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Choosing the right students for clarinet can be a challenge.  What are the optimal characteristics to look for in a beginning 
clarinet student?  Do we really know how to assess clarinet potential?  After observing students with playing difficulties 
over the past two years, I have identified certain physical characteristics among young clarinetists that may be 
contributing to slow progress, frustration, and eventually giving up completely. 
 
Let’s look at some physical characteristics that may inhibit success on clarinet.   
 
1.  Hands – Characteristics that may limit success 

 

 

 

    
     

 

 

 

 

 
2.  Lip Opening 

Students with long lip openings - distance from corner to corner - may have difficulty bringing corners “in” for a correct 
embouchure.  Sometimes students have a long lip opening and a large mouth interior making it difficult to achieve the 
correct voicing (tongue position) “ee” for a focused sound.     

                                

 

 

 

 

       
       

3.  Lip thickness is generally not a problem. 
Corner energy is present.   

 

 

4.  Teeth 

• Orthodontics may affect tongue position.   Tongue position must be high in an “ee” position. 
• Large spaces between front teeth make it difficult to grip the mouthpiece. 
• Students with crowded teeth may have problems with grip. 
• An over-bite or under-bite is problematic. 

Watch the Physical Characteristics for Clarinet video now. 

Double jointed fingers may limit 
ability to close tone holes and 
achieve relaxed, fast fingers. 

Long fingers with small “pads” 
may limit ability to close tone 
holes and may increase 
squeaking.   

Thick fingers may limit ability to 
close tone holes and achieve 
relaxed, fast fingers. 

Corners are straight. 
No corner energy visible. Adequate corner energy. 

Smaller lip opening.   
Ideal for clarinet. 



Barrel and Mouthpiece Screening Test 
Once you have assessed the physical attributes of your beginning students, the next step is to assess the ability to produce 
a focused sound on the mouthpiece and barrel only.  Students best suited to play clarinet will have an oral cavity that is not 
too large and a tongue position that is naturally high inside the mouth.  It is very important the student be able to sound 
an F Sharp (concert pitch) on the barrel and mouthpiece.    
 
Watch the Embouchure Test Video now.  The notes that follow will help guide you through the process with your 
students. 

 

• Use a good mouthpiece and reed – Vandoren 5RvLyre with a 2.5 or 3 reed. 
• Use mouthpiece spray always or make your own – Everclear (70%) Distilled Water (30%) 
• Remember that you are assessing potential.  Keep it simple!  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Open your mouth.                                        3.  Put your top teeth on the                  4.  Close your lips around the mouthpiece.                                                      
2.  Rest the reed against your bottom lip.         mouthpiece.                                         5.  Take a breath and blow. 

Descriptors: 

Open your mouth. 
• “As if you are taking a bite of food.” 
• “As if you are about to take a breath through your mouth.” 
 

Rest the reed against your bottom lip. 
• “The mouthpiece is going inside your mouth.  This may feel a bit strange at first.” 
• “The reed is going to rest on your bottom lip.” 
• “I am going to slightly roll your bottom lip over your bottom teeth to make a cushion for the reed.” 
 

Put your top teeth onto the mouthpiece. 
• “The top teeth grip the mouthpiece just enough to keep it from moving around.” 
 

Close your lips around the mouthpiece. 
• “Think about how you hold a drinking straw with your lips.” 
 

Take a breath through your corners and blow. 
• “It takes a lot of air to make the clarinet work!” 
• “Blow really fast air with this syllable:  HEE.” 
 

Common causes of unfocused sound in a test situation: 
1. Student is not gripping the mouthpiece with the top teeth.  If you can move the mouthpiece around inside the 

student’s mouth, the grip is not firm enough. 
2. Student does not have enough mouthpiece inside the mouth. 
3. Air speed is too slow. 
4. Tongue position is too low/oral cavity too large.  If, after 3 or more attempts student cannot focus the sound – 

approximately to an F Sharp - clarinet is probably not a natural fit. 
 

Students not suited to any instrument will constantly have to be in diagnostic mode just to make a sound.                      
Please don’t set your students up for failure or for frustration. 



The First Year Clarinet Curriculum 

By Paula Corley 

Teaching beginners is arguably the most important task for the instrumental music teacher.  If you present an organized, 
sequential curriculum, students are more likely to be successful.   Teachers fortunate enough to teach in instrument 
specific settings have an advantage.  If you prepare well and teach well, the possibilities are endless.   

The biggest hurdles will be assessment and pacing.  Assessment drives instruction and is different from evaluation.  When 
you assess, you identify skills that need improvement or re-teaching, as well as those skills that are mastered.   You, the 
instructor, will have to decide when to go forward based on assessment of individual and class skills.   

When should you move on?  Move forward when a majority of the students have achieved mastery.  Mastery is a subjective 
term.  As an example, mastery of a characteristic tone - full, vibrant and focused - is an expected from all clarinetists.  
Ideally we would like all of our students to achieve 100% mastery of the skills being taught.  However, we must 
acknowledge that students have diverse learning styles and dramatic differences in work ethic.  If you focus only on the 
students with deficiencies, you risk losing the students who have achieved mastery and are practicing deliberately.  When 
75% of the students in your class have achieved mastery of the skills being taught, you can move forward.  If the 
percentage of mastery is lower, re-examine your goals and expectations and prepare to reteach. 

Where do you begin?  What is a reasonable expectation at the end of the first year?  Let’s examine the crucial skills that 
must be addressed during the first year.  

1.  Focus the sound on barrel and mouthpiece first.   

• Try the syllable “Hee”.  Tell students to play with fast air and keep the tongue high.  
• Teacher modeling is very important at this stage.  Make certain students hear a good model every day. 
• Don’t just ‘play through’ barrel and mouthpiece practice.  Listen carefully.  Diagnose unfocused sounds. 
• Introduce rhythm and tonguing on the barrel and mouthpiece.  The example below shows one way to introduce 

tonguing.   

 

The most important concept for beginners to understand is:   “the air does not stop.”  The tongue interrupts the air but 
does not stop the air.   

Encourage: 

• Long, connected notes 
• “Tip of the tongue to the top of the reed” 
• Medium tempo (96).  Slow tempos may encourage excessive tongue motion which leads to “scooping” and a harsh 

sound.  A faster tempo makes it difficult to move the tongue too much.  

2.  First notes:  E, D, C, (low) B-flat 

• Getting to B-Flat may help develop right hand position.  Students like to support instrument weight with right 
index finger underneath the stack (trill keys) on the top joint.  Watch for this problem! 

• Lots of slurring, less tonguing.   
• Medium tempo:  not too slow.   
• Teacher modeling is still very important. 

The example below shows Hot Cross Buns with B-flat as the bottom note.  This is not difficult for beginners to do and may 
encourage good hand position.   

  

 
  

        HEE...........................TEE    TEE   TEE    Breathe 



Once the low B-flat is vibrant, do a register key check to make sure F speaks.  Have the student play B-flat while you open 
the register key.  If F does not speak: 

• Increase air speed. 
• Check embouchure grip. 
• Check to see there is sufficient mouthpiece inside the mouth. 
• Check reed condition and strength. 

 

3.  Slurred Melodies Next 

• Focus on the musical phrase.  Play long phrases (complete sentences).  Use breath marks as punctuation. 
• Medium tempo – not slow. 
• Lots of slurring, less tonguing. 

 
                                   
                                        
 
 
 

4.  Introduce Eighth Notes   
 
Revisit barrel and mouthpiece practice to diagnose tonguing issues.  It is much easier to address tonguing issues without 
the whole instrument.   
       
Problem:  Harsh, “scooped” sound when tonguing or chin movement present: 

• Tongue is moving too much. 
• Tempo may be too slow which may encourage excessive tongue motion. 

Fix: 
• Speed up the tempo.  
• Practice one repeated note.  (See example below).   
 

 
 
 
 
Problem:  No definition, sounds slurred: 

• Tongue touching bottom lip? 
• Underside of the tongue touching the reed rather than the tip of the tongue? (LOO) 
• Tongue touching almost anywhere other than the reed. 

Fix: 
• Demonstrate (literally) the tongue touching reed.  Stick your tongue out and touch the surface of the reed.  Have 

student do the same. 
• Ask student if they can “feel” the tongue on the reed. 
• Practice one repeated note.  
 

 
5.  Introduce Lower Notes and Pinkie Finger Gymnastics 
 

• Students must have good control of low “G” before introducing the chromatic scale.   
• Allow students to develop finger dexterity first, then attach note names.  
• Squeaks are often caused by uncovered tone holes.  The fourth (ring) and fifth (pinkie) fingers will be weak at first.  

If lowest G does not speak, check the fourth finger of the right hand.  This is the largest open hole on the clarinet 
and it can be difficult to cover.  Also check the left thumb which often slides out of position.   

  

Aura Lea by George Poulton	



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6.  Chromatic Concepts 
 
Teaching chromatics is a critical juncture for beginner clarinetists.  At this point, the pace will most likely slow.   Some 
students may become disinterested and or discouraged because the fingerings are more challenging.  This is a great time 
to improvise, using new fingerings that are being introduced.  “Jaws” is a simple two-note melody that is ideal for teaching 
half-steps. 
 

• Introduce flat and sharp notes not previously covered.                              
• Emphasize the concept of enharmonic.  Teach students to approach from below and from above. (See 

example below.) 
• Introduce alternate fingerings:  Fork B-natural and Side Key F-Sharp 
• Chromatic Scale next.  Goal should be low E to third line B-flat to facilitate middle register bridge. 
• If students are struggling with hand position squeaks, start on “easy” notes such as B-flat and C.  Then work up 

and down from the center point until squeaks are gone.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

7.  Add the Register Key 

• Emphasize new notes, not new fingerings.   Attach new information to something already learned. 
• Do not allow students to ‘play louder’ in the middle register.  The airspeed, grip, and voicing are 

the same. 

 

 

 

If your students did not learn fast air – enough to create back pressure, high tongue position (as outlined in step one), 
and longer, sustained melodies with good air support, you will have to reteach these concepts now.  Factors 
contributing to poor middle register playing:  

• Incorrect voicing (tongue is too low, in an “aww” or “ahh” position. 
• Slow airspeed. 
• Over-blowing upper notes (too loud!) 
• Weak grip, mouthpiece may be moving inside the mouth. 
• Reed is too soft or worn out. 
• Mouthpiece and reed combination offers no resistance (soft reeds on open, easy to blow mouthpiece) that may 

cause middle register to spread. 

Right Pinkie: 
Finger low G. 
 
Press each one of the lever keys 
one-at-a-time. Say up-1, down-2, 
across-3, and up-4. 

Once you can finger through the 
pattern, play it on your clarinet. 

Left Pinkie: 

Finger low G.  

Press each one of the lever keys 
on the left side of the clarinet. 
Say down-1, left-2, and up-3. 

Once you can finger through the 
pattern, play it on your clarinet. 

Practice Exercise D /E  
	

Pinkie Finger Gymnastics 



8.  Build the Bridge between Registers 
 

 
Use ‘right hand down” concept to facilitate smoothness and good hand position between registers.  Right 
hand down means to close the 3 tone holes and F lever key shown here.  For beginning students, this 
should help make the connections from low to high happen faster and easier.  Rest your left pinkie finger 
on top of the low E/B lever key.   

 
 
 
9.  Scales and Key Signatures 
 

• Slurred articulation first to insure smooth connections. 
• Vary rhythms, articulations, and range so that students learn to identify scale patterns in music.  
• Consider creative ways to encourage scale practice.  The “Can Can” is a fun way to encourage scale development.  

 
 
 
  
 
 
 

Remember, you have no control over what students do when they leave your class.  Some practice, others won’t!  In my 
beginning classes, I stopped doing “chair tests.”  Instead I gave my students ownership in the learning process.  Retention 
rose and discontent from students and parents was dramatically reduced.  Here are some suggestions that worked well for 
me: 

• Teach students to listen.  Use diverse musical examples.  
• Teach students to assess - notice not judge - aspects of performance.  Students will then learn quickly to 

distinguish “good” from “bad”. 
• Teach students to score each other and themselves. 
• Try peer tutoring, even with the youngest students. 

 
 
Prepare and teach well. 
You may be opening the door to something greater. 

Put right hand down on 
"G" and leave down. 

Leave right hand down when you 
change from "B" to "G". 

 

Todd Cope - Principal, Montreal Symphony 
Orchestra 

Pictured left in my beginning clarinet class. 

The picture at right was taken at the 
International Clarinet Association’s 
Clarinetfest after his featured performance in 
2014. 

 


