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OVERVIEW
A complete curriculum should 

result in ensembles that 
perform well.

• Frequently observed 
performance problems.
• Probable causes for 

performance problems.
• Tips and strategies for 

solutions.
• Student and teacher 

accountability.
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OVERVIEW
• Assigning Instruments
• Frequently observed 

Performance problems 
common to ALL Brass

• Frequently observed 
performance problems 
specific to:

• Trumpet
• Horn
• Trombone
• Euphonium
• Tuba
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Assigning Instruments

Embouchure:

Thin Medium Full

Overbite “Normal” Underbite

Narrow Medium Wide

Cupid’s Bow

Tear Drop
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Assigning Instruments

Teeth

Tongue
(Ankyloglossia)

Small vs. Large Hands

Wide vs. Thin Fingers
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Frequently Observed Performance Problems for ALL Brass Instruments

Airflow and Air speed
Problems:
• Pausing between inhalation and exhalation. 
• Air direction and speed.
• Tongue restricting airflow.
• Clinching teeth, restricting airflow.
Solutions:
• Windmaster
• Inspiron
• Astra Air Trainer
• Pneumo Pro
• Ping Ping Ball
• Balloons
• Straws
• Vocalizing vowels for various tongue positions.
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Tonguing:
• Tonguing too far back
• Tonguing OUTSIDE the lips
• Not tonguing at all
• Improper tongue release technique
• Stopping the airflow while tonguing

SOME STUDENTS PLAY FOR MANY YEARS WITHOUT TONGUING 
AND ARE NEVER IDENTIFIED!

Embouchure:
• Chin is pushed upward toward the mouthpiece “Tomato Chin”
• The vermilion is rolled outward, exposing the wet shiny 

surface of the vermilion. 

Frequently Observed Performance Problems
for ALL Brass Instruments
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Tonguing:
Solutions:
• Aim for the alveolar ridge or lower. 
• Use clear Kelly mouthpiece to expose tongue coming out between lips when 

tonguing.
• Place index finger in front of embouchure, touching the lips. Have student touch 

their finger with their tongue, then release to begin airflow.  This will expose the 
tongue moving in the wrong direction if that is, in fact, the problem. 

• Use an Inspiron or Astra to help student see if the air is stopping during tongued 
passages. 

• Keep the Inspiron ball UP when student is tonguing.

Embouchure:
Solutions:
• Keep chin firm and flat.
• Keep vermilion rolled toward the teeth. 

Frequently Observed Performance Problems
for ALL Brass Instruments
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TRUMPET

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

Common Problems:

Hand Position:
• Undesirable placement of the right thumb along lead pipe.
• Pressing down the vales with the middle of the finger. 
• Anchoring the right pinky. 
• Left pinky underneath the third valve slide.
• Right ring finger up underneath the 3rd valve cap.
• Supporting the weight of the trumpet with the right hand.

Common Results: 
• Excess tension in both hands.
• Reduced finger dexterity and speed
• Increased discomfort and pain while playing.

9

TRUMPET
Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

Common Problems:
Embouchure:
• Mouthpiece too low and below the vermilion border of the top lip.
• Lower lip is in a “rolled out” position.
• Corners pulled back in a “smile” position.
• Lips squeezed together and pressed into the mouthpiece cup.
• Jaw recessed, forcing the lower lip to roll out to reach the mouthpiece with an 

Einsetzen embouchure

Common results:
• Raspy rattle sound.
• Pinched sound
• Pitch problems.
• Difficulty in the high range.
• Endurance problems.
• Tone quality problems.
• Intonation problems.

10

TRUMPET
Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

Common Problems:
Embouchure (continued):

-Wet shiny area of the vermilion visible during 
performance.

-Mouthpiece too high

Common Results:
Frequent “cracked” pitches.
Muffled tone.
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TRUMPET
Solutions:

Hand Position:
ü To keep right–hand fingers relaxed, place right-hand thumb 

between the 1st and 2nd vales and up underneath the leadpipe. 
• Places the thumb in the opposable thumb position.
• Promotes finger strength and flexibility.
• Promotes placing the finger pads on the valve caps. 

ü Very few instruments anchor the pinky during performance.
ü Right hand pinky is best used for supporting the horn with the 

right hand while …
§ turning pages while playing.
§ inserting and removing mutes.
§ using a plunger mute.  

ü Avoid supporting the weight of the trumpet with the right hand while playing. 
ü Keep the pinky floating free from the pinky ring. See photo of Timofei Dokshizer.

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

Timofei Dokshizer
Bolshoi Theatre

Moscow
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TRUMPET
Solutions:

Embouchure:
v Don’t roll lips outward.
v Roll lips inward toward teeth BUT NOT OVER THE TEETH INTO 

THE MOUTH. INSIDE bite of the mouthpiece cup rests on the 
skin above and below the vermilion border. This places the
orbicularis oris in a position to provide more strength,
flexibility, and endurance. 

v Aim for 50/50 position of the lips in the mouthpiece cup.  See 
photo of Adolph Herseth with 50/50 placement and bite of the 
mouthpiece over the orbicularis oris. 

v Use a crystal-clear Kelly mouthpiece to diagnose if lips are 
pushed forward into the mouthpiece. 

v Use the Chapstick analogy to help roll lips more
inward.

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

Adolph Herseth
Chicago Symphony

Orchestra
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HORN
Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

• Common Problems:
Right hand position too far out/too far in the bell. 
Posture issues resulting in excessive tilt of the student’s head due to 
the left hand/arm being positioned too low or too high.
For young and/or small students, head tilted upward due to the bell 
resting on the leg resulting in a distorted embouchure.
For tall students, head tilted downward due to the bell resting on the 
leg resulting in a distorted embouchure.
Lips pushed forward into the mouthpiece.
Bell on the leg or off the leg debate. I prefer off the leg. 
Mouthpiece placed too low on the embouchure. 
Einsetzen (put in) vs. Ansetzen (put on). I prefer Ansetzen.
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HORN
Solutions:

Philip Farkas, in his book The Art of French Horn Playing, 
describes the “new method” for positioning the right
hand as follows:

“Insert this slightly cupped, vertically-held hand in the horn bell so that 
only the backs of the fingers and the top of the thumb touch the metal. 
This means that the hand will be against the side of the bell farthest 
from the body. The fingers should be lightly curved and the backs of 
them should hug the side of the horn bell, particularly at the tips. The 
curve of the hand then brings the thumb, in a natural manner, to the 
roof of the bell’s throat. It rests against the top of the throat so that the 
horn is partially supported by it…. This will enable the palm and the heel 
of the hand to swing open or shut like a door, the hinges being the 
knuckles of the thumb at the top and the little finger at the bottom of 
the bell.”

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments
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HORN
Solutions:
• Head should be straight, not tilted. See photo of William VerMuelen.
• Leadpipe should have a slight downward tilt and left hand at about chin 

level. 
• As seen in the photo, the upper and lower lips are rolled inward, placing 

the bite of the mouthpiece high above the upper lip and on the skin over 
the orbicularis oris.

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

William VerMuelen
Principal Horn

Houston Symphony
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TROMBONE
Common Problems:

Improper right-hand position resulting in lack of flexibility and 
inability to reach lower positions.
Instrument assembly - Use the “V” or use the “L”?  I prefer to use the 
“V” on horns without an F trigger.
Mouthpiece placement too low on the embouchure.
Improper left-hand position.
Lips pushed forward into the mouthpiece.
Improper instrument assembly resulting in multiple small dents 
along the handslide.
Water key out of position due to improper positioning of the water 
key screw or a bent water key. These issues are often caused by 
improperly placing the instrument back inside the case.

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments
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TROMBONE
Solutions:

ü Right index and middle fingertips on the lower end of the hand slide 
brace opposite the thumb, ring finger and pinky beneath the slide. See 
photo of Joe Alessi.

ü Mouthpiece placement 2/3 upper. 1/3 lower. See photo of Joe Alessi’s 
embouchure 2/3 upper, 1/3 lower.

ü Left hand index finger rests on the mouthpiece shank.
ü Upper and lower lips should be rolled inward, placing bite of the 

mouthpiece rim on the orbicularis oris.
ü The wet shiny part of the lips should not be visible. 
ü Assemble the bell at an angle to the handslide to avoid dents. 

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

Joe Alessi
Principal Trombone

New York Philharmonic
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Instrument Assembly
Hold the bell section
and slide section at an 
angle to each other as
shown. 
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Instrument Assembly
Slowly slide the bell
onto the slide so that
the bell rim does not
accidently dent the slide. 
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Instrument Assembly
Slowly slide the bell
onto the slide so that
the bell rim does not
accidently dent the slide. 
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Instrument Assembly
Slowly slide the bell
onto the slide so that
the bell rim does not
accidently dent the slide. 
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Instrument Assembly
Slowly slide the bell
onto the slide so that
the bell rim does not
accidently dent the slide. 
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Instrument Assembly
Slowly slide the bell
onto the slide so that
the bell rim does not
accidently dent the slide. 
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Instrument Assembly
Slowly slide the bell
onto the slide so that
the bell rim does not
accidently dent the slide. 
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Instrument Assembly
Slowly slide the bell
onto the slide so that
the bell rim does not
accidently dent the slide. 
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EUPHONIUM
Common Problems:

For young and/or small students, head tilted 
upward due to holding the instrument on the lap.
For tall students, head tilted downward due to 
holding the instrument on the lap.
Mouthpiece too low on the embouchure. Lips 
pushed forward into the mouthpiece.
Improper left-hand position.
Pressing down the valves with the middle of the 
fingers instead of with the fingertip pads as a result 
of undesirable right thumb placement. 

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments
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EUPHONIUM
Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

MAKE SURE THE STUDENT HAS A LONG PHILTRUM
BEFORE ASSIGNING

EUPHONIUM, TROMBONE, 
or TUBA!

Solutions:

28
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EUPHONIUM
Solutions:

The weight of the instrument is to be supported by the left 
hand only. Right hand must be relaxed. See photo of Adam 
Frey. Left hand should be in this position with or without the 
offset compensating valve. 

Hold the instrument close to the waist and angled to the right. 
Avoid resting the instrument in the lap or on the seat of the 
chair.

Photo of Brian Bowman with mouthpiece in the 2/3-1/3 
position.

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

Adam Frey

Brian Bowman
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TUBA
Common Problems:
➸ Insufficient breath control. 
➸ Improper and inconsistent air speed. 
➸ Excessive embouchure tension. 
➸ Lips pushed forward into the mouthpiece. 
➸ Tongue too far back when tonguing. 
➸Mouthpiece too low.
➸ Using the wrong part of the fingers to depress valves. 
➸ Poor performance posture. 
➸ Improper tongue position during sustained pitches. 
➸ Playing without tuba stand when needed. 

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments
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TUBA
Solutions:

ü Work with an Inspiron, a WindMaster, and 
mouthpiece buzzing.

ü Allow young players to breathe often to avoid tension.
ü Keep mouthpiece high, 2/3 top, 1.3 lower. See photo of Gene 

Pokorny and Arnold Jacobs with mouthpiece in the 2/3-1/3 
position. 

ü Tongue low and forward. Some predominant professional tuba 
players claim that they actually touch the back of the lips when 
tonguing as opposed to the alveolar ridge. 

ü Tongue position during sustained pitches will depend on the 
range of the note. For lower notes, keep tongue in a low and 
relaxed position. 

ü Provide several options for tuba stands. Bad habits develop 
when the instrument is not in the proper position for the 
student’s embouchure.

ü As with all valve brass instruments, use the finger pads
opposite the fingernails to press the valve caps. 

Frequently Observed Issues for Specific Instruments

Gene Pokorny
Chicago Symphony

Orchestra

Arnold Jacobs
Chicago Symphony

Orchestra
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Teaching Music
Through Performance
in Middle School Band

By
Gary Barton

Erin Cole
Chip De Stefano

Charles R. Jackson
Susan Taylor

Scott Tomlison
Marguerite Wilder

Chapter 4: Mastering Fundamentals

RESOURCES
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RESOURCES

The Band Director’s
Book of Secrets

By 
Charles R. Jackson, D.M.A.

Available through:

Amazon Kindle        Ciando
iBooks Gardners
Barnes & Noble       Baker & Taylor
Kobo                          Vearsa
eSentral                    Copia
Scribd
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