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The Mouthpiece, Ligature and Reed 
 
 

Together, the mouthpiece, ligature and reed make the sound on the clarinet and saxophone. The 
rest of the instrument is basically a fancy tube. If we can make a good sound on the mouthpiece, 
the sound on the instrument will be the best it can be. 
 
Look at the reed. You’ll notice that one side of it is flat and has writing on it, and the other is half 
rounded, and half shaved to a thin tip. This thin part is what vibrates to make the sound. It is very 
fragile and breaks easily. If it chips or cracks, it will not vibrate well and will need to be 
replaced. Try to make your reeds last as long as possible. Never touch the tip with your 
fingers!!!  
 
The reed must be wet in order to vibrate. Put the thin part of the reed in your mouth or cup of 
water to moisten it. While doing that, try putting the ligature around the mouthpiece. You will 
notice that it only goes on one way. If you try to put it on backwards, it gets stuck half way 
down. If this happens, pull it off and turn it around so that it slides all the way onto the 
mouthpiece. Never force the ligature onto the mouthpiece. If you have to use any force it’s 
probably on backwards. Once you’ve figured out how the ligature goes on the mouthpiece, leave 
it loosely on the mouthpiece. 
 
Check the reed. Look at the thinnest edge, or tip of the reed. If it is straight without any wavy-
ness, then it is wet enough. If it is wavy at all, moisten it a little longer. 
 
Look at the mouthpiece. You’ll notice that one end is round. This is the end that connects to the 
rest of the instrument.  The other end narrows down to a pointy tip, and has a rectangular 
opening and a long flat surface on one side. This flat part is where the flat part of the reed will 
go, with the tip of the mouthpiece lined up with the tip of the reed.  
 
When the reed is wet enough,  place the flat side of the reed against the flat part of the 
mouthpiece, sliding the thick back part of the reed towards the back round end of the mouthpiece 
under the ligature, which should already be on the mouthpiece. This way you avoid possibly 
cracking the reed by trying to slide the ligature past the tip of the reed. 
 
This is where it gets tricky! You must now adjust the reed, mouthpiece and ligature so that they 
are in position to make the best possible sound. Keep adjusting, never fully tightening the 
ligature screws until you have reached this position: the tip of the reed should be perfectly lined 
up with the tip of the mouthpiece, and the ligature should be below the curve in the reed where 
the shaving of the wood starts to taper down to the tip. Check the alignment of the tip of the reed 
and tip of the mouthpiece by pressing (lightly!) the reed with your thumb until it actually touches 
the tip of the mouthpiece. It should not overlap, or underlap. When the tips are perfectly lined up, 
tighten the ligature screws until they are hand tight, not super tight. This may seem like a lot of 
juggling at first, but if the three pieces are even a little bit out of alignment, it can make a big 
difference in the sound you produce. 
 
Congratulations! You are now ready to make your first sound on the mouthpiece! 





Playing Songs By Ear 
 

To play a song by ear, all you need is a song, your instrument, and your ears! Basically, you listen to 
the song and then play it on your instrument. The main thing is to match the notes of the song you are 
hearing to the notes you are playing on your instrument. 
 
The songs Mary Had A Little Lamb, Hot Cross Buns and Au Clair De La Lune (also known a Pierrot) 
are good songs to start with, because they are familiar and you only need to know how to play three 
notes on your instrument in order to play them! Sing these songs a few times to make sure you 
remember how they go. You don’t have to sound like your favorite singer or one of the people in the 
movie “Pitch Perfect” or one of the people on “American Idol” or “Glee”. You just need to basically 
sing the song! 
 
Pitch 
Your teacher will give you three notes (or pitches). Play them on your instrument and listen to the 
difference between them. Identify which note is highest, which one is in the middle, and which one is 
lowest.  
 
Note Order  
- Pick one of the songs mentioned. Mary and Hot start on the highest note, and Clair starts on the 
lowest.  
- Play the first note on your instrument. Sing that note out loud. Sing the song once, starting on that 
note. 
- Play the first note again on your instrument, and start to sing the song again but this time in your 
head. As you sing the song, try to match the three notes you’ve been given on your instrument to the 
ones you’re singing in your head. Try to hear if the note needs to change or stay the same. If it needs to 
change, does it need to go up or down?  Go slowly, one or a few notes at a time, and let your ear tell 
you if it sounds right. If you’re not sure, pick one and try it! If it doesn’t sound right, it’s got to be one 
of the other two.  
 
Articulation 
When you go from one note to a different note, keep blowing and just move your finger(s) to the next 
note. This is called slurring. If you need to repeat a note, keep blowing and “tounge” that note. 
Tounging means lightly touching the tip of your tounge to the tip of the reed (on sax and clarinet), or 
lightly touching the tip of your tounge behind the back of your top teeth (on flute). Tounging is like 
lightly saying “tih”. 
 
Phrasing 
Think of the words to the song. Wherever there would be a punctuation mark, a period or a comma, 
that’s where you breathe. This is called breathing between phrases. Don’t take separate breaths for each 
note! This is a very hard habit to break once developed. 
 
Rhythm 
The song should have a steady pulse to it like a heartbeat. This is called the beat. The beat is the thing 
that tells us how long to play a note for, or how long to wait (called a rest) before playing again. Your 
ear should take care of this naturally! 
 



Playing Songs By Ear Help Sheet 
 
 
Mary Had A Little Lamb 
 
high  middle  low  middle  high  high  high,   
Ma-    ry         had      a         lit-    tle   lamb, 
 
middle  middle  middle, high  high  high. 
lit-         tle         lamb,    lit-     tle   lamb. 
  
high  middle  low  middle  high  high  high,   
Ma-    ry        had      a         lit-     tle   lamb, 
 
high  middle  middle  high  middle  low. 
it’s    fleece     was     white   as       snow. 
 
 
 
Hot Cross Buns 
 
high  middle  low,      
Hot    cross    buns. 
 
 high  middle  low, 
Hot   cross    buns. 
 
low  low  low  low  middle  middle  middle  middle 
One   a     pen- ny     two         a          pen-      ny, 
 
high  middle  low. 
hot    cross     buns. 
 
 
Au Clair De La Lune (Pierrot) 
 
low low low middle  high   middle, low  high middle  middle low. 
In   the   shi- ning    moon-  light,    Pier- rot   stands       at     night.   
 
low low  low  middle high middle, low  high  middle middle low. 
As- king  for      a       pen-   cil,       as-   king   for      some   light. 
 
 
 
Remember: 
Slur everything except the repeated notes, which you tounge. 
Breathe at commas or periods in the words only! 
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Four Step Approach For Practicing A Song 
 
1. Play the correct notes (pitches) in the correct order 

Practice going from one note to the next. While you are blowing one note, 
look at the next note. When you are sure of what it is, switch to that note and look 
to the next note. Teach your fingers how to switch from one note to the other. Go 
back and forth between tricky switches slowly. Gradually increase speed, making 
sure it always feels comfortable and relaxed. 
 
2. Play the notes with the correct timing 

Timing has to do with how long we hold the notes. Some notes are long, 
some short. The amount of time we are silent between notes is called rests.   

The way we measure each note or rest is with a beat. Longer notes and rests 
can equal more than one beat, and shorter notes and rests can equal less than one 
beat. It is very important that your beat be steady. Using a metronome will help 
you with that. Start slowly and gradually increase the speed of the beat. 

Combinations of long and short notes and rests are called rhythms. In order 
to be able to read rhythms, you need to understand what a time signature means, 
and what the different kinds of notes and rests look like (See “Music Reading 
Basics” sheet). 

It helps to practice clapping the rhythms of a song separately from playing 
the notes. Then put notes and rhythm together. 
 
3. Play with correct phrasing. 

Just like in speaking, we play music in phrases. In speech, certain groups of 
words go together to make phrases and sentences. In between phrases and 
sentences, there are commas and periods. In between musical phrases there are 
breath marks. We play all the notes between breath marks in one breath, otherwise, 
the music sounds choppy, or doesn’t make as much sense. 
 
4. Use correct articulation. 

There are two basic ways to go from one note to the next on wind 
instruments: slurring, and tonguing. Slurring is when you just blow and move your 
fingers from one note to the next. Tonguing is needed when you have repeated 
notes, the same note more than once in a row, in the same breath. In order to make 
separate notes while blowing one breath, we lightly touch the tip of our tounge to 
the tip of the reed (on sax and clarinet) or to the back of the top front teeth (on 
flute). This is like lightly saying “tih”. 

Slur everything except repeated notes at first. Then you can experiment with 
different combinations of slurring and tonguing.  



 

The Major Scale 
 
 

A major scale always has the sound: do - re - mi - fa - so - la - ti - do. 
 
It always starts on “do”, going forward through each letter in the musical 
alphabet  (a,b,c,d,e,f,g) until it comes back to “do” an octave higher. 
 
A major scale can be built starting on each of the 12 notes in the chromatic 
scale. 
 

 
Figuring out major scales by ear: 

 
1) Start on any note of the chromatic scale and call that “do”. 

2) Proceed forwards through the musical alphabet. 

3) Stop when a note doesn’t “sound” like: do – re – mi…etc. 

4) Determine whether the note needs to be:  raised (sharp – m) or  

       lowered (flat – b) 
5) Go back to “do” and start up the alphabet again, remembering any 

altered notes. 
 
6) Stop at, and alter, any other notes that don’t sound like: do – re –        

mi…etc. 
 
7) Repeat steps 5 and 6 until you reach the next “do” an octave higher then 

the “do” you started on. 
 
8) Keep track of the alterations on the Alteration List (next page) 

 

Remember: 

! There can only be either sharps or flats in any scale, but not both. 

! The note “a” comes after “g” (a,b,c,d,e,f,g, ! a,b,c…etc.) 

! There can only be one kind of each letter: not a and am, g and gb etc. 

 
 



Alteration List

I's and i's)        
A B C D E F G

Key 
Signature

1

G

2

F

3

C

4

Bb
5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

1m: 2m: 3m: 4m: 5m: 6m: 7m:
re-order 

key 
signatures

1b: 2b: 3b: 4b: 5b: 6b: 7b:  <---  here

"do" 

0

(the first 
note)

m b:        

"scale 
name"  sharps a or flats A 

Total number of  
sharps or flats 
(count across 
and add up 

the musical alphabet: notes that may need to be altered 
into









& # 44

& œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

& w ˙ œ jœ œ œ œœœœ rœ, œ œ œ œ œ œ
& ! Ó Œ ‰ "

w ˙ ˙ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœ

Treble or
"G" Clef

      
Time Signature
Top Number = number of beats per measure
Bottom Number = what kind of note gets one beat

The names of the notes on the staff go according to the Musical Alphabet, line/space/line/space, 
etc.  As the notes get higher, the names go forward through the alphabet, 
and as the notes get lower, their names go backwards through the alphabet.

Kinds 
of Notes:

Whole Half Quarter Eighth

Kinds 
of Rests:

The Staff has 5 lines and 
4 spaces between the lines

a measure

Music Reading Basics
KeySignature

Breath mark

ledger
 lines

# = sharp        b = flat         n = natural

Sixteenth

= = = =
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bar or measure line
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