
Tonguing Guide for Performers 

Tonguing (or articulating) is done to add 
clarity and accuracy to the beginning of a 
tone.  During articulation, the tongue acts as 
a release valve for the air stream.  

To tongue on a wind instrument, touch the 
tip of your tongue near the top of the back 
side of the front teeth (or the tip of the reed 
for most woodwind instruments).  As the 
tongue is pulled down and back, a 
carefully-timed and steady airstream will 
result in a clean and clear start to the 
musical tone.1  

Correct tonguing can be achieved by imitating sounds used in speech; TAH is an effective model.  
The vowel /ɑ/ (as in pod) uses a relaxed tongue and open oral cavity.2  A gentle /t/-sound 
provides clarity to start a tone.3  

Be sure that the use of TAH is unvoiced (the vocal cords should not sound) and is immediately 
followed with a steady flow of air (such as TAAAAAAAAH).  By holding a piece of paper 
vertically in front of your mouth, you can check to make sure that you are using good airflow; 
the paper should be blown (and suspended) away from your mouth.

Here are some additional ideas to consider:

• Move only the tip of the tongue; keep the rest of the tongue relaxed, low in the mouth. 
• Keep your throat open and uninvolved - a yawn is a great model for openness.
• Use a mirror to make sure that your jaw and face are not moving when you articulate.
• Wind Patterns are an effective way to practice tonguing away from your instrument.  An 

audio sample can be heard at www.houseoflowaire.com - click on Dissertation Study. 
• Do not move your tongue between your teeth, as this will cause the lips to stop vibrating.
• Do not vocalize as you articulate - listen carefully for any additional sounds.

Most importantly, let your ears guide you to a tonguing style that is clean and accurate!
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1 Although the word attack is used to describe the onset of a tone, this often results in over-tonguing and should thus 
be avoided.

2 The study of phonetics suggests that /o/ (as in TOH) creates a tense approach to the tongue and jaw; /ɑ/ (as in 
TAH) is a more lax approach.

3 Care should be used with the /d/ sound - this can result in the phonation (vibration) of the vocal cords just before 
the onset of a tone.  
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