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1. Pick a march- Select a march that is appropriate for your group. This march 
should be of the highest quality, as you will be spending a great deal of time with 
it.  

2. Sight read the march- Pass out the piece and sight-read it.  
3. Understand the march- Spend a period exploring its form and architecture. This 

could involve listening to other marches and identifying various elements, 
comparing and contrasting form. (seems pretty straight forward so far, right?) 

4. Learn to play phrases by ear- Pick a strain of the march and have the students 
identify the melody of a phrase. Clap it, sing it, and then have them try to play it 
by ear. Assign learning the melody by ear as an at home task. Do the same for 
other melodic phrases. Try it out with some of the countermelodies. At this point 
it would be beneficial to provide students with access to a recording of the march. 

5. Improvise melodic phrases- Pick a strain that the students know and ask for 
soloists willing to play the melody by ear. Have the band play and feature a 
student at a time. Try it in pairs. Let the tuba player take a turn. Let the 
percussionists have a go. Then you take a turn playing the phrase but improvise 
the last half. Keep it simple and sensible. Ask the students what you did and 
encourage someone to try it. Let them make mistakes, wrong notes are fine! You 
don’t have to talk about key or harmonic progression. The ear will guide.  

6. Compose a melodic phrase- Once everyone has had a go at improvising a 
melodic phrase its time to compose! Pass out staff paper and have each student 
write out a new melody for a phrase of the march. Let them help each other! Let 
them play their horns! Walk around and enjoy the chaos. They can take it home to 
finish. Give them a chance to play them in class. This whole process could be 
repeated with the counter-melody as well. If you have the resources you could 
introduce notation software here, but people have been using paper and pencil 
successfully for a long time. 
 
Advanced students- If your students are very advanced, or if you have a few who 
want an extra challenge, you could deal with harmonic progression at this point. 
Pass out score copies and have them analyze. Then let them rewrite a bass line 
that reharmonizes the melody. Let them change modes. Can they think of different 
ways to accompany the given melody? This is an advanced skill but beneficial 
especially if you have students in AP music theory. 
 
 



7. Divide into chamber groups and learn a phrase- At this point divide the group 
into chamber groups, quartets or quintets. First task, pick a strain and be able to 
play it together as a group. That means someone learns the bass line, someone an 
accompanying figure, someone a countermelody, and someone the melody. Given 
enough time they could all learn all the parts. Your percussionists can do this too, 
especially if you have fostered in them a love of mallet percussion. If not then 
allow them some freedom with which implements they use. Tambourine is not 
traditionally found in march style, but isn’t unheard of  (Nobles of the Mystic 
Shrine). Guiro in a traditional march? Why not! Allow the groups to perform for 
each other.  

8. Compose an entire phrase- The next step is for each group to compose an 
original phrase, strain, or complete march! It is up to you how much freedom you 
give depending on student ability. You could even have each group compose a 
different phrase of the same march! Be sure to agree on key, meter, etc. Perhaps 
you tell them to maintain the bass line of the original march, maybe you could 
give them a harmonic progression, or a melodic fragment. By now they should 
understand the idioms that make up march style. Ideally they will notate it via 
Finale or Sibelius though it would be fine for me if they performed from memory. 
Give them a bit of time each day to work on ideas. Encourage them to share 
responsibilities throughout the group but don’t prescribe every move. During this 
period you’ll probably want to spend very little time working on the original 
march with the whole group. There is plenty of other music to be working on!  

9. Present the student work- To cap off the process I suggest holding a public 
performance. This could take many forms. You could hold a project recital where 
each group presents their finished piece and close the evening with the original 
full band march. This could fit into a larger concert where you spend a short 
moment explaining the process, select a group or two to present, and then play the 
original march. You could put together a multimedia presentation, via youtube or 
even prezi, where each group’s work is presented in relation to the original march 
as performed by the whole band.  

 
 
 

Want more ideas like this? 
Want to share your own ideas? 

Just have a comment? 
Head over to: 

http://www.CreatingSpaceinBand.tumblr.com 
 


