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I. Summary

Jazz Central Studios (JCS) respectfully requests from the Helgeson Foundation a grant of 
$2,000 to help support our Jazz Combo Classes Program.

Every Saturday for nine consecutive weeks in the Spring and Fall, junior high school and high 
school music students from around the Twin Cities gather in our performance space to receive 
instruction from professional jazz musicians on how to play in a small group setting. Three 
classes of two hours each meet to rehearse and perform jazz standards. Every three weeks 
new bands are swapped out, for a total of nine different bands over the nine week semester. All 
students are required to memorize beforehand three songs which will be rehearsed during 
class. Students are recruited from both both well to-do districts and underserved communities.

Every 5-7 piece ensemble is led by a teaching artist who is well-known in the Twins Cities jazz 
community. During class, the instructor rehearses the band playing the three memorized 
compositions. Each song is representative of three different common jazz styles: the blues, 
rhythm changes, and modal song form. The difficulty of each standard is dependent on the level 
of student musicianship, but all selections are chosen to best demonstrate needed skills in a 
professional setting. General goals include:

1) strengthening and supporting students’ musicianship on the bandstand.
2) developing tasteful and appropriate musical choices in a democratic setting.
3) having as much fun playing music as possible!

At the end of the 9-week semester, each group performs a concert to friends and family that 
showcases their talents and what they have learned during their time at Jazz Central. 
Recordings of each final performance are then made available to all students and parents alike.
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II. Organization Information

Established in 2010 by veteran jazz drummer, composer, author, and educator, Mac Santiago, 
Jazz Central Studios has become a catalyst for the innovative jazz arts in the Twin Cities.  We 
present live jazz music to the community five nights a week in a non-commercial listening 
environment and encourage collaboration and education among musicians of wide and varied 
experience. JCS is not a jazz club, though, as there is no kitchen or bar service available. 
Because of our no-alcohol policy, we are also a family-friendly venue where jazz fans of all ages 
are welcome!

Since inception, JCS has progressed from a small non-profit entity run by Mac and his fellow 
musicians to a single-member LLC in 2012 to a formal non-profit corporation, attaining 501(c)(3) 
status one year ago. Along the way, we expanded into an 1800 square foot artist-run 
performance space that is completely staffed by volunteers and have become a hub where 
musicians come to perform, listen, learn, educate, rehearse, record, and strengthen the jazz 
community. 

Over 500 different musicians have performed at JCS since we opened our doors and presenting 
live concerts remains the main focus of our mission. However, in addition to our nightly thematic 
programming, other initiatives we have developed include:

• EDUCATION: Masterclasses, clinics, & interactive youth programs - including recitals - 
comprise our educational outreach. More than 150 classes and student concerts have taken 
place at JCS since 2010. 

• LIVE TRACKS: JCS records & archives every live performance for musicians to use for 
educational purposes. Over 6,000 recorded tracks are stored online in our archive.

• REHEARSAL SPACE: Musicians of every caliber use our facilities to rehearse their bands. 
Our space includes a baby grand piano, drum set, bass amp, Fender Rhodes electric piano, 
PA system, and recording facilities. 

Every aspect of operations at JCS is overseen by Executive Director, Mac Santiago. He directs 
and coordinates the all-volunteer staff, which includes our hosts who open the doors and greet 
patrons every night, our artistic directors who program the live music, and our support staff that 
help with recordings, stage operations, and keeping the room tidy and clean on a nightly basis. 
In addition, all of the performers essentially volunteer their time as they are paid very little 
through the uncertain admission fees. Without these generous artists who love jazz music, in 
addition to our incredibly supportive Board of Directors, Jazz Central Studios would simply not 
be able to operate.

Because of the wide-ranging programming each night, performing opportunities for local 
musicians can reach upwards of 50 performance opportunities every week depending on the 
size of the bands. And with a seating capacity for over 50 audience members, in any given 
month JCS musicians perform for over 500 listeners and supporters. Over the past five years, 
total attendance in our space has easily surpassed 25,000, with dozens of JCS-sponsored 
performances taking place throughout the state of Minnesota. 

In short, Jazz Central Studios has become the main gathering place in the Twin Cities for the 
jazz community, where this uniquely American art form is created and shared on a nightly basis.
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III. Statement of Need

Jazz education has been growing steadily since the mid-1970s when the first degrees in jazz 
performance were offered. Now there are over 120 colleges and universities across the country 
where students can major in jazz studies. Jazz pedagogy courses are included in most college 
curricula for most music majors, and mainstream music educators no longer consider jazz a 
passing trend. High schools for the performing arts are also proliferating across the country, with 
over 100 today (vs only five in 1970). Jazz ensembles can be found in many middle schools and 
are even now showing up in elementary schools.*

Even with the amount of comprehensive jazz instruction offered at universities around the 
country, many with jazz performance degrees who enter the professional performance world 
each year lack the certain requisite skills needed to successfully navigate a basic gig. We see 
these deficiencies nightly on the bandstand. For this reason, we created the Jazz Combo 
Classes Program for young children between 12-18 years of age. 

Our goal is to address specific areas we see lacking in college graduates so that when 
teenagers matriculate into a college jazz performance program, they already display a default 
set of necessary professional skills: 

• exposing students to the unique musical grammar that makes the jazz idiom special. 
• understanding the musical cues required to navigate a standard jazz composition correctly, 

from the first note to the last.
• listening properly to fellow musicians as the composition is performed.
• dissecting the strengths and weaknesses of students’ performances by recording each 

rehearsal and critically listening back together.
• sculpting musical taste by stressing which recordings in the historical jazz catalog to 

transcribe, while teaching how to listen to them properly.
• learning how to spontaneously create with little musical structure.
• stressing responsibility to others in the ensemble.
• increasing confidence on the bandstand.

In the days before structured jazz education, many - if not all - of the above areas were taught 
by osmosis during nightly gigs. The rich aural intricacies of jazz music was traditionally handed 
down informally from one generation to the next this way. It was a form of on-the-job training. 
Because of a dearth of performance opportunities today relative to the hey day when jazz was 
America’s popular music, this oral tradition is being passed on in classroom settings instead.

The mission of the Jazz Combo Class Program is to teach in an informal workshop setting the 
nuances of jazz performance in order to build a bridge to professionalism for the next generation 
of jazz musicians.

* source: Thelonious Monk Institute of Jazz - Jazz in America Project.

IV.  Description of Jazz Combo Classes Program

THREE AGE GROUPS:

1. junior high school (7th & 8th grade)
2. freshman & sophomore high school students (9th & 10th grade)
3. junior & senior high school students (11th & 12th grade)
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SCHEDULING OF CLASSES:

• two semesters per year: Spring and Fall, each running nine weeks long on consecutive 
Saturdays.

• each Saturday has three sections running two hours long each: 10am-noon; noon-2pm; 
2pm-4pm.

• each semester is divided up into 3 separate sections: 1st three weeks; 2nd three weeks; 3rd 
three weeks. 

• three different bands attend each section with different three bands rotating in every three 
weeks.

• total of nine bands per semester
• all students are encouraged to stay and watch other ensembles being rehearsed.

CONFIGURATION OF ENSEMBLES:

• 5-7 piece bands, including piano and/or guitar, bass, drums, plus horn section consisting 
of reeds and brass (may include some or all: alto/tenor/bari saxophone; trumpet; trombone; 
clarinet; flute; violin, etc).

• total students per semester: between 45 and 63.

LEVEL OF MUSICIANSHIP AND REPERTOIRE:

• each band member is recommended by their band teachers based on a required intermediate 
to advanced level of playing.

• no beginners accepted
• auditions are held depending on programming needs
• each musician is required to learn by heart three songs before coming to the workshop (no 

music allowed during rehearsals or performances)
• each song represents a different genre of jazz: blues, rhythm changes/standard, modal.
• samples of song titles for each level: junior high (“Freddie Freeloader,” “Song for My Father,” 

“Killer Joe”); 9th & 10th grade high school (“Tenor Madness,” “Cottontail,” “So What”); 11th & 
12th grade high school (“Au Privav,” “Anthropology,” “Recorde Me”)

COST PER STUDENT:

• three different levels based on ability to pay: full price ($50/student, per class), half price ($25/
class, per student), full discount (each class is free).

• parents required to fill out application form and survey

RECRUITMENT OF STUDENTS:

• 15-20 Twin Cities high school music departments from all demographics and income levels 
are contacted (public and private).

• 15-20 Twin Cities junior high school music departments from all demographics and income 
levels are contacted (public and private).

• flyers in both physical and digital form are sent to each target school’s band director.
• collaboration with other jazz educators, such as director of Anoka Ramsey Community 

College, Geoff Senn, and Dave Mitchell, Director of Minnesota Youth Jazz Bands, for 
instance, who have access to vast data base of up-and-coming pre-college music students.

- �  -4



TEACHING ARTISTS:

Each class is taught by an experienced jazz educator and well-known performer, such as Pete 
Whitman (saxophonist, composer & arranger and Director of Brass & Woodwinds at McNally 
Smith College), Jeff Rinear (trombonist and jazz ensemble director at the University of St. 
Thomas), Dave Graf (trombonist and member of JazzMN Orchestra), Chris Bates (bassist and 
private educator), to name a few.

CURRICULUM:

• discussing musical “road map” of each song.
• execution of “road map” to successfully navigate through to end of song.
• conveying musical signals within the band at conclusion of each composition for successful 

and “clean” endings.
• determining and maintaining appropriate tempos.
• counting in the ensemble correctly to begin song together.
• exchanging leader role between players.
• conveying ending of solos to other members of ensemble.
• blending of instrument sounds and volume levels.
• listening to what other band members are doing at all times.
• trading bars of four and eight between musicians.
• announcing song title and narrative at beginning of performance.
• announcing band members at end of performance.
• developing good band leadership skills.
• practicing listening skills when transcribing from the jazz standard repertoire.
• developing listening skills from one instrument to another (i.e. what should a drummer be 

listening for from his bassist, and vice-versa; between drummer and piano; drummer and 
soloist, etc.).

• identifying best methods of supporting soloists.
• strengthening role of the rhythm section (piano or guitar/bass/drums)
• feeling different “beats” of each musician.
• identifying song form and harmonic movement within each tune.
• learning to read a lead sheet.
• practicing rhythmic accents to help support musical structure.
• teaching and practicing building blocks of improvisation.
• recordings made of each rehearsal and critiqued together.

CONCLUDING CONCERTS:

At the end of each semester, all nine ensembles gather at Jazz Central Studios for a final day of 
concerts in front of family and friends. The unique aspect of these performances, though, is that 
each group is required to play a brand new song that they did not rehearse during class. Band 
members are required to learn the new song on their own and then appear on stage using the 
skills acquired in their workshop to present this new song, having never before played it 
together. This exercise - in front of a live audience - replicates what commonly takes place on 
bandstands when professional jazz musicians who have never played together perform for the 
first time as an ensemble: one leader “calls” the tune and then counts off the tempo, band 
members take turns soloing (determining the order in the middle of the song), “fours” or “eights” 
are traded with the drummer, and a final ending is spontaneously created on the spot, 
concluding “cleanly,” as if the song had been rehearsed. Finally, performances at the final 
concert are recorded and provided to each student, and all leave with a printed certificate of 
course completion.
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V. Benefits to the Community and Outcomes

Those who are directly affected by our Jazz Combo Classes Program include the dozens of 
students recruited each semester (up to 63), their parents who transport them back and forth, 
their fellow students and private teachers who hear (and see) the skills they’ve acquired, the 
teaching artists hired for class instruction, and other volunteers from the Jazz Central 
Community who wish to assist in the implementation of this program.  

In addition to the skill set articulated in the curriculum section above, at the end of the semester, 
each student will have strengthened and/or acquired the following skills:

• knowledge on organizing their own small combos back in school.
• ability to lead a small jazz ensemble.
• responsibility to others in a group setting.
• exercising freedom and compromise within limited structures.
• building confidence, self expression, and ability to make split-second decisions.
• greater understanding of the language of jazz and its place in the American democratic 

experience.
• building a bridge to professionalism.
• developing problem solving abilities applicable to other disciplines and career paths.

Coached in the fundamental techniques of group improvisation, collaborative spontaneous 
composition, blending of instrumental sounds and timbres, and developing proper musical 
listening habits, students complete their classes better equipped to navigate the terrain required 
of all professional jazz musicians.

VI. Conclusion

Jazz is America’s one and only true art form. Combining European harmonies with African 
rhythms in early 20th century New Orleans, this music became an artistic expression of 
collaborative democracy at work. Its intricacies and grooves are infectious, attracting young 
musicians year in and year out. The “spirit” of this music is constant, though, from generation to 
generation, connecting young and old, even if the forms and shapes of jazz change over the 
years. Much like the American experience, “Jazz is freedom,” as Thelonious Monk once 
famously said.

Our Jazz Combo Classes Program is focused on passing on the tradition of jazz to the next 
generation of aspiring student musicians. Not only are the musical structures and language 
found in jazz unique to this art form, but so are the traditions and rituals practiced by jazz 
musicians on the bandstand. Consisting of repertoire, feel, sound, expression, and shared 
responsibility to the group dynamic, all play a role in developing leadership skills within the 
context of the spontaneous creation of this music and outside of the performance when 
organizing the band. Even though the use of these tools become second nature over time, our 
goal is to introduce them to young students as early as possible in their musical development.

We are very grateful for your consideration. If you have further questions, please do not hesitate 
to call me at (612) 281-2591 or email me at macsantiagomusic@gmail.com.

Respectfully submitted,

Mac Santiago
Executive Director
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