Using instruments in class music – a guide for class teachers





Best practice in Primary Music means that pupils will be actively engaged in practical music making for the maximum amount of time possible. It makes sense therefore that we make full use of all resources available to us.


We all have a voice which we can use to sing or make expressive sounds, and we probably have a wide choice of classroom percussion instruments.


However, classroom instruments can be limited in the numbers available, (especially tuned), so do encourage those children who are learning an instrument to use it in classroom music making. This will greatly enhance the range of sounds at your disposal, it will give those pupils greater confidence to use their instrument creatively, and may encourage other class members to take up an instrument too!





Here is some information you may find useful. It has been provided by Hertfordshire Music Service’s instrumental co-ordinators and supplemented by Primary Music Consultants. Don’t worry if some of it sounds a bit too technical; - just use what you need.


Some of the information will be very important if you want to write out or arrange parts for instrumentalists to play.





Which instruments are usually played by primary age children?


Tuition is available on many different instruments, and they could all play a part in class music making. If you have any questions about starting or developing instrumental tuition in your school, contact your area music manager at their music and arts centre.





What is meant by ‘transposing’ instruments?


On most instruments, if you play a note it will sound the same as that note represented by its note name and written down, - i.e. a  played C sounds the same as a written C.


Some instruments however do note sound the same as they are written. The most likely examples of this you may encounter in primary schools are the clarinet and the trumpet, where in both cases a written C sounds as a B Flat. Therefore you have to make adjustments when writing out music for them. If in doubt, ask the instrument teacher to help. Transposing instruments can still be used effectively in composing work as the children will be playing by ear.





A guide follows for individual instruments


Recorders


Order of learning notes is  BAG then low ED AND F sharp, then higher c and D, THEN  C sharp, F natural, B flat, then up to the high notes.


Keys – G is the easiest, then D and C MAJORS.


AVOID – D sharp, low C sharp, and G sharp unless very experienced.


When fingering F  - Check that the little finger is on the last hole – very bad technique not to.


The absolute lower limit of the descant recorder is low C, but descant recorders sound an octave higher than they are written. 


The Treble recorder’s lowest note is F – true pitch as written


NB the fingerings on the treble recorder are different from those on the descant.


Avoid large leaps (intervals) between notes


Avoid dramatic changes from loud to quiet or vice versa as this can seriously affect tuning.


If you need to get numbers of recorders in tune with each other, G  is a good note to tune descants to, and C for trebles.





If you need to choose instruments – Yamaha are excellent, Aulos are good Avoid recorder which come from toy stores – they are not reliable.





Tenor recorders are so big that even the biggest year 6 pupils will find the fingering stretches difficult. Good however for single lower notes or playing a drone.





BEWARE! THE SHARING OF INSTRUMENTS IS A HEALTH AND SAFETY HAZARD! DO NOT ALLOW SHARING OF INSTRUMENTS UNLESS THEY HAVE BEEN STERILIZED USING A METHOD APPROVED BY HEALTH AND SAFETY GUIDELINES – apply the same rules as you would in First Aid.








Flutes


The flute is in C and does not transpose.


Some flutes may be bent around like a walking stick. These are called curved head flutes and are still in C.


The plastic fife is also in C and reads the same note range as the standard flute.





Range of notes after 1 term – approx F to C


After 2 terms – aprrox E to D


Can do: stepwise tunes are preferable, avoiding large jumps and fast repeated notes. By term 2 may be able to use F sharp and Bflat





Standing : when standing to play, the flute should be held up and away from the shoulder


Sitting: when sitting flute players should sit tall but relaxed and not have their right arm over the back of the chair.


Playing in a line: whether sitting or standing flute players should try to have the end of the flute behind the person on their right, and not in their face.





Tuning


Beginner flutes tend to play sharp( higher than that pitch should really sound) and get even sharper as the temperature rises. To compensate, pull the headjoint out of the body of the flute about 4mm, leaving an exposed gap of non shiny metal.





If the flute does not play


Check there is nothing inside the flute, e.g. the cleaning rod or sweets!


Check that the player is not letting their right hand rest on any of the right hand keys, except for the little finger which should be down most of the time.


For any serious problems consult a specialist teacher or repairer.





Clarinet


The full size clrinet is a transposing instrument, in Bflat, i.e. written C sounds Bflat so to compensate , written parts should always be written a tone higher than the main key of the piece.


Smaller clarinets made of plastic are C instruments and do not transpose.





Range of notes – after a term C- G


After 2 terms low F to A





Can do: mostly stepwise tunes. Avoid large jumps or fast repeated notes. Will be able to play F sharp and B flat fairly early on.





Standing up to play will be better for posture and breath control





Tuning : It is common for beginners to play a little flat. If they are sharp they can pull out the top joint to help tuning.


Check that the middle joint is aligned – you can tell by seeing that the connecting mechanism under the four side keys is in line.





If the instrument doesn’t play – 


check the reed. It should be in line with the top of the mouthpiece and moist before being used.


Check the instrument is assembled correctly


Check for loose pads or springs. Springs should go back with persuasion and pads can be held temporarily with blutack.


Is anything stuck up the instrument?





Saxophone


A transposing instrument in Eflat – written music needs to be  a 6th higher in the treble clef.


Range after 1 term – E – D


Range after 2 terms – D – TOP G





Can do : simple stepwise tunes, play loud and reasonably quiet


Avoid wide jumps, especially either side of C sharp and D





It is preferable to stand up to play – better posture and breath control


Low notes are sometimes a problem to sustain or start on given the breath control required.





Tuning – beginner saxophonists will often play flat until embouchure has developed. Emphasise the need to breathe in deeply and exhale smoothly to control tone.





Instrument care: When putting together avoid unnecessary twisting of crook into top of saxophone. 


The mouthpiece should fit all the way into the crook. If sharp, pull out the mouthpiece a little





Reeds should be placed in line with the top of the mouthpiece with the latter just showing above the reed. Pupils should clean and remove after playing. When moving around a reed cap should be used to avoid damage.





Instrument doesn’t play?


check reed is in line. Did the pupil moisten it before putting it on ?


check that the crook is straight so the mechanism is not held open


springs/pads – check for obvious problems. Springs should go back in place and pads can be held in place temporarily with blutack


is there anything stuck up the instrument?





Brass instruments


You may encounter the following instruments from the brass family –


Trumpet, Cornet, Tenor Horn, French Horn, Trombone, Euphonium/Baritone, Tuba


Trumpets and cornets are pitched in Bflat  - written C sounds B flat so written music should be a tone higher than for C instruments.


The range in the early stages of playing should be no more than an octave – written C-C, SOUNDING Bflat – Bflat.


It is not realistic to ask beginners to play quietly!





Tenor horns are pitched in E flat , a fifth below the trumpet. The range tends to be more flexible – from written G below middle C to a 12th above.The most common mistake is to expect the tenor horn to play E flat saxophone parts.





French horns are pitched in F. Pitching can be difficult in the early stages so wide intervals should be avoided.





Trombones read in bass clef, an octave lower than the trumpet and should be treated as a concert pitch instrument. The trombone sometimes reads in the treble clef. If this is the case it should be written in Bflat an octave higher than it would sound. When writing for the trombone try to avoid bottom B natural.





Euphoniums/Baritones


Play the same notes as the trombone and the rules of transpostion are the same


Tubas are usually pitched in Eflat but are occasionally found in Bflat


Tubas should read the bass clef although they can be played in treble clef as a transposing instrument





Common problems


If the instrument appears blocked it usually means that one of the vlaves is placed incorrectly in the valve casing. To correct this –


Take the valves out one at a time starting with the third. Turn the valve whilst blowing gently through the instrument until the valve locks and there is no restriction. Repeat the process with the second valve and finally the first


Any other repairs should be referred to a brass specialist.








Strings


Violin


The strings of the violin sound – G	D	A	E


	i.e. G below middle C – up in 5ths





Strings can be plucked or bowed.


Plucking makes short, quiet sounds.


With the bow longer sounds can be made, but for beginners, rhythmic patterns are effective. Since the bow can move in two directions, pairs of notes are easier. 


Most children learn to add one new note at a time, working up from the open string (string with no left hand fingers placed down on it) towards a major scale, e.g. D	E  Fsharp G


Unlike classroom percussion instruments, it is quite hard for beginner string players to play in the key of C. If pentatonic work is being done it is better to use the note set GAB DE, than CDE GA.





Special effects which children like to do are –


Glissando –sliding the finger along the string whilst using the bow


Tremolando –‘shivering’ the bow on the string


Col legno –tapping the string gently with the bow stick





Most beginner violins stay in tune quite well. Without previous experience it is not advisable to attempt tuning.





Cello


The general recommendations given for violin will also apply to the cello


Cello strings are tuned to  


C (2 OCTAVES BELOW MIDDLE C), G	      D      A





As bass lines tend to ‘jump around’ far more than melody lines, beginner cellists often find it easier to play pizzicato (plucked)





The easiest keys for beginner cellists are D major and G major. C major is a little more difficult and flat keys are best avoided.





Although young cellists may have already begun to use their third and fourth fingers, these notes tend to be weaker, and out of tune. If writing a bass line for cellists it is safer to use open strings and first finger notes where possible, especially on bottom strings.


Second finger C’s and F’s or third finger Fsharps and Csharps are fine so long as they are no over used.


Fourth finger F’s and C’s on the bottom strings can sound very muddy.





As on all stringed instruments, syncopated rhythms can be difficult to play with a bow. Pizzicato may be easier to control.


Tuning a cello with poorly fitting pegs can be difficult. The peg needs to be pushed in firmly towards the peg box while it is being tuned. If possible, use the fine adjusters on the tailpiece.


Correct chair height is particularly important for cellists. A solid flat topped chair is best. Feet should always be firmly on the ground.


Players should be helped to make sure that their endpins do nor slide along the floor – a rubber mat or floor protector is needed.





Mini bass


If your school is fortunate enough to have access to a mini double bass it can be used to great advantage in classroom music making, with relatively little instruction, but with noticeable enhancement of the ensemble sonority.


Some care is required in setting up the child with the instrument so that the bass is supported by the child’s body rather than the arms. A stool to sit on with reduce fatigue. Thereafter , if the child has no string playing experience he/she can contribute by plucking an open strings part, particularly if the note names are very lightly pencilled on to the bridge as a memory aid.  The open strings are G D A E.


If you have violinists or cellists in your class they will probably enjoy the opportunity to try out the bass, and apply what they know to the larger instrument.  DO RE ME patterns starting on G,D,A,or E become open string/one finger /four finger on the mini bass, though the player will be surprised at the large spaces between notes, and how hard they have to press the string down. For these players, bowing will probably produce a better sound.


Finally, the mini bass is an excellent repository of special sound effects which will enhance your musical storytelling improvisations. Try bowing really near the bridge for that spine chilling, glassy ponticello sound, or bowing on the wrong side of the bridge for some uncharacteristically high notes. Slide fingers along a string whilst bowing for a special sliding glissando, or simply tap the wood of the bass in various places for some interesting percussive sounds.


If you would like to know more about the mini bass, ask the county co-ordinator for Double Bass for information or a demonstration.








Percussion


Percussion probably already plays a major role in music lessons.


It is important that pupils are shown how to hold and play all of the modt common instruments.


It is also important to learn the correct names of the instruments – Guiro, not scraper for instance.


…also the difference between a glockenspiel, a metallophone and a xylophone ( xylos= Gr, Wood, Metallophone is a generic term for instruments with metal bars. Gockenspiel is a specific name for one of this family)


Suppliers’ catalogues are a good place to look to identify instruments.





Tuned percussion


Pupils find it easier to use only one hand to play the instrument. Try to encourage the use of both hands.


Tunes that move in steps are easier.


Reading music and playing tuned percussion at the same time is very difficult. Try to use patterns that can be memorised or use repetition.


When choosing songs bear in mind that Bflats and Fsharps need to be added to most classroom instruments if needed.





Use of percussion in classroom arrangements and orchestras


Many commercially available arrangements have percussion parts that are much more difficult than those for other instruments. Rolls are not used or normally taught before grade 2, which means that most junior school drum pupils will not be able to do one. Try to stick to rhythms that follow the tune or general feel of the piece e.g. basic March or Waltz. Most drum pupils will be able to play a basic rock beat after only a few lessons. However they are unlikely to be comfortable playing as Swing rhythm as this is more complex. Always bear in mind that just because someone plays drums they will find it no easier than anyone else to keep in time(slowing down is usually the problem). Having 3 or more people splitting up a drum part often helps, one playing bass drum, one plying snare and one on cymbal.


Drum pupils will know the term ‘fill’ for any change of rhythm that occurs at the end of a phrase or chorus etc. 


Many drum teachers use the American terms for note names i.e. quarter notes, eighth notes and sixteenth notes rather than , crotchets, quavers, semiquavers. This is largely because of the mathematical way rhythms are taught.











