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Volume 3 Edition 3

Greetings, fellow music educators!

This issue of the BUZZ will be the final issue 
published by BUSMEA until next fall, as our 
fourth and fifth years are gearing up to go 
student teaching mid-March.  In this issue you 
will find a number of reflections on recent 
events that have taken place this term (various 
workshops and conferences, etc.), as well as 
some helpful tips and reminders about student 
teaching collected from BU music education 
students.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank all 
of the people who helped make Da Capo 2011 a 
resounding success.  From the engaging 
presenters, to the dedicated BUSMEA members 
and volunteers who helped make sure the day 
ran smoothly, to the fantastic turnout of 
attendees, everyone involved with the 
conference played a significant role in helping 
our conference continue to grow and flourish!  
We are looking forward to seeing you at next 
year’s conference, which will take place on 
Saturday, January 21st, 2012.  Make sure 
to mark the date on your calendars now, as you 
will not want to miss it!

BUSMEA has once again had an extremely 
successful school year, including a number of fun 
and exciting fundraisers (the cookie auction and 
massage day, as well as our popular bake sales), a 
workshop where we “kicked it in” with Fran 
Kick, three issues of the BUZZ, the annual 
BUSMEA recital and, of course, the Da Capo 
Conference.  We finished off our year with 
elections and a full day of workshops with John 
Balsillie and Eric Marshall on budgeting and 
networking on March 5th. 

Thanks to everyone who ran for a position on 
the 2011/2012 BUSMEA council. Next years 
council are listed on page 16. I would like to 
encourage all BUSMEA members to get involved 
with BUSMEA next year, even if you did not run 
for an executive position.  If you have any 
questions or would like to get involved with 
BUSMEA, please send us an e-mail at 
busmea@brandonu.ca. 

On the topic of thanks, I would also like to make 
mention of our fantastic BUSMEA council 
members for 2010/2011.  Roberta, Michelle, 
Meagan, Claire, Emma, Mitch, Janet, Leslie, Carly, 
Leandra, and our faculty supervisor Dr. 

BUSMEA BUZZ

BUSMEA Council 2010/11

mailto:busmea@brandonu.ca
mailto:busmea@brandonu.ca
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How I Learned to Play a Clave 
Pattern
by Roberta Matheson 

On February 21, 2011, the Brandon University 
Chorale woke up bright and early and was at the 
airport by 4 a.m. in order to travel to Cuba.  
After a year of planning, fundraising and 
organizing, the moment was finally here.  Twenty-
two singers and Dr.  Andrée Dagenais went to 
Havana for a week of singing. 

Cuba is a country rich in culture, and the arts 
figure predominantly. It has six professional 
choirs, and music is evident in many aspects of 
the daily life of Cubans. It was not uncommon to 
see people singing on the street corner with a 
Tres (Cuban guitar), set of claves or maracas 
accompanying a singer. I was so impressed that 
music was for everyone. No one said, “I can’t 
sing” or “I can’t dance”; everyone just did it. I was 
highly impressed with how naturally people feel 
rhythm! They would just start moving to the 
music, and did not have to think when adding 
clapping patterns such as a clave pattern. I can 
proudly say that since that week, I can now play a 
clave pattern without even thinking! Although, 

while trying to clap with songs on the radio, it 
still takes some effort. 

One of the things I was most impressed with in 
Cuba was the fact that Cuban music was 
everywhere. Everyone knew traditional Cuban 
music, and they were interested in hearing us 
sing it. In Cuba, it is possible to study folk music 
in university. They do not perform and sing solely 
classical music. It made me wish Canadian folk 
music was more popular, or there was even 
more Canadian music that everyone in Canada 
could relate to and sing in any context. I wish we 
would relate more to our own folk music. I wish 
that Canadian folk music would be more popular 
and that we would hear and perform it more. 
Music is not a part of Canadian culture in the 
same way that is in Cuba. Cubans could start 
singing a song without having to think about it. If 
one person begins a song, others can easily join 
in by singing or improvising a rhythmic pattern. 
When we were asked about the style of our 
Canadian folk music, it was hard to describe. 
Often, what we sing in school and what we listen 
to is not the same type of music. I feel as though 
our preference of music may have been 
misinterpreted with what we studied. 

Building Bridges

McCallum.– your hard work and dedication are what has made all of BUSMEA’s events and endeavours 
this year possible.  

Good luck to all of our student teachers in their spring placements, and farewell to all of our graduating 
members!  

Sincerely,

Jennifer Shead

BUSMEA President 2010/2011
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Throughout our wonderful tour, I learned much 
about myself and about music from around the 
world. I left every rehearsal and performance 
feeling encouraged and inspired. We met and 
shared music with four choirs (Vocal Leo, 
Coralina, Vocal Luna, the choir from the Institut 
Superior des Artes) and a vocal jazz ensemble, 
Novel  Voz. We had the opportunity to perform 
for each ensemble, and receive coaching on the 
Cuban pieces we had been working on in 
Canada.  After the workshops, we had the 
chance to chat and get to know the singers. Two 
ensembles we met, Coralina and the ensemble 
from I.S.A. performed in the  gala concert with 
us on Wednesday evening. This concert was such 
a fantastic experience and after it happened our 
choir was on Cloud Nine.  We were ecstatic! We 

also had the 
opportunity to 
perform with one of 
the choirs we met, 
‘Coralina’ singing three 
Cuban pieces. We 
danced during one of 
the songs, and I will 
never forget how 
much help I needed to 
learn the simple 
choreography. During 
the rehearsal, the alto 
beside me got tired of 
me looking at her feet 
and reminded me to 
look up by tapping my 
chin. I remember the 

feeling once we finished 
that song in the concert. I felt so encouraged by 
the audience, which mainly consisted of choirs 
that we had met throughout the week. I was so 
proud about being part of BU Chorale, and what 
we have accomplished in such a short time. 

I also learned much about myself as a choral 
conductor. Rhythms, although difficult, should not 
scare me. I need to work hard, but it is 
important to feel the rhythm. Traveling with a 
choir is a possibility when teaching and I believe 
tours like these assist in developing musicians. It 
is great to build networks with other musicians. I 
am so glad to have traveled with BU Chorale to 
Cuba this year.  For many singers, this is our last 
year in the choir and I feel there is no better way 
to say good-bye to this ensemble! 

BU Chorale and youth from the House of Culture

For all BUSMEA members not going student 
teaching, be sure to come join us for a hot 

dog at our annual BUSMEA BBQ at the 
Brandon Jazz Festival from March 17-19.
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Music Across Cultures
by Rylee Woods

On our last full day in Cuba, the Brandon University chorale, directed by Andrée Dagenais, was given 
the opportunity to experience Cuban culture and the arts first hand.  Our last day was a long one, and 
to be completely honest, the last thing we wanted to do that day was have another performance. 

We pulled up to the Casa de Cultura in the municipality called Arroyo Naranjo. This municipality 
represents 11% of the province of Havana. The municipality alone has three “Houses of Culture,” which 

are equivalent to our 
community centers.

It was awkward at first, 
pulling up to this 
beautiful building with 
people everywhere and 
not really knowing the 
game plan. The crowd 
consisted of not just 
children, but their 
parents, siblings, and 
teenagers too. It was as 
if everyone in a five-
block radius was there 
to see us. The first thing 
we heard when we 
arrived was music. The 
first two things we saw 
were a Canadian flag 
hung next to a Cuban 
flag and smiles from 
everyone around. 

Without much knowledge of what exactly was ahead for us, we got up in front of the crowd that had 
formed into an audience and began our program. It did not matter how we sounded, what language we 
were singing in, nor the style of music... they loved it, truly loved it. We had not received applause like 
that since we had arrived in Cuba. These people were not musicians, they were not appreciating our 
phrasing or if we got every note and chord perfect. They appreciated what we were doing simply 
because it was music. Music provided a common ground for both parties. 

After we had performed our last piece, we were seated in chairs to face “the stage” and the next show 
began. Oh Canada was the first thing we heard, and it was being played by a local resident who had been 
coming to the House of Culture since he was young. It was at this moment that I started crying, and I 
was not alone. They loved us for being there, and we loved them back. We were privileged enough to 
hear solo singers, choirs, guitar ensembles, and to see a wide variety of dancers of all ages. After the last 

Flags at the House of Culture
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Student Teaching Tips 
Compiled by Emma Gordon

The BUSMEA Council held its Second Annual Student Teaching Debriefing Session in September 2010, 
which gave music education students a chance to discuss and share their experiences from their spring 
student teaching placement. 

As a result of this night, we compiled a list of tips for student teachers. Many of these are intended for 
first-time student teachers, but all student teachers can benefit from these reminders!

The Practical Tips

- Get in contact with your co-operating teacher and faculty advisor as soon as 
possible. Email is usually the preferred method of communication, so make sure you check 
your email frequently.

- Ask your co-operating teacher what you can be preparing ahead of time. Ask what pieces 
they are playing, if there are scores you could be studying, what the school schedule is, etc. Co-
operating teachers may choose not to give you anything to prepare ahead of time, especially for 
first-time student teachers. Don't worry, this is normal!

- Meet with your faculty advisor before leaving the BU campus to find out what their 
expectations are - how should you write your journals? How often do you need to submit 
them? How many times are they hoping to visit your school? 

- If you have been placed with a faculty advisor who is not from BU, try to meet them ahead of 
time. You don't want your first time meeting your faculty advisor to be the day they are 
watching you teach a class!

- If possible, visit your school and meet your co-operating teacher ahead of your 
placement. This will ease a lot of stress, and make you feel much more confident heading into 
your first day of student teaching.

- Plan where you will be living during student-teaching as soon as you possibly can. Make 
sure to budget accordingly, as you may have extra room and board expenses. 

- Plan how you will get to school each day – can you walk? Drive your car? Take a bus? 
Make sure you have timed your commute.   

- Buy a watch. If you don't already own a watch, buy one! Don't rely on your cell phone for 
the time, as cell phones will most likely be banned from your school.

dance we had an impromptu dance party to the music of Justin Bieber. We had mini dance-offs, took 
pictures and then had to say our goodbyes. 

Personally, this last day was the day that changed my thoughts on many things, especially in terms of 
community involvement in music and music education as a whole. Seeing how the arts, and music 
especially can change a person and bring a community together was magical. Culture, music, and dancing 
brought us all together. 
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The Teaching Tips

- Get to know your students right away. Make learning names a priority! Ask your co-
operating teacher for class lists, and if applicable, write down their instrument next to their 
name. Take every opportunity to simply talk with the students (breaks, while setting up for class, 
lunch).   

- Ask questions! Don't be afraid to ask your co-operating teacher as many questions as you 
possibly can. Ask questions about anything you can think of. Make sure to write down the name 
of pieces, composers, method books, etc. for future reference!

- Be honest with what you know, and what you don't know. For first-time student 
teachers, let your co-operating teacher know if you haven't studied conducting very much. 
Don't be embarrassed if you have to ask for repetition or clarification. 

- Don't be afraid to step out of your comfort zone! As student teachers, we can get 
away with a lot of things. In order to get the most of your placement, you have to push yourself, 
especially during your first placement. Student teaching is your chance to experiment and try 
new things while still being in a controlled and safe environment. Take risks, and jump in the 
deep end! 

- Be early for everything! The early mornings can be tiring, but try to be early every day.

- Initiate your own teaching. Don't wait for your co-operating teacher to ask you if you 
would like to teach something. Volunteer, or ask if you can do something the following day. This 
is especially important during your first placement, as your co-operating teacher may expect 
you to mainly observe. If you're comfortable, keep doing more!

- Stay on top of your journals. Try to journal every single day. Don't leave it until the end of 
the week, as it will be harder to remember. 

- Take care of yourself. Student teaching can be both physically and mentally draining. Give 
yourself time to relax and unwind every day. Make sure to keep in touch with friends through 
calling, texting, and facebook. Try to eat healthy and pack nutritious lunches. Go to bed early and 
get as much sleep as you can! 

You are going to have a lot of fun while student teaching! You will get as much out of your 
placement as you are willing to put into it, so try your best!

Volunteer Opportunity! 
Manitoba Band Association - Level One Band Festival

Tuesday, April 19, 2011
Brandon University School of Music

Contact Ken Epp – mbband@shaw.ca or Wendy McCallum 
– mccallumw@brandonu.ca

mailto:mbband@shaw.ca
mailto:mbband@shaw.ca
mailto:mccallumw@brandonu.ca
mailto:mccallumw@brandonu.ca
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My First Impressions of Da Capo

by Josephine Moellenbeck

I've always known that I've wanted to become a 
music teacher.  Attending Da Capo 2011 
confirmed that becoming a music teacher is 
what I want to do. There were many interesting 
sessions and all of the sessions that I attended 
were very informative.

After the keynote address, I went to The Job 
Interview with Kevin Doell. It was really effective 
to see a mock interview. The interview gave us 
questions that we may be faced with when 
applying for jobs. The 
presenter gave us an 
outline of what types of 
answers he and other 
board members expect to 
hear. The next session I 
went to was Twentieth-
Century Choral 
Repertoire, and Kristel 
Peters had assembled a large collection of good 
repertoire. She gave us points on what types of 
songs to select, how to get students more 
motivated, and how to get boys singing. 

In the afternoon at the New Teacher Roundtable 
there was a great deal of good advice on what to 
do when first at a job.  Karly Epp, Stephanie 
Dzubinski and Chloé Plamondon explained their 
jobs, what they did, and what they wished they 
would have done the summer before starting 
their job. These ladies presented ideas and tricks 
they picked up in university and during student 
teaching. It was reassuring to hear of these 
teachers’ experiences and hear that not 
everything goes right immediately. 

After this session I headed over to  Movement 
Spectacular with Angela Tester and Heather 
Douglas.  These teachers put music and physical 
education together in a unique way of getting 
kids to have fun, but also to have them focus on 
pulse and rhythm through movement. Karly Epp's 
session called  Getting Organized: Pick a Colour 
was a definite must for any voice major planning 
on going into education.  This was another 
session in which I wished we had more time to 
spend.  She had a useful handout for us and 
superb ideas on what to do in our practicum.  In 
addition she provided ideas on how our life is 
going to change and how the community we will 

be in will affect our job.  
She also presented 
strategies on how to get 
organized. I hope to use all 
the advice she gave us and 
to share it with others 
who are going into 
education. 

My final session had me at 
Let's Begin – Music in the Early Years Classroom 
with Patti Matheson. I was a little intimidated at 
first going into this session because I have not 
taken any education classes and for some of the 
things that were talked about, I wish I had 
additional experience. There were definitely 
good ideas and things that I will use when I begin 
teaching. The Da Capo Conference was an 
incredible experience.  Although I am in my first 
year, it's never too early to start thinking, 
organizing, and collecting ideas for the future. I 
hope to attend next year’s conference!  It's an 
honour to learn from other’s vast experiences in 
the field. Thank you BUSMEA for putting on a 
professional development conference!

“...it's never too early to 
start thinking, organizing, and 

collecting ideas for the 
future.”

Second Year Students!
Make sure to keep your calendar free on TUESDAY, MARCH 29th 

for the BUSMEA Student Teaching Information Session! 5:00 – 
7:00pm in Room 2-02. Pizza included!
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Da Capo 2011

Resumés and Portfolios: When 

and How to Use Them session 

with Dr. Darrin Oehlerking

Round Table Discussion with First-

Year Teachers: Stephanie Dzubinski, 

Chloé Plamondon and Karly Epp

Goodbye to Meagan Lawson, Mitchell 
Wedgewood and Michelle Thompson - 
Graduating BUSMEA council members 

attending their last Da Capo Conference 
as BU Students.
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Angie Tester and Heather Douglas 

present props from their Movement 

Spectacular.

Brent Campbell’s session 
discussed organizing and 

conducting a pit band for a 
musical theatre production.

Music educators and students 
enjoy Kristal Peters’ presentation 
on twentieth century on choral 

repertoire
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Da Capo Conference 

by Jennifer Shead

The 5th annual Da Capo Conference was held on January 22nd, 2011 at the Brandon University School 
of Music.  The 51 attendees included Brandon University music and music education students, Brandon 
University professors, band directors from across the province (including Westman and Winnipeg), and 

representatives from the University of 
Saskatchewan.  Like last year, we were 
once again pleased to see an increase in 
the number of students from outside 
our own institute attending the 
conference.  Our goal for the Da Capo 
Conference is for it to continue to 
function as a place for student 
networking amongst surrounding 
universities.  The day was spent attending 
a wide range of sessions, presented by a 
diverse group of experienced and 
engaging presenters.  They included Dr. 
Cam Symons, Alissa Watson, Patti 
Matheson, Graydon Cramer, Jesse 
Dietschi, Dan Stajov, Dr. Darrin 
Oehlerking, Tom Dowden, Ken Epp, 
Brent Campbell, Kevin Doell, Angie 
Tester, Heather Douglas, Kristel Peters, 

Dr. Wendy McCallum, Karly Epp, Stephanie Dzubinski, and Chloé Plamondon.  Feedback from 
conference attendees included the following:

	
 “[Da Capo] gets me motivated and excited about teaching!”

	
 “Thanks for pushing us out of our comfort zone!”

	
 “The variety between choral, elementary, and band sessions was great.”

	
 “Good job BUSMEA!  Great presenters!”

Be on the lookout for the second Relax! with BUSMEA and 
Reactive Massage coming up in early April! If you have any 
questions or want to reserve your spot early, please email 

Claire Powell at claire.powell651@gmail.com.

Michael Kim, Dean of Music, and Cam 
Symons, Dean of Education, enjoy lunch with 
students from the University of Saskatchewan 

and Brandon University

mailto:claire.powell651@gmail.com
mailto:claire.powell651@gmail.com
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Are you Looking for Education Opportunities Over the Summer? 

Here are some Educational Opportunities you could take part in this summer: 

• Orff Levels: 31st Annual Orff Certification Program
University of Manitoba Faculty of Music Summer Institute
July 4-15, 2011
More information at: http://www.umanitoba.ca/music/summer/summer.html 

• University of Manitoba Jazz Camp: Small ensemble based setting, working on rhythm, 
improvisation, chord symbols, song form, chord progressions and ear training. 
August 14 - 20th 2011 
More information at: http://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/coned/summer/music/index.html 

• Canadian Wind Conductors Development Program : 2011 Conductors 
development program. Faculty includes Dr. Shelley Jagow, Dr. Dale Lonis, Dr. Fraser Linklater, Dr. 
Jason Caslor
July 15 – 21, 2011
St. John’s Ravenscourt School Winnipeg, MB
More information at: http://www.canadianconductor.ca 

• University of Western Ontario:  This weeklong symposium will provide participants 
with the opportunity to conduct both large and chamber ensembles and receive immediate 
feedback. Topics will include: music selection, rehearsal strategies, score analysis, wind band 
masterworks, developing expressive gestures, and conducting issues directly related to the 
repertoire being studied. 
July 25 – 29, 2011
Clinicians include Dr. Colleen Richardson, Dr. Christopher Morehouse, and Dr. John Cuciurean. 
More information at: http://www.music.uwo.ca/programs/graduateDegreePrograms.html 

• University of Toronto: 2011 Wind Conducting Symposium: This is a four-day intensive 
session designed for teachers and conductors at all levels.
July 4 – 7, 2011 
More information at: http://www.music.utoronto.ca/events/summer/windconducting.htm

• International Music Camp Professional Development for Educators: 
International Music Camp  Professional Development for Educators 
Any week starting June 19th and ending July 30th  - Half week (Sunday evening to Wednesday) 
or Full week (Sunday through Saturday.)
Registration available on the website: http://www.internationalmusiccamp.com/program/
professional-development-for-educators

http://www.umanitoba.ca/music/summer/summer.html
http://www.umanitoba.ca/music/summer/summer.html
http://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/coned/summer/music/index.html
http://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/coned/summer/music/index.html
http://www.canadianconductor.ca
http://www.canadianconductor.ca
http://www.music.uwo.ca/programs/graduateDegreePrograms.html
http://www.music.uwo.ca/programs/graduateDegreePrograms.html
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
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• SMV Vocal Jazz Camp:  Sisler High School, Winnipeg, MB, July 18 – 22 
More information at:  http://www.vocaljazzcamp.com/home.html 

• Avenues Exploring Band and Jazz Methods: Brandon University School of Music
 August 22 – 23, 2011, Dr.  Wendy McCallum and Professor Greg Gatien

• Reading Sessions: To promote new material, many stores host reading sessions. Check them 
out at St. John’s Music,  or Poppler’s Music 
Poppler’s Music, Inc: http://www.popplersmusic.com/c-1031-popplers-music-reading-clinic.aspx
St. John’s Music: http://www.stjohnsmusic.com/educators 

Saxophone Techniques
by Professor Greg Gatien and Michelle Thompson, Class of 2011

“If you like an instrument that sings, play the saxophone.  At its best, it’s like the human voice” (Stan 
Getz). Maybe at its worst, it’s also like the human voice.  Here are some tips that hope to address some 
common performance issues with saxophone players so that your students can be on the ‘singing’ side 
of saxophone playing. 

Air Support and Embouchure

Often as an instrumental music educator you will have students who have started on another 
instrument (most commonly flute or clarinet) that have moved into the world of saxophone. Moving 
from a smaller instrument to saxophone may pose problems when it comes to air flow and breath 
support. It takes quite a lot of fast and warm air to play the saxophone and to develop a nice sound, so 
be sure to encourage students to take large breaths.  In the early stages of saxophone playing  students 
will take some time (most often a few months) to get used to moving air and finding their 
embouchures so patience with certain issues (intonation and articulation come to mind) will be a 
virtue.

 The embouchure needed to play saxophone is different than playing clarinet and quite different from 
playing flute.  Due to the construction of the mouthpiece, the saxophone enters the embouchure more 
or less at a right angle so that air goes straight in – significantly different than the clarinet.  When 
forming saxophone embouchure have students say the syllables “E” and “OO”. These will help form the 
round shape of the embouchure and will keep the corners in. If they then say the word “IF” that will 
place a small amount of the lower lip on the bottom teeth. The top teeth should be rested on the 
mouthpiece.   Be sure to have the student relax the jaw so that the chin appears to be flat. The 
saxophone mouthpiece should go into the mouth, and the teeth should rest on top of the mouthpiece 
at about the same place where the reed meets the mouthpiece. Because the teeth sit on top of the 
mouthpiece students will often bite into the mouthpiece leaving dents in it (especially if they are 

Techniques Corner

http://www.vocaljazzcamp.com/Home.html
http://www.vocaljazzcamp.com/Home.html
http://www.popplersmusic.com/c-1031-popplers-music-reading-clinic.aspx
http://www.popplersmusic.com/c-1031-popplers-music-reading-clinic.aspx
http://www.stjohnsmusic.com/educators/
http://www.stjohnsmusic.com/educators/
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applying too much pressure or lazily using the instrument as a head rest). Damage to the mouthpiece 
can be avoided by purchasing inexpensive mouthpiece patches.  Some good references for basic 
embouchure are found in Larry Teal’s “The Art of Saxophone Playing” and David Liebman’s “Developing 
a Personal Saxophone Sound.”

In beginning saxophone players, be aware of upward pressure from the bottom teeth. If the pressure is 
too great students will be biting into their bottom lip. This biting is often painful for them and can leave 
small calluses on the inside of the bottom lip. Too much upward pressure will cause the sound to be 
thin, pinched, and cut off.  While your students work on relieving the upward pressure, you can 
recommend that they pad their bottom incisors with a strip of coffee filter paper. 

If students are having trouble with upward pressure of the embouchure, there are many exercises that 
can help relax the bottom jaw and help develop a nice open sound. 

1)	
 The Low B-flat exercise is based on the understanding that the embouchure that is required to 
play a full (not ugly or overblown) low B-flat, the lowest note on most saxophones, is void of upward 
pressure and requires significant air speed and support.  You can test this out yourself and discover that 
by transferring your own low Bb embouchure throughout the range of the saxophone is not only 
achievable, but produces a   nice resonant tone that is relatively in tune.  Example One has students 
play a low written Bb and move chromatically up the instrument, even into the palm keys (high D,E, E-
flat and F). 

Example One:  The Low B-flat Exercise 

Each step should start and end on the B-flat and the exercise should be slurred. Students should keep 
the same shape of their embouchure in place when they play the B-flat and when they play the next 
note.  This exercise can be easily modified to your students’ skills and instruments (many school horns 
are too leaky to produce a reliable low B-flat).  After practicing this students should begin to play with 
less pressure and with a more relaxed embouchure. 

2)	
 Like trumpet players, saxophone players are greatly helped in aspects of tone and intonation by 
playing scale fragments and melodies on their mouthpiece.  This helps students ‘voice’ notes (essential 
for ‘in tune’ saxophone playing) and develop a physical understanding of the necessary air speed for 
producing an even tone.  In almost every case, the struggle will be for students to get lower notes on 
their mouthpiece, and this struggle will be valuable in relieving upward pressure in the embouchure.  At 
its best, the saxophone mouthpiece is nothing like what Stan Getz described in the opening quote, so 
give parents fair warning and let students know that just a little every session is in everyone’s best 
interest.

3)	
 Another useful exercise is over-blowing the octave key.  Have students play a descending C 
major scale in the lower octave of the instrument. They should push down the octave key while doing 
this. Students should be using enough air and a loose enough embouchure to play the scale without 
jumping up the octave.  Warn parents about this exercise (it will never sound good), and let your 
students know that doing this for more than ten minutes per session is not advisable. 
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Example Two:  Over-blowing the Octave Key

3)	
 The object of a pitch bending exercise is to hold a steady pitch on the first note played, in this 
case F, and then to bend the pitch using the embouchure to play a note chromatically below. 

Bending Pitch

Students should experiment with tongue placement when doing this. It also helps to voice the note and 
open the throat when trying to bend the pitch. 

4)	
 It is advisable to teach your students the palm keys early in their development as saxophone 
players. If these are ignored until the time students become dependent on their high range their tone 
will not be reliable for them. Here is a valuable exercise to have students play to become comfortable 
in the palm keys. They should play this pattern both descending and ascending.

Many saxophone players play for years without interacting with the palm keys and when they begin 
using them regularly their tone is often choked and out of tune. 

5)	
 The title of the exercise, crescendo-decrescendo, is self-explanatory.  This exercise is best done 
on mid-range notes, and develops control over air speed and the differentiation between air speed and 
air volume (amount).  Just a few crescendo-decrescendo patterns per day produce meaningful results.  
As students develop, encourage them to do this exercise with a drone (either a unison or any of the 
perfect intervals) so they can monitor pitch fluctuations in the context of dynamic contrast.

Posture

Beginning players can often struggle with posture and hand position. Encourage alto saxophone players 
to play with the saxophone between their legs as opposed to on the side. This way the saxophone will 
stand straight up and the mouthpiece will point directly into their mouth without them having any 
curves in their back and neck.  Tenor and baritone saxophone players have to play with the saxophone 
on the side of their body because of its size. We more often see posture issues with these students 
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because of this playing position. Students should be encouraged to bring the saxophone to them and 
not bend their bodies and necks in order to accommodate the saxophone. Students should also push 
out the bottom end of the saxophone so that it is straight up and down. Also, watch for students 
holding their saxophone far back on an angle where the mouthpiece is entering their mouth on an 
angle as opposed to straight in.  In a correct hand position fingers should hover over the pearl keys, and 
there should be limited motion when reaching for the palm and spatula keys.  

Reed Selection and Maintenance

Like all reed instruments, reed care is very important and essential to the saxophone sound. First of all 
picking a brand of reeds for your students can be difficult. Reeds can be very expensive, especially the 
ones of higher quality.  Vandoren produces series of reeds that are often very reliable (V16s and Java).  
Hemke also makes nice reeds for a classical saxophone sound. 

Once the reed is selected it is important to make sure the entire reed is soaked before putting in on 
the mouthpiece. In order for the reed to properly vibrate it must be wet. Reeds are easily broken and 
should be cared for carefully. LaVoz sells small coloured plastic reed holders which are very inexpensive 
and are excellent for your beginning and intermediate saxophone players. The plastic cases in which 
reeds are sold should never be used to store the reed. If they are used for storage, the reed will often 
become warped and not playable.  Watch students’ reeds for cracks and chips and look for a colour 
change in the reed. Many young saxophone players will play on a reed for so long that it becomes to 
turn brown or grey in colour. This is a sign that the reed 
needs to be discarded. Students should have two or 
three reeds in rotation that are ready to play at all 
times. Because reeds are so fragile it is difficult to 
predict when one will need to be replaced. 

Mouthpiece Selection

The mouthpiece is also a very important factor in the 
production of an idiomatic saxophone tone. A well made 
and proper sized mouthpiece can really help to improve 
a student’s tone on any make or model of instrument. It 
is important to make sure that students do not purchase 
mouthpieces that are too open. Most mouthpieces are 
identified by a series of numbers, and the greater the 
number the more open the mouthpiece will be. The 
Otto Link mouthpiece in a size 6 is a good size, but it 
may be a bit too open for a beginner player.  A very reliable 
mouthpiece that can be used in concert band is the Selmer 
C*.  Vandoren also makes very good mouthpieces. 

Many of the challenges of the saxophone relate back to the 
fundamentals of tone production. If we ensure our students 
are playing with correct embouchure, breath support, 
posture, and hand position they will be on the road to 
saxophone success!
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