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Trombone Day

Beginning Band:

Who should play the trombone?

Any student who demonstrates a want to play the trombone should be given the opportunity!   I
personally believe that the instrument the student wants to play is going to be the instrument they find
the most success.  Old school directors will try to talk about the physical characteristics of the student and
how that will dictate what they play.  Although these factors can affect how the student plays, it is not
always indicative of student performance.

Old school:

Smaller students should not play trombone due to the physical restrictions in regards to playing in 5th,
6th, and 7th positions.

My Take:

I have never had a student who wanted to play the trombone that couldn’t play 6th position in the first
year of instruction and 7th position is so rarely used that it’s practically a non issue.  For smaller students
attempting to play in 6th position, often looking down and to the right is enough to extend their reach far
enough to hit those farthest slide positions.  Additionally, you could purchase grip extenders but I advise
against it due to it changing the way the student holds the horn.

Old School:

Students need to have an exceptional ear to play the trombone.  If they can’t match pitch, don’t let them
play trombone

My Take:

Rarely have I had a student who enrolled in band arrive the first day of school being able to match pitch
perfectly, read musical notation or any of the other things we as beginning band directors would love to
see.  In my short time teaching, I have yet to meet a student who could not train their ear to play in tune.
To get successful trombonists who play in tune, it takes active participation on part of the director to train
their eir.
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The Basics:

How to put the instrument together:

Always start with the slide!  Put the bumper on the ground and maintain your grip.  Then reach for the
bell and attach it.  Finally, place the mouthpiece into the receiver.

Why is this so important?

Oftentimes the trombone is the most neglected instrument in terms of instrument care.  Many students
mistreat their trombones which results in damage that can be costly to repair or sometimes impossible.
The inner slide is EXTREMELY delicate.  With very little pressure the inner slide can be bent and damaged
and it can be really difficult to get the slide in a position that is right again.  When your trombones move
their slide, do you hear an audible grind of metal on metal?  You really shouldn’t hear much.  Does their
slide stick in places?  If so it’s because the inner slide is being affected by either dents on the outer slide or
worse, damage to the inner slide.  Using the above method prevents damage to the instrument.

Hand placement:

To properly hold the trombone, the left hand should make an “L” shape with the thumb being placed over
the bell brace, the index finger on the mouthpiece shank, and the other three fingers under the bell brace.
The right hand should be placed on the slide brace using the thumb, index, and middle fingers.  Think
T-Rex.

Why is that so important?

Just like every instrument, hand placement plays a key role in student performance.  If your clarinet’s
fingers are drifting into space, they won't reliably cover the holes needed to play.  The same is “kind of”
true for trombonists.  If the left hand isn’t placed correctly, stability of the instrument and fatigue will
become an issue.  It just isn’t comfortable to play that way…

A common issue with young trombonists is what I call the fist hand position.  This is where the student is
wrapping their entire hand around the slide brace and attempting to play.  I will talk more about this later
but all slide movement should originate from the wrist.  If the student is wrapping thing entire hand
around the slide brace, when they change positions, the entire slide has to bow away from the student in
order to move positions.

Posture:

Oftentimes, a trombone player’s tone quality, and performance capabilities are limited by the posture
they use when they play.

Common issues:

Slouching - restrained diaphragm/limited space for the slide



Slide Placement - Slide should be under the music stand and on the left side of the music stand.

Bell placement - Placing bells into the music stand, the floor, or directly at the director’s head are not
good.

Head position - students should keep their chins either parallel or slightly under parallel.  If the head is
tilted or bent, it introduces another restriction of their air flow.

Tone Quality!!!:

This is the most important skill for any musician! You cannot tune a bad tone.  You can’t develop good
ears and trombonists if they cannot play with a characteristic trombone tone.

Characteristic tone for a trombone player should always be warm, rich and pure no matter what the
dynamic range the student is playing in.  There are several factors that play a role into this just like any
brass instrument.

The first place to start is the embouchure.  I teach my brass students to begin their embouchure by saying
the letter “M”.  This allows them to understand the correct feel of the lips needed for brass playing.  This
keeps the lips flat and firm which is required for a good buzz on the mouthpiece.  Student’s should avoid
“duck face” or a “grandma’s kiss” when creating the embouchure for trombone.  If they don’t start with
the “M” embouchure they will likely play with the soft lip tissue located on the inner lip and will result in
a less than ideal tone quality.

The second place to look for good tone quality production is air flow.  Students should always breathe
down into their diaphragms and push air out from the same location.  Chest breathing, or worse, throat
breathing will result in a thin and weak tone quality.  I like to use the breathing gym to develop strong
breathing habits but any breathing exercises will help your students.

Related to air production, the oral cavity should be addressed with all brass players, especially
trombonists.  The trombone’s tone quality is very much like a male tenor voice.  The production of tone is
the same when comparing the two.  Good breath support and an open oral cavity are needed to produce
the warm and clear tone we seek in trombone players.  Many times when I hear a trombone player with a
thin tone, it is because they are either not using enough air to play the instrument, or they are playing
with their teeth touching or too close together.  Two fingers stacked on top of each other should be able to
fit between the teeth while trombone playing.    Think saying “Ah”

Lastly, but not extremely important at the beginning band level is the size of the mouthpiece used by the
student.  Many directors will live and die by the Bach 6 ½ AL, and rightfully so.  It is a fantastic
medium-deep mouthpiece which is versatile for many styles of playing including jazz.  I personally really
like the Bach 5gs for middle school aged students.  This provides a much darker and warmer tone that is
great for concert band settings.  I have also used the Bach Megatone 5g for a purer tone quality and the
Denis Wick 5BL which is similar to the Bach 5g but sports a golden rim for warmer tone qualities.



Articulations:

The trombone is unique to any other instrument in the concert band setting as it is the only instrument
that uses a slide mechanism as opposed to keys or valves.  This poses a unique dilemma when considering
slur articulations.  The standard definition of a slur articulation simply does not work when working with
trombones.  If a trombone student does not tongue it will result in a glissando which will play every pitch
between the two written notes.  To properly execute a trombone slur articulation the performer must
either use a “Lah” tongue or a “Dah” tongue.  I personally like the dah tongue because I feel like the lah
tongue gives a slight balloon effect to the tone quality as it takes longer for the tongue to get out of the
way of the air flow.

Watch the jaws of your brass students.  Oftentimes they are moving their jaws when they articulate and
creating a balloon effect in their tone production.

Slide Positions:

This can be the biggest challenge for students to learn and band directors to teach if they are not
trombonists.  It’s ok!  Ask me about flute fingerings and you’ll feel way better…  The positions that are
written in the beginning band books are a great start, but you have to tell the kids that those slide
positions are relative to their instrument, how long they have been playing that day, and the partials they
are playing on.  As with any instrument, intonation can change rapidly.  As trombonists we have to use our
ear to hear the pitch and adjust constantly in order to play in tune.

Common issues:

Too rigid on slide positions - “Well, this is second position”

Using fingers as guides on the bell - please don't…

Tuning slide is all the way in - ummmmmm, no.

Not listening to the ensemble for tuning - constantly have to listen

Not knowing pitch tendencies - never too young to learn this!

Range:

The trombone is an extremely versatile instrument as it can play a wide range of pitches with beginners
playing approximately rist space Ab to top space Bb or even D above the staff, 8th graders playing from F
below the staff to F above the staff, and high schoolers playing Bb below the staff to Ab above the staff.
This allows the trombone to play a wide range of literature in both concert and solo settings.

How to play low on trombone:

For most literature found in the public school setting a relaxed embouchure with “loose lips” is enough to
reach these pitches.  For the pedal tones the bottom lip will need to be anchored to the bottom of the
mouthpiece to allow the upper lip to vibrate alone.

How to play higher pitches on the trombone:



I have always taught the upper registers of the trombone by talking about tight corners.  Often when a
student begins playing notes in the upper register they either pinch the inner portion of their lips
together to produce the tone (thin and undesirable) or they jam the instrument into their face (short term
results that can harm the student).  For tight corners, I tell my kids to imagine they ate a warhead or other
sour candy and to think about what their face does.  Usually you get the desired response where the
student brings the corners of their lips back.  This stretches the embouchure uniformly and allows the
pitch to come out.  I also tell students that my embouchure tends to change playing upper register by
bringing my lower lip in slightly.

Problem Solving:

Glissando between notes - Use the tongue and use a very fast slide!

Trombones not playing in tune - Bring attention to it, make them hear what you hear.  Have them play
with a tuner, and teach pitch tendencies.

Bright and thin tone - Open the jaw.

A BIG PROBLEM:

The student is moving their slide but the pitch doesn’t change.  - I have seen this a few times when judging
for honor bands.  This is a big issue because it means that it has gone on since the first day of playing their
instrument and hasn’t been addressed.  Most of the time this is an air flow issue and not an embouchure
issue.  I tell my students that the instrument wants to do what you tell it to.  If you give it enough air to
play fourth line F, it will play fourth line F.  If you try to play fourth line F with 2nd line Bb air and
embouchure, it will play Bb.  Now, with the same note in every slide position there is a bigger issue.  It
goes back to the point I made earlier with, you can't tune a bad tone.  If the student isn’t playing with
enough air to play with a characteristic tone quality, it won't matter what slide position they are in, it will
sound the same.

“Advanced” Technique

For students progressing past the initial learning stages of the trombone, it is important to have them
working on material and exercises that are specific to the trombone.  Often, our warm ups, chorales, and
even concert material have extremely easy parts for trombonists that do not push them at the same rate
as say or flutes, clarinets, and trumpets.  Often we see trombone and baritone parts combined or only
separated out by a third and playing whole and half notes most of the time.  Try to aim for literature that
gives the low brass melodies occasionally as a way to challenge them.

Vibrato:

Always with the Jaw.

Alternate Slide Positions:

Just like other instruments, alternate fingerings or slide positions may be needed in order to play difficult
passages, play in tune, or for ease of playing.  The most common of these on the standard tenor trombone
is playing first position F in 6th position.  Additional alternate positions become available if a student
owns a horn with an F attachment.



F attachment:

When a student begins to progress past the initial learning stages on their instrument, it is time to
suggest that they look into getting a step up horn.  Try to promote an open wrap F attachment.  This gives
less resistance to the student’s playing as there are less bends in the horn.  It isn’t the end of the world if
they have a closed wrap though.

The F attachment is an alternative bell segment that adds additional tubing to the instrument to lower the
pitch by a perfect 4th when the rotor is engaged.  The F attachment serves two critical functions:

● eliminates the need for large slide movements as alternate slide positions can be used for outer

positions

● gives the trombone the pitches from b1-eb2 that allow for full chromaticism through the

fundamental bb1.

Mutes:

Straight mute-This is the most common mute for trombone players. If a part calls for “with mute” or “con
sordino,” a straight mute is typically being expected. Similar to trumpet, they come in a variety of different
materials, each possessing slightly different timbral qualities. In general, the mute cancels lower
overtones making for a bright, brassy tone with reduced dynamic.

Cup mute-The cup mute looks like a straight mute with a bowl attached to its base and comes in both fiber
board and metal. The cup mute muffles the tone of the trombone by redirecting the upper overtones back
into the instrument.

It is important to remember that the purpose of a mute is not to have the sound of the trombone
dampened but rather to change the timbre of the instrument.

Additionally there are several method books that address specific lessons for trombonists.  Melodious
Etudes works specifically on developing a lyrical playing style in trombone players.  The Arban’s Book has
several technical studies that I still use today.  Possibly one of the greatest tools for trombone teaching is
one that I seldom do which is duets.  Nothing will train a trombone player's ear and develop an
independent player like performing duets.  Lastly, for the truly advanced player, The Tenor clef studies by
fink is a great tool.  If you have a trombone player moving on to the collegiate level, they will be required
to read in Tenor Clef so why not get a head start.

Trombone Specific Materials:

Melodious Etudes - Rochut

Arban’s Famous Method for Trombone - Arban

Introducing the Tenor Clef for Trombone - Fink

Selected Duets for Trombone - Voxman



Generic Thoughts from Filer

● I find that trombone instruction is an afterthought more times that we would like.
○ We should feature these musicians more!

■ A great trombone player can change the entire ensemble
● Most literature written for beginners and middle school students combines the baritone and

trombone lines too often.
○ We as directors, myself included, need to find literature that pushes our low brass to higher

levels of musical excellence.
● As a result of the previous point, trombone literature’s jump in difficulty is stark when moving

from middle school to high school.
○ The progression needs to be more gradual.

● Ear Training should be a daily activity.
○ One Idea would be to play the remington exercise with the trombones and purposefully

play a pitch out of tune with the ensemble.
■ Make it obvious at first.  Eb instead of E.

● As they get better and better, make it more difficult.  Slightly flat Eb while
they are playing Eb.

● More complex rhythms need to be played by the middle school low brass.
○ Often they are playing whole and half notes most of the time or they are the oompa

loompas in the back during a march.
● Something I have always wanted to do and will start next year is a trombone choir.

○ This is an amazing way to develop your trombone section!  There are several resources out
there to get this off the ground.

■ Their ears will get better,
■ Their individual playing will get better
■ It makes them feel awesome to be a part of something extra.

● Have your kids listen to amazing trombonists
○ Joseph Allessi -

■ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dk1n25sw5Mw
■ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YH6lcElZr-k

○ Christian Lindberg -
■ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9GnJ-xL7n3k
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