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One of the greatest joys I have had as a music educator is being able to 
conduct and rehearse ensembles across the country, and in recent years across the 
globe.  One of the many things I have learned from these wonderful experiences is 
that regardless of where the ensemble is or what language the musicians speak, the 
process of making music is universally joyful, and the people involved truly are special 
in every way.  I have so much respect for music teachers and the students they teach 
because being a band director is REALLY challenging!  We are often working with 
large groups of people, all playing different instruments, many at varying levels of 
ability, some with special needs, and the subject matter is complex, usually requiring a 
good deal of time working on the details before it becomes enjoyable to hear in 
performance.  And when we perform, it is the teacher/conductor who bears the 
responsibility for whatever the resulting performance will be - good, bad or ugly.  That 
typically means that with each concert we place the entirety of our professional 
reputation in the hands of a bunch of adolescents! 
 
 The fact that we do this willingly and repeatedly speak volumes about our 
drive, determination, love of the music and our students, and perhaps…our sanity!  As 
I see it, anything we can do to help our ensembles play better is worth considering.  
This small e-Book is a collection of things I have learned, tried with real ensembles, 
and found they worked in many situations, regardless of age, level of experience or 
nationality.  If you find just one thing that helps your band play better, then I will feel 
that creating this resource for you was well worth the effort. 
 
 There are certainly far more than just 20 ways to make your band sound better, 
just as there are probably more than 50 ways to leave your lover!  (You will have to 
contact Paul Simon for help with that…).  But for the purposes of this eBook I am 
limiting it to this select list of tried and true rehearsal techniques so you can read it, try 
it and hopefully have a successful result immediately. 
 
1) Before rehearsal begins    11) Intonation 
2) Starting the rehearsal    12) Expression 
3) Warm up techniques    13) Alternative rehearsal  
4) Sight-reading     14) Variety 
5) Seating placement     15) Music Selection 
6) Posture      16) Percussion 
7) Tone quality     17) Conducting 
8) Balance      18) Acoustics 
9) Breathing      19) Outreach 
10) Phrasing      20) Collaboration 
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1. Before Rehearsal Begins 
 

 A successful rehearsal begins long before the musicians arrive.  Because we 
need to be a good role model, it is important that we have thoroughly prepared for 
whatever comes our way. Preparation is key, so let’s think about all the ways we 
should prepare. 

 
Ø Schedule every minute of the rehearsal time and stick to it! Know exactly how 

many minutes you plan to spend on each element of rehearsal (warm up, sight-
reading, announcements, tuning, etc.) as well as the amount of time allocated 
to each piece you plan to rehearse. 

Ø Save valuable time by introducing and practicing procedures on your first 
rehearsal of the year so everyone understands your expectations, and knows 
exactly what they are to do, when to do it, and how prepare. 

Ø Post all announcements where everyone can access them so you don’t need to 
waste time reading them. 

Ø Post the schedule of the day’s rehearsal so everyone knows the order of 
events, the pieces and measures on which you plan to focus, what the warm up 
is going to be, and the main goal for that rehearsal so everyone is on the same 
page. 

Ø Decide how you plan to teach the things that may be challenging, and have 
multiple ways of addressing each item so you have backup plans if your first 
method or technique doesn’t work. 

Ø Practice conducting your music and make notes for cues or elements of the 
score you want to be sure not to miss.  It may be helpful to use small post-it 
notes everywhere in the score where something requires your attention, and as 
each of those problem areas become successfully mastered by the ensemble, 
you can remove the post-it note with the goal of having none left by the night 
of the performance. 

Ø Distribute any music or other supplies to each chair or music stand prior to 
rehearsal so every player arrives at their designated area with everything they 
need, alleviating the need to take time distributing materials during rehearsal. 

Ø Teach the ensemble how to return music or other papers by passing theirs to 
the player on their right, and that person placing theirs on top and passing to 
the player on THEIR right until all materials are on the side of the room where 
they can easily be collected by one student. 

Ø Prepare the room for rehearsal by organizing the chairs and stands so they are 
in the proper configuration with appropriate spacing, and so the overall 
appearance reflects pride and professionalism. 
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Ø Consider the appearance of the room itself.  If it is cluttered, unattractive or 
otherwise reflects negatively on your ensemble, organize a group of the 
musicians to improve its appearance. 

Ø Greet the students at the door so they know you are happy to see them.  
Developing a good rapport off the podium can pay dividends when you are in 
the midst of rehearsal. 

Ø Have music playing, perhaps of a piece you plan to rehearse or another piece 
by a composer you are studying. 

Ø Provide tuners and allow time for students to warm up and tune individually. 
Ø Make sure instrument storage areas are organized and accessible. 
Ø Plan ahead on how you want to end the rehearsal.  Make it positive and 

inspiring, and by all means – end on time! 
Ø Be sure to plan some time to have fun.  It doesn’t need to be more than a few 

seconds here or there, but have a quick story you want to tell, or a 
congratulatory message you can announce about one of the ensemble 
members, or a short video you want to share.  Sneak this in after an intense 
part of the rehearsal. 
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2. Starting the Rehearsal 
 

 The first few seconds on the podium will set the tone for everything that 
follows.  If you have planned and prepared before rehearsal starts, then you can begin 
with more confidence and less stress.  Here are a few things I like to do: 
 

Ø Start with music rather than talking.  If your announcements and plan of action 
are posted you don’t need to do anything but step up to the podium and 
conduct!   

Ø My ensembles always know how I want them to warm up on their own, tune 
and prepare for rehearsal.  Part of that is knowing that when I step on the 
podium they will become silent, and the first gesture will be a designated 
tuning note they will all play. This allows the rehearsal to start without trying to 
get everyone’s attention by shouting, clapping or glaring at everyone.  You 
just….start! 

Ø Whatever you like to do as a warm up should be done now.  If you are using a 
chorale I recommend not playing the exact same one every day.  You might 
consider a collection of chorales that are in the keys of the pieces you intend to 
rehearse on any given day. 

Ø The beginning of the rehearsal is also a time for the students to display 
professionalism by giving their full attention to the conductor, using their best 
posture, and playing with their best sound. 

Ø Whatever your standard operating procedure is for the beginning of rehearsal, 
be sure to build-in some variety while maintaining the protocol.  High 
expectations and a specific routine allow ensemble members to gain a sense 
of pride and belonging that is a significant part of what makes coming to your 
rehearsal an important and joyful part of their day. 
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3. Warm Up 
 

 Every ensemble and conductor has their own feeling about what a good warm 
up should be.  Some are very brief and involve a tuning note and off you go!  Others 
are complex, lengthy and quite regimented.  My feelings are that warm up time is a 
rather personal choice for the conductor to decide what works best for them and their 
ensemble.  Here are some things to consider regarding warm up time: 
 

Ø Many band directors like to use chorales as a warm up, and as previously 
mentioned, I think it wise to change it up now and then. 

Ø Warm up time allows the band to find its tone and balance center, finish their 
tuning process, get the fingers and chops ready for rehearsal, and get into the 
proper mindset and excited about the day’s rehearsal. 

Ø My preferred warm up is to use a portion of the performance music to 
accomplish these things.  This requires programming a piece that has all of the 
elements of a good warm up that I want to use for a few weeks.  By using part 
of a performance piece you are saving time by rehearsing while warming up. 

Ø Warm up is also the time to review concepts you plan to use during that 
rehearsal.  This could be a rhythm that is challenging, a style that needs 
attention, or a key signature that requires more time to get under the fingers 
and deal with the specific intonation issues that key presents. 

Ø Using your warm up wisely can save you valuable time and set your students 
up for success later in the rehearsal. 

Ø Remember that there is important music to rehearse, so don’t get so caught up 
in warm up time that you spend an inordinate amount of time warming up and 
precious little time actually rehearsing the music! 
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4. Sight-Reading 
 

 I have found that reading a piece at the beginning of every rehearsal (okay – 
that may not be entirely possible, but as often as you can) helps to develop this very 
important skill.  This means playing a complete piece (or designated part of a large 
piece) without stopping.  If done well, this can be a real highlight of every rehearsal. 
 

Ø Give some thought to what you are sight-reading with your ensemble.  It 
makes sense to read less difficult pieces at the beginning of the year, and give 
the students more challenging music as the year progresses. 

Ø Teach the S.T.A.R.S. concepts used in the SOUND SIGHT-READING method 
book (Alfred Music 2020): 

 1.  Signatures (time and key)—How many beats per measure? What kind of note 
  receives one beat? What notes in this line are affected by the key  
  signature?  
       2. Tempo (and other expressive markings)—How fast and with what character 
  should the music be played?  
 3. Accidentals—Where do they occur and for how long before returning to the  
  “normal” (diatonic) note(s)?  
 4. Rhythms—Are there any complex rhythms I need to figure out? How will I  
  count rhythmic subdivisions?  
 5. Signs (repeats, endings, segno, coda, etc.)—What is the “roadmap” for this  
  piece? 
 

Ø If students are having difficulties, break down the challenging elements to 
master the rhythms or notes in bite-sized pieces. 

Ø Look for patterns since most music involves some level of repetition. 
Ø If terminology is an issue, make sure your students have access to a glossary of 

musical terms. 
Ø Always look for something new or different in the music as anything fitting that 

description (a rhythm, key, melody, texture, or accidental) should be 
emphasized.  

Ø Consider using SOUND SIGHT-READING with your band for 5 minutes per 
day. Not only does the book teach music reading using the same methodology 
we all used when learning to read words, but the concepts taught in the book 
will save you far more time in your upcoming rehearsals.  

Ø As the band gets better at this, their confidence will grow, and they will be able 
to use this skill every day as they work on different pieces of music throughout 
their playing careers.  Being able to read music better will save students from 
becoming frustrated, and will save you a great deal of time. Since you won’t 
need to work on notes and rhythms as much, you can work more on balance, 
blend and expression. 
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5. Seating Placement 
 

 It is fascinating to know that so many band directors, when asked why they 
organize the seating of the instruments as they do in their ensembles, will say it is 
either because that was the way their high school band director did it, or the way their 
college band director did it.  While it is entirely possible that both of these models 
may be perfect for some concert bands, my experience indicates otherwise.  Many of 
the difficulties students have during rehearsals and performances can be mitigated 
with a bit of adjustment as to where they sit within the ensemble.   
 
 My college band director was Frederick Fennell, and his wind ensemble had a 
very specific seating arrangement using five straight rows placed in a rectangular 
configuration.  Row 1: flute and oboe, 2: clarinet, bass clarinet and bassoon; 3 
saxophone and horn; 4: trumpet and trombone, 5: euphonium and tuba.  Percussion 
was placed to the side of the group toward the back of the ensemble.  Principal 
players were placed in the center of the ensemble, seated next to the principal player 
from the section that shared their row.  The advantages were not only line of sight for 
principal players and the conductor, but the ability for all principal players to tune to 
one another due to their close proximity.  The disadvantages for most bands using 
this configuration involves the very large space it requires, and unless you have a true 
wind ensemble (one on a part), there would be too many people on some of the rows 
to be practical.  But there are some concepts here that I like to incorporate in my 
seating as discussed below. 
 
 There are several important things to consider when determining placement of 
the instruments, including room size, performance area dimensions, lighting, risers, 
directional instruments, hard surfaces and the overall acoustics of the room.   
 
 For me, the “section” of the band where it is most important for each player to 
hear one another is the bass line.  Consequently, if the tubas and low woodwinds are 
not close enough to hear each other well, it will be very difficult for them to play in 
tune with each other.  And if the bass line is out of tune it becomes impossible for the 
rest of the ensemble to play in tune.  I also would like to have this group of bass 
instruments in one area so I can cue them easily. My personal preference is to place 
the tubas in the back row on the outside/front edge of the ensemble to my right (from 
the audience’s perspective) with the low woodwinds in front of them.  If the ensemble 
is large enough that the tubas are crowded, then I would move them into their own 
partial row just behind the rest of the band.  Since bassoon is more difficult to hear I 
would place those players on the front edge of the seating area in front of the tubas, 
with bass clarinet just to the inside, seated next to the bassoon.  If your bassoon 
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section is weak, then I would have them switch places and put the bass clarinet on the 
outside. 
 
 For the brass section, I like to have my euphonium next to the tuba.  If the tuba 
needs to move back a row then the euphonium will be on the outside edge 
immediately in front of the tuba section.  Another place I like the euphonium is next to 
the horns, but that depends on the piece being played; if they have similar parts I 
might consider that.  Yes – I move my players around now and then!  Actually, seating 
within the section is important too, so I will address that at the end of this unit. 
 
 Directional brass instruments are very important to consider with regard to 
placement in the ensemble.  If trombones and trumpets are positioned on the sides of 
the ensemble, their bells are pointed at the conductor but not at the audience.  That 
means that what the conductor is hearing may not be what the audience is hearing.  
Also, if the trumpets and trombones are separated, it becomes very difficult to achieve 
an accurate attack on entrances.  I have found it can be helpful to place the principal 
trumpet and trombone players next to each other toward the middle of the back row.  
That way they can tune to each other and more easily achieve precise entrances. 
 
 The saxophone section often is scored in a way that the baritone saxophone is 
playing with the bass instruments, the tenor is playing with the trombones and 
euphonium, and the altos are playing with the horns.  Consequently I like to place 
them in the same row as the bassoon and bass clarinet with the bari sax next to those 
instruments, followed by the tenor, and the altos in the center of the row.  This allows 
the bari to easily hear the low woodwinds and the tuba, and the tenor to easily hear 
the trombones and euphonium.  Additionally, their placement inside the ensemble 
helps to blend their sound rather than risking an edgy tone as can be the case with 
these instruments. 
 
 It makes sense to me to place the horns next to the alto sax, with the principal 
horn next to the principal alto.  This not only allows these two players to tune to one 
another, but it also places the principal horn to the left of the section (from the player’s 
perspective).  This is important because the direction of the principal horn player’s 
bell is now pointing to the rest of their section, which is a good idea for many reasons!  
In most symphony orchestras the horns are in the back row because they can use the 
hard surface of the wall behind them for projection purposes.  Since bands don’t 
always know what type of performance venue they may encounter, I like to provide my 
own “hard surface” by creating a “horn wall” made of clear plexi-glass, suspended 
from the music stands of the players behind them (usually the trumpet section) by 
hooks attached to the corners of each 2x3 foot sheet. Problem solved!  The horn 
players LOVE hearing themselves (finally!) and I love hearing more horn without the 
players having to force the sound or exhaust themselves.  Note: if your horn section is 
really weak, you may want to forego the horn walls in performance...  You’re welcome. 
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 Clarinets are not directional and can therefore be placed wherever they 
physically fit into the seating arrangement.  If I want to have three rows of clarinets, I 
would place the 3rds to the edge of the stage next to the 3rd trumpets, the 2nds in 
front of the 3rds next to the horns (which keeps your last chair horn player from having 
their bell pointed directly into audience) and the 1st in front of the 2nds.  But there is 
lots of flexibility here and the number of players in each row will dictate what is 
practical.   
 
 I typically place the flute and oboe in the front row, but again, there is also 
much flexibility here since these instruments are not directional either, and the 
number of players in the section needs to be considered.  My preferred seating is to 
have the 1st flute to my left in front of the 1st clarinet, and the 1st oboe to my right in 
front of the 1st bassoon.  This allows me to have all of the sections (think SATB) 
grouped for easy cuing, and all of the principal players in close proximity to at least 
one other principal player.  I will discuss the percussion section separately. 
 
 Earlier in this unit I mentioned moving players within the section.  There are 
some very practical reasons to do this that also provide good educational 
experiences.  I primarily move players for two reasons: 1) to allow students to play 
different parts and present opportunities for several solo players during the concert, 
and 2) to eliminate labeling any student as “last chair.”  We certainly want to 
encourage our top players to be good leaders and musicians, and aspire to “1st chair” 
status, but the band members who are weaker players also need our attention.  Will 
moving the last chair player up into the middle of the section make any difference to 
the overall sound of the band if done on a couple of pieces on the concert?  Probably 
not – but it will make a HUGE difference for that student! 
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6. Posture 
 

 Every band director knows the importance of good posture since it affects 
breathing and tone production.  But it is also important to consider how good posture 
relates to attention span, performance intensity and professionalism.  It is remarkable 
that even given the best of performance chairs, school kids can still find a way to 
slump, recline or crunch themselves into positions that are not only uncomfortable, 
but also antithetical to everything they need to do in order to play well.  Good posture 
makes it easier to play your best. 
 
 Rehearsing with good posture has to become a habit, and this will require 
band directors to insist on it, and be constantly attentive to students reverting back to 
the “slump, crunch and recline.”  Make sure all players have their feet planted on the 
floor, their backs away from the chair, and their center of gravity slightly forward.  They 
should all be able to stand instantly if asked.  Be on the lookout for students hunched 
over or reclining in their seats, elbows tightly held to the body or flying high, or 
crossing of the legs.  Even crossing of the ankles can lead to a more relaxed posture 
that can decrease the energy level in those players, making it harder to stay focused 
during rehearsal.  Good posture for a musician means that no part of the body is 
touching another part of the body.  Other things to consider are instrument specific.   
 

Ø Flutes players need enough space so they can easily hold their instruments 
parallel to the floor, thereby avoiding “flute-droop” with arms draped over the 
back of the chair. 

Ø Make sure the students who play woodwind instruments place their 
mouthpieces on the instrument so their heads can be level.  It is quite common 
to see a saxophone player with their head turned at an awkward angle due to 
the mouthpiece being placed accordingly.   

Ø It is helpful to have the trumpet players not place their right thumbs under the 
lead-pipe as that causes their hand to flatten, which decreases finger mobility 
and pushes the valve stems into the casings causing sluggish valve response..   

Ø The easiest way to teach good right hand horn position is to have students 
extend their hand in a handshake position, then slide their thumb down next to 
their index finger so it forms a “table.”  This table should go into the horn bell 
one inch to the outside of the brace on the bell, supporting the weight of the 
instrument, thereby eliminating the need to balance the bell on the player’s 
knee, which can muffle the sound. 

Ø Be sure trombone players have their bells placed so they can see their music 
and have room in front of them in order to comfortably reach 7th position 
without hitting anything or anyone.  
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Ø Euphonium height can be adjusted by rolling a small towel and placing it on 
the player’s lap under the euphonium. 

Ø Consider using tuba “crutches” for smaller students who may have difficulty 
with the instrument sliding on the chair, or reaching the mouthpiece easily. 

Ø Remind percussionists that instrument stands are adjustable.  There is no 
reason for a tall drummer to be playing a snare drum that is down around his 
knees. 

Ø Allowing players to move with the music in an appropriate way can help with 
phrasing and expression if done tastefully.  Also, movement alleviates tension 
so meaningful movement while playing can have several positive effects. 
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7. Tone Quality 
 

 Since every instrument is different, this is not the place to offer every possible 
solution to tone quality issues.  But there are some commonalities we can discuss that 
can make an immediate different in the sound of the ensemble.  I like to call this “open 
ears, open throat and open teeth.” 
 
 Obviously the “open ears” refers to the student listening to themselves and the 
players around them.  It is important to consider that playing in TUNE requires playing 
in TONE.  It can take some time to be able to acquire a true characteristic tone on a 
wind instrument, but on that journey it is important to maintain an acceptable tone 
that can blend with the other players in the section.  Listening to the rest of the 
ensemble is a key component of blend and balance, and having the student listen to 
recordings of exemplary performers can be a good step toward them understanding 
the sound they should strive to achieve. 
 
 “Open throat” is all about air stream and muscle tension.  When the throat is 
closed or tense, the sound will be stuffy and thin.  Relax the shoulders and neck 
muscles, then open the throat in the same way as when biting into a hot potato.  
Opening the throat and relaxing the corresponding muscles will result in a warmer, 
more lustrous sound. 
 
 The “open teeth” part of this equation is a solution to dull sounds in the brass 
section.  It typically affects trumpet and trombone players the most, but can occur on 
any brass instrument.  If the tone is “gray” and lacks energy or brilliance, chances are 
the player has their teeth too close together. Have the player take their mouthpiece 
out of the instrument, turn it around and place the backbore casing (the tube of the 
mouthpiece that slides into the lead pipe of the instrument) between their teeth.  The 
opening in their teeth is now the exact opening they need to maintain in order to get 
the maximum amount of air into the instrument.  Students who have had this problem 
for a while will be amazed how far apart their teeth should actually be! 
 
 Another important part of tone production is obviously the instrument itself.  
For flute players it is all about the direction of the air over the lip plate, the size of the 
opening between their lips and the speed of the air.  I like to have the students think 
of spinning the air over the opposite edge of the lip plate, and using a mirror to watch 
the condensation pattern to be sure it is in a tight line and not spread in every 
direction. Aiming the air up for higher notes and down for lower notes can also be 
helpful.  If a low note is not speaking easily on an entrance, have the player quietly tap 
their right index finger on the F key as they begin the note as the resulting vibration 
set up inside the flute can help make the note speak.  



 

15 
 

 
 Clarinet players often do not use enough reed, most likely as a result of their 
early experiences with squeaking.  Try having them drop their bottom lip an eighth-
inch lower on the reed and pull the bell in toward them.  The tone should immediately 
be better.  You can even go a bit further in some instances, and back off just a bit if it 
starts to squeak.  Saxophone players seldom need to worry about squeaking, but 
make sure they are using a reed that is completely wet and adjusting the placement of 
the ligature to achieve the best response from the reed. 
 
 Brass playing is all about the “buzz” so it is important that each player be able 
to buzz easily.  That means not pressing the mouthpiece into the lips, and also means 
players should be able to buzz the pitches on their lips alone without the mouthpiece.  
The mouthpiece is there only to isolate the lips, and the instrument is really just an 
amplification unit, so brass players should be able to play their parts by buzzing the 
notes on their mouthpiece without the instrument.  This also helps with intonation. 
 
 Percussion will be discussed later in the book. 
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8. Breathing 
 

 Air speed and air support are the other major components of good tone 
quality. Make sure everyone is breathing through their mouth to get the maximum 
amount of air as quickly as possible.  It can be helpful to use some time in warm up to 
practice breathing.  Many band directors do hand exercises, having the student 
exhale into the palm of their hand in order to focus the air and feel the speed, quantity 
and projection of the air flow. 
 
 I am also a big proponent of breathing in style and tempo.  When preparing 
for an entrance, breathing in style and tempo really helps to set up the player for a 
clean entrance that fits into the sound and mood of the music.  When you think about 
it, the majority of the time the musicians are in rehearsal and performance, the thing 
they are doing most often is looking for a place to breathe!  Therefore it is important 
to help younger players find appropriate and musically viable places to breathe. 
 
 Phrase markings in music as well as actual breath marks are obvious places to 
breathe, but I have found that dotted-notes and tied-notes present opportunities as 
well.  It is also worth considering that sometimes the music needs the breath even if 
the player doesn’t.  A rhythmical breath can help a challenging entrance fall into 
place.  A breath on a dotted half note can help bring out the beauty and energy of the 
quarter note that follows it.  Breathing at the correct time can also aid in balancing 
some hard-to-hear parts of the music.  The reason for this is often related to acoustics 
and tonguing technique.  Any note preceded by silence will be heard more clearly.  
We will discuss this later when addressing articulation, but in terms of making sure 
specific notes or rhythms are heard, remember that placing a space (or breath) before 
anything will allow it to speak more clearly when heard in the context of a full 
ensemble. 
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9. Balance 
 

 Many years ago I can recall Francis McBeth introducing the concept of a 
“sound pyramid” approach to achieving balance in a concert band.  The band 
members were shown a triangle divided into four groups, which we could reimagine 
as SATB part assignments.  The higher the instrument was on the triangle (or pyramid) 
the quieter they (highest treble voices) should play in a full band setting, whereas the 
lower the instrument was placed would require those players (bass voices) to use 
more volume.  In other words, less treble/more bass.  This tends to work in most 
groups because 1) often there are more players, and often stronger players on the 
treble parts than on the bass parts, and 2) acoustics dictate that the human ear detects 
higher pitches more easily than lower pitches. Using the “pyramid” approach is a 
quick and easy way to improve an ensemble’s balance and help create a warmer, 
more mature ensemble sound. 
 
 I like to call this a pyramid of VOLUME, and the effect is to create a “dark” tone, 
which usually has a more pleasing sound than a “bright” tone in which the treble 
voices predominate.  In addition to this concept working on long notes, lyrical 
sections of the music and chorales, it also can be used when playing a crescendo.  If 
everyone crescendos at the same rate and intensity, it only makes sense that the 
upper voices will predominate. In order to allow the full beauty and color of the 
ensemble to be appreciated, have the players use this pyramid by having the upper 
voices crescendo less and the lower voices crescendo more.  Having the tenor and 
bass voices lead the crescendo completely changes the color and effect in a very 
positive way.  And perhaps not all crescendos need to be the same, so experiment by 
using different types of crescendos to determine the best pyramid to use in any given 
situation. 
 
 Sometimes balance can be achieved by using the pyramid in a different way, 
such as what I call a pyramid of DURATION.  When everyone is playing a short note, 
most of the audience will really only be aware of the highest notes played.  In order to 
achieve a rich and full-bodied ensemble sound, use the pyramid by having the higher 
voices play shorter and the lower voices play longer.  This requires the players at the 
top of the pyramid to use lightness and separation rather than abrupt tonguing and 
clipping of the notes.  For the tuba players it requires playing the “short” note about 
twice as long as they think it should be, but still making sure there is space between 
the notes if played as part of a series of short notes.  This technique makes notes of 
shorter duration far more satisfying to the ear, and can also be used on releases by 
having the upper voices release a bit early and the lower voices release a bit late, with 
the tuba the last to release.  Since this all happens in very small increments over a time 
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period of about a second, it takes a while for everyone to learn this technique, but 
again, the result it very pleasing. 
 
 The main thing to impart on the ensemble is that in order to achieve good 
balance, everyone must play with a beautiful sound, the melody must be clearly 
heard, then the bass line is the next most important element, followed by 
countermelodies, and finally harmony notes.  When rhythmic passages are difficult to 
hear, space before and between the notes can help, and often playing fast, articulated 
passages a bit louder may be required.  Additionally, the direction and height of the 
brass instrument bells can be adjusted when necessary. Every player in the trumpet 
and trombone sections should play with the bells of their instruments at the same 
height in order to achieve the best tone and balance.  Bells raised as little as one inch 
can completely change the balance and color, and using the music stand as a “mute” 
can help to blend quiet passages. 
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10. Phrasing 
 

 The two most important questions every musician needs to ask themselves 
when playing music are 1) “How long is this phrase?”, and 2) “Where is the most 
important note in this phrase?”  Once the answers to these two questions are 
discovered, the ability to understand the music becomes clearer.  Therefore it is 
incumbent upon the band director to help the students learn how to find the answers. 
 
 Phrase length can be difficult to determine, especially if your specific 
instrument part doesn’t have any melodic clues.  After playing a few measures with the 
full ensemble the phrase length may become obvious.  If it is not clear, keep playing 
until you find a phrase that everyone can understand.  Decide the length of that 
phrase and apply that to the beginning of the piece.  Does it work there?  If so, then 
you have found the phrase design.  But be on the lookout for places where the phrase 
length changes as those phrases present special opportunities to be expressive. 
 
 Once the phrase length has been revealed, the next step is to determine 
where the most important moment occurs in the phrase.  I have found that it is usually 
where the melody is playing the highest note in the phrase, or the lowest note, or the 
loudest note, a note with a specific articulation, or the longest note.  Again, once that 
discovery is made, apply that to the other phrases to see if it works, and if so, you have 
unlocked the key to the phrase design.  But just as phrase length can change, so can 
the location of the most important note, and again, this can present an opportunity to 
emphasize that in order to create a special moment in the music. 
 
 Another concept of phrasing that is both logical and musical is the idea that 
music represents movement, and it seldom just sits in a static state.  If you can feel the 
music “going to” or “coming from,” it really helps with the phrasing as well as 
representing a logical understanding of the piece.  Even the youngest students can 
feel that music is “going to,” and if we can teach them to find the note which is the 
target of the energy, then we can also teach them to “come from” that note to relax 
the intensity of the phrase.   
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11. Articulation 
 

 The most common articulation markings our students encounter in band are 
accents, staccato, tenuto and slurs.  When teaching these different ways to play it is 
important to connect the articulation to style and genre.  Different musical eras and 
genres require interpretation of these articulations in somewhat different ways related 
to the weight, duration and style of the music.  An “Ellington” staccato is quite 
different from a “Mozart” staccato; tied eighth notes in Jazz, Latin and Rock music are 
always played short, unlike other music genres.  Understanding musical genres in 
band is not unlike orchestra musicians knowing the difference in Baroque grace notes 
compared to Classical grace notes. 
 
 Accents are a tongued note that requires more air and more SPACE.  Younger 
players would typically think of this as more air and more TONGUE, but that does not 
always produce a good-sounding accent.  It is the space before the note that provides 
the emphasis along with an increase in air and volume.  Since students encounter 
both regular accents as well as “rooftop” accents (sometimes referred to as “marcato” 
accents) we need to draw a clear distinction between the two.  I like to describe 
accents in terms of their shape and appearance; a regular accent looks a bit like an 
arrow pointing the direction the music is moving, so I play them with a forward 
momentum, whereas the maracto accent looks like it stands “alone” and therefore is 
played as a more separate entity, not connected to the notes around it.  I will often 
suggest the marcato accent be played as a short and fat note, with a “bop” attitude, as 
opposed to a “dut” used on a regular accent. 
 
 The term “staccato” is often described as being short, and oftentimes players 
are instructed to play these notes half their value.  But performance practice over the 
last fifty years and the acoustical effect in performance has led to staccato more 
recently being defined as “light and separated.”  The danger in staccato notes is when 
players determine that the shortness of the note is more important than the musicality 
of it.  I suggest using the pyramid of duration previously discussed. 
 
 “Tenuto” is a difficult term to explain because it can mean different things at 
different times.  It can mean to hold the note full value, or to play it in a connected and 
smooth manner, to sustain it slightly, or even as a type of emphasis.  Since it is a 
contextual term, I have found it best to defer to the original Italian meaning: to “hold” 
the note NOT in terms of duration but in terms of “hugging” the note.  Not only is this 
a more charming way to describe the term (and a way that the players will remember) 
but it works in most any setting.  It also helps the musicians play more musically. 
Sometimes you hug gently, or tightly, or a bit longer because it depends on who you 
are hugging and why!  Same goes for the music. 
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 And that brings us to slurs, which is really easy for everyone to understand 
except the trombone section.  I can still remember being told as a beginning 
trombone player, “It is not really slurring, but not really tonguing.  Just move your 
slide really fast, and….  You will figure it out.”  Perhaps we can be more helpful than 
this.  Trombone players need to know that they don’t slur the same way as other 
instruments. Instead, use the syllable “doo” and connect the notes smoothly as they 
move the slide quickly without making any jerky motions.  All they need to do is 
present the “feeling” of slurring without actually doing it.  It is a good idea to let the 
trombones show off some glissandi and smears during this discussion.  They may not 
be able to slur, but no one else can smear like a trombone!  Once THAT is out of the 
way, trombone pseudo-slurring can commence. 
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12. Intonation 
 

 Probably the most difficult thing to teach is how to play in tune.  Not only do 
you have to be able to hear the pitch, but you need to force your instrument to play it.  
In most cases both the player and the instrument have challenges associated with 
intonation.  We should therefore address both of these challenges. 
 
 The best way to get students to hear the pitch and match it is to SING.  Sing 
loud and sing often.  As mentioned earlier, having brass players do warm ups on 
mouthpieces alone while the woodwinds play is a good way to strengthen 
embouchures while developing refinement in pitch recognition and production.  
Since there are a good number of pitch apps available for smartphones, it can be 
helpful for students to check pitches when convenient.  I have seen a number of bands 
in which every player is connected to a tuning device on their music stand.  I have 
mixed feelings about that, but if it works… 
 
 Sometimes the instrument itself can be the problem.  In addition to the 
standard pitch tendencies of each instrument, a torn pad, bent spring or immovable 
slide can make any attempt at playing in tune an exercise in frustration.  Have students 
check every note on their instrument against a tuner periodically and make a list of 
which pitches are the farthest from being in tune.  Over the course of the next couple 
of weeks have them focus on just 2 or 3 of the most out-of-tune notes to find a way to 
get them in tune.  If that proves impossible, perhaps the problem is the instrument 
and not the player, and may require repair of the equipment. 
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13. Expression 
 

 It has always seemed odd to me that the expressive aspects of music are the 
most important elements related to our love and enjoyment of it, and yet all-too-often 
it can be the last thing we try to teach our ensembles.  Even after doing a great job 
teaching the notes, rhythms, balance and intonation, the actual musical expression 
can still be the least effective part of a performance.  Perhaps the best way to fix this is 
to make expression the first thing we teach when learning a new piece of music. 
 
 When invited to conduct a rehearsal with an ensemble that has been playing a 
piece of music for a while, I sometimes feel like the band may not really understand 
the meaning of the music, or what they should be trying to depict.  Asking the 
individual band members to tell me what THEY think the piece is about can be quite 
revealing.  When one player describes the music as a beautiful sunset, and the next 
thinks it is about an alien invasion of the planet Xenon, you know you have a problem!  
Conductors are responsible for making sure everyone is on the same page with 
regard to what they imagine the piece represents. 
 Expression is all about how we create a feeling associated with an emotion, 
experience, or place.  Even the youngest of band members can do this if encouraged.  
When beginners learn enough notes to play a simple tune we need to enable them to 
play “Mary Had a Little Lamb” joyfully, or perhaps sadly as if Mary HAD a little lamb…  
Musicians need to know from the earliest days of their musical experience that they 
have the ability to create sounds that can affect what others feel, and that is a 
SUPERPOWER they should embrace and develop. 
 
 Tension and release are the components of musical expression.  Although the 
composer does what they can to create those moments in the notation, it is up to us to 
bring those moments to life.  That involves feeling the tension and finding a way to 
manifest that into sound, and relaxing into the release by pacing it so it is artfully and 
appropriately handled.  That also means not shying away from dissonance, but 
allowing it to be felt, and then creating the special feeling of resolution in the music. 
Have the ensemble make a fist and relax it, then play a specific phrase and replicate 
the feeling through sound.  This is where the conductor’s creativity will come into play.  
Tell a story, or physically gesture in a way that elicits a response.  We will discuss more 
about this in the section on conducting. 
 
 Since we have already discussed many aspects of expressive musicianship, 
let’s explore some specific things we can do and teach that we can apply as needed: 
 

Ø Repeated notes create an opportunity for us to drive the music forward by 
considering the effect of a musical sequence.  In most musical sequences we 
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will feel the need to go TO the end of the sequence or the note that follows it.  
Therefore most sequences can increase slightly in volume. 

Ø Similarly, if a note is repeated on either side of a bar line, the note on the 
“other side” of the bar line is where we are going, and we need to direct our 
energy over the bar line. 

Ø When playing measures that are identical in all ways except the pitch gets 
higher in the repeated measure, we can help the audience appreciate that by 
playing the higher measures a little louder. 

Ø Musicians should find anything in their music that is new or different in the 
piece (such as the first time a specific rhythm, chord, countermelody or theme 
is heard) and emphasize it. 

Ø Since music is often like a conversation, it can be helpful for the players to 
consider the conversations their instruments are having with others in the 
band.  That requires “asking the question” clearly, in an appropriate manner, 
and “answering” in kind. 

Ø The logic that is inherent in music often provides opportunities for cause and 
effect, or an action followed by a reaction.  Helping the musicians locate and 
identify these moments can lead to a greater appreciation of the music and a 
better interpretation. 

Ø The forte-piano marking is frequently seen in music, but can have a number of 
ways in which to interpret it.  It is often very dramatic and played with an abrupt 
and stinging accent, but it can also be played as a lovely “bell-tone.”  When 
followed by a crescendo the effect is quite different from the effect of not 
making a crescendo.  Perhaps the most interesting examples of this effect can 
be when encountering it at a slow tempo.  It can be very effective to lengthen 
the amount of time between the forte and the piano as if playing a fast version 
of this in slow motion.   

Ø Since the terms we see most often are in the Italian language, I think it 
appropriate to examine what those words mean in that context.  We previously 
discussed tenuto as being a “hug,” but there are others examples to consider, 
such as forte, which most students identify as “loud,” even though the 
translation is actually “strong.”  Playing forte with strength provides the music 
with character as well as volume, and also gives permission for the forte 
sections to be played at a less overwhelming volume when appropriate.  When 
in Italy, a fermata is where you wait for the taxi or streetcar, although there is no 
“bird’s eye” symbol associated with it.  My experience with Italian taxi rides is 
that they can be wild and adventurous events!  Therefore I like to think of 
standing at a fermata as waiting for my next adventure to begin, and therefore I 
tell my students that they should think of a fermata in music as the place where 
they are waiting for their next MUSICAL adventure to begin.  Having a sense of 
anticipation associated with a fermata is so much more interesting than, “hold 
the note.” 
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14. Alternative Rehearsal Techniques 
 

 Although there are very good reasons to establish and maintain a standard 
operating procedure for rehearsals, that should not discourage teachers from 
providing some variety in the techniques they use.  There are three techniques I have 
found to be valuable for teaching specific concepts at different times during the 
journey from reading a piece of music for the first time to a polished performance.  I 
am certain there are others so I encourage every teacher to be creative, and find 
additional ways to spice up their rehearsals. 
 
 Conductors need to communicate a great deal of information to the 
ensembles they lead.  In addition to indicating meter, tempo, dynamics, phrasing and 
providing cues, there are countless nuances associated with deeper levels of 
expression that can require discussion.  Teachers also make countless observations 
during the course of every rehearsal that involve error detection and providing 
specific instruction on every aspect of playing technique, musicianship and behavior.  
When most of these issues are resolved and the primary focus is on the expressive 
elements of the music, a “Silent Rehearsal” can help move the ensemble toward a 
more cohesive and satisfying performance. 
 
 The basic concept of a “Silent Rehearsal” is that the “silent” part of the 
rehearsal involves verbal communication.  Since the conductor and players will not be 
using any words during a silent rehearsal, it is important that the instruction does not 
require talking.  Consequently, the musicians need to be at a point in their musical 
development that they don’t need to ask the teacher to help them with basic skills that 
would require explaining things such as embouchure, tone production, fingerings, 
posture, instrument assembly, or other basic instruction.  Therefore this can be 
thought of as a more advanced rehearsal technique, although it can effectively be 
used with students of all ages. 
 
 Some explanation will be required before attempting a “Silent Rehearsal” the 
first time.  Keep the explanation simple and brief – 1) no one talks, 2) carefully follow 
the conductor’s gestures, 3) stop immediately when the conductor stops, 4) try to 
interpret the non-verbal instruction given by the conductor, 5) go back to the most 
recent rehearsal letter or number and resume playing, this time employing the non-
verbal suggestions made by the conductor.   
 
 There are a number of reasons why this rehearsal technique is effective and is 
worth trying with your band: 
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Ø The amount of time spent providing verbal instruction each time a conductor 
stops during rehearsal adds-up to a surprisingly large amount of time.  Using 
exclusively non-verbal communication decreases the instructional time and 
increases the actual playing time. 

Ø The increased time on-task reduces opportunities for behavior issues and 
helps students to focus on their music. 

Ø Since all communication and instruction are non-verbal, students are forced to 
watch the conductor more closely. 

Ø The conductor is required to provide more information through their gestures 
in order to communicate their musical ideas to the ensemble. 

Ø The overall benefits of the “Silent Rehearsal” can include getting more 
accomplished in a shorter amount of time, better eye contact between the 
players and conductor, more on-task time for the students with less 
opportunities for behavior problems, and better conducting technique from 
the podium. 

 
 Another alternative rehearsal technique is the “Circular Rehearsal” in which a 
player in the middle of the ensemble is selected, and the rest of the ensemble turns 
their chairs and music stands toward that player.  This creates a seating arrangement 
that looks almost like concentric circles with everyone pointing toward the center with 
the conductor on the outside of the circle.  Since the conductor is no longer the visual 
center of attention, students must now find other ways to hold the ensemble together.  
This is really no different than most chamber ensembles, other than the fact the 
ensemble is much larger. 
 
 The first challenge is finding a way to start playing without the conductor 
counting or otherwise being involved.  The player chosen to be the “selected middle-
of-the-band” is now the “conductor” and will get the band started by taking a breath in 
style and tempo.  Having the player also “nod” the band into the entrance by 
providing a bit of a visual downbeat is also helpful.  There is great value in doing this 
type of rehearsal: 
 

Ø Since the students are facing into the middle of the ensemble they will be 
hearing each other in a different way, allowing them to discover more of the 
sounds around them. 

Ø Because individual players are no longer in their familiar configuration, they 
may be required to be more self-reliant and confident about playing their part. 

Ø Since they will be seeing the band from a different perspective, students will 
develop a better appreciation of the other members of the band and their 
musical contributions. 

Ø Due to the conductor being unable to assist in any way, everyone in the 
ensemble must now listen more closely and be completely responsible for 
their own musicianship and the expressive elements of the piece. 
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Ø Now that the conductor is on the outside of the group, their job description is 
now more of a “coach” than “dictator.”  That means they can move freely 
around the ensemble to assist individuals with posture, fingerings, percussion 
mallets and techniques, and advice on who to watch and where to focus 
attention. 

Ø When the conductor needs to provide input, there needs to be a way to stop 
the ensemble.  This can be as easy as clapping to get everyone’s attention, or 
just waiting for a quiet place or end of a phrase to interject.  Now the teacher 
can make suggestions, ask the ensemble questions about what they hear and 
need to improve, or provide input on other nuances before having the band 
restart and try again. 

Ø Large ensembles that can play with the energy and emotion required to bring 
about a meaningful and musical performance without a conductor will be more 
confident and secure in their playing, and many individuals will have a thrilling 
sense of accomplishment. 

 
 One other alternative rehearsal idea is quite simple, but for some reason 
seems to excite players of every age, and that is to ask everyone to move to a different 
chair.  This only takes 2 to 3 minutes to accomplish, but ask everyone sit somewhere 
other than the area of the room where they usually sit, and sit next to someone other 
than they usually do.  Of course, tuba players will want to sit in the front row, and 
friends will immediately group together in various parts of the seating arrangement.  
And that’s okay! 
 
 The challenge in playing in this configuration is it becomes nearly impossible 
for the conductor to provide any meaningful cues, so it is advisable to only do this 
after those cues are not needed in order for the band to play the piece.  The value in 
this, aside from just the joy experienced by the players, is that everyone is hearing the 
music in a different way, possibly discovering something they had not previously 
heard, such as a 3rd clarinet or 2nd horn part.  This can be a valuable listening exercise, 
although I don’t advise doing this more than a couple of times a year. 
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15. Variety 
 

 In any musical performance, audiences will appreciate hearing a variety of 
musical styles, genres and composers.  While a “Mostly Mozart” or “Basically 
Beethoven” concert can be successful as a specific concert event, or having a guest 
composer (one who is actually living and breathing) conduct a complete program of 
their works can be a highlight of a concert season, most concerts will benefit from 
thoughtful programming that considers the audience and their general level of 
musical background.  Most people attend a concert to be entertained, and most 
parents attend only to see their children perform.  Since most school band music is 
programmed to be instructional, creating a program that entertains and instructs can 
be a challenge.  But this is where variety can come into play.  Not only will your 
audience appreciate hearing a wide range of musical styles, but the band members 
will enjoy it too. 
 
 If you are able to find a program from some of the concerts conducted by 
Sousa or Fillmore, you might see what looks like a “menu” instead of a typical modern-
day program.  The actual concert format is listed (i.e. Overture, March, Novelty, Guest 
Soloist, Sing-Along, Show Tune, Orchestral Transcription, etc.) You can almost 
envision this template being used on every program with the only thing changing 
being the titles of the music that appear under each heading.  When you think about 
it, that is not really a bad idea!  While you might not feel a need to include the actual 
“template,” finding a format that works for you and your band might be a good way to 
plan your concert selections as it ensures variety. 
 
 There are a number of ways to add variety to the program while also providing 
a valuable musical and educational experience for the students: 
 

Ø Invite a guest conductor.  Their different approach to the piece they conduct 
will be enlightening to the students as they gain a better understanding of how 
different conductors can bring their own special meaning to the pieces they 
conduct. 

Ø Having a guest soloist or group perform on your concert or with the band can 
allow students to experience levels of professionalism that could inspire and 
motivate. 

Ø Selecting a student to conduct a piece can be a truly significant experience for 
that student while providing a special opportunity for the entire ensemble to 
become a more cohesive group. 

Ø Having the conductor perform as an instrumentalist can be a really interesting 
experience for the students and audience.  When the teacher has to 
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demonstrate everything they have been teaching, a powerful point can be 
made.  Ya gotta walk the walk! 

Ø Alumni bands are a regular fixture of most college marching bands, but the 
concept can be used in high school bands as well, on and off the marching 
field.  This type of event will significantly improve your concert attendance! 

Ø Most bands have a parent “Band Booster” organization, but one of my favorite 
annual activities during my teaching career was the performance of the 
“Booster Band!” It is amazing how many parents and faculty used to play in 
band, so having them dust off their instruments and join the rest of the band 
on stage for one combined tune can be something truly special. 

Ø Exchange concerts allow your students to experience performing in a different 
venue while being able to hear another band as they share a concert with 
another school program.  Not only is the social interaction valuable, but 
hearing and watching other performing groups can be enlightening.  Also, 
nothing encourages your students to play their best like performing for their 
peers. 
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16. Music Selection 
 

 In addition to being mindful of variety when selecting music for your band to 
play, it is even more important to select pieces that are educationally sound. 
Therefore several things need to be considered when choosing the music you plan to 
put in front of your students: 
 

Ø The “variety” discussed previously is important, but just because you plan to 
play a lighter piece or something from the “pop” music idiom does not mean 
that the arrangement itself shouldn’t be of high quality.  Make sure that even 
music programmed for entertainment purposes still displays good 
craftsmanship by the arranger and offers teachable moments for the students. 

Ø Teachers should look for opportunities to challenge their students when 
selecting literature, but it is critical not to over-do it to the point of 
discouraging your students with pieces that they are unable to play. 

Ø Remember that challenging music doesn’t have to always be “technically” 
challenging.  Think about ways to stretch your students emotionally, musically 
and intellectually as well. 

Ø Compositions in the standard repertoire are important, and every band 
member should experience as many of these significant works as possible 
during their school music careers.  Although not every band can perform the 
Holst suites or “Stars and Stripes Forever” well, we should still find as many 
pieces from the standard repertoire as possible to introduce to our students, if 
not through concert programming, then at least as part of a reading and 
listening experience. 

Ø Since bands often perform programs meant for a variety of audiences, music 
should be selected as appropriate for that specific event.  Music performed for 
an adjudicated festival would certainly be different than music played for a 
student pep assembly.  Our job is to be sure that regardless of the event, the 
music is not only appropriate but of the best quality we can provide. 

Ø When performing for an adjudicated event it is sometimes wise to select 
something recently published.  Every conductor has their own personal biases 
about how every piece they have ever conducted SHOULD be played.  
Therefore, programming a full concert of well-known pieces for a panel of 
judges could yield an abundance of comments about your interpretation, and 
how it unfavorably compares to THEIR interpretation.  Personally, I look 
forward to those comments because it helps me be a better conductor!  But 
unless the band plays “those” pieces extremely well, there is little room for 
error, and ratings can be affected.  If ratings are important to you or your 
students, it might be wise to select a piece with which the adjudicators have 
less intimate familiarity.  Having said that, I know as an adjudicator how 
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wonderful it is and how much I personally appreciate it when a band plays one 
of my favorite pieces from the standard repertoire, and I applaud teachers for 
doing that! 

Ø Chamber music is not always thought of in terms of what one might see on a 
typical band concert, but I love the idea of featuring a small group.  Not only 
does it give the rest of the band a break, but it offers another type of variety on 
the program.  I have often found one rehearsal each week where my “top” 
ensemble broke into chamber groups, and practiced on their own as I made 
the rounds in order to assist them as needed.  This provides plenty of 
opportunities to feature these ensembles on programs throughout the year. 

Ø If one of the pieces your band is rehearsing has little for the percussion section 
to do, why not give the percussionists a piece they can rehearse and perform 
on their own?  Allowing them to go to a nearby practice room to work on a 
percussion ensemble will keep them from feeling ignored when working on a 
“non-percussion” piece and let them have some fun putting something 
interesting together that they can share with the band once it is learned.  
Additionally, you can feature the percussion section on their ensemble to 
provide even more variety on the next concert. 

Ø Novelty pieces are not usually top-of-mind when planning the “best” music for 
your next concert. But sometimes it is these pieces that become the audience’s 
favorite.  Pieces that allow the students perform in different ways – as narrators, 
actors, prop-holders, etc. – can go a long way toward providing students with 
opportunities to create a special moment during a concert, especially for your 
weaker players, giving them “starring roles” that do not involve playing their 
instrument. 

Ø Consider programming pieces that are of less difficulty when you have a 
shorter amount of time to prepare your concert.  Also, a less difficult piece in 
an unfamiliar key can be a challenge worth taking. 

Ø When your concert is over, it is not always a good idea to collect all of the 
music and start fresh.  It can be helpful to keep the music from previous 
concerts in the folder, readily available for an unplanned performance, or to 
revisit given a few extra minutes at the end of a rehearsal. 

 
Probably the most important thing to consider is that the music you select is the 
greatest gift you can give to your students.  Therefore you want to be sure it is of the 
highest quality, provides excellent teaching moments, allows students to practice 
specific skills, encourages emotional buy-in by the students and audience, fulfills the 
educational goals in your teaching plan, and is something that will remain attractive 
and engaging to you and your students over a period of several weeks.  You want to 
be excited to teach the piece every day, and your students should look forward to 
spending time learning the music.  If you can also select a piece that your audience 
will enjoy, then you have hit a musical home run! 
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17. Percussion 
 

 The percussion section is such a complicated and multi-faceted part of the 
band world that there is no way to address every aspect of this topic here.  But I would 
like to at least make a few suggestions involving part assignments, literature selection, 
rehearsal planning, and some specific playing techniques that can greatly improve 
your next performance.  
 
 Since we should all be attempting to improve the skill level of every student, 
the assignment of percussion parts is quite important.  Leaving it up to a section 
leader can result in the same students playing the same part all year.  I suggest having 
the conductor be responsible in order to make the assignments thoughtfully.  A 
student who has limited snare drum, mallet or timpani skills should still get to play 
those instruments, but should be assigned to those parts on pieces that have a 
difficulty level that is attainable.  Even the most advanced players need to play less 
demanding parts throughout the section. 
 
 It is important that everyone gets to participate as often as possible. This does 
not mean doubling and tripling up players on parts, but it does mean planning the 
selection of music and making part assignments carefully.  If you have a very large 
number of students in the percussion section this can be a challenge.  One way of 
solving this problem is to be sure that every percussionist also plays a wind 
instrument.  That way everyone can play on every piece and move to the percussion 
section as needed.  Although they may not play a wind instrument at the same level of 
expertise as the others in that section, the ability to play other instruments is always a 
valuable skill, and will help percussionists understand and listen to the rest of the 
band from a different perspective.  Another way to address this problem is to divide a 
large section into an “A” section and a “B” section.  Whichever section is not playing 
on that day’s music can then move to a practice room and work on a percussion 
ensemble they can perform on a future concert. 
 
 Since warm up time for the rest of the band can involve chorales and tuning, it 
is important to determine how you want the percussionists to use this time.  Perhaps 
they will be involved in instrument set up (done as quietly as possible) or they may all 
be playing mallet instruments with soft mallets.  Whatever you decide, make sure 
every percussionist understands their individual responsibilities in order to have the 
entire band in a similar mindset at the beginning of each rehearsal. 
 
 Most of the percussion equipment is school-owned, so it is imperative that 
every percussionist understands the great expense involved in keeping their section 
outfitted with everything required, and that involves understanding that every 
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percussionist is responsible for the maintenance and care of all percussion equipment 
in their employ.  Although each student will certainly have some of their own sticks, 
mallets and beaters they bring to rehearsal, it is important to train these students how 
to respectfully treat all school equipment and how to put it all away at the end of each 
rehearsal.  The band director therefore needs to make sure the students have time to 
get this accomplished. Plan the rehearsal carefully so that lots of percussion 
equipment is not needed in the last few minutes of rehearsal, and give the 
percussionists ample time to disassemble, move and store everything to your 
satisfaction. 
 
 Just as the rest of the band has to think about balance, blend, and phrasing, 
the percussion section must also understand how their parts enhance these elements 
of the performance.  Select your music with the percussion section in mind in order to 
highlight the way in which these instruments can be best appreciated.  That also 
means you must have the appropriate equipment to perform the pieces you select.  If 
a composition calls for some piece of equipment you don’t have, then you must find a 
way to purchase or borrow the equipment, make a suitable substitute or choose 
another piece.  The sounds a composer wants to hear from these instruments is a 
really important part of the intent and color of the music, so it is bad form to just 
ignore or omit something prescribed in the instrumentation. 
 
 Placement of the percussion instruments is just as important as how you seat 
the rest of the ensemble.  Timpani should be located near the tuba section for tuning 
purposes.  Mallet instruments should be close to the woodwinds whose parts they 
often double.  Bass and snare drums might well be placed in the middle of the back 
row in order to be easily heard clearly by everyone for maintenance of the tempo.  
Chimes are usually best placed at the edge of the stage to enhance the immediacy of 
their attack.  Marimba and vibraphone are harder for the audience to hear, so they 
should be situated closer to the audience than bells and xylophone that are more 
easily heard.  Make sure there is enough room for the percussionists to move freely 
among all the equipment they need to play, and be sure the lighting is adequate on 
stage for them to be able to read their music.  It is also helpful to have duplicate 
copies of music to avoid the need to carry it as the player changes equipment. 
 
 Here are some tips I would like to share that you can easily use during 
rehearsal: 
 

Ø Mallet choices are quite important as they change the tone and volume of the 
instrument. Therefore it is a good idea to have a variety of mallets available. 

Ø Bell players will always choose a brass mallet if they can find one.  I suggest 
locking up your brass mallets as they should only be used sparingly in rapid 
passages involving lots of notes, and only when called for by the composer, or 
when needed due to the acoustics of the performance hall.  Brass mallets 
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generally produce a clear and brilliant attack, but have little to no resonance.  
A hard rubber mallet will usually produce the sound and resonance needed in 
most circumstances.  Plastic and acrylic mallets can work well too. 

Ø Teach your bell players how to create vibrato on long notes by cupping their 
hand over the bar, and rapidly moving the cupped hand up and down in order 
to affect the sound waves.  This vibrato is not only pleasing, but it also blends 
better with the flutes, and eliminates most intonation issues while broadcasting 
the “shimmer” around the hall. 

Ø Triangle should be held high in order to be heard.  It might be helpful to have 
the player look at the conductor through the triangle as if it was a window.  Not 
all triangle beaters are created equal, and neither are the triangles themselves! 
It is wise to have several available for various types and tonal centers of music.  
Rapidly played passages may require using the bottom of the triangle, and 
possibly mounting it if needed, but typically the best sound is achieve by 
striking the triangle opposite the “break” allowing for an equal amount of 
metal to vibrate on either side of the point of impact.  The same type of vibrato 
used on bells can be used on triangle by waving the air on the audience side 
of the instrument.  This is more difficult to do but can create a very nice effect. 

Ø Just as triangles need to be held high, all of the “toys” (claves, finger cymbal, 
wood block, etc.) need to be elevated in order to be heard.  Conversely, if they 
are too prominent they can be lowered as their height is directly proportional 
to their volume. 

Ø Xylophone mallets generally need to be quite hard to achieve the 
characteristic sound unless the idea is to mimic the tone of a marimba.  
Otherwise I suggest hard rubber or wood mallets. 

Ø Tambourine rolls usually sound best using a thumb roll rather than shaking the 
instrument.  The thumb roll technique can be difficult for some students, and 
some tambourine heads don’t always cooperate.  If beeswax or rosin isn’t 
working, Grover does make a “Roll Ring” that can be applied to the 
tambourine head providing a foolproof way to play thumb rolls. 

Ø The bass drum requires careful instruction in ways to get the best sound and 
how to dampen the heads.  This starts with an appropriate mallet, and showing 
the student the best place to strike the drum head.  Often I find that describing 
the impact of the mallet as “lifting the sound out of” rather than “beating the 
sound into” the drum is helpful.  Make sure that both heads can be dampened 
as they will continue to ring long after the note is played.  Due to the 
instrument containing ALL of the overtones, a ringing bass drum head can 
negatively affect the blend and tone of the ensemble, especially the timpani if 
placed in close proximity.  

Ø Suspended cymbals should be played with mallets on the opposite sides of 
the instrument in order to balance the cymbal when rolled.  A loose fitting lug 
nut can create some unpleasant clattering, so it is wise to check that prior to 
rehearsal or performance. 
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Ø Snare drum players need to remember to disengage the snare mechanism 
when not playing so as to avoid unintended sympathetic vibrations as the rest 
of the band plays. 

Ø Crash cymbals should never be played with the student’s hands placed 
through the straps.  Not only is this a potential risk for injury to the wrist, but it 
causes the player’s fingers to extend over the concentric circles of the metallic 
design, thereby reducing the resonance and tone of the instrument.  Since the 
crash is a “flam,” I recommend holding the cymbals at a slight angle with the 
dominant hand higher, then crashing down on the other cymbal.  If there are 
no other immediate crashes in the music, suspending the crashed cymbals 
parallel to the floor can provide some warmth and resonance to the ambient 
ring. 

Ø Many pieces use wind chimes, but in reality “wind chimes” are either metal or 
wooden instruments, usually found hanging on the corner of a house.  They 
have perhaps five bars of random pitch.  When used in music correctly, they 
can bring to mind a soft breeze, so it is important to understand the 
composer’s intent.  I have found that in a vast majority of the places where 
“wind chimes” are indicated, the composer actually wants a Mark tree, 
invented by Mark Stevens in 1967.  This set of bar chimes has suspended 
metallic metal tubes of graduated pitch.  Therefore if a composer indicates 
“wind chimes” but notates pitch direction, the music really requires a Mark 
tree.  Make sure students don’t confuse the Mark tree with the “bell tree,” 
which is a vertical “tree” comprised of nested, inverted metal bowls placed on 
a vertical rod.  This is a totally different instrument and can’t be substituted for 
a Mark tree in most cases. 

Ø The back wall of the performance area will have a huge effect on the sound 
and volume of the percussion section.  Whenever possible it is advisable to 
rehearse using a similar backdrop to what you will experience in the 
performance site in order to allow the players to practice in the same way they 
will need to perform. 
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18. Conducting 
 

 Conductors have an enormous impact on the performance and personality of 
the ensembles they conduct.  Most bands reflect the personality, values, attitude and 
musicianship of their leader.  Since leadership is such a major component of 
conducting and teaching, it is of utmost importance that every conductor consider the 
affect they can and SHOULD have on the musicians in their charge.  How we handle 
ourselves in group and individual interactions with our students, our expectations, and 
our musicianship will color every aspect of the experience we provide our musicians. 
 
 This is not the time or place to discuss all elements of leadership and how to 
be a more effective leader, but it never hurts to remember experiences we have had 
with others and how those people made an impact on our lives and attitudes, getting 
along with others, personal responsibility, teamwork, organizational skills, dealing 
with disappointment, handling success, experiencing the joy of music, and becoming 
the best musician we can be.  But for our purposes here, let’s examine some common-
sense solutions to some of the challenges we face on a daily basis. 
 
 At “ground level,” school band directors are basically organizers of a group of 
students with varying levels of musical experience and ability.  The goals are typically 
to maintain and increase membership, improve and expand instrumentation, select 
and perform the best music we can find, and to create enthusiastic and well-
disciplined ensembles that perform for large and adoring audiences.  While these are 
all wonderful goals, they obviously require support from administrators, guidance 
counselors, parent organizations, school boards, colleagues, and our families.  Since 
there is so much to consider in the day-to-day maintenance and nurturing of a band 
program, we can often lose sight of the fact that how we handle ourselves on the 
podium can have the greatest impact of anything we do.  If we are thoughtful, 
considerate, professional, approachable, fair, inspiring, enthusiastic and musical, most 
of the other challenges are easier to overcome. With that in mind, we are going to 
focus on some very specific conducting skills that can help us become better that this 
important part of our jobs. 
 

Ø Being thoughtful can be demonstrated in how we treat everyone in rehearsal.  
Starting on time and ending on time goes a long way in that regard.  Also the 
manner in which we address the band and individual members is important. 

Ø Singling out an individual may be necessary, but your tone and humanity can 
make all the difference in achieving a positive result after the interaction. 

Ø Setting ground rules and being consistent is important. 
Ø We all make mistakes, so being forgiving of a student’s mistake will set things 

in place for the students to be forgiving of you when you make mistakes. 
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Ø Choose your words carefully as something said in jest or dismissively has the 
potential to be hurtful. 

Ø Don’t praise mediocrity. There is nothing wrong with saying “that is better.” But 
saying something is “great” or “perfect” when it is not only serves to make 
students question your expertise and judgment. 

Ø Since conducting is all about non-verbal communication, it is important to 
practice these communication skills and re-evaluate them after each rehearsal.  

Ø Make a video recording of your rehearsals and assess your words and 
gestures.  Then find ways to improve and take them for a “test-drive” 
tomorrow. 

Ø Be organized.  The students appreciate it and it sets a good example. 
Ø Think about what you plan to say before you stop the rehearsal.  As soon as 

you stop conducting, address the issues as needed.  Be concise, direct, but 
kind and encouraging.  Then resume rehearsing immediately.  This eliminates 
the potential for chatter or other off-task behavior. 

Ø Make a list at the end of rehearsal of specific places in the music that require 
attention.  The next day, start each of the pieces by discussing and teaching 
those key spots in the music. Have the band play through those areas to 
understand and improve their execution of those passages, then rehearse the 
piece from the beginning to have the musicians implement those corrections 
in real-time as they play through the piece. 

Ø Use smaller gestures when possible, even with a large ensemble.  That way, 
when you NEED a large gesture, the ensemble will be more likely to respond. 

Ø Make nuanced changes in your conducting to see if you can get the group to 
respond.  If the band is not watching or doesn’t understand, take a moment to 
explain the gesture and how you would like them to respond 

Ø Make sure your gestures have significance and meaning.  Although a clear 
beat pattern is always welcomed, the art behind our craft is evidenced in the 
nuances of our movements.  So change it up and be as musical as you can be. 

Ø Facial expression and body-language is very important.  Eye contact with the 
ensemble and the feeling you project facially and physically can make a huge 
impact on the sound. 

Ø Be passionate and emotional! 
Ø We don’t always need to actually gesture in order to conduct.  Sometimes we 

can just let the ensemble go it alone! Conduct with your eyes… 
Ø Be thoughtful in your cues.  Be expressive and confident, but it also helps to be 

inviting and helpful. 
Ø In performance when things don’t go as planned, make sure your facial 

expression doesn’t do more harm than good.  Find ways to express the fact 
that you are aware of the issue, but that you have not given up, and are 
determined to make the best of the remainder of the piece. 

Ø Conducting is a very personal thing.  The gestures and facial expressions other 
conductors find effective might, or might NOT work for you.  It is not unlike 
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clothing that looks great on someone else, but for some reason just doesn’t 
look good on you.  Make sure you are true to yourself and express yourself in a 
way that works for you. 

Ø Make sure you are choosing appropriate and musical tempi throughout the 
rehearsal and performance.  The goal is to make the music come alive and 
speak clearly in order to achieve the greatest effect. 

 
 In a way, being a conductor is not unlike engaging in a game of musical 
charades.  It is all about communication.  Since people come in different sizes, weights 
and heights, with wing-spans of varying lengths, it is important to understand how 
each part of our appearance can have a visual impact on our ability to communicate 
effectively.  What we wear, the way we handle the baton, and our mood can all affect 
our time on the podium in positive and negative ways.  When I feel I need a boost of 
“conducting joy” I find a YouTube performance of Leonard Bernstein conducting the 
New York Philharmonic by standing in front of them, not moving anything 
except….the expressions on his face!  If that doesn’t inspire you to be a better 
conductor, then nothing will! 
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19. Acoustics 
 

 Acoustics is a branch of physics that deals with the study of sound. Everyone 
who is involved in music needs to have a basic understanding of acoustics because as 
a musician we are concerned with the production, control, transmission, reception 
and effects of the sounds we produce.  That is not to say that we all need to take 
graduate classes in order to become acousticians, but being aware of how our 
surroundings and equipment can affect what we hear is helpful. 
 
 One of the first things to consider are the acoustical properties of our rehearsal 
room. Most facilities have some sort of acoustical considerations built in, be it the 
height of the ceiling, the ceiling tiles or the dimensions of the space.  But sadly, many 
rehearsal spaces are not a friendly environment for us to hear as well as we should, or 
that can provide the ambient properties that can enhance the tone quality of the 
musicians. 
 
 I can well remember my first job after graduating from college.  The band 
room was concrete block, and the volume was unbearable.  It was nearly impossible 
to hear anything other than LOUD.  After trying to make it work through “football” 
season, I finally decided to do something to adjust the properties in the space.  After 
enlisting my students to raid carpet dumpsters throughout the county, an impressive 
collection of rugs of every shape and size were filling one of practice rooms by 
Christmas break.  My plan was to cut identically-sized rectangular shaped pieces of 
carpet and create a patchwork on the back wall of the room by adhering the carpet 
pieces with some kind of glue.  I assumed the students might like to help with this 
project in January.  To my surprise (and…shock???) when I opened the band room on 
the first day of school after vacation I found that the students had received permission 
from the principal to do this project on their own during vacation.  I entered the room 
to see an actual work of art – an enormous treble clef made of carpet set in a field of 
solid-colored carpet, and surrounded floor to ceiling, wall to wall, with every size, 
shape and color carpet imaginable.  It was a musical mosaic, and it was breathtaking.  
Best of all – IT WORKED!  The sound of that first rehearsal was greatly improved, and 
the band had created something of which they were immensely proud. 
 
 Of course, the performance hall will have its own acoustical properties, so it is 
always a good idea to rehearse in the performance space prior to a concert in order to 
determine how the musicians might make adjustments in order to make the best 
musical impression. But there are other things we should consider in our daily 
rehearsal routines: 
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Ø Think about the distance between the front of the band and the wall in front of 
the ensemble.  Proximity can create an echo or a perceived increase in volume. 

Ø The wall behind the ensemble will have an impact on the percussion section. A 
hard surface will amplify the sound, especially of the bass drum, whereas a soft 
surface (such as a curtain) can absorb sounds which will change the balance of 
the ensemble when moving to a space with a different surface. 

Ø The floor covering will change the ambient ring of an ensemble.  Carpeting 
dampens the ring where a hard surface enhances it.  Sound responds 
differently to wood than it does to concrete or flooring tiles.  Also, foot tapping 
that might go unnoticed in a carpeted rehearsal space can sound like the 
“Army of the Nile” when heard on stage as band members enthusiastically and 
unabashedly tap away to the beat. 

Ø Risers change the perceived volume of players who are elevated.  If your band 
room has built-in risers, but you perform on a stage without risers, you will 
probably notice that the back rows of the band are harder to hear in 
performance.  Conversely if you rehearse on a flat floor but use riders in 
performance, a typically well-balanced brass section might suddenly seem like 
a blaring cacophony. 

Ø The “riser effect” can also be employed by having trumpets and trombones lift 
their bells slightly on specific notes or measures where the conductor wants a 
brighter or more powerful sound. 

Ø The proximity of curtains to individuals on stage can dampen volume and 
affect tone. 

Ø The location of the proscenium on a stage can have a huge effect on the 
balance of the ensemble. Often players sitting in front of the proscenium will 
experience an added projection of their sound, where those to the rear can be 
somewhat muted. 

Ø Directional brass instruments will have a different projection of their sound 
than other musicians.  Consequently, careful placement of these players in the 
ensemble set-up can help to avoid unwanted surprises in performance. As 
previously discussed, I find it best to have trumpets and trombones seated 
together at the back of the ensemble in order for the conductor to hear what 
the audience is hearing.   

Ø As previously discussed, the use of the pyramid of sound can help to bring out 
the best balance and tone by working “with” the science of acoustics.  Since 
the human ear detects higher pitches more easily, adjusting the balance of the 
ensemble’s volume to limit treble voices and encourage lower voices to 
predominate can help the audience hear all parts while darkening the sound. 

Ø Having lower voices play short notes longer than their treble colleagues can 
also help with balance and tonal color. 

Ø Using the pyramid to have the lower voices provide the bulk of the energy in a 
crescendo can darken the effect and provide a more powerful musical 
moment. 
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Ø Some crescendos are more effective if “shaped” like a French horn bell rather 
than a straight mute.  Increasing the volume exponentially rather than 
incrementally can work with the acoustics of the room to provide a thrilling and 
more effective crescendo. 

Ø When releasing a long note, it helps to have the upper voices release just a bit 
ahead of the bass notes.  Having the tuba be the last to release can provide a 
very satisfying sound and resolution to a full-band’s final note. 

Ø Acoustically speaking, any note with a space before it will be perceived as 
emphasized.  This is very helpful in finding ways to adjust balance without 
requiring the musicians to play louder as they can use space rather than 
volume in order to be heard. 

Ø Using the concept of acoustical space, by playing the dotted-eighth note 
shorter in a dotted-eighth/16th note rhythm, the 16th note will be more clearly 
heard. 

Ø The better the acoustics are, the more likely it is to hear sounds related to 
anomalies in the overtone series.  Be on the lookout for difference tones 
created by upper woodwinds scored in thirds toward the upper ranges of their 
instruments.  If it becomes problematic, have the players on the lower note of 
the interval play with faster and wider vibrato as that usually mitigates this 
problem. 

Ø As a composer I have learned never to score the triangle with the bells as 
having them play with simultaneous attacks can create some very unpleasant 
overtones.  When playing a piece in which this situation occurs, the mallet 
parts are usually more important than the triangle, so I have the triangle “air 
play” the unison notes, and “really” play the other notes that do not occur at 
the same time as the bells. 
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20. Outreach and Collaboration 
 

 It is always helpful to have another set of ears listen to your band play before 
you feature them in a performance.  Not only will another musician have valuable 
musical ideas they can offer, but having a guest listen and make suggestions is a 
wonderful learning experience for everyone involved.  If you are fortunate enough to 
have someone conduct the band, you will have a chance to hear the ensemble from a 
different vantage point.  You might see and hear things of which you were previously 
unaware.  How nice it is to make these discoveries before you put them on display in 
your next performance! 
 
 Collaboration with your colleagues is always meaningful, but we can also 
partner with our students in other forms of collaborative activities.  One of my favorite 
is what I call the “Section Leader Shuffle.”  Since your section leaders are some of the 
best musicians in your band, they have probably gained some knowledge and 
expertise that they should be able to share.  Many probably take private lessons on 
their instrument, and others have been in the band for a long time, and have learned a 
lot of things that the younger players may have yet to experience. A couple of times a 
year I ask my section leaders to sit in a different seat each day, sitting next to a 
different player in their section.. They will play along with their “stand partner of the 
day,” playing their parts and assisting them in any way they can.  This might involve 
help with counting a rhythm, fixing an embouchure problem, suggesting an alternate 
fingering, or any number of other issues specific to the student they are helping that 
day.  Even something like modeling good posture, behavior and rehearsal techniques 
is of great value.  It also promotes good team-building and develops relationships 
between the students. 
 
 The other advantage to this section leader activity is that the 2nd chair players 
will have an opportunity to be 1st chair for a while.  This will not only provide those 
students with a chance to shine, but can go a long way in developing leadership in 
those students while preparing them on solo parts as a backup for any 1st chair players 
who might be unable to perform for some reason.   
 
 As music teachers we also know the value of reaching out into our 
communities to provide opportunities for students to share the joy of music with 
others, and to make others aware of upcoming events where a large audience would 
be appreciated.  Let’s explore some ways we can achieve these goals: 
 

Ø Create and distribute a band newsletter on either a monthly or quarterly basis.  
The information should include upcoming performances, articles reporting on 
recent activities, congratulatory announcements for students who have 
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accomplished something special such as a being named to the All-State Band, 
awarded a music scholarship, won a performance award as a soloist, etc.  Fund 
raising projects can be highlighted along with anything you think might garner 
positive attention for your band. 

Ø Encourage your advanced students to play in chamber ensembles that can be 
sent out into the community to perform at various local events.  If you support 
other organizations by providing music for them, the people involved in those 
organizations will be more likely to attend your concerts. 

Ø Partner with other teachers in your school to do a joint venture such as an art 
display in the lobby the night of your concert; a student demonstration such as 
a dramatic reading, experiment or speech that can be enhance your 
performance; or having speech or drama students introduce each piece 
during a concert.  You could ask the basketball team to perform with the band 
by having them do a rhythmical basketball “bounce-bounce-catch” beat to 
accompany a rock piece. Be creative! 

Ø Increase your concert attendance by inviting the band alumni, band parents 
and faculty, or your middle school band to perform as part of your next 
concert. 

Ø Plan an exchange concert with another band program.  Not only will your 
students make a lot of new friends, but you only have to prepare half a concert! 

Ø Bring in a guest artist to perform with the band.  This can be someone famous, 
but can also be an outstanding performer who happens to teach at a nearby 
college or university. 

Ø Find unusual and surprising ways to make the band’s presence be known.  
Have a pep band march through the halls the day of the big game; organize a 
“Birthday Band” to run out to a classroom to serenade teachers or front office 
personnel on their special day; plan a concert in a park or shopping area 
where people who don’t usually attend a band concert might hear and enjoy 
the band for the first time; send a small ensemble to a nursing home to play for 
and interact with the residents; or do a “Heroes” Concert to surprise first 
responders and thank them for all they do. 

 
There are countless ways to think about collaboration and outreach, but the main 

takeaway from this discussion is to be creative, be available to others who reach out to 
you, and have fun!  Music is physically challenging, intellectually stimulating, 
emotionally relevant and above all – JOYFUL!  Anything we can do as band directors 
to bring our passion of music to our students is worthwhile.  I hope you have found 
this eBook to be of help.  If you only found one idea that in some way makes your job 
easier or your teaching experience more effective, I hope you will let me know. 
 
Continued best wishes in all you do. 
 
Robert Sheldon 


