The Art of

Teaching Saxophone

An Interview with Timothy MCAIlister

By John Seaton

.'htf PRISM Quartet and a major performing

o IA’:II-H:I-I *tl"{‘mring with ensembles and sympho-
y orchestras worldwide, beginning with a solo
debut Wj"ﬁ the Houston Civic Symphony at age
16. He is the newly appointed associate professor
of saxophone at the University of Michigan and is
alsq an adjunct professor at Northwestern
University, where he was previously associate pro-
fessor of saxophone and co-director of the Institute
for New Music from 2012-2014. McAllister earned
a Dloctor of Musical Arts and other degrees in
music education, conducting, and performance
from the University of Michigan, where he studied
saxophone with Donald Sinta and conducting

with H. Robert Reynolds.
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How do you recommend teaching the saxophone

embouchure to beginning students?
It is important to identify the role of the chin,
the amount of lower lip over the teeth, and how
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Students who develop bad habits in these areas
end up spending years trying to s wrect them I\“il‘
the chin down, flat and f srward while keeping the
lips in a phoo position. That combined with the
corners in a ooh position while keeping space

between the molars prov ides the most resonance
and vibration from the reed.

What are the most important things for saxo-
phonists to learn early in their study of the
instrument?
It is crucial for a young saxophonist to under-
stand what a correct sound is. Playing in the school
band means the saxophone tone should conform to
a classical style, but students frequently have the
sound of pop or jazz saxophone in their minds even
before they even begin study of the instrument.
This can put them at a disadvantage compared to
students playing other instruments, who may not
have preconceived notions of how their instrument
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should sound. The other important thing to learn
early is how to play with good intonation.

What are some of the most common problems you
have encountered with beginning saxophonists?

Beginning players tend to move too quickly.
They often move easily through their beginning
band instruction books without addressing posture,
air support, embouchure, and hand position more
carefully. This can create many bad habits that
must be correcred later when the demands of the
music they are playing increase dramatically.

The higgest concern [ have for saxophonists in
modern times is that the instrument is easy to start
on, but it is extremely difficult to address funda-

mentals at the highest level. This is untrue for
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trumpet or flute; if you approach those two instru-
ments incorrectly, it will be impossible to make a
decent sound on them, and for flutists and trumpet
players, the early groundwork is difficult enough
that they develop a strong, steady work ethic as
they mature. Saxophonists have it easy for a while,
but then it becomes extremely difficult to master
more difficult concepts, often leading ro great frus-
tration at a later age.

How: do you suggest that teachers who are not pri-
marily saxophonists approach these difficulties?
Teachers should educate themselves on key play-
ers and recordings for all instruments, so students
have something to look to for great models. The
saxophone reference materials available now are
better than ever. Educators can look both to the
%ﬂd standard books of old, such as Larry Teal’s The
m::v;:f iaxgp}'gmﬁt Playing, and couple it with a
i het od like Donald Sinta’s Voicing: An
proach to the Saxophone’s Third Register.

What tips would yoy off '
; er saxophonists on pro-
ducing good characteristic soun%s?
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é‘zge Srllaslfers that they should spend 30-45 minutes a

YI' ong tones and careful tuning with a high-
quality tuner. Slow scale work should be done before
moving to faster scale routines; this way, saxophon-
I5ts can focus on even control and tone quality. After
that, mou‘thpiece exercises can quickly improve
tone. P!aymg scales and tunes on the mouthpiece
along with using changing vowel positions and shifts
in the direction of the airstream without lip pressure
change can begin teaching body awareness. Students
shguld consider what the tongue and throat are
doing to produce various sounds.

What equipment do you recommend for middle
and high school saxophonists?

Go with a high-end mouthpiece as soon as possi-
ble. It is the easiest and best upgrade one can make.
Avoid entry-level mouthpieces that are cheap plas-
tic blends with questionable intonation. It is prob-
ably better to upgrade to more professional level
reeds as soon as possible, too, such as Rico Classic
Reserve or Vandoren Traditional reeds. After that,

look for a high-quality ligature such as BG,

Vandoren, Bay, or Rico. The right ligature can be
great for projection and control.

Is it a good idea to start beginning players on a

professional-model instrument?
Until a student has a clear sense of how serious

music will be for them, it is better to hold off on
the great expense of pro-line horns. Student/inter-
mediate lines are quite effective at providing a bit
less resistance, and the ergonomics of such instru-
ments fit smaller hands well. Also, the intonation
and tone quality of entry-line horns are getting

better all the time.

How have you seen saxophone pedagogy evolve
at the middle and high school levels?
There seems to be a divide in this regard. Hungry,

driven students are advancing quickly because there
is an amazing array of resources available, both in

print and online. In addition, these students are
artending clinics and masterclasses and taking pri-
vate lessons at an earlier age than students did in my
generation. That said, those students who are indif-







