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TEACHING BEGINNING BAND 
 
 

I. Let Your Body Work For You 
• Be comfortable at all times. 
~ Tension is your biggest foe.  Anything that restricts the air from easily 
moving through the embouchure into the instrument is a very bad habit.  We 
should not ever use the word “tension” when teaching young students; 
therefore, this is information for the teacher only.   
• Young people use correct posture more when standing and moving rather 

than sitting. 
~  Very few twelve-year old children have balance problems when walking.  
They are not always aware of balancing from foot to foot when they walk, but 
we must bring this to their attention at the very start of their beginning band 
experience.  Transfer this feeling of balance when walking to that when they 
are standing stationary.  Areas of concern can be the knees, hips, ankles, small 
of the back, shoulders and chin.  So, we need to teach students that their body 
balance and posture, when walking, will be transferred to playing position 
when standing and sitting. 
~  Though the teacher should not touch the student, the eyes can be trained to 
achieve the same end result visually.   
• Make students aware of the importance of balance when standing. 
~  The easiest way for students to understand balancing is to relate it to 
walking naturally around a room.  We must point out that when students 
walk—and then stop walking—that their posture must not change in any way.  
Many times students will lock their knees when they stand.  Knees should 
always feel soft and flexible.  This is the same concept as stated above.  This 
posture will become the eventual “playing position” when seated.      
• Use this time to point out the specific shape and use of body parts. 
~  While initially becoming acquainted with the body, point out that the 
skeleton supports the muscles and flesh.  Muscles are always as soft as 
possible.  The ribcage is held off of the stomach area by the lower back.  This 
is achieved by gently moving the lower back toward the stomach.   
~  Point out the texture and sloping position of the shoulders, as well as the 
texture of the arms and hands.  Make sure students understand that the hands 
will fall inward from the wrist rather than outward.  Be sure this is 
demonstrated for your students.   The teacher should also watch the natural 
shape of each student’s hands, which will later be the basis for hand 
position—regardless of instrument.  This is a good time to introduce two of 
the three most important questions that can be asked when playing a wind 
instrument: 

1.  How does it feel?         2.  How does it look? 
 The student, at this moment in time, will respond to how it feels.  Since we 
are not yet using mirrors, the teacher will respond to how it looks.   
~ Make students aware of the fact that the head balances itself on the 
shoulders.  The neck is physically soft.  The tendon that connects the neck to 
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the shoulder should have no tension, allowing the air to easily pass through 
this area. 
~  The teacher can watch the natural and individual shape of the eyes and 
mouth of each student.  This information will be used later when setting the 
embouchures for particular instruments.   
~  Be aware of the fact that when walking, the arms should swing and should 
not be held in a position where the inside of the arm touches the outside of the 
upper body.  This will be the case when holding any wind instrument.  Watch 
carefully to make sure students do not hold their arms still at their sides while 
walking. 
~  Other aspects to watch as you interact with students are the shape and 
position of the eyes, nose and chin.  Also, the teacher must be aware of the 
natural look of the forehead, eyebrows and cheeks.             
• Become aware of where the air goes when the student breathes normally 

through the nose. 
~  Visual demonstration 
• Recreate this feeling when breathing through the mouth and explain why 

we must breathe through the mouth. 
~  Obviously, the only reason to breathe through the mouth is the size of the 
passage for the air to travel through.  Breathing through the nose when playing 
a wind instrument restricts the amount of air that can be taken in during a 
short period of time.  This is not a feasible approach to wind playing.  Teach 
your students that breathing is a constant “in and out” process.  Students can 
practice these elements when simply walking from class to class.  In the 
beginning stages of playing a wind instrument, students should never hold or 
stop their air.  Never have students practice breathing for long periods of time, 
because it will cause hyperventilation.  You should never have your students 
engage in “contests” involving holding their air longer than they are 
physically comfortable.           
• Discuss the inside of the mouth, concentrating on the tongue and teeth. 
~  The distance between the teeth should feel relatively natural.  Remember 
that the space between the teeth is created between the back teeth and can be 
too large as well as too small.  Most students will naturally create the correct 
distance between their teeth when sitting and doing other tasks such as reading 
or watching television.  While doing these tasks, have them occasionally be 
aware of where their teeth are from top to bottom.  This awareness must be 
achieved before students are introduced to their chosen instruments. 
~  In everyone’s mouth, the bottom of the tip of the tongue naturally rests in a 
very soft tissue area right behind the bottom gums.  If the bottom of the tip of 
the tongue is resting in that area, we have an excellent reference point to 
natural tongue position in every student’s mouth. 
   

 
II. Create An Organized Learning Environment               

•  Do not have chairs or music stands in the classroom during the first few 
weeks.  

www.johnbenzer.com



3 
 

      
~  It is important that the room be free of unnecessary equipment during the 
first several weeks of the year.  Once you begin to use chairs and stands, there 
should be no more than is needed for each individual class.  Students respond 
to the neatness and organization of the classroom.  You can teach them to be 
organized by giving them a consistent environment.  In order for this to occur 
for each class period, a certain length of time must be given at the end of class 
for students to clean and disassemble their instruments—as well as for the 
teacher to re-set the room.  This amount of time should not be thought of as 
being “wasted.”  Expectations regarding instrument care and class 
organization establish group habits that will allow students to become self-
sufficient and make future rehearsals, performances, trips, etc. less chaotic.  
• Storing instruments 
~   When beginning to use instruments, it is important that students are shown 
a specific area of the room to put their instruments.  Regardless of whether 
your band hall has storage bins around the perimeter of your room—or a 
separate storage room—instrument cases should be brought to this specific 
area.  It is acceptable for smaller cases (i.e. flutes, oboes, clarinets and 
trumpets) to be placed by or under the chair in the set-up.  All other 
instruments must be assigned to a large enough area within your classroom.  
There should be appropriate space between each of these larger cases, as 
students will need room to correctly assemble their instruments without any 
contact with other students.  If you are not yet using chairs and stands, all 
cases will be treated in the same manner.   
• Class structure 
~  You need to begin and end every class in the same manner.  Only the 
middle part of the class will vary from day to day.   
~  Have a method to begin class, regardless of whether or not you have a bell 
system within your school.   
~  Devote segments of your class to the information the students have at any 
given time.  This will expand as more material is presented.  Do not worry 
about covering every segment every day…but do be sure every segment is 
covered at some point every week.  As more information is given, the students 
should develop the skills to retain and execute more tasks in the time allotted.  
The teacher is responsible for organizing known information and new 
information in a manner that can be covered weekly.  Weekly expectations are 
strongly encouraged over daily expectations. 
~  If you quit responding to everything your students are doing, your teaching 
becomes ineffective.  The teacher is more effective if he or she moves around 
the room rather than stays in one stationary position (i.e. standing or sitting 
either off or on a podium/stool).   
~  If you do not talk about and reinforce known concepts daily, you can be 
equally ineffective. 
~  Though we may not be fond of lesson plans, they are the most important 
means of organizing our weekly goals.  Prior to each class, you must know 
what you want to accomplish from both individual students, as well as the 
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entire class.  Regardless of whether or not you are required to submit lesson 
plans to an administrator or fine arts “chair,” it is imperative that you have at 
LEAST a weekly plan for YOURSELF!!  You are discouraged from teaching 
“off the cuff.” As a result, you will be asking your students to deviate from the 
plan that you SHOULD have already set up to assure a logical progression of 
skills and components that will assure student understanding of the necessary 
mental and physical concepts.   
   
               

III. Classroom Set-up 
• Using chairs 
~  Chairs are inanimate objects, and can be moved to accommodate the “sight 
line” of each student.  When stands are used, the same statement applies.       
~  When chairs are used, the feet must be in the same position relative to the 
body as when standing.  Introduce the “sit as you stand” concept and have 
students sit…stand….sit….etc.  No extra movement should be needed to stand 
if students are sitting in a balanced position.  Do not allow students to use 
their arms and hands on the sides of their chairs when attempting to stand.  
The student’s position on the seat of their chair will be determined by the 
length of their legs in relation to their upper body.   
~  Since most beginner classes are taught within a set-up created by your 
largest ensemble set-up, you must continue to make sure there is enough space 
in between each chair.  If risers are used (or you cannot see students sitting in 
the back rows), there may be embouchure/hand position/articulation/other 
deficiencies that may never be completely and decisively corrected.  There 
must also be enough space between your rows, allowing you or another 
director to be able to easily get to students….either from the front or the 
back….in order to adjust/correct instrument angles, hand positions, etc.  At all 
times the teacher must have easy access to each student as the class 
progresses.  If logistically possible, you are encouraged to have your students 
sit in a semi-circle or arc. 
~  If your beginners are sitting within a full ensemble set-up, you are 
encouraged to have students rotate as needed from back to front.  You are 
cautioned not to have students sitting in the chairs to the extreme left and right 
of each “large” row.  These students tend to not receive the appropriate eye 
contact and monitoring from the teacher.  In a very large beginning class, it 
will be additionally necessary for students to sit a seat apart in order to have 
enough room to properly hold and play their instruments (i.e. flutes, bassoons,  
French horns and trombones). 
~  Full circles are not recommended unless there are always at least two 
teachers working with the particular class. 
 

IV. Correspondence 
• Establish contact with parents before their children are actually in your 

program 
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• Through your correspondence, the following things are already 
established: 

   information about the music company and its services 
  procedures in which “late” parents go to the music store 

when and how instruments and maintenance kits are delivered to            
your band hall  
practice sheet expectations 
concert information 
 

•  Through correspondence after school has started, these are the topics that    
       must be covered during the first week: 
                  concert information and dress 

extra rehearsals prior to concert and why necessary 
list of specific classes and their teacher name and contact 
information 
teaching objectives 
grading procedures 
practice sheet with consequences for “problems” 
band hall rules 
tardy policy 
supply list 
mirrors 
 

V. Breathing 
Breathing is the basis for wind playing, and is a continuous in and out process.  
The student should not feel that any process for breathing is changed to play 
an instrument.  The process may only be gradually adapted to fit the skill 
needed for each instrument.  When first learning to breathe, the teacher can 
have the students walk around the room, and breathe naturally through the 
nose to see if the air goes below the ribcage.  Once they have become aware 
of where the air is…….or should be going, explain that not enough air can be 
taken into the body through the nose.  Therefore, they must breathe through 
the mouth so more air can be taken in.  When breathing, the sternum should 
rise with the first breath taken in.  The student then holds the sternum up with 
the lower vertebrae right above the belt line while all other breaths are taken.  
This will allow the bottom two ribs to float.  When raising the sternum with 
the lower vertebrae, be sure the flesh of the lower back feels soft.  The 
sternum area should not move up and down for successive breaths.  It only 
moves with the first breath taken.  The correct procedure for learning the 
breathing process is to breathe while walking, breathe while standing 
(learning to control the sternum), then breathe while sitting (which is much 
more difficult).  The student will eventually be able to achieve the same 
natural feeling in all three positions if you do not move too quickly from 
walking to standing to sitting.  When breathing in, have the student use a very 
low vowel sound (“O” for example).  They should think about the air going 
through the mouth, up towards the ear, and down the windpipe.  This will help 
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them raise the soft palate, and receive denser air below the rib cage.  When 
breathing through the mouth the student must be aware of the position of the 
tongue.  Underneath the front part of the tongue is very soft tissue that lies in 
front of the gums.  The bottom of the front part of the tongue should lie in this 
tissue when not being used.  If the tongue is in this position, the student will 
feel cool air go over the tongue because the temperature in the room is cooler 
than the temperature in the mouth.  If the student does not feel this cool air, 
the tongue is too far back in the mouth…….and possibly arched…….both 
incorrect positions for air intake.  When the air goes out, the student will feel 
warm air on the tongue because the temperature of the body is warmer than 
the temperature in the room.  This is a wonderful tool the student can use at all 
times to monitor this part of the breathing process.  When the student first 
begins to learn how to use the air to play the instrument, he must be 
comfortable at all times.  There should be no pulse combined with the air at 
this stage.  The speed needed to produce the sound must gradually be reached 
through trial and error, with the student’s comfort paramount. Remember that 
the amount and speed of the air is no more important than its direction and 
focus.  When learning to use air, have the students put the middle finger of 
their hand on their nose and blow the air to a spot on the palm of the hand.  It 
does not matter how fast the air is when you begin….it just must stay the same 
speed from beginning to end, and be the same temperature at all times.  All of 
the above can be adjusted as the student becomes more proficient with this 
skill.  The student should first learn to expel air without forming an 
embouchure.  You want the flesh around the mouth to look natural.  The 
student is still concentrating on feeling comfortable and soft.  The temperature 
of the air can be changed by the use of different vowel sounds.  The range can 
be from tepid to very hot depending on the vowel chosen.  The lower the 
vowel, the warmer the air….and vice versa.  The tip of the tongue will 
naturally lie just behind the ridge in the gums created by the roots of the lower 
teeth.  It should be aware of, but not touch this ridge.  The natural position of 
the tongue in the mouth cannot be stressed too much when learning to play a 
wind instrument correctly.  Once the student is comfortable with the process 
of breathing through the mouth, you need to stress that the air must always be 
constant, steady, smooth and calm.  The student (with your guidance) will 
learn how much air it takes to make a focused and resonant sound on their 
instrument.  The student then uses no more and no less air at any time to play 
the instrument.  Some instruments require direct movement of the air stream, 
and others require the air stream to move in angles.  This information must be 
given to the students early (but not immediately) in the learning process so the 
process for the instrument chosen is methodically pursued.  As the student 
becomes more familiar with the breathing process, pulse may be added.  This 
should be called rhythmical (or controlled) breathing………the description 
can be your choice.  It is best to never have a contest to see who can use their 
air the longest.  The student must never feel uncomfortable when using air. 
• Fundamental breathing 
~  Breathing is a natural process. 
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~  All upper body movement is involuntary. 
~  Daily breathing exercises will help calm students. 
~  Suspend breathing exercises at the first point of tension. 
~  There should be no obstructions in the air path. 
~  The air never stops. 
~  The air moves like waves.   
~  Nothing on the face should change or move. 
~  Keep eyebrows and chin naturally soft and in place. 
~  Keep eyes soft and open. 
~  Keep the face naturally soft during all breathing exercises. 
~  The feet stay in their natural position. 
~  The shoulders slope and the collar bone area is soft. 
~  Breathing should be as silent as possible. 
~  You will hear no extraneous when students breathe correctly. 
~  Let air in and out naturally as opposed to “sucking in.” 
~  The diaphragm will work involuntarily.  Very little information is needed 
because it is an involuntary muscle and responds to stimuli. 
~  The body responds to air rather than controls air. 
~  When pulse is added, teach your students to gauge how much air they need 
for a particular phrase at a particular tempo.  
~  Air is fast enough to create the most resonant sound--constant, steady and 
smooth at all times. 
~  When breathing exercises with the natural face are mastered, embouchure 
formation can be added with special attention paid to placement of corners 
within the context of the embouchure needed for a particular instrument.   
 

VI. Playing Position 
Natural posture is imperative when playing a musical instrument.  Most of us 
will not sit in the correct manner at any time during the day.  Have your 
students stand in front of the chair with their legs slightly wider than their 
shoulders.  They should then sit directly on the seat in a place that will allow 
them to rise without any extra effort or change of body position.  In the 
beginning, I would ask the students to leave their feet in the same place they 
were when standing.  As they become more adept……and older…..the feet 
can be moved as long as the body is in balance, and the student is 
comfortable.  Turn the music stand in a position that allows one spoke of the 
base to be placed between the feet so the feet can be placed flat on the floor on 
either side of the spoke.  Correct upper body playing position can be achieved 
by slightly moving the small of the back towards the stomach until the student 
feels the lower ribs of the rib cage not pressing on the stomach area.  The 
body is held erect by the skeleton, and the tissue should all be very soft and 
pliable.  The student should feel comfortable and balanced at all times when 
playing his instrument.  Students should keep their feet soft so their toes do 
not curl inside their shoes while standing or sitting.  Do not ignore these 
important aspects as your students move through the band program.     
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VII. Articulation  
• Basics 
~  The tongue should be used as naturally as when speaking, moving up and 
down—not back and forth. 
~  Within a given style, the tongue touches the same spot with the same 
strength every time. 
~  The air should be focused to the center—and strong enough to support the 
tongue’s natural movement.  
~  The smaller the note value, the firmer the strength of articulation. 
~  Within a chosen musical passage, the articulation should not be affected by 
the duration of the note. 
~  To create an illusion of sameness, the student may have to articulate firmer 
as they go when playing repeated segments/patterns. 
~  Do not interpret legato articulation as an opportunity to move the tongue 
down slowly—the more legato desired, the quicker the tongue should move so 
the air is not interrupted.  
~  The speed of the rhythm within the tempo of the music does not relate to 
the speed with which the tongue moves down. 
~  Watch all parts of a student’s face when articulation.  The embouchure 
should never be involved in the articulation process; only the air and tongue 
should move when the student is articulating. 
~  Articulation should in no way affect the resonance or release of a note. 
~  The faster the articulation the more the air should be placed in the center of 
the shank of the mouthpiece past the embouchure.   
~  No sound is ever stopped by the tongue unless it is used as a special effect. 
~  When articulating correctly, the tongue is in its “down” position much 
longer than in the “up” position. 
~  It is perfectly acceptable to hold the jaw still with a hand while vocalizing 
an articulation syllable—instruments should be placed in a safe place when 
doing this. 
~  When students vocalize an articulation they should form the corners of the 
mouth as they would for their embouchure—corners may be held in place 
with the index and middle fingers.   
~  Students should understand that focusing the articulation is as important as 
focusing the sound. 
~  When articulation, the air should be mentally placed in the same spot in the 
room for every note. 
~  Except for double reeds, practicing articulation with the brass mouthpiece, 
clarinet mouthpiece and barrel, saxophone mouthpiece and neck and flute 
head joint, can expose problems that are often “masked” when using the entire 
instrument.  
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VIII. Music Theory 
Music is written on a staff.  The staff consists of five lines that create four 
spaces.  Musical symbols are then placed on the staff.  There are symbols for 
sound and silence.  It is possible to create music without the use of silence but 
it is more interesting when silence is used.  There are symbols that allow the 
sounds to move up and down the staff.  There are symbols that allow music to 
move across the staff from left to right.  There are symbols that create pulse in 
music.  There are symbols that assign values in music.  The symbols for sound 
and silence have no value but have relationships.  No symbol can be assigned 
a pulse without the use of another symbol.  These symbols are as follows: 
note…make a sound on your instrument 
rest…be silent for a particular amount of time 
clef…allows you to assign a particular name to a note 
barline…inserted vertically to create perimeters within the staff 
measure…the name for these perimeters 
time signature…top number controls the number of pulse movements per 
measure 
time signature…bottom number controls the symbol that receives one pulse 
natural sign…the true sound of the written symbol (not required to be always 
written on the music 
flat sign…lowers the true sound of the symbol by one half step 
sharp sign…raises the true sound of the symbol by one half step 
 
The musical alphabet uses the first seven letters of the alphabet students have 
known since kindergarten—over and over.  An example would be 
ABCDEFGABCDEFGABCDEFGABCDEFG.  When read in this manner, the 
sound will move higher.  Another example is 
GFEDCBAGFEDCBAGFEDCBAGFEDCBA.  When read in this manner, the 
sound will move lower.  Both must be practiced. 
 
The treble and bass clefs are used on the grand staff to assign names to 
designated lines and spaces where notes are then placed.  The note symbols 
can be placed on any line or space.  The rest symbol is usually placed in the 
same spot every time.  Never teach the clefs separately.  Always teach the 
grand staff.   
 
It is suggested that you memorize the bottom line of the staff with the bass 
clef as “G.”  As you travel up the grand staff, you follow the example above 
which allows the sound to move higher.  Therefore, the bottom line is 
“G”…the next space is “A”…the next line is “B”….the next space is 
“C”….etc.   
 
It is important that the students practice naming notes by counting from the 
bottom line of the bass clef to where the note is placed every time naming 
every note in between.  Be sure your students know that the higher the note is 
on a staff, the higher it will sound.  The lower the note is on a staff, the lower 
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it will sound.  Ask the students to name all notes aloud.  The clef signs allow 
music to move up and down tonally. 
 
Once these skills are easily used, ask students to move up and down the staff 
naming notes silently.  Then, identify the note by its name along with its 
correct line or space and clef.  There are games that the class can play to 
strengthen their ability to read music.      
 
The time signature contains two numbers—one above the other.  The top 
number identifies the number of pulses placed in each measure created by the 
barlines.  The bottom number identifies the symbol (note or rest) that receives 
one pulse.  Introduce the top number first and understand each separate 
concept for the bottom and the top number before going on.  Be sure several 
time signatures have been taught and reinforced independently before students 
transition into their books.  Never ask a student how many pulses a note gets.  
Always ask—in a particular time signature—how many pulses a particular 
note or rest receives. 
 
 

IX. Pulse 
It is a good idea to relate pulse (i.e. beats) in music to the pulse of the body.  
Every young child has had their pulse taken, and knows something about its 
importance.  One of the positive things a doctor says about pulse is that it is 
“steady.”  This is a positive thing in music as well.  The pulse in the body has 
two parts, and we want to relate these two parts to pulse in music.  The 
difference being that body pulse is uneven and music pulse must always be 
even.  Students may have trouble using their foot to show you they understand 
the speed of the pulse.  If this occurs, have them walk and count pulse out 
loud.  Another helpful aid is to move their foot smoothly for them.  Ask them 
to make their ankle as soft as possible.  Use your thumb and middle finger as 
though you were fitting a shoe to move the foot up and down.  Most children 
have had this experience and do not mind someone holding their foot in that 
manner.  Another way you can help a student is to carefully place your entire 
foot on top of their foot to “get them going.”  When learning to use the foot as 
a gauge, say “one up two up etc.”  Never use exactly the same speed of 
pulse over and over—any time during a beginning band class.  Do not use 
the metronome until the students can control the rhythms through other 
counting activities.  Gradually move your students towards the use of the 
metronome.             
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