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There are 5 key factors that will enable or disable your young clarinet students in 
learning to cross the break. 
 

1. Fingers must cover the holes especially on the right hand. 
 

The rings and the holes of every key must be covered completely.  Many students are 
very small at the age when they are first learning to cross the break and their fingers 
have difficulty covering the holes.  It will get better with time. 
 
Be sure to watch the thumb hole as the student touches the thumb “spatula” key.  If 
the thumb uncovers the thumb hole, it will not work and the student will not be able to 
get the correct note. 
 

2. The embouchure must be firm on the bottom lip and not mushy.  A “flat” 
chin also increases the chances of getting the high notes out. 

 
The bottom lip should be a firm straight line that does not protrude into the mouth any 
more than to cover the bottom teeth.  This will make a firm chin muscle (which I call 
the “canoe” muscle to help the student picture the shape that the chin muscle should 
make) and will aid in getting the note out. 
 

3. The air must be strong enough to make the high notes come out. 
 

If the student is using enough air to get the low notes out, the high notes should also 
come out.  If the air doesn’t stay strong the high notes will not come out clearly. 
 

4. The reed must be in good condition and medium strong or stronger in 
relation to the mouthpiece. 

 
The reed must be a good reed without chips or too soft because it is old and water-
logged.  The medium strength reed will work to get the higher notes out as long as the 
mouthpiece is O.K. 
 

5. The clarinet must be in good working order and capable of playing the notes 
above the break. 

 
The clarinet must be able to cross the break and be in general good working condition.  
If in doubt find someone who can check the instrument with their own mouthpiece. 

 
 
 
 
By practicing the exercises on the next page, young clarinet students should easily be 
able to learn to play the upper register notes. 
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