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Assigning Parts
Always assign percussion parts. Never let the percussion section figure it out for themselves. Your 
best player might be shy or not willing to get into an argument with their peers. If you don’t make a 
chart with rotating assignments, you might never know the capabilities of all of the members; further, 
students might become disillusioned because they perceive that you don’t care,  and eventually quit. 
I’ve seen this happen so many times in band rooms. The director hands a stack of parts back to the 
strongest (often just strongest-willed) player, and some kids never or nearly never play critical parts. 
Yes, it takes time to make an assignment chart, but it is critical, in order to reach as many kids as 
possible and to keep your numbers up! The strongest player may be soft-spoken and not want to 
bully their way to the snare drum. If you don’t give assignments, you might never know who the best 
player is in the section. The pros do it, it is the least a director can do for the percussionists. After all, 
football coaches do not allow players to choose their positions.

Sometimes directors might think of putting students with the least percussion knowledge on the 
auxiliary parts, such as triangle, suspended cymbal, or “toys.” However, that often exposes the novice 
player’s lack of experience, since they are usually alone on those parts and inexperienced at reading 
music. If the piece allows, try putting your students that need help on a second snare drum. They 
all usually have some experience playing snare drum. With an advanced musician standing next 
to them playing the same instrument part, they can begin to make sense of rudiments, rhythms, 
dynamics, form and articulations that are on the printed sheet music. 

Using a program like Excel is the easiest way to make a chart. You can easily change assignments. 
You won’t lose it, and can make copies to post in the band room. Something like this:

Ashley BASS DRUM BELLS SNARE

Juliet SUS CYM TRIANGLE BELLS

Aidan SNARE CRASH CYM CHIMES

Natalie TRIANGLE TACET BASS DRUM

Heather TIMPANI TAMBOURINE CRASH CYM

Sean TACET TIMPANI TAM TAM & 
TRIANGLE

Larry BELLS SNARE DRUM TOM TOM 

Clark TACET TOM TOM VIBES

Max TACET BASS DRUM SUS CYM & 
TAMBOURINE

High-School and College-Level Directors
If the school operates on a principal/section leader system, have the player sit down with the band 
director and assign parts together or have the section leader email part assignments for your review. 
Section leaders can be useful liaisons between the players in the section and the band director, thus 
teaching invaluable organization and communication skills. 
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Suggested essentials for middle and high 
school percussionists’ stick bags:
Concert snare drumsticks
Vic Firth SD1 Generals
Drumset set sticks
5A and/or AJ3 models
Keyboard mallets
Vic Firth M25 model
Vic Firth M130
Timpani Mallets
Vic Firth T1 General model
Brushes
Vic Firth HB model brushes

Concert Bass Drum
Traditionally, a bass drum with a diameter of 26”–36” will fit the needs of any school band or 
orchestra.

The Player
The most important instrument in the percussion is the bass drum. NEVER put your weakest player 
on bass drum. We conduct from the front of the band, and the bass drummer conducts from the 
back. Make sure that the student you choose has a great sense of rhythm, watches you like a hawk 
and has enough musical confidence to lead the group. After all, the highest paid member of John 
Philip Sousa’s band was Gus Helmecke, his bass drummer!

Instrument Size
I have always had multiple bass drums available based on the player’s height. Most elementary and 
middle-school students are too small to play a traditional concert bass drum, so use a small concert 
bass drum, so that the student can control the drum and get a decent tone and keep a good beat. 
Does it sound as good as a big concert bass drum? Probably not. But execution and the student’s 
comfort level outweigh the sound in this instance. If you have a big kid playing a tune, use the bigger 
drum.

Let’s start at high-school/college-level concert bass drums. Do not muffle the inside or outside of 
the drum. Muffling and damping should all be executed by the player, based on articulations in the 
music and the timbre dictated by the music. Play with an open sound (little to no dampening) for 
sustained fortissimo sections, and a more closed sound (more pronounced muffling) for popular 
music (rock, etc) or softer, marcato sections in most cases.

As for early middle school and elementary, the players are usually lucky to execute the rhythms and 
dynamics correctly, so muffling and dampening usually do not need to be addressed at this level.

Again, I would recommend zero to very little muffling of a concert bass drum. This is very subjective, 
but the drum should “sing” a little bit after it is struck. I’ve seen some directors put a bed sheet over 
the drum. This seems very extreme for me and usually makes the drum sound dead. 

In general, when tuning a drum you have to keep in mind that as the distance increases between 
the instrument and the audience, the sound will naturally become more muted. The player hears 
something different than the audience hears. Therefore, if it sings a bit that is a good thing because by 
the time it reaches the audience, the “ring” will dissipate and allow the drum to have a nice, rich tone.sa
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In general the batter head, or the head that the player strikes, should be tuned higher than the 
other side. Some people like to tune to exact pitches, or try to. However, since each drum is sized 
differently and everyone’s tastes are different, if the drum has a nice “boom” on impact along with 
some low residual rumble the drum has been tuned effectively.

If the players are able to maneuver themselves effectively, they can muffle 
the drum when needed with their knee, preferably their right knee. 

If this is too uncomfortable or gets in the way of executing the music 
correctly, they can also use their tacet hand. 

It the player’s hand makes too much noise when muffling, a lambswool 
mitt or a small, folded microfiber cloth on their tacet hand is very useful. 
It eliminates the slap or skidding sound during exposed moments. 

Playing bass drum is a real art and should not be considered easy.

Bass Drum Beaters

Again, this advice is mainly geared towards school-aged performers, so a mallet that is easy to 
manipulate for young players is of the utmost importance.

The beater is held with right hand and uses the French Grip. 

The beater should never be smaller than a tennis ball as a rule of thumb. 
Anything smaller will not get the desired tone from most drums. In 
general, do NOT use marching bass drum mallets for a concert bass 
drum because the beater is too small, and usually too dense to get the 
right tone for a concert band or orchestra setting.sa
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Suspended Cymbals
The suspended cymbals should be mounted horizontally and about stomach height of the player. 

In most cases an 18” cymbal is the desired dimension of a suspended cymbal. Smaller cymbals 
usually don’t crescendo very well, and a bigger cymbal usually takes to long to speak. Eighteen 
inches seem to be what works best, and is usually on hand in schools.

It is best to avoid felt mallets on cymbals. Instead, use yarn-covered mallets, either vibraphone/
marimba mallets or specifically made cymbal mallets.

Rolls usually sound best when the player strikes the cymbal at 3 and 9 o’clock. sa
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Auxiliary Instruments
Triangle

With beginning and novice players it is always best to have a triangle mounted in an assigned 
position in the percussion section. There is no need to have them hold it, if it causes more trouble 
than it is worth. Make sure it is mounted with a string clip, and beaters should always have a place
to be stored. 

If you have a very large section, consider doubling the triangle part to get more kids playing and 
actively engaged during your rehearsals and concerts.

Most commonly used in school programs are 6” to 8” triangles. Grover and Abel triangles both have 
nice sonorities and are very popular in school bands and orchestras.

Beaters
There is no need for ten different beaters, because they usually end up getting lost and misplaced 
anyway. If you have a good quarter-inch beater, you’re all set. The volume and tone is all in how the 
player strikes the instrument.

Softer, with less overtones 

Muted/Open Triangle parts in Latin and Pop selections
Best to use a larger triangle for these parts, especially if it is being 
performed in a popular or Latin style piece. 

Hold the instrument in the non-dominant hand, using the 
fingers to mute (+) and open (o). Strike the triangle with the 
beater held in the dominant hand.

mute (+) open (O)sa
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