
THE PERCUSSION MAKEOVER
STRATEGIES FOR CREATING ENGAGED, MOTIVATED PERCUSSIONISTS



FULL PRESENTATION HANDOUT 
AND FREE EXERCISE PACKET 
AVAILABLE HERE: 

MWPUBLICATIONS.COM/TMEA 



GOALS

WHAT’S IN IT FOR YOU? 
Enthusiastic, motived percussionists


Less classroom disruption for other students


Improved standards, leading to more success


Higher retention of percussionists into HS program



What are the common issues?
Heterogeneous beginner classes, multiple percussion instruments taught


Fundamentals and pacing are not similar to any other instrument


Lack of training - and no assistance from dedicated percussion specialist


Low required skills for MS concert programs 
- Lack of parts for all students on all pieces 
- Individual part assignments with wide range of expectations 
- Judging standards not consistent


Difficulty of audition music (varies from region to region)



BEGINNER RECOMMENDATIONS



Starting on Snare 
vs Keyboard

Capitalize on the student’s excitement 


Grip and stroke - apply to both


Easy to sub out patterns & exercises 
for non-challenging method book lines


Fast paced instruction


Simultaneous introduction of keyboard 
concepts through games and 
worksheets



Basic Snare Technique: Not Just for Beginners!
Piston Stroke: Starting Up, Ending Up 

Important Concepts:


Stick Height and Range of Motion


Velocity and Force


Fulcrum and Hand Pressure  
– Legato vs Staccato Stroke Style


“Natural Flow”: Forearms, Wrists & Fingers


Playing “Into the Head” vs “Above the Head” 
– Snare vs Keyboard Stroke Style



Sticking Exercises
Play along with any line from the 
band method book


Quarter notes, then 8th notes 
The Importance of subdivision and developing 
“groove” with tracks


“Interrupted Strokes”  
vs “Constant Motion”


Move quickly from line to line 
Never let it get “old”!


Gamify It 
One time through everyone, 1 time soloist 
No repeats, sit down if you make a mistake



Rhythm Reading
Percussionists should advance 
rhythmically much faster than 
wind students 


Tap your foot! 
Develop hand/foot interdependence by 
“playing the foot”


8th notes: right hand lead 
Teaches motions and “muscle memory”


Don’t underestimate busy work 
instead of non-engagement 
(Writing in counts, air-drum it)



Rhythm Challenges

Create your own pages with 
“mixed up rhythms”


Pay attention to PACING


Music spacing plays a significant 
role in success


Gamify it! 
• Sit down if you make a mistake 
• Keep speeding up until everyone is out 
• Divide up class and play lines in a round



Play-Along Tracks Make It Fun!



Starting on 
Keyboard
WHEN DO YOU START ON KEYBOARD? 

From the very beginning, just not on bells!


BREAKING DOWN BASIC SKILLS 

1. Recognizing notes on the staff


2. Finding the correct key on the keyboard


3. Developing kinesthetic sense



Note Spellers

Break it down & make it easy! 
Repetition and reinforcement 
Don’t move on until they achieve success


Develop “fast thinking skills” 
Heightened engagement and excitement


Gamify It! 
• Who is the fastest in class? 
• Use a stop-watch, awarding team points 
• Read it backwards or upside down  
• Change it up to keep them guessing



Key Finder Exercises
1. No note names on the keys!


2. Use the accidentals as landmarks to 
find the naturals:  C & F “home base”


3. On keyboard, touch the keys – 
play with the back of the mallet in  
the fingertip


4. Also develops visualization skills


5. Start with 3-4 notes around home 
base key, then gradually expand – 
then get faster!



GAMIFY IT!



ALWAYS MAKE IT CHALLENGING!



Developing Kinesthetic Sense
Looking down at the hands will hinder 
students’ ability to read music


Remove as many of the impediments to 
keeping eyes on the music as possible:


• Position of music stand, notation


• Large notes = easy to keep focus


• Vary notes and rhythms to make 
memorization impossible


• 4 Step process for learning new lines


• Don’t worry too much about sticking



Is it worth your time to re-write the lines in the book?

REINFORCE 
“HOME KEYS” – USING 

HARMONY NOTES


NO FULL MEASURES 
OF RESTS


UNEXPECTED 
RHYTHMS 


NO MEMORIZATION



More Snare 
Fundamentals
1. Multiple Bounce Stroke (“Buzz”)


2. Controlled Stroke  
(start high, end low)


3. Tap (start low, end low)


4. Upstroke (start low, end high)


5. Fast, relaxed double strokes 
– Not bounces!


6. Double stroke “roll” rudiments 
ending in accents (2 heights)



(Even More) Snare 
Fundamentals

Fulcrum pressure control: 
Multiple vs double bounce rolls


16th note roll base


Tap rolls: most roll rudiments


Flam Basics 
Single Hand vs Alternating Hand


Isolated Diddles


Drags



Developing Kinesthetic Sense

Percussionists can learn scales 
and scale patterns easily with 
visual aids


Motions develop kinesthetic 
sense and familiarity with 
keyboard layout


Work into full band daily warmup 
with “keyboard practice pads” 
(aka: the Duct Tape Marimba)!



Moving Past Exercises 
and Daily Warm-ups
WHAT ELSE CAN YOU DO TO 
KEEP PERCUSSIONISTS 
MOTIVATED? 

Introduction, masterclass of 
hand-held instruments 
Pique interest, change from daily 
routine, offered as reward


Bass drum, crash cymbal 
playing quarter/half note reading


Multi-surface exercises  
(Timpani parts on pads: target practice) 



Incorporate Ensembles from the Beginning!



REGULAR ASSIGNMENTS 
AND PASS-OFFS

CHART FOR INDIVIDUAL SUCCESS 
WITH LONG TERM GOALS


Essential Rudiments


Scales and Technique Exercises


Rudimental Etudes


Weekly Keyboard Songbook Assignments

ASK YOURSELF: IS IT REWARDING AND FUN?



Rudimental Etudes

18 Progressive Rudimental 
Etudes from “Fresh Approach 
for the Beginning Percussion 
Class,” Book 1 & 2


Each adds new rudiments, 
more difficult combinations


Includes: 
• Video lessons 
• PadLabtm Practice Tool 
• Fast Tempo Play-Alongs



Sight-reading Songbook Example (Book 2)



FRESH APPROACH DIGITAL SERIES
RHYTHM-MONSTER.COM/FRESH 

FULL VIDEO LESSONS 

PADLABTM PRACTICE TOOLS 

PLAY-ALONG PERFORMANCES 

BOOTH 1187

http://RHYTHM-MONSTER.COM/FRESH


OTHER 
RESOURCES  
FOR INSPIRATION

Zildjian Drum Set Method


DCI / WGI In the Lot Videos


Marching Percussion 101


Marimba Literature Library


Percussion 101




OTHER 
RESOURCES  
FOR HELP

PERCUSSIVE ARTS SOCIETY


PERCUSSION SOLUTIONS FOR 
BAND DIRECTORS ON FACEBOOK



