
MARCHING REHEARSALS 
 
 

SETTING DRILL 
 

Take time to explain to all members how to properly read their coordinate sheets.  Keep in 
mind that there are many different programs and ways of teaching/learning drill will vary 
at each H.S. program.  Some basic tips for the MRD’s: 
 
 

1.) Identify the coordinates for each set. 
 

2.) Set your position, using reference points . . . determine closest point from which to 
mark (hash, sideline, etc.). 

 

3.) 32 steps from sidelines to hash (toward center of field) 
 

4.) 20 steps between hashes (in center of field) 
 

5.) 12 steps from sideline to bottom of numbers, and approx. 4 steps from bottom to 
top of numbers 

 

6.) Wind players are mixed instrumentation (except Tubas) – be willing to work with 
other sections, drill instructors, and section leaders. 

 

7.) Consider identifying your spot on each page – highlight or circle it, and possibly 
write in your own coordinates (if that is how you are used to learning drill). 

 
 

CHAIN OF COMMAND 
 

In order to provide an effective, efficient, and unified structure to our drill instruction, the  
following chain of command will be used when teaching and reviewing drill:   
 

1.) Director(s) on tower/in stands 

2.) GA/Staff on field    

3.) Drill Instructors 

4.) Section Leaders (if DI’s are not available) 

 

lf band members are aware of this process, and leadership and staff adhere to this 
(including the Director), pacing and productivity should improve. 
 
 

DRILL LEARNING/PROCESS 
 

1.) Director(s) provide instruction 
 

2.) Individuals set their spots 
 

3.) Drill Instructors help as needed, double check endpoints, midpoints, reference 
points 

 

4.) Come to attention when in spot – adjust to the form as needed 
 



5.) When marching to a set – FREEZE at the end of the move (do not adjust, regardless 
of whether in your spot or not) – this is the only way to 1.) Maintain order during 
rehearsal, 2.) Determine if a set is correct or needs to be adjusted.  

 

6.) When instructed, individuals adjust the form as needed 
 

7.) Drill Instructors assist with setting and cleaning 
 

8.) When form is correct, all fall into place, at attention 
 
IF MORE TIME IS NEEDED – talk with a staff member on the field, or hold up your drill 
book.  Following a rehearsal, do not hesitate to communicate the needs of your section to 
the director(s) so we can address them at the next rehearsal. 

 
“BUT I’M IN MY SPOT!”  When first learning and cleaning drill, ALWAYS set your 
exact charted position on the field.  Do not encourage individuals to simply follow or fill 
in the form when learning drill sets – this is how formations are learned incorrectly.  
HOWEVER, once the spot is set and learned, an awareness of the overall form must be 
addressed.  
 

When marching and performing, be first concerned with following the form and adjusting 
to what is happening on the field.  Ultimately, the person who is just “in his/her spot” 
without regard to the form will look wrong. 
 
DEALING WITH ISSUES ON THE FIELD:  During rehearsal, there are going to be times 
when you encounter problems or challenges from other members.  In many cases, it will  
be with members from other sections.  To effectively deal with these issues: 

1.) Address the individual immediately and calmly.  Ask them to help you identify and 
fix the problem (rather than blaming them for it). 

2.) Remember to focus on the SOLUTION, not the PROBLEM. 
3.) If they do not respond to your initial requests, ask another member of their section 

(one who is around your area) to help you address the issue with them. 
4.) If they do not respond to this, consider addressing the problem with a staff member 

and ask them to help remedy the situation – sometimes it’s easier to hear 
suggestions from staff rather than students (peers).  

5.) Make sure to inform their section leaders about the problem – not necessarily to 
“nark”, but simply so they are aware of the issues. 

 

Note: Always keep in mind that the purpose of addressing individuals should never be to  
prove them wrong, but rather to involve them in the process of fixing a problem.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



TEACHING MARCHING FUNDAMENTALS – FORMATIONS  
 

DI PLACEMENT:  One DI or designated section member should be in the CENTER of the  
group, not the outside.  ONE DI should be calling commands and giving instructions. 
Other DI’s should be talking with individuals or pulling folks out to work.   
 

 
 
BOX:  Set up the section in an even block (4x4) – allow space for DI’s to walk through the  
formation to address individuals. 
 

 
 
HORIZONTAL(no yard lines):  Set up the section in a line(s), horizontally on the field or off  
the field and practice marching without lines.  This will help develop your section’s  
ability to guide the form, rather than guiding to the field.   
 

 
 
 



CIRCLE (FTL):  Set up your section or part of your section in a circle or arc.  Practice 
following the leader.  You may also use this as an opportunity to practice sliding and 
following the leader (providing an opportunity for members to practice pivoting and 
keeping shoulders flat to front).  
 

 
 
LINES (facing each other):  Set up two lines facing each other.  You can use this formation to 
practice several aspects at the same time.  It will also, most importantly, allow students an 
opportunity to watch each other: 

• Sliding (observe each other’s shoulders and posture 
• Horn angles/posture (observe each other’s horn angle) 
• Forward/Backward marching (making sure to keep interval between lines) 
 

 
Diagonal:  Practice marching in a diagonal.  This will provide sections with an 
opportunity to get used to guiding and keeping the interval in a diagonal.   
 

 
 
 



LOCKED ARMS:  Practice in lines or curves with locked arms.  This will help “lock” the 
interval.  Not only can this be used during marching practice, but also during full 
rehearsal.  DI’s should encourage their section of the drill/field to lock arms when working 
on continuity – it will help establish the “feeling” of keeping interval and form.     
 
MARCHING STATIONS:  During band camp and the season, breaking down marching 
fundamentals into separate sections or “stations” will create an organized and effective 
process for teaching marching.  The marching field (or part thereof) will be divided into 
different sections – each one with a section leader/staff member to teach a specific  
fundamental, or part thereof.  After individuals are finished at one station, they will then  
rotate to the next.   
 
POSTURE:  Proper posture does not just affect the look of our ensemble, but also the 
sound.  When addressing posture, make sure that 1.) feet are together, 2.) torso is 
extended, 3.) shoulders are relaxed and rolled back slightly, 4.) chin is elevated and eyes 
are looking just above the horizon. 
 
UPPER BODY POSTURE:  Think of a string being attached beneath your chin and that it is 
slightly being pulled up from above. 

1.) Have your section take the “deepest breath they can” and hold it.  
2.) Then, have them fill up more (feeling their torso expanding – don’t get tight 

shoulders) and hold it. 
3.) After holding briefly, have them exhale but keep their upper body/torso in the same 

position.   
4.) THIS is how their upper body posture should be at all times. 

 
HORNS FRONT (not playing):  Each section should have a uniform position for the 
instruments when carried in front (attention).  Directional Brass should all carry horns 
away from the body with the mouthpiece at eye level.  Saxophones should carry 
instruments away from the body and parallel to the ground.  Flutes and Clarinets should 
determine a uniform carriage and Sousaphones should determine a uniform position for 
the right hand and arm. 
 
HORNS UP (playing):  All Directional Brass should hold instruments 10-degrees above 
parallel and arms at a 45-degree angle.  Flutes should have their instruments parallel to 
the ground.  Clarinets should position their instruments at a 45-degree angle away from 
the body and Saxophones should allow the instruments to fall comfortably with the neck 
strap – but slightly way from the body.  Tubas should keep bells parallel to the sideline at 
all times (unless otherwise directed). 
 
MARCHING ON YOUR TOES:  In an effort to build the necessary body strength, 
endurance, and control for backward marching, practice marching forward on the toes.  
This will not only build muscle strength in the calf and thigh muscles, it will also develop 
a stronger sense of balance and control.  Also consider implementing calf raises during 
your warm up (easy with breathing exercises).   
 
BALLERINA:  To develop better posture and balance, place arms in an arc above the head 
(assimilating a sousaphone bell) and march forward/backward.  Incorporating this will 



help individuals expand the torso as well as develop a more controlled sense of balance – 
especially with backward marching.   
 
SLIDES:  Always use the “push-pull” approach.  When sliding, individuals must pull with 
the elbow in the direction of travel, and push with the shoulder/elbow of the opposite 
arm.  This will create a much more effective slide and parallel plane for the upper body.   
 
BOX DRILL:  This exercise can be done in several count structures, but should always be 
done using forward and backward marching, and slides.  It is recommended that the box 
drill be implemented in music rehearsals (especially with the fight song). 
 
ADJUSTED STEP:  This term refers to a marching sequence that involves a changing step 
size every five yards.  It is recommended that sections practice marching 6, 8, 12, and 16-
to-5.  Create exercises that utilize different intervals.  This will help individuals develop a 
better understanding of step sizes and the ability to change step size when necessary 
during a show. 
 
8-to-5 GUIDING:  Incorporate guiding exercises both with and without the yard lines.  All 
sections must be able to march an 8-to-5 step with little reliance upon the yard lines.  If 
learning to march without lines, set the line(s) on the hash marks, sidelines, or numbers 
and march up and down the field – using peripheral vision to guide the formation. 
 
CLOSING:  When closing a drill move that continues on to another set, take all counts to 
arrive.  When closing a drill move that is followed by a hold, arrive in your spot on the 
last count of the move (point) and close.   
 
DEVELOPING MUSCLE MEMORY:  While we try to spend quality time “practicing” our 
marching fundamentals, the reality is that we will not be able to perform these techniques 
effectively until our muscles are trained properly.  It isn’t so much a matter of practicing 
slides, but rather doing them more often.  To develop horn angles, we cannot just remind 
ourselves about them before a performance, but rather, we must consistently work on 
them during our rehearsals.  Drill Instructors and Section Leaders can help members of the 
band develop the necessary muscle memory by implementing marching/visual concepts 
in the daily rehearsals: 

• Practice music in a slide position (make sure to do both left and right slide).  Make 
an effort to do this at least once during a warm-up or rehearsal.  

• Create exercises that will include both physical and musical warm up. 
• Incorporate calf raises with air exercises. 
• Implement a box drill during breathing exercises or scales. 
• Implement marching on the toes (forward and backward) to build muscle strength 

and control.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



MARCHING TERMINOLOGY 
 
 
On, 2, 4, 2 On Drill:  Individuals in a line or shape are either 1.) on a yard line, 2.) 2 steps 
from a yard line, or 3.) half way between yard lines. 
 
80/20:  Term used to describe the balance of weight while standing still: 80% on your 
platform, 20% on your heel.   
 
Adjusted Step:  movement from one set to another during which all marchers are taking a 
different size step to reach their position(s) in the prescribed number of counts. 
 
Backward Marching (drag step):  This step is executed using a straight leg technique where 
the toes will maintain contact with the ground creating a dragging effect and adding 
balance and stability.  The initial step will take the marcher up and back and both feet will 
be on the platform.  The upper body and horn angle remains steady and does not bounce 
up and down.  Backward march steps always feel bigger than they are.     
 
Bottom of the Numbers:  Yard line numbers on college fields are placed on the 50, 40s, 
30s, 20s, and 10s, with the bottom of the numbers being 12 steps (270”, 7.5 yards) from 
the sidelines. 
 
Box Drill:  Fundamentals exercise. 
 
Box Drill Group 1: 90 Degree Boxes Box Drill Group 2: 45 Degree Diamonds 
Box 1: Forward to the left    Box 5: Directly to the left 
Box 2: Forward to the right   Box 6: Directly in front 
Box 3: Backward to the left   Box 7: Directly to the right 
Box 4: Backward to the right  Box 8: Directly to the left 
Cover/Dress:  Terms concerning line alignment: Cover deals with front to back.  Dress 
deals with side to side. 
 
Forward Marching:  This step is executed using a straight leg technique where the body 
will move forward and the attack will be with the heel.  The initial step will create 
movement from the bottom block and create equal weight between the two legs.   
 
Halt: Halts will be executed on the right foot.  The right foot will plant using a point step 
and the left foot will snap forward to rest against the right, heels and toes touching and 
parallel.   
 
Hash Marks: College hash marks are located 32 steps from the sidelines.  There are 20 
steps between hash marks in the middle of the field.  Referred to as front and back hash 
marks with relation to the concert side of field. 
 
Horn Positions:  You will encounter many horn positions during your marching tenure at 
JMU. The are: 

Horns Carry: Horns are by the side in preparation for movement. 
Horns Front: Horns in position at attention before performance position. 



Horns Up: Horns are in performance position.  
Horns to the Box: Horns are raised to the pressbox. 
 

Platform:  Term used to describe the front triangle of your foot created by your toes and 
the ball of your foot.   
 
Plecker Side/Student Side:  Referring to the two sides of the 50-yard line.  Plecker Side 
(from the podium perspective) is to the LEFT of the 50-yard line.  Student Side is to the 
right. 
 
Plus one / minus one:  When running drill, this technique will help the individual connect 
the previous move (minus one) or the upcoming move (plus one) in order to practice 
transitions. 
 
Point Step:  Term used to describe a stop or transition step.   
 
Set:  Shortened command for “attention.”  When called (usually during marching/drill 
rehearsal), this instructs all marchers to assume the “attention” position.  If during 
fundamental block/rehearsal, the horns will be in front and will be raised by the command 
of the director/staff.  If “set” is called during drill rehearsal/run through, the horn position 
will be dictated by the drill move or part of tune. 
 
Separate the Blocks:  Term used to describe what you should do when standing at 
attention.  The upper block consists of your ribs and chest, the lower block consists of 
your stomach and torso.  
 
Slide:  Term to describe the movement where the feet and lower body face the direction of 
the next position while the upper body and horn remain parallel to the sideline.  Forward 
slides are used when moving to any position within the 180 degrees in front of you.   
Backward slide is used when moving to any position within the 180 degrees behind you.  
Terms used to teach slide include: 
 
Step Size: You will encounter many different step sizes during your learning and 
performance.  We study and learn 4 specific step sizes: 

16 to 5: 11.25” step size, 16 steps fill 5 yards 
12 to 5: 15” step size, 12 steps fill 5 yards 
8 to 5: 22,5” step, 8 steps fill 5 yards 
6 to 5: 30” step, 6 steps fill 5 yards   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Traffic Drill:  Fundamentals exercise: 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
V Drill:  Fundamentals exercise.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

12 cts 
Forwar
d 

12 cts 
Backwar
d 

12 steps from 
ET

 4    0 

1 
2 

3 

4 


