
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Middle School Brass Basics 
Compiled by Ryan Kerwin 

 
  



Breathing: 
 

“Wind is the fuel that makes our instruments work. By learning about breathing, we make 
our instruments easier to play.” 

 

 
 
Principles: 

 
“Wind always moves in or out, it never stops.” 
 
“Wind always goes up and over the tongue” 
 
“Our instrument works best when we are between 80% and 20% full.” 

 
 
Basic Games: 
 

1. Getting Wind Moving 
a. “Fly the Kite” 
b. “Spin the Pinwheel” 
 

 

2. Focused Wind 
a. Straw 
b. OK sign 

 
 
  



 
Tone: 
 

“Our tone is our voice on our instrument. It’s the first thing everybody gets to hear.” 
 

 
 
Principles: 
 

“Tone = wind + vibrating surface” 
 
“We only hear sound when wind is flowing” 
 
“We don’t need to use the tongue to make tone” 

 

 
 
Practice Strategies: 
 

1. Breath attacks à Practice starting the notes with wind and no tongue 
 

2. Long tones à Start the tone with wind  (no tongue!) and let the beginning, middle, and 
end of the note sound the same 
 

3. Long Tones with Dynamics à Start the tone with wind and change the dynamics 
 

4. Long Tones with Bends à Start the tone with wind and “wiggle” the pitch. 
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Pitch Bends
Goal: Discover and sustain the "center of the pitch" in the middle register

Inspired by Ryan Nielsen/David Hickman

"First Notes"
Goal: Use wind to produce tone in the middle register throughout the dynamic range

drawn from Dr. Robert Sears



 
 
Changing Pitch with Fingers or Slides: 
 

 
 
Principles: 
 

“Valves are on or off like a light switch/Throw the slide from position to position.” 
 

 
 
Practice Strategies: 
 

1. Ear Tunes à Start the tone with wind and play songs you know how to sing on your 
instrument 

 
2. Descending Intervals à Start the tone with wind and play scales with crisp transitions 

 
3. Moving Longtones à Start the tone with wind and play scales with crisp transitions 
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Descending Intervals

"Moving Long Tones"
Goal: Sustain the center of pitch while expanding to the upper register

drawn from Vincent Chicowicz



 

 
 
Articulation: 
 

“Articulation is how we pronounce the beginning and the end of our notes.” 
 

 
 
Principles: 
 

“Articulation = constant wind + ‘T’”  
 

“The wind always moves!”  
 

“Legato = connected wind/Staccato = ‘lifted’ wind” 
 

 
 
Practice Strategies: 
 
 

1. Ear Tunes à Start the tone with wind and play songs you know how to sing on your 
instrument 
 

2. Repeated Notes à Make a beautiful sound and hear a clear “T” on every note 
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Changing Pitch without Fingers or Slides: 
 

“To change our pitch we change our whistle” 
 

 
 
Principles: 
 

“The lips only vibrate” 
 
“Higher pitch = faster vibration = higher pitched wind” 
 
“Lower pitch = slower vibration = lower pitched wind” 
 

 
 
Practice Strategies: 
 

1. “Pitched wind” à Use a gentle whistle to practice moving between the pitches 
 

2. “Mouthpiece Glissando” à Use the mouthpiece to slide through the pitches 
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