
• Warm-up (15 Minutes)
The warm-up should focus on preparing students and instruments for the
rehearsal. This is also the time when fundamentals should be taught and
reinforced.

• Review (5 Minutes)
This time should be spent reinforcing the concepts taught during the previous
rehearsal/rehearsals. This is the most neglected part of good teaching. The
mind needs reinforcement and muscles need repetition to build muscle
memory.

• Primary Rehearsal selection (18 Minutes)
This is a pre-planned section in a major work that the ensemble has already
sight-read. This should be the section that needs the most work.

• Secondary rehearsal selection (12 Minutes)
This time should be spent working a contrary style to the primary rehearsal
section. It is important to change the pace during rehearsal if you want to get
the most out of the ensemble.

• Closer (5 Minutes)
This time can be used in a variety of ways, but one concept must stay
constant. This is a time when the conductor must focus on performance. This
is not the time to be critical. The ensemble may do any of the following: sight-
read a new piece, run through a well-prepared piece, or listen to a recording.



The warm-up should take up
approximately 25-30% of the
rehearsal. The key to making this the
most productive part of your rehearsal
is having the right tools to accomplish
your goals for a better ensemble. This
is undoubtedly the most important part
of every rehearsal and usually the most
overlooked. This is the time when the

ensemble should be focusing their minds, bodies, and instruments. Each aspect should be
fine tuned daily before diving into rehearsal. The warm-up should not be overlooked by
any ensemble regardless of ability level. Ray Cramer refers to his warm-up as “ensemble
sensitivity training” and insists that every ensemble he conducts take the time to focus on
fundamentals.

It is extremely important to use this time to teach your ensemble. Do not let distractions
destroy your warm-up. The director must insist that students are ready to play on time
and are not arriving late. Also, this is not the time to take attendance. Another pitfall is
boredom and lack of interest from the ensemble. The director must approach the warm-up
seriously and have enough tools to vary the routine of the daily warm-up.

What do you want to accomplish?

• Build consistent tone quality

• Become more aware of intonation

• Improve technique

• Prepare mind and body for rehearsal

The Warm-up Tools:

• Breathing exercises

• Tone building exercises

• Technique builders

• Listening/intonation training



Breathing
Correct breathing is fundamental in producing good tone quality, thus it must be part of a
good warm-up routine. Breathing: the source of sound for all wind playing is often
overlooked (Pilafian/Sheridan). It is important for students to understand that breathing
while playing a wind instrument is different than ordinary breathing throughout the day,
and it is something that should be practiced.

Air Vibration Sound

More Air More Vibration More Sound

Although there are other forms of breathing exercises, the following three types of
exercises should be used daily during warm-up. The three types should be used in the
following order.

Stretches
There are several stretches of the upper torso, neck, shoulders, and head that should be
done to assist in breathing. The end result should be a very relaxed, tension-free
performer. The following stretch is a great addition to the toolbox.

The tension release stretch
Begin by
holding a

tension pose for
a few seconds

Release the pose
and relax the

shoulders



Therapies/Strength and Flexibility
Therapies are breathing exercises designed to improve your ability to create better flow.
It is important to state that therapies do not simulate correct breathing. Instead, they are
designed to create problems for the performer to overcome, such as resistance or
suspension of air. Strength and flexibility exercises do just what the name suggests. They
are designed to strengthen and increase flexibility in muscles used for breathing.

Sample inhale therapy

Create resistance with the hand on the mouth. Begin by creating a vacuum on the hand
and then use the other hand to quickly push hand away. This breaks the suction and
allows the performer to fully inhale.

Sample strength and flexibility exercise

In – sip –sip – Out – push – push

During this exercise, students should take in a full breath followed by two sips, followed
by a full exhale and two pushes to get out all air. The exercise should be done in time
using a metronome.

Flow studies

Flow studies are exercises which simulate the actual air flow into an instrument. It is
important to keep the inhale and exhale at a comfortable level when doing flow studies.

Basic flow study
Begin by standing with good posture and arms at your sides. Inhale six counts (quarter
note = 72), raising arms during the inhale. At the end of the six counts, the arms should
be straight up, over your head. At this point, immediately begin exhaling and dropping
the arms. The exercise should be repeated, increasing the counts each time.

Final thoughts about Breathing
This section is not meant to be a comprehensive guide to teaching ensemble breathing.
My only intent is to give samples of different types of breathing exercises and to express
the importance of a comprehensive breathing program for every ensemble which
incorporates wind instruments. A comprehensive approach and understanding of
breathing for wind players can be obtained by reading The Breathing Gym by Sam
Pilafian and Patrick Sheridan.



Tone Building
This cannot be overstated. Tone quality is the most important aspect of any wind
ensemble. The best way to improve an ensemble is to improve their tone quality. The
following exercises are not uncommon or extraordinary in any way. The approach of the
director becomes extremely important when working the following exercises. The
assumption is that air support and breathing are already being done and the next step is to
create a good ensemble tone quality.

Begin by working to get each member of the ensemble to produce a like tone:

Concert “F” in groups

This is an extremely efficient exercise for teaching students to hear their individual tone
and pitch and compare it to the ensemble. All students will be split into groups and play a
concert “F” for four counts. Before beginning this exercise, students must understand
what they are trying to accomplish.

1. They are trying to match the tone that they hear in the previous four counts. It
may be necessary to model the concert “F” before the ensemble begins.

2. Students must keep pulse and begin the note together.
3. They will also have to concentrate on ending together.
4. Every student must internalize the pitch and attempt to match it.
5. Try to make the ensemble sound as if a single person is producing all the

sound.

By placing students into small groups, the director is isolating the problems of tone and
pitch control. The Concert “F” exercise makes differences in pitch and tone quality easier
to hear, thus allowing students to begin building a foundation for hearing these types of
problems.

Group I
tuba,
bassoon,
bari. sax

Group II
euphonium,
trombone
tenor sax, bass
clarinet

Group III
French horn,
alto sax

Group IV
trumpets and
clarinets

Group V
flutes,
piccolo,
oboe

Concert Pitch



Long Tones

Long tones are the building blocks of good tone quality. Again, they must be done
properly, and the details are important.

1. The ensemble must be using good air support.
2. Fingers must move quickly and together.
3. Students must learn to use their ears to make quick pitch adjustments.
4. Everyone in the ensemble needs to hear the intervals.
5. The ensemble should also spend time singing the exercise.

Concert F chromatic long tones
The following long tone exercise begins on concert “F” and continues downward
chromatically (minor 2nd, major 2nd, minor 3rd, major 3rd, perfect 4th, tritone, and ends on
a perfect 5th). This exercise finishes by outlining concert Bb, up to F and Bb and then
back down. The exercise finishes with a low Bb. Woodwinds should all play low Bb
while all brass players should pedal Bb.

Technical Exercises
Technical exercises consist of scales, arpeggios, articulation patterns, and other finger
coordination exercises. It is also a good idea to use lip slur patterns for the brass during
this time. Although everything here is important to a good, well-rounded player, do not
spend too much time working in this area. The reason is efficiency. These types of
technical exercises can be learned and practiced individually at home while blend,
balance, and intonation must be learned while the ensemble is together.

All brass play
pedal Bb



Listening and intonation Training
“Ensemble sensitivity training”

Ray Cramer

Listening/intonation exercises should be done at the end of the warm-up. This
accomplishes two goals. First, the instruments are more likely to be warmed up
sufficiently, and second, these exercises help focus our ears for the remainder of the
rehearsal. These exercises range from playing chorales to playing block chords or chord
progressions.

Chorales

Playing chorales is an important part of the warm-up. It is a good idea to play chorales
regularly and use the chorale to bring many concepts together. Also, chorales should be
sung alternately with playing. This will force students to open their ears and concentrate
on matching pitch and tone. The group can spend time working on phrasing, pulse, blend,
and balance, but always be sure that all performers are using their ears to make changes.
This is the greatest benefit of playing chorales.

When choosing chorales, it is important to keep it simple. An overly complex chorale
will do nothing except frustrate the ensemble. A chorale with 2-3 phrases is ideal for
teaching concepts and allowing students to hear the harmonic flow.

Intonation Exercises

There is nothing wrong with giving the ensemble a tuning pitch at this point in the
rehearsal. Conversely, there is nothing right about pulling out the strobe tuner and going
down the line telling students they are sharp or flat. The issue with both of these methods
is that neither of them teaches a student what intonation is or how to fix it. The following
exercise will help students increase their awareness and their ability to correct intonation
problems.

Example

Group I

Group II

Split the ensemble into two groups.
Group I holds the concert Bb while group II approaches it from below. Repeat
the exercise allowing each group to switch places.



An ideal rehearsal of 45 – 60 minutes
should consist of two contrasting
sections. It is crucial that a director
actively plan before each rehearsal. The
success of the ensemble depends on good
planning. Also, it is very important that
these sections be rehearsed and not

devolve into a mass practice session, or even worse, become a practice session for one
individual/section while the rest of the ensemble sits and waits. This time should be spent
rehearsing as an ensemble. This implies that the group is working on balance, blend,
style, phrasing, etc. as opposed to notes, fingerings, rhythms, etc.

Primary
The primary rehearsal section should focus on the weakest section in the music being
planned for an upcoming concert. This is the time to focus on your weaknesses. It is easy
to get in the habit of rehearsing the section that sounds the best because it feels good.
Before every rehearsal, look through your score and find the place where the group is the
weakest and make this the primary focus for the rehearsal.

Secondary
The secondary section is just as it implies. It is the second worse place in the music. This
section should be identified before the rehearsal begins. This section may be smaller or
less difficult than the primary. It may also be a section that was previously identified as a
primary area of focus which still needs some fine tuning. One other consideration for the
secondary rehearsal section is that it be musically contrasting to the primary rehearsal
section. This is important to the flow
of the rehearsal.

Final Thoughts
This is a simple formula, but it is
much more difficult in practice. It is
human nature to gravitate towards the
section that makes us feel better. We
become reassured when we hear the
group sound good. It is much more
difficult to identify and work on our
weaknesses on a daily basis.



Although the review is only a small
part of the rehearsal, comprising only
five minutes, it is a very powerful tool
in the learning process. The simple act
of reviewing material soon after it was
rehearsed will increase retention and
muscle memory. We have all
experienced that long tedious rehearsal
perfecting a highly technical passage

of music only to find out a week later that the ensemble is unable to instantly attain that
same competency when playing the same passage.

Playing an instrument is not like riding a bicycle. It requires constant adjustment
and fine tuning. By reviewing material soon after it was worked on, you will increase the
ensemble’s ability to perform at a more consistent level.

The closer is the key to tying it all together. As
directors, we must never forget what we are

doing. It is easy to get caught up in the
fundamentals, the technique, the right notes,
correct rhythms, etc. and forget that we are all

here to create music. This is a concept that is impossible to quantify, but it is the key to
every band program. The emotional rewards we receive performing music drive every
program and keep the students returning day after day. Conversely, the lack of musical
reward and satisfaction will drive students out of a program.

Every rehearsal should have a moment when the students and the director can
experience the natural joy of creating music. Ideally, the rehearsal should work up to this
moment. This is a great way to end a rehearsal and allow everyone to walk away from
rehearsal having just experienced a great moment.

The closer can be many things, and it is important to vary the routine on a daily
basis. This is a time when the ensemble can perform a well-prepared piece or enjoy a
piece from the list of standard
repertoire. This is not a time to focus
on perfection or do any rehearsing.
The ensemble can also use this time to
sight read, although I don’t believe
that should happen daily at the end of
rehearsal. This is also the time when
the director can share a great recording
with the ensemble. This doesn’t
necessarily have to be a band
recording, but it should be something
that motivates and/or captivates their
attention.



Tone quality is the single most important aspect of wind playing and possibly one of the
most difficult to define. An ensemble may do everything right, yet without a desirable
tone quality from the group, the performance will not be successful.

What aspects affect tone quality?

• Quality of instruments/equipment

• Air support/speed

• Ensemble balance

• Embouchure

• Internal concept of tone

Quality of instruments/equipment
This is an issue that cannot be overlooked. Good equipment is necessary when trying to
achieve good tone quality. Do not be lured into believing that this is the primary factor in
producing a good tone, but it is a factor. A high quality instrument will not fix a student
who is producing a bad tone quality because of other factors, but a bad instrument will
lesson the effects of a good tone.

Factors to consider when selecting an instrument:

Quality of the instrument – Is the instrument made of high quality metal? The quality
and type of the material used in construction will make a difference in the tone quality.

Age of the instrument – Was this saxophone state of the art in 1940? If so, modern
manufacturing may have made it obsolete. There are specific vintage instruments that are
sought after because of their age or where they were constructed, and their perceived
value may often be higher than a new instrument. My experience is that these instruments
still may be very difficult to play and maintain. Because of this, it is my belief that
playing vintage instruments should be left to professionals. When dealing with
educational ensembles, at every level, newer is better.

Condition of the instrument – It may be a quality instrument but many factors will
destroy tone quality. Air leaks in a woodwind instrument or a well-placed dent on the
lead pipe of a brass instrument will have an adverse affect on tone quality.



Air
speed

remains
constant

Change dynamics by increasing or
decreasing the volume of air

Pianissimo air stream

Other equipment issues:

The mouthpiece – There are too many instrument-specific factors to list, but it is
important to understand that the mouthpiece is where the sound begins and is an
important factor in achieving a good tone quality. There are examples of instrument
mouthpieces where there is a consensus on what equipment should be used. For example,
most saxophone professionals advocate using a Selmer C* mouthpiece to achieve the
correct classical tone quality. Likewise, most trumpet players will advocate using a Bach
3C mouthpiece for high school students. Once again, these are guidelines, and there are
differences in opinion. Other instrument families have less consensus or there may be
several good choices. The bottom line: understanding that each mouthpiece is capable of
changing the tone quality of the individual. Quality is important.

Reeds – This is the object responsible for creating the beginning of the sound. Obviously,
it will have a large impact on the tone quality produced. Selecting, making, and adjusting
reeds is its own art form and takes years to master. The most important factor is to begin
with high quality reeds and insist on the proper hardness. Students are inclined to save
money by purchasing cheap reeds and playing them until they are well past their prime. It
is also common for students to play on reeds that are too soft because they take less
effort. Students must be taught to listen to the tone quality produced by their reed and
throw out reeds that produce an inferior sound.

Air Support/Speed
This is an area where there is a large amount of confusing pedagogic information. There
are many examples of conflicting ideas about how to use air. This is probably due to the
fact that we don’t really see what happens within the lungs and throat when a person
plays a wind instrument. Instead, we must rely on people describing what they believe is
happening when they play. Luckily, advances in technology have allowed individuals to
gain a better understanding of what is truly happening, and the pedagogy being taught is
gradually changing.

Here are two factors to consider when dealing with air support/speed and how it relates to
tone quality. First, the speed of the air stays constant. Second, the volume of air affects
volume. A lack of air speed will produce an inferior tone. Students should be taught to
use a fast air stream and to keep that speed constant when playing at lower volumes. It is
very common for the airspeed to decrease at the lower volume in young players, and an
inferior tone quality is the result.

Fotissimo airstream



Ensemble Balance
Ensemble balance will affect ensemble tone. The balance should be in the shape of a
pyramid to attain the strongest ensemble tone. Imagine a stereo with three tone knobs:
treble, mid range, and bass. If the treble knob is turned up much higher than the others,
the tone produced by the stereo will be nasally and anemic. If the mid range is turned up
too high, the sound will become muddled and lack clarity. The tone quality of the
ensemble will be very similar. Please refer to the section on balance for a more in-depth
explanation of this concept.

Embouchure
The embouchure is where the body
connects to the mouthpiece and is
critical to tone production. It is
important for the director to identify and
take steps to assist students who have an
embouchure problem. Ideally, teachers
working with students at the beginning
level spend time defining and correcting
the embouchures of young students.

Concept of Tone
Students must have a concept of good
tone before they can begin improving
their own. It is very important to provide
students with recordings of professional
musicians who play their instrument or
create opportunities for students to
experience live performances. When
listening to recordings, the director
should spend time directing the listening
of students.

Percussion Tone Quality
This is an area that is often neglected by directors. Many times directors are satisfied with
percussion hits being in the right place and are unconcerned with the idea of technique or
tone quality. Percussion instruments are capable of producing a variety of tone qualities
ranging from good to bad. Technique and mallet choice dramatically affect tone quality.
Percussionists have a wide array of choices, and they require instruction from the
conductor to attain a good tone quality. While there are too many variables to discuss in-
depth, the simple act of opening your ears to the tone possibilities in the percussion
section will be a great first step.


