
Over the past 25 years at Jackson Academy we have developed 
techniques that allow our students to succeed in spite of low 
numbers in the band hall. 
 
Job one is recruiting. Beginner band is your lifeblood. First year 

band should be instruction-based rather than performance-
based, but having a few low-key performance opportunities 
during the year can build confidence for the students and 
engage the parents as well. 

 
Teach and nurture the students who have chosen to be in your 

program. Some small programs do nothing outside the band 
hall. Do not be embarrassed by the size of your band, but 
rather think of creative ways to present the group. Even if 
you are not ready for a competitive environment, school 
assemblies, pep rallies, football games, and campus and 
community events are opportunities to put your students 
“on stage”. 

 
Inventory the talents. Anything that can be used to enhance 

the program should be considered. One year we discovered 
a student who played and owned hand bells. They were 
amazing in the ballad! 

 
Choose music that fits your instrumentation and size.  You 

cannot “out-blow” a bigger band, but you can “out-nuance” 
them.   

 
Keep it simple.  We mostly think melody and counter.  While 

we do have “hits” in our music, the idea of sitting on big 
chords and grinding them out for effect will not work. Use as 
many voices and textures as you can.   

 
Use an arranger who understands your program. Write parts 

that accommodate each student’s skill level and range. Do 
not be scared by unbalanced instrumentation; find an              
arranger who will work with you and your group to               
overcome any limitations. 

 
Define the stage area. Without this element, a small band is 

lost on the football field. Use props and/or a winterguard-
type mat to establish an area that your group can fill and the 
audience will be satisfied with visually.  

 
Make things happen quickly visually.  As a small band, you can 

change pictures and create effect very quickly. It keeps 
things interesting and fills space and time. 

 

Body movement is vital.  Everyone is under a microscope in 
this setting, so all must understand and explore body              
movement.  

 
Electronics contribute significantly to the overall sound. There 

are affordable amplifiers and speakers available for use on 
the field including subwoofers. Reinforcing the low end will 
enhance the sound of the band and whatever is being 
mic’ed or amplified. 

 
Use keyboards to create interesting sounds and to supply the 

chords for the horns’ melodies and countermelodies. The 
parts can be simple enough that any student musician can 
learn them. 

 
Recruit as many guard members as possible.  Keep the writing 

simple, big, and effective to make the group look good and 
feel successful. If you have more experienced guard                
members, layer the writing to include more difficult work. 

 
The whole band does not need to be in the performance area 

all the time.  This may seem counterintuitive, but it works 
creatively. This helps create focal points with fewer                
performers and makes the band look bigger when the full 
ensemble reappears.  

 
With a limited number of percussionists, post the ensemble. A 

snare, a quad and a bass drum do not create an effectual 
drum line.  Two trap sets with mics on them can be                   
tremendously effective. 

 
Use an electric bass or keyboard bass. Even if you have a tuba, 

this is the easiest way to create a solid bottom end on the 
field. 

 
Mic as much as possible, but do not use that to try to be a 200-

piece band. Approach amplification as a means of enhancing 
the sound, not to try to be something you are not.  

 
Prepare your students for seeing bigger bands. Make them 

feel proud of the uniqueness and quality of your group.  
Audiences will pick up on that attitude.  

 
Embrace the challenge, think small and unique. The students 

in small band programs deserve every opportunity to shine. 
Be creative, and have fun. Your students will reflect your 
positive attitude and confidence in them.    

Your Band Is 
       Not too Small! 

Greetings. In this edition of ¢ƻǳŎƘǇƻƛƴǘ, Bruce Carter,  Director of Bands at 

Jackson Academy, discusses the secret to his success as the director of a small-
but-mighty marching band program.   
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