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SMOOTH OPERATOR: HELPING YOUR PERCUSSIONISTS 
IMPROVE THEIR MULTIPLE BOUNCE ROLLS 
 
Joe Tornello 

 
 

We have all stood on the podium or listened to another band and said,  “Why does that drum 
roll sound so bad!”  Sometimes it is the tuning of the drum that makes the sound less than desirable, 
or a mis-matched pair of sticks, but oftentimes it is the percussionist who is not making adjustments 
based on the music.  Below you’ll find some tips for helping your percussionists improve their multiple 
bounce rolls, enabling them to be a “smooth operator!” 
 

There are several key factors that influence the quality of a multiple bounce roll.  First, the 
quality and length of the buzzes in each hand will significantly influence the success of the roll.  
Second, the dynamic(s) that is indicated in the music, or being requested by the conductor, will 
require the percussionist to physically adjust the roll.  Third, the tempo(i) in which the roll is being 
performed will dictate certain actions to be taken by the percussionist. 
 

When working to perform multiple bounce rolls, the developing percussionist, and even those 
who are accomplished, must work to master the quality of the bounces in each hand.  Often times the 
first several bounces are too open, making it very challenging to make the roll sound “smooth.”  Also, 
if too much pressure is applied, the roll will sound choppy from hand to hand due to the sustained 
sound not being long enough in each hand.   

 
In an effort to improve the sounds in each hand, refer to figure 1a and 1b below.  Start by 

letting your percussionists work with only one hand at a time.  A visual representation of what you and 
the students should listen for is shown in Figure 1b.  Ask the students to listen for an even sound in 
each hand, being careful not to allow too much space between each note of the multiple bounces.  By 
focusing on the sound and quality of the buzz in each hand, the student has the ability to isolate issues 
that are typically not obvious when both hands are working together.  Much of the early practicing will 
be trial and error by each student, finding what does or does not work for him or her.  Strive to make 
the sustained sound or bounces in each hand last as long as possible, but again, careful to create a 
smooth decay without too much space early in the figure.  
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I will save any discussion of technique for another article, as there are many preferences and 

expectations to consider.  The basic concept to keep in mind is to use a relaxed grip; simply let the 
stick and head work in harmony, allowing the stick to bounce freely.  As this is repeated several times, 
you can ask your students to start to manipulate the bounces so there is a smooth decay.  Increasing 
or decreasing the downward weight after the initial striking of the head will be required to improve the 
quality and duration of the subsequent bounces.  If there is too much space near the attack of each 
hand, then slightly more downward weight is required.  If the sustain is very short, simply ask the 
student to relax and use less downward energy.  When teaching your students, avoid using words like 
“pressure” or “force.”  It is easy to say “you need more pressure to close the space of the notes,” but 
often that gives students the wrong impression.  Terms such as “weight” and “energy” help reduce 
the stiff motions that percussionists attempt to avoid. 
 

The second area that often causes challenges in creating smooth rolls is the dynamic in which 
the rolls must be played.  How often do we see figure 2a or 2b written in our repertoire?  Typically 
most students are not aware of what changes should be made to perform the figure appropriately.  
For each multiple bounce roll, whether one count or sixteen counts, a base rhythm should be applied.  
The underlying base rhythm will help your students keep better time while rolling and will increase the 
quality of the roll.   

When increasing the dynamic of a roll, the base rhythm must gradually get faster in order to 
keep a sustained and sound smooth, see Figure 3a.  Similarly, when a diminuendo is required while 
sustaining a roll, the base rhythm must gradually slow down, see Figure 3b.  Depending on the current 
ability of your students, you may only want to practice the first measure of Figure 3a and the last 
measure of 3b.  Once the students can play the rhythm, add the crescendo or decrescendo, then buzz 
each stroke.  As your students become more advanced you can add the remaining figures 
appropriately.  It is unlikely that a performer would need to play through the entire exercise in order to 
play a roll of 12 counts, but practicing the full exercise will prove to be helpful in several ways.  This 
can help build endurance, solidify long roll tone quality, and improve rhythmic accuracy. 
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The variety of rhythmic figures can become a game for students to create their own effective 
exercises of a similar nature.  Ask your students to provide numbers, between three and eight, 
representing the number of notes in each beat of the exercise.  The result might look something like 
figure 4.  This will help with mindfulness of hand motions while rolling.  Once the students are able to 
play each rhythmic pattern, add a buzz on each stroke, simulating a multiple bounce roll with varying 
base rhythms.  Additionally, these creative exercises can help to even out hand dexterity.  Many 
students are often not asked to play triplets, quintuplets and other odd number figures.  Also, 
requiring students to begin a rhythmic figure on the non-dominant hand will improve coordination and 
their comfort level with starting and releasing rolls on either hand. 

The third area that influences a percussionist’s roll is the tempo at which the figure is written.  
Once the concepts discussed in the previous paragraphs are mastered, adjusting the base rhythm with 
the tempo is critical to help the roll sound smooth.  As the director, if you expect to play a piece at 
160 beats per minute, both you and the student must realize that rolling with a sixteenth note base 
rhythm is going to be way to fast.  Similarly, playing a phrase at 80 beats per minute with a base 
rhythm of eighth note triplets, and expecting the roll to sound smooth, is unrealistic.  See Figure 5 for 
a general guide to help associate the appropriate base rhythm with common tempi.  This is a very 
rough guide and does not take into consideration dynamics at either the soft or loud extremes.  
Depending on the performer’s ability to sustain the buzz in each hand, the strokes per beat may need 
to be adjusted slightly.  This will give you a solid reference point for many common musical tempi. 
 



The PAS Educators’ Companion, Volume I 7 

 
Discussing the rhythmic values in relation to the tempo also gives you a terrific opportunity to 

tie in mathematics to your lesson plan.  Notice the strokes per beat when the tempo is 60 beats per 
minute (bpm) and 120 bpm.  You’ll see that the number of strokes are cut in half at 120bpm, meaning 
the roll will feel exactly the same to the percussionist.  When at the slower tempo, playing eight notes 
per beat is the same as playing four notes per beat at 120 beats per minute, double the speed-half 
the amount of notes.  Using this approach can oftentimes be helpful when teaching younger students 
very slow or fast tempi. 

 
After you and your students have spent time learning and practicing the main concepts 

reviewed in this article, I think you’ll find the multiple bounce rolls produced by your percussionists will 
be much improved.  Depending on the grade level in which you are teaching, the progress may vary, 
but the understanding of what to do in order to be a “smooth operator” will be much better. • 
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