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For the young player, oboe can be a frustrating instrument to learn. Often, students 
have begun their musical experience on flute, clarinet, or saxophone and have 
switched to oboe after a year or two. In order to help facilitate this switch, attention 
should be paid to new fingering issues and students’ needs for specific exercises on 
this crazy woodwind! 
 
THE HALF-HOLE 
▪ Can actually be thought of as an octave key. 
▪ Use a sliding-rolling motion or pivot motion. 
▪ Always make sure you are clearing the hole enough to allow upper note to speak 

properly. 
▪ When going from half-hole to the back octave key, allow the thumb and index 

finger to move together in one motion, as if they were attached. 
 
 
PRACTICE SUGGESTIONS 
▪ First try playing octave leaps by slurring from d1 to d2 in half notes. 
▪ Once that has been accomplished, try playing c2 to d2. Coordination of getting the 

half-hole motion working in tandem with placing all six fingers down can be 
difficult for the beginner. Using slow tempos and practice are the keys to success. 

▪ Make sure the finger always maintains contact with the half-hole key. 
 

 

 
 
STUDENT PITFALLS 
▪ Watch for the index finger lifting completely off the half-hole key. While this motion 

does produce the correct pitch, intonation will be adversely affected.  
▪ Often, students will do a quick lift of the finger and then place it back on the key 

with the hole being properly vented. This is also problematic and will slow the 
fingers down when trying to play fast technical passages. 

▪ Avoid half-hole chatter or lower 8va notes speaking first by making sure you are 
clearing or venting the half-hole enough. 



THE OCTAVE KEYS 
▪ Most oboes have two octave keys, although it is becoming more common to find 

three octave keys as the upper range of the instrument increases. 
▪ The left thumb operates the first octave key or back octave key. It functions for e2-

g#2. The thumb should remain at rest on the back of the oboe and when used, 
rock upward to depress the key. 

▪ The side of the left index finger operates the second octave key or side/top octave 
key. It functions for a2-c3. 

▪ The third octave key is found slightly above the back octave key. It is an optional 
key that can be used for eb3 and above. 

 
 
PRACTICE SUGGESTIONS 
▪ Practice moving from half-hole notes to back octave notes. All exercises should be 

slurred and in slow tempi. Thumb and index finger should move together in one 
motion. 

▪ Next, practice moving from half-hole to side octave. This motion should feel like a 
gentle rocking of the left hand. The pad of the index finger closes the half-hole 
and the knuckle rocks back onto the side octave key. The third finger can aid in this 
motion by lifting slightly off the g key. 

▪ Practice playing octave leaps.  
▪ When slurring from any note to d3, the left index finger should lift off the key.  

 
 
 
 
PIVOTING 
▪ In addition to half-holing, two other pivot motions should be learned for playing 

the oboe:  Bb-B and c1-c#1. Both require the pinkies to slide or roll between the 
two keys. 

▪ Shhhhhh!  Oboists’ Secret:  If you have difficulty making these motions, try 
"slicking" your keys by using a small amount of oil from your face and rubbing it 
onto the keys. This makes sliding much easier. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



ALTERNATE FINGERINGS 
▪ The most commonly used alternate fingerings are for F, Eb, and Ab. 
▪ Alternate F will depend on the type of oboe a student is using. The most common 

fingering used is generally called "regular F."  The second fingering is called 
"forked F". The third is called "left F."   

▪ Forked F can be done two different ways depending on the oboe. If the student 
does not have a D resonance key, the Eb key will need to be added to the forked 
fingering. If the student does have the D resonance key, then no Eb key is needed. 
(Most professional oboists in the US avoid using forked F as it has a specific tone 
color that can sound stuffy and out of tune.) 

▪ Left F can only be used if the oboe is a professional model that has this extra key. 
▪ Alternate Eb is used when Eb is preceded or followed by Db and c1. The fourth 

finger of the left hand will activate this key. 
▪ Alternate Ab is used when the note preceding or following employs a note using 

the fourth finger of the left hand. The right index finger will activate this key using 
the knuckle or side of the finger. 

 
The oboist will need to use many alternate fingerings in the altissimo range, (E3 
through G3). Students should experiment on their own to find the best fingering for 
their instrument and reed style. 
 
 
FINGERING CHART/TRILL FINGERINGS 
Please reference http://www.wfg.woodwind.org/oboe/ for charts that are excellent. 
 
 
OTHER INTERESTING TECHNIQUE TIDBITS 
▪ D Major is the easiest key for a beginner to learn since you start with six fingers 

down and lift one at a time to play the scale. 
▪ When you have a student playing in the key of F major, make sure they use the 

fingering referred to as regular F (see above). Most beginners learn Bb major as 
their first scale due to keys used in band music. This repetition of being in flat keys 
for the first year of their "oboe career" teaches them that THE fingering for F is 
forked, and can lead to technical issues later in their development.  

▪ If you are switching a student from flute to oboe, make sure as they learn oboe 
fingerings they are not keeping the fourth finger of the right hand down on the C 
key (as they did on flute). 

▪ For octave key functions, the only important numbers one should remember are 3, 
5, and 4:  three half-hole notes, five back octave notes, and four side/top octave 
notes.  


