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Always make sure the case is facing the correct direction before it is opened. 
If your case doesn’t have a logo or label on the top, add a sticker or nametag so 
you always know which way should be facing up.

Before assembling, if needed, apply cork grease to the tenons of your clarinet.

Remember, a little cork grease goes a long way! Apply a small amount to 
each piece of cork and then rub it around the cork with your finger to ensure 
even distribution.

Keep in mind that cork grease is not necessarily needed every day. On 
average, you’ll want to use cork grease every 2-3 days.

Assemble your clarinet from the bottom to the top, starting with the bell and 
lower joint, then the upper joint, then the barrel, then the mouthpiece.  Use a 
twisting motion to get the pieces together.

If the pieces feel very tight, you can add some more cork grease.

Be very careful of the keys as you assemble your instrument. Though they’re 
made of metal, they can bend easily. Try to grip from the body of your clarinet 
and avoid putting too much pressure on keys as you put the pieces together.

Be careful of the bridge key as you twist the lower and upper joints together. 
Press down the key rings on the upper joint as you add it to the lower joint 
to ensure the two parts of the bridge key don’t knock into each other during 
assembly.  When you’re done, check to make sure the two parts of the bridge 
key are aligned properly.

As you’re putting the rest of your instrument together, wet your reed in your mouth or some water for about 30-60 seconds.

Slide your ligature onto the mouthpiece. Slightly lift up the ligature on the mouthpiece and slide the 
reed behind the ligature.

Once the ligature is on, make final adjustments to your reed and tighten your ligature.

The reed should be centered on the mouthpiece, both at the top and bottom.

The tip of the reed should be just below the tip of the mouthpiece. If assembled correctly, you should be able to see a 
thin strip of the mouthpiece above the reed.

Make sure the ligature is not too high or low. The top of the ligature should be just below the top line on the mouthpiece 
or just below the cut portion of the reed.
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Always make sure the case is right-side up before it is opened. If your case doesn’t have a logo 
or label on the top, put a sticker on it so you always know which way should be facing up!

Before attaching the mouthpiece to the neck, apply cork grease to the cork of your 
saxophone neck if needed. 

The neck should never be handled with pressure on the octave mechanism that rests on 
the top of the neck. While holding the base of the neck or the “tenon,” carefully rotate the 
mouthpiece onto the neck cork. 

Reeds should be soaked in water for approximately one minute before attaching 
to the mouthpiece with the ligature. A dry reed will not vibrate as well. 

Loosen your ligature and gently place onto the mouthpiece 
(the screws should be facing right).

Slightly lift up the ligature on the mouthpiece and slide the reed between the ligature 
and the mouthpiece. 

Make final adjustments to your reed position, then gently tighten your ligature. 

The reed tip should be even with the tip of the mouthpiece. Make sure the reed sits 
evenly on the mouthpiece table, and that the reed tip does not appear to be crooked. 

Once the neck, mouthpiece, ligature, and reed are assembled, gently set aside. 
Put the neck strap around your neck.

Always pick up the saxophone body carefully to avoid bending the keys. Attach the hook 
of your neck strap to the body of the instrument. 

With one hand on the body of the instrument, carefully  place the neck in the saxophone 
body while avoiding the neck’s octave mechanism. 

Note - The rounded part of the octave key mechanism at the base of the neck should 
be positioned to hover above the octave key mechanism on the saxophone body. 

Adjust the neck strap to the best position for maintaining good posture. 
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D’ADDARIO CORE VIDEO: SAXOPHONE ASSEMBLY
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Reed strength should be selected based on response, sound, and stage of musical growth. 

Follow these basic reed strength rules:

As a student progresses, and the embouchure and air column develop, reed strength should be gradually increased to 
provide additional resistance. Additional resistance will allow the student to achieve a fuller, more homogenous sound and 
to comfortably and evenly access the extreme ranges of the instrument.

Be sure to listen for when a change in reed strength is needed.  
If response is difficult or the sound is fuzzy or stuffy, decrease the reed strength.
If response is too easy or the sound is too wild, spread, or unfocused, increase the reed strength.
 
Reeds get softer with age. Keep this in mind when evaluating a potential reed strength change.

Mouthpieces that are more open (larger tip openings) typically require lower strength reeds. Mouthpieces that are closer 
(smaller tip openings) typically require higher strength reeds. 

Rico reeds are designed for students. They feature a strength system that feels a half strength softer than professional 
reeds of the same strength. Keep this in mind when selecting reed strengths.

Loosen the ligature screw(s). Place the ligature on the mouthpiece first to avoid damaging the reed tip 
with the ligature. Lift up the ligature slightly and gently guide the reed down between the ligature and the 
mouthpiece. The flat part of the reed should make contact with the flat part of the mouthpiece. 

Place the ligature below the ligature line on the mouthpiece for optimal response. 

Match the tip of the reed to the tip of the mouthpiece. The reed should cover the entire mouthpiece 
facing and leave the mouthpiece tip unexposed. For slightly increased resistance, move the reed slightly 
higher on the mouthpiece facing. For slightly decreased resistance, move the reed slightly lower on the 
mouthpiece facing. 

STRENGTH SELECTION 

PLACEMENT

REQUEST YOUR COMPLIMENTARY BOX OF RICO REEDS HERE
SUGGESTED RICO REED STRENGTHS

Beginner: 2, 2.5, 3
Intermediate/Advanced: 3, 3.5, 4

https://daddario.formstack.com/forms/ricosamplerequest
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ALWAYS

NEVER

SOMETIMES

Swab the body and neck of the instrument after playing. 
This prevents unwanted elements from building up inside. 

Be careful when moving the instrument parts in and out of the case. 
Closing the case without putting the parts into their proper compartments 
may result in bent keys, rods, or necks. 

Keep the mouthpiece protected. Mouthpiece patches prevent scratches 
and dents caused by your top teeth. A mouthpiece cap will protect the 
delicate reed tip and keep the reed moist when the instrument is out but 
not in use. A mouthpiece cap will also protect the mouthpiece 
while in the instrument case.

Always store reeds in a reed guard or reed case.  This protects the reeds and 
encourages rotation (using a different reed daily), which will make them last longer.

Never leave the reed on the mouthpiece while storing your instrument. 
Besides inviting unwanted bacteria, a reed left on a mouthpiece 
will warp and become unusable.

Saxophonists:  Never force the mouthpiece onto a dry neck cork. 
Use cork grease to prevent cork damage. 

Saxophonists:  Never force the neck into the body of the saxophone.  If the neck strongly 
resists being gently twisted onto the body of the saxophone, the neck tenon may 
be slightly bent. For bent or resistant neck tenons, visit your local repair technician.
 
Clarinetists: Never force the clarinet together. If a clarinet joint feels very tight, 
use cork grease to prevent damage. If a clarinet is stuck together, grip the body 
of the instrument (avoiding the keys) and use a gentle twisting motion to get
the two pieces apart.

Wash the mouthpiece in warm water. Clarinetists should avoid getting the cork wet. 
Q-tips may be used to clean the mouthpiece.

Saxophonists: Polish the lacquer. A clean, dry cloth may be used to remove 
fingerprint smudges that can eventually tarnish the instrument’s lacquer.
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REED CARE

REED STORAGE

Proper reed care can not only help students play better, but can also help save money and 
time. Good reeds are a crucial element for any clarinetist or saxophonist.

Break in reeds. Play reeds for only a short time on the first day, then gradually increase the 
duration of playing time each day.

Purchasing a full box of reeds is always recommended over purchasing individual reeds. 
This encourages good rotation habits and is more cost effective.

Rotating reeds can increase their lifespan. Make sure that the same reed is not played 
every single day. Consider having students date and number their reeds with a pencil.

Always have more than one good reed ready for use at all times. For beginners, having 
3-4 good reeds on hand is appropriate. More advanced students should have 5-8.

Never store or leave reeds on the mouthpiece when putting away the instrument.

Reeds should not be stored in the plastic cases they come in. Use a reed guard or case to 
protect and get the most out of your reeds.

Recommended Reed Storage Solutions:

GOOD: RICO BY D’ADDARIO REED GUARDS
Holds 4 reeds
Offered in two sizes: Clarinet/Alto Saxophone | Tenor/Baritone Saxophone/Bass Clarinet

BETTER: D’ADDARIO REED GUARDS
Holds 4 reeds
Offered in two sizes: Clarinet/Alto Saxophone | Tenor/Baritone Saxophone/Bass Clarinet
The soft elastomer cover securely but gently holds reeds, and grooved surface 
prevents warping

BEST: D’ADDARIO MULTI-INSTRUMENT REED STORAGE CASE
Holds 8 reeds of any size
Two-way humidity control for optimal reed performance
Grooved surface prevents warping

TEACHER TIP
Humidity-controlled environments help prevent warping and make reeds last longer. If you 
don’t use the Multi-Instrument Reed Storage Case, try placing reed guards in resealable bags or 
tupperware containers with a D’Addario Humidity Control Pack. When the pack hardens, typically 
after approximately 90 days of use, it is time to replace the pack. 

D’ADDARIO CORE VIDEO: 
REED CARE & STORAGE

http://daddario.com/coresax2
http://daddario.com/coresax2
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The facing measures the curve of the mouthpiece away from the reed. A facing 
is often identified by its tip opening: the distance between the reed and the tip 
of the mouthpiece.

 A mouthpiece with a close facing (smaller tip opening) is less resistant than 
one with an open facing (larger tip opening).

Closer facings generally require hard reeds, while more open facings require 
softer reeds.

There are many different mouthpiece brands and models, but when it comes to choosing the best mouthpiece for you or your 
student, there are two things to listen for: response and sound. 

RESPONSE
When testing mouthpieces, you should first listen for a comfortable, free response. 
Play a slow scale or passage, both slurred and articulated, and ask yourself:

If the response is too difficult, consider trying a mouthpiece with a smaller tip opening or a lower strength reed.

If the responses is too easy, consider trying a more open facing  with a larger tip opening   or a higher strength reed.

SOUND
Next, consider the character of the sound. It’s important to maintain a good, confident sound that is balanced with ease of 
response. Ask yourself: 

If the sound is spread or lacks definition, consider a mouthpiece with a larger tip opening or a higher strength reed.
 
If the sound is dull or fuzzy, consider a mouthpiece with a smaller tip opening or a lower strength reed.

MOUTHPIECE BASICS

CHOOSING A MOUTHPIECE

Is the sound being produced easily?

Is the sound focused and centered?

Is it possible to slur and articulate clearly without struggle?
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WHEN TO STEP UP

STEP UP REEDS

When to step up can vary from student to student, and is usually a decision made 
by the band director or private teacher. The decision is usually dependent on level of 
proficiency, desire to study in a more serious capacity, and budget.

RESERVE MOUTHPIECES
Milled from a special hard rubber for tonal beauty and 
unparalleled consistency from mouthpiece to mouthpiece. 
Designed for even sound and intonation while reinforcing 
proper playing techniques.

Offered in 3 models/levels of resistance: 

H-LIGATURES
Two-screw, 
inverted design

Four-point system 
applies equal pressure to the reed

Offered for all voices of clarinet 
and saxophone

Available in silver and gold models

RESERVE CLARINET
Traditional blank for 
clarity of sound

Offered in half strengths, from 
2 to 4.5, with special 3.5+ and 
4+ strengths

Recommended reed strengths:
Middle School: 2.5, 3, 3.5
High School: 3, 3.5, 3.5+

RESERVE CLASSIC CLARINET
Thick blank for added warmth 
and complexity

Offered in half strengths, from 2 
to 4.5, with special 3.5+ and 4+ 
strengths

Recommended reed strengths:
Middle School: 3, 3.5
High School: 3.5, 3.5+, 4

RESERVE SAXOPHONE
Available for Soprano, Alto, Tenor, 
and Baritone Saxophones

Offered in half strengths, from 2 to 
4.5, with a special 3+ strength

Recommended reed strengths:
Middle School:  2.5, 3, 3+
High School:  3, 3+, 3.5, 4

Beginner equipment is designed to help students achieve a sound right away and build the fundamentals and foundations of good 
clarinet and saxophone playing. Once the student has sufficiently advanced and has become more serious in their study, there are 
specific reeds and mouthpieces designed to facilitate further growth and maturity in tone and technique. 

STEP UP MOUTHPIECES STEP UP LIGATURES

FOR MORE INFORMATION:
STEP UP SITE LINK

1.00mm                         1.05mm                          1.12mm

RESISTANCE
LESS

Model
Tip Opening

X0 X5 X10
MORE

http://reservestepup.daddario.com/
http://reservestepup.daddario.com/


NECK STRAP GUIDE

I. LAY A FOUNDATION  //   NECK STRAP GUIDE

A SAGGING NECK STRAP
Many saxophonists purchase neck straps with neoprene in favor of comfort.  However, these neck straps may stretch over time, 
leaving the player constantly adjusting the neck strap upward as it sags. Not only does this negatively affect posture, but the 
hands and fingers can grow tense as the student puts more of the instrument’s weight onto their hands. A neck strap that does 
not stretch or bounce is recommended.

“REACHING” FOR THE INSTRUMENT
Many beginning saxophonists position their neck strap too low, leaning their neck and 
head downward to meet the mouthpiece. The height of the neck strap is correct when 
the saxophone mouthpiece rests naturally under the top teeth without the student 
adjusting their neck or head. 

Though it’s not always required, many clarinetists find that using a neck strap greatly improves their comfort and stability when 
playing their instrument. This is especially true of clarinetists suffering from tension and pain in their right hand, as a neck strap 
will transfer much of the instrument’s weight to the neck as opposed to the right thumb alone. 

D’Addario’s clarinet strap comes with a leather tab that fits easily on any clarinet thumb 
rest, no hook required. The stable, non-stretch material prevents clarinetists from 
“reaching” for the mouthpiece, which can negatively affect posture, embouchure, and 
breathing. To get the most comfortable fit, tighten the strap so that the mouthpiece meets 
the mouth without having to move the head or neck down to meet the instrument. 

A common problem for beginning saxophone players is finding the proper neck strap 
height.  The neck strap is in its proper spot when, while sitting, the instrument rests 

at mid-thigh, and the mouthpiece comes right into the student’s mouth without 
altering the angle of the head and neck. 

D’Addario neck straps have numerous benefits 
for students.  Their non-stretch material 
ensures students aren’t constantly “reaching” 
for the mouthpiece, which negatively affects 

posture, breathing, and intonation.  Unlike other 
neckstraps, D’Addario neckstraps are easily 

adjustable with one hand, and maintain 
their positions.

SAXOPHONE NECK STRAP GUIDE

AVOID THESE PITFALLS:

CLARINET NECK STRAP GUIDE CORRECT INCORRECT


