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he high school band director has

more responsibility in today’s edu-

cational setting than ever before.
Marching band halftime (competition)
shows have become nothing short of
theatrical productions requiring time and
planning that eat into the band conduc-
tor’s already impossible schedule. With
the emphasis on competition and the
increased expectations in marching per-
formance by high school bands, pressure
has been placed on the director to pro-
vide the most professional looking and
visually competitive design available.
The purpose of this article is twofold:
1. to aid the director who chooses to
seek outside drill designers in finding the
most suitable writer for his specific educa-
tional situation; and 2. to present a list of
possible questions whose purpose is to
initiate and guide an appropriate dialogue
enabling the director to make the best
decision for his group.

One of the first problems is where to
begin the search for potential drill design-
ers. The answer may be more obvious
than it may at first seem. One of the most
accessible sources for a director searching
for a drill designer is the football stadium,
i.e., during local football games and band
competitions or festivals. By attending
these events, one is exposed to a plethora
of visual designs. If a drill of particular

interest and effect is observed, simply
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ask the director of that band where he
obtained the drill. Likewise, there are

always videotapes and DVDs sold follow-
ing major marching events in each state,
be it high school marching band, drum
corps or winter guard. Purchase a copy
of those recordings (or if you are fortu-
nate enough to be able to, borrow a copy)
and watch them with the same analytical
eye. Again, if you find one that interests
you, contact that organization to see
who writes for the group. Today, almost
all drum corps, winter guards and many
of the competitive high school bands
have Web sites that can be easily accessed,
and so contact information is merely a
click away.

It is important to mention at this point
that you must keep your band’s ability,
experience level and available practice
time and size constraints (if any) in mind.
Even though most can, not all drill design-
ers write equally well for large
versus small groups, so it is prudent to
pay particular attention to well designed

» s el e
shows for groups similar in size and

makeup to that of your ensemble. In
addition, you should pay close attention
to the level of difficulty of the design,
since that should be in direct correlation
to the experience level of your band and
the amount of time you have to rehearse
during the summer and fall months.



Many times, obtaining an experienced
drill designer as recommended by another
director or instructor will yield a person
who will professionally design a show
with all of the extras and malil it to you,
but who will be able to provide little or
no personal contact with you or your
students. You will probably also have to
pay more for a designer of this calibet.
Remember, you get what you pay for!
If you feel comfortable with taking the full
responsibility of teaching and interpreting
a well-designed show, this route could
provide a very satisfying result for you
and your students.

If you are limited by financial restraints
or if your program is still in the develop-
ing stages and not quite ready for a drill
design of the previously mentioned cal-
iber, another suggestion that could pro-
duce a positive result lies as close as the
nearest college or university. Most music
schools and departments teach a march-
ing band techniques course to their future
music educators, and this course usually
includes some basic training in drill
design and charting. Many times the pro-
fessors of these courses are eager to rec-
ommend a student who has shown partic-
ular promise in the area of show design.

The advantage of hiring a student
designer is the increased potential of
having him attend your pre-school
band camp or even better, your weekly

rehearsals. A more intimate relationship
with the designer improves the potential
for quick and accurate rewrites and allows
for a closer working relationship between
the director, designer and any additional
staff members. The result is usually a
show more accurately suited to the level
of your group. In other words, your new
designer can grow right alongside of
the band, with you as their guide. This
process may initially take a little more
time, but the end result could be quite
satisfying. Additionally, these younger,
less experienced writers are so eager to
learn and please that they will usually
work very hard for you in the hopes of
establishing a permanent relationship.
Perhaps the most appealing of all the rea-
sons for choosing this route is the younger
designers will almost always charge
significantly less than professionals do.

However, do not let price be the sole
motivation since this route does require
more effort by you as the director and
many times will initially produce a less
superior product as compared to that
from a professional designer.

At this juncture, it is important to note
that computerized drill design programs
greatly reduce the problem of a drill “not
working” when it is initially being taught.
Professional writers who still design by
hand are usually so experienced that they
know, without the aid of computers, the
step size required to execute a move as
well as any inherent pathway issues from
chart to chart, so they avoid writing those
types of problems or provide an adequate
explanation to aid you in teaching the
move. It is recommended, however, that
you insist on a computerized drill when
considering an inexperienced designer.
Computer programs analyze each move
for problems and alert the writer so he
can rewrite a move or avoid the problem
altogether.

If there are no music schools or depart-
ments within a reasonable proximity to
your school or if the availability of videos
or DVDs is limited, another source for
high school directors is their state conven-
tions or the annual Midwest Clinic in
Chicago. Most conventions of this magni-
tude feature exhibits by fund-raising, uni-
form, music and computerized drill com-
panies. If your state convention has a drill
design company among the exhibitors,
ask the person at that booth for names of
potential drill designers. Otherwise, the
next most knowledgeable people to con-
tact would be those who are in touch with
the most band directors—the uniform and
fund-raising companies. Oftentimes these
people have a wealth of information in
all areas of music education.

Whether the contact process is over the
phone, by e-mail or in person, there are
several questions you should ask of a
potential designer. These questions are
crucial to deciding whether a designer is a
good fit for your program. Again, it is

Continued on page 12
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important to note that no one knows your

program better than you, and you have

to be the one to decide at what level of

performance your students are capable.

The following questions were compiled

from those provided by several notable

drill designers around the country:

1.

What is the potential designer’s educa-
tion? Drill writers should be able to

read a conductor’s score!

. What is his experience? How long has he

been designing? Does he have examples
of his work available for you to view?

. What is his profession (outside of drill

design if applicable)? Is drill design a
hobby or is it his livelihood?

.Does he use a computer for design?

If so, which program? (You may want
to purchase a copy of this program to
facilitate speed of reproduction. The
designer can send you the drill on

a disk, and you can print it out as well

as watch it. Even though most current
drill programs are multi-formatted,
make sure you talk format so it is
compatible with your equipment.)

.How many shows does he design in

a given year? (The more he does, the
tighter the time constraints may be,
or unfortunately as in some cases, the

more generic the drill may become.)

. What are the delivery parameters? How

quick is his turnaround time? What
procedures are in place if the drill is
delivered late?

7. What is his fee and how is it determined?

(Per student, per page, per minute... all
are used. Depending upon the designer,
the cost can range from $500 to $15,000

or more.)

. What does the fee include? Charts, stu-

dent coordinate sheets, animation disk,
rewrites, flag/prop designs, etc. Check

on availability for rewrites.

9,

In what level of drill design, if any, does
he specialize (small band vs. large,
simple vs. complex, corps style vs.
military/traditional)?

Likewise, the potential drill designer

should have several questions for you.

If he does not ask the following, you

should bring up:

1

. What style of show do you want?
2.

How difficult of a show do you want?
Remember, the difficulty is determined
by velocity (step size vs. tempo), fre-
quency of moves (every 4, 8, 16, counts,
etc.), total number of charts and the rest
time (mark time, halt) or lack thereof

between moves.

. What are the band’s current playing

and marching abilities and experience?
You must be brutally honest with your-
self regarding this assessment!

. What interval do you desire? Keep in

mind the larger the interval (i.e., more
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than a three step), the more space
required through the form (layering) to
provide readability. Also, changing
intervals increases difficulty.

5. What is the music, and who is the

arranger? Is there a music concept for
the show? When will the arrangements

be available?

6. What are the numbers within each
section, and how do you prefer to
have them placed? (Homogeneous vs.
heterogeneous vs. choirs; woodwinds
in the front, in the back, integrated, etc.)

7. Auxiliaries—what are the numbers and
types of equipment available? Is there
a specialist or technician teaching the
group, and is that person available for
consultation regarding specific areas in
the music for features and equipment

changes?

8.Is there a video or a DVD of the band
available for the designer to view to
aid him in assessing the band’s level
based on previous experience? It also
might be helpful to discuss the festivals
and competitions the band is anticipat-
ing attending. (Designing for a BOA
type show vs. a one-time outdoor music
festival where ratings are assigned
can differ.)

Having someone else design a show
for your band can be a potentially stress-
ful and even unnerving situation.
However, while the process previously
described may seem involved and even
tedious, the time taken at the beginning
could save you countless hours of frustra-
tion and extra rehearsals during the fall.
In the long run, the extra time spent
early on will free up time during the
year to allow you to do what you do
best—teach music! This in turn will
make the marching band experience
more enjoyable and more educational for
both you and your students.
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