 

2. Improvisation (Incorporating Major Pentatonics) 

a. Incorporating Major Pentatonics - If you've come this far with the course it 

shouldn't be too hard for you to begin incorporating these soloing techniques. 

Using major pentatonics is easier and harder in different ways. They're easier 

because you only have 5 notes from which to select - Less choices. They're 

difficult on the other hand because there are certain patterns associated with 

pentatonics that your fingers will not be used to playing. With some slow 

focused practice I guarantee you will get used to them. Once you have learned 



a couple of them, they quickly become easier because all the patterns are very 

similar.  

  

Fitting pentatonics properly in tunes can sometimes be a bit of a challenge. 

They're mainly going to be used over tunes that have more of a modern sound 

or when the chord changes are staying fairly stationary. See example below. 

 

 

 In most bebop tunes you find a lot of 2-5-1's so pentatonics won't work as 

well because they will not reflecting the harmonies as accurately as you 

would like. Although, there is a way to create a modern sound using 

pentatonics, over a bebop piece. I'll address this at the end of this section.  

 

Obviously a major pentatonic will fit nicely over a major chord, but not 

always are we going to find too many major chords for lengthy periods of 

time such as 4-8 measures. Still, one measure is still enough to allow us a 

little space to add some nice pentatonic language to a piece.  



 

 

Here is an example of using pentatonics over a 2-5-1. Since we've only 

learned our major pentatonic scale, I've used bebop approaches in the first two 

measures but resolved with the major 7 pentatonic language in the last 

measure.  

 

 

 

 

When applying major pentatonics to other pieces or other major 7th chords, 

always remember we want to create music from them. Because of the 

pentatonic sound it's very easy to get caught up in just playing patterns. Don't 

get me wrong, playing pentatonic patterns does create a nice flashy sound, but 

if this is the only sound you can create, it is not going to sound great. 


