The Trumpet Ensemble As A Teaching Tool

In A College Setting
The opening number was of course by Eric Ewazen. I believe that this piece is a perfect beginning to the topic of this presentation. 

There are many discussions about the value of trumpet ensembles and literature for the group. The truth of the matter is that most of us in ITG and around the world do not teach in major research institutions, conservatories and large music schools. In fact, many of us teach at institutions of less than 2500. Some like Centre College do not have a college band. In this environment (excepting the aforementioned school types), it is also certain that most students will not be music majors let alone trumpet majors. They will have taken few if any music classes and maybe never have had formal trumpet lessons.

Some will have come from high schools with intensive arts and music programs. Some will have had little more than a marching band or choir. Some will have had music theory for two years and some will not sure how music reading works. Some will have had extensive experience with all types of music and some will have little experience with any style of music or level of performance other than what was heard in their band room! With this said, what do we do with this diverse group of people!

I believe that we must take a position of enabling these persons to know more about music in general and help them with the uphill battle of learning how to play their instrument better so they can become an asset to whatever community they eventually become a part. 

To do this, your ensemble must become more than what they experienced before coming to you. It has to teach the person to be a comprehensive musician knowing about music history, music theory and the fundamentals of good ensemble playing. Since they take no other classes in some cases, we should find a way to cover some of this in our ensemble. The applied music teacher-ensemble director can really be the coordinator of this learning as they are the only person who has a one to one contact with the students in his or her ensemble.

If you buy into this concept, you do not spend every minute rehearsing for the concert. The concerts become expositions of what the students know and have learned in class. Although they do not takes written tests, students are tested in class by questions posed, techniques acquired and exhibited and how they sound. They also have to learn from what they hear next to them.

We have to choose literature that brings this to light. I choose a diverse offering of music based on where we are that particular term and what my goals for the group are.  Each semester the emphasis can be rhythmic development, tuning, historical perspective, etc with a recipe that fits that particular group’s needs.

Every year I also split up the groups some, but I like the students to learn to work in a “real life” environment. There is never the perfect “level” present in each group. I believe that every term has the perfect level as we must figure out how to get students to work together as they will have to function on a church gig, in a town band, in the local musical, or in the local big band or jazz combo. 

I choose to do two concerts each long term at Centre. This is broken up into two 6-week sections. For the first three to four weeks, we read music, discuss the topics mentioned above (comprehensive music) and learn to interpret the written symbol as an aural event. I hope that each student will be able to use the information discussed in class to have a clearer picture of what notation means. Therefore we cover twice as much music this way and maybe do not perform it as accurately. The goal is the knowledge students take away as opposed to the concert presentation.


(At this point, present styles demo with listed pieces.)

As you can see, just as in our formal trumpet lessons, we can use trumpet ensemble to address both the technical and musical needs of our participants. We can get them to breath better, play in more keys, understand rhythmic passages, tune better, etc and also get them to turn a more beautiful phrase, play baroque style, sing an aria or play a fanfare! We also get them to appreciate and respect the level at which each person participates. 

With that said, I also hope that each student realizes what responsibilities they have as a member of this particular group. I want each student to have improvement as their goal. In this manner, there can be a cooperative spirit that transcends the need for each person to achieve a magic “level” to feel accepted or of value by being a member of the ensemble.

