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INTRODUCTION 
 
 This notebook concentrates a variety of saxophone pedagogical materials into one 
sourcebook.  The excellent and most commonly used book of saxophone pedagogy is The 
Art of the Saxophone, by Larry Teal.  My notebook follows his basic outline and 
contents, and uses his table of contents as a point of departure.  Very little of Teal’s ideas 
are literally presented however, as most of the teaching materials herein are taken from 
transcripts of my interviews with Professor Vincent Gnojek, Saxophone Instructor at the 
University of Kansas.  Saxophone Masterclasses, by Dr. Michael Hester, and the College 
Instrumental Technique Series: Guide to Teaching Woodwinds, by Fredrick Westphal, 
were also scoured for information.  Both are excellent publications.  Sinta on Sax, by 
Donald Sinta, and Steps to Excellence, by Dr. Eugene Rousseau, were two teaching 
videos that were also consulted for this project.  All of these sources have been very 
helpful.  I would like to thank Professor Gnojek for his time and patience.  His ideas and 
techniques have been invaluable to my own teaching and personal study of the 
saxophone.  
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THE SAXOPHONE 
 
Image of the Classical Saxophone 
 

Unlike the other woodwinds, the saxophone hasn’t yet established itself as a 
symphonic solo and sectional instrument.  With a few notable exceptions, no one has 
been established as the ‘Segovia’ of the saxophone.  Harvey Pittel has probably been the 
most successful to date, after Marcel Mule and Sigurd Rascher in the 1950’s.  Pittel has 
played as a soloist with the Boston Symphony, the Los Angeles Philharmonic, the New 
York Philharmonic, and the St. Louis Symphony.  He had a trio and saxophone quartet 
under his own name, and was the premier saxophonist for about ten years.  And yet, he 
has never cracked the ‘glass ceiling’ for the popular virtuoso classical saxophone. 

 
The classical saxophone doesn’t yet have the repertoire and the established 

pedagogy that the other wind instruments have developed.  Fred Hemke, Donald Sinta, 
Larry Teal, and Cecil Leeson have established themselves as the important American 
soloists and educators, and the French schools continue to produce excellent teachers and 
players.  Even so, none of these soloists or schools has produced a performer with the 
popular appeal of James Galway, Jean-Pierre Rampal, Pablo Casals, Itzhak Perlman, 
Pinkas Zuckermann, or Yo Yo Ma.   

 
These players didn’t achieve their success by accident.  Listening to them perform 

is enjoyable and inspirational.  It seems strange that audiences rarely get this feeling from 
a saxophone performance.  Other than Branford Marsalis, there aren’t many classical 
saxophonists that even record on major labels.  His attraction is due in part to the success 
of his brother Wynton on classical trumpet, and also due in part to the success he has had 
in jazz and television.  Both are fantastic musicians; neither are unable to sustain a career 
from classical music alone. 

 
Perhaps there is some trepidation on the part of the classical saxophonists in the 

first place.  Certainly all of the great classical performers are constantly criticized, 
regardless of their instrument.  Due to the hypercritical nature of their environment, and 
an unaccepted classical instrument, saxophonists may feel pressured to play absolutely 
perfect, causing them to lose some of their communicative edge.  This could result in a 
typically aggressive character, giving their performances too much intensity, and perhaps 
reducing their enjoyable appeal.   

 
Flute and oboe players consistently play pretty music.  Saxophonists and their 

repertoire often seem brusque in comparison.  Many of the great saxophone soloists and 
teachers have tyrannical reputations, and their personalities come through in their 
performances.  The wide and intense vibrato typically used by saxophonists in lyric, 
melodic passages, is not flute-like at all.  Classical saxophonists could perhaps benefit 
from playing music in a more relaxed and entertaining presentation, allowing the music 
and the audience to evolve.  
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 2 

Certainly there are excellent and entertaining classical saxophonists.  Consider 
also, that there aren’t many great performers on wind instrument of any kind.  Try to 
remember the last time you heard a major flute soloist in recital.  Wind soloists are rarely 
programmed.  One is fortunate to hear even a handful of woodwind soloists in the course 
of a lifetime, and even these few are often harshly criticized. 
 

The string quartet and brass quintet are dominant chamber genres, even in 
contemporary music, and both are often programmed at major concert venues.  A wide 
variety of music has been written for them over a long period of time, and these groups 
have developed a traditional sound.  They have a sonorous blend, and are associated with 
tradition.  Woodwind quintets and saxophone quartets rarely receive invitations to 
perform at major concert halls.  These groups are deemed less successful with popular 
audiences, and therefore a greater financial risk. 

 
It is most unfortunate that classical saxophonists are rarely programmed at major 

concert halls, and no wonder that audiences are unfamiliar with the sound.  After 15 years 
and 200 performances with the Harvey Pittel Saxophone Quartet, Vince Gnojek says that 
after every performance someone will approach them and say something like, “I didn’t 
know the saxophone could sound like that!”  It is unfortunate that none of the great 
saxophone quartets has made a lasting impact with large audiences.   

 
Another problem is with the expectations that audiences bring to the saxophone.  

When a classical saxophonist performs, many listeners are totally unprepared for what 
they hear.  They expect the sound of the popular saxophonists, and are confused or 
irritated by the symphonic saxophone sound. According to Gnojek, “We just haven’t seen 
that saxophonist yet that is an absolutely phenomenal musician, possessing a personality 
that attracts the masses, giving the instrument the respect and ‘normality’ it deserves.”   
 

As popular as the saxophone has been over the past 100 years, it seems strange 
that no one, or group has established the classical saxophone ‘ideal.’  There yet remains a 
huge image problem for the classical, concerted saxophone.  In time perhaps, a 
‘charismatic’ person may come along and unify the disparate factions. With classical 
music being in such financial trouble at the moment, this may never happen.   

 
Audience development is the major issue for classical music in the United States, 

and classical saxophone is certainly a risk.  Regardless of this situation, study and 
performance of the concerted saxophone is an extremely rewarding endeavor for 
musicians and audiences alike.  Classical saxophonists should be encouraged to play a 
variety of styles and pieces that appeal to, challenge, develop, and endear, both 
themselves and their audiences.   
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Description of the Saxophone 
 

Initially, the saxophone is the easiest wind instrument to play.  After one thirty-
minute lesson, most students can play a two-octave, C major scale.  This two-octave 
range can rarely be achieved on any other wind instrument, trumpet, clarinet, flute, etc.  
The saxophone is also the most difficult wind instrument to master, due to the many 
mechanical and technical variables involved in its performance.  By its very nature, the 
saxophone is extremely flexible in all areas of playing, and due to this flexibility, it is 
also difficult to control, and very difficult to teach correctly. 

 
The saxophone has a larger bore than any of the other woodwinds.  The overtone 

formant produced from its conical bore is especially rich compared to the other 
woodwinds, resonating the entire overtone series.  The tessitura, or playing range, is as 
great as any of the other wind instruments; in fact, it is greater than most.  Its dynamic 
spectrum is larger than any of the other wind instruments.  The pitch spectrum (from 
sharp to flat on any one fingering) is wider than any of the other woodwinds, especially 
in the upper register.  The tonal spectrum of the instrument is much more flexible than 
any of the other woodwinds.  The number of family members is greater than any of the 
other woodwind instruments.  In fact, the instrument was originally designed in two 
separate family groups.  The current family consists of Sopranino, Soprano, Alto, Tenor, 
Baritone, and Bass.  The saxophone is used in every musical style, more common than 
any of the other woodwinds.  

 
The saxophone is one of the few instruments that have retained its original design, 

with very few changes, in its current form.  Most other instruments have undergone an 
extensive evolutionary process, and thus their beginnings are usually difficult to pinpoint.  
Most historians will agree that Belgian wind instrument maker Antoine Joseph (Adolphe) 
Sax, designed, built, and perfected the saxophone in the early 1840’s.  Other than a few 
modifications, the double octave key mechanism, the articulated G# key, a couple of 
chromatic key options, and a minor extension of the range (to low Bb and high F#), the 
key work has remained fundamentally unchanged. The basic design of the instrument has 
never changed.  It is a conical bored tube with pierced tone holes and padded keys.  It 
overblows the octave, and generates its tone from a mouthpiece with a single reed 
attached by a ligature. 

 
Sax’s original patent for the saxophone was granted in 1846, and that design was 

for a bass instrument.  He demonstrated the bass saxophone for Hector Berlioz, whom 
expressed admiration for the tonal quality of the instrument.  Sax originally conceived the 
saxophone in two families; one family pitched in C and F for use in the symphonies and 
opera orchestras, and another family pitched in Bb and Eb, for use in military bands.  It is 
the instruments of the band that received the first success in the French military bands.  
These are also the instruments in use today.  The soprano in Bb, the alto in Eb, the tenor 
in Bb and the Baritone in Eb, are the most common of the contemporary saxophones.  
The popular C Melody tenor, pitched in concert key, can still be found, but is no longer in 
production.  The bass saxophone in Bb can still be purchased, but must be custom made.  
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The sopranino in Eb can likewise be obtained.  The use of the curved Bb soprano 
saxophone is once again popular, after many years of favor for the straight model. 

 
All the members of the saxophone family use the same fingering system, and 

music for all saxophones is written in treble clef.  Only minor adjustments in embouchure 
and posture are needed to change from one saxophone to another, due to the size of the 
instrument and mouthpiece.  The basic tone production is the same regardless of the 
instrument.   

 
To understand how the instrument transposes from concert key, one must play a 

middle C on the saxophone in question and refer to the corresponding Bb or Eb on the 
piano.  Conversely, to match a middle C on the piano, the Bb soprano would be written as 
a D one whole step above middle C; the Eb alto would be written as an A, a major sixth 
above middle C; the Bb tenor would be written as D, a major ninth above middle C; the 
baritone would be written as an A, a major thirteenth above the middle C. 
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Care of the Saxophone 
 

The saxophone is a precision engineered and highly machined instrument.  Many 
of the adjustments are made in millimeters.  For this reason it should be handled with 
care and common sense.  A basic understanding of the instrument and some preventive 
maintenance will help keep it in top playing condition.   

 
Most of the saxophones consist of three main parts: the mouthpiece/reed 

combination, the bocal (neck-piece), and the body of the instrument.  Each part of the 
instrument needs care and maintenance.  The mouthpiece is somewhat delicate and 
should be handled with care.  The reed itself, the side rails and tip rail, and the ligature, 
are susceptible to damage, and should be handled with utmost care.  These parts of the 
saxophone are in constant contact with the mouth, and as such demand continual hygienic 
care. 
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The bocal of the instrument is also somewhat delicate, and can be bent or broken 
inadvertently.  The bocal/neck should fit snugly into the receiver of the body of the 
instrument, if it is too tight, it may be due to a build-up of green oxidation of the brass.  
Clean the neck and the receiver of any dirt or build-up.  If the neck remains loose in the 
receiver even after the receiver tension screw has been tightened, it should be taken to a 
repair professional for adjustment.  The neck, just as the mouthpiece, will also receive its 
share of plaque build-up from the mouth, and should be cleaned frequently with a brush 
and warm water.   

 
The body of the instrument is the largest and has most of the key-work; it too is 

somewhat delicate and should be handled with care.  The bell of the instrument, being 
without key-work, is the best place to handle the saxophone.  The keys are sensitive to 
pressure and are easily misaligned.  When storing the body in the case, make sure that the 
end plug is in place in the bocal receiver.  This keeps the delicate octave key rod from 
being bent or broken. 

 

 
Octave Key Mechanism requiring plug for protection. 

 
The saxophone doesn’t require too much care and maintenance.  The mouthpiece, 

ligature, and bocal need to be cleaned daily, and the body of the instrument should be 
swabbed (with a saxophone swab) after playing.  This will remove excess moisture and 
extend the life of the pads.  Wiping the instrument with a cloth is a good idea, and dusting 
the key-work can be done with a cotton swab or a toothbrush.  Some people have high 
acidity in their skin, which will eat away the lacquer and key pearls on their instruments.  
Wiping the instrument after performing will help to retard this problem. 
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When not being used, the saxophone should be kept in the case.  Even in the case, 
the saxophone should be handled with care.  A hard-shelled case will always provide 
better protection than a soft-shelled gig bag.  The mouthpiece and reed should be kept in 
a separate compartment, usually wrapped in a bag or cloth.  The bocal/neck should also 
be stored in a small padded bag, in its own compartment, or in the bell of the instrument. 

 
A repair professional should inspect the instrument every six months, as pad-wear 

and leak detection are often unnoticed by the performer.  The G# and low C# keys are 
culprits for sticking shut.  There are several ways to compensate for this, but the best fix 
for this problem is to replace the pad.  An even better solution for sticking pads is 
prevention.  Don’t ever play your instrument after eating or drinking, especially when 
sugar products are consumed.  As for oiling the key-work, only a very tiny amount of oil 
should ever be used on the saxophone, and the main area of concentration is at the points 
of friction.  Oil will cause problems with pads and cork glue, and I suggest that you have 
the instrument lubricated when it is at the repair shop.  It is easier and more effective to 
lubricate the instrument when it is disassembled. 
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Description and Care of the Saxophone Mouthpiece 
 

The mouthpiece is a very important part of the saxophone.  The smallest part of 
the instrument, the mouthpiece/reed/ligature combination is at the point where sound is 
generated on the instrument.  It stands to reason that this is an area where small 
adjustments can have a dramatic impact.  The selection of the mouthpiece and reed has an 
impact on the formation of the embouchure in younger players, and a dramatic impact on 
the tonal and timbral qualities for all saxophonists.  

 

 
  
Not all mouthpieces will yield the same results for all players.  Differences in the 

shape structure of the face, the teeth, the shape of the jaw, and the lips, will have a direct 
effect on sound production, and ultimately, affect the player’s mouthpiece selection.  The 
use of the ‘stock’ mouthpiece that is provided with most horns will usually suffice for the 
beginning student.  However, as the student becomes more proficient, they are generally 
encouraged to switch to a professional quality mouthpiece and ligature.   

 

 
Meyer alto saxophone mouthpiece. 
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 9 

 
Looking into Meyer mouthpiece chamber. 

 
 
The Selmer C* S-80 mouthpiece has become a standard medium chambered short 

facing mouthpiece.  It has a square chamber, which enhances the midrange qualities of 
the sound formant, giving the instrument a tone quality that blends well with other band 
winds, and stringed concerted instruments.  It is a mouthpiece that is fairly easy for even 
the youngest players to control, but is used by many of the classical saxophone soloists. 
Due to its conservative tip opening, it is difficult to achieve the kind of volume needed in 
a jazz ensemble, but for concert band and solo performance, it is an excellent choice. 
 

The Meyer #5 medium chamber mouthpiece is often recommended for members 
of the jazz ensembles.  Its round chamber bore and slightly longer facing gives the sax a 
bit more dynamic volume, and the tone quality is a bit more brass-like, which is 
appropriate for this ensemble setting.  The Meyer is still a semi-conservative mouthpiece, 
and is good for younger players and veterans alike. 

 

 
Meyer mouthpiece tip-opening curvature. 
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Mouthpieces are finely tooled, and require special care and treatment.  The tip and 
side rails, as well as the table of the mouthpiece are easily chipped or scratched.  Even the 
smallest of these can cause considerable response problems, thus the mouthpiece cap 
should be placed on the mouthpiece whenever the instrument isn’t being played.  When 
storing the mouthpiece in the case, an old ‘dummy’ reed held by the ligature and cap 
should be kept on the mouthpiece.  This keeps the ligature from being inadvertently bent, 
and provides protection to the table and rails of the mouthpiece itself.  All mouthpieces 
should be cleaned and wiped dry after each use.  Beware of hot soapy water, as it can 
leech the color out of the mouthpieces.  Extremely cold water can make the rubber 
mouthpieces brittle, and if they are dropped on a hard surface they will break very easily.  
Watch for a build-up of calcium in the mouthpiece.  It is very hard and must be removed 
with the utmost care.  A professional repair technician would be recommended for this 
procedure.   
 

 
Saxophone reed attached with ligature to the mouthpiece. 
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Description and Care of the Saxophone Reed 
 
 The reed functions as an air valve that opens and closes at various speeds related 
to pitch, or length of the instrument and the overtone mode the instrument is operating in.  
The reed converts air pressure into vibration according to principles discovered by 
Bernouli.  The reed vibrates at the same frequency as the tone being played; therefore A-
440 causes the reed to vibrate 440 times per second.  To do this efficiently, the reed must 
form a good seal with the tip and side rails of the mouthpiece.  Correct placement of the 
reed on the mouthpiece table is very important.   
 

The reed is the most fragile and sensitive part of the saxophone.  It is very easy to 
break, and deteriorates from usage, handling, saliva, as well as changes in temperature 
and humidity.  Reeds should be kept in a reed case that allows them to dry slowly on a 
hard flat surface.  Students should have a minimum of four good reeds they can rotate, so 
they won’t have to play the same reed every day.  This also prevents the reeds from 
becoming waterlogged.  As reeds begin to deteriorate, try soaking them in hydrogen 
peroxide, to kill the microbes break down the reed cane.  You can observe this when the 
reed shows a browning color inside.   

 
In selecting a reed, one needs to realize that the best cane comes from southern 

France.  It has been my experience that reeds from this region are generally the best and 
most consistent.  Students should also realize that some reeds would never respond well.  
I would recommend that they purchase high quality French reeds.  As for reed strength, 
consult an instructor.  Remember that reeds that begin a bit too hard often soften up after 
a few practice sessions; beware of reeds that play too easily.  After the first brief playing, 
give the reeds a rest for a day.  Much can be learned about your reeds over an extended 
period of time.  Developing a system for selection, maintenance and care of reeds is 
essential to playing at a high level. 

 
If you are choosing reeds from a box, look for those reeds that have straight fibers 

that run out to the end of the tip.  Hold it up to the light so you can see these fibers.  The 
color of the reed should be a gold or yellow, not green.  Green reeds need more aging, 
and do not play well.  Look to see if the reed is balanced and even in its cut portion, not 
crooked.  Often the more time the reed has to ‘cure’ before it is played, the better it will 
respond as well. 
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Photo of reed fibers and heart. 

 
 
When adjusting the reed, several tools will be needed.  A flat piece of glass, 320 

grit wet/dry sand paper, a reed trimmer, and a reed knife are considered minimum 
equipment.  Some also use Dutch reed rush, razor blades and an emery board. 
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It is important to monitor student’s reed selection, and to help them make 
adjustments to their reeds.  Reeds that are too soft will produce a sound lacking the mid 
and low overtones.  Though they lack resistance and are easy to play, they produce a thin, 
bright and edgy tone.  A reed that is too hard is more difficult to control.  Usually the 
have too much resistance.  The sound will have an ‘airy’ white noise if the reed is too 
hard for the player. For beginning students a soft reed may be the best choice, perhaps  #2 
or 2-1/2 in strength.  As their embouchure and air support develop, the students will 
probably need a reed with a bit more resistance.  Most middle and high school students, 
and many professionals prefer mid-strength reeds, 3 or 3-1/2’s.  Many advanced players 
prefer harder reeds.  By purchasing #4 or 5 reeds and working on them, they can create a 
reed with the resistance of a 3 or 3-1/2, but with a darker and more full-bodied 
compliment of overtones that a harder reed can generate. 
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Assembly of the Saxophone 
 

To assemble the saxophone, begin with the mouthpiece.  Take out a reed and 
place in your mouth, making sure that you get both ends of the reed wet, not just the tip.  
Be careful not to bang the tip of the reed against the teeth.  In fact, try not to handle the 
tip of the reed at all.  Once the reed is wet, if it is an old reed you can tell it is ready when 
the wrinkles in the tip smooth out, then you can place the reed on the mouthpiece.  Most 
teachers recommend that you put the ligature loosely on the mouthpiece first.  Then slide 
the reed into place, butt end first, under the ligature.  This helps to ensure that you don’t 
chip the tip of the reed, and is especially important for inexperienced players.  Then slide 
the ligature up to its correct placement position.  Align the reed so that there is a hairline 
of tip rail showing over the tip of the reed, and then center the reed on the mouthpiece 
table, so that the same amount of mouthpiece is showing on both sides of the reed.   Place 
the ligature as close to the bark as you can and tighten the ligature screws firmly.  Many 
mouthpieces have a line, but this isn’t always a good place for the ligature.  With the 
ligature secured, place the mouthpiece cap onto the mouthpiece, taking care not to 
damage the reed. 

 

 
Mouthpiece/Reed assembly 

 
 
Next, put on your neck-strap.  Pick up the body of the instrument by the bell, the 

heaviest part of the instrument, and place the hook in the eyelet on the back of the 
instrument.  Certain neckstrap work best with the hook up, others work better with the 
hook down.  You should experiment with your strap hook, to see which way provides the 
most security for the instrument. 

 
Take the neck and apply a very small amount of cork grease to the cork if needed.  

Pick up the neck, placing the thumb along the side of the neck hold it with the fingertips.  
Do not put pressure on the top of the neck, especially on the octave key.  It can break the 
key off of the neck.  Loosen the receiver tension screw and insert the neck into the 
receiver.  Align the neck with the octave key rod on the body, and tighten the tension 
screw to eliminate play in the neckpiece.  Take the mouthpiece and place it on the neck.  
Take care not to force the mouthpiece onto the neck, as it can bend the metal neckpiece.  
Assembly of the instrument is now complete. 
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          Handling the bocal, or neck-piece. 

 

 
        Placing bocal into receiver. 

 

             
            Placing Mouthpiece Onto Bocal 
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Giving the First Lesson to the Saxophone Student 
 

If possible, play some saxophone music the to student before they even get the 
saxophone out of the case.  Try to provide them with a tonal concept by playing a good 
saxophone tone to them before they try to make the sound.  This way they have a model 
or idea in mind before the actual mechanics of making the sound begin, and there will no 
need for them to waste time making an unmusical honking type sound the is associated 
with beginning players.  Some teachers have the student begin by playing with the 
mouthpiece on the bocal, however, without the body of the instrument, the sound is 
somewhat unpleasant and hard to match to a musical concept. 

 
The form the basic embouchure, tell the student to let the reed push the bottom lip 

over the teeth.  Put your top teeth on the mouthpiece, and close your top lip down with 
just enough pressure to keep the air from leaking.  Now blow a steady air stream like 
blowing through a straw.  Play an open C# at first.  Explain the note names and 
fingerings for the two octaves of the C major scale to the student.  First have them play 
descending from middle C (on the saxophone) to low C, and then ascending from Middle 
C to high C.  Don’t’ ever tell these students that the low notes or the high notes are hard 
to play!  If they can’t get the low note to come out, tell them to relax their jaw (for the 
whole scale, not as they go down into the lower register).  Have them to go home and 
learn three songs from memory using these notes.  That’s it for the first lesson: no fear or 
phobias of range, and they’re not just limited to a few notes of one hand, like most band 
methods advocate. 
 

 
Basic embouchure- front view. 
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Basic embouchure – side view. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Basic embouchure – top view. 
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Playing Position of the Instrument 
 

The saxophone is completely supported by the neck-strap.  The two thumbs 
simply balance the instruments.  Do not lift the instrument with the right thumb!  This 
throws the instrument out of position and encourages the fingers of the right hand to tense 
and straighten.  Looking straight forward, the mouthpiece should go under the top teeth.  
You shouldn’t have to raise or lower your head at all.  The horn should fall naturally into 
the mouth, and the Eb key guard on the bell should rest against the body.   

 

    
Alto Saxophone – Standing Position 
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       Alto – Side Sitting Position         Alto – Front Sitting Position. 
 
The fingers should remain curved at all times, much as when holding a tennis ball, 

and they are relaxed and naturally curved. 
 

 
Natural Curvature of the Fingers. 
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The left hand thumb is placed on the thumb rest at a 45-degree angle, and never 
leaves the thumb rest.  The palm pad below the left index finger goes 1/2” above the high 
D key.  The fingers of the left hand stay curved and touch the keys lightly, the little finger 
rests on the G# key.   When you lift the fingers, they will come up off of the keys 
slightly, but don’t ever stick the fingers out straight.  Many kids will make a teacup 
approach with the little finger in the air.  Right hand is the same approach: curved fingers 
resting lightly on the keys.  Don’t hook too much of the thumb under the thumb rest.  Put 
the right thumb far enough under the thumb rest so that palm pad beneath the right index 
finger is 1/2” above the side Bb key.  This pad operates all of the side keys; don’t use the 
fingertips for these keys.      

 

    
Right Hand Position.   Right Hand Thumb Position. 
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  Left Hand Position   Left Hand Thumb Position. 

 
Other than the sopranino, the soprano saxophone is the most difficult to play.  

Because the soprano is smaller, even little changes will make more of a difference than 
they would on the other, larger horns.  Covering in the low register, and practicing the 3-
2-1 exercise is very important.  On the Mark VI’s, the low register is very sharp, a bell 
extension might be recommended. The secret to playing soprano in the upper register is 
two-fold; in general take in a little less lip, and ‘jut’ the jaw forward to create a bit more 
pressure on the reed for the notes above high C.  

    
Soprano – Standing Position    Soprano – Sitting Position 
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The position of the soprano saxophone, and all the saxophones for that matter, 

should create the same mouthpiece angle as the alto saxophone does when held correctly.  
Many students will want to hold the soprano in a position similar to a clarinet, however, 
the clarinet mouthpieces has a longer lay and reed.  It is also more tapered on the top and 
is made to go in the mouth at a much greater angle than the saxophone.  This changes the 
jaw alignment with the top teeth, and is a completely different embouchure than what is 
recommended for the saxophone.  Using this ‘clarinet’ position on the soprano saxophone 
will not give the player a saxophone sound; it will dampen the overtones and close off the 
tip of the reed and the high register will not respond.  The angle needed in playing the 
soprano without right-hand thumb discomfort, is why the curved necked sopranos are 
returning to production.  Use of a neck-strap can help somewhat with this problem, 
though many sopranos don’t have an eyelet.  Some players may need to take a bit more of 
their right-hand thumb under the thumb-rest for support purposes.  Care should be taken 
that the soprano doesn’t sag down into the ‘clarinet’ position.  

 
Again, with all of the saxophones the weight of the instrument rests on the strap, 

and must be balanced and centered in front of the body, so that the hands aren’t 
stabilizing the instrument from side to side. Many players, especially tenor and baritone 
players like the stretchy Neo-tech neck-straps; these are not a good idea, as the horn 
bounces, and the players start lifting with their right-hand thumb.  Nylon neck-straps 
should be recommended, as well as the wearing of a collared shirt for comfort.   

 
The sitting position for the tenor saxophone can be problematic if the horn is 

played off to the side of the body.  The legs should be turned to the player’s left when 
sitting, and the upper torso turned to the right – facing front.  This enables the horn to 
hang in front of the chair, at the same angle it is held when in the standing position, 
where the low Eb key hits the player in the right thigh.  Players on the tenor tend to lean 
over, resting the left forearm on their thigh, with the instrument off to the right side of the 
chair.  This causes the horn to fall to the left, so that the left hand has to grab and stabilize 
the horn as well as finger the keys.  This is especially troublesome if the player’s thumb 
is double-jointed.  Sitting and standing, the horn should be in the same paying position.  
This same technique should be adapted to the baritone as well.  Tenor players also tend to 
play with stiff fingers on the right hand.  Baritone and tenor players often push the horn 
forward with the right hand, using the weight of the right arm.  
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 Tenor – Sitting Position      Tenor – Standing Position  
 

     
  Baritone – Sitting Position       Baritone – Standing Position 
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THE SAXOPHONE EMBOUCHURE 
 
The Basic Allard Saxophone Embouchure 
 

This is the saxophone embouchure advocated by Harvey Pittel and the late, 
master teacher, Joe Allard.  This embouchure is also called the Doubler’s Embouchure, 
and the Hard Cushion Embouchure.  It is an excellent embouchure for soloists, as it 
allows for a greater dynamic spectrum, and allows the saxophonists to easily double on 
other wind instruments.  The Allard embouchure is good for bands where the saxophone 
section is tonally independent from the other sections. The basic embouchure lets the reed 
push the lower lip over the teeth, keeping the corners of the mouth back, and pushing 
approximately 2/3rds of the bottom lip over the teeth.  Then, setting the top teeth on the 
mouthpiece, bring the top lip down with just enough pressure to keep the air from leaking 
out.  The embouchure should not grab or squeeze the mouthpiece; it should be very 
relaxed. With the Allard embouchure, you should be able to slide the mouthpiece in your 
mouth no matter what note you play on the instrument.  The low notes will be a little bit 
loud and harder to control, so in this register move the embouchure out towards the tip, 
‘covering’ more of the reed, and mellowing the tone. 

 

 
Basic Allard Saxophone Embouchure 

 
Another common embouchure is the ‘drawstring,’ rubber band type embouchure 

advocated by Larry Teal, Donald Sinta, and Eugene Rousseau.  It is also called the Soft 
Cushion Embouchure.  This approach creates a soft cushion with the bottom lip, stressing 
that the lip, not the teeth should support the reed.  This bottom lip becomes a big pad 
supporting the reed.  This embouchure produces a much ‘smaller’ sound with less 
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dynamic projection, because it actually dampens the mid-range producing area of the 
reed.  It is an embouchure that is good for section playing in bands where the saxophone 
section is used as a tonal ‘blending’ tool between other disparate sections.  This 
embouchure works well in the lower register of the instrument, where it gives excellent 
control, but in the upper register the sound is smaller and less resonant than the Allard 
embouchure.   

 

 
‘Drawstring’ Embouchure 

 
Do not encourage players to change embouchures for different types of playing.  

Advocate the Allard embouchure, because of its doubling flexibility and fullness of 
sound.  It is an ideal embouchure for soloists. With the Allard embouchure, the lip is not 
a big solid pad, but is flexible, and actually vibrates with the reed, instead of dampening 
the mid-range reed vibration.  This allows more of the middle overtones created by the 
reed to come through in the tone, and giving the sound a full compliment or formant of 
overtones.  The ‘no-pressure’ system, advocated by Don Menza and many excellent jazz 
players, wherein the bottom lip is rolled completely ‘out,’ accomplishes this same ‘mid-
range’ enhancement as the Allard embouchure.  However, the ‘no-pressure’ embouchure 
produces a very bright sound, because the tip of the reed is out of control, and the bottom 
lip is dampening the low overtones. 

 
For advanced students using the drawstring embouchure, the Allard embouchure 

is usually introduced around the 4th or 5th lesson of the semester, after the basics of horn 
and hand position, relaxation of throat, breathing and support, and practice techniques 
have been covered.  Play a bit for the student, demonstrate their sound, and then your 
sound, and ask them if they can hear a difference.  If they can’t hear the difference, then 
they aren’t ready to learn this embouchure.  Most university saxophone students will hear 
the difference.  Ask them to describe the difference they hear.  Usually they will say 
something to the effect of, “Your sound is just so big; it’s so full.”  They don’t quite 
know how to put what they’re hearing into words.  If they can hear the difference, then 
they are ready to try the Allard embouchure.  

  

© T
od

d 
R. W

ilk
ins

on

© 2003 Tood R. Wilkinson All Rights Reserved



 26 

Begin by discussing the ‘noisemaker’ on the saxophone, the vibration of the reed 
against the mouthpiece and mouth.  The mouthpiece/reed combination is a very important 
instrument in itself.  The tip of the reed is very thin, and it produces the high overtones.  
Demonstrate by inhaling air through the mouthpiece from the bore end, so that the 
student can see the tips and sides of the reed near the tip vibrate, as a very high pitch is 
created.  Then, by drawing in a greater volume of air, more of the reed will vibrate and 
the middle overtones of the reed will begin to vibrate as well, creating a lower pitch and 
fuller tonal spectrum.  This demonstration shows how the reed itself contains a treble, 
midrange and bass frequencies; the goal is to generate a good compliment of overtones.   
 

It is the middle overtones that give the sound its fullness.   To achieve this, the 
reed must vibrate as freely as possible in the mid range section.  The drawstring 
embouchure mutes the reed in the mid range.  Have the student place the embouchure on 
a finger.  With the drawstring embouchure, not enough lip is tucked over the teeth and 
too much of the lip is in contact with the reed, covering as much as an inch of the reed.   

 
This drawstring embouchure is also very tight.  Have them make their 

embouchure on their finger again, and try to move their finger around.  Unlike, the Allard 
embouchure, the lip muscles of the drawstring embouchure will inhibit the finger 
movement.  The bottom lip in the drawstring embouchure becomes a big, stiff, muscular 
pad that goes against the mid-range section of the reed, pushing the sides of the reed up 
against the side rails of the mouthpiece.  This sound has plenty of highs and lows, but 
doesn’t have any mid-range overtones.  This approach and explanation should be enough 
to convince the student of the deficiencies in their tone, and create an openness to change. 

 
In a small room with very little resonance, the difference in embouchures isn’t 

easily discerned, but in a larger room, such as a recital hall, the differences can be heard 
immediately.  The dynamic restrictions of the drawstring embouchure, especially in the 
upper register, are very apparent.  Much of the reed vibration is dampened with this 
approach, and the tip is closed off.  The overtone compliment of the saxophone sound is 
more full and resonant with the Allard ‘doubler’s’ embouchure, and is very apparent in a 
larger room.  True, it is typical to get more ‘white’ noise, or ‘hiss’, with the Allard 
embouchure, because the tip is more open and a harder reed is used.  Perhaps this could 
even be construed as a tone quality that is not as ‘clean and pure.’  However, audience 
can’t hear this ‘hiss’ from off-stage, as this high frequency sound dissipates quickly.  

 
Using the more constricted drawstring embouchure, the performer can play very 

softly, and has more control in the lower register.  However, they are limited to a great 
response and tone quality from around low F to low Bb; the rest of the normal register 
sounds ‘muted and thin.’  The tone lacks projection and is perceived as ‘inward.’  The 
Allard embouchure produces the opposite results, though it makes the lower register a bit 
more of a challenge.  By explaining this to this student, changing them to the Allard 
embouchure shouldn’t be such a hard ‘sell.’  Regardless of its disadvantages, the 
drawstring embouchure is probably the most commonly used on saxophone. 
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Steps to making the Allard Embouchure 
 
1. Relax and drop the jaw, retaining the natural overbite.  Think “Ah.” 
 
2. Take the corners of your mouth and pull them back slightly.  Using the muscles around 
the corners, hold them back, setting them in this position. 
 

 
Corners back, mouth open. 

 
3.  Take your bottom finger and push 2/3rds of the bottom lip over the teeth.  With the 
finger, roll the lip in and out, and side to side.  The bottom lip is relaxed, but somewhat 
thin.  Now bring the top teeth down onto the finger. 
 

 
Relaxed bottom lip. 
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Top teeth rest on mouthpiece. 

 
4.  To stop the air from leaking, most students will pull in their corners.  They have got to 
keep the corners back.  To avoid this, use the soft flesh of the inner part of the upper lip, 
bring it out and form a seal around the mouthpiece.  The student will probably need to 
pull the top lip out with their fingers.  The top lip only goes down with enough pressure 
to stop the air from leaking.  It should be so loose, that if they blow air on the finger, the 
top lip will vibrate from the air pressure. 
 

 
Top Lip Relaxed 
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After this demonstration the student is ready to try this on the saxophone.  Go 
through these steps again with the mouthpiece.  Have them play a middle ‘C.’ Their 
embouchure, though still tight, should be more open than it has been.  Next, have them 
slur down to low ‘C.’  Then have them play from middle ‘C’ to high ‘C.’  Remind them 
not to bite as they go up.  This is as much as you should do for the first lesson on the 
Allard embouchure.  

   
Warn the students that there are two major problems when practicing the new 

Allard embouchure concept.  After ten minutes or so, they may experience muscle 
spasms or soreness, so tell them to stop and rest when/if this occurs.  Also, the top lip 
isn’t used to sticking out, and will often start to leak air as it gets fatigued.  This can be 
aggravated by using harder reeds, or by the smaller mouthpiece on the soprano.  Have the 
students play for ten minutes and rest for five.  Then repeat the process, trying to get 
through an hour.  If the lip is biting into the lower lip, try placing a piece of Curad brand 
plastic adhesive tape over the bottom teeth, to cushion the bottom lip. 
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Allard Embouchure Checks 
 
1.  When students return for the second week, they should be ready for part two of the 
embouchure lecture, the embouchure ‘checks.’  When they return they are usually 
somewhere in between the old and new embouchures.  Generally the corners have come 
forward a bit, and they are still squeezing the reed a bit.  Often the top lip is wrinkled 
because they are still grabbing the mouthpiece.  To get the top lip to relax, ask them to 
play with their top lip full of air.  This is the first embouchure check.  If they can do this, 
there is no way they can tighten the top lip.  The horn can actually be played without the 
top lip touching the mouthpiece, though the air will leak out.  Have the student try this on 
the middle ‘F,’ playing with the regular embouchure, then lifting the top lip and setting it 
back down on the mouthpiece with just enough pressure to keep the air from leaking. 
 

 
Top Lip full of air. 

 
2.  The second embouchure check is showing them that they should be able to play with 
the same pitch and tone quality from anywhere in their mouth, because this embouchure 
is so relaxed.  Ask them to put the mouthpiece in the corner of their mouth, keeping the 
mouthpiece perpendicular to their teeth.  Have them play from both corners, and then 
match the sound in the middle of their mouth. 
 

 
Playing from the corner of mouth. 
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3.  The third embouchure check involves keeping the bottom lip flattened out.  If the 
corners come in, the muscular pad is formed, muting the mid-range overtones.  This must 
be prevented.   The best way to achieve this is to set your fingers on the side of their 
mouthpiece while they play, holding their bottom lip flat, keeping the bottom lip from 
bunching up under the reed.  They can do this themselves with the first two fingers right 
hand.  While playing the middle ‘C,’ have them place their fingers on either side of the 
mouthpiece and form the embouchure around them.  This flattens out the bottom lip so 
that it can’t grab the reed.  This is a bit awkward.  If they can’t do this, ask them if it’s 
OK to put your hands behind their neck, and hold their corners back with your fingers. 
 

 
Flattening bottom lip. 

 
A common problem for many students is that sometimes they aren’t taking 

enough of the mouthpiece in the mouth.  Look at the side of the mouthpiece, and 
determine where the reed and the mouthpiece touch; set your fingernail on the 
mouthpiece opposite the point where the mouthpiece and reed separate, and slide the 
mouthpiece into the mouth until the top lip touches the fingernail.  Within a 1/8th of an 
inch either way, this is how much mouthpiece should be in the mouth.   Place a piece of 
electrical tape on the mouthpiece to mark this spot. 
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SAXOPHONE TONE QUALITY 
 
Tone Quality 
 
 Once the student has control of the basic embouchure, meaning they are fairly 
relaxed, their jaw is down, they can actually slide the mouthpiece a little bit on the teeth, 
etc., they can still have a constricted sound.  Often they still sound as though they are 
pinching the reed excessively.  Teaching the students how to relax the throat setting is 
critical to producing a good tone.  Most students use the throat as a valve to shut off and 
hold in the air in the lungs.  If you ask them to take in a deep breath and hold it, they will 
usually tighten their throats.  When they play the saxophone, their throats constrict and 
tighten, perhaps because the pressure from playing feels similar to singing loudly.  When 
they push hard with their abdominal muscles, their reflex is to automatically tighten the 
throat.  Students get into the habit of closing the throat every time they take a breath.  The 
two reasons students tighten the throat, are that one, they don’t know how to hold the 
breath with the abdominal muscles, or two, that they tighten the throat as the get into the 
upper register, because it feels like they are trying to sing the high notes and belt them out 
with vocal-style throat tension.  This gives them an incredibly pinched sound, even 
though their basic embouchures may be fine.  They especially have problems with the 
low notes.  What these students need are exercises to relax their throats. 
 
Throat Relaxation Exercises 
 
1. Pretend like you’re yawning.  When you exhale the throat is very relaxed. 
 
2. Have the students say these vowel sounds, “EE, AA, AH, OH,” their throats should be 
in the “Ah” or “OH” position the entire time you are playing the saxophone, even in the 
high register.  The throat especially wants to tighten in the high register, changing to an 
“Uh’ or “EE” position. 
 
3. Pretend like you’re fogging up a cold windowpane.  “Hah” is they way to start the low 
notes, make sure that the glottis in the back of the throat isn’t used to start and stop the air 
stream. 
 
4. Take a cylinder of paper, put your lips around the outside of the cylinder and exhale 
through the tube.  Automatically the throat will relax.  Be careful with this exercise, 
especially with high school students. 
 
5. Another way to counter this effect is to have the student back up to a wall.  Have them 
quietly count to ten, staying relaxed, as you apply pressure to the stomach.  This is 
another exercise that should be used with caution. 
 
6. An exercise for keeping the throat relaxed in the upper register is to get a nice, big, 
open sound on high Bb, then move the fingers to palm-key high D without changing the 
throat.  Then do the same, moving to High Eb, E, F, and F#.  Fight the tendency to tighten the 
throat. 
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Breathing Misconceptions 
 
 There are many misconceptions about breathing when playing a wind instrument.   
Students have to know how to breathe correctly, and teachers must be very careful to 
phrase things correctly in this regard.  Many things are misunderstood about the nature of 
breath and support.  An excellent example is a breathing exercise that has been used by 
voice teachers for decades.  They have the student lie supine (face up) on the floor and 
place books on the student’s stomach, in order to demonstrate how one can lift weight 
upwards while inhaling.  This does demonstrate how very strong the muscles associated 
with breathing actually are, but it also creates an excess of physical tension, and often 
leads the students to equate breathing with strength.  Some teachers take this exercise to 
extremes, even standing on the students chest, to demonstrate how very strong the 
muscles involved with breathing really are.   
 

Without an understanding of the physical process of breathing, directors and 
teachers often mislead students by telling them to “breathe low,” “blow harder,” “use the 
diaphragm,” etc.  When asking a student if they know the meaning of breath support, they 
will often respond, “Yes, it means push harder.”  Ask them, “Well, doesn’t push harder 
mean play louder, and if so, then doesn’t breath support mean play louder?”  Usually the 
student will agree this isn’t true.  Most students just aren’t sure what breath support 
means.   
 

Often students are also told to breathe ‘low.’  If you ask them to clarify this, they 
tell you to inhale by extending the stomach first, and then the chest, filling from the 
bottom up.  Unfortunately this doesn’t work well in application, and usually indicates an 
incomplete understanding of the breathing process.  Actually a better way is to teach 
students breathing, to fill the lungs from the top down, just as air fills a balloon.  This is 
in opposition to what most students are told, but in truth the entire lung is expanding 
during inhalation. 
 

Teachers often compare breathing to a furnace bellows, giving students the 
impression that the muscles are attached directly to the lungs, filling and emptying them 
of air.  This is also untrue.  The lungs are organs, but they are not connected to muscle 
tissue.  Both lungs are surrounded by pleural fluid inside the chest cavity.  It is the chest 
cavity and abdominal walls that are manipulated by muscles.   
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The Breathing Process 
 

During quiet breathing, the predominant muscle of respiration is the diaphragm. 
As it contracts, pleural pressure drops, which lowers the alveolar pressure, and draws air 
in down the pressure gradient from mouth to alveoli. Expiration during quiet breathing is 
predominantly a passive phenomenon, as the respiratory muscles are relaxed and the 
elastic lung and chest wall return passively to their resting volume, the functional residual 
capacity.  However, during exercise, many other muscles become important to 
respiration. During inspiration, the external intercostals raise the lower ribs up and out, 
increasing the lateral and anteroposterior dimensions of the thorax.  The scalene muscles 
and sternomastoids also become involved, serving to raise and push out the upper ribs 
and the sternum.   During active expiration, the most important muscles are those of the 
abdominal wall (including the rectus abdominus, internal and external obliques, and 
transversus abdominus), which drive intra-abdominal pressure up when they contract, and 
thus push up the diaphragm, raising pleural pressure, which raises alveolar pressure, 
which in turn drives air out.  The internal intercostals assist with active expiration by 
pulling the ribs down and in, thus decreasing thoracic volume. 

 
The diaphragm is the primary muscle of inspiration. It is a thin, dome-shaped 

sheet of muscle that inserts into the lower ribs. When it contracts, it pushes downward 
and spreads out, increasing the vertical dimension of the chest cavity and driving up 
abdominal pressure. This increase in pressure drives the abdominal contents down and 
out, which in turn increases the transverse size of the chest cavity.1  Simultaneously the 
inter-costal muscles expand the elastic rib cage.  Initiated by the abdominal muscles, this 
expansion of the chest area happens in every direction at once, top, bottom, front and 
back.  The larger the chest cavity becomes, the more the internal pressure is decreased on 
the pleural fluid around the lungs.  This creates a vacuum in the lungs, enabling them to 
fill with air.  The pressure of the internal chest cavity is less than the pressure of the 
outside air.  There’s no muscle tissue pulling on the lungs at all.  The muscles are actually 
expanding the chest cavity.  Conversely when you exhale, the intercostal muscles tighten 
and contract the rib cage, as the diaphragm relaxes.  The abdominal muscles push in 
allowing the diaphragm to relax.  This process increases pressure on the pleural fluid 
surrounding the lungs, and in turn, forces the air out.  The diaphragm is working only on 
inhalation, and is relaxing on the exhalation, even though many teachers insist that the 
student should push out with the diaphragm when playing. 

 
During inhalation, the entire chest cavity is expanding simultaneously.  Give the student a 

balloon to blow up as a demonstration, and have them watch as it inflates.  If they think of 
inhaling from the top to the bottom of their lungs, students can usually take in a greater amount of 
air, than if they are using the more commonly taught bottom to top approach.  Encourage students 
to think of three separate areas as they inhale, the upper chest first, then the diaphragm area, and 
finally the lower abdomen.  Demonstrate this for them.  Explain that when they are really full of 
air they’ll feel as though they are leaning backward a bit, as the upper back muscles tighten.  
Most students have never been taught how to take this kind of breath. 

                                                
1 http://oac.med.jhmi.edu/res_phys/Encyclopedia/Diaphragm/Diaphragm.HTML 
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Breathing Inhalation Exercise 
 

  With the student lying supine on the floor, demonstrate how their shoulders will 
actually rise off the ground when they take a really deep breath.  Have them lie down and 
totally relax.  Tell them to breathe in for a count of ten, hold the air without tensing the 
throat for another ten, and then exhale slowly for another count of ten.  This exercise 
demonstrates how to take a huge and relaxed breath.  Without the horn, and lying relaxed, 
they can feel what the expansion of a truly full breath is like. 
 
Breath Support  
 

Breath support is used during exhalation.  Breath support is simply the muscular 
control of the abdominal and intercostal muscles as they exert pressure that causes the air 
to go into the instrument in a steady stream.  In ordinary exhalation we don’t do this; 
usually the breath comes out very fast, in a great volume, and tapers off quickly.  Young 
students nearly always do this, because they aren’t using steady breath support.  Breath 
support allows you to control the speed of the air column during exhalation.  The best 
way to show students how this feels, is to have them blow up a medium sized balloon.  
Ask them to be aware of all the muscles that are contracting, the muscles between the 
ribs, the abdominal muscles, the back muscles, everything.  Remind them to keep the 
throat relaxed, and tell them that this is the way your muscles should feel when you play.  
Have the students relax the muscles and let the balloon pressure force the air back into 
the lungs.  The only way to blow up a balloon is to use maximum breath support.   

 
 Next, have them blow up the balloon as fast as possible.  Tell them that this is 
equivalent to the breath support needed in playing fortissimo.  Have them take a breath 
and keep inflating the balloon, but this time inflate as slowly as possible.  Tell them that 
this is equivalent to the breath support needed in playing in piano.  They should notice 
that it takes more breath support to play softly.  The student can feel this.  This 
demonstration of the breath control required to move a small amount of air at a fast rate, 
is better than any other exercise for explaining breathing and breath support.   
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Focusing the Air Stream Exercise 
 

This is an exercise useful in demonstrating the combination of the focused air-
stream and breath support.  Take a quarter sheet of typing paper, and standing six to eight 
inches away from the wall.  (Note: this works best against a semi-rough surface, like a 
painted concrete block wall.)  Have students blow against the paper, and see how long 
they can hold it against the wall using the pressure of their air stream through a focused 
embouchure.  This is a very good visual demonstration of breath support, because 
whenever the air stream pressure even slightly changes, the paper will fall.  Even though 
the students may still have plenty of air supply left in the lungs, their breath support 
wasn’t consistent, causing the paper to slip.  This exercise feels realistic than the balloon, 
more like blowing into the saxophone.  Time students with a stopwatch, and have them 
keep a record of their endurance in practicing this exercise.  Now, demonstrate to them 
how long you can hold a loud, long tone, and remind them that these two exercises must 
be practiced regularly to achieve results.  
 
 

 
Focusing the air stream exercise. 
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Long Tone Exercises  
 

The next exercise in mastery of the breath support is long tones.  To begin, assign 
the students to play long tones as loud, and as long as they can, no dynamic taper at the 
end, just a wall of sound.  Have them practice these every day on a major scale 
encompassing the full range of their horn.  Tell them to keep the sound absolutely steady, 
not letting the pitch or the tone quality waiver at all, and remind them to match the tone 
quality of each note to the next.  In the low register they’ll only be able to sustain the 
notes about half as long as they will in the high register.  This is because the low register 
requires a greater volume of air; since the reed is vibrating slower, more air is required to 
sustain the vibration. 

 
After the student has done this long tone exercise for two or three weeks, they can 

begin to incorporate dynamic control.  They should begin by playing the long tones as 
loudly as they can play, and then tapering to the softest they can play.  After doing this 
for two or three weeks, then they can reverse the process from soft to loud.  Playing loud 
to soft is physically easier, so that is why they should begin with this dynamic control 
exercise first.  Dynamic long tone exercises should be done using a tuner, and without 
changing the pitch.  Variation in pitch as dynamics change is a common problem for 
saxophonists.  As they play the saxophone loudly the pitch will tend to flatten, and when 
they play softly the pitch will tend to sharpen dramatically; this should be compensated 
for. 

 
After two or three weeks of the loud-soft and soft-loud exercises, the students are 

ready for the dynamic curve long tone exercise.  The dynamics employed in this exercise 
are, loud-soft-loud or soft-loud-soft, over the length of the breath.  Be sure to demonstrate 
all of these exercises, as the student probably won’t realize how extremely soft and loud 
the saxophone can play.  In a clinic situation, this is a great way to get the attention of the 
student audience.   

 
Commonly students have two problems as they inhale while playing the 

saxophone.  If they are using a tight embouchure, then the tendency is to suck in air in a 
noisy manner, through tense openings along the sides of the mouthpiece, and not much 
air can be taken in quickly.  Some students will actually inhale through the horn; this is 
extremely noisy and inefficiently slow.  No air should be taken in through the nose, as the 
epiglottis is sealing off the nasal canal.  In either case, the first inhalation problem is a 
restriction of the inward airflow.   

 
The second trouble students have with inhalation is in unsetting the embouchure 

formation.  Many students will drop the jaw open, leaving the top teeth on the 
mouthpiece, at which point the whole musculature of the embouchure formation is 
released.  This is a very common problem.  Some students will lift their teeth off the top 
of the mouthpiece, leaving the bottom lip in place. 
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In order to get a good breath, without totally releasing the embouchure, have 
students practice breathing by keeping the jaw pressure and the top teeth set, and lifting 
the entire top lip off the mouthpiece when inhaling; this will create space around the top 
and the sides of the mouthpiece, allowing for a quick and noiseless inhalation.  Make sure 
they don’t lift the top teeth.  When done right, it looks a bit like a goldfish face!  Using 
this top lip technique makes the return to the embouchure quick and effortless.  None of 
the embouchure needs to be reset, as the top lip is relaxed in the normal embouchure 
anyway.   

 
To help minimize the noise on inhalation, the throat must remain relaxed and 

open.  Give students a short piece of 1-1/2” diameter PVC plastic pipe, and have them 
breathe through it.  This will make the throat relax, enabling students to inhale a greater 
volume of air much faster.  Some teachers use a toilet paper roll with a bread bag taped to 
one end.  By using the bag, the student can practice the inhalation technique several times 
and not become hyperventilated.  It requires a large amount of air to fill a bread bag on 
one breath!  In both exercises, the tube makes it nearly impossible to constrict one’s 
throat.  With the throat relaxed, students should also think of saying, “Ah-Oh” (a longer 
version of the sound you make when in pain – OW!) during the inhalation.  The 
tongue/throat position this achieves allows students to take in a great deal of air very 
quickly.  Have them apply these inhalation techniques to their technical studies.  Remind 
the to take the breath slowly and relaxed at first. 
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Matching Overtones Exercise 
 
 This exercise is another degree of the overall tonal concept, as it deals with the 
throat setting, a fine-tuning of tone production.  It is intended to work the tone quality 
from middle F on up chromatically into the altissimo register.  The Matching Overtones 
exercise produces maximum tonal resonance in this range of the instrument, and creates a 
tone quality that is more balanced with the middle and lower middle range. 
 

Matching overtone harmonics over the fundamental low note fingerings will 
enhance the saxophone tone quality on the regular fingerings, and should become part of 
the warm-up routine.  This exercise creates a kinesthetic biofeedback system between the 
mind, body, and ear, and informs the player when the air-stream, embouchure, throat 
position, reed and response are creating maximum resonance.  If the player can get the 
optimal sound on the overtone, the regular fingerings for the notes will be substantially 
improved.   
 

This is an exercise that should be done with patience, and never hurried.  It is not 
enough to be able to produce the overtones; the overtones must be produced with the 
best, most resonant sound that is possible.  When the overtone is being produced 
correctly, the formant tone will be full of harmonics.  The sound will ’sizzle,’ and the 
room will ring with resonance.  After achieving this big, full quality, of maximum 
resonance in the overtone, then the same quality should be attempted using the regular 
fingering.  The internal kinesthetic mouth/throat/tongue position used to obtain maximum 
resonance on the overtones of the low fingerings should be retained when using the 
regular fingering for that note.  The sound must open up, using a combination of air 
pressure, jaw pressure, lip pressure, throat setting, and air speed.  You can’t tell the 
students how or what to do exactly, they just have to use their ears to get the biggest 
sound they can.  When they achieve the point of maximum resonance, they will hear the 
difference.  If not, help point out the sound quality as they achieve it.  This full sound or 
maximum resonance quality is what they should strive for with the regular fingerings, as 
well as the overtones. 
 

Matching the pitch of the overtones is NOT the goal of this exercise!  The pitch of 
the overtone series gets sharper in as one moves up in the harmonic series.  Again, it is 
the quality of sound, not the pitch that is the reason for matching the regular fingerings to 
the overtones of the low note fingerings of Bb, B, C, C#, and D.  This is a tone matching, 
not pitch matching procedure.  This exercise tells the biofeedback system what must be 
done to get the best sound on any note.  
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*With more advanced students, make sure that they use the concept of going for 

this resonant sound quality, when playing in the altissimo register as well.  Once they 
know what it feels like to play the altissimo note over a low note fingering, then they will 
have more success with finding excellent sounding altissimo fingerings.  At some point 
they will begin to realize that the throat can override the instrument and play many 
altissimo notes, regardless of the fingering used (a la Lenny Picket).   

 
To tell if your students have been practicing this exercise, have them play an A 

above the staff.  This is the worst note on the saxophone, other than the high C#, if either 
of these notes sound thin, or bright, brittle, or sharp, then they aren’t practicing matching 
overtones.  Have them practice the A as an overtone of low D, and the C# as an overtone 
of the low C#.   
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The 2:1 ‘Covering’ Exercise 
 
 The 2:1 Exercise is an advanced exercise in tonal refinement.2   The 2:1 Exercise 
addresses the tonal disparity of the lower register, from low F to low Bb.  This lower 
register is much louder, and has more projection than the mid and high registers, and tend 
to ‘bark’ out aggressively, or not speak at all.  The 2:1 Exercise balances the tone quality 
of the lower range with the middle range of the saxophone, and gives greater control of 
the lower register at soft dynamics.  Students should master this exercise before the 3:2:1 
Exercise is introduced. 

 
Covering means to push the mouthpiece out of the mouth very slightly with the 

left hand.  As you slide the mouthpiece out of your mouth, you move your top teeth back 
toward the tip of the mouthpiece.  The bottom lip also rolls out over the bottom teeth with 
the reed, and ends in a position covering the reed closer to the tip.  The bottom lip 
dampens the high overtones of the reed (although not as excessively as a sub-tone used 
by many jazz saxophonists).  Covering allows the saxophonist to play with the same air 
speed and dynamic level, but the tone is softened and mellowed due to the dampening of 
the high overtones.   

 
Covering is similar to a mute on a violin, and is a perfect technique to use at the 

end of the fist movement of E. Bozza’s Improvisation and Caprice, a very difficult and 
soft low passage.  The performer can blow harder, and yet cut the dynamic level.  The 
response in the low register is better, and doesn’t ‘bark.’ 

 
The distance the mouthpiece must be moved changes from player to player, due 

the to size of the bottom lip.  The bigger the bottom lip, the less movement is required to 
cover the reed.  Also, more slightly covering is required for the lowest notes, B and Bb, 
than say, low E and F.  

                                                
2 Students should begin this exercise only after they have developed control over their 
breathing and relaxing the throat, the amount of mouthpiece they are taking into the 
mouth, the basic embouchure, matching overtones, and finding the middle of the pitch 
exercises.  If the student is using the ‘drawstring’ embouchure, the 2:1 ‘covering’ will be 
almost impossible. 
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To perform the 2:1 Exercise, begin on the low F fingering.  Without depressing 

the octave key, cover the reed by sliding the mouthpiece out and letting the bottom lip 
roll.  Then play a 2:1 slur, producing the octave overtone without the octave key, and 
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holding the octave until it falls to ‘1’ by itself.  If it won’t fall to ‘1,’ then the jaw or the 
throat is too tight.  One or both will have to be relaxed, though ‘2’ must still be able to be 
produced, before ‘2’ will fall to ‘1’ without any physical manipulation.   

 
The fall from ‘2’ to ‘1’ is almost accidental.  It is a natural result of correct throat, 

embouchure and covering.  Sometimes students will have to hold the ‘2’ for quite some 
time.  Tell them to hold the ‘2’ until it falls, making sure they don’t move the jaw or 
throat.  It is very important not ‘force’ the drop from ‘2’ to ‘1.’  That is the whole point of 
this 2:1 Exercise, because when the note falls ‘unforced,’ the ‘1’ will have the desirable 
tone quality.  If the fall is ‘forced,’ the tone quality will be undesirable.   

 
Once the students can produced the 2:1 on the Low F fingering, then proceed 

chromatically down the instrument, using the low note fingerings.  Low C#, C, B, and Bb 
fingerings are used.  If there is trouble producing the octave above these notes, it may be 
necessary to ‘bump’ the octave key briefly.  (Another way to produce the octave is to 
play the regular fingering first, and quickly move the corresponding low note fingering.)3   
 
 
The 3:2:1 Exercise 
 
 Although the Matching Overtones Exercise concentrates on middle F and up to 
the altissimo register, and the 2:1 Exercise concentrates on the low register, the 3:2:1 
Exercise works every register of the instrument.  The 3:2:1 Exercise is a way of further 
refining the control of any of the saxophones through overtone exercise.  This is a 
flexibility exercise and should probably by introduced some time after the 2:1 Execise.4  
Some know this exercise as ‘voicing.’  Within a matter of minutes, the 3:2:1 Exercise 
informs the performer that everything is working correctly to play a particular saxophone, 
i.e soprano, alto, tenor, baritone, etc.  If the student will do this exercise when switching, 
let’s say from alto to soprano saxophone, the response on soprano will be reestablished in 
minutes.  Without the 3:2:1, it will take much longer to get re-accustomed to the change.  
By doing the 3:2:1 Exercise you quickly know exactly how to control any saxophone in 
all registers.  This can be an extremely valuable time saving exercise.  If you can do the 
3:2:1 exercise, you know that everything is working correctly.  For this reason, it is the 
best exercise for getting control of the instrument.   
 

The 3:2:1 Exercise insures that you aren’t playing with a tight throat or jaw, or an 
unsupported air stream.  It puts everything together; throat setting, tongue setting, air 
stream, jaw pressure, and lip pressure.  This exercise provides the kinesthetic information 
to the performers, proving they are physically neither too tense or too relaxed.  If you can 
do this exercise you know that all of these elements are working properly; if any one of 
these components are uncontrolled, you can’t perform this exercise.  If you don’t have 
                                                
3  Leaks in the low keys pads, or a weak Low Eb key spring can cause response problems 
on the 2:1 exercise. 
4  It is said that Joe Allard had extended this exercise to 4:3:2:1, 5:4:3:2:1, using this 
technique on clarinet as well. 
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time to warm-up for an hour per day, take 20 minutes to do matching overtones and the 
3:2:1 Exercise.   

 
The name of the exercise comes from the third frequency, the second frequency, 

and the fundamental frequency, or the fifth, the octave, and the tonic, respectively of any 
low fingering.  The fundamental pitch is ‘1’, the overblown octave ‘2’ (first overtone), 
and the overblown fifth ‘3’ (the second overtone).  This exercise is very simple.  With a 
mastery of the matching overtones exercise, the student can already produce the 3rd 
overtone, the fifth, over the low note fingerings.   

 
If a student can overblow the ‘3’ then the throat setting is correct.  If the student 

can drop from the 3rd overtone (the fifth) to the 2nd (the octave), then the embouchure is 
relaxed correctly, and if then the students can drop to the 1 (the fundamental), then they 
are correctly covering in the low register.  This is how the exercise quickly covers the 
entire range of the saxophone, and gives the performer the kinesthetic information for all 
of the physical ‘settings’ needed to control of the instrument. 
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 In practicing the 3:2:1 Exercise, first set the regular embouchure and blow the 3rd 
overtone over low Bb. The first ‘move’ is 3:2, the success of this move is determined by 
correct throat position and jaw pressure.  The ‘3’ is a middle F, play it with the fullest, 
nicest, biggest tone quality possible.  Slur the 3 to 2, while simultaneously covering the 
reed; i.e. sliding the mouthpiece slightly out of the mouth, moving the teeth toward tip of 
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the mouthpiece, and rolling more bottom lip onto the reed.  By covering only, the ‘3’ 
should drop to ‘2,’ nothing else should be changed.  If you have to manipulate the throat 
or drop the jaw, something is wrong.  The simple act of covering the reed will move the 
sound from ‘3’ to ‘2.’  It is very important that no other physical changes are made.  (If 
the throat is too tight the ‘2’ will not speak, even though you might be covering 
correctly.) 
 
 Next, after covering and falling from ‘3’ to ‘2,’ if the jaw pressure is correct, then 
the tone should fall from ‘2’ to ‘1,’ as in the 2:1 Exercise.  ‘1’ will be covered, and have a 
dark and rich, ‘cello-like’ tone quality.  The 2:1 shift should happen fairly quickly.  No 
throat or jaw manipulation should be made to get the instrument to drop from ‘2’ to ‘1.’  
(If the jaw pressure is not relaxed enough, the ‘1’ will not speak.) 
 

After completing the exercise over the Low Bb fingering, proceed to Low B, and 
then up chromatically to Low C (Advanced players can perform this exercise on up to 
Low A – which completes the entire chromatic scale.  Above Low C is more difficult.).  
The tone quality isn’t as critical as in the Matching Overtones, or 2:1 Exercise, what is 
important is that these overtones respond quickly.  If they don’t, something is physically 
tense.  If the student is too relaxed, the ‘3’ can’t be produced, if the student is too tight, 
the “2’ won’t drop to ‘1.’   

 
By doing this exercise on any saxophone, the performer won’t be tempted to play 

soprano with alto ‘chops,’ alto with tenor ‘chop,’ etc.   
 
 

SAXOPHONE INTONATION 
 
Intonation 
 
 By definition a musician is required to be flexible in every area of instrumental 
control.  Playing in tune is essential.  Many students use a tuner to help them pitch notes 
correctly, but using a tuner to memorize pitches isn’t enough.  Tuners use a fixed 
standard for measuring vibrations, concert A = 440.  What if the ensemble is playing an 
A at 443 or 437?  A musician has to be flexible and accurate in regard to the intonation 
environment, both as a soloist and an ensemble member.  An adept and musically 
successful saxophonist must be flexible, able to adjust the pitch, tone quality, dynamics, 
phrasing, attacks and releases, etc. required in any musical situation.  The more flexible 
saxophonists are with pitch, the better they are able to adjust their intonation to the 
musical surroundings. 
 

Band directors and other musicians expect us to play the saxophone in tune.  But 
how are we to play in tune when we have such a variable degree of pitch spectrum on 
most notes (as much as a minor third in the upper register).  Students tend to think that 
when the keys for a note are depressed, the correct pitch is achieved.  This isn’t true.  
This is only part of the process.  Students must learn how to play in the center, or middle 
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of the available pitch spectrum on every note, and then they will be able to raise as well 
as lower the pitch to a greater degree. 

 
 Most saxophone students play to high in the pitch spectrum.  This is commonly 
known as pinching.  Explain to the students that they pinch because they weren’t taught 
very well when they were younger.  When they first began playing they were probably 
fairly comfortable from middle C (on the saxophone) down to low E or F, then they 
began to expand their range beyond middle D using the octave key.  Often as they first 
attempt the G above middle D, they can’t get the note to speak, so their director says, 
“Bite,” and sure enough, the G is achieved.  In this one moment the students learns to bite 
every time they go above the staff.  As the embouchure muscles develop, the students 
bite harder and harder.  As a result, their young ears learn to incorrectly accept sharp 
intonation in the upper register!   
 

After a few more months, the range is increased downward into the low register. 
What happens?  The low D and C won’t respond, as the student’s embouchure is too 
tight, and the octave above the low fingering results.  The band director tells the student, 
“Drop your jaw,” and the low notes are achieved.  In this moment the students learn to 
drop the jaw every time they go below the staff. As a result, their young ears learn to 
incorrectly accept flat intonation in the lower register!   

 
This jaw technique becomes unconscious over time and is responsible for 

response and intonation havoc on the on the saxophone.  The student is trained to play 
sharp in the high register, in tune in the middle register, and flat in the low register.  
Students will swear they are playing in tune, but they aren’t even close.  They hear and 
play out of tune! 
 
Playing in the Middle of the Pitch 
 
 Finding the middle of the pitch is really part two of the whole embouchure 
system.  What was accomplished with matching overtones is more throat control than it is 
jaw position.  Provided the student is able to play with a stable breath support and a 
steady, focused air stream, is using relaxed facial muscles in the embouchure formation, 
and has achieved some success with the overtone matching exercise, they should be ready 
for further refining the jaw pressure needed for purposes of intonation.  Finding the 
middle of the pitch is achieved through manipulation of the jaw pressure in the 
embouchure.  This is why finding the middle of the pitch is considered part two of the 
embouchure; the further refinement of getting the jaw muscles to relax. 
 

Initially, have students play a middle F, normally, with no vibrato.  Middle F is a 
very comfortable note for this exercise (F and F# are probably the two best notes on the 
saxophone in terms of tone and pitch, possibly because they are overtones of the 
fundamental length of the instrument).  Now have them play middle F again, and on your 
cue, bite down and raise the pitch as much as possible.  Most of the time students will be 
barely able to raise the pitch at all.  This is because they are already playing near the top 
of the pitch with their embouchure.  Saxophone students tend to use excessive jaw 
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pressure.  Next, have them play the note again, and on your cue, drop the pitch as low as 
it will go, without dropping down an octave.  Point out the tremendous pitch variance that 
is created by the jaw pressure. Remind them that they have just played the entire pitch 
spectrum (sharp to flat) possible on the note, and that they are playing near the top of the 
pitch spectrum.  The total pitch variance from top to bottom of a middle F is 
approximately a whole step.  Now have them start at the top of the pitch and play to the 
bottom, and again emphasize how large the pitch difference is. 

 
Now you should demonstrate the top to the bottom of the pitch on a middle F, and 

have them describe the way the tone quality is affected (not the pitch) over the entire 
range of the pitch spectrum.  Hopefully they will hear the tone get bigger in a sweet spot 
of maximum resonance that is produced right in the middle of the pitch spectrum.  The 
tonal quality over the entire pitch spectrum for any note fingering is akin to a sonic 
teardrop; Near the top of the spectrum it is very pinched and sharp, and not very loud.  As 
the pitch is lowered, the tone quality gets bigger and bigger until it reaches a point of 
maximum resonance in the center or middle of the pitch spectrum.  This center or middle 
produces a very nice, loudest, big, full sound, and is the point of maximum tonal 
resonance in the total pitch spectrum.  As the pitch begins to bottom out, it doesn’t return 
to a point, it spreads out, becoming fuzzy and unfocused, and is not a loud.  The complete 
pitch spectrum can be drawn like a teardrop (see illustration).  
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In review, the middle of the pitch is also the point where the best sound is 
achieved.  It is the point where the tone quality opens up, and the entire room will 
resonate with sound; this is the point of maximum resonance.  When the jaw is too tight, 
the tone will be pinched, sharp and constrained, and less volume is achieved.  When the 
jaw is to loose, the tone will be flat, spread, and unsupported; this too will produce less 
volume than the tonal center of the pitch.  Most students will find that the middle of the 
pitch on the middle F requires significantly less jaw pressure than they normally use.  
When playing middle F in the center of the pitch spectrum, they’ll need to push the 
mouthpiece onto the bocal further to get it in tune.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Finding the Middle of the Pitch Exercise   
 

The exercise is to start at the very top of the pitch, and slowly drop the jaw, 
passing all the way through the middle of the pitch, down to the bottom of the pitch 
spectrum, and then return up to the point of maximum resonance, or the middle of the 
pitch.  This gives the students two ‘shots’ at finding and determining the middle of the 
pitch, and allows them to get a measurement of the entire pitch spectrum on the note.  
Point out when they hit the middle of the pitch.  Have them notice how the sound quality 
rings in the room. Some students will respond to this right away, some may not. When 
playing the center of pitch exercise, the bottom jaw must move down and inward to drop 
the pitch to an extreme. 

 
After they have been able to find the middle of the pitch on a middle F, have them 

try this exercise on a low F.  After they lock into the middle of the pitch, have them 
notice that the entire pitch spectrum is only a 1/2 step: much narrower than the octave 
above.  The lower you play on a saxophone, the more jaw movement is required to 
change the pitch.  Now have the student find the middle of the pitch on a high C.  Point 
out to them that the pitch spectrum is three 1/2 steps, or a minor third. It is no wonder 
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why the saxophone is so difficult to play in tune.  With this kind of pitch variance, we are 
expecting an awful lot for a student to play the instrument in tune.   

 
Illustration of the Pitch Spectrum with regard to range (X marks the typical excessive 

embouchure pressure, Slashes indicate the middle of the pitch exercise): 
 

    TOP OF PITCH (Sharp – Pinched-Restricted Tone) 
T {High Register ---------\---------------------------------------------------------------------| 

  X    \                  | 

O {Middle Register----------\----------------------------------------------------------------|   

| 

       X       \              |   | 

P {Low Register---------------\----------------------------------------------------------|    |   | 

SHARP   X      \                               |    |   | 

Pitch Center------------------/------------\--(Maximum Tonal Resonance)|    |    |   | 

FLAT               \            /                                                            |    |   | 

B {Low Register--------------------\------/----------------------------------------------|     |   

| 

O         \     /             |   | 

T {Middle Register--------------------\-/----------------------------------------------------|   |   

T           V                 | 

O {High Register--------------------------------------------------------------------------------| 

M BOTTOM OF PITCH (Flat – Unsupported-Spread Tone) 

Instruments don’t play out of tune; performers play them out of tune.  Notice that 
there is a much greater pitch variance from flat to sharp in the upper register than in the 
lower.  This makes the saxophone very difficult to play in tune, especially in the extreme 
registers, unless the performer is playing in the center of the pitch.  Saxophonists 
normally tune in the middle register.  If they will typically tighten the jaw more in the 
upper register, and relax the jaw in the lower register, there will be major intonation 
problems. (Notice the X’s on the above graph.)  If the performer tunes the saxophone in 
the middle register, and is playing on the upper side of the pitch spectrum, the top register 
of the saxophone in going to be very sharp, and the lower register will be difficult to 
bring up in pitch. 

 
If the students can relax their jaw pressure, and adjust the mouthpiece position in, 

their intonation will improve in all registers.  By making certain to play in the middle of 
the pitch spectrum, the upper register will be easier to bring down in pitch, and the lower 
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register will be easier to bring up in pitch, enabling the performer to fine-tune the 
intonation of notes in any register, as enhancing the tone of the instrument across the 
entire range.   

 
Students should begin to working on finding the middle of the pitch for every note 

of a major scale over the full range of the horn.  They should switch scales on a daily 
basis.  This gives them a lot of exercise and mobility with the embouchure and jaw 
muscles.  It gets them to open the throat and drop the jaw, while listening to the sound of 
the middle of the pitch; this sound of the middle of the pitch is foreign to their ears.  This 
exercise shows them an example of how flexible they can be with their jaw and the pitch, 
as it accustoms their ears to the sound of the middle of the pitch.  This exercise is all they 
should do for a week.  When they come back they should start tuning exercises based on 
fifths/fourths.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tuning Fifths/Fourths Exercise 
 
 Tuning exercises are rarely given to saxophone students until they enter college, if 
at all.  Brass players spend their lives playing the overtone series and tuning intervals, 
especially fourths and fifths; many of their warm-up exercises are based on these.  With a 
minor third variance in the pitch spectrum of the notes in the upper register of the 
saxophone, it is surprising (and almost criminal) that tuning exercises aren’t more 
commonly used in saxophone pedagogy.  Working with intervals, tuners, the piano, and 
the overtone series, are extremely important in training the ear to hear pitch, and the body 
to play pitches correctly. 
 

Tuning fifths is something that saxophone students should be able to hear on their 
own.  But, at first you may need to play with them on piano.  The exercise should start on 
low F (Low Bb is a bad note – it is naturally sharp.), and thinking the sound of a note a 
perfect fifth below, then play this note (low Bb).  It is important to conceptualize the note 
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before actually playing it.  This will help the student internalize pitch.  Then, returning to 
the original pitch, they should alternate between the two pitches (In this case, F & Bb.) as 
they continue up the range of the saxophone, thinking each pitch in advance, and then 
playing it.  If they aren’t quite right on the pitch, they can return to the previous note and 
try again.  A chromatic tuner can be very helpful with this exercise, but make sure the ear 
is always used before the eye checks the tuner.  The goal is to train the ear as well as the 
body, not just he eye.  Always stop and think before changing the pitch.  This exercise 
will develop the student’s sensitivity to pitch, and the ability to play notes in tune.  The 
reason for using fourths and fifths is that they aren’t too wide or narrow, and built on 
fairly simple ratios, 4:3, and 3:2, respectively.  These intervals are somewhat easier to 
hear and perform. Eventually the student should practice playing scales against a 
background pitch drone.  This will help them to develop sensitivity to the other harmonic 
intervals.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SAXOPHONE VIBRATO 
 
Vibrato 
 
 When playing the saxophone in the classical style, vibrato is the rule, not the 
exception to the rule.  Just as the best flute, bassoon, and oboe players, saxophonists 
should use it as an expressive tool all the time. Vibrato is a personal signature or stamp, 
and every musician’s vibrato is just a little bit different in some aspect, speed, width, etc.  
 

As soon as the students are producing a mature and fairly consistent tone quality, 
has a basic understanding of dynamic contrast and phrasing, and is beginning to play 
melodic pieces, they should be introduced to vibrato.  A few really exceptional students 
may be doing this around seventh grade, but usually eighth or ninth grade is about the 
time to start students on vibrato.  By the time students are in high school, they should be 
using vibrato. 
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It is very difficult to get students to play with vibrato, because in many cases, 

especially in smaller schools, no one in their entire band is using vibrato.  When the 
young students start to use vibrato in this environment, they are often subjected to 
ridicule.  Unfortunately, if they don’t use vibrato in band, it is difficult for them to 
incorporate vibrato into their practice on a regular basis.   

 
Most often the students will hear the vibrato and think it sounds good.  If they 

have a good ear for vibrato, they can imitate and begin playing with a decent vibrato very 
quickly.  Students who aren’t particularly talented or dedicated seem to have quite a bit of 
trouble with vibrato.  When they do use vibrato, it tends to be very mechanical and 
forced, and it’s obvious they aren’t comfortable.  Vibrato technique and ability varies 
much for every individual.  

  
Some saxophone teachers assert that vibrato is a complex and very personal part 

of playing that some students will never master.  Some teachers claim that at least a year 
is needed to get the vibrato going.  The development of vibrato is not really very difficult.  
The challenge it seems is to de-mystify vibrato.   

 
More probable is that students don’t listen to saxophone vibrato, and have a 

deficiency in their vibrato conception.  It is very simple to teach a student how to produce 
vibrato, and they should be able to incorporate vibrato into their playing within a week or 
two.  The amount of listening to professional performers determines how fast they ‘catch 
on.’  If the students have never heard any classical recordings, you can expect they will 
have trouble with vibrato.  It can be very helpful to play you vibrato for them and to play 
them recordings of saxophone vibrato.  (It is frequently true for students in any ensemble, 
big band, concert band, etc., that they don’t listen to recordings of music in these genres.)  
It is perfectly understandable that students have never heard a classical saxophone 
vibrato.  

 
Vibrato is a pulsation in the sound that is caused by a fluctuation in pitch.  It’s a 

steady pulse in the musical sound.  To visualize vibrato, watch a string instrumentalist 
change the pitch by moving their finger.  This is exactly what is done with the jaw on the 
saxophone.  We want the vibrato to go evenly above and below the normal pitch, this 
allows the ear to perceive the center of the pitch in tune. 
 

This way the normal pitch is heard twice as often as the sharp or the flat side of 
the vibrato undulation.  Fred Hemke asserts that the vibrato is done from the underside of 
the pitch only, and it is much easier to accomplish, because the downward motion of the 
jaw is much easier to produce the upward motion.  Almost invariably this approach will 
cause the pitch center to drop flat, and the tone will spread, giving the vibrato a ‘jerking’ 
wobble.  The vibrato pulsation quickly becomes too wide.  Don’t start the vibrato by 
going down from the normal pitch; if you do this, the pitch will be flat.  Many of the best-
known classical saxophonists do this.  When they add vibrato their pitch center goes flat. 
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To achieve the even fluctuation of pitch, and maintain the pitch center, the player 
must concentrate on the upward motion, above the pitch.  This narrows the vibrato and 
keeps the note in tune.  The pitch will not sag and the tone will remain consistent.  The 
only way to achieve this type of vibrato is to be sure that the student is playing in the 
middle of the pitch.  If the student is playing with excessive jaw pressure, then the only 
manipulation they can make with the jaw is downward.  This is why many players use the 
downward approach to vibrato, because they are playing so far up on the top of the pitch, 
that they can’t raise their pitch.  Students must be playing in the middle of the pitch if 
they hope to achieve a correct vibrato technique.  Use of a tuner can be very helpful in 
determining whether the pitch center is moving when vibrato is applied.    
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The speed of the vibrato is determined by Marcel Mule’s formula: 300 divided by 
the metronome marking, gives you the number of pulses per beat.  Only use vibrato when 
you can fit two or more pulsations on a note.  Eugene Rousseau recommends vibrato to 
be played at 4 pulsations per beat at 80 beats per minute.  Larry Teal recommends 4 
pulsations per beat at tempi between 80 & 84, and three pulsations per beat at tempi of 
120 – 126 beats per minute.  Typically the vibrato rate is around 5 to 6.5 pulsations per 
second.  Regardless of the tempo, the pulsations should move at a fairly steady rate.  

  
Some saxophone teachers (Teal, Rousseau) assert that vibrato also includes 

tongue motion and pulsation in the air pressure. (Technically, pulsations in air pressure 
create tremolo, not vibrato.)  Sinta says you can do vibrato in three different ways, one is 
with the jaw, one is the tongue only, and one is with your breath.  Tongue vibrato doesn’t 
produce much change in pitch.  The reason it is mentioned is that many teachers have 
always said to play vibrato using the syllable, “Yah,yah,yah”  Notice how much tongue 
motion used in saying this.  Unfortunately, this syllable is inappropriate for saxophone, as 
it can be produced without moving the jaw.  It is probably true that the tongue does move 
while making vibrato, but you can’t do vibrato with just the tongue, because it doesn’t 
change the pitch.  Diaphragm vibrato does not change the pitch of the sound either.  It 
does change the intensity of the sound.  But, it’s physically draining, and tires the player 
quickly.  The only way do vibrato correctly on the saxophone is with the jaw. 
 
Vibrato Exercise 
 

Providing the student is playing in the middle of the pitch, have them play the 
middle of the pitch and slowly raise the pitch and come back to the middle, raise and 
come back.  They may actually pinch the sound a bit as they raise the pitch.  Just below 
this ‘pinching’ point is the top of the vibrato, and the point at where they stop the upward 
jaw motion.  Remind them that their pitch should be changing constantly during the 
vibrato, to keep the ‘curve’ of the vibrato rounded.  This helps to avoid a ‘jerky’ vibrato 
wherein the upward motion is slow and the downward drop is fast.  It is typical for 
students to drop the jaw too fast.  Both motions should be evenly spaced. 

   
Start in the middle of the pitch.  Then bite down with the jaw, squeezing the 

bottom lip between the teeth and the reed.  Then, relax the jaw, relieving the pressure on 
the bottom lip.  Alternate squeezing and relaxing.  It is much like saying the syllable, 
“Vah, vah, vah.”  Notice, while repeating this syllable, the tongue isn’t moving.  (“Yah,” 
and “wah,” though commonly taught in vibrato, are inappropriate for jaw vibrato.  “Yah” 
moves the tongue, and “wah’ moves the lips.  “Vah” is preferable.)   

 
When practicing they should begin with one pulse of vibrato per beat, at quarter 

note equals 72.  Remind them to go for an even, “rounded, curve” feeling.  Then they 
should do two pulsations per beat.  Next, try three pulsations.  Finally, do four pulsations 
per beat. 
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 The amount of jaw motion is minimal.  It can’t really be seen except when 
playing vibrato in the lower register of saxophone.  The lower you play on the 
saxophone, the more jaw motion it takes to change the pitch.  This is because the pitch 
spectrum is narrower in the low register, and more jaw motion is required to change the 
pitch.  From low F down, more jaw motion is required for vibrato, and it is here that you 
can actually see the jaw motion.  If you were to use this much jaw motion in the middle 
and high register, it would change the pitch far too much.  Conversely, the higher you 
play, the less jaw motion it will take to change the pitch.  You barely have to move your 
jaw in the middle and especially upper register of the saxophone.  In the upper register 
the jaw motion is not visible.  Observing a violinist is a good way to get a visual ‘fix’ on 
the degree of motion used for vibrato in different registers.  Apparently violinists think 
more about the upward motion, than the lower, in order to get their vibrato to sound like 
it is evenly distributed above and below the pitch.  To determine the degree of vibrato, 
musicians must use their ears to determine that the sound of the vibrato is consistent on 
every note in every register.   

 
A few words regarding the use of vibrato should be mentioned.  Don’t be too 

predictable with vibrato usage.  Vibrato is a color device.  Don’t add vibrato to every 
note.  Classical vibrato should feel like it is part of the air stream and played throughout 
the notes of a phrase.  Many players will begin the notes without vibrato and add it later 
after the note is established.  (This is very common in jazz playing, but less so in classical 
styles.  In jazz, the vibrato generally slower, and is often used as a tension-relieving 
device at the end of a note, especially the last note of a phrase.  Classical saxophone 
vibrato is more consistently used, and becomes more a part of the sound than a tension-
relieving device at the end of phrases.) 

 
If students can’t keep the vibrato going from note to note, have them hold the bell 

and play a long note with vibrato while you finger the notes.  They should be able to keep 
the vibrato going this way  (Note:  This exercise is an invasion of their personal space, 
and might not be a good idea to try with some students.)  This is a very effective exercise 
to use for demonstrating how air support, embouchure and vibrato remain consistent.  
Assign them to practice slow scales keeping the vibrato going on every note, using their 
ears, and trying to match the vibrato throughout the range.  The width of the pitch 
variation in the vibrato will sound the same but the jaw motion will change dramatically.  
The center of the pitch should be maintained, and the tone is never sound pinched or 
spread.  This style of vibrato placement sounds very natural, and very much like the 
vibrato used on cello or violin.  

 
 A week after the initial lesson on vibrato, students will usually return with a 
vibrato that isn’t quite wide enough, and usually a bit slow.  This can be a good time to 
model your vibrato for them by playing some slow duets. 
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SAXOPHONE ARTICULATION 
 
Anatomy of the Tongue5 

The tongue is made mainly of skeletal muscle and is attached to the hyoid bone, 
mandible and the styloid processes of the temporal bone.  The muscles that attach the 
tongue are the extrinsic muscles of the tongue.  Inside the tongue, there are four pairs of 
intrinsic muscles that can alter the shape of the tongue for talking and swallowing.  

The dorsum (top side) of the tongue can be divided into two parts, an oral part 
that lies mostly in the mouth, and a pharyngeal part (posterior third of the tongue), which 
faces backwards to the oropharynx.  The two parts are separated by a V-shaped groove, 
the sulcus terminalis (or terminal sulcus).  

The dorsal side of the anterior two-thirds (oral part) of the tongue is covered in 
taste buds (or papillae), and the tongue appears velvety and pink.  There are four types of 
taste buds: filiform, fungiform, vallate and foliate.  At the back of the oral part of the 
tongue there are 3-14 vallate papillae arranged in a V-shape in front of the sulcus 
terminalis.  There are no lingual papillae on the underside of the tongue.  It is covered 
with a smooth mucous membrane, with a fold (the lingual frenulum) in the center.  The 
upper side of the posterior tongue (pharyngeal part) has no visible taste buds, but it is 
bumpy because of the lymphatic follicles lying underneath.  These follicles are known as 
the lingual tonsil.  
 
There are four pairs of extrinsic muscles that act to move the tongue, and these are 
attached to various bones of the head and neck.  
1. Genioglossus - this muscle comes from the genial tubercule of the mandible (lower jaw  

bone), and comprises most of the bulk of the tongue, it protrudes the tongue and  
depresses the tip of tongue  

 
2. Hyoglossus –it is attached to the hyoid bone (which makes speech possible), and 

depresses tongue. 
 
3. Styloglossus - it comes from the styloid process of the temporal bone, and retrudes and 

elevates tip of tongue  
 
4. Palatoglossus - it elevates the base of tongue and constricts fauces.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
5 http://www.nationmaster.com/encyclopedia/tongue 
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Articulation 
 
 Vince Gnojek says, “In thirty years of teaching I have never had to teach a 
saxophone student how to tongue harder.” Almost all students must be taught how to 
tongue much lighter.  The problem with tonguing is that it is generally poorly taught.  
Elementary students hear the band director say, “Say ‘Ta’ whith your tongue against the 
reed.”  This puts too much tongue against the tip of the reed, and makes the tongue so 
stiff and tense, that it actually closes off the mouthpiece.  Then when the tongue is 
released, there is an explosion of sound because the air is stopped completely.  “Tot!”  
This is a very harsh attack, and is how most students are taught to use the tongue.  This 
kind of tonguing should be used in extreme percussive types of attacks, and is often used 
in jazz playing where articulation needs to be very rhythmic.  The ‘T’ tongue is very 
percussive, and used much less frequently in solo classical saxophone playing.  This type 
of tonguing is used more commonly for emphasis in ensemble or sax quartet playing.  
Some times for emphasis, you can tell the student to use a bit more ‘T’ sound to give 
them more definition in the articulation, without creating an accent.   
 
 When teaching articulation, these two questions must be asked of each student: 1) 
What part of your tongue touches the what part of the reed?  2) How does your tongue 
move to do that?  Sometimes when students haven’t received proper training in 
articulation, they will start the sound with the throat.  Other students will tongues on the 
roof of the mouth, in response to the ‘Tah’ as the tongue would normally do in speaking.  
Both of these techniques make a very strange sound.  It is very important to ask students 
how they think about articulation, and what they are doing to create articulation.   
 
 As an artist, the saxophonist needs a palette of colors from which to choose.  The 
saxophonist needs to manipulate a palette of tone colors, of dynamics, and of 
articulations.  The palette of articulations should have enough variety to fit the demands 
of the particular musical passage, perhaps light and pizzicato like a violin, or light and 
flute-like, bold and brass-like, or even heavily percussive.  Demonstrate for the student, 
moving from light to heavy articulations; play several stylistic examples. 
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‘T’ verse ‘D’ Attacks 
 
 The first concept students need to learn is the difference between the ‘T’ and ‘D’ 
attack of the tongue.  In classical playing the lighter ‘D’ tongue is most often used.  Tell 
the students to make a very relaxed ‘D’ consonant sound.  “Da, da, da, da, da.”  Have 
them alternate between ‘Tah’ and ‘Dah,’ noticing how much more of the tongue touches 
the reed when saying ‘Tah.’  Students, who move their jaws while tonguing, are most 
likely using a ‘Tah’ tongue.  The jaw should not move during articulation of the reed.  
‘Tah’ causes the students to use too much tongue, producing too harsh an attack, stops 
the air stream completely, and often causes them to move their jaws while tonguing.  
Even so, this is the most common way students tongue on saxophone.   
 
 Some students use ‘anchored’ tonguing, wherein the tip of the tongue is anchored 
to the front bottom teeth.  (This creates a syllable similar to ‘the.’)  The drawback to this 
technique is that it inhibits the articulation speed, and allows the student only one type of 
articulation sound. 
 
Note Releases   
 
 There are two ways to stop a note.  One way is with the tongue, which causes the 
reed to stop instantly, snapping shut, and clipping off the sound quickly.  “Dot.”  This is a 
tongued release, and for the ‘housetop’ accent, this is usually what is needed.  The other 
way is to let the notes taper, with a slight bit of decay, much like a string pizzicato.  
“Dah.”  This is a called a breath release.  The breath release is accomplished by stopping 
the air stream without the tongue.  Care must be taken not to use the throat to stop the 
note, as in “tugh.”  This is commonly called a ‘glottal stop.’ 
 
 Some students have only used one type of release.  The breath doesn’t work well 
for rapid staccato tonguing.  It is exhausting to even try.  For rapid repeated single 
tonguing, the tongue itself creates the separation between the notes.  There isn’t time to 
stop the air stream between notes.  The tongue stops the reed only, and the air stream 
stays in motion.   
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Forward Coning Position 
 
 Forward coning position is a concept that generally should be approached later in 
a student’s school career; many other concepts take priority over this one.  This concept 
is best covered with more advanced students, as they have a better ear for subtlety, and a 
more complete understanding of the tone generating system involved in saxophone 
playing.  Forward coning is a fine-tuning device for tone quality and response.  It also 
puts the tongue in a position to produce a light and fast articulation.   
 

Forward coning position uses the tongue to create the bottom part of a conical 
funnel.  The roof of the mouth angles downward toward the teeth, forming the top.  The 
molars angle inward towards the front teeth forming the two sides.  The tongue has to 
complete the bottom part of the cone.  

  
 If the tongue is too far down, a large block of air comes up into the tiny opening 
in the mouth.  The throat should be open and relaxed, but the forward cone focuses the air 
from the open throat, towards the mouthpiece tip opening.  The forward cone speeds the 
air column somewhat, just as a small nozzle will increase water pressure from a hose.  By 
focusing the air stream the tone quality has a little more core, or nucleus.  This is a very 
subtle difference, but the sound is less harsh, less spread and warmer.  It also allows the 
low register to respond more quickly because the air is moving faster through the horn.  
The high notes also tend to bit a bit more solid, not quite as bright or spread.  Most 
students can feel the difference, and notice the response, but the difference is very subtle.  
For this reason, this technique is reserved for more advanced students. 
 
Steps to Forming Forward Coning Position 
 
1. Let the tongue lie flat in the bottom of the mouth. The tip of the tongue should go 
behind the bottom teeth, and the tongue should fill the area inside the bottom teeth.  The 
sides of the tongue rest inside the bottom molars, overlapping the molars just enough so 
that if the teeth were closed quickly, they would bite off a 1/8th inch of the tongue.   
 
2.  Relax the tongue.  It is a very complex set of muscles.  No other part of the body can 
move like the tongue, and since it is somewhat physically complex, the tongue can be 
difficult to relax. Close your eyes.  Let the jaw hang open like saying, “Ah.”  Think of the 
tongue as a liquid, thick like Silly Putty, or Jello, taking the shape of any container it is 
put in.  The top of the tongue flattens out and fills the whole area behind the bottom teeth.  
When you think your tongue is relaxed, take your index finger a push very lightly on the 
tongue.  If you push too hard the tongue will respond by pushing back, and stiffening.  
The tongue should be the consistency of warm butter, or raw liver.  The entire tongue 
should be soft and pliable. 
 
3. With the tongue in this position, slowly, with the mouth open and saying “Ah,” raise 
the tongue until the sides of the tongue barely touch the top molars.  It is like forming an 
“EE” sound with your tongue while keeping your throat in a relaxed “ah” position. 
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Be careful not to arch the back of the tongue.  It is wide in the mouth.  If you put the 
mouthpiece in the mouth, all you need to do to tongue, is to raise the very tip of the 
tongue straight up and down about an 1/8th of an inch.  There is barely any space between 
the tongue and the bottom lip of the embouchure.   

Using a mirror, practice moving the tip of the tongue only.  Don’t move the entire 
tongue forward at all when tonguing.  It only moves up and down.  Place a tiny paper dot 
on the tip of the tongue, get in forward coning position, and then practice moving the tip 
up and down an 1/8th of an inch.  This is how the tongue should touch the reed. 
 
Light Legato Tonguing 
 

When tonguing in forward coning position, touch the underside of the tip of the 
reed with one taste bud, about a 1/8th of an inch from the tip of the reed.  The tongue just 
barely touches the reed, interrupting the reed vibration, but not the air stream.  This 
creates an extremely subtle legato tonguing sound and the tongue stroke is almost 
inaudible.  With a metronome set at 72, ‘D’ tongue one stroke per beat.  Then two, three, 
four and five strokes per beat.  As the tongue moves faster it will tend to get tense and 
slow down.  Keep it relaxed. 

When practicing scales, by alternate long and short notes.  Give your tongue a 
break.  Don’t tongue all fast 16th notes in a row.  Vary the articulation pattern to give the 
tongue a rest on long notes, as you work on increasing the speed of your articulation. 
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Relaxed Articulation Rhythms 

 
Light Staccato Tonguing 
 
 Staccato requires exactly the same motion of the tongue as legato tonguing.  
Staccato means ‘detached or separated.’  The easiest way to accomplish this, especially at 
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a faster tempo is to create the space by stopping the vibration of the reed without stopping 
the air stream through the mouthpiece.  Normally, students see the staccato mark over the 
note and infer that the air stream must be stopped between notes, pushing the reed against 
the mouthpiece. Most students tongue far too hard.  The tongue should only interrupt the 
vibration of the reed.  In staccato, the tongue remains on the reed longer than legato, but 
in either technique, the goal is to keep the reed from touching the mouthpiece.  This 
enables the staccato to remain light, not like the heavy ‘T’ sound that is so often heard.   
 

To practice this, play ‘Da’ and replace the tongue on the reed stopping the sound 
vibration, but letting air move through the horn.  ‘Dah’ – air – ‘dah’ air…  This is a tricky 
technique to master.  The tongue must remain relaxed and light in the articulation, and 
only the vibration of the reed should stop, never the air stream.  Begin slowly, at one 
stroke per beat at 72 BPM, and work up to a fast tempo.  This technique will lighten the 
staccato articulation.   

 
Another exercise in staccato tonguing is the “Radar Bleep” exercise.  This is done 

without a tempo, by starting with the tongue against the reed getting the air sound, then 
playing the note and then setting the tongue on the reed to repeat the air sound.  The air 
stream is never stopped.  Start very slowly, and then increase the increase the speed like a 
radar bleep finding a signal.  This exercise sounds a bit like Morse code.  This exercise is 
good to makes the transition into light staccato tonguing, and sometimes is more effective 
with students.  This exercise begins with the air first, instead of the note.   

 
Here are all the different combinations of articulations in duple and triple 

groupings. 

© T
od

d 
R. W

ilk
ins

on

© 2003 Tood R. Wilkinson All Rights Reserved



 65 

 
DEVELOPMENT OF TECHNIQUE 

 
Two Rules of Practicing 
 
 Students must learn how to practice slowly and how to identify and work out 
problems. 
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1.  Don’t play anything faster than you can play it evenly and accurately. 
 A.  Find the tempo of 100% success.  Don’t increase speed during easy sections  

and decrease speed in the more difficult passages.  Slow down the entire scale or  
passage to the tempo at which you can play without any mistakes. 
 
B.  Increase the tempo after your accuracy has been established. Most students 
practice too fast at first, and make mistakes they aren’t even aware of.  Even if 
they do make a mistake, they tend to skip over them, thinking they’ll fix them at a 
later time.  Don’t sacrifice accuracy for tempo.  Many students will guess at 
rhythms instead of working them out. 

 
2.  Isolate the problem.  Diagnose the trouble and prescribe a solution. 
 

A.  Sometimes the real problem isn’t what it first appears to be.  Is the trouble 
with the fingering, tongue, finger coordination, breathing, articulation, 
ornamentation, reed response, vibrato, or phrasing.?  Perhaps it is a combination 
of these. Mistakes should be addressed immediately. 
 
B.  Once you have found the trouble, mark this place with brackets.  This should 
be done the first couple of times you are playing through a new piece.  These 
trouble spots will continue to be problematic until they have been worked out at a 
slow tempo. 
 
C.  When the problem area has been addressed and solved, begin increasing the 
tempo.  Make shore to place the problem area back into context of the 
surrounding musical material, be that the rest of the scale, or the musical line that 
comes before and after the material in question.  

  
When practicing a new piece, perhaps an etude, play it extremely slowly without 

a metronome.  Any time there is a mistake made, stop and mark with a pencil.  If the 
mark is made, the chances or repeating the mistake are dramatically reduced.  Without 
the marking, the risk is that the mistake will be memorized.  Then it will have to be 
unlearned.  This ‘unlearning’ is very time consuming.  Don’t avoid marking parts, yet 
make sure that all marks made on the part have a purpose.  Squiggles and useless 
comments are of no value, and make the part very difficult for the next student who is 
working on the piece.  
 
 
 
 
Suggestions for Structuring a Successful Practice Routine 
 
The first consideration for practicing is the environment.  An isolated environment, free 
of distractions and conducive to focus, is essential.  The room should have a music stand, 
mirror, and piano if possible.  Because the saxophone is loud and has a penetrating tone, 
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many students will be unable to practice at home without disturbing others.  My Labrador 
Retriever can’t stand the sound of the saxophone, and howls incessantly when I practice 
at home! 
 
1. Try to schedule your practice time when you are not excessively tired or hungry.  What 
are the times of the day when you are most focused and alert?  Pencil these times into 
your daily schedule as though they were required classes and treat them as such.  Try to 
practice during the same timeframe every day.  Develop a routine.  As a dedicated 
musician you deserve this uninterrupted time for yourself.  Generally, the earlier in the 
day, the better, this is when most people are most alert.  The later in the day that the 
practice time is scheduled, the greater the chance is that something unexpected will come 
up, supplanting the practice session.  Practicing just after a meal is also difficult for most 
students.  Find what works for you and make it consistent. 
 
2.  Break your practice session up by performing certain tasks during each session.  This 
is particularly valuable if you practice once in the morning, once in the afternoon, and 
again at night. 
 
3.  Always begin each day with a solid warm-up routine that serves to get the 
embouchure, breathing apparatus, throat position, hand and instrument position, and ears 
(pitch and tone quality) going in the right direction. 
 
4.  After you warm up, and get the technical studies out of the way, try to concentrate on 
the most difficult piece or etude right away, rather than putting it off until later.  The 
longer you practice, the more you will fatigue.  Put the most difficult piece just after the 
warm up routine. 
 
5.  If you practice only once per day for 2-3 hours, try to reward yourself by taking a ten 
minute break at the end of every 50 minutes, rather than trying to practice for the entire 
time without a break. 
 
6.  End your routine by playing straight through something you know well and enjoy 
playing.  This helps to relax the frustration you may have developed working on the 
difficult and less well-known material. 
 
7.  To break up your routine, spend one session each week working on reeds, sight-
reading duets without someone, or sight reading jazz etudes or tunes. 
 
 
8.  For most performance demands from lessons and ensembles, five days of practicing 
per week should be adequate.  Plan on taking two days off each week, perhaps on your 
busiest day of classes, and one day on the weekend. 
 
9.  There is no substitute for regular daily practicing.  Even a small amount of time spent 
consistently each day will produce better results than trying to cram all of the practice 
time into 2 or 3 days.   
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10.  You must establish goals for yourself.  Establishing short term, mid term, and long 
term goals are a good idea.  Take time to reestablish your goals at the end of each 
semester of study.   
 
11.  Learn to conserve your time.  If you sound good, move on.  Get the most learning 
done in the least time.  Practice the difficult marked sections more often then running an 
entire piece.   
 

On days when you are unable to practice, maybe ill, or too tired, perhaps your 
instrument is in the shop, etc., you should still use your time to listen to music.  You can 
study composers whose music you are playing.  You can read saxophone books or 
magazines, and watch videos of professional players.  You can go through your music, 
working out the difficult rhythms, marking in piano cues, breath marks, phrasing, or 
important skeletal melodies.  You can also practice fingering the notes on your 
instrument and singing the melodies, even though you might not have the strength to 
blow.  You might decide to organize your lesson notebook, or your list of goals.  
Anything you can do to turn your practice ‘down time’ into productive time, will 
contribute to your playing and is an asset to your time management skill. 

 
Not every students can achieve the goal of 3-4 hours of practicing per day, 

however, all students should strive to practice at least ten hours per week.  This should be 
the absolute minimum for any collegiate musician to be practicing.  Without the 
discipline to put in this amount of practice time, your long-term goals should be 
reevaluated. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some Methods for Learning the Music 
 
 Many students sound great on the first page of a piece, O.K. on the second, and 
lousy on the last page.  This is because they’ve been over the first page far more times 
than the last.  All students can benefit from applying several different methods for 
learning.  Here are a few. 
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1.  Start from the end.  Begin with the last phrase first and then back up.  As you continue 
backwards through the piece, the end of the work gets stronger. 
 
2.  Long-short, short-long.  In a difficult passage, apply these two rhythms.  Duple and 
triple feel can also help in mastering tough technical sections. 
 
3.  See Three.  Try playing only after you have read the next three notes.  Don’t move 
ahead until you have seen the next three. 
 
4.  Count it; Say it; Finger it (and say it); Play it.  This exercise must be done in strict 
time.  First count the rhythm in time.  Then say the note names or a syllable in rhythm 
(leave out accidentals).  Then say the note names and play the appropriate fingerings. 
Finally, play the passage. 
 
5.  Temporary memorization.  Memorize the passage slowly, and repeat until the tempo is 
appropriate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rhythmic Skills 
 
 It is important to check the rhythmic and counting skills of your students.  Give 
them some rhythms to count aloud, especially be sure to use duple and triple meters.6  

                                                
6 The Rubank Advanced Method for Saxophone Vol. 2, and the H. Voxman Selected 
Studies for Saxophone, are very good books for triple and compound meters. 
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Dotted rhythms are commonly misread.  Are they subdividing?  Do they keep good time 
during long notes and rests?  Can they correctly count through a piece?  Students should 
be able to write in the rhythms under the note.  These are very important skills that are 
being covered well in many school band programs.  Many private teachers overlook 
counting and rhythmic skills as well, opting to sing the rhythm to students, instead of 
breaking it down into subdivisions.  Students then learn rhythm by ear, and their reading 
skills suffer tremendously because they’ve only learned to mimic what they hear. 
 
  Usually there is only one aspect of rhythm that the student doesn’t 
understand.  If the teacher can figure out what it is the student doesn’t understand, then in 
one easy explanation, their problem with rhythm can be solved. 
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The Use of a Metronome 
 

There are teachers who advocate practicing with a metronome at all times, 
without fail.  Others feel the use of the metronome should be more balanced, in order to 
established an inner time feel, the students should practice without the metronome as 
well.  This decreases the dependency upon the ear hearing the ‘clicks’ for timekeeping.  
The tuner is a similar case, in that the students shouldn’t always depend on the eye to 
tune notes visually.  The metronome should be used often and in creative ways.   
 
 Students should purchase a metronome that gives an accent at the downbeat of 
each measure.  This will help them to know where count one is when playing through a 
complicated rhythmic passage.  The accent will tell the students if they have successfully 
negotiated the section.  Without the accent, one beat can be added or dropped, and the 
student may not be aware of a counting mistake.  Subdivision features are also nice to 
have, but not essential.  The metronome needs to be fairly loud in volume.  The smaller 
units usually have an earpiece attachment.  Using a metronome with headphones can be 
very helpful when students are having a difficult time mastering rhythm.  If the 
metronome is louder than the playing, then it is easier to focus on the metronome, and 
less on the fingers.   
 

Remind the students that the beat is steady, only the rhythm changes.  Rhythms 
are a combination of beats, or a subdivision of beats.  Try tapping your foot under theirs 
to provide a steady foot-tapping experience for them as you clap rhythms together.  As 
embarrassing as it may be, students must learn to count and perform rhythms.   
 
 Don’t always use the metronome clicks on every downbeat; try practicing with 
the metronome on the upbeats as well.  Place the clicks on every other downbeat, or just 
the first beat of the measure, or as jazz players do, place the clicks on beats 2 & 4.  Duple 
and triple divisions of the beat are also very helpful in developing evenness with scale 
and arpeggio studies.   
 
 In ensembles, fast passages tend to rush in tempo.  Medium tempi are especially 
difficult to control.  Slow tempi tend to drag in tempo.  Many student soloists tend to 
slow down when passages get difficult, and accelerate when passages are easy.  This is 
especially apparent in scales.   
 
 When using a metronome to increase the tempo of a passage or scale.  Start very 
slowly at a tempo of 100% success, and move up in increments of four.  This is less time 
consuming than moving one beat per minute, yet the tempo change is still barely 
noticeable at slower tempi.   
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Some Sample Goal-Setting for Saxophonists 
 
Short Term Goals 
 
I will work on improving my tone this week. 
I will be able to play this exercise at tempo for my next lesson. 
I will work on tonguing for ten minutes every day this week as part of my warm-up. 
I will work on my melodic minor scales every day this week until I can play them at 
quarter note equals M M=120. 
I will mark every measure that I have trouble with, and try to determine the exact nature 
of the problem and prescribe a solution. 
I will write down every question I have during my practice time this week and ask these 
questions at my next lesson. 
I will spend one hour per day listening to classical or jazz saxophone recordings. 
I will ‘skeletonize’ the melody for each of my etudes and each, movement of my solo and 
practice playing the skeletal melody musically.   
I will have a great reed for the next lesson. 
 
Mid Term Goals 
 
I will keep a notebook of everything discussed in my lessons. 
I will be in the top group or solo chair next semester. 
I will audition and make an honors recital before graduation. 
Although I’m not a music major, I’ll perform a recital. 
I will graduate with honors.  
 
Long Term Goals 
 
I will become a better musician for as long as I keep performing. 
I will be a better band director then the band director I had at school. 
I will dedicate my life to performing and promoting live music in as many different 
capacities as possible. 
I will make a living by playing the saxophone. 
I will always take pride in being a saxophonist. 
 
 It is important to review goals with your students.  They can benefit from the 
experience and wisdom of the teacher, in determining how ‘realistic’ their goals actually 
are.  Setting semester goals into contract format can be very helpful for students.  This 
allows you to review their progress and get a feel for their own unique rate of progress in 
different areas.  Goals transfers into scheduling, yearly, semester, monthly, weekly, daily, 
hourly.   
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Suggested Daily Saxophone Practice Routine 
 
Total 
Minutes: 
5-10  Gradually warm up the instrument starting in the middle register, and  

slowly playing up into the high register and then down into the low  
register. 

 
15-20  Work on the basics of hand and instrument position, embouchure, relaxing  

the throat, breathing, and mouthpiece placement in front of the mirror.  As  
you become more advanced, you should incorporate the middle of the  
pitch exercise, vibrato exercises, tongue position, studies, matching 
overtones exercise, the 2:1 exercise, the 3-2-1 exercise, and altissimo 
exercises during this time period.  Daily practice of long tones is essential.  
The goal of this segment is working on tone quality, pitch, and breath 
control during your physical/musculature warm up. 

 
10-15  Now that pitch and tone are under control, proceed immediately to scales.   

Begin with familiar scales first, and then tackle the less familiar scales  
required by your syllabus for the semester.  Practice the scale the full  
range of the instrument, using a variety of articulations.  Use a metronome  
much of the time, perhaps alternating days.  The goal is to play all scales 
evenly and with the correct and alternate fingerings throughout the entire 
range of the saxophone.  Always strive for accuracy and evenness; never 
sacrifice technique to increase tempo. 

 
10  BREAK 
 
15-20  Practice etudes.  Begin with the fast technical ones (i.e. Klosè, Terschak,  

or Berbiguier), because you are warmed up and technically ready, then  
proceed to the more musical etudes (i.e. Selected Studies by Voxman, 
Ferling, or Bozza).  Apply the two rules of practicing, starting each etude 
very slowly, and concentrating on accuracy.  Push the tempi over the 
week, until the etudes are at a performance tempo for your lesson. 

 
20-30  Practice the movements of your solo piece.  Begin with the bracketed  

trouble areas first.  After working on these sections, play straight through 
the movement at the same tempo of the bracketed problem areas.  This 20 
to 30 minute time period should be spent on each composition that you are 
preparing for performance.   

 
10  BREAK 
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15-30  Practice your ensemble music.  Work out all rhythmic and melodic  

patterns, fingering problems, articulations, dynamic pacing, breath marks 
and phrasing.  It is critical that ensemble parts are mastered before the 
rehearsal.  It is a good idea to practice ensemble music in the sitting 
position, if this is the posture you are using in the group setting. 

 
15-60  Practice jazz patterns, jazz theory exercises, transcribed solos, jazz etudes,  

and music-minus-one tunes.  Jazz must be practiced consistently and 
methodically to achieve excellence.  This is also an enjoyable and 
individualized part of every saxophonists practice routine, and is placed 
near the end as you are becoming fatigued. 

 
15-30  Play straight through some etudes and pieces that you have already  

mastered.  Make sure it is something you really enjoy playing, and strive 
for musicality and expression.  Make some music!  The goal is to develop 
a repertoire of music that can be performed at any time, and that you know 
you sound great playing. 
 

Total Time  2’15”-3’55” 
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MUSICAL INTERPRETATION 
 
Playing the Melodic Line 
 
 The notion of ‘line’ in music is very popular, but there are many teachers that 
never explain what they mean by ‘line.’  What is the difference between line and a 
phrase?  What determines a line?  
 
 Music is motion.  There is always movement from one note or sound to the next.  
There is also elapsed time.  Once a performer has begun to play a musical selection, the 
clock begins ticking and time moves forward, never to be repeated.  In playing, the 
musician must be aware of the phrasing.  The typical phrase starts softly and usually 
builds to a slight climax and tapers off dynamically at the end.  Typical phrases are two 
and four measures in length.  The smallest accepted form is the Two Phrase Period, 
which is two, four-measure phrases arranged in Antecedent (question-1st phrase) 
Consequent (answer-2nd phrase).  Many students are aware of this, and have been doing it 
for some time.   
 
 As a melodic instrumentalist, one who plays from note to note, the saxophonist 
must be concerned with all aspects of melody.  The single most important aspect of 
melodic line is direction.  There must be movement with purpose between any two points 
of the melodic line.  The performer cannot afford to meander about, but must give 
direction and intent to every moment of the performance.  One must relate the individual 
notes together with the purpose of making a complete musical statement.  This is what is 
meant when we speak of playing the melodic line. 
 
 Line isn’t necessarily concerned with breathing.  A breath can be taken without 
losing the intensity of the line direction.  Lines don’t always end by tapering down 
dynamically.  The line can continue to crescendo through a breath mark, and the end of 
the phrase.  Great operatic singers do this.  Maintaining intensity is a big part of melodic 
line.  Dramatic intensity will grab the audience, not just excellent technique.  The 
guitarist Pat Metheny was quoted as saying, “Technique is like polishing the faucet to 
make the water taste better.”    
 
 A strong resting point determines the end of the melodic line. Often this is a 
cadential point as well.  Ask yourself if the piece could end at this point, if so, this where 
the line truly ends.  Within this line there may be smaller melodic phrases, melodic 
motives, or other things that create tension and release, but overall, the point of rest 
determines the direction and musical destination of the melodic line.   
 
 This concept of playing with line supersedes technical considerations of phrasing, 
sequence, motives, themes and cadences.  It means that music must be played with a 
complete idea that extends from the starting note though the subsequent climactic 
moments, and conclude with the final sound.  The performer must build tension towards 
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the melodic peaks and subsequently relax the tension, so that each note in the line relates 
to the total governing idea of the piece.  The performer’s understanding of musical line 
and its relation to the total piece will enhance the dramatic impact of the resulting music.   
 

All great musicians perform with a musical line concept, whether they choose to 
call it this or not.  Good musical technicians don’t have a clue to this concept.  As perfect 
as their music is technically, the line is boring and devoid of expressive meaning.  When 
a student musician truly understands the concept of line, it will change their perception 
and performance forever.  No longer will they be satisfied with correct notes, rhythms, 
and dynamics. 
 
 ‘Skeletonizing’ the Melody 
 The easiest way to begin a study of melodic line is to learn the technique of 
‘skeletonizing’ a melody.  This technique strips the melody down to its simplest and most 
essential shell of melodic notes.  The skeletal melody gets rid of the excess ‘fluff’ or 
ornamental notes and gives focus to the most important notes of the melody.  The 
following considerations are used to determine which particular notes in a melody are the 
most important: 
 
1.  Long notes  (Circle these notes) 
2.  Notes that fall on the strong beats of a measure.  (Most of the time, the strongest beat 
of the measure is the first beat, as well as the downbeats.) 
3.  Notes that are approached by leap.  (These notes tend to stand out.) 
4.  Embellished notes - grace notes, trills, etc.  (These notes receive emphasis.) 
5.  Chord tones  (These tend to fall on strong beats.) 
6.  Accented notes  (They stand out in the line.) 
7.  Highest and lowest notes 
 

Every note within the line has to relate to this somehow, and the skeletal melody 
will also reflect this understanding.  In the skeletal melody, rhythm becomes much less 
important, and dynamic pacing and dramatic expression are emphasized. 
 
 By applying these basic considerations to the line, a skeletal melody can be 
determined.  The skeletal melody should be practiced to determine the direction of each 
note and the total musical line.  When the peak of the line is understood, then each note 
can move towards it, building tension, or away from it, to relax the tension.  Decide how 
strong the peak of the line should be, what dynamic level from which to begin, and what 
level the line should end.  Practice the skeletal melody until you are moving in the exact 
direction you have chosen to go.  By making the skeletal melody as expressive as 
possible, with vibrato, dynamics, tension and release, pacing, etc., then you understand 
the essence of the melody.  One this has been accomplished, you are ready to 
reintroduced the remaining original notes back into the melody and the line will retain the 
same sense of direction.  All the other notes will relate to the essential skeleton.  This 
procedure works well when applied to the entire standard saxophone repertoire. 
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SAXOPHONE ALTISSIMO 

 
Altissimo Register 
 
 The altissimo register is a continuation of the overtone series over the 
fundamental low note fingerings.   The technique of producing the notes in the altissimo 
is exactly the same as moving up through the overtone series over a fundamental 
fingering, it is the issues of pitch and tone quality for these notes that requires the usage 
of specific altissimo note fingerings.  This is because the overtone partials become 
sharper in pitch, as they get farther away from the fundamental. 
 

SAXOPHONE OVERTONES OVER LOW Bb, B, AND C 
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 Students generally have neither the time nor the patience to practice the overtone 
series consistently.  After a few days they tend to be frustrated by their inability to 
produce overtones beyond normal range of the saxophone palm keys.  After ‘3’ they 
begin having trouble.  If they are practicing the Matching Overtones Exercise every day, 
they should be able to produce ‘4’ and ‘5’ with little trouble.  High F and F# are the sixth 
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overtone over Bb and B respectfully, and are also part of the Matching Overtones 
Exercise. 
 

Unfortunately most students don’t practice matching overtones regularly, and 
usually they can only produce the fundamental ‘1’, octave ‘2’, and fifth ‘3’, and some of 
them can produce the second octave ‘4.’7  Usually none of the younger students can 
produce the 5th or 6th partials.  Most students don’t know how to work on the altissimo 
register, and find it very challenging.  One way to help is to have the students hold any 
‘squeak’ they can produce.  This ‘squeak’ is an overtone.  In fact, the easiest altissimo 
note to hit is the altissimo D an octave above the alternate high F key fingering (with the 
octave key).  It is one of the ‘squeak’ notes that is the easiest altissimo note to produce.   

 
To hit these notes, take less lip over the bottom teeth, and ‘jut’ the jaw forward 

slightly, enough to eliminate the natural over-bite, to produce a little more pressure on the 
reed.  Once the student produces this altissimo D, have them play with it, by relaxing the 
throat and the jaw slightly, and noticing the result.  Tell them to drop the pitch of the 
notes as far as possible.  As the pitch drops, the horn will move through lower partials, 
usually landing on a high A (the next easiest altissimo note to produce) showing them 
how flexible the altissimo range really is.  Remind the student that the altissimo register 
is most concerned with throat setting and jaw pressure, not fingerings.  Once they can 
produce they high D, the throat and jaw can dominate the pitch regardless of the fingering 
used.   

Once the student can produce the high A, then they can quickly learn to produce 
Bb, C, C#, and D.  They can hit these because they know how it feels internally.  Then, 
when these notes are confident, work down from high A to Ab, G, and F#. 

 
Altissimo G and F# just above the regular range, are the most difficult altissimo 

notes to produce, and generally the last of the altissimo notes to be mastered.   
 

Altissimo Fingerings for Saxophone 
 
 There are several good books for fingerings in the altissimo register.  Robert 
Luckey, Eugene Rousseau, Rosemary Lang, and Ted Nash have written excellent works.  
Luckey’s book is probably the best publication to date.  Sigurd Rascher’s Top Tones for 
Saxophone is the first book of this ilk, originally published in 1941. There are several 
web sites devoted to altissimo fingerings as well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
7 The fourth partial notes, high Bb, B, C, and C# over their corresponding low note 
fingerings, are also tricky to produce, by alternately moving the first and third fingers of 
the right hand, these notes can be coaxed into ‘speaking.’ 
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TEACHING TECHNIQUES 
 
Improvisational Modeling in the Studio Performance Class 
 

If you have an opportunity to do a studio class, take a slow movement of a work 
and play for the students.  When you finish, tell them that music is motion; it has to move 
and go somewhere.  If it just sits in stasis, just playing the notes without dynamics and 
vibrato, it’s not moving or going anywhere.  You are not playing the music.   

 
This is a good time to introduce basic phrasing, the smallest phrasing unit - the 

single note.  With two notes there can be a motif.  With motive some dynamic 
considerations begin to apply, especially when these motives are repeated and sequenced 
to form additive melodic gestures.  As more motivic notes are introduced into the line, 
the melodic content becomes a longer unit, phrase and phrase groupings, or themes.  This 
is beyond the concept of measures and rhythms.  

  
Many students are trained to crescendo when the melody ascends, and 

decrescendo when it descends.  But, just because the melody goes up or down, doesn’t 
mean you need to play dynamics to match the line direction.  Again, just give them some 
basic phrasing considerations.  The first movement Eccles Sonata is a good model for 
illustrating phrasing.  Even though the dynamics aren’t all written in, there has to be 
dynamic motion and vibrato.   

 
Without expression, it is almost impossible to play music that will move the 

listeners.  Tell them, “Music doesn’t have to be beautiful, but it can be very enjoyable to 
play something pretty.  You should end your practice session by playing something you 
think is beautiful.”  Next, choose a key center and play them a nice 4-measure phrase.  
Now, pass it on, asking them to improvise a nice phrase of their own.  They will begin to 
copy each other as they continue on.  When it comes back to you, change the tempo, key, 
and/or the meter, and start over.  They will all begin listening and playing musically.  
They begin matching each other in pitch, style, vibrato, and tone quality.  Keep it simple, 
and let them have fun.  This classical improvisation exercise is very effective on stylistic 
musical expression, and is achieved simply through listening, modeling, and imitation. 
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Teaching Considerations 
 

Remember, as a teacher you cannot approach every concept the same way.  Each 
of your students will have his own individual way of processing information and 
understanding concepts.  You will need a palette of teaching techniques for every concept 
you cover.  There are so many variables in playing and in learning, and every student 
absorbs and hears things in different ways and at different rates.  Even though you are 
covering the same concepts with students, day in and day out, you never cover the 
concept in the same way twice.  Each student is different and requires a customized 
program in the studio.  Individual needs individual instruction.   

 
In public schools the program must be geared to the lowest common denominator 

in order to create a successful program.  Thus, even the talented students are often 
confused, but embarrassed to admit it.  Composers, musicians, and teachers, without any 
explanation of their meaning commonly banter about musical terms, and assume that 
students understand what they mean.  It is no wonder that students are confused by the 
concept of melody, phrasing, breath support, breathing, intonation, and line direction.  
Even the simple concepts of legato (connected) and staccato (separated) are often 
misunderstood.  This is partly due to time constraint for band directors, and a lack of 
instruction for young saxophonists.  Many saxophonists graduate from high school 
without ever having had a lesson.  As teachers, it is our duty to address conceptual 
deficiencies, and explain the meaning behind all musical terminology. 
 
 Typically when students arrive at college and are confronted by a host of new 
concepts and techniques.  Most of the really talented students adapt these changes quickly 
and sound very mature in their playing by the end of the freshman year,.  Those who 
aren’t quite as talented or discipline, don’t achieve these results until the middle or the 
end of the sophomore year.  Some students never ‘get it.’  Often an influx of talented new 
freshmen students will give the upper classmen the motivation they need to become 
disciplined.  This can motivate all of them to practice during the summer months as well.  
Peer effects can have dramatic impact on student improvement.  Even though the teacher 
may be setting an excellent example, the success of peer students should never be 
underestimated.  Students establish the standards, and competition can be very healthy.  
The adage is: You become like the people you surround yourself with.  Teachers should 
encourage student interaction and healthy competition.  Studio recitals and ‘get-
togethers’ are very important in this regard. 
 
 In introducing the concepts in this book, the first five concepts of 
Breathing/Support, Embouchure, Matching Overtones, and Finding the Middle of the 
Pitch, and Vibrato, usually take up the entire freshman year of study.  By the second year, 
the 2:1 Exercise is normally introduced, and after another semester they are usually ready 
for the 3:2:1 Exercise.  These exercises take a certain amount of flexibility and maturity, 
and the students must be able to perceive the difference in tone quality and control.  
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Many time students will graduate college without doing the 3:2:1 Exercise (embarrassing 
for Gnojek to admit).  
 
Tension Issues with Students 
 
 As a teacher you will have to deal with physical tension.  Students worry and 
suffer from stress.  This is reflected in their playing, and often it is very difficult to get 
them to relax.  The raised left shoulder, and closed throat, a glottal grunt, strange and 
uncomfortable looking stance, excessive body motion, etc, are all symptoms of tension.  
If there is tension in one part of the body, there will be tension throughout. . Often this 
stress comes from feelings of inadequacy, or lack of preparation.  Usually they are trying 
to hurry their progress.  Many students are unable to silence their ‘inner critic’ and suffer 
from insecurity.  In general students should be reassured.  Remind them that there will 
always be a gap between the way their current level of playing, and the level to which 
they aspire.  Tell them to separate their emotions from their work, both positive and 
negative. 
 

One way to help with physical tension, is to have the students sit in a chair and 
put their feet in another.  The same can be accomplished by having them rest their feet on 
the back of their heels.  Tell them to relax and play.  It is very difficult to tense up in this 
position.   
 
 Usually a hand on the shoulder will help to remind them that the shoulder is 
raised.  If the student is moving around too much when playing, review the stance.  Have 
them place the feet about shoulder width apart, and place one foot slightly forward.  If 
they still move to excess, have them stand on one foot. 
 
 Students tend to interpret mistakes as ‘bad.’  They are impatient with their 
imperfections and immediately become very negative.  Try to get them to reinterpret their 
mistakes as ‘good.’  The mistake is showing them where they need to concentrate their 
attention.  Mistakes are the feedback they need to solve problems and make corrections.  
Instead of trying to avoid the mistake, they should develop the technique of ‘homing in’ 
on them.  Most mistakes come from playing too fast too soon. 

 
Often student peers can be very effective teachers.  The camaraderie students 

receive from their own studio experiences can be extremely helpful to the learning 
process.  The opposite can also be true, but it generally the exception.  When 
saxophonists get together for informal conversations, the results of their friendships can 
have a lasting impact on their performance. 
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SUGGESTED SAXOPHONE COURSE SYLLBUS 
 
Applied Saxophone Course Syllabus: 
 
Course Description: 
The saxophone student will be expected to study the saxophone in both solo and 
ensemble settings. In addition to the study and performance on the alto saxophone, each 
student will also demonstrate proficiency on the soprano, tenor and baritone saxophones. 
 
Objectives: 

• In-depth exploration and evaluation of saxophone performance skills 
• Improvement of performance capabilities as a soloist and ensemble member 
• Successful performance of major works from the saxophone repertoire 
• Development of the foundation of pedagogical techniques 

 
Grading: 
Grading is ultimately a subjective evaluation of a student’s ability to grasp new or 
different concepts and apply these concepts to performance proficiency.  The following 
areas are offered as a guide to the evaluation of the learning process: 

• Tone Production: quality, resonance, response, dynamic control, vibrato, 
breathing and air support 

• Intonation: playing in the middle of the pitch, tuning intervals (harmonic and 
melodic), tuning with others 

• Rhythm: accuracy of note values within a steady pulse, flexibility that enhances 
musicality (i.e. ritard, rubato, accellerando) 

• Facility: clean, accurate articulations and fingerings, smooth legato, breath 
releases, tongue releases, staccato 

• Musicality: developing a strong concept of playing musical line within a variety 
of musical styles 

 
The Semester Grading is based on the following: 
1. The student’s progress during the semester  
2. The student’s level of achievement in relation to that expected at each level of 
saxophone study 
3. Attendance at lessons, studio class (music majors only), and required performances 
4. The performance examination (Scale Jury) at the end of the semester which will 
include required scales, etudes, and a solo 
5. Jury grade 
6. Saxophone Recording Review 
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Saxophone Jury Performance Grade: 
Each student enrolled in Saxophone lessons is required to take a performance jury, with 
an accompanist at the conclusion of each semester.  The performance examination 
normally includes a solo, scales or other technical studies, and etudes.  The final course 
grade can only be one letter grade above the earned jury grade.  Therefore, a jury grade of 
"C" limits the instructor to give a course grade of, no higher than, a "B". (Department 
Policy)   
 
Final Grade: 
The final grade will be an average of all weekly lesson grades, the scale/etude jury grade, 
the performance jury grade, attendance at the performance classes, and performance on 
the Saxophone Studio Recital 
 
Performance/Recital Attendance  20% points 
Jury Grade    20% points 
Weekly lesson Grades   20% points 
Studio Recital Performance  10% points 
Recording Review   10% points 
Scale/etude Jury Grade  20% points 
 
Grading Scale: 
A 100-90 B 89-80 C 79-70 D 69-60 F 59 and below 
 
Saxophone Performances: 

• Students beyond their first semester of study must perform with an accompanist 
on the saxophone studio recital held at the conclusion of the semester. 

• All music majors (performance and music ed.) must perform as a soloist on at 
least one departmental recital before graduation. 

• Students will be expected to perform two times during the semester, and on the 
semester Saxophone Studio Recital. Competitive, studio, convocation, area or 
solo recital performances are also encouraged.  Tuesdays, 2:30 P.M. should be 
reserved for performance/recitals; attendance will be taken.  A schedule for these 
performance/recitals will be posted outside Garvey 316. 

• Students must contact an accompanist at least four weeks prior to a performance. 
• Students should have two rehearsals with the accompanist and instructor before 

each performance. 
• Each performance should be recorded and subsequently evaluated by the student 

and instructor at the next lesson. 
 
Saxophone Private Lesson Contract: 
Student and instructor will fill-in the Private lesson contract the beginning of each 
semester.  This contract will include scales, etudes, concepts, and repertoire to be studied 
for the semester. 
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Saxophone Music Recording Review: 
Each student will be responsible for a written review of a saxophone recording once per 
semester.  The recording will be determined with the instructor.  The review must by 
typed, double-spaced and at least three full pages in length.  It must include a title page 
that contains the course number, title of recording, student and instructor name, and total 
hours enrolled. Contents of the review should include titles, personnel, and personal 
assessment of the performance and recording quality. 
 
Saxophone Lesson Attendance: 

• The evaluation of learning is impossible when students are not at their lessons.  
Any absence without a 24-hour notice is considered unexcused.  In any semester, 
each unexcused absence beyond the first will result in loss of one letter grade. 

• If a student misses a lesson, for any reason, it will not be made up.  However, 
students are welcome to switch lesson times to avoid conflicts.  Please let me 
know in advance should this occur. 

• I will notify students in advance of my own absences, and I will reschedule these 
missed lessons before the end of the semester. 

 
Saxophone Recital Attendance: 

• Each semester a list of required performances involving saxophonists will be 
posted.  Attendance at these performances is required. 

• All students must attend the Saxophone Studio Recital at the end of the semester, 
where they will be asked to write comments to each performer they hear.  

 
Saxophone Studio Performance/Recital Class: 
The saxophone studio class is a required lab for all music majors taking applied 
saxophone lessons.  It meets Tuesdays at 2:30PM in GFA 35.  In this lab we will cover a 
large variety of topics and repertoire.  On occasion it will be used for rehearsal for large 
saxophone ensembles or performances.  Attendance is required. 
   
Fourth Semester Saxophone Achievement Proficiency: 
Bachelor of Music degree students with majors in either Performance or Music Education 
must take this exam in order to enroll in upper-division lesson.  (See Music Handbook, 
pg. 14) Bachelor of Arts students may opt for a double-time-slot jury that is the 
equivalent of the fourth semester jury.  This double slot will allow B.A. students to enroll 
in upper-division lessons. 
 
Senior Saxophone Recital: 
All Bachelor of Music degree students with majors in either Performance or Music 
Education must perform a senior recital. (See Washburn  Music Handbook, p.16) 
 
Saxophone Practice Logbooks: 
Student and instructor will keep a weekly record book and practice log. 
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Saxophone Practice Recommendations: 
When a student is studying saxophone at the university level, practicing must be 
incorporated into a daily routine.  This is the only way to adapt new techniques into one’s 
playing.  I will work with each student on an appropriate disciplined routine that will fill 
the amount of time he/she should be practicing.  Saxophone performance majors should 
expect to practice 3-4 hours per day.  Music Education majors and non-majors should 
expect to practice 60 – 90 minutes per day.  Those students who cannot practice at least 1 
hour per day should not be taking lessons at the university level.  
 
Saxophone Literature Course of Study: 
 
A. Etudes and Methods: Technical and Interpretive 
 
B. Repertoire 

1. Sonatas 
a. transcribed sonatas (stylistic studies) 
b. original sonatas 

2. Concerti 
3.   Solo Literature 

a. any saxophone with piano 
b. unaccompanied saxophone 

4.  Chamber Ensemble 
a. saxophone quartet 
b. saxophone with other instruments 
c.  

C. Scales: Major, Minor, and Symmetrical, as well as scale and arpeggio studies designed  
for the needs of each student. 

 
Saxophone Studio Materials: 
Students will need to provide: 

• all music (etude, scale books, solo literature)  
• a 120 minute high-quality cassette tape or recording device 
•  mouthpieces, ligature, reeds and reed wallet 
• a chromatic tuner 
• reed knife 
• sandpaper 
• high-quality metronome (with subdivisions preferred) 
• dictionary of musical terms 

 
It is of utmost importance that students order music, reeds and equipment immediately 
after the first consultation with the instructor.  Although many of these materials may be 
available locally, most are not.  Literature should be purchased by mail-order; I 
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recommend calling Eble Music: Phone Number: (319) 338-0313, Fax (319) 338-0108 
http://www.eble.com  
 
*Students must have their music no later than the fourth week of the semester. 
Saxophone Scale Syllabus 
All scales must be performed evenly in duple, triple, and quadruple subdivisions of the 
quarter note pulse at 120 beats per minute.  The final lesson of the semester will be the 
Scale Jury. 
 
Freshman Year First Semester 
Chromatic Scale Full Range 
Whole Tone Scales – Full Range 
Major Scales Full Range 
Major Triad Pattern 
 
Freshman Year Second Semester 
Continue previous studies 
Natural Minor Scales Full Range 
Harmonic Minor Scales Full Range 
Melodic Minor Scales 
Minor Triad Pattern 
 
Sophomore Year First Semester 
Continue previous studies 
Diminished Scales Full Range 
Major Scales in Stepwise and Broken Thirds 
Major 13th Arpeggios 
Triad Studies  
 
Sophomore Year Second Semester 
Continue previous studies 
Minor Scales in Stepwise and Broken Thirds 
Chromatic and Whole Tone Scales in Thirds 
Triad Studies 
 
Junior Year 
Continue previous studies 
Major Scales in Stepwise and Broken Fourths 
Seventh Chord Studies 
Major Modes and Arpeggios 
Studies as determined by individual needs 
 
Senior Year 
Continue previous studies 
Minor Scales in Stepwise and Broken Fourths  
Diminished scales in Thirds 
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Modes of Melodic Minor and Arpeggios 
Studies as determined by individual needs 
 
 
Physical Closeness Issues: 
Throughout your saxophone study we will be working on certain physical components of 
playing the saxophones.  Included in these activities are breathing exercises, relaxation 
exercises, correct posture, and correct jaw, tongue and throat positioning.  If you are not 
comfortable working on any of these areas, please speak to me at the beginning of the 
semester.  With your consent, outside observers, especially other saxophone students or 
music faculty are welcome at your lessons. 
 
Disabilities 
Students with disabilities may identify themselves voluntarily to the Services for Students 
with Disabilities Office to request accommodations.  This office is responsible for 
assisting in arranging accommodations and for identifying resources on campus.  New 
requests for accommodations should be submitted two months or more prior to the date 
service should begin.  Students may also voluntarily identify themselves to the instructor 
to discuss accommodations. 
 
Other: 
As a student you may experience difficulty with such issues as studying, personal 
problems, time management, choice of major, classes, or employment.  The Center for 
Learning and Student Success (CLASS) provides counseling, testing, learning assistance, 
career services, and academic advising, and is available to help students.  If you feel you 
need someone with whom you can discuss an issue of confidentiality (free of charge), 
contact… 
 
Subject to Change: 
Due to unforeseen resources, scheduling conflicts, personnel changes, etc., this syllabus 
is subject to change at any time.  The instructor will make every effort to communicate 
any changes, however, it will be up to the students to keep themselves updated and 
informed. 
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