
Fox’s Fireside Chat 

Did You Take the Summer Off? 
Rebuilding wind instrument technique after a long break 

Director’s Note: It’s time for the FUN return of SHJO music-making after our 
vacations! A Google search on my computer fetched the “AI Overview” below, a 

nearly perfect summary for wind players to recover their “chops” and bring back 
good tone, intonation, breath support, flexibility of the embouchure, key literacy, 

and practice habits. For all musicians, I recommend revisiting the Fox Fireside library of articles to develop a 
“practice plan” and adopt new musical goals:  https://paulfox.blog/foxs-firesides/  

To rebuild your wind instrument technique after a long break, focus on a gradual, three-stage 
process: first, restore your tone and response, then regain flexibility and dexterity, and finally, 
rebuild range and endurance. Prioritize short, consistent practice sessions, and avoid pushing 
too hard too early to prevent injury and bad habits.  

Stage 1: Restore tone and response 
Your primary goal is to reacquaint your body with the fundamentals of playing by focusing on 
soft dynamics and your lowest register.  

• Breathing exercises: Start without your instrument. Practice deep, diaphragmatic breathing to re-engage 
your respiratory system and expand your lung capacity. You can use simple routines like inhaling for 
four counts and exhaling for eight, or try the "pinwheel" exercise to visualize steady airflow. 

• Buzzing: Brass players should spend time buzzing with just their mouthpiece to get their lips vibrating 
efficiently again. 

• Long tones: On your instrument, play sustained, steady notes at a soft volume in your lower-to-middle 
range. Focus on producing a clear, characteristic tone. Use a tuner to monitor your pitch stability. 

• Short practice sessions: Limit your initial sessions to 5–20 minutes, with plenty of rest in between. This 
prevents over-straining your facial muscles and embouchure.  

Stage 2: Regain flexibility and dexterity 
Once your tone and response feel stable, you can begin to expand your comfortable playing 
range and improve finger speed.  

• Scales and arpeggios: Practice basic scales and arpeggios at a slow, controlled tempo. This helps rebuild 
muscle memory for your fingers while keeping the focus on even, beautiful tone. 

• Slurred partials (brass) and lip slurs (woodwind): Practice smoothly transitioning between notes without 
using your tongue. This strengthens your embouchure and improves air control. 

• Simple music: Play easy, melodic pieces you know well. This helps you focus on phrasing and 
musicality without the pressure of a difficult score. 

• Increase session length gradually: Slowly add time to your practice sessions, perhaps moving to 15–30 
minutes at a time. Continue to take frequent breaks.  



Stage 3: Rebuild range and endurance 
After re-establishing your fundamentals, you can begin to increase the intensity and duration 
of your playing to return to your previous level.  

• Expand your range: Gently start working your way into your upper and lower registers, but maintain a 
soft dynamic level. Only increase volume once you can play a note softly with a good tone. 

• Louder dynamics: Once your full range is accessible, begin practicing with louder dynamics. This is 
physically demanding, so continue to take frequent rests. 

• Articulation: Incorporate tonguing exercises. Start with basic single tonguing before adding more 
complex techniques like double and triple tonguing. 

• Listen to your body: Your body will be the ultimate guide. If you feel any pain or unusual fatigue, ease 
up and incorporate more rest into your routine.  

• Mental preparation and practical tips 

• Listen to music: Remind yourself of what inspires you and listen to your favorite players to reconnect 
with the joy of playing. 

• Record yourself: Objectively evaluate your progress by listening back to recordings. This helps you 
identify areas that need work and celebrate your improvements. 

• Revisit old notebooks: Look back at any old lesson journals for useful reminders and insight into your 
past tendencies. 

• Service your instrument: A leaky pad or sticky valve can make returning to your instrument 
unnecessarily difficult. Have a technician give your instrument a "clean, oil, and adjust" to ensure it's in 
prime playing condition. 

• Be patient: You are not expected to be at your former playing level immediately. Trust that your muscle 
memory will return with consistent, smart practice. 

 Click on these additional resources shared in the SHJO eUPDATE newsletter (August 30, 2025): 
• STRINGS and ALL: Watch this video, "How To Get Back Into Playing After A Long Break" 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JAXmTV0h054 
• STRINGS: Peruse the tips and links from "The Strad" website: 

https://www.thestrad.com/playing-hub/returning-to-playing-after-a-break-top-string-teachers-share-
their-tips/13749.article  

• BRASS PLAYERS: Read and explore links in this blog post:  
https://tsargentmusic.com/2020/08/11/getting-back-after-summer-break-or-any-break/ 

• CLARINETS (and tips suitable for all wind players): View "Returning to the Clarinet After a… Break" 
https://youtu.be/18kJ8OBtrFQ 

• PERCUSSIONISTS: Read this article by Roland Corp "Getting Back into Drums & Drumming"  
https://rolandcorp.com.au/blog/getting-back-into-drums-and-drumming  
- AND – view the video "How to Practice After a Long Break" by Rob Knopper  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=80cpExlj4oo&t=133s  

Best wishes for another wonderful season of judgment-free music-making at SHJO! 

Paul K. Fox 


