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PERFECT PART ASSIGNMENTS      
- ACHIEVING THE IMPOSSIBLE 
by Dr. Joshua J. Knight 

From keyboards and timpani to hand drums and accessories, the percussion section in school bands and  
orchestras is increasingly multi-faceted. Because of this, it is vitally important to strategize how parts are assigned to 
the percussion section. Poorly executed part assignments, over time, will result in the under-development of young 
percussionists by limiting their exposure to certain instruments and allowing avoidance of challenges. Furthermore, 
this will negatively affect ensemble quality, from beginning band to the collegiate level. Oftentimes, the concert band 
setting is the only place that percussionists gain experience on timpani, bass drum, and a variety of small instruments. 
Therefore careful consideration when assigning parts will also greatly improve your percussionists’ technical and 
musical ability.  

The considerations below will help you better organize percussion part assignments, avoid embarrassing  
adjustments, and ensure that you will assign the perfect part the first time, every time! 

 
1. KNOW YOUR STUDENTS

Understanding the percussionists’ ability and confidence on each instrument is critical to achieving the perfect 
part assignments. As we know, percussionists have lots of instruments to contend with, even in beginning band, and 
many may be attempting to perform on small instruments such as cymbals, and large instruments such as chimes, 
for the very first time. Before assigning a student to play an instrument, consider whether or not they have played that 
instrument in the past, or received basic instruction on that instrument, particularly if it is not keyboard or snare drum. 
If you feel that all of your students have received adequate training on each instrument required by a certain piece of 
music, then consider whether or not a certain instrument presents additional challenges to specific students. If you 
are unsure, never be afraid to ask. Consider your students’ abilities, their preferences, their individual willingness, and 
keep in mind earlier instruction. 

  
2. SET PERFORMANCE OBJECTIVES

 
Although the primary objective for any performance will undoubtedly consist of similar qualitative goals, these may 

shift slightly from one performance to the next, i.e., contest, holiday concert, recording session, etc. This context will 
also inform your strategy, as you may need to rely on your strongest players to cover difficult parts in some cases 
while allowing for a more challenging experience in others. For example, just as you may want 1st-chair-trumpet to  
remain on the 1st trumpet part, you may want your best snare drummer on the toughest snare drum parts, etc.  
However, when the time is right, challenge players to attempt parts which are outside of their comfortable range,  
technique, etc. This same approach can apply to your percussion section, too. 

 

E D U C A T O R S ’ 
C O M PA N I O N 
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3. CONSIDER STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES
 
Although a recording or contest situation might necessitate students remain on certain instruments, it is  

generally beneficial to have your students rotate to various instruments throughout a performance. However,  
because this needs to be achieved while maintaining excellence in the section, study the parts so that each player 
touches a snare drum, keyboard, accessories, etc., while assigning them the perfect part that can be executed well. 
For example, an excellent snare drummer will almost always gravitate to that instrument, especially if they do not see 
themselves as a confident mallet player. You can challenge them by finding the perfect mallet part that is engaging, 
but within their ability level. Be careful to avoid the potential for embarrassing moments that might be a set-back for 
the student. There is a perfect part for everyone and the idea of focusing on each student’s strengths while improving 
weakness is the best way to keep your percussionists engaged, help your program grow, and prepare students for a 
variety of future performance requirements. 

 
4. KEEP EVERYONE PLAYING

Especially from beginning band through high school, it is strongly encouraged to keep your percussionists playing 
on every piece whenever possible. Fortunately, many grade 1 and 2 pieces now feature a variety of percussion parts 
to keep your students engaged! However, this is not always the case and it may be necessary to double or triple 
some parts. The most common method by which to add percussion parts is to double existing mallet or drum parts, 
but there are certain limitations and considerations. For example, if a mallet part is doubled or tripled, consider having 
the additional players use marimbas, or xylophones with soft mallets, vs multiple glockenspiels. If using multiple snare 
drummers, understand that in order to achieve togetherness and/or soft dynamics that adjustments may be necessary 
throughout the piece, i.e., only one snare drummer at specific times. Additionally, some pieces might sound great with 
two crash cymbal parts, or two tambourines. Whatever the case, listen carefully for the inherent problems that may be 
created, adjust parts in a respectful and constructive way, and prevent your students from having idle hands!  

 
5. SET-UP REQUIREMENTS 

 
Although you have probably checked that you have the inventory required to perform a given piece, it is also  

necessary to consider the instrument set-up when assigning parts as well. For example, contemporary band  
repertoire often uses the ‘Percussion 1,’ ‘Percussion 2,’ etc., part delineation. While it may seem that Percussion 1 
should be more difficult that Percussion 2, this is not necessarily the case. Many times these parts require the  
percussionist to set-up, organize, and execute on several instruments which requires additional ability, time, and 
attention to detail. An understanding of how difficult a multi-instrument part is to set up will also help you game-plan 
rehearsals and performances in order to avoid delays.

 
6. POST IT!

Always make a spreadsheet of part assignments and post it somewhere that is easily seen by the section during 
rehearsals. As a professional performer, I too like to check back at the part assignments to recall the instruments, 
mallets, etc., needed for the next piece during rehearsal. This simple step will not only save time and avoid stoppages 
during rehearsal, but also help the section be more proactive and confident. 
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7. EXAMPLES
 
Below I have assigned parts for two Grade 1-2 pieces. These contrasting compositions utilize different percussion 

instrumentation and present various assignment challenges. For this example we have 8 percussionists listed in chair 
order and each player is equally confident on pitched and non-pitched instruments.  

 
1. ARMORY BY RANDALL D. STRANDRIDGE  

                                   © Grand Mesa Music Publishers; used with permission

Armory utilizes a variety of percussion instruments, which presents both challenges and opportunities. Additionally, 
it appears that Armory requires only 6 percussionists, therefore it will be necessary to either double parts, or  
breakdown each part a bit further than the composer intended. Further examination reveals that several instruments 
may need to be introduced, with basic technique demonstrated, before having the full ensemble attempt the piece. 
This includes tambourine, sleigh bells, break drum, and china cymbal. Now we need to decide how to assign the 
parts. I sometimes will begin by deciding what part 1st chair should take, while other times I first decide what part 8th 
player should take. Also, consider which parts appear to be thematic, project easily over the ensemble, or provide 
tempo. In this case, snare drum and brake drum have similar rhythms that will certainly project and be an important 
driver of the tempo and ensemble togetherness. However, because the snare drum part is simple, not requiring rolls 
or flams, and in a simple meter, this may be a good opportunity for the 3rd or 4th chair percussionist. The timpani 
part is also rather simple presenting another opportunity for a lower chair to fill that role. Analyze each part in this way 
and decide what challenges it does, or does not, present before assigning it. Perc 2 and Perc 3 are multi-instrument 
parts that provide opportunities to have additional percussionists involved. In this case, a quick look through the score 
reveals how to evenly separate these parts so that each player is comparably engaged. Again, in achieving the goal 
of having everyone play also consider strengths, weaknesses, and any potential challenges regarding set-up and new 
instruments. 
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2. BUNKER HILL BY KARL L. KING/ARR. BY JAMES SWEARINGEN  

                                    © C. L. Barnhouse Co.; used with permission 

A quick glance at Bunker Hill reveals different challenges, including 6/8 time signature, a snare drum part utilizing 
rolls, and a more thematic bell part. Like our last piece, Bunker Hill does not utilize all 8 percussionists. Because this 
snare drum part features additional challenges, the 1st chair percussionist would most likely be perfect. Additionally, 
because 1st chair played bells on Armory we have additional reason to consider assigning them the snare drum part 
on Bunker Hill. Also, because the snare drum will be a natural choice for doubling, in this case, we want to assign 
another player to snare drum as well providing an opportunity for a lower chair. It is advantageous to choose a  
student that feels confident because togetherness is going to be an exacting endeavor. Like snare drum, the bell part 
is also a natural choice for adding players, and we still have two “extra” students. I suggest having at least one of your 
top three players anchor the group of mallet players. After deciding which students should play certain parts, double 
check that no student is unintentionally playing the same instrument on both pieces. This is very important during the 
concert season especially if  the marching season kept your students on the same instrument for 3-4 months. 

Given the various considerations above, and the challenges presented with each composition, below are the  
suggested part assignments; additional pieces will naturally make the process more challenging. 

 

Careful consideration of the suggestions in this article will result in a more substantive and positive ensemble  
experience for your percussionists who will be able to advance through this conscious effort to challenge their abilities 
and require improvement. This approach will also reinforce a comprehensive rubric that is necessary for success as 
students advance to competitions and auditions. Achieving the perfect part assignments is not impossible, after all. 
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