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Part 3. Tone and Articulation 
 
Use Open Strings to teach basic tone production. 
Start with a relaxed bow hold. Use calisthenics to improve bow holds and correct 
problems. 
 
Talk about the basic components of tone production and incorporate these terms into 
every rehearsal.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Teacher Tips 

• Students are to practice using the entire bow with a constant bow speed. Bow 
angles should be perpendicular to the string.  

• Dig in more at the tip and less at the frog to compensate for the bow's tendency 
to be light at the tip.  

• Move the bow closer to the bridge when digging in more, and closer to the finger 
board when digging in less. 
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I   Tone and Articulation
Open String Exercises

Even Tone - Frog to Tip

contact point, angle, weight, and speed.

Teacher Tips:
The purpose of this exercise is to study the following basic bowing components without thinking about fingers or 
counting.

Bow Hold: A “flawless” bow hold has no visible problems or unnecessary tension; 
finger placement is correct; thumb and pinky are curved; knuckles are fluid.
Contact Point: The bow is correctly placed on the string between the bridge and 
fingerboard
Bow Angle: The bow is perpendicular to the string and the stick is directly over 
the hair or rotated slightly toward the scroll of the instrument.
Bow Placement: The correct part of the bow for producing the desired articu-
lation —frog, balance point, middle, tip—is over the string.
Bow weight and bow speed are balanced and produce an excellent tone that 
projects well.

&
B
?

?

44

44

44

44

Vln.

Vla.

Vc.

Bass

w
U ≥ ≤ ≥ ≤

wU ≥ ≤ ≥ ≤

wU ≥ ≤ ≥ ≤

wU ≥ ≤ ≥ ≤

1.

Even Bow Distribution

Teacher Tips:
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I   Tone and Articulation
Open String Exercises

Even Tone - Frog to Tip

With a flawless bow hold, play the open string without counting or keeping 

Grab and Release

Grab the string with the hair of the bow to begin each note with a crisp attack.

Even Bow Distribution

Crossings Strings  
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I   Tone and Articulation
Open String Exercises

Even Tone - Frog to Tip

With a flawless bow hold, play the open string without counting or keeping 

Grab and Release

Grab the string with the hair of the bow to begin each note with a crisp attack.

Even Bow Distribution

Crossings Strings  



Bowing Variations  
Here are a number of tools and strategies we use to efficiently and effectively teach 
tone, articulation, and rhythm combinations. We use the following sequence most often: 
 

1. Select a rhythm or bowing that the students need to learn or review, possibly 
from the menu of options below, or make up your own. 

2. Establish a tempo from a concert piece with the rhythms the students are 
playing.  

3. Use the introduction to model the rhythms or articulations students are to learn. 
4. Students play the Theme immediately after the teacher, demonstrating the 

rhythm or articulation just modeled by the teacher or student leader.  
5. Practice with and without the classroom metronome. 

 
 

 
 

 
 Things to Remember 

• Model how students are to sound 
• Assess student performance. Look for correct bow hold, direction, part of the 

bow, good weight and speed to project well, and correct articulation 
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Bowing Variations
Perform the theme using one of the rhythm or articulations from the variations below.

 Introduction (teacher) Theme (student)

Basic Bow Strokes

Full Bow Exercises

Dotted Rhythms and Hooked Bows
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Syncopated Patterns

Spiccato Exercises

and fluid.
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Bowing Variations
Perform the theme using one of the rhythm or articulations from the variations below.

 Introduction (teacher) Theme (student)

Basic Bow Strokes

Full Bow Exercises

Dotted Rhythms and Hooked Bows



Additional Bowing Variation Strategies 
Students can perform each variation in unison or in canon. They can also overlap and 
perform multiple variations simultaneously to develop deeper rhythmic understanding 
and ensemble skills. 
 

1. Perform the variation in unison. The best strategy for using the Bowing 
Variations is the no-talking “Call and Response” method. Demonstrate in the 
introduction how the students should look and sound; then, without a pause, the 
students play the variation over the Theme, demonstrate the rhythm and 
articulation modeled by the teacher. While students play, the teacher watches 
and listens to make sure that the students are performing 

a. With a flawless bow hold, curved pinky and thumb, and relaxed knuckles 
b. In the correct part of the bow with the correct bow angle and contact point 
c. With enough bow speed and weight to produce a good tone that projects 

well 
d. With correct rhythms and a consistent pulse 

If the students need to play it again, play the Introduction again as soon as the 
students finish the Theme, modeling again what the students need to improve. If 
the students are ready for a different rhythm or bowing, introduce a new variation 
right after students finish the theme. This Call and Response method is most 
efficient when done with as little talking as possible. 
 

2. Perform the variation as a canon in two, three, and four parts. Divide the class 
into multiple sections; when the first section gets to the third pitch, the next 
section begins.  
 

3. Overlap and perform complementary variations at the same time. Without 
the introduction, have one group of students perform a variation with a dotted 
rhythm or syncopated pattern while a second group performs a variation with 
consistent 8th or 16th notes; then have groups switch parts. Both groups should 
listen to each other to learn and perform dotted rhythms or syncopations more 
accurately. In addition to overlapping variations with complementary rhythms, 
competing rhythms—like duple against triple—can be overlapped. 
 

4. Practice transitioning from one rhythm to another by having students play 
the introduction only. In concert music, problems frequently arise in the 
transitions between different rhythms (like going from 8th to 16th notes) or 
articulations (going on and off the string). To teach challenging transitions, have 
students play the Introduction with one rhythm/articulation, and then repeat the 
Intro with the other rhythm/articulation. Practice going back and forth between 
variations with a metronome. Three or more variations can also be practiced in a 
series. 

 
Modeling. It is very important for the teacher or student leader to model the rhythm and 
articulation. It helps the students understand how they are to look and sound. It also 
helps the teacher make sure the tempo is correct, since the action of the bow can 
change dramatically with different tempos.  



 Slurring Variations can be used to teach slurs and detaché (including sautillé) 
• Use a metronome: Start with a slow tempo and gradually increase speed. 
• Use more weight on the slurs, and more bow on separate notes. 

 

 
 
 
Velocity Etude for Bow Management 
While we use the velocity etude primarily for developing left hand speed, it has also 
been a good tool for teaching students to manage their bow speed. Students must pay 
attention to contact point, bow weight and speed to produce a good tone from the first 
note to the last. 
 

 
 
Chorales are great tools for teaching tone, balance, blend, and phrasing. This chorale 
also teaches bow management, requiring students to pay attention to contact point and 
bow speed. 
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19. Tetrachord Etude

Tuning Notes (Dorian Tetrachord) Etude

After learning the Etude with the Dorian tetrachord above, play it with one of the other tetrachords below.

Tetrachords:
 Major Dorian Phrygian Lydian Major (half pos.)

20. Velocity Etude

Perform as written first, and then perform with the different finger patterns (#2. Fn and #3. Ef) shown below.

& 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 œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ
 Finger Pattern #1 #2 #3

Velocity Etude Variations
 A. B. C. D. E. F. G. H.

 I. J. K. L. M. N.

 O. P. Q. R.

21. Trills The trills on beats 2 and 4 are performed the same way.
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What to do with Fundamentals Time in an Orchestra Rehearsal 
 
Think broadly and identify the skills that your students need to develop. These could be 
skills that the students were lacking when they came into your program from another 
teacher. They could be skills that would have made your students perform better at last 
year’s concert festival.  
 
__________________________________ ____________________________________ 

__________________________________ ____________________________________ 

__________________________________ ____________________________________ 

__________________________________ ____________________________________ 

__________________________________ ____________________________________ 

__________________________________ ____________________________________ 

__________________________________ ____________________________________ 

 
Key Concept #2: Identify the “components of string playing” students need to 
learn during fundamentals time and organize them in a sequential and meaningful 
format.  
 
Musical Components 
 
Basic Elements  Range and Organization Ensemble Concepts  Creativity: Musical Choice 
Tone  Color Palette Blend  Choice of timbre & vibrato 

speed 
Intonation 
(Sharp/flat) 

Register and Key Tuning Intervals/Chords  Melodic/Harmonic Improv 

Pulse & Rhythm Tempo and Meter “Ensemble” Agreement Rhythmic Improv; Tempo 
Choice 

Articulation Attacks & Releases Style: Consistency Style: Fluency (Baroque to 
Jazz) 

Volume  Dynamics Balance  Phrasing 
 
 
Technical Components 
 
General Technique  
• Stretching and 

Breathing 
• Balance: Standing and 

Sitting  
• Spine, Shoulders, 

Arms   
 

Left Hand 
• Position 
• Basic Motion 
• Finger Patterns 
• Fingertip Adjustment 
• Velocity, Shifting, 

Vibrato 
 

 

Right Hand 
• Position and Basic 

Motion 
• Tone Production 
• Advancing 

Articulations 
• Advancing Rhythms 

Cognitive Components: Literacy, Culture, History, Occupational Awareness 



Key Concept #3. Use a sequential system of warm-up exercises that develop the 
musical and technical skills required in the orchestral repertoire the students are 
to perform. 

• Bowing exercises improve tone, articulation, and specific rhythm patterns 
• Finger pattern exercises improve intonation, intervals, velocity 
• Shifting and Scale exercises improve intonation, tone and shifting throughout the 

entire range of the instrument 
• Tuning Canons, Chords, and Chorales teach fine tuning, balance and blend 
• Sequenced Rhythm and Sight Reading Examples improve sight reading ability 

 
Key Concept #4: Fundamentals Time should include sequential and 
comprehensive sight reading 

• Introduce your desired counting system 
• Use rhythm charts reinforced with pitches 
• Sightread notes and rhythms with an emphasis on timing 
• Sightread at a tempo that insures a successful performance of everything that is 

on the page 
• Sightread with an emphasis on the "components of playing" 
• Musical sight reading must be developed over time with a logical sequence in 

place 
 
Key Concept #5: Fundamentals must ultimately lead to great music making 

• Cross the threshold from the "components of playing" to "thoughts about 
phrasing and musicianship" 

• Sing and use solfege to combat "musical wandering" 
• Include music-making exercises as part of the curriculum  
• Get off of the podium and let them play 
• Strive for an artistic performance 
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Habits of a Successful String Musician is a field-tested, vital, and  - most important 
- musical collection of almost 400 sequenced exercises for building fundamentals.

Perfect to use with the entire string orchestra or solo player at virtually any skill 
level, this series contains carefully sequenced warm-ups, sight-reading etudes, 
rhythm vocabulary studies, chorales, tuning canons, and much more.  In one place, 
this series collects everything an aspiring player needs to build fundamental 
musicianship skills and then be able to transfer those skills directly into the 
performance of great literature.

Habits of a Successful String Musician:

• Presents a differentiated, sequential, and comprehensive method for developing skills that lead to the 
mastery of reading rhythms, and ultimately, to musical sight-reading.

• Creates a method for teaching scales, arpeggios and thirds that simultaneously accommodates students of 
different ability levels.

• Organizes tone, rhythm and articulation patterns into a flexible and sequential series.
• Creates finger pattern and velocity studies that address the most common problems encountered by 

intermediate orchestra students.
• Provides beginning through advanced shifting exercises for students of every level.
• Creates exercises for learning alternate clefs and higher positions.
• Provides chorales for the development of intonation, tone quality, blend and musicianship.
• Presents rhythm charts in a new format that allows transfer from timing and rhythm to pitches in a musical 
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• Provides audition sight-reading in a classroom “full ensemble” format that is well planned in scope and 

sequence. There are over 130 sight-reading examples in this book.
• Promotes the idea that students should cross the threshold from the “technical components of playing” to 

music making.
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