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From the outside looking in, band rehearsals can often
be perceived as monotonous, repetitive and in defiance of the
notion that music is offered in the schools to develop creativity.
There seems to be more than a grain of truth to the perception
that a band student may not be maximizing their creative powers
when they sit in their assigned seat, playing the assigned piece
on their assigned part during numerous repetitions in a way
that is strictly controlled by the conductor/teacher. It is sad
that too many successfully experienced band directors who are
trying to find their place in a standards driven curriculum with
rapidly rising expectations coming from too many angles to
count, have to choose between adopting fresh approaches that
comply, rewrite their curriculum to “appear” that reform has
led to compliance, ignore the whole thing as a passing fad, or
surrender to another field—like retirement. However, a bit of
a shake-up every once in a while, can be a healthy thing.

I currently teach middle school band and | am reminded
daily that I need a bushel of tricks to keep my students on task.
While my rehearsals are far from perfect, I am hopeful that a
few of these “tricks” may enhance a rehearsal or two of yours
along the way.

Circle Day Instrumentation Chart

Percussion
Flutes  Mallets Baltery Timpani

Oboe Tuba
Baritones
pmbones

Clarinet!
Low Woodwinds Trumpets
Saxophones Horns

Circle Day

I have always enjoyed being involved in choral music
as a singer and director. I have to admit that I've been a bit
jealous of the flexibility afforded choral directors in the domain
of rehearsal set-up flexibility. I had the good fortune of being
in some very good choral situations and I' ve tried to incorporate
some of the rehearsal techniques usually used in choral settings
with my band. My student’s favorite is called “Circle Day.”
As the students enter the bandroom on Circle Day they notice
that all of the chairs are set up around the circumference of the
room facing toward the center and one stand in the center of
the room with my scores baton and tuner set up on it. Signs
designate the beginning of each section and there are no chairs
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in front of the percussion section. Surprisingly, a room that
barely fits 80 students seated in the typical 4 semi circle wraps
of a concert band also seems to fit 80 students when configured
in a circle. I facilitate the flow of students to their sections
with their instruments, get control (much easier than usual, since
everyone is in the front row!), and begin my lesson. Ifitis the
first time they have experienced “Circle Day” they get the whole
story, the “why” behind this strange disruption of their
expectations.

Why are we doing Circle Day?

I started thinking about alternatives to rehearsal seating while
was in high school, sitting in the band. Every once in a while I
would get chewed out as the lead trumpet for not blending with
the flutes, oboe, and/or principal clarinet. I found that pretty
hard to do since they were a good 20 feet from me way up in
the front of the band, while I was in the back with a Bass Drum
5 feet from my ear! My director assured me that the best players
could hear everything on stage, but as much as I tried, I just
couldn’t hear many of the other parts. The idea for a band
Circle Day hit me when I was in a choral rehearsal that was
configured in a circle with each member being individually
placed around the circle SATBSATBSATB, etc. We all aurally
discovered new elements to the pieces we had been rehearsing.
We also discovered where our strengths and weaknesses were
in the music. Tusually place the sections in contiguous seating
by section (10 flute chairs, 2 oboe chairs, then 18 clarinet chairs,
etc., ending with the tubas). Tusually leave the percussion on
the same side of the room, but avoid putting any chairs in front
of them so that they will also be part of the circle. While the
students experience all of the fresh sonorities they hear around
them, [ 'am able to conduct while strolling around the center of
the room. The advantage of this conductor movement is being
able to encourage entrances at point blank range, assess the
performance of every member including the “back of the band”
(have you ever sat behind your ensemble while a guest
conductor worked? Talking about fresh sonorities!), while also
observing the powerful nature of this technique keeping the
students on task.

T once had a principal who was not a fan of the music
department. The principal seemed to perceive only negative
attributes of having a band program—scheduling issues,
purchase orders for instrument repairs, scheduling
inconveniences when we wished to do assemblies, etc. She
alerted me to an emergency phone call one spring day that she
needed me to take immediately, offering to watch a large 6*
grade band class in the circle formation while I was out of the
room. When I returned, I found her in the center of the room
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their favorite piece. She told me that the
sound was something that was so special,
that she felt like she was in a field of
sunflowers. 1noted that her eyes welled
up as she thanked the students and
departed. That was an important step in
the process of converting a principal to
fan status.

One other attribute of Circle Day
arose just prior to our November concert
and Veteran’s Day Parade. Rain had
prevented sufficient marching practice,
501 had the students march in two circles
going opposite directions while
practicing their cadences, roll offs and
parade tunes. A final life experience
caution, note which direction the flutes
are being held and adjust the rotation of
that circle accordingly.

Conducting from different locations in the room

An adaptation that is similar to
Circle Day, but requires so little
preparation that it can be done
spontaneously in the middle of a rehearsal
with success. Occasionally, I will take
my stand and scores and walk between
the second and third wrap and ask
everyone to turn their chairs and stands
so they can see me (usually just a few
people need to invert their position). An
effect similar to Circle Day achieved by
hearing a different sonority, as well as
breaking up the rehearsal and potentially
regaining focus and on-task time. Try
setting the bandroom as usual, but facing
the chairs and stands toward a different
side of the room. This technique can
allow everyone, especially you, to hear
clements of the ensemble that may be
“hiding” in the last rows of clarinets,
trumpets, etc. I usually discover
unexpected cause for praise and added
attention.

Building Confidence without Moving Chairs

There are many options for
creatively altering the rehearsal
procedures to enhance listening skills
without logistic challenges. Of course,
we will always need to hear sections
playing alone to assist with and assess
mastery of passages. Having some
creative combinations can be fun and
very enlightening while building
confidence (Piccolo, Clarinet 3, Alto Sax
2, Hom 1, Tuba and 'snare drum, then
Flute 2, Bassoon, Trumpet 2 and Bass

Drum—etc.) However, the most
successful strategy 1 have found is the A/
B split. When the band requires some
repetition and/or confidence building for
a musical figure, I always resort to a
variation of this strategy. Have the
ensemble count off (or you just point) to
every person alternating as an A ora B.
Do this quickly. When you have assigned
letters to each student, have the A’s raise
their hands to visually check to see that
every other person has their hand raised,
then do the same with the B's. Have the
A's play the passage while the B’s listen.
Two potentially positive experiences
occur simultancously. The students
playing their instruments realize that the
peers on either side of them have nothing
to do but listen to them play, so they tend
to focus better on the task at hand. This
creates a climate of immediate
accountability for students, even when in
large ensemble settings. The students that
are not playing, can't easily converse with
the people on either side of them while
they are playing, so they actually tend to
listen and more importantly listen to and
internalize the part that they are going to
have to play next. It can also be helpful
if the students who are not playing count
aloud. After switching back and forth a
few times, the confidence builder comes
when you recombine the A’s with the B's
and they hear themselves playing with the
full sonority of the entire ensemble.
Usually, the students who were somewhat
timid about playing for their peers lose
that inhibition and play fully. The
marching band application of this
technique is also very powerful, with half
the band marching and playing their part,
while the other half dedicates their focus
1o their footwork and alignment.
Every Part is Important Enough for
Everybody to Leam

1 recently used another adaptation
of a choral rehearsal technique that was
very successful. The tedium of listening
to another section struggle through a
difficult passage used to drive me off-task
as a band member. However, one of my
influential choral teachers used to have
everyone sing every part that was being
leamed. This provides support for the
struggling section while enhancing the
rest of the ensemble’s reading skills and
awareness of that part for later decisions

Winter - 2004 ~

about balance and blend. While this
illustrates that every part is important,
each section usually takes ownership of
their part with added vigor, especially
since it was in a more comfortable range
tosing. That was easy to accomplish with
choral scores that already have the SATB
notes on everyone's page. In a band
setting, you'll need to get out your Finale
or other music notation software program
and copy the passage in question, then
transpose it to the other parts. I canusually
fit an 8 measure excerpt onto one page.
The procedure includes:

1. Open a notation program

2. Set up a score containing all of the
necessary parts for your ensemble

3. Copy the part you will be rehearsing
onto the appropriate stave (4-8 measure
excerpt fit onto one line.

4. Drag/copy the part to all of the other
staves, checking for transposition
(typically automatic) and appropriate
octave placement (not automatic)

For expediency and to elicit
curiosity, I copy the full score (one page
if 8 measures, front and back if 16
measures) and hand it out to the band
(percussion get a mallet part). The most
recent success story was having difficulty
strengthening the lower di parts of
“Sleigh Ride.” 1 passed out just the lower
divisi passage to the band and had
everyone learn it. Once that was
accomplished, 1 had the folks who had the
top divisi play their part while everyone
else played the lower divisi. Finally, Ihad
everyone return to their own part and
heard the complete voicing for the first
time. The score preparation time was
about 15 minutes.

Conclusion

Music is in the school to develop
creativity. In many ways, it forces the
teachers to develop creative ways of
handling learning situations. 1am sure that
many of the things 1 mentioned are already
being used daily in band rooms throughout
our state. I am even more sure that they
are being used in choral rooms! Best
wishes as you begin preparing for your
concert season. If you have any comments
or questions, 1 would be thrilled to hear
from you at my e-mail address,
id04. ide.rine
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