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MUSIC THEORY 
FOR THE  

APBC ADVANCED DRUMMING EXAMINATION 
 
 
The following music theory is to be used in preparation for the Advanced 
Drumming Certificate Theory Examination. During the examination, candidates 
will be asked questions based on the theory material presented in this section. 
The Specific Objectives contained in the Advanced syllabus identifies what you 
must know in order to be successful with the examination. 
 
The Australian Pipe Band College acknowledges with thanks the use of material 
taken from the Royal Scottish Pipe Band Association’s “Structured Learning; 
Book 3; The Advanced Certificate” as being the core material for Scales, 
Definitions, Musical Form, and Ensemble. Only a small amount of material from 
this book is reproduced due to the APBC’s reduced emphasis on music theory at 
the Advanced level. However, candidates are referred to the book if they wish to 
undertake a more in-depth study of any topics. 
 
The remaining theory material is taken from a variety of sources acknowledged 
separately within this document. 
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ENSEMBLE (Overview by APBA Drumming Principal, Greg Bassani) 
Ensemble has long been an important element of pipe band performance, and indeed, pipes 
and drums were first brought together to form an ensemble. The meaning of the term 
‘Ensemble’ in the context of a Pipe Band has gradually evolved over the years and its 
importance has been elevated in the competition environment. 
 
The Australian Pipe Band Association has introduced Ensemble assessment into its 
competitions and an instruction handbook has been developed to assist those people who 
aspire to become ensemble adjudicators. Drummers play a special part in the ensemble 
equation because the value of a drum corps performance is always largely measured against 
the piping, as you would expect of accompanying instruments. 
 
The treatment of ensemble in the following pages, taken from the RSPBA’s Advanced Book, 
provides a useful and basic introduction to the topic in four main categories: Introduction, 
Intonation, Integration and Interpretation. The following section is written with the whole band in 
mind but the concept of ensemble can equally be applied to the drum corps alone just as it can 
to the pipe corps. 
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DRUM CORPS CRITIQUE (By APBA Drumming Principal, Greg Bassani) 
 
A drumming adjudicator’s written assessment of a band or solo performance is called a 
‘critique’, and is sometimes abbreviated to ‘crit. sheet’. This is an evaluation of the musical 
performance which should be balanced by including both positive and negative points. It is a 
challenge to adjudicators to provide such a balanced assessment at the top-end of grade 1 and 
also at the bottom end of grade 4, nevertheless, adjudicators recognise that:  

o no performance is perfect (in the case of grade 1 bands), and  
o every performance has some good points (in the case of lower performing grade 4 

bands). 
 
The format of an APBA written drumming critique has three categories: 

o Introduction,  
o Musical Performance, and  
o Tone and Tuning.  

 
The adjudicator is not required to apportion a score to the individual sections but only to the 
complete performance. However, up until about 1980 in Australia, the drumming critique sheets 
consisted of a number of separate categories where each one was scored and commented on. 
These categories were: 

o Introduction 
o Tempo 
o Tone/Tuning 
o Rhythm 
o Expression 
o Execution 
o Tune Changes 
o Composition 

 
These areas are still extremely important to a drum corps performance but the manner in which 
they were previously assessed tended to distract adjudicators away from the ‘big picture’, and 
sometimes giving surprise outcomes at the end of a contest. 
 
All players in higher grade bands should be able to provide a critique of drum corps 
performances, and for those in leadership positions (Lead Drummer, Bass Section Tutor, 
Drumming Tutor, etc) it is an essential capability.  
 
 
A drumming critique is really an ensemble critique of the drum corps. Relating the above 
categories to the earlier “4I’s” of ensemble, provides the major considerations to formulating a 
drum corps critique, as shown on the next page. 
 
The “Introduction” is a defined event and is completed shortly after the beginning of the musical 
piece. However, all factors associated with Integration, Intonation and Interpretation are 
continuously assessed throughout the performance. 
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o Introduction 

o Quality and accuracy of Introductory Rolls from the whole drum corps 
 Tempo considerations (is tempo maintained?) 
 Execution considerations (roll quality, and corps togetherness/unison) 

o Integration 
o Unison of the entire drum corps and its sub sections. 

 Tempo considerations (are there variations within the drum corps?) 
 Execution considerations (technically, how well is the drum corps playing 

the scores?) 
o Unison with the pipers. 

 Tempo considerations (are there variations between the drum corps and 
the pipers?) 

 Execution considerations (cuts across ‘Interpretation’, but is the drum 
corps playing effectively with the pipers in terms of synchronisation?) 

 Rhythm & Expression considerations (what depth of dynamics and 
rhythmic support is the drum corps providing for the melody?) 

 Tune changes (cuts across ‘Execution’, but is the drum corps 
synchronising with the pipers for the changes?) 

 Composition (does the composition affect the ability of the drummers to 
integrate their playing with the melody). 

o Intonation 
o Drum corps tuning in relation to the pipes 

 Tone (does the tone of the snare drums enhance the band’s sound? Does 
the bass section’s tonal effect compliment the band’s sound?) 

 Tuning (is the bass section tuned with the pipes? Is the effect of multi-
voiced tenor drums enhancing the band’s sound?)  

o Interpretation 
o Support for the melodic line. 

 Composition (are the drum scores and transitionary passages supportive 
of the melodies and the performance as a whole?) 

 Tempo considerations (are the tempos appropriate for the performance 
and enable maximum enhancement of the melodies?) 

 Rhythm & Expression considerations (what depth of dynamics and 
rhythmic support is the drum corps providing for the melodies?) 

 Tune changes (are the transitionary passages composed well and used 
effectively?) 

 Tuning (is the use of multi-pitched drums in the bass section supporting the 
melodic line?) 

 
 
As a candidate for the Advanced Certificate, you must demonstrate your ability to provide valid 
comment in relation to the four main ensemble categories from a grade 3 drum corps 
perspective. 
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THE BASICS OF GIVING INDIVIDUAL INSTRUCTION (By APBA Drumming Principal, 
Greg Bassani) 
 
There is “a little bit of teacher” in all of us, and in fact that there are many excellent teachers of 
piping and drumming within our movement who do not possess any formal qualifications in 
education. A teaching degree takes four years of full-time study to complete but we only have a 
small section dedicated to teaching principles in the Advanced Drumming Syllabus. Therefore, 
we will concentrate on the fundamental issues because most instructors within pipe bands 
would benefit from a foundation knowledge in basic teaching principles. 
 
The APBC Teaching Diploma is the formal teaching qualification of the Australian Pipe Band 
College. It is aimed at those musicians who are qualified in music at either Intermediate or 
Advanced level and who wish to develop further skills and knowledge in basic teaching 
methodologies. Please consider this option in your future training considerations. 
 
 
Almost every teaching situation is different and requires the instructor to be flexible and 
adaptive. Consider the range of possibilities when a new player joins your band: 

• Can this person play at or near your band’s current level? 
• If not, is this a person wanting to learn ‘from scratch’? 
• Does the person play any other musical instruments? 
• Can the person already read music? 
• How old is the new player? 

 
Of course, there are many other variables and shades-of-grey that will influence your method of 
approach when teaching others, and the more you are exposed to the teaching role the greater 
will be your confidence and adaptability. 
 
 
Many of the notes to follow are based on contents from this book: 

• Kroehnert, Gary, “Basic Training for Trainers”, 3rd edition, McGraw-Hill Book Company, 
Sydney, 2001. ISBN: 0 074 70913 5. The approximate price of this text is Aust. $40 (2008) 

You do not need to obtain a copy of this book unless you are intending on studying for the 
Teaching Diploma at a later date. 
 
 
There are differences and similarities in the teaching of Children to the teaching of Adults. The 
information following is primarily aimed at adult learners but can be applied to children and 
adolescents as well. The focus of this section of the Advanced Drumming Syllabus is in the 
teaching of a ‘Skill” (i.e. playing the drum) and not in the teaching of Theory, but again, many of 
the principles cross-over. 
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Principles of Adult Learning (“RAMP 2 FAME”)  
The nine principles of learning are captured in the phrase “RAMP 2 FAME”, where the acronym 
refers to:  

 Recency 
 Appropriateness 
 Motivation 
 Primacy 

 2-Way Communication 

 Feedback 
 Active Learning 
 Multi-sense Learning 
 Exercise:  

 
 
“RAMP 2 FAME” applies to teaching in a general sense, but by making Music Playing the focus 
allows the following explanations to be given: 

 Recency: the principle that recently learned things are most readily recalled. Assuming 
that you have managed to retain the attention of the learner during your instruction, 
you should expect that the topic you have finished off with will be recalled relatively 
well by the learner. If you develop a technique of ‘summarising in small packages’ then 
essentially the whole of the learning experience becomes ‘recent’. 
An example would be teaching a grade 4 learner to play a drum score. You could 
teach the person to play a series of 2-bar phrases and progressively work your way 
through the entire drum score until reaching the end. The risk you would take is that 
by the time you have reached the end, the learner has forgotten the key points of the 
first parts. A better approach would be to teach the 2-bar phrases and routinely link 
them together and review them (a type of ‘summarising’). It will be a longer process 
but has the benefit of you being assured that learning is actually taking place. 

 Appropriateness: all element of the training process must be relevant. This is a fairly 
obvious one to most people. If the learners see the task/s as being relevant then they 
have a much better chance of being motivated towards its completion. As the teacher, 
you also have the responsibility of ensuring that the training program for the learner is 
appropriate and that this view is shared by the learners.  
As a drumming teacher, I have had the experience where a learner was extremely 
impatient and wanted to be taught grade 1 snare drum scores, but actually had 
difficulty in playing the most basic of grade 4 scores. There was clearly a mismatch of 
expectations and the learner did not see my approach as ‘appropriate’ or the training 
as being ‘relevant’. Therefore, I was not surprised at the lack of progress by this person 
and unfortunately an impasse was quickly reached. 
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 Motivation: the internal drive causing a learner to participate in the process. The best 
combination to have in your band’s training program is for instructors who are 
committed to teaching and learners who are highly motivated to the learning process. 
As a committed instructor, you have the responsibility to provide and reinforce the 
incentives that will lead to your learners remaining highly motivated. 
Often, you will find that learners’ motivation will come in waves, and this will occur for 
a wide range of reasons, some of which will be out of your control. With adults, 
external factors such as work or family may impinge on their motivation, and with 
children it could be school, family or competing interests such as sport. Nevertheless, 
the greater the incentives that you provide, the more likely it will be that you will retain 
and maybe even heighten the motivation of the learner. 
This is a huge topic with many different facets. In bands, I suggest that you always 
celebrate the success of the learner. Being able to play a new rudiment well, having 
learnt a new drum score (or even their first one), having participated in their first band 
engagement or competition, and so on, are all reasons for celebration. If handled well, 
this will add to the incentive to continue to learn and achieve. 

 Primacy: you will have the best attention of learners at the start of the teaching session, 
so learning tends to be more thorough. ‘Primacy’ is about the first impressions and 
perhaps the first 5-10 minutes. This does not contradict ‘Recency’, which is about the 
last thing covered being freshest in their minds; the reason why a Summary is 
important. 
Think about how you will begin the instruction session and try to provide the incentive 
to learn (leads to Motivation). If you get it right, you will get 100% commitment of the 
learner and they will remember your introduction. 
There are many related issues to this topic, for example, with some learners who 
have a short attention span, it would be beneficial to break the instruction up into 
small sessions with a break in between. It means that they can start each session 
being relatively fresh and attentive. It also means that the summary/review you gave 
at the end of the previous session will be fairly ‘recent’. 

 2-Way Communication: good teaching is a two-way process. Approach your teaching 
with “interaction” in mind, not just delivering your information. This is such an important 
topic in any teaching situation and for many people it is just common-sense. However, 
many of us fall into the trap of thinking that the learners are absorbing everything that 
we are saying and demonstrating, which is a dangerous assumption to make.  
Talk with your learners throughout the instruction. Ask them if they understand, ask 
them to explain something back to you, and most importantly in Music Playing, ask 
them to play for you (obvious, I know!).  Such communication is important because it 
helps you, as the teacher, to determine if learning is taking place. Listening to their 
playing will often do this, but sometimes you also need to know what’s going on in their 
head and so you will have to establish a verbal link with them too. 
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 Feedback: This is linked to 2-way Communication (previous point) but goes further. As 
the teacher, your feedback to the learner needs to fair, supportive, and balanced (i.e. 
positive and negative) at all stages of the session. You want your feedback to support 
the on-going development of the learner and if it is not balanced then you will risk 
problems in the future. In general, the most common problems that I have observed 
are: 
 Drumming teachers being almost 100% negative in their feedback and only 

mentioning the things that are wrong with the learners’ playing. This will kill-off 
motivation in all but the most resilient and driven learners. 

 Drumming teachers being complacent and missing key problems thus painting 
an overly rosy picture of the learners’ capability. This will likely impact on their 
overall musical development. 

Remember, your learners are looking to you for expert guidance in developing their 
musical skills. You have to be attentive during the teaching and provide feedback to 
the learners that will encourage and assist them in their next stage of development. 

 Active Learning: involve the learners in activities throughout the session. This point is 
easily attended to during the practical instruction and is more of a challenge if you are 
teaching theory. We would normally expect drumming learners to be actively involved 
while receiving instruction on playing. Probably the biggest risk is that you might spend 
too much time explaining and demonstrating and not allow the learner enough time to 
contribute through their own playing. 

 Multi-sense Learning: most commonly, Hear, See and Touch should be used (Taste 
and Smell are somewhat more difficult to use with music). Involving as many of the 
senses as possible in the learning process will improve your chances of success. In a 
drumming practical instruction session, it is quite obvious that the senses of hearing, 
seeing and touching will be used extensively but there are always opportunities to 
improve. For example, for learners who are early in their development, instead of only 
talking about the feel of playing on a drum, let them experience it. You will connect 
better with them because they have ‘heard’, ‘seen’ and ‘touched’ the drum. 

Like ‘Active Learning’, ‘Multi-Sense Learning’ is more of a challenge to the teacher in 
a Theory-type presentation. 

 Exercise: This concept is not new to most musicians, but now has to be extended to all 
facets of the learning process (even writing music). The development of a Skill requires 
exercise and this is the same in drumming as for any other area of pursuit. However, 
your task is to make the learners acutely aware that their drumming development will 
be directly related to the amount and effectiveness of their practice. Writing Music is 
also a skill and to do this effectively requires the learner to practice (exercise) the task. 
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The Lesson Itself 
1. PLAN: Always plan your teaching session. This doesn’t have to be an elaborate written 

plan but you should have thought it through rather than just stumble through it. Ask 
yourself, “what am I trying to achieve during this instructional session?”, and this will 
define your ‘Objective’. 

2. LOCATION: Choose a location for teaching that is appropriate and free of distractions. In 
bands, we often don’t have the luxury of a distraction-free environment but you should still 
seek one out. We want the learners to be comfortable and able to focus their attention on 
the tasks that you are providing. 

3. NERVES: Be confident in your own abilities and nerves should not be an issue. The 
learners are there to learn from you because they recognise that you are a skilled person. 

4. DEMONSTRATE: It is important that you be able to demonstrate each aspect of the skill 
to the learners, slowly and at least to the standard that you expect from the learner. 

5. QUESTION: Ask the learners if they have any questions, if they don’t, then you ask them 
some. 

6. IMITATE: Have the learners imitate your demonstration, perhaps playing along with you at 
first. Some consolidation time may be required from time-to-time to enable the learners to 
sort the key issues through in their own minds. 

7. DEMONSTRATE: show the next skill component, following on with “question” and 
“imitate” until you have completed the task. 

8. TEST & SUMMARISE: Bring it all together and get the learner to demonstrate that 
learning has taken place. You know what you had planed for the session outcome; now is 
the time to check if you have reached your objective. 

 
 

************** 
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CONDUCT AN EFFECTIVE DRUM CORPS PRACTICE  
(By APBA Drumming Principal, Greg Bassani) 
 
There are many and varied ways in which effective drum corps practices can be conducted. If 
you are a Lead Drummer or Drumming Tutor (snare and/or bass section) then you may already 
have a method of approach that is perfectly effective and works for you and your band. 
 
The structure of the practice may vary depending upon the tasks that are to be accomplished. 
Some of the possibilities are: 

• Whole drum corps together for entire practice (drum pads and/or drums). 
• Whole drum corps together for the entire practice but bass section splits from snare 

drummers at times (drum pads and/or drums). 
• Bass section works separately from snare section for entire practice (drum pads and/or 

drums). 
• Drum corps combines with pipers at some stage during the practice (drum pads and/or 

drums) and at other times it is a combination of the above. 
• Drum corps combines with pipers during the entire practice (drum pads and/or drums). 

 
With all of the above, it is impossible to set any specific method of approach because of the 
number of variables present. However, there are some guiding principles that can be used to 
assist with the conduct of an effective practice. You could just stumble into the practice session 
and make decisions as you go, which is not necessarily wrong, merely inefficient and likely not 
the best use of everyone’s time. Fundamentally, you will have to consider what it is that you want 
to achieve in the short, medium and long term based upon the drum corps current capabilities. 
Identifying where the gaps are will help you to develop and execute your plan. 
 
This section is presented from the point-of-view of the person in charge of running the drum 
corps, usually the Lead Drummer, but if you are a senior player from the bass section then they 
are adaptable for your purposes.  

1. Liaise with the Pipe Major: Ensure you have a common understanding of long, medium 
and short term goals for the band. Come to an agreement on how the practice session/s 
will be utilised.  

2. Develop a Plan for the Practice: Plan the practice session/s and the division of time for 
each activity. 

3. Advise the Drum Corps of the Plan: Your plan has the greatest chance of success if 
everyone is onboard with it. 

4. Be Flexible: Be willing to change the plan during the practice when unforeseen 
events/outcomes occur. 

5. Be Involved in All Areas: If the drum corps divides for some or all of the time, keep in 
touch with the other section/s to ensure they are on track to reaching the desired 
outcomes. Likewise, keep in touch with the Pipe Major. 

6. Apply the 9 Principles of Adult Learning: The nine principles of learning are covered in 
“RAMP 2 FAME” from the earlier section on ‘Giving Instruction’. These principles apply to 
group situations as well. 
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7. Review the Practice: Review the practice and give warning to the drum corps of what you 
expect to cover in the next practice session. 

 
 
An Example of a Planned Practice (one of many!) 
Here is just one example in which a two-hour practice session could be planned and conducted. 

• Before the start of practice, speak with the Pipe Major. Gain agreement on the need to 
have the band playing together on instruments for the last 45 minutes of the practice night 
to consolidate the new March, Strathspey and Reel. 

• The plan then becomes: 
 7:30 – 8:15 Advise drum corps of the plan for the practice, split bass 

section and snare drummers to work separately on the MSR. Snare 
drummers specifically will be tightening up the unison passages as their 
major objective. Bass section will work through the MSR to ensure accuracy 
of playing and that tenor flourishing is consistent. Thirty minutes is a very 
short time for this activity. 

 8:00 - 8:15 (overlap with above) Lead Drummer leaves the snare section 
to work by themselves and checks in with the bass section to see if they are 
on-track and have any concerns. 

 8:15 – 8:40 Whole drum corps together on drum pads to consolidate their 
MSR. Lead drummer listening for integration of the sections of the drum 
corps. 

 8:40 – 8:45 Drum corps gets instruments and prepares to play with pipers. 
 8:45 – 9:30 Band rehearses the MSR and is under the direction of the 

Pipe Major. Feedback provided to drum corps by the Lead Drummer as 
necessary and as breaks allow.  

• Before finishing, the Pipe Major will provide comments to the band and the Lead Drummer 
will also give a quick review of the night’s work to the drum corps. 

 
Good planning and open communication are key ingredients to a successful practice. 
 
 
 

*************** 
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DUTIES OF THE LEAD DRUMMER (By APBA Drumming Principal, Greg Bassani) 
 
The duties of the Lead Drummer equate to that of the musical director of the drum corps. The 
band’s musical director, the Pipe Major, has overall control of the music of the complete 
ensemble, including the drum corps though this is usually through a collaborative relationship 
with the Lead Drummer. 
 
Band’s may divide responsibilities between the senior players in different ways, and duties 
which would in some bands be the role of the Lead Drummer may in others be delegated to 
different players. However, when all is said and done, it is the Lead Drummer who takes 
responsibility for all facets of the drum corps discipline and performance. 
 
Most people who accept the Lead Drummer’s position within a band will inherit the 
responsibilities that have evolved within that band over many years. However, occasionally 
some people will be able to begin with a ‘clean slate’ in a start-up band and therefore be the 
architect of the Lead Drummer’s role statement. 
 
 
The Essential Responsibilities of the Lead Drummer 

1. Act in the musical capacity of Leading Drummer during band performances 
including contests. This is the duty that most people would recognise as being the 
‘core’ activity of a Lead Drummer. It therefore requires the Lead Drummer’s performance 
skills to be among the highest (if not, the actual highest) in the band and for this person 
to be able to act in a leadership role during the lead-up and execution of the 
performance. Occasionally, when the Lead Drummer is not present at a performance, it 
will be necessary for an acting Lead Drummer to be appointed and to accept the 
‘musical lead’ responsibilities for that performance or during any short/medium term 
absence of the Lead Drummer. The development and appointment of a suitable backup 
person is the responsibility of the Lead Drummer and is important in order for the band’s 
musical standards and development to be maintained. 

2. Train the drum corps to the required performance standard. This duty is about the 
musical development of all players in the drum corps and is largely related to band 
practices/rehearsals. One person needs to have ‘the vision’ for the future and to be able 
to develop and implement a plan that will enable the drum corps to reach the goal; this 
person is the Lead Drummer. Of course, it is important to be able to articulate this vision 
and to have the other members of the drum corps sharing this with you 
(‘Communication’ out of “RAMP 2 FAME”). 

3. Compose drum scores (Snare and Bass Section) to suit the band’s repertoire, or 
select appropriate scores from other sources. A large differentiator between pipe 
bands is the drum scores that are played. They differ in style and complexity, and need 
to reflect the capability and musical aspirations of the drum corps. Some bands will 
choose to play drum scores written by others (e.g. Alex Duthart, Jim Kilpatrick, Gordon 
Brown, Harold Gillespie, etc) and this is perfectly acceptable (as it has always been with 
piping). The majority of bands will write their scores in-house, perhaps borrowing a few 
ideas along the way. Often, the best way to get a good fit with style and complexity is for 
the drum corps to take ownership by writing the scores themselves. This may also be 
preferable to the pipe major because it will allow a unique musical emphasis to be 
written into the scores. 
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4. Maintain the drum corps instruments to a suitable standard. Unlike with bagpipes, 
the drums are often maintained by a single person within the drum corps. This is not 
necessarily the Lead Drummer but could be an appointee of the Lead Drummer. 
Selection of instruments at the time of buying, combination of drumheads and sticks, 
maintenance of drums, selection and maintenance of harnesses, etc, are all 
responsibilities of the Lead Drummer. Usually done in consultation with the drum corps 
for the best outcome. 

5. Tune all drums for band performances and practices. Similar to the above point, this 
is not necessarily the Lead Drummer but could be an appointee of the Lead Drummer. 
The drum corps should expect to have well-set instruments at practices as well as at 
official engagements and it is the Lead Drummer’s responsibility to ensure this occurs.  

6. Teach and/or oversee the teaching of learner drummers. Some bands have a formal 
learners’ program of tuition and others make it a much more informal activity. 
Nevertheless, the training program that is used for new drummers should be managed 
by the Lead Drummer, and preferably, have direct involvement by the Lead Drummer. In 
some situations, the Lead Drummer uses a shared teaching responsibility by the entire 
drum corps and oversees the process but does not become directly involved. The Lead 
Drummer needs to make a decision on how the teaching of new drummers will be 
implemented and managed. 

7. Liaise closely with the Pipe Major in relation to the performance of the Lead 
Drummer’s duties. Certainly a very high priority point because the performance of the 
Lead Drummer’s duties will impact directly on the musical presentation of the whole 
band’s ensemble. It is important to know the expectations of the Pipe Major in relation 
drum score composition, instrument sound/balance, and drum corps performance. This 
is a partnership that, if effective, will result in considerable success for the band. 

 
One thing that should not be forgotten is with the growing tendency for drum-corps to invite 
guest players into their ranks for various performances, it is the responsibility of the Lead 
Drummer to manage the process, from both the musical and the interpersonal relationship 
viewpoints.  
 
As stated earlier, the actual performance of some of these duties may be carried out by others, 
such as with the tuning of the drums or teaching of the bass section, however, the Lead 
Drummer still remains responsible for the effective performance in all of the above areas. 
 
 
 

************* 
 


	RESOURCE PACK FOR ADVANCED CERTIFICATE

