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Brief Overview of California State University, Northridge’s History and Key 

Institutional Statistics 

Basic Facts 

California State University, Northridge, colloquially known by students, faculty, and 

citizens in the region as “CSUN” (pronounced SEE-sun), features one of the most prominent, 

competitive, and influential urban jazz studies programs of all the major universities and colleges 

on the west coast of the United States of America. Despite the fact that it is a public, state-

subsidized university, not a traditional music conservatory or a private institution, CSUN boasts 

a rich history of jazz education and vocational jazz and studio music training. Since the 1960s, 

the CSUN music program has developed into a key cultural institution in Southern California. 

CSUN alumni have exerted a significant influence on the Los Angeles studio music scene as 

well as the jazz and improvised music scenes on a national level, and the jazz program in 

particular attracts some of the most talented undergraduate students in the region. Below is a 

brief overview of some key institutional facts and statistics pertaining to the university as a 

whole, which will serve as a preface to a more detailed discussion of the structure, culture, 

history, and curriculum of the jazz studies program at California State University, Northridge. 

CSUN, whose school colors are red and white and whose mascot is a matador, has a 

medium-sized, 356-acre campus, which measures approximately one mile north to south and one 

half of a mile east to west (CSUN website: “Office of Institutional Research,” 2016). CSUN is 

located in the Northridge neighborhood in the San Fernando Valley region of Los Angeles. The 

San Fernando Valley is widely known as the epicenter of the infamous 1994 Northridge 

earthquake, which caused great devastation to the university and the region, including the 

leveling of a parking garage on campus (Chandler, 1995). Now part of the California State 
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University system, CSUN, was initially established in 1958 as San Fernando Valley State 

College, and renamed in 1972 as a result of a state-wide mandate designed to standardize the 

names of all four-year universities in California, according to long-time CSUN faculty member 

Joel Leach (Leach, 2016). CSUN’s current sense of institutional identity is illustrated by the 

university’s official school motto: “Regionally Focused, Nationally Recognized” (CSUN 

website: “President Jolene Koester's Eighth Annual Convocation Address,” 2016). CSUN has 

approximately 41,500 students (36,900 undergraduate and 4,600 graduates) and just over 2,000 

academic staff members (CSUN website: “Key Campus Facts,” 2016). As of 2014, the 

university’s programs include 175 different degree programs: 68 baccalaureate degrees, 58 

master’s degrees, 2 doctoral degrees, and 47 credential programs (CSUN website: “Key Campus 

Facts,” 2016). Notably, in 2014, CSUN ranked in the top 20 U.S. in bachelor’s degrees awarded 

to underrepresented minority students and CSUN ranked in the top ten colleges in the nation for 

providing social mobility to students (CSUN Today, 2014). Additionally, CSUN is the home to 

the National Center on Deafness, and the university hosts the International Conference on 

Technology and Persons with Disabilities each year in San Diego, also known as the CSUN 

Conference (CSUN website: “29th Annual International Technology and Persons with 

Disabilities Conference,” 2016). Principally a commuter school, CSUN has only approximately 

2,800 on-campus beds to accommodate more than 41,000 students (CSUN website: “Key 

Campus Facts,” 2016). CSUN’s campus scenery may be familiar to the reader. The university’s 

Oviatt library is an iconic piece of 20
th

 century architecture in the region. The library’s façade is 

featured in some well-known films and television episodes, including the latest iteration of Star 

Trek films (Cody, 2009). 
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Acceptance and Graduation Rates 

As of 2014, CSUN’s acceptance rate was 52.9% (U.S. News and World Report, 2016). 

The university has a notoriously low 4-year graduation rate (when this author attended CSUN, 

some students referred to CSUN as a “six-year university”). According to College Navigator, 

CSUN’s four-year graduation rate is roughly between 11% and 13%. The average six-year 

graduation rate is between 46% and 50% and the average eight-year graduation rate is 52% 

(College Navigator, 2016). The undergraduate retention rates for first time freshman are 77.9% 

with a likely graduation rate of 53%, and for transfer students the retention rate is 83.4% with a 

likely graduation rate of 78.5% (CSUN website: “Key Campus Facts,” 2016). Notably, like 

many institutions of higher learning in America today, CSUN relies on a large adjunct 

population to teach undergraduate course; the university has, at the time of this writing, 1,157 

adjunct faculty members, 414 Professors, 184 Associate Professors, 186 Assistant Professors, 

and 36 “Other” Faculty members (CSUN website: “Key Campus Facts,” 2016). 

University Finances, Cost of Attendance 

In terms of finances, CSUN’s endowment is $81,369,974 (U.S. News and World Report, 

2016) and the “assets under management” for the university are listed as totaling $564 million 

(Wilson, 2014). As of 2015, the annual state general fund appropriation for CSUN was 

$124,724,157 and total operation revenues were $215,347,540, comprising operation funds 

totaling $185,625,827 and sales/auxiliary funds totaling $29,721,713 (CSUN website: “Key 

Campus Facts,” 2016). For the 2015-2016 academic year, CSUN spent $163,702,015 on 

instruction with the total university operating expenses amounting to $463,469,131 (CSUN 

website: “Key Campus Facts,” 2016). According to the university’s own estimated calculations, 

the total cost of attendance at CSUN for undergraduates is $22,110 per year for in-state students 
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and $33,270 per year for out-of-state students. These figures comprise $6,549 for in-state tuition 

and fees and $17,709 for out-of-state tuition and fees respectively, with the university estimating 

additional student costs of $10,981 for room and board, $1,826 for books and supplies, and 

$2,754 for unspecified “other expenses.” Currently, 36,164 of CSUN students receive some form 

of financial aid, including grants, scholarships, and/or loans, and 14,000 of these students are 

loan recipients (CSUN website: “Key Campus Facts,” 2016). 

Brief Overview of the Music Department 

Institutional Structure 

In terms of institutional structure, CSUN comprises nine colleges and the Department of 

Music is part of the Mike Curb College of Arts, Media, and Communication, which is named 

after the successful musician, recording industry tycoon, and politician Mike Curb. Curb gifted 

an endowment which totaled $10 million, $1 million of which was allocated directly to the 

Music Industry Studies program, which funds the position of Chair of the MIS Area. The rest of 

the endowment’s $1 million annual gain in interest goes toward the operation of the MIS degree 

program and its curriculum. The remaining $9 million was allocated to the College of Arts, 

Media, and Communication and the Valley Performing Arts Center (CSUN Department of 

Music website, 2016; Leach, 2016). The Dean of the Mike Curb College of Arts, Media, and 

Communication during this author’s years as a student at CSUN (2007-2011) was Robert 

Bucker, and he was especially supportive of the Department of Music and the Jazz Department 

in particular. Dean Bucker served from 2007 until 2013 and who played a key role in the 

planning and construction of the Valley Performing Arts Center on the CSUN campus (Ibarra, 

2013). Under Dean Bucker’s leadership, CSUN Jazz Department activities were always 

appropriately funded and supported by the university and the Mike Curb College of Arts, Media, 
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and Communication. CSUN Jazz Department activities included annual recording projects and 

trips to the Reno and Monterey Next Generation Jazz Festivals (Pratt, 2016).  

Music Department Basic Facts 

The Department of Music is fully accredited by the National Association of Schools of 

Music and in recent years was ranked among the top 25 accredited university programs in the 

nation (CSUN Department of Music website, 2016). The Department of Music has roughly 70 

faculty members and 500-550 undergraduate and graduate music students, and the Jazz 

Department, which has roughly 50-60 undergraduate students and 19 faculty members, is under 

the Department of Music umbrella (Harris, 2016). Funding options reserved specifically for jazz 

studies majors include partial and full tuition scholarships which are available in a limited 

quantity and awarded based on a combination of financial need, character, potential, current 

ability level, and past achievements. Endowments for CSUN jazz scholarships come from The 

Herb Alpert Foundation, The Ella Fitzgerald Foundation, Linda Anderson, and Ron and Sandy 

Zacky, (CSU Northridge Jazz website, 2016) in addition to the Benny E. Golbin Memorial 

Scholarship which rotates yearly between a Jazz and Classical Saxophonist (CSUN Department 

of Music website, 2016). 

CSUN offers Bachelor of Arts degrees in Music Education, Music Industry Studies, 

Music Therapy, and Music Breadth Studies, and Bachelor of Music degrees in Orchestral Strings 

Performance, Classical Guitar Performance, Wind and Brass Performance, Percussion 

Performance, Keyboard Performance (piano and organ), Vocal Arts, Composition, Commercial 

and Media Writing, and Jazz Studies. CSUN also has a Master of Arts degree program in Music 

Industry Administration and Master of Music degrees offered in Composition, Conducting 

(choral or instrumental), and Performance (Collaborative Piano, Instrumental, Organ, Piano, and 
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Voice). The jazz studies degree offered at CSUN has been marketed in the past as a Bachelor of 

Music in Instrumental Performance with a Jazz Studies option (CSUN Department of Music 

website, 2016).  

Music Department Facilities 

In terms of facilities, the Department of Music has a dedicated music building named 

Cypress Hall and a drama building called Nordhoff Hall which houses some music activities. 

Both buildings lie on the south edge of campus (Diwa, 2016). CSUN’s Music Department has 

approximately fifty practice rooms, twenty-two classrooms, a recording studio, a large rehearsal 

hall, and a roughly 185-seat recital hall (Diwa, 2016). Additionally, the non-Music Department 

affiliated 500-seat Plaza Del Sol Performing Arts Center near the center of the campus 

sometimes is used for Music Department performances (Valley Performing Arts Center website, 

2016). The campus also features the new award-winning 1,700 seat theatre housed in the Valley 

Performing Arts Center (VPAC) adjacent to the music building (Valley Performing Arts Center 

website, 2016). The VPAC rivals downtown Los Angeles’s Walt Disney concert hall as one of 

the largest, most prestigious, and most technologically and architecturally advanced concert halls 

in the region (Yaroslavsky, 2011). The VPAC also supports some academic activities (Valley 

Performing Arts Center website, 2016). The Jazz Department is unique in that it has two fully 

dedicated jazz-only classrooms and one jazz-only practice room studio, known as the “improv.” 

room. Only jazz majors and jazz faculty have access and permission to use these specially-fitted 

classrooms which are protected by coded locks. All jazz majors are issued a private code and can 

use the rooms whenever available and reserve them for rehearsals and sessions – there are a few 

regularly scheduled courses and rehearsals in those rooms, but there are plenty of free times for 

students to use them (Pratt, 2016). 
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Brief Overview of the Jazz Department 

Culture of the Jazz Department 

The CSUN Jazz Department, which brands itself as “CSU Northridge Jazz,” has a highly 

developed educational culture and is an innovative, unique, and tightly-knit community of jazz 

musicians, students, and educators (CSU Northridge Jazz website, 2016; Pratt, 2016). The CSU 

Northridge Jazz mission statement is to “guide each student toward artistic and practical success 

as a contemporary professional jazz musician” (CSU Northridge Jazz website, 2016). The jazz 

program focuses on the historically successful model of one-on-one mentorship between students 

and faculty which facilitates the creation of an interdependent musical community and also 

involves peer-to-peer mentorship in addition to extensive interaction between faculty and 

students (Pratt, 2016). Joel Leach, Gary Pratt, Matt Harris, and former CSUN faculty member 

John Daversa have all endeavored over the years to cultivate a community-based culture of 

learning in which every student is taught according to his or her individual learning style, and the 

CSUN jazz faculty encourages students’ self-exploration and exposure to a wide variety of 

musical styles, especially modern and contemporary jazz, in addition to traditional historical jazz 

styles. CSUN faculty use a student-centric and community-based model to facilitate the personal, 

musical, and academic growth of each and every jazz major. The close interaction between 

students and faculty is facilitated by the exclusive jazz-only classrooms mentioned above, which 

help create a unique physical and intellectual space in which students can learn, grow, and create 

together. The “jazz rooms” are unique communal meeting spots in which the jazz studies majors 

and jazz faculty can assemble to study and play music together, socialize, and flourish (Pratt, 

2016; CSUN Today website:  “CSUN’s Jazz Studies Program Continues to Capture the Spotlight 

at Home and Abroad,” 2016). 
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The jazz studies program strongly encourages and supports the instruction and 

exploration of all of the idioms within the major historical jazz styles as well as modern and 

contemporary jazz styles, classical music, and non-jazz styles (Pratt, 2016). CSUN jazz majors 

must complete a musically and academically rigorous curriculum totaling 120 units/credit hours 

which combines and balances practical training, creative experimentation, and theoretical 

knowledge through traditional university classes, ensemble performances, private instruction, 

and community activities (CSU Northridge Jazz website, 2016; Pratt, 2016). The curriculum 

includes courses in classical music theory and history, music technology, musicianship (ear 

training, theory, and sight-singing), music from non-western cultures, classical music analysis, 

classical and jazz piano, jazz improvisation, jazz theory and history, jazz composition and 

arranging, and a senior recital. Guidelines require jazz majors to perform music from all of the 

major historical jazz style periods. Additionally students must complete the overall university’s 

general education requirements (see the attached addendums below for a complete curriculum 

for a jazz studies major as well as two course syllabi) (CSU Northridge Jazz website, 2016). 

Notable jazz department community activities include weekly department-wide meetings to hear 

student jazz combos and discuss important departmental information as well as semesterly 

transcription juries in which every member of the jazz program performs a transcription of a jazz 

solo in front of the entire department. Jazz studies majors also enjoy extensive exposure to high 

profile guest artists and guest clinicians, including, in recent years, such jazz luminaries as 

Benny Golson, David Binney, Chris Potter, the Claudia Quintet, Kneebody, Walter Smith III, 

John Beasley, and Billy Childs, among others (Pratt, 2016). 
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Jazz Department Faculty 

CSU Northridge Jazz currently has a distinguished faculty of regionally and nationally 

recognized jazz performing artists and pedagogues including Co-Department Chairs Matt Harris 

and Gary Pratt. Harris is an alumnus of the University of Miami as well as the Buddy Rich and 

Maynard Ferguson ensembles. Pratt is an alumnus of CSUN, California Institute of the Arts, and 

Louie Bellson’s ensemble. The saxophone faculty are Katisse Buckingham, Rob Lockart, and 

Michael Mull; the trumpet faculty is Howie Shear and Wayne Bergeron; the trombone instructor 

is Bob McChesney; the bass faculty are Gary Pratt, Dan Lutz, and Dave Robaire; the piano 

faculty are Gary Fukushima and Matt Harris; the guitar faculty are John Pisano and Jamie 

Rosenn; the drum set faculty are Richard Weller and Gene Coye; the vibraphone instructor is 

Nick Mancini; and the jazz arranging instructors are Matt Harris and Michael Mull (CSU 

Northridge Jazz website, 2016). 

Entrance Requirements 

Entrance into the CSUN jazz program is highly competitive and the Jazz Department 

attracts talent from all over the western United States (Pratt, 2016; Harris, 2016). According to 

the CSUN 2016-2017 University Catalog, to gain entrance into CSUN, students must have 

graduated from high school, have earned a Certificate of General Education Development (GED) 

or have passed the California High School Proficiency Examination (CHSPE). The California 

State University system requires that first-time freshman applicants complete, with grades of “C” 

or better, a comprehensive pattern of college preparatory study totaling 15 units, in which a 

“unit” is defined as one year of study in high school. The requirements are two years of social 

science, including one year of U.S. history, or U.S. history and government, four years of 

English, three years of math (algebra, geometry and intermediate algebra), two years of 
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laboratory science (one biological and one physical, both must have laboratory instruction), two 

years in the same foreign language (subject to waiver for applicants demonstrating equivalent 

competence) one year of visual and performing arts (art, dance, drama/theater, or music), one 

year of electives, selected from English, advanced mathematics, social science, history, 

laboratory science, foreign language, visual and performing arts or other courses approved and 

by the CSU system.  

The CSU system uses an “Eligibility Index” which combines students’ GPA with their 

SAT/ACT scores. A 3.0 and above GPA qualifies students automatically; students with a GPA 

below 3.0 need a higher SAT/ACT composite score to gain entrance. Students who neither 

graduated from a California high school nor are a resident of California for tuition purposes, 

need a minimum index of 3502 (SAT) or 842 (ACT). Graduates of secondary schools in foreign 

countries must be judged to have academic preparation and abilities equivalent to applicants 

eligible under this section (CSUN University Catalog, 2016). After gaining entrance to CSUN, 

students must then audition in order to be accepted into the Department of Music and Jazz 

Department programs. This process involves a prescreening audition submitted via video and/or 

audio and a “live” callback audition (CSU Northridge Jazz website, 2016; Harris, 2016). 

CSUN Jazz Ensembles and Performance Activities 

CSUN has multiple jazz ensembles in which students are placed according to their 

performance during beginning-of-the-semester live auditions. CSUN has three jazz big bands: 

the flagship CSUN Jazz “A” Band, the Studio Jazz Ensemble (also known as the “B” band), and 

the Jazz Lab Band (called the “C” band). The CSUN Jazz “A” and “B” bands are routine winners 

at the regionally prominent Reno and Monterey Next Generation Jazz Festivals. The CSUN Jazz 

“B” band is one of the few if not the only “number two” bands from a university to win the top 
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award for 4-year college jazz big bands at the Reno Jazz Festival in recent years (University of 

Nevada, Reno website: “Reno Jazz Festival: 2016 Winners,” 2016; Pratt, 2016). CSUN also has 

Latin Jazz Ensemble, an avant-garde jazz ensemble called the NuVeau Art Ensemble, a 

commercial music ensemble, and multiple student combos. In addition to the various weekly and 

semesterly performances on and off campus, CSUN combos as well as the large ensembles 

regularly participate in and often win awards at the Reno and Monterey Next Generation Jazz 

Festivals. In 2010, a small jazz combo of CSUN students won both the Reno and Monterey Next 

Generation Jazz Festivals in the same year and subsequently performed at the 53
rd

 Annual 

Monterey Jazz Festival (Brell, 2010; Music Industry Network News, 2010). CSUN also sends 

student ensembles on regional recruiting tours. This author participated in such a tour of 

California in 2010 (San Joaquin Valley Jazz Festival website, 2016) and recorded an album for 

CSU Northridge Jazz entitled Intersection that same year. CSUN usually records one or two 

albums per year, and the Jazz Department usually record at least one album every two years. The 

university’s ensembles are frequently used as backing ensembles for major events in the VPAC 

and other regional performances such as Thelonious Monk Competition concerts. During the 

2008 Thelonious Monk Competition, this author appeared with the Jazz “A” Band as they 

performed music written by the Monk Competition Composition winner and CSUN alumnus 

Sherisse Rogers (Thelonious Monk Institute of Jazz website, 2016) at the Kodak Theater in 

Hollywood, CA. 

History of the Jazz Studies Program at CSUN 

Introduction and Early History 

The jazz program at CSUN has a rich history. CSUN was among the first universities on 

the west coast of the United States to establish a collegiate jazz ensemble with a national profile 



14 

 

(Leach, 2016; Pratt, 2016). CSUN’s Jazz “A” Band, has been in existence in one form or another 

since 1963, and this ensemble has developed into a jazz powerhouse that has made CSUN 

arguably one of the premier places to study jazz on America’s west coast since the 1970s (Leach, 

2016; Pratt, 2016). In 1963, San Fernando Valley State College Music Department Chair Dr. 

Clarence Wiggins hired Professor Robert Delwarte, then a teacher at a local high school who had 

experience in jazz, to launch SFVSC’s first jazz band. Dr. Wiggins had the foresight to recognize 

the value of teaching jazz in a period when jazz was still struggling to break into higher 

education and earn respectability as an academic discipline worthy of serious study. According 

to Joel Leach, Dr. Wiggins’s decision to support jazz education was bold since it came a mere 18 

years after Dr. Eugene Hall established the nation’s first accredited jazz band, the “Stage Band” 

at North Texas State University (Leach, 2016).  

After being hired at SFVSC, Professor Delwarte built a “little big band” which usually 

included 2 or 3 trumpets, 2 or 3 trombones, 3 or 4 saxophones, and a rhythm section (Leach, 

2016). He made the inconsistent instrumentation work by encouraging ensemble members to 

compose and arrange music for the band. The timing for establishing a collegiate jazz band in the 

region was fortuitous because the 1960s Los Angeles studio recording scene was healthy and the 

demand for studio musicians drove the demand for vocational training in jazz and popular styles 

among young music students (Leach, 2016). As interest in the SFVSC jazz band grew, Leach, a 

highly significant and influential figure in jazz education, was hired in 1969 to establish and run 

a second band (the “B” Band). Leach left his position teaching jazz and percussion at Texas Tech 

University in Lubbock, Texas and joined the faculty at SFVSC. Midway through the 1969-1970 

academic year, Delwarte stepped down from teaching jazz at the school and Leach assumed 
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leadership of the “A” Band. Leach subsequently hired a series of part-time musicians with jazz 

writing and/or performing experience to run the “B” Band (Leach, 2016).  

The Joel Leach Era 

The hiring of Leach marked a key turning point in the history of jazz education at CSUN, 

and he would ultimately propel the CSUN jazz program to national acclaim. Leach guided the 

CSUN jazz ensembles through a critical period in the historical development of jazz education at 

CSUN and in the United States of America in general. Leach always held his jazz students 

accountable to the highest possible standards in terms of professionalism and musicianship, thus 

forging a respectable reputation for CSUN’s jazz program and establishing a key aspect of the 

culture of jazz education at CSUN which endures and is upheld to this day (Pratt, 2016). Under 

Leach’s direction, CSUN’s Jazz “A” Band achieved national acclaim. From 1972 onward the 

“A” Band was considered one of the top four college jazz bands in the United States along with 

North Texas State (now the University of North Texas), the University of Miami, and the 

Eastman School of Music. (Leach, 2016). It is not an overstatement to rank CSUN among the 

nation’s top institutions for jazz education. The history of the CSUN jazz program compellingly 

illustrates the validity of CSUN’s status as a top jazz school.  

In 1972, Leach’s Jazz “A” Band won the First Place award at the regionally significant 

Pacific Coast Collegiate Jazz Festival. At the time the festival was hosted at CSUN, but it 

relocated to University of California, Berkeley circa 1973 (Leach 2016; Pratt, 2016). The “A” 

Band performed at the event’s closing concert with guest soloists Kai Winding, Frank Rosolino, 

Cat Anderson, and Gary Burton (Leach, 2016).  Some believed that Leach’s band was 

comparable to many professional bands at the time. SFVSC’s “A” Band’s achievement led to 
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increased word-of-mouth recognition for the school and contributed to an influx of students. 

(Leach, 2016).  

The CSUN Jazz “A” Band began to travel and earn national acclaim, elevating the image 

of the music department and the university overall, which coincided with a proverbial golden age 

of expansion for the university. During the mid 1970s, CSUN was one of the fastest growing 

colleges in the United States. The Department of Music grew to include more than 650 music 

majors, resulting in the creation of a total of four complete big bands. Even with four ensembles, 

there were enough additional musicians left over to justify adding a fifth band, though Leach 

maintained only four large bands. Due to the large number of students competing to perform in 

the school’s big bands and jazz combos, auditions often lasted five or six hours, even when 

divided into saxes, trumpets, trombones, and rhythm section instruments (Leach, 2016). Another 

result of the Pacific Coast Collegiate Jazz Festival victory was that Leach’s band was invited on 

an all-expenses-paid trip to perform at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in 

Washington, D.C., under the auspices of the American College Jazz Festival (ACJF). The ACJF 

furnished Leach’s band with the legendary saxophonist Oliver Nelson, who performed as the 

featured guest artist with the ensemble (Leach, 2016). 

Throughout the Joel Leach era, from 1972-1995, the band continued to compete at the 

Pacific Coast Collegiate Jazz Festival. Festival administrators eventually suggested, half-

jokingly, that the CSUN jazz band should only participate in the festival every other year in 

order to give other ensembles a chance to win. As a result of this suggestion, coupled with 

increasing financial pressures, CSUN’s jazz ensemble eventually only participated in the festival 

every other year. Notably, Leach never lost a single Pacific Coast Collegiate Jazz Festival 

competition with his band (Leach, 2016; Pratt, 2016).  
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Also during the seminal year of 1972, the CSUN Jazz “A” Band recorded the album Time 

Check. Leach commissioned the Don Menza composition “Time Check” for the album. CSUN’s 

initial recording of “Time Check” received widespread national radio airplay, and the Jazz “A” 

Band’s recording inspired Buddy Rich and Louie Bellson to follow CSUN’s lead and record the 

song with their own big bands. “Time Check” subsequently entered the standard collegiate and 

professional big band repertory (Leach, 2016; Pratt, 2016). Another highly notable Leach-era 

CSUN jazz recording is the album Dizzyland, which was recorded live over the course of a 

single concert on campus without the need for any editing whatsoever (Leach, 2016). Additional 

significant events during the Leach era include a 1980s CSUN Jazz “A” Band victory at a 

national competition established by the Disney Corporation, which resulted in an all-expenses 

paid trip to perform at Disney World in Orlando, Florida. The “A” Band also began to tour 

internationally under Leach’s direction. Tours included trips to Japan in 1985, Australia in 1987, 

and Denmark, Sweden, and Finland in 1990 (Leach, 2016). 

During his tenure at CSUN, Leach was also involved in jazz education at the national 

level through his involvement in the National Association of Jazz Educators (NAJE), which was 

the predecessor of the International Association of Jazz Educators (IAJE) organization. Leach 

was elected president of the NAJE in 1978 for a two-year term. Significantly, beginning in about 

1973, Leach assumed responsibility for NAJE’s New Music Reviews, which appeared in the 

NAJE’s monthly membership magazine. All the nation’s jazz music publishers sent copies of 

each year’s new releases to Leach to be evaluated. Leach used this as an opportunity to 

strengthen the “A” Band’s reading skills by having the band read each and every chart that 

arrived, which totaled several hundred each year. All charts were sight-read at performance 

tempo in order to accurately assess their level of difficulty. The results of the band’s readings 
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appeared in each edition of the NAJE/IAJE membership magazine. Since the CSUN band’s 

participation was always acknowledged, eventually every jazz educator who was a member of 

the NAJE, and later the IAJE, knew of the CSUN jazz band (Leach, 2016). Subsequently, as 

CSUN became increasingly recognized as a key ensemble in assessing newly published big band 

jazz charts, a handful of the country’s major jazz music publishers began hiring the “A” Band 

annually to record their newly issued charts. These recordings were distributed to every jazz 

band director in the United States, again with acknowledgement of the CSUN band’s 

participation, which further elevated the national profile of jazz education at CSUN. Leach 

handled the massive influx of new charts his band had to read through on a regular basis by 

skipping repeated sections. Sometimes Leach’s band would read as many as twenty-seven new 

arrangements during a single two-hour rehearsal (Leach, 2016). In addition to increasing national 

exposure for the band, this regimen of constant sight-reading contributed greatly to the 

improvement of the ensemble members’ musicianship skills and helped prepare the student 

musicians for the grueling and unforgiving realities of working in the commercial recording 

industry. To emphasize the importance of these fundamental skills, Leach initiated the practice 

of regularly having his band sight-read a composition during every on-campus concert. This 

tradition entertained audiences as well as ensemble members who appreciated the ensemble’s 

ability to successfully navigate any piece of big band music that was placed in front of them 

(Leach, 2016; Pratt, 2016). 

Joel Leach was also heavily involved in the founding of the NAJE’s stand-alone 

convention, which the NAJE resolved to establish in December of 1974. Leach planned and 

hosted the inaugural convention at CSUN in January of 1976. Jazz educators from across the 

country traveled to Northridge to attend the first NAJE convention which was held in the CSUN 
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Music building (later renamed “Cypress Hall”) and the Drama building (later renamed “Nordhoff 

Hall”) (Leach, 2016). The inaugural NAJE convention showcased some of the most prominent 

jazz musicians in Los Angeles, including Carmen McRae, Gerald Wilson, and Louie Bellson, as 

well as jazz trumpeter and actor Jack Sheldon who performed with the “A” Band (Leach, 2016; 

Pratt, 2016). 

Leach made a point of having his band perform with famous guest artists such as Steve 

Allen (the originator of the NBC Tonight Show), and famed actor Wilford Brimley in order to 

introduce their fans to the CSUN ensemble. Additional notable guest artists that performed with 

the CSUN band during Leach’s tenure include Don Menza, Louie Bellson, Gregg Bissonette, and 

Bill Watrous, among others. Leach also notably incorporated surprise into his guest-artist 

performances by featuring guest artists who were not announced to the musicians or audience 

beforehand (Leach, 2016). The tradition of featuring prominent guest artists with the CSUN jazz 

ensembles is one which endures today. Notable guest artists of the past 8 years include Chris 

Potter, Dave Douglas, Neil Peart, and John Beasley, among many others (Pratt, 2016). 

 Leach also witnessed the introduction of for-credit jazz and non-traditional music courses 

during his time at CSUN. In the late 1970s, a new Studio Music degree option was created. The 

intention was to offer vocational to prepare students for careers in the Los Angeles recording 

industry. Studio Music students took two years each of classical jazz applied lessons. Courses 

and ensembles offered to fulfill the Studio Music option degree requirements included jazz 

combos, a jazz vocal ensemble, and a Studio Orchestra modeled after the recording industry’s 

standard instrumentation at the time. The studio orchestra worked with guest artists such as 

Henry Mancini and David Foster. The Studio Music Option existed until the mid 1980s, by 

which time it was discontinued due to declining job opportunities for musicians in Los Angeles’s 
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recording industry at the time (Leach, 2016). Leach’s curriculum, his leadership of the CSUN 

jazz ensembles, his association with the NAJE and IAJE, and his efforts in establishing a 

national and international profile for the jazz program at CSUN paved the way for the eventual 

creation of a full jazz studies degree option at the university. 

Matt Harris and the Creation of a Full Jazz Studies Degree Option 

In 1995, Leach retired from his role as director of the “A” Band in order to shift his focus 

to the establishment of the Music Industry Studies program at CSUN. At this time, the seasoned 

and influential pianist, composer, arranger, and jazz pedagogue Matt Harris was hired and given 

the task of establishing a comprehensive jazz studies major degree program. Harris also assumed 

leadership of the “A” Band. He has been the Jazz Department Chair ever since, with the addition 

later on of Gary Pratt as Co-Chair. There were a few semesters when Pratt ran the department 

and the top small and large jazz ensembles while Harris was on sabbatical. Later on, John 

Daversa also directed the “A” band before accepting a position at the University of Miami’s 

Frost School of Music. Daversa greatly contributed to the emphasis on creative music during his 

time at CSUN (Pratt, 2016; Harris, 2016). Well known and respected by many high school and 

collegiate jazz programs nationwide as an influential big band arranger and jazz piano and jazz 

arranging pedagogue, Harris played a significant role in updating the CSUN jazz curriculum and 

establishing a full-time degree-track program which would allow music students to major and 

earn a bachelor’s degree in jazz studies. Continuing the traditions established by Leach, Harris 

and his colleague Pratt have guided CSUN jazz ensembles to numerous victories at regional jazz 

festivals, including the Reno Jazz Festival-winning “B” Band of 2016 and the Monterey Next 

Generation Jazz Festival-winning “A” Band of 2010. Harris and Pratt have also continued the 

tradition of taking CSUN ensembles on regional and international tours as well as the tradition of 
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regularly releasing albums featuring CSUN jazz ensembles and original music composed by 

CSUN jazz students (Pratt, 2016; Harris, 2016). 

Gary Pratt’s Influence 

Pratt is a long-time CSUN faculty member and influential jazz educator who merits 

further discussion. Pratt is also an important figure in the history of jazz education at CSUN. An 

alumnus of Joel Leach’s Jazz “A” Band (1975-1979), Pratt joined the CSUN faculty in 1982 

after having earned his master’s degree from the California Institute of the Arts. Upon his hiring, 

Pratt immediately assumed directorship of the “B” Band. He retained his directorship of the 

ensemble for more than three decades, while also serving at various times as director and 

conductor of the CSUN “C” Band, the Marching Band, the Concert Band, Orchestra, and 

numerous small groups, including the NuVeau Art Ensemble.  

Pratt played a significant role in shaping the culture, pedagogy, and aesthetic of jazz 

education at CSUN during his long tenure at the university (Pratt, 2016; Harris, 2016; Leach, 

2016). He has taught private bass lessons as well as core jazz course such as the upper level 

advanced jazz musicianship course for many years at CSUN. Many current and former students, 

including this author, assert that Pratt exerts a formative influence on his students both 

personally and professionally. Pratt is openly vocal about his dedication to his mentees and his 

student-centric approach to pedagogy (CSUN Today website:  “CSUN’s Jazz Studies Program 

Continues to Capture the Spotlight at Home and Abroad,” 2016). Pratt has worked determinedly 

over the years to help make the CSUN jazz program into a modern, diverse, and highly 

competitive hub for jazz education in America. His work is often not readily visible to anyone 

outside the jazz department, yet he plays a key role in the smooth operation of the program. 

Pratt’s personal touch as a mentor and educator also greatly contributes to the community-based 
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culture of learning which characterizes the CSUN Jazz Department. As just one example of Gary 

Pratt’s penchant for working tirelessly for the benefit of his students and his program, he 

essentially singlehandedly organized, arranged funding for, and accompanied a student ensemble 

during a 10-day regional recruiting tour of California in 2010 while still fulfilling all of his other 

professional responsibilities. In addition to providing a valuable educational experience for the 

student group, the benefits of this and similar recruiting tours in terms of raising the regional 

respectability and visibility of the CSUN jazz program are still observable to this day (Pratt, 

2016). 

Influence of the CSUN Jazz Program and Notable Alumni 

The influence of the CSUN jazz program is observable both regionally and nationally. 

Some of the significant contributions CSUN faculty members have made to jazz education in the 

United States are discussed above. Additionally, at the regional level, the CSUN Jazz “A” Band 

provided vocational training in jazz music for countless musicians who went on to have 

successful careers working in the jazz, pop, classical, and commercial music industries in 

Southern California and beyond (Pratt, 2016; Leach, 2016). Former students have gone on to 

become influential musical figures on the national level as well, and many CSUN alumni have 

gone on to pursue graduate degrees at prestigious intuitions outside of Southern California, 

including New York University, the Manhattan School of Music, the Eastman School of Music, 

and the University of Miami’s Frost School of Music (Pratt, 2016).  

CSUN has a robust body of significant alumni. A brief list of some of the most notable 

alumni of CSUN might include Tom Scott (saxophonist), Gordon Goodwin (composer, 

saxophonist, pianist, and director of the Big Phat Band), George Stone (composer, trumpeter, and 

college educator), Ed Arkin (television/film composer, producer, and guitarist), David Caffey 
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(composer and college educator), Matt Catingub (conductor of the Hawaii Pops orchestra), Mike 

Elizondo (record producer and bassist), Grant Geissman (television composer and guitarist), 

Trey Henry (studio bassist and composer), Karl Hunter (of Big Bad Voodoo Daddy), Randy 

Kerber (studio keyboardist), Glen Marhevka (of Big Bad Voodoo Daddy), Brian Miller 

(Hollywood contractor and percussionist), Kim Pensyl (keyboardist and composer), Gary Pratt 

(college educator and bassist), Freddie Ravel (keyboard artist), Eric Reed (pianist recording 

artist), Maia Sharp (pop songwriter), Andrew Surmani, (college educator and book author), Dave 

Tull (drummer presently with Barbra Streisand). Leeland Sklar (electric bass guitarist featured 

on over 2000 recording sessions), James Fortune (gospel singer), Kentaro Soto (composer), 

Kalani Das (percussionist), Andy Weiner (jazz musician), and Sherisse Rogers (the 2008 

Thelonious Monk Institute of Jazz Composition Competition Winner), in addition to countless 

other professional studio musicians in the Los Angeles recording industry from the 1960s to the 

present day (Leach, 2016, Pratt, 2016; Harris, 2016). 

CSUN’s history of jazz education combined with its competitive edge, student-centric 

educational philosophy, tightly-knit jazz community, healthy endowment, legions of highly 

successful alumni, and accessibility as an affordable and centrally-located public, state-

subsidized university in Southern California all point to the likelihood that the CSUN jazz 

program will continue to flourish and exert an influence on jazz education both regionally and 

nationally for years to come. 
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Addendum 1: California State University, Northridge Jazz Major Course 

Requirements 

1. Lower Division Required Courses (37 units) 
MUS 110A Keyboard Musicianship I (1) 

MUS 110B Keyboard Musicianship II (1) 

MUS 112/L Musicianship II and Lab (1/1) 

MUS 191/L Fundamentals of Music Technology and Lab (2/1) 

MUS 201 Style/Literature of Western Music I (3) 

MUS 202 Style/Literature of Western Music II (3)  

MUS 210AJ Keyboard Musicianship IV: Jazz (1) 

MUS 210BJ Keyboard Musicianship IV: Jazz (1) 

MUS 211/L Musicianship III and Lab (1/1) 

MUS 212/L Musicianship IV and Lab (1/1) 

MUS 213 Harmony I (3) 

MUS 214 Harmony II (3)  

MUS 311J/L Musicianship V: Jazz and Lab (1/1) 

MUS 312J/L Musicianship VI: Jazz and Lab (1/1) 

Individual Lessons (2-2) 

Ensembles (4) 

2. Upper Division Required Courses (9 units) 
MUS 307 Music from a Global Perspective (3) 

MUS 316 Musical Analysis (3) 

MUS 483ME/L Music Entrepreneurship and Lab (1/1) 

MUS 495 Recital/Senior Project (1) 

3. Jazz Studies Option Requirements (33 units) 
MUS 302 Jazz History (2) 

MUS 319A Jazz Improvisation III (1) 

MUS 319B Jazz Improvisation IV (1) 

MUS 317A Jazz Arranging I (2) 

MUS 317B Jazz Arranging II (3) 

Individual Lessons (12) 

Ensembles (12) 

4. General Education (48 units) 
Undergraduate students must complete 48 units of General Education 

The following 9 units of Music courses count for GE: MUS 191/L, MUS 202 and MUS 307 

Total Units in the Major/Option: 79 

General Education Units: 39 (Additional Units: 2) 

 

Total Units Required for the B.M. Degree: 120 

 

Source: CSU Northridge Jazz website. “Curriculum and Ensembles.” Retrieved September 09,  

2016, from http://www.csunjazz.com/curriculum-and-ensembles 
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Addendum 2: MUS 219A - Improvisation I Course Syllabus 

Course Objective: 
Learn specific chord/scale relationships and fundamental techniques for improvisation 

including melodic development and idiomatic phrasing. Ear training skills (playing by 

ear) will also be emphasized. 

Text: 
“A Creative Approach to Jazz Improvisation” by Scott Reeves 

Course Outline: 
1. Pentatonics (over major, minor, 7th chords) (Footprints/Equinox & Little Sunflower) 

2. Modes Dorian mode, Bebop scale (A. So What (Dorian Mode) In-depth analysis of 

Mile’s solo from “Kind of Blue”, F play Mile’s solo). 

3. II-V-I Introduction to Dorian, Mixolydian, Ionian modes. A. Pent-up House Clifford 

Brown’s solo 

4. Blues (Blues Scale) (A. Things Ain’t What They Used To Be B. Sunny Moon for Two 

C. Now’s the Time D. Blues Walk E. Tenor Madness F. Lester Leaps In) 

5. Altered scales: Use of melodic minor scales. Lydian Dominant, Super Locrian (Altered 

Scale) (A. Autumn Leaves B. All the Things You Are C. There Will Never Be Another 

You D. Solar) 

A solo transcription will be due mid-term. The solo will consist of a minimum of 4 choruses of 

blues or 2 choruses of a standard 32 bar form (approximately 50-70 bars). You may write 

out the solo (optional) or memorize it (optional). You must be able to perform the 

transcribed solo along with the original recording. 

Grade Components: 
Assignments – 25 percent (Weekly performance including written assignments) 

Mid-Term – 25 percent (Playing exam covering materials from the first 8 weeks) 

Final – 25 percent (Playing and written exam to encompass material from the entire 

semester) 

Transcriptions – 25 percent (see “solo transcription” ) 

Attendance Policy: 
Grade will be lowered 1/3 for every class missed over 10 percent of the total number of 

classes. You are allowed 3 “absents” before your grade will be affected. Class begins 

precisely at the top of the hour! You will be graded “absent” if you are more than 5 

minutes late at the beginning of class or if you are consistently 1 to 5 minutes late (more 

than 5 times). Have your instrument out, warmed up and ready to play at the beginning of 

class! 

Source: CSU Northridge Jazz website. “Curriculum and Ensembles: MUS 219A – Improvisation   

I.” Retrieved September 09, 2016, from http://www.csunjazz.com/curriculum-and-

ensembles/mus-219a-improvisation-i 
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Addendum 3: MUS 311J - Jazz Musicianship V Course Syllabus 

Course Objective: 
Advanced level ear training with emphasis on “commercial” harmonic and melodic 

progressions. Interpreting and writing lead sheets for practical use on gigs. 

Ear Training Exercises to Cover: 
Basic intervals, chords (maj, min, aug, dim) 

Compound intervals Chord types: major 7, minor 7, dominant 7, major 9, minor 9 

Sus chords: Sus 7, 9, 13 

Chords Associated With Modes: 
Ionaian, Dorian, Phrygian, Mixolydian, Aeolian Composing original songs based on each 

mode. 

Diatonic Chord Progressions 
Bass lines 

ii-V-I Progressions 

Common ii-V resolutions to I 

Chromatic ii-V’s 

Non-Diatonic chord progressions: Common key centers not related to I. 

Grades Will Be Calculated as Follows: 
25 percent – Weekly assignments: Lead sheets of transcribed pop tunes due every Friday. 

25 percent – Quizzes: Ear training quiz given every Friday emphasizing different aspects 

of “listening”. ie. Bass lines, intervals, chords, chord progressions. Melody with 

harmony. 

25 percent – Transcriptions*: 5 Due Each Semester (one every 3 weeks) 

25 percent – Final Cumulative ear training final 

Attendance Policy: 
Grade will be lowered 1/3 for every class missed over 10 percent of the total number of 

classes. (You are allowed 4 “absents” before your grade will be affected). 

*Each transcription will be a minimum or 4 choruses of blues or 2 choruses of a 32 bar tune. The 

transcription must be written legibly on manuscript paper with chord changes. A CD or 

cassette must accompany all transcriptions. Be prepared to play and discuss all aspects of 

each solo transcription including melodic development, scales, modes, rhythm, etc. 

Week 
1 Review basic intervals and chord types. 

2 Pop Tune#1 Lead Sheet Due 

3 Pop Tune #2 Lead Sheet Due 

4 First Transcription Due 

5 Pop Tune #3 Lead Sheet Due 

6 Second Transcription Due 
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7 Pop Tune #4 Lead Sheet Due 

8 Pop Tune #5 Lead Sheet Due 

9 Third Transcription Due 

10 Pop Tune #6 Lead Sheet Due 

11 Pop Tune #7 Lead Sheet Due 

12 Fourth Transcription Due 

13 Pop Tune #8 Lead Sheet Due 

14 Pop Tune #9 Lead Sheet Due 

15 Fifth, Final Transcription Due 

Source: CSU Northridge Jazz website. “Curriculum and Ensembles: MUS 311J – Jazz 

Musicianship V.” Retrieved September 09, 2016, from 

http://www.csunjazz.com/curriculum-and-ensembles/mus-311j-jazz-musicianship-v 

 


