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NOTES TO CONDUCTOR

Keys To Success includes tried and true teaching strategies for instrumental ensembles at the middle and high school levels. Developed over
7 years at Plant High School in Tampa, FL, this series of technique exercises and studies focus on the development of individual and ensemble
tone quality, unified articulations, balance, blend and phrasing.

The establishment of listening processes and responsibilities for the development of individual and ensemble sound is of primary importance.
In this ensemble development sequence, we identify listening responsibilities in three levels as follows:

Level 1: Developing individual tone quality. Each musician is listening and evaluating their individual sound to ensure the best tone
quality as defined by the conductor.

Level 2: Developing side-to-side relationships. Each musician is listening to the players on either side to ensure matched tone quality,
balance and pitch.

Level 3: Developing ensemble awareness and individual roles/responsibilities in a given musical setting. Each musician is listening
across the ensemble with a focus on balance and blend based on their specific role in that musical setting.

Exercise 1: 8s & 4s (Concert F)
This exercise is used to establish individual tone quality. leading to good ensemble sound/sonority. The exercise also provides an opportunity to
focus on enunciation, ensemble releases with relaxed breathing.

We suggest beginning with a “da” syllable. This syllable should be unified across the full band with a focus on a softer initiation of sound.
Other options include the use of a “ta” syllable with a more pointed enunciation. Whichever syllabic approach is used, please clarify and unify
throughout the ensemble.

Encourage students to approach releases by simply taking a breath. Each release is through the bar line ending on beat 1 of the following
measure.

We suggest using a 2-count breath throughout these exercises. Each breath should be relaxed with an open throat. Please note the shoulders
and instrument should not rise during the inhale.

The keyboard percussion should use a medium to soft implement with a focus on proper roll technique at the most sonorous location of the
tone bar. Exercises begin on concert F due to the comfortable range for all instruments making it easier to establish a good sound quickly. We
suggest a tempo of 92-108 beats per minute. Vary the tempo and repeat the exercise as needed.

Listening Level 1



Exercise 2: F Descending Chromatic
This exercises continues to work on good individual sound. In addition, we add the responsibility of listening to, matching and balancing the
sounds of the musicians on either side.

Descending Chromatic allows us to focus on pitch relationships. It is important to focus on proper interval relationships throughout.
Remind the band to play with a relaxed sound using a relaxed breath.

As the intervals expand, it is important to keep the dynamic presence consistent from note to note. We must insure the top and bottom notes
are equal in volume.

Listening Levels 1 and 2

Exercise 3: 8s and 4s (Concert BY)
In this exercise, we continue to reinforce everything we have learned from Exercise 1 (Concert F). However, we begin to add tuning as a focus.
After 2 or 3 repetitions of the exercise, students are instructed to start making tuning adjustments to their instruments.

The use of electronic tuners in the band can be approached in multiple ways. If possible, we suggest each student use a personal tuner to allow
them to individually make adjustments to their instrument. We also use tuners for students to develop and reinforce good relative pitch. Please
note the tuner is not a substitute for ear training. Tuning should not be a visual skill. It is extremely important to tune the ensemble regularly
using human ears in response to a reference pitch.

Once the band is comfortable with concert B, you may wish to play the exercise using other pitches gradually moving higher and lower from our
original concert F.

Listening Level 1

Exercise 4: B> Descending Chromatic
During these first four exercises, we continue to work towards a relaxed sound and breathing techniques. We also begin to focus on the moving
pitches together with good finger technique and timing.

Listening Levels 1 and 2

Exercise 5: Ascending Chromatic
This exercise is used to expand range in all instruments. We continue to reinforce the same techniques used in the descending chromatic exercises.
As we ascend, remind the band to use a relaxed breath which leads to a relaxed sound. Focus on tuning as we ascend into the upper register.

During the Exercises 3-5 we recommend a drone be used for pitch reference. A metronome could also be used to establish and reinforce a steady
pulse. However, once the steady pulse is achieved, we suggest conducting to solidify the relationship between ensemble musician and conductor.

Listening Levels 1 and 2

Exercise 6: Slurs & Scale Patterns
Patterns 1 and 2 are simple slurs for the brass with an eight-note scale pattern in the woodwinds and mallet percussion.

For the brass sections, the patterns are used to relax the faces and to begin the slur process. When playing the slurs, be sure there are not
unwanted pitches between the slurred notes. All slurs should be treated like a musical phrase.

For the woodwind and keyboard percussion sections, the patterns are used to develop and reinforce finger dexterity and mallet technique.
In addition, they have the opportunity to work scale patterns in various keys. The woodwinds should be striving for smooth finger motion
throughout the pattern with consistent air. The keyboard percussion should use a medium to soft mallet with a focus on the strike technique at
the most sonorous location of the tone bar. All patterns should be treated like a musical phrase.

As we move into patterns 3 and 4, the technical demands increase. The woodwinds and keyboard percussion are now playing 16th note figures.
We are still working on playing with a great sound, proper finger technique with dexterity and phrasing.

The brass lip flexibilities expand in range. Students should continue to move consistently through each exercise maintaining a relaxed sound
and playing with proper balance and blend.

Listening Levels 1,2 and 3

Exercise 7: Goldman Articulation Study Variations

Articulation can be defined as musical diction. Just like we speak with good diction, students must play with good diction through proper
articulation and technique. When articulating musically, we are working on the length and shape of the note as well as the coordination between
fingers and tongue. Consistent air flow is crucial while playing these studies and can be played either staccato or legato. Staccato can be defined
as short, light and detached. Legato can be defined as long and connected with each note touching the next. Please be sure to clarify the
articulation before each performance of a study.

As always, the band should strive to play with the best possible sound and resonance. Remind the winds to keep the air consistent with the
throat open and relaxed. They must also focus on the coordination between finger/slide and tongue technique.

Three versions of the study are notated allowing articulation development with ensembles at any level. We encourage younger ensembles to
focus on versions 1 and 2 before progressing to version 3.

Listening Levels 1,2 and 3



Exercise 8: B> Major Chord Progression

In this exercise, we continue to work on individual and ensemble tone quality through consistent air, balance and blend. As previously mentioned,
musical blend and balance can be defined at three levels. With appropriate individual tone quality, each musician should strive for matched
sonorities within their section. The full band, through the direction of the conductor, then blends those matched sections into a larger full
ensemble sonority using balance as a primary tool. Like a visual artist, we blend beautiful individual colors into a sonic palette creating a musical
soundscape that will affect the listener.

It is important for each musician to realize the vertical and horizontal listening responsibilities. They should listen vertically from the bottom of
the band to the top. Through this linear listening scenario, we balance, blend and tune the ensemble. They must also listen horizontally for timing
to ensure each chord change is clear and effective.

Be sure to note the dynamic notation from piano to forte. Please designate the appropriate dynamic marking prior to each performance. We
suggest beginning at mezzo forte followed by gradually softer and stronger levels to ensure quality throughout the dynamic range.

In summary, this chord progression allows the musicians to focus on tone quality, balance, blend and tuning without extreme technical demands.
The ultimate goal is to achieve a full and rich ensemble sound.

Listening Levels 1, 2 and 3

Exercise 9: Shifting Tonality

This harmonic exercise is a more advanced chord progression written to focus on ensemble tuning through shifting key centers. The process is
the same as Exercise 8: B> Major Chord Progression. Encourage the band to always play with good tone quality, balance and blend. In addition,
please encourage the musicians to focus on stagger breathing during the performance. Stagger breathing is a technique used to alleviate breaks
in the ensemble sound due to individual breaths in each section. In this progression notated in 4/4 time, we suggest breathing only on beats 2
or 3. Musicians must not breathe at the same time is their stand partner and never breath on beat 1or 4 to avoid breaks in the sound over the
bar line.

Ensemble visual communication and response to the conductor ensures chords change at the same time throughout the ensemble avoiding any
break in the harmonic structure.

Listening Levels 1,2 and 3

Exercise 10: Bach Chorale

We suggest ending each technique rehearsal with a chorale to reinforce the lessons of the day. Key concepts that should be evident during the
performance include tone quality, balance, blend, ensemble timing, stagger breathing and phrasing. In-addition, the conductor should explore
multiple interpretations to reinforce the connection between musician and conductor. The musicians should be encouraged to make eye contact
with the conductor facilitating unified musical expression and artistic communication.

Listening Levels 1,2 and 3

Schedule Implementation

No matter the academic schedule, we suggest dedicating a longer appropriate amount of time per week for technical development of the
ensemble. The time dedicated to fundamental musicianship will pay incredible dividends in the short and long term for both the ensemble and
individual musician.

In a regular rehearsal setting, we suggest the following approach:

1. Technical development and reinforcement should be a daily part of the ensemble warm up. We suggest always using Exercises 1-4
as part of the ensemble daily routine.

2. Select one or two of the Slur & Scale Patterns (Exercise 6).
3. Select one of the Goldman Articulation Studly variations (Exercise 7).
4. Select one of the chord progressions (Exercises 8 or 9).
5. Finish with the Bach Chorale.
This 5-step sequence should take approximately 15 minutes. Tuning should be ongoing throughout the exercises. If time allows for an extended

tuning session, insert this process after step 3 above (Goldman Articulation Study). Confirm the tuning of the ensemble after the chord
progression leading to the final chorale performance.

R / MUSIC
COMPANY



Dedicated to the H.B. Plant High School Band of Tampa, FL and all others striving for musical excellence
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F Descending Chromatic

Exercise 2
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8s & 4s (Concert Bb)

Exercise 3
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Bb Descending Chromatic

Exercise 4
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Bb Major Chord Progression
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Bb Major Chord Progression

(4-mallet technique)
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Bb Major Chorale

Exercise 9
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Shifting Winds Chorale

Exercise 11
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