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ORGANIZING A PRACTICE REGIMEN 

 

One Hour Fundamental Routine 

 

5 minutes Mouthpiece 

10 minutes Voicing: Matching, Top Tones, F Trick, Reverse Overtones 

5 minutes Vibrato 

5 minutes Long Tones, Dynamics,  

5 minutes Articulation 

10 minutes Intonation: Tuning CD, Drone, Matching Unison/Intervals 

20 minutes Scales, Arpeggios, 3rd, 4th, Scale Patterns, etc. 

 

 

● Items you need for a productive practice session: 

○ Metronome/Tuner/Phone 

○ Speakers/Headphone 

○ Recording Device/Phone 

○ Mirror 

○ Timer/Phone 

○ Pencil 

○ Water 

● Set specific goals for yourself. Before you start practicing, know what you intend to do and for 

how long.  

● Write down your objectives! Make a practice routines for each session/week/month! 

● Practice in a comfortable, inspiring place. 

● Aim to practice the same time every day.  

● Be sure you are comfortable (shoes off, snack ready, no neighbors bothering you, etc).  

● Turn your phone on ‘Airplane Mode’ 

● If you are just playing tunes and having a good time, that is awesome - but not practice! 
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THE MUSICAL LINE: BREATHING AND PHRASING 

 

BREATHING CONSIDERATIONS 

● Big quick breath in, slow controlled breath out.  

● You cannot control your diaphragm. 

● Engage your abdominal core when breathing.  

 

BREATHING EXERCISES  

● Flow Studies (move the air without resistance or tension!) 

○ In - Out 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, etc. 

○ Shorten the Inhalation (in 4 out 4, in 3, out 4, in 2, out 4, etc) 

○ Shorten the Exhalation (4-4, 4-3, 4-2, etc) 

○ Shorten the Inhalation Variation (4-4, 3-5, 2-6, etc) 

○ Shorten the Exhalation Variation (4-4, 5-3, 6-2, etc) 

○ Shorten the Inhalation and Exhalation [4-4 (2x), 3-3 (2x), 2-2 (2x), 1-1 (4x), 8th-8th (8x), 

1-1 (4x), 16th-16th (8x), 1-1, 2-2, breathe through nose for 20 seconds] 

○ Quick Breath Exercise - inhale on the last beat of a measure (ie, 4/4, 9/8, etc) 

● Therapies (counterpart to flow studies - inspire better airflow by deliberately creating problems 

to overcome, such as resistance and suspension) 

○ Inhale Therapy - fight for air with suction 

■ Exhale all air (sizzle) 

■ Place the back of hand against the lips 

■ Fight for air by creating suction for 4-60 seconds, don’t allow any air in 

■ After time is up, remove hand and inhale as much air as possible in one gasp  

■ With lungs at full capacity, suspend the air while keeping the mouth and throat 

open for a predetermined duration (4-60 seconds) with shoulders relaxed 

■ After time is up, expel air in one big chunk down to a sizzle 

● Strength and Flexibility - expanding and contracting the lungs to the extremes 

○ In, Sip, Sip - Out, Push, Push 

■ In - inhale to maximum capacity for one beat while lifting arms overhead 

■ Sip - lift arms higher while sipping in more air 

■ Out - exhale completely in one beat while pushing arms downward  

■ Push - force the last little bit of air out 

● Engage the Core 

○ Place yoga block between abdomen (bottom of rib cage) and wall 

○ Lean into the block, exhale completely 

○ Inhale slowly, feeling your weight and core muscles push into the block  

○ Exhale slowly while keeping the pressure of the core against the block, don’t allow your 

core to collapse - prevent yourself from moving closer to the wall.  

● Floor Breathing 

○ Lie down on your back and rest your arms on your stomach 
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○ Concentrate on keeping the shoulders and upper body relaxed as you repeat the above 

exercises in the horizontal position 

○ Feel how your back and sides expand into the floor while breathing properly 

○ Add your instrument and play the following long tone exercies while on the floor 

 

LONG TONE EXERCISES  

● Play a second line G at mf with as consistent of a tone as possible for as long as possible 

● Play a second line G at pp with as consistent of a tone as possible for as long as possible 

● Play a second line G at ff with as consistent of a tone as possible for as long as possible 

○ Repeat each exercise on each note of the one octave G scale.  

○ Repeat each exercise in the extreme ranges (low Bb, high F) 

● Play a second line G starting at pp, crescendoing to ff, and then decrescendoing to pp in one 

breath 

● Play a second line G starting at ff, decrescendoing to pp, then crescendoing to ff in one breath 

○ Repeat on each note of the one octave G scale. 

○ Repeat in the extreme ranges (low Bb, high F) 

 

PHRASING CONSIDERATIONS  

● Identify specific phrases 

○ If the music was a sentence, where are the commas, periods, etc.  

● Identify the goal of each phrase 

○ There is not necessarily a right or wrong answer - which note is more special? If was a 

sentence, where would the emphasis be?  

○ Likely not the last note of a phrase 

● Play to the goal (crescendo and/or accelerando) 

● Play away from the goal (decrescendo and/or deaccelerando)  

● Music is always going somewhere or coming from somewhere.  
● The phrases must have shape in order to be expressive! (Unless you have deliberately chosen 

not to for musical reasons) 
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FUNDAMENTALS 

 
MOUTHPIECE 
 
Playing alone on the mouthpiece may be difficult to adjust to at first because of how different it feels 
from playing on the horn, but it is an important first step to developing the muscles that will be 
necessary for the following sections. Remember to hold the mouthpiece angled directly into your 
mouth, as if the saxophone were attached and also to blow air as if you were playing on the whole 
instrument; do not back off because of the size.  
 
Siren Call 

● Whistle (or ‘dry whistle’ meaning an open mouth hissing sound) in order to recognize what is 
necessary to change pitch. The vocal configurations needed to change a whistled pitch are the 
same needed to change pitch on the saxophone. 

● Play a pitch on the mouthpiece and bend the pitch down by changing the voicing/vocal 
configuration inside the mouth, maintaining regular embouchure.  

● ‘Siren call’, causing the pitch to lower and raise, similar to a siren. Think about a roller coaster: 
as the pitch gets lower, the air speed will increase. 

Matching 

● Start by matching the mouthpiece pitch to the piano 
○ C on soprano 
○ A on alto 
○ G on tenor 
○ D on baritone 

● Play down the corresponding one octave major scale on the piano, attempting to match each 
note on the mouthpiece 

○ Start on tonic and bend down to each scale degree, the intervals becoming wider 
● Play the corresponding arpeggio 
● Transpose scale and arpeggio down by half-steps to increase range 
● Move from the piano to a drone and try hearing the intervals, check with a tuner. Strive to hear 

and match the intervals by ear. 
● Try playing simple melodies as well!  
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VOICING AND OVERTONES 
 
Voicing  
The position of the tongue and manipulation of the oral cavity. Tongue should be wide - sides touching 
top back molars. Think “dEE” not “tAH” or “tOW.”  

 
Overtone Overview 
The following is a basic view of overtones. Every one of these notes can be played using the fingering for 
low Bb, known as the fundamental.  
 

 
  
A note in its lowest octave on the saxophone is the “Fundamental” and each note in the overtone series 
above that is a “Mode.” The first note above the fundamental will be the 1st mode; the second note 
above the fundamental will be the 2nd mode and so on. 
 

 
 

 
Daily practice on these few simple exercises will help the student develop: 

● Refinement of tone 
● Improved air speed 
● Increased embouchure flexibility 
● Recognition of intonation tendencies and ear training 
● Increased facility on the instrument  
● Facilitation of the altissimo register  
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Matching 1: Intro to Mode 1 

● Matching 1: Intro to Mode 1 
○ Play middle D with octave key, remove octave key but maintain pitch of middle D, then 

slur down to low D. “Engage” muscles and increase airspeed - “relax” to slur down to 
fundamental. 

 

 
○ Repeat exercise on each note of the chromatic scale 

 
Matching 2: Mode 1 
This exercise is designed to fully demonstrate the ability to play the first overtone. 
2A: 

● Play low D 
● Finger low D and sound one octave higher 
● Back to low D 
● Do NOT slur: play with space between each note 

 

● Continue this exercise upwards chromatically into the palm keys 
● After each pitch can be produced with ease, put this exercise with a metronome. Start with q 

=60. Strive for accuracy and consistency! 
The exercise will look like this 

 

 2B:  

● Start on D and slur up the tetrachord to A 
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● To help get started, try using the octave key from Matching 1 like so: 

 

 

● Continue this pattern chromatically playing the tetra chords for E-flat, E, F, F-sharp, and G.  

 
2C: Slurring exercise downwards 

● Now, introduce the low notes by decending 

 

 

● Slur down to low C, then lift fingers to regular C and work on matching the pitch and timbre 
between the overtone and the fundamental 

● Repeat for fundamental notes: C-sharp, B, and B-flat 

 
2D:  

● Slur all of this – the first part is just like Matching 1 and should be no problem 
● Practice making the connection back up the octave without tonguing 

 

● Then continue down to the lower notes: 
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● After you can slur the low notes, try doing Matching 2A on the lower notes 
● Remember, it is harder to get the first overtone on the lower notes. If you get a higher pitch, it is 

not wrong; it is just not the goal of this exercise! Think of yourself as ahead of the game!  

Matching 3: Intro to Mode 2 
Before starting these exercises, the student must be fully competent at Matching 1 and Matching 2. The 
remainder of these exercises use the skills learned in Matching 1 and 2 to introduce new techniques.  
3A: 

 

 

● Slur up the C tetrachord, hold the note out and finger low C again while maintaining the pitch of 
the G 

○ Remember to keep your air speed consistent or this will not happen 
● After you succeed getting the pitch, try going from the 2nd mode while fingering C to fingering G 

with the octave key and work on matching the two notes 
● Repeat this exercise on B-flat, B, C, C-sharp, D, E-flat, and beyond. 

○ It gets more difficult the higher you go.  See if you can do it! 

3B: 
 

 
 

● Repeat the exercise again, but this time, try to slur down to mode 1 and the fundamental. 

Matching 4: Mode 2 

● Separated, not slurred: 
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● Upon completion of these exercises, put them with the Tuning CD! 
● Notice which mode is out of tune(1st mode) 
● Repeat on B-flat, B, C-sharp, D, etc 

 

Matching 5: Intro to Mode 3 

● B-flat Major 2 Octave Scale 

 

 

● Ascending and Descending! 
● Start on B, C, and C-sharp, D, etc.  
● Refer to Rascher Top Tones book for more overtone scale exercises 
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Matching 6: Mode 3 

 

 
  

● Start on B, C-sharp, and C, etc 
● Upon completion of these exercises, perform them all with a drone 

Matching 7: Intro to Mode 4 

 

● Start on the 2nd mode of C and slur up the G tetrachord to high D 
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● To help facilitate this, try playing Bb overtone scale, and extend the range to high D. The last half 
of the scale will look like this: 

 

 

● This exercise will take some time. It requires consistent air speed and lots of patience. Do not 
get frustrated!  

Matching 8: Putting it Together 
The next two exercises can be played using the same fundamental. 

 

 
  
There are many further exercises in Top Tones for Saxophone by Sigurd Rascher. 
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TONE STUDIES 
 

Reverse Overtones/Undertones: 

  

● Start on low D 
● Add the octave key, but work to maintain the sound of the low D.  This is more difficult to 

maintain a tone than regular overtones. 
● Slur back to low D. 

○ The goal of this exercise is flexibility; not to make a high quality tone.  Don’t become 
frustrated if achieving a characteristic tone is not accessible. 

F Trick: 
Option 1: 

● Play front F 
● Play front E 
● Go back to F, and then voice down to E while fingering F 
● Continue down chromatically down one octave 

Option 2: 

● Play front F 
● Play front E 
● Go back to F, but maintain the pitch of the E 
● Continue chromatically down one octave 

Option 3: 

● Play front F 
● Voice down to E, but do not change the F fingering 
● Continue down chromatically one octave 

Repeat all of these with the drone tone tool! 
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INTONATION 
 
The importance of being able to play in tune cannot be stressed enough! Bad tuning can ruin an 
otherwise flawless performance, so it is extremely important that we take time every day to play with 
the Tuning CD to hone these skills. Track numbers for the CD can be found in the front of the manual, 
and on the CD itself. Be reminded that the track names are concert pitch, and therefore you must 
transpose it to your own instrument.  
 
Drone Tone Tool 

● Start on Concert B-flat (G on alto saxophone, C on tenor saxophone) 
● Play the B-flat scale slowly out of tempo, tuning each note carefully 

○ Do NOT move on until each note is exactly in tune 
● Slowly, play the B-flat scale in 3rds 
● Slowly play the B-flat arpeggio 
● Play an easy song (Mary had a Little Lamb) in the key of B-flat 

○ Repeat with other songs (Twinkle Twinkle, Somewhere Over the Rainbow, Pop Goes the 
Weasel, Happy Birthday, etc) 

● Repeat all in every key 
● Pick an etude, put the CD on the tonal center, and play through out of time making sure every 

note and intervals are tuned correctly 

Tone Imagination: 

● The goal of tone imagination is to hear the intervals before you sound them 
● This requires some practice because you have to imagine the sound hard enough you can almost 

hear it 
● You must shift your thinking as you change notes: hear the octave as you play the fundamental 

and as soon as you sound the octave, you have to hear the 5th 
● Practice this coming down too 

Matching 2A: 

  

● Play the first note 
● Sing the note (“Some” from “Somewhere Over the Rainbow”) 
● Imagine the octave (“where”) Do not sing! 
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● Play the octave 

Matching 4A: 

 

 

● Play the first note 
● Sing the note (“Some”) 
● Imagine the octave (“where”) 
● Play the octave 
● The octave becomes the root of “twinkle” from “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” 
● Imagine the 5th (“Twinkle, Twinkle”) 
● Play the 5th 

Matching 6A: 
 

 
 

● Repeat all steps above from Matching 4A exercise 
● The 5th becomes the root – sing the note (“Here” from “Here Comes the Bride”) 
● Imagine the 4th(“Comes”) 
● Play the 4th 

As you go back down, the relationship of intervals, and how you perceive them will change. Tone 
Imagination is not something easily developed, but highly useful. Practice every day, even if it is just 
with a piano recognizing pitch intervals! 
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VIBRATO 
 

Vibrato on the saxophone is created with the jaw. Maintain the embouchure and air pressure while  
oscillating the pitch with a“yaw yaw” motion. The vibrato should look like the image below, with the 
horizontal line representing A=440 and the vibrato oscillating below the pitch.  

 

Start with this saw-tooth wave exercise by playing a G with a tuner, with an in tune pitch representing 
the top line labeled “eee.” Bend the pitch .50 cents flat, represented by the grey by the grey squares, 
labeled “ahh.”  

 

      Following the rhythm below, play the saw-tooth exercise on a G at q=60. Be sure to snap the pitch 
directly to resemble a saw-tooth rather than a sine wave.  
 
 

 
 
Repeat the exercise on every note of the G major scale at q=60.  
 
Increase the tempo one click and repeat the pattern on the entire G major scale again. Do this for every 
click between 60 and 80 bpm.   
 
Repeat the full exercise daily to build muscles in the face.  
 
Repeat the exercise with the spectral analysis on Tonal Energy. “Draw” the vibrato!  
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ARTICULATION  
 

Exercise 1: 
 

 

● Put the metronome on q =60 and play Exercise 1 on a G 
● Increase the speed by 5 clicks, and play again 
● Keep doing this until you reach your limit 
● Repeat Exercise 1, but change notes every beat moving up the G major scale: 

 

 

● Change scales, repeat 
● For beginners who may have trouble with the sixteenth notes, substitute eighth notes instead. 

 
Exercise 2: 
 

 

● Metronome on q =60 
● Continue this exercise up the G scale 
● Increase the tempo by 5 clicks, repeating until you reach your limit 
● Change scales, repeat 

 
Exercise 3: 
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● Metronome on q =60 
● Increase tempo by 5 clicks, repeating until you reach your limit 
● Change scales, repeat 
● Alternate: 
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SCALES 
 
For scales, we will not use a quarter note/eighth note pattern. The purpose of this is so the student can 
easily add the extended range of the horn to play full range scales, and to facilitate the following 
articulation patterns. 

● Slur all 
● Play all in eighth notes 
● Use a scale sheet to help you get started if needed to learn new scales; however, quickly 

memorize the new scale. All scales/patterns must be played from MEMORY! 
● You must also learn your arpeggios, but for those you will only play in straight eighth notes 

without articulations 
● Practice with a metronome! 

 
Articulation patterns: 
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