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Using Target and Approach Tones
By Jason Kokoszka

When playing solos in jazz, it is very common to use target and approach tones to 
navigate chord changes. To learn more about target and approach tones, check out this 
issue�s installment of Theory Corner to read an excerpt from Tom Dempsey�s book, Easy 
Soloing for Jazz Guitar, which has great information for anyone just getting into jazz 
and other improvised music.

Please note that the chord symbols above each part re�ect the overall basic harmonic 
structure (when the examples for guitar, keyboard and bass are taken into account). Try 
these ideas out with your friends; complementary parts for guitar, keyboard, bass and 
drums are included below. Dig in, and enjoy!
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Guitar 
A guitar solo begins this 16-bar example. You will notice that both diatonic and chromatic 
approach tones are used throughout. In bar 5, the guitar comps for a four-bar piano solo 
before returning to soloing in bar 9. There are a few instances of syncopation as well as 
lots of hammer-ons and pull-offs. Swing those eighth notes and have fun!



Keyboard
The keyboard comps for the guitar solo with a syncopated feel for the �rst four bars 
before taking a brief solo and then comping for eight more bars. Notice that the chords 
often use common tones to make the chord changes smooth. Try using some of these 
rhythms and chord voicings the next time you are jamming with some jazz cats!
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Bass
Jazz basslines are often built exclusively from target and approach tones. In our example 
below, we often approach the �rst note of each bar chromatically from the previous bar. 
Keep swinging and have fun!



Drums
We have a basic swing groove here with a variation for bars 9 through 12. Watch the �lls 
in bars 8 and 12. These patterns will work well for any swing tunes, so use them on your 
next jazz gig!
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For more information on improvisation, be sure to check out the Licks and Tricks 
column in this newsletter, or order Tom Dempsey’s book, Easy Soloing for Jazz Guitar, at 
www.ordermusictoday.com. Another great place to learn more is from the man himself—
check out Tom Dempsey’s beginner jazz guitar course “Diatonic Improvisation I,” or 
Dempsey’s and Amanda Monaco’s beginner jazz guitar course “Basic Blues Progressions 
and Blues Improvisation.” For jazz guitarists at the intermediate level, be sure to check 
out “Modal Improvisation Overview,” “Improvising in the Ionian Mode,” 
“Improvising in the Dorian Mode,” and “Improvising in the Mixolydian Mode,” all 
taught by Tom Dempsey and Amanda Monaco. Also, watch Jody Fisher’s and Mark 
Dziuba’s lessons “Using Target Tones,” “Using Neighbor Tones,” “Emphasizing Dorian 
Modal Flavor,” “Emphasizing Mixolydian Modal Flavor,” and “Combining Upper and 
Lower Neighbor Tones.” In addition, don’t miss Larry Marciano’s or Greg Horne’s 
advanced acoustic guitar course, “Country/Bluegrass Improvisation.”

What?! You don’t play guitar? No worries, we’ve got you covered. Keyboardists should 
check out the Adult Refesher lesson “Why Am I Blue: Blues Scales and Progressions,” 
taught by Leo Marchildon and Andrea Amos. 


