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Foreword 
 

David Vining’s wide range of experience as a musician has instilled in him a deep 
understanding for the need to be a good sight-reader, and his knowledge provides savvy 
insights on how to develop this skill while utilizing his new book, The Big Book of Sight 
Reading Duets. Duets have been recognized as a wonderfully entertaining and effective 
means of improving sight reading skills because of the need to view both parts 
simultaneously, and the necessity to constantly look ahead in the score. In addition, 
should an error occur in either part, the players must learn to make quick adjustments so 
that the musical performance continues without interruption. Vining’s technical advice 
and suggestions in the early part of the book are essential. 
 Although originally composed for trombones, Jason Dovel must be acknowledged 
for his excellent transcriptions of these duets for trumpets. A recognized composer and 
arranger in his own right, Dr. Dovel is considered an expert in scoring for trumpet. This 
is a fun and challenging book for trumpeters of all levels, and should be practiced daily. 
 
David R. Hickman 
Regents’ Professor of Trumpet 
Arizona State University 
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Introduction 
	
  

Have you ever choked on sight reading? Many musicians shudder at the thought 
of having to play something at first sight—especially for an audition. It is extremely 
frustrating to play prepared excerpts beautifully at an audition only to come unglued 
when confronted with sight reading. 

There is no question that sight reading is a valuable skill for musicians. Many 
auditions require sight reading and it is a critical technique for a freelancer. Musicians 
who sight read well tend to think on their feet better than those who don’t, and this 
attribute improves their ability to perform under pressure. Good sight readers have a 
musical intuition and heightened perception that allows them to understand complicated 
rhythms, harmonies, and musical forms. Sight reading is essentially the confluence of 
countless diverse musical skills. 

If sight reading is so important, why don’t more people take practicing it more 
seriously? Part of the problem is a lack of guidance. There are few resources devoted 
entirely to sight reading and even fewer stated strategies for improvement. Considering 
this, we will first discuss strategies for improving your sight reading, then we will learn 
how to use this book to maximize your progress. 
 

Suggestions for Improving Sight Reading 
 

We’ll start with the obvious, traditional advice that can be applied immediately 
every time you sight read, and work our way toward the less conventional, long-term 
strategies. The first two suggestions are to be done before you play and the second two 
are to be done as you play. The remainder of the suggestions are long term strategies that 
require attention over time. 
 
Before You Play: 
 
1. Scan Before You Play 
 Before you begin to play, STOP! Don’t just dive in headlong and hope for the 
best. Hanging on for dear life and guessing at rhythms and pitches is not good sight 
reading technique. Play smart: before you begin, take a moment to look over the piece, 
noticing the following critical points: 
 

• Road Map: Are there repeats? Are there first and second endings? Is there 
a D.S. or D.C. al Coda? 

• Key 
• Time Signature 
• Tempo 
• Style 
• Articulation 
• Dynamics 
• Changes in any of the above 
• Melodic or Rhythmic Patterns 
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• Accidentals / Tonicizations (for an explanation of this term, see “Analyze” 
below) 

 
2. Model for Success 

The last thing you do directly before you play is critical to your success. At the 
end of your scanning session (described above), finger the last sharp or flat in the key 
signature because this is the note you are most likely to miss when you play. In the key of 
G-flat major, for example, the last flat is C-flat so you would literally finger that pitch to 
model the behavior of playing in that key. 

In addition, you should sing and finger the first measure in your head before you 
begin. The pitches needn’t be exact (especially if you don’t have perfect pitch!), but 
finger the correct notes and sing the proper rhythms and intervals at the right tempo in 
your head as best as you are able. 

By fingering the last sharp or flat in the key signature and singing the first 
measure in your head before you begin, you are creating a model that reinforces what you 
will do when you actually play. 

 
As You Play: 
 
3. Look Ahead 
 Good sight readers don’t necessarily look directly at the note they are currently 
playing. Instead, they are constantly looking ahead at what is coming up so they are not 
surprised by an accidental or unusual rhythm.  
 
4. Don’t Stop 

To be a good sight reader, train yourself to keep going no matter what. This is a 
difficult technique for most musicians because we spend our practice time stopping and 
starting in order to fix mistakes, but this approach does not work when sight reading. This 
book offers a solution to this problem by making players sight read with a partner. 
Playing duets incentivizes continuing to play no matter what because you don’t want to 
let down your partner. There is a collective obligation to play the music through to the 
end so it makes sense.  
 

These first four strategies can (and should!) be incorporated immediately. The 
other strategies, listed below, fall into the category of long term tactics. They are 
extremely effective but must be developed over time. 
 
5. Interpret and Execute Rhythms at Sight 

A fundamental understanding of rhythm and an ability to interpret and execute 
rhythms at sight is a prerequisite to being a good sight reader. In fact, the best sight 
readers play rhythms correctly even if they don’t always play every pitch correctly. This 
is particularly important when sight reading in an ensemble situation because it is 
impossible to stay together if the rhythms are not right.  

To improve one’s rhythmic acuity can be challenging because often there are too 
many other musical obligations to effectively isolate rhythmic deficiencies and fix them. 
In this book, preliminary “Rhythm Duets” are provided in order to cultivate rhythmic 
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