Diary of an improviser 
Important comment: I play an Eb instrument, so the keys used are typical Eb instrument keys, but the principle is the same for all instruments. Raise every note/key up a minor 3rd for concert pitch. 
Although I’m a fan of Jamey Aebersold’s jazz method, I don’t think it’s the way to go for learning to solo to over Classic Jazz tunes.  (And it might not be the best way to learn  any style of jazz).  For example, playing a major scale over four bars of an F major chord in Bill Bailey just doesn’t cut it, IMO.  Classic jazz contains many long sections of just major and minor triads and derives its tension through cycles of dominant and diminished 7th  chords -  the ii, V7, Imaj7 progression of more modern jazz is present in this music, but  it is not emphasized.  I found that I couldn’t  just noodle around on the major scale over the first four bars of Bill Bailey and make it sound like anything. For the most part, what I do is play chords within scales instead of playing scales over chords. Below is a sample tune that I will refer to. 
Funky Butt
(This is a simple version played at a moderate to slow tempo in G Major which is Bb concert pitch.)
|| G //// | //// | C /// | G/// | C ////  | C/ E7 / | A7 /// | D7 /// |

| G //// | //// | C /// | G/// | C ////  | C/ E7 / | A7 / D7 / | G /// :| |

I started with the G major pentatonic scale (actually the G/6/9 arpeggio).: spelled G. A, B, D, E, G, and then learned to play G pentatonic throughout the range of  his instrument. I noodled around with this scale until I could  hear every note in advance. (This, BTW, is how rockers learn to solo.)  When I finally “got melodic” with this scale, I was able play a  solo to Funky  Butt. You can also play solo to Misty with just this scale – weird, eh?. Of course you are not going to get a great solo by doing this, but it’s a good place to start.  Next, I learned to ornament the G pentatonic scale.
1) approach each note from a half step below.  This will also give you the blue notes Bb and  Db which you can wail on before resolving them to the right place.  Here’s an exercise: F#, G, A#, B G#, A, C#, D, D#, E, D, E, F#,G.  Here’s another one which creates a characteristic New Orleans lick: G, F#, G, A, G#, A, etc. 
2) Next, learn to fill in all the whole steps.  This creates a new scale and lots of neat licks: G, G#, A, A#, B, D, D#, E, G

3) Notice there are two minor third gaps in the Major Pentatonic.  You can fill in these gaps with half steps and create another  scale: G, A, B, C, C#, D, E, F, F#, G

4) Then I  learned to ornament all five notes of the G pentatonic.  in different ways.  Here are some standard ways to ornament the note D, the  5th of the scale:  C#, E, D……E, C#, D….E, Eb, D…..E, Eb, C#, D…C#. Eb. D….etc
The pentatonic scale, which is actually the notes of the Major/6/9 chord,  creates safe notes or target notes that sound good against the major triad. I started by learning the F, G, C, D, and A pentatonic scales along with the above tricks.  Also, I learned to play the F, G, C, D, E and A major scales along with the B7, E7, A7, D7, G7, C7 arpeggios.  The three diminished 7th arpeggios come from sharping the root of the C7, G7 and D7 arpeggios. 
  The Dominant 7th chord is the next challenge. For example, if you think of the E7 arpeggio as a scale, then the arpeggio is a scale within the mixolydian mode, or a “scale within a scale.”   The dominant 7th  chord is more forgiving than the Major triad so all the notes in the Mixolydian will sound OK (visions of Aebersold), but the target notes of the E7 arpeggio are stronger and will move smoothly to the next chord which in this case is probably  some kind of  A chord. I also practiced ornamenting (see above) each note of the arpeggio to give more variety. 
The overall idea is that I use the Major Pent. for major triads and an arpeggio within a scale for everything else.  I either ignore a chord change if it goes by too fast (the E7 in the sixth bar of Funky Butt might be skipped) or I (usually) play the chord change. For minor keys like the D minor and G minor in “Some Of These Days”,  I use the minor/Major 7th chord  arpeggio within the Harmonic Minor scale because it sounds more sinister, but you can use the natural minor scale (and I do sometimes.) The minor  ii, V7, i is not that common in Classic Jazz, so you usually only have to contend with V7, i. Of course if you get the ii, V7, I in minor, the harmonic minor scale covers it perfectly. 
For the diminished 7th chord you can just play the diminished chord arpeggio, or if you know the diminished  scale, you can use that. My diminished scales are at a point where I can do the arpeggio  within a scale thing. 

I took all these ideas and learned how to improvise a 2nd part to the other horn player in my band. 2nd parts are really just very simple solos where you have plenty of time to think. Once I was good at 2nd parts, it felt natural to move into soloing.  
Eventually one should learn all the major, minor and diminished scales; all the 7th chord arpeggios and a whole bunch of melodic patterns.  Right now I can play a solo that fits  to any classic jazz tune. I’m not great, but it’s a lot of fun. 
A few caveats.

1) I do play the major scale against major chords but my ear now informs me on how to apply that 4th and 7th tones of this scale, and it’s usually in the context of the Maj 6/9 chord inside the major scale., i.e. the scale within a scale.
2) You must learn what I call “speed theory” . Jazzers have it, classical musicians don’t.  This is not advanced music theory;  it is knowing elementary music theory at the speed of light. One of the best books on elementary music theory (of the type you must know at the speed of light) is Aaron Shearer’s Music Theory for Classical Guitar.  It is a thin workbook that contains exactly the information you need to internalize to be a jazz musician and not one thing more. It’s not really a music theory book but a music skills book.  (It has nothing to do with the guitar except that it’s in treble clef). 
3) Sometimes I do play linearly, a la Aebersold.  For example in Funky Butt I might play an ornamented G pent across the first six bars ignoring the chord changes. Also, it is pretty safe to wail linearly on the mixolydian over a long dominant 7th chord. 
4) Many times, I’ll use an absolute anti-Aebersold approach.  That is I’ll play nothing but the chord arpeggio against each chord.  Once you learn how to ornament chord tones, you can create a very satisfying solo using nothing but the chord tones. This is also useful if the chord goes by too fast but you want to hear it in your solo.  

5) You should learn how to switch instantly from the major pent to the minor pent.  For example, from the scale G, A, B, D, E, G  to G, Bb, C , D, F, G (notice that the G minor pent is just the Bb major pent starting on the note G.)
6) You should learn how to bluesify your major scale/pent. (This is almost the same as #5). 

So there it is, that’s what I do.  

Kent Murdick

