
KNOW YOUR ROLE 
with Geeta Das 

BCMEA Conference 2025 
 

Strengthening your band through understanding the role of each member of the jazz 
orchestra, including doubles and non-typical jazz band instruments.





REMINDERS: 
* EVERYONE IS IMPORTANT. 

* ALL INDIVIDUAL VOICES SUPPORT THE ENTIRE ENSEMBLE! 



NOTE: 
Knowing your role, how you fit in, what your responsibility is in any moment,


and why that’s important, will help strengthen all the members of the band quicker,

making your band sound more balanced, full, and much stronger much faster,


including all those inner voices who like to hide.





THREE BASIC MUSICAL ROLES: 
* MELODY - LEAD 

* HARMONY / COUNTERMELODY - SUPPORT 
* RHYTHM - LEAD and/or SUPPORT


 

REGARDING NON-TYPICAL BIG BAND INSTRUMENTS: 

NOTE: 
Including and accepting all instruments into your jazz band is so great!


So now more than ever, it’s so important that those instruments are in the best place to 
try to maintain the nature of the instrument to


keep the students engaged, excited, challenged, and growing.


TIP: 
Be prepared to spend time creating parts.


Getting a bit more creative and thinking outside the arranging box

will likely be more fun for the student and everyone will get more out of it.
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RHYTHM 
SECTION BASIC ROLE(S) REMINDERS & SUGGESTIONS GEAR ADVICE

GUITAR HARMONY, MELODY

-Guitar provides the internal heartbeat of the entire band.

*FOR SWING: Listen to Freddie Green!


-Keep voicings/harmonies simple. Play only the notes that the band needs to hear. (ie. 3rds & 7ths.)

-Tempo typically determines how many notes to play. Faster: use less notes, Slower: use more notes.

-Keep rhythms simple (Quarter Notes) and strong. Use 3rd & 4th strings for more strength and clarity.

-GUITARS & AMPS: Listen to guitarists 
you like and use their sound as a template 

for finding the gear to achieve your 
desired sound(s).


-Try out lots of different setups.

PIANO HARMONY, MELODY
-Piano is the glue between the other Rhythm Section players.


-Keep comping simple. Play “On the Ones” to establish where the beat is before you syncopate.

-Listen to Snare Drum for help and ideas with comping rhythms.

BASS TEMPO, STYLE, FEEL, 
TUNING, HARMONY

-Responsibilities include: Lifting the band through FEEL and BOUNCE. Make the audience Groove!

	 Providing harmony by telling the band where they are going harmonically.


Prepare by leading and thinking forward in the harmony.

*NOTE: Every aspect of each note (ie. articulations/lengths/dynamics/spaces/etc.)


provides/adds to the feel and tells everyone more about the style/feel/time.

-BASS: Invest a little money to get a basic 
bass set up better. *Fender Squire Classic 
Vibe Jazz (2p/up) or Precision (1 p/up)

-AMP: small Traynor (model SB112)

 * DRUMS * TEMPO, STYLE, FEEL

 -The DRUMMER IS basically THE DIRECTOR.  
-Responsibilities include: Knowing the piece better than everyone and Providing & Keeping good TIME.


Providing proper SET-UPs and FILLS to guide the band through sections, phrases, dynamics, etc.

*NOTE: Keep things simple. Do Not use Kick/Bass drum until “Feathering” technique is solid.

-Used gear is better then new.

-Cymbals are more important than drums.


-14” or 16” crash, Sabien HH (Hand 
Hammered)

SAXOPHONES BASIC ROLE(S) REMINDERS & SUGGESTIONS GEAR ADVICE

ALTO SAX 1 
(Sop Sax, Flute)

LEAD, MELODY, SOLO

-Lead Alto is the Voice of sax section that sings above the rest of the sax section.

-You must make the most out of the melody through dynamics/articulations/extended techniques/etc.


-Always be consistent through all your musical decisions to help support your section.

-Visually cue/conduct your section with consistent gestures. ie. breathing/dynamics/etc.

*FOR ALL SAXES:

-Listen to sax players you like


and use their sound as a template

for finding your sound.

ALTO SAX 2 
(Flute)

COUNTER-MEOLODY, 
HARMONY

-Alto 2 must be able to listen/follow/balance/blend/tune/etc. really well with the Lead Alto

to help support the entire sax section.

*FOR ALL SAXES:

-Try lots of gear.


-Look for what feels comfortable & easy 
which will help you


get the sound you want.

TENOR SAX 1 
(Clarinet)

SOLO, COUNTER-
MELODY, HARMONY

-Lead Tenor must always be listening and following the Lead Alto

for all musical cues to help support and lead the rest of the section.


-Must be confident players, and be familiar with basic improvisation techniques.

*FOR ALL SAXES:

-NOTE: If/when changing mouthpiece 

“set-up”, other mouthpiece gear may also 
need to be changed.

TENOR SAX 2 
(Clarinet)

COUNTER-MEOLODY, 
HARMONY

-Tenor 2 must have good technique and be strong music “Readers” as they often have

one of the most technically challenging parts in the entire band.

*FOR ALL SAXES:

-Go to your local music stores and ask 
them for help. They typically know their 
products quite well and will be able to 

help find you what you need to achieve 
the sound you want.

BARI SAX 
(Bass Clarinet)

DOUBLES BASS

HARMONY

-Baritone Sax anchors the sax section and band by punctuating the rhythm and structure of the piece 
and helps carry the Bass end of the band. They support the sax section as well as the rhythm section.


-Having a good confident sound and excellent intonation is very important.

*FOR ALL SAXES:

-Reminder: All players are different so 
everyone’s “set-up” will be different.
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TROMBONES BASIC ROLE(S) REMINDERS & SUGGESTIONS GEAR ADVICE

TROMBONE 1 LEAD, MELODY, SOLO

-Lead Trombone is the highest voice of the trombones, however, may be playing in unison with other 
instruments. This means they must always be listening across the band to match tuning/dynamics/

articulations/etc. to help guide their section.

-It is helpful for the Lead Trombone to be even more familiar with the technical and stylistic nuances of 

the instrument to help with understanding how to shape phrases especially in soli sections.

*FOR ALL TROMBONES:

-Listen to trombone players you like

and use their sound as a template


for finding your sound.

TROMBONE 2 HARMONY -Trombone 2 must be able to listen/follow/balance/blend/tune/etc. really well with the Lead Trombone

to help support the rest of the Trombone section.

*FOR ALL TROMBONES:

-Go to your local music stores and 
ask them for help. They typically 

know their products quite well and 
will be able to help find you what you 
need to achieve the sound you want.

TROMBONE 3 HARMONY -Trombone 3 must be able to listen/follow/balance/blend/tune/etc. really well with the Lead Trombone

to help support the rest of the Trombone section.

*FOR ALL TROMBONES: 
-Generally: Smaller mouthpiece = 

easier high notes.

TROMBONE 4 DOUBLES BASS

HARMONY

-Like the Bari Sax, Trombone 4 (or Bass Bone), anchors the Trombone section and band by

punctuating the rhythm and structure of the piece and helps carry the Bass end of the band.


-They must listen/follow/balance/blend/tune/etc. as well as play independently at times.

-Having a good confident sound and excellent intonation is very important.

*FOR ALL TROMBONES: 
-Generally: Larger mouthpiece = 

easier low notes.

TRUMPETS BASIC ROLE(S) REMINDERS & SUGGESTIONS GEAR ADVICE

* TRUMPET 1 * 
(Flugel Horn)

LEAD, MELODY

 -Lead Trumpet is the second in command, next to the drummer.  They have to

be completely locked in with the Rhythm Section for Time (with drums) and Pitch (with Bass).


-Lead Trumpet must be extremely consistent in decisions concerning

rhythm/breathing/tuning/pitch/articulation/tone/dynamics/cut-offs/etc.


-Lead Trumpet makes all decisions that influence style and feel throughout the entire horn section.

-Visually cue/conduct your section with consistent gestures. ie. breathing/dynamics/etc.

*FOR ALL TRUMPETS:

-Go to your local music stores and 
ask them for help. They typically 

know their products quite well and 
will be able to help find you what you 
need to achieve the sound you want.

TRUMPET 2 
(Flugel Horn)

HARMONY, SOLO -Trumpet 2 must have a great pitch and be able to follow and match, and at times play, Lead Trumpet.

-Its helpful if they are familiar with basic improvisation techniques.

*FOR ALL TRUMPETS:

-Listen to trumpet players you like

and use their sound as a template


for finding your sound.

TRUMPET 3 
(Flugel Horn)

HARMONY -Trumpet 3 must have a good full tone to support the upper voices.

-They must be able to follow and match all Lead Trumpet stylistic decisions.

*FOR ALL TRUMPETS: 
-Generally: Smaller mouthpiece = 

easier high notes.

TRUMPET 4 
(Flugel Horn)

HARMONY -Trumpet 4 must have a good full tone to support the upper voices.

-They must be able to follow and match all Lead Trumpet stylistic decisions.

*FOR ALL TRUMPETS: 
-Generally: Larger mouthpiece = 

easier low notes.

TRUMPET 5 
(Flugel Horn)

HARMONY,

(DBL LEAD)

-Trumpet 5 can be rare depending on the repertoire. They do everything Trumpet 3 & 4 do to support the 
Lead Trumpet and the rest of the section.

***FOR ALL BRASS: 
-MUTES: Straight (Jo Ral metal). 
Cup (Stone Lined), Plunger (Sink),


& Harmon (for Trpts: Jo Ral)
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OTHER BASIC ROLE(S) REMINDERS & SUGGESTIONS GEAR ADVICE

NON-TYPICAL MELODY, HARMONY
*Be prepared to CREATE a Place and/or Part for non-typical instruments. 

-Simple (Grade 1/2 - 2) jazz genre concert band pieces can be rearranged/re-orchestrated/repurposed

for big band. Look into Build-A-Band, Flex-Band, etc.

CONDUCTOR

EDUCATE 
INSPIRE 

& 
REHEARSE 
The 3 Cs: 

COUNT INs,

CUT OFFS,


& CUES

*AKA: 

The 3 Ts:

TOPS,

TAILS,


& TRANSITIONS

REMINDER:

-Reach out to Professionals in your area for tips/suggestions/advice/etc.,


they are always an incredibly knowledgeable and supportive resource for both you and your students.

IN-CLASS PREP for PERFORMANCE: 

-TUNING!

-Encourage Active DEEP LISTENING!


-Do more SIGHT READING!

-Focus more on RHYTHM & FEEL! Encourage EVERYONE to BREATHE IN TIME.

-Nurture musician’s understanding of their role and how they fit in with everything.


-Encourage COMMUNICATION through LISTENING and SUPPORTING for overall balance and blend.

-Be CONSISTENT with INFORMATION and INSTRUCTION to get your band into the correct mind set for Jazz.

OPEN MIND

&


POSITIVE ATTITUDE!


A GOOD STEREO & METRONOME.


= )

  TEACHERS   

* Live. Love. Teach. 

* Teach from the heart. 

* Take hands, open minds, and touch hearts. 

* Plant seeds that grow forever. 

* Take live wires and ensure they are well-grounded. 

* Show you where to look but don't tell you what to see. 

* Have high expectations for their students, and even higher expectations for themselves. 

* Teachers who love teaching, teach others to love learning. 

* Teachers are in it for the outcome, not the income. 

* The art of teaching is the art of assisting growth through discovery. 

* * * To the world, you may just be a teacher, but to your students you are a HERO. * * *


