The Great Wind Ensemble Exchange

If planned well, this is a wonderful activity for team-building, as well as to give students an insider’s look at the challenges and limitations experienced by peers. A Clarinet player, for example, doesn’t know what is required to play for ‘just two minutes’ above the staff on a Trumpet. And the Tuba player has no clue about back-pressure on Oboe (and, of course, the fickle nature of an unstable double-reed!).  I found that with just a bit of experience on other instruments, my students were more engaged in the rehearsal process, and were more interested in what I’d say to players of other instruments. 

Note: I used this only with the more advanced group (select Wind Ensemble), where we’d find the older, more invested students. I offered the experience only once per year, and always at the end of the year, after all formal concerts and obligations had passed, when students were less busy and were ready for a well-deserved “perk.”  Once this became an annual tradition, students also looked forward to it and began to take on the responsibilities of preparation and clean-up tasks. 
A basic description of the activity (as I did it) includes:

· Describe the parameters and expectations. As a minimum, every student in the teacher role will always uphold required instrument-care and safety processes (careful assembly/disassembly, hand-position) and appropriate posture, instrument carriage, and embouchure (or stick-grip).  
· Pre-arrange students into pairs (one is the “student”, the other the “teacher”) who will work together to teach each other a basic Beginner-level skill set. I found that students tended to love choosing their own pairs, and they knew which secondary instrument was most attractive. Be on the lookout for students having no pair; make a decision to help them (e.g. elevate a group to a Trio; double percussion section instruments; offer to create your own group, so the extra student learns the Conductor’s role)
· The chosen music might be only a 32-measure excerpt of a Beginning Band piece. Students will be especially excited when you pull out a piece they already played (and loved!) as 4th or 5th grade Beginners. They’ll remember favorite titles, and will also enjoy looking for the ‘own’ original part, perhaps discovering pencil markings made half of their lifetime ago.

· The event would be spread across at least two class periods. Each period is divided in half, allowing time for a reversal of the teacher-student activity. For instance, the Tuba player might teach the Oboist for 15 minutes, followed by time for the Oboist to teach oboe skills to the partner.
· Conclude by “performing” the piece. Consider making a recording of their work, and play it back at the end of the class period. Note: When a colleague of mine was in her final months before retirement, the HS Wind Ensemble students chose a piece they remembered playing during their own Beginner year, with “Mrs. T” as their teacher. We recorded the piece twice – once on the students’ exchanged “beginner” instruments, and again as a refined performance when the students returned to their primary instruments. We sent it to Mrs. T as a departing gift from the students, who symbolically said “you took us from here to here, and we’ll always remember you.”
SPECIAL NOTE: You’ll have a hefty amount of preparation* and potential expense to include this activity, but the results are worth the effort.    *Reeds, swabs, mouthpieces, sterilization & disinfection plans, and more.
Finally, here’s an idea of what you might provide to your students to help organize the event:
The Great Wind Ensemble Exchange!
Choose your partner(s), based on your shared desire to learn a little about performing that partner’s instrument.  We’ll take TWO days for this project; the first will be to teach each other the basics, while the second day will be about a half-period of review followed by a performance of a short (easy!) Band piece.   Good Luck!

Partners’ Names & Instruments:
​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​_________________________________________






_________________________________________






(________________________________________)

Is there a title you can think of (from Elementary school, for instance) that you might like to play?






_________________________________________
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