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What are extended techniques? 
“Extended techniques” is a term commonly used for non-traditional sounds and their notation 
in contemporary music. Best practiced just like any other tone or technique exercises. 
 

Common Extended Techniques 
 

 
Flutter tongue: Sound created by rolling your R’s or feeling like you’re gargling in the back of 
your throat while playing. Either is fine! With the proper control, no one will be able to tell 
which you’re doing. 
 

 
Air sounds: Increasingly, composers are using notation to indicate an air sound, with or without 
pitch. Usually, the notehead shape will indicate full sound, half sound, air with pitch, air without 
pitch, and the composer will have a key or guide. These are fun sounds, made by a loose 
embouchure and wide aperture. 
 
 

  
Harmonics: Common technique achieved by fingering the low fundamental note, using 
embouchure and air pressure so the sounding pitch is higher on the harmonic series. 
Sometimes composers will indicate just sounding pitch, and sometimes they will also indicate 
the fundamental with a diamond notehead. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Jet whistle: Sound created by covering the mouthpiece fully with your mouth and blowing 
super-fast air to create a glissando sound. Famous in Villa-Lobos' The Jet Whistle! 
 

  
Key clicks/slaps: Can be indicated as just a key click, as in the first example with an x as the 
notehead, or as a slap percussive sound while also playing the note as normal, as in the second 
example. Key click without pitch is softer, while a key slap can add an extra percussive pop and 
works best on low notes. 

 
Multiphonics: A way to sound two notes at once. Usually the composer will provide a fingering 
they’d like you to use, and you can also find a list of fingerings here: http://flute.fingerings.info/ 
 
 

 
Singing and playing: Another way to sound two notes at once. The composer will indicate 
which line is to be sung, sometimes with special instructions if your vocal range doesn’t match 
the vocal line. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

http://flute.fingerings.info/


Timbral trill or bisbigliando: The goal is to create waves in the sound without changing pitch to 
a different note completely. Usually, you play the standard fingering and find a few other keys 
to trill that are not the standard trill fingering, creating a shimmery effect. 
 
 

 
Tongue ram: Percussive sound created by covering the mouthpiece with your mouth, and 
aggressively ramming your tongue into the headjoint. Works best on low register notes with 
many keys depressed. 
 
 

 
Whistle tones: Usually very high, soft notes created with a relaxed embouchure and very slow 
air. 
 
How to practice: 
One sound at a time! Remember how long it took to learn how to play a scale with good tone? 
This will take equal patience. 
 
Further reading and resources: 

• Music of flutists/composers who use extended techniques, such as Nicole Chamberlain, 
Ian Clarke, Robert Dick, Greg Pattillo, and Harvey Sollberger 

• The Other Flute by Robert Dick 
 


