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Letter to the Students

Dear Student,

Congratulations to you! Deciding to take the path of working in the music industry—in any capacity—is a brave and powerful choice, and one that I’m honored to support you in.

To start, I’m going to tell you a bit about myself, and how this book came to be. One of the things I enjoy most about teaching is that I have the opportunity to meet all different people. During my years as an educator at Juilliard, and when I’ve been out giving talks at schools and conferences, I have had a chance to meet a variety of students who ranged in age, religion, gender, ethnicity, and so on. And I’m happy to say that this learning has been mutual; they’ve all taught me so much, too. They’ve brought up a lot of questions and considerations that I had never previously thought of. Here, in The Musician’s Career Guide: Turning Your Talent into Sustained Success, my goals are to share the questions others have had and to blend those answers with my personal experience, thereby producing what I think is a useful fundamental tool for you as you embark on this very exciting journey into the music industry.

First, I’m going to backtrack a bit and share some of my “lightbulb moments,” in the hope that they’ll also resonate with you. I remember watching an interview with Quincy Jones where he stated, “We as musicians forget that the music business is a business.” He continued to emphasize that being a creative these days is also being a businessperson. All the aspects of a business—scalability, sustainability, growth, vision, and purpose—are necessary to consider when trying to establish oneself as a business entity. I did not always know this, and would like to have recognized it earlier—so I am sharing it with you here.

Second, I’m recounting another eye-opening event: on my first day of ensemble class at the Juilliard School, jazz drum veteran Carl Allen posed this question to our class: “Are you guys interested in making a living or designing a career?”

I immediately raised my hand and asked, “Carl, what’s the difference?”

He then said, “Young brother, when you make a living, you are working as a musician and only focusing on what gigs/performances you will take, based solely on the monetary value. However, when you are building a career, you are incredibly strategic about the placement each performance will create for you.”

This is also something I didn’t realize initially, and will go into more detail about in this book.

These points—and bits of knowledge—are what resonate the most for me even to this day, and something I want to share with you. It’s important to have business savvy, and part of that is being strategic. This book will help guide you in both of those areas. Additionally, as a talented, ambitious and creative person, I want you to know these four key points:


• Life is always changing;

• Life is about how you connect with people;

• Life is the sum total of the decisions you make, and what you have the faith and imagination to believe is possible for yourself; and

• You must NEVER QUIT!



I state this, because one of the things that was important about my journey in music is that it started with sheer love: love for the drums, love for playing at church for choirs, and then eventually love for jazz. This love caused me to set goals that made me pursue an education in New York City. However, one of the key things I didn’t understand was business. For many years, in traveling and studying, I have intersected with so many business professionals, and no matter if they are accountants, real estate investors, managers, salespeople, etc., they understand some basic principles of business that many creatives don’t either know or focus on. Understanding those principles led me to important questions.

I’m going to address these questions in the book, but to start, I’d like you to take a moment and think about these two different sets of questions:


1. What is my love? What is my talent? What is the current packaging of my love and talent? Am I a brand? Who is consuming it? Is it profitable? Is that profit sustainable and leading to maximum growth?

2. What talent will I choose to hire and create an opportunity for exposure? How much money do I want to invest into this talent? Whom will I choose to manage, endorse, or book? Whom will I sign to a record deal?



What’s interesting to me is that these two sets of questions come from different places of power: one is coming from the “talent” and the other is comping from the “decision maker.” The talent is often waiting for the decision maker to approve them, while the decision maker has the control and can decide at any moment whom they want to invest in.

Don’t worry if this isn’t clear yet; I promise you that during the course of this book, it will be. Much of what I will discuss in this book is a changing economic climate that is affecting the shape of the music business for students who are in school right now. This, dear student, is fundamental for your growth and knowledge as an individual who is aspiring to work in this ever-changing, always-inspiring field. It is my hope that you as an artist will dive into this book and find hope and possibility in new career opportunities, and also find agency within yourself and recognize that with hard work, anything is possible.

My goal for this book is to remove the wall between the creative mindset and the business mindset, and to create a dialogue so that musicians can become more business-savvy and aware of realities that will allow for them to be successful. I want this to be a tool for you, no matter what genre or aspect of music you’re dedicated to, so that it can help prepare you for this industry, and the entrepreneurial world at large. Additionally, if you’re a creative professional already working in this industry, this book can be your resource and help you take your career to the next level.

I remember when I graduated; I walked across the stage at Juilliard, grabbed my degree, went home to my apartment in Harlem, and was suddenly consumed with anxiety. I was scared, confused, and simply didn’t know what was the next step to take. This book is the tool I wish I’d had. The Musician’s Career Guide: Turning Your Talent into Sustained Success gives you concrete assistance in a practical and easy-to-attain manner. This book not only lists steps, but also includes mistakes, challenges, and victories that I have experienced.

Many people in this industry wait until their journey has reached a pinnacle moment to write about it. Unfortunately, many of my predecessors hide the truth behind the mystery of phrases like, “It’ll all work out . . .”

In my opinion, that’s complete bullshit. We need answers, or at least steps that will lead to answers, to open doors and create possibilities. This book will serve that purpose.

Ready? Let’s go!

U


Introduction

When I was a little boy in Jacksonville, in second grade, my teacher asked everyone in my class what they wanted to be when they grew up.

She’d start on one side and go around the room with her question:

“Johnnie, what do you want to be?”

“A doctor, Mrs. Cole,” Johnnie smiled proudly.

“What about you Nathan?” Mrs. Cole continued.

“A pilot, Mrs. Cole,” Nathan declared.

“What about you, Ulysses?” she asked me, though I think even then, she knew what I would say.

“A Drummer, Mrs. Cole,” I responded, tapping my desk, as I always did, unconsciously. Even at age seven, I knew that this was my destiny.

I have been playing the drums since I was two years old; I am told I started playing before I could form complete sentences. I hear rhythm in everything: when the windshield wipers are turned on, when raindrops are falling from the sky, when the faucet is dripping, when people are walking, and when the trees sway and the leaves brush together. I define my drumming talent as a gift; though it can be called a skill, it’s something that I feel I was born with. Now, when I look back, I can see that there are “extensions” of my gift, though I also call them hobbies or passions: writing, speaking, producing, and more.

As we get started, I want to share a couple of points with you. One is a quote that resonates with me, and the other is a real-life story.


“We delight in the beauty of the butterfly, but rarely admit the changes it has gone through to achieve that beauty.”—Maya Angelou, American Poet, Singer, Memoirist and Civil Rights Activist



What does this quote mean? Basically, it’s important for us all to recognize that working towards a significant goal like being a professional in the music industry takes time, energy—and hard work.

Now I’d like to share a story with you: I distinctly knew, even at that moment in time when I was in second grade, that I wanted to be a drummer. More importantly, even though I was child, I understood that my love for music was etched into my identity as well.

How does this translate into your life? Well, stay with me. It’s important for all of you reading this book to first be incredibly aware of who you are, not just as a person and what gender and race you identify with, but who are you creatively, because if you cannot decide that, then it’s going to be very difficult for you to effectively know whom you will/can collaborate with.

On my Instagram page is a really great interview by the Grammy-winning artist, Robert Glasper. In that interview, he explains a few really powerful points about success and destiny. The first thing he speaks about is that we human beings all have hobbies, and a hobby is simply something that you enjoy. For example, in my case, my hobby is watching documentaries and movies of substance that teach me something, and don’t just entertain.

The second thing he spoke about was a passion that we may have. For instance, in my case, I am incredibly passionate about food, and the craftsmanship of food and wine; I’m fascinated by the pairing of the two.

Third, he says that we all have a gift, and the interesting thing about the gift that we all possess is that it’s something we don’t have to work that hard at because it’s simply our gift. As he says, when God has gifted you, very rarely will you have to work to have the gift. The work comes in maintaining the gift, and wanting to expand and grow it.

The last point Robert makes is key: many times, we confuse our passions with our gifts, and we often try to force or draw a level of success to our passion, instead of working in the area of our gift and finding incredible success by utilizing our gifts. He states that we’ll find success, or whatever we define as success, much quicker when we spend time working in the area of our divine gifts.

In discovering who you are, I want you to truly understand what your gift is, and separate it from your hobby and even your passion, because when you can work fully in the area of your gift, the ability to thrive and be successful will be present immediately.

Again, I want to share an example with you: writing was something I had been doing since I was a kid; I have always loved writing letters to romantic interests, and also to my friends. I loved writing poetry, and if I cared deeply about someone, I would write a poem for them. Even at the age of seventeen, in my meditation and spiritual practices, which I became very serious about and focused on, I would write prayers and meditative thoughts constantly. Many times, when I was stressed or confused, I would sit down and write about the subject, and find the clarity I sought. This gave me the realization that, in fact, I have the gift of writing. Now, I have to nurture it, and work with amazing writing mentors and coaches to enhance this skill, but I recognize that it’s a gift. And furthermore, when I started to consider writing books, it took very little work and convincing to get the right support, because my gift created connections, and doors immediately began opening.

However, this isn’t always the case with me. In fact, there are other parts of my career where I have been trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. To this end, I have exhausted myself trying to create success outside “my gift area.” This is the case with my role of bandleader—which is one that I’m still evolving in. Though yes, I could always be a leader, being a bandleader didn’t happen organically; I was missing a key element that bandleaders need: vision. So, though I was great at building a band, hiring the right members, and performing, I needed to work on the vision aspect and having a sonic identity for my vision—which is something that I’m still developing.

But now I have some questions for your consideration:


• What are your hobbies?

• What is your passion?

• What are your gifts?

• What do you most love?

• What areas or talents come easiest to you?

• How are you currently working in these areas?



These are the questions you need to ask yourself as you embark on this journey.

As I tell my students, success in this industry doesn’t come without effort. Yes, it’s true: it often seems seamless and simple. But it takes effort, passion, and devotion to make it in any industry—especially in the music industry. Now stay with me here; I want to keep you going—and encourage you, but I am honest, and want to tell you the way it is. Really.


PART 1

YOU ARE A BUSINESS

It’s time for you to start to think differently. Yes, this business that you are in—or about to be in—can be daunting, overwhelming, and frustrating. The good news is that you have the resources, and you will soon learn how to channel them. In this section of the book, I encourage you to do some self-reflecting, while offering you tools to maximize your ability to navigate this industry.


CHAPTER 1

Maximize Your Environments


“You arrive at a village, and in this calm environment, one starts to hear echo.”—Yannick Noah, French International Tennis Hall of Famer, Singer, Co-founder of Les Enfants de la Terre in 1988 with his mother, and also Fête le Mur, a tennis association for underprivileged children.



The surroundings in which a person operates can have a huge impact on his or her life—positive and negative. As is the case for all of you, throughout the course of my life, I have had various environments that contributed to my current state of being. In my case, I’m lucky to have always had a community of supporters around me who encouraged me through the joys and challenges of my environment: the various institutions, bands, and training grounds. As an aspiring musician, or someone just diving into the music industry, it’s crucial that you recognize your environment. I’m going to start by telling you about the four environments that have shaped me as a professional drummer, as well as lessons I’d like to share with you. Before I start, I want to tell you something: it’s important to make the best of whatever environment you are in, and if you so choose to create your own environment, make sure you remain connected to the larger world—the one beyond your world.

MY FIRST ENVIRONMENT: CHURCH

For most musicians, particularly in the African-American diaspora, church is their first introduction to a music school, and in many ways, it is a conservatory. I grew up being introduced to music at the Steele and Blue Church of God, in Jacksonville, Florida, where I was initially exposed to the sound of gospel music. Thanks to my mother, who served as choir director, I was placed near the drum set as a young child so that she could watch me and make sure I wasn’t getting into trouble. One time, when the drummer had left the drum set for a break, I climbed up and stood—because I was just two and couldn’t reach the stool—then picked up his sticks and began to keep time. At that time, before I could even put together a complete sentence, my family took note of my skills. They continued to encourage me to keep playing, and despite my very young age, gave me the opportunity to play music any time it was available. This was incredibly cool because it allowed me to fall in love with music in the most natural way: with no rules attached.

When I was about eight years old, the church drummer left. At that moment, the church had a decision to make: either search for a new drummer, or give this kid a chance to play. Well, they opted for the latter. At age eight, I suddenly had the chance—the privilege—to play for three choirs, and attend several rehearsals weekly. This coupled with my mom’s constant reminders about this opportunity being a privilege, and that God could have chosen anyone to give this gift to, but that I was the lucky recipient, and that I should respectfully honor this with my faithfulness and humility. This lesson, learned within this environment, has continued to last a lifetime for me—even beyond church. My message to you? Always be humbled and grateful for being chosen for an opportunity. The lesson of faithfulness even within an environment where there was no great monetary value was really special for me, because it taught me to learn how to be committed solely for the sake of commitment, not based on an immediate monetary reward.

MY SECOND ENVIRONMENT: MIDDLE SCHOOL

The second environment that was pivotal to my development was my middle school, James Weldon Johnson College Preparatory Middle, also in Jacksonville. It was there that I first worked with Mrs. Gail Henley, a wonderful band director. She was the first person to tell me that I needed to focus and take my drumming gift seriously. When I met her at the James Weldon Johnson summer band camp, I showed up with an alto saxophone, because I had grown tired of playing the drums. She heard me play the sax, and kindly asked if I played another instrument. When I told her I played the drums, she asked me to go to the drum set and play. I played some grooves for her. When I stopped, she requested I come back to the front of the room, and speak with her.

“Ulysses,” Mrs. Henley began, “Please take that saxophone home, and never return with it.” I looked at her, politely, but very surprised by her request.

She continued, “You are going to be my drummer. I’ll also teach you classical percussion as well as marching band percussion. Your percussion talent is what is needed in my band.”

THE LESSON FOR YOU?

Despite the fact that we can have an idea of what our talent could be, we need to focus on areas where we can surely thrive. I’m thankful always to Mrs. Henley for guiding and teaching me that lesson. Otherwise, I would be too caught up in my own head, where I think my greatest value lies. So, it’s great to trust others, and if a job or opportunity needs what is in you, then follow in that direction.

MY THIRD ENVIRONMENT: HIGH SCHOOL

At my parents’ insistence, and despite my initial reaction, I attended Douglas Anderson School of the Arts for high school. This, as I later realized that my parents had recognized, was the best thing in the world for me, because it introduced and exposed me to the world that I would spend the rest of my life in. I was initially reluctant, because I was a bit afraid to really be around the tribe that I was called to, which was the artists. I was not really taking myself seriously, because though I knew I was talented, I didn’t know if I was really ready to fully commit to that journey and be part of the artistic community. Thank God for smart parents, because the minute I stepped foot on campus, I truly felt peace. I was surrounded by like-minded individuals.

There were many lessons I learned in school, and many of them are woven into this book. My high school academic environment taught me one lesson in particular that I want to share with you here:

When I was a freshman, I started to let my grades slide. I was coming, after all, from a situation in which I even if my grades slipped, they would always let me perform. Well, DASotA, I soon learned, was a different story. I started failing in algebra. I subsequently suffered two big blows: I was placed on academic probation and wasn’t allowed to perform for the longest nine-week period ever. When I whined about it, the jazz band director told me that my lack of academic excellence failed the band, and that I should realize how much my absence would affect the band.

After that, I never failed a subject.

This lesson for you? Well, actually there are two: One, it’s important to keep up with all aspects of your education. Two, you are part of a team when you’re in a band, and your performance affects everyone.

MY FOURTH ENVIRONMENT: COLLEGE

First, I will tell you a little bit about how I even discovered what Juilliard was.

I was hanging out in the guidance counselor’s office at Douglas Anderson School of the Arts, and I saw this really colorful and thick book with the bold title, Juilliard, written across it. I asked someone what it was, and they said that it was one of the best schools in the world for talented artists. I subsequently learned that Juilliard had a donor that created a program called The Juilliard Experience, which was basically an opportunity geared towards boosting minority enrollment, particularly amongst African-American and Latinx students. I applied, and got accepted during my eleventh and twelfth grade years of high school. This experience gave me the chance to visit Juilliard for three days and shadow a current student.

This opportunity changed my life. I realized that I loved that environment; I felt “at home” with students who were completely submerged in their experience—and, for the first time, I no longer felt like the weird guy that obsesses over his love for music. After those visits, plus many hours of practice and preparation, I was accepted into the Inaugural Jazz Studies Program at Juilliard and awarded a full scholarship with a stipend and a chance to make history as the first African-American jazz drummer to ever enter the school in its over 100 years of existence.

Being at Juilliard was also unique because I was surrounded by some of the most talented students in the world, and I also felt like the worst student there in terms of talent. All of my colleagues were jazz babies, and had been exposed to records and live concerts of jazz masters for many years. On the other hand, I had only seen a few live jazz concerts with legends. I also felt that I had such a small album collection in comparison to the other students. It was so funny because this era was pre-MP3s, so all of the musicians in the Juilliard Jazz program would have listening sessions and we would judge ourselves based on our CD collection, and how many CD binders we had, which was representative of how much music we were listening to, which ultimately determined how great of a musician we were.

The level of intensity of the musicianship, and artistry of all students in all departments, was amazing and always pushed me to be better. I am always thankful when I show up and I am the worst person in the room, because it means that I have a long way to go and a lot to learn.

Lastly, all the Juilliard faculty members are world-class artists, so it’s incredibly easy to just be connected to who is relevant on the music scene; I was constantly inspired during my life as a student there.

This lesson? Well, actually, there are two lessons here, too: One, it’s important to keep your eyes open, because you never know what opportunities can present themselves to you, and two, go to college!

This last lesson leads me into the next section, which is all about college. This is an environment that you may not be in yet, but one you should most certainly get into.

PURSUE YOUR COLLEGE DEGREE

Whether or not you’ve finished high school, I know that if even if you’ve had some success as a creative, you might start to doubt the value of college. Well, let me tell you that college is a hugely important and crucial step in your training. If you want to pursue mastery, or if you just want to become great on a certain level, then continue the route that you are pursuing. Even those that have become celebrities always speak about taking the time to develop their skill-set at a higher level.

In my case, Juilliard was the environment that honed my training; it allowed me to know what it is to be surrounded by the best. For those reading this who want to be the best, place yourself in an environment where that is the status quo. I did not learn how to be jazz drummer at Juilliard, because I walked into the school with that talent and understanding. What I did learn at Juilliard was how to be a professional musician and a thinking artist. Additionally, within that environment, they allowed me to build a huge artistic network that spans the globe. Lastly, Juilliard opened up my imagination, and I no longer see the world artistically as a place with limits; I have a fully limitless imagination. Now the goal has become finding the resources to create what I envision. Lucky for you, there are many places and colleges where this energy can be found and can inspire you as well.

Because there are so many options when it comes to college, choosing can be challenging. Consider what colleges fit your level of talent; potential growth is an element not to be taken lightly. Again, I share my experience: I had a few goals before college, and one goal was to move to New York City, because I felt that if I could move to NYC, I would be surrounded by the best, and by default, my skill set would have to rise to meet the occasion of those around me. Sink or swim is constantly the way that I test myself and force growth. Pursuing Juilliard was definitely a goal that forced me to see what and how I needed to adjust to get ready—and I will address that in a moment. But first, another suggestion for you: if you’re not sure where to attend college, do consult your guidance counselor and/or mentors in your life. Even if you think you have an idea, their suggestions can only complement your investigations.

PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR COLLEGE APPLICATION

Given the various educational positions that I have been fortunate to hold, and my own experience as a student, I have witnessed so many mistakes that applicants make during this process. Here is some relevant advice for you. Currently, because of the confidentiality of my job, I can only speak about this to a certain point, but I can share some key advice based upon what I have seen:

Take the process seriously

Pre-screening for an audition is the opportunity for the faculty to determine if you qualify for a live audition, something you should obviously want. For highly competitive schools, this is a “weeding out” process to make sure the pool of applicants is qualified enough for potential acceptance. Therefore, you must be prepared.

Pay attention to details

It’s important to make sure that you pay attention to every aspect of the college application. Take the time to fill out the application correctly. Follow the instructions. Often students are asked to write personal statements. Get someone who is skilled in writing to help you craft these personal statements so you can effectively articulate your goals. There is nothing more powerful than a faculty member hearing from a student about why he or she is striving to attend their school’s program. Make sure yours accurately reflects you. After all, this is part of your first impression and potential entrée into the school. Look at everything carefully.

Take the time to read through—and read through again. These instructions also pertain to repertoire: for those that are recording with rhythm sections, and other musicians, make sure that they are prepared and take this as seriously as you do.

Have a reputable teacher

Make sure you choose a teacher that has either taken the path you are trying to follow, or is in some way connected to the school you wish to attend. There is a standard of excellence and talent that every school will accept; your teacher must be the one to successfully guide you prior to the audition, with tips to carry you through the experience. I have often seen pre-screen audition candidates where a student has no musical clue on how to approach the audition. A good teacher will make sure you a have the ability and skills to perform your piece(s). Do your homework: research your teacher’s qualifications and track record. If your teacher can’t take you there, get a new teacher.

Use proper equipment to record yourself and practice, practice, practice

Some colleges may require a personal interview. Take the time and use the right kind of camera to film yourself in order to practice. Additionally, make sample recordings so that you can see how you’re coming across, and make changes accordingly. I can’t emphasize enough the importance of preparation in this aspect. As you may or may not realize, faculty can easily tell when an applicant is not ready to perform pieces, and can barely make it through their audition process. Obviously, you don’t want this to happen to you.

Understand the live audition

As a musician, one of the things you’ll have to prepare for is the live audition—both in college and beyond—but let’s start with college.

In my case, this was a new area for me, and I knew I needed some help in order to get ready. After all, I had made up my mind: I was going to go to Juilliard. But now I had to successfully pass my live audition so that I could be accepted. The first thing I wanted to do was to get professional advice. I pursued several musicians who were not only stellar musicians, but also excellent educators. I went to each of them, and asked their opinions about what I needed to work on musically. I put myself into a six-month system of training to sharpen my musical breadth along with my career preparation. I wanted to make sure that I would be familiar with all of the requirements that they would ask of me; I didn’t want any of them to be foreign to me. That was just the musical side. Then I met with several people to assist in me with updating my résumé and my bio. The first part of the audition was based on the pre-screened tape, which I spoke about earlier. Once I heard back from them that my pre-screened audition was accepted, and I was invited to a live audition, I had to take it to the next level.

There’s no spoiler alert here; you all know that I passed! But what I do want to share this advice so that you can pass.

These four steps, in addition to what was listed for the pre-screening process, will guide you in the preparation for YOUR college audition(s)—and auditions beyond, as well:

1) Dress appropriately.

People still judge a book by its cover. I remember at my college audition, I showed up in a sports jacket, tie, and freshly shined shoes. I remember being in the hallways, and many of the applicants were laughing at me. Many of them were older, because it was the first year of the Juilliard Jazz auditions and the program had not been fully accredited yet, so I was in the pool of auditions with applicants almost twice my age and experience. That said, once I was accepted one of the administrators told my mother and I how much it meant to the panel that I took the time to dress up and be presentable during my interview and audition. Dressing up appropriately—along with preparation—shows that this opportunity matters to you.

2) Do your research.

Speak to an alumnus or current student. As always, it’s key to consult others who have the knowledge; this case is no different. It’s incredibly important to speak with people who have come before you in the program, and seek their advice regarding the audition process. In my case, though no one had come before me in this particular audition process, I was still able to get some help: several of the faculty members who were conducting the auditions had been faculty at other institutions. I made sure to speak to people who knew of them and asked them to tell me something about their personality or what to expect from them in that scenario; this was a huge help as far as my preparation. Now I serve as faculty at a few different schools and my bosses constantly advise the faculty members to engage with potential students to guide them during this process. After all, it makes our job—as the audition panel—easier if we encounter students who are prepared and who understand that culture of the institution.

3) Be ready.

This point probably seems redundant, but you’d be surprised at how many applicants have not done adequate preparation for their live audition. Remember, simply being talented does not qualify you for an opportunity; you need to be ready as far as knowledge and practice. I mentioned the term culture as it applies to the institution, and want to explain that more. Every university, conservatory and college, for better or worse, has a culture: a way that the administration, faculty, and students are encouraged to behave and learn in that environment. This culture ultimately impacts your education and the results you receive from your education. Therefore, it’s imperative, prior to your audition, to make sure that you are aware of the culture of the school so that you can try to mirror some of that in your choices and preparation.

And finally:

4) Have multiple choices.

I know I said that I had my heart set on Juilliard, but I did have a Plan B—and I recommend you do the same. When you’re looking into schools, take into consideration the geographic location, the student body, and the alumni success rate. Also examine potential scholarship opportunities; these may or may not be tied into the school, and require some well-worth-it investigation on your part. One of the big non-negotiable factors for me was the faculty, and I urge you to look into this as well. If you have a faculty that has a career profile that is representative of what you want, then pursue that. However, if your goal is to be a performing artist and most of the faculty are solely academics, then you may want to re-think your choice. The best fit for you—the place where you can grow to be your best self, both musically and beyond—is not the best fit for everyone. This being said, there is always more than one place where you can thrive.

Now, I was pretty bold and I technically only applied to three schools. If I had it my way, I would have only applied to Juilliard, but at the urging of my family, I applied to two other schools. Being purposeful and intentional is a good thing; this, after all, is a huge part of my own psychological and spiritual identity. However, there are multiple roads that can lead to your future successes and endeavors, so, as my grandma used to say, don’t put all your eggs in one basket.

5) Be excellent.

Once you’ve made your choice and been accepted, it’s time to address your focus. When speaking to a colleague of mine, and discussing advice for students, the first thing we said was, “Students need to be excellent students.” Excellence is a must. When you operate with excellent behavior, people take notice. Take the time to consider this goal in every aspect of your education. As a former student and current faculty member, I’d like to define what this means:


• Show up on time to class.

• Turn your homework in on time, or early if you can.

• Communicate effectively with your teachers.

• Honor your word.

• Be honest.



Nothing replaces excellence, and you will forever be remembered for your effort as a student, because it costs nothing to be consistent, but you’ll gain everything from it.

FINISH YOUR COLLEGE DEGREE


“Be exceptionally educated.”—Wynton Marsalis, Virtuoso Trumpeter, Composer, Teacher, Artistic Director of Jazz at Lincoln Center and Director of Juilliard Jazz



This quote from Wynton Marsalis says a lot. You may have heard it before, but I’m saying it again: stay in school. Get your degree!

Mastery, a skill you will begin the process of gaining in college, is also a huge component in success. Mastery also truly separates you from others. So much of what is promoted today is a lack of depth in this skill, and more of instantaneous success. However, those who maintain success, and have sustainability and longevity, have been on a path of mastery. Mastery allows your talent to constantly be evolving over time and not just built to capitalize on one moment in time. Mastery will sustain you over multiple decades, and through changes in music. I will talk about this more in Chapter 18, but, dear students, always keep mastery in mind.

Finishing your college degree as a performer, especially someone that needs money and needs to figure out how to make a living, can be quite difficult, and I had a strong temptation to drop out of school. At one point, I actually proceeded with dropping out.

I was in my third year of college, my career had started to take off, and I was being hired consistently by several influential jazz musicians and started touring regularly. I thought to myself, “Most great jazz musicians that I admired never went to college, or definitely didn’t finish college, so why am I stressing about it?” So I told my family that I was going to drop out and just settle on getting an artist’s diploma, and that would be all that I needed.

I went to the registrar’s office, submitted the paperwork, and was planning to finish the second semester and begin my journey as freelance jazz musician. As one of the four high school students that they had let in at Juilliard as part of the inaugural jazz program, I felt comfortable with this choice, because one of my other colleagues had made the same decision.

Then, I changed my mind. Marcus Baylor, dear friend and accomplished drummer, had some inspirational words for me. In fact, his words are why I chose to go back and finish my degree. He said, “Ulysses, the road will always be there, trust me, it ain’t going nowhere. However, the opportunity to finish your degree won’t always be there, because there will be specific moments in your life where you simply won’t have the time nor energy that you have now to commit to this. Lastly, you don’t know where your career will lead you; the opportunities to do other things beyond playing may present themselves to you.”

These words—golden and monumental advice—are what I want to pass on to you. This was truly invaluable guidance, and every time I see Marcus, and his lovely wife, Jean, I give them big hugs thanks to their tremendous advice. As a result of the push they gave me, my career has definitely involved more than just playing. As they predicted, my college degree has aided me in so many valuable ways. Yes, be aware that though a college education may not be as important for your playing, it may be crucial for other things that are unknown in your future. I had no idea when I graduated college that I would end up starting an organization for inner-city kids where I would have to utilize my college degree daily. The fact that I completed my degree appeals to future donors, supporters, and grantees.

In conclusion, maximizing your college environment plays a huge role in your life as a musician, and what you do within that environment is just as important, if not more. Be mindful of that, and craft your environment as needed. For some, it will not be within a college that they pursue mastery; it may be in the “school of hard knocks,” and being educated solely by experience, which is great as well. This is the old-school way, and particularly as a jazz musician, so much of our music and mastery in jazz is accomplished outside of the classroom, because it wasn’t born in school, it was born in the street. Really learning how to connect to an audience and make your music matter in the world, while discovering your own unique voice, will not occur in a collegiate environment.
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