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 This session is designed to present some concepts that I use in my teaching that perhaps people 

haven’t thought to do (or don’t use very often).  In my experience, many of these things are not done by 

other people and I have found success doing them, so I am presenting them for people to consider 

adding them to their “bag of tricks.”  I hope that some or all of these things will be helpful to you and 

your students! 

 Disclaimer: I strongly believe that although what we do is very important, often the way we do 

things is more important.  I try to keep this in mind whenever I implement new techniques in the 

classroom, and I hope that this is considered when reading through these materials and listening to the 

presentation. 

Seating Charts: Mixed Seating / Changing seats often 

 I started doing this in my first or second year of teaching (high school), using a section of white 

board to write up the seating chart and leave it there.  I began experimenting with seating sections in 

different parts of the room, and then mixing up the seating so students did not sit in sections.  The more 

I did it, the more I saw the positive results from doing it.  When I began teaching beginning students, I 

starting using the mixed charts as well and really appreciated how it helped them become independent 

musicians and more responsible students.  I now use a computer program to keep my seating charts 

(can be displayed on screen in class) and to create new ones.  It takes me about 15-25 minutes to make 

new seating charts for all six of my classes (almost 200 kids), and I do new ones almost every week. 

Percussion Section: Part Rotation / Part Assignments 

 The primary goal for the methods I use with percussion is to develop musicians who are able to 

cover all of the multiple percussion parts in every tune we play.  Often, if unsupervised, young 

percussionists will develop preferences or roles within the section that end up limiting their abilities.  

The techniques I use with young percussion sections take a lot of the decision-making out of the 

students’ hands, at least in the beginning of their development.  Every student is expected to become 

proficient on mallet percussion, snare drum, and all of the auxiliary instruments that are asked for in our 

music.  Students must rotate through parts in class, making sure they play each part several times in 

class.  Eventually, they are asked what their preference is to play for an upcoming performance, and 

parts are assigned a few weeks before the concert/festival. 

Chamber Music Unit / Concert 

 I was looking for a way to encourage more students to participate in our annual Solo and 

Ensemble Festival that didn’t involve requiring their attendance.  I decided to start having a Chamber 

Concert that would be scheduled on a weekday the week before the festival.  After several years of 



tinkering with various formats, I think I have found what works for my school and demographic.  

Depending on your situation, this can be adjusted/altered to suit your school and students.  One of the 

main issues is literature, which you’ll want to invest in to make sure you have a wide assortment of 

music to choose from and offer to the student groups. 

 My current system is to require all of my 2nd and 3rd year students (7th and 8th graders) to form 

an ensemble with students from the same class period.  I let them choose who is in their group, and 

make sure that everyone is in at least one ensemble.  I then give them between three and five pieces 

(there is overlap of music with some groups) to start working on and let them choose what they’d like to 

eventually perform.  Student groups are given 10-15 minute time slots within the class to rehearse 

together.  When they come back from rehearsal, I check in with them on what they worked on, often 

having them play for the rest of the class.  This provides accountability for their rehearsal time and also 

allows me, or their peers, to give additional feedback.  All groups perform at our Chamber Concert, but 

are only encouraged (not required) to participate at Solo and Ensemble.  Even if they don’t do the 

Festival, they are still getting an authentic chamber music experience, which has all sorts of positive 

impacts on their musical skills. 

Using a metronome and a drone during rehearsal (and playing tests) 

 There are multiple resources available to all of us for using a metronome and/or a drone in our 

rehearsals.  The main thing for me is being consistent and insistent on the use of these tools, especially 

with young musicians.  

 For metronome use, I have my stereo in my classroom hooked up with several auxiliary inputs.  I 

have a Dr. Beat metronome, which provides multiple options for sounds, subdivisions, and tempi.  I also 

use my metronome app on my phone occasionally, mostly due to the fact that it has additional sounds 

(including a high hat sound that I like to use with my Jazz Band).  Almost all of my students’ playing tests 

are taken with a metronome, especially in the first two years.  Many students will not pass on their first 

try because they are not playing with the metronome.  This needs to be planned for and part of the 

experience.  Playing with a steady beat has to be made a priority, and making it a part of the playing 

tests provides an authentic and reasonable experience for the students to demonstrate their ability to 

play with a steady pulse. 

 Playing over a drone, both as an individual and as an ensemble, is an excellent way for students 

to develop awareness of intonation and individual pitch tendencies.  I wait until students have 

developed a characteristic tone and decent control over their instrument, usually sometime in their late 

2nd year of playing or 3rd year.  Dr. Beat can be used to provide pitch, as well as other similar devices.   I 

also have Richard Schwartz’s “Tuning CD” which has a drone for every pitch.  Another useful tool that is 

available (but I don’t own) is the Yamaha Harmony Director, which has all of these tools in one package. 

 

 



Additional Strategies 

 “Honors” Recognition – example specifications attached 

 End of Year Awards – some student-voted, some director-selected, 3-year Honors 

 More music, less difficulty (especially with 1st and 2nd year groups) 

- 1st year literature suggestions attached 

- Music voting example attached 

Part assignments for students 

- 1st year band, everyone gets 2nd parts, students “audition” for 1st parts 

- 2nd year band, everyone gets all parts, they are assigned what to play in class, then 

they audition for 1st parts a few weeks before performance 

- 3rd year band, parts are assigned by teacher based on ability, solos are open to 

audition for all students 

Musical “Games” in class, Wall of Fame 

- “Stand-up” game is a fun, competitive game to play with students, usually using line 

from the book and playing along with a metronome 

- “Wall of Fame” can be as simple as a section on the white board where you write 

most recent winner down on the board…just a fun way to recognize students 

- Rhythm Baseball is a great game to play in class on a day before break or some 

other time when they are not playing instruments for some reason 

Counting System, Hissing Parts, “Bupping”, Playing Subdivision 

- I have students count and finger through their music, especially lines from the book, 

several times before they every play 

- Getting students to vocalize the notes when they are counting is challenging, but an 

added bonus (teacher can set example to get them started, some kids much better 

than others) 

- Using variations on what they are doing allows for multiple repetition of a line 

without it seeming tedious 

o Count and finger it 

o Hiss and finger it 

o Play it as written 

o Bup it 

o Play subdivision 

o Have different sections play different things, or let students choose 


