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FROST SCHOOL OF MUSIC GRADUATES  
now emerge into a professional music world so trans-
formed by technology—from streaming to social media 
to sophisticated yet affordable recording software—that 
long-held traditional goals, such as selling millions of 
records or snagging a seat in a symphony orchestra, no 
longer necessarily spell success.

“Yet, as traditional pools of opportunity for musicians 
shrink, newer ‘ponds of opportunity’ are appearing,” says 
Dean Shelton G. “Shelly” Berg. “There are more festivals 
and performing arts venues. The proliferation of creative 
projects from video games to new media outlets calls for 
composers, performers, and orchestrators who can synthe-
size and develop musical ideas in real time. 

“So we need to develop internal musicians who can 
literally create music from the inside out, at the highest 
level, in every genre,” he says. 

That insight spawned the creation of the school’s 
Experiential Music Curriculum (EMC) in 2011. 
“We removed students from large lectures into small 
ensembles where they are performing together, building 
accompaniments, composing on the spot,” says Berg. 

While the EMC has been by all counts a huge suc-
cess, Berg felt that something was still missing. Then, a 
few years ago, he had an “Aha!” moment. 

“I was doing some work with [rock legend] Steve 
Miller in New York City, and he joined me at an alumni 
reception afterward,” Berg says. “Steve piped up and 
asked some of our graduates, ‘Have any of your conduc-
tors ever told you how much it cost to license the piece 
you’re rehearsing? Have they ever mentioned that, if you 
had written it yourself and licensed the performing rights 
ten times, you could be making thousands of dollars per 
year off a composition of your own?’

“In other words,” Berg says, 
“what if our alumni were not only 
performers, but composers and self-
promoters with a deeply embedded under-
standing of what it means to produce music? 
What would it take to create musicians who could truly 
thrive in the 21st century music marketplace?”

EMBED IT OR FORGET IT
Inspired by that ambitious vision, the dean held a 

series of retreats with department chairs and faculty 
members to ask key questions: How do you integrate 
these broad skills into the curriculum as a unified whole, 
not just items in the music degree shopping cart? And 
since students’ schedules are already overflowing with 
classes, practice, and performances, how do we accom-
plish all of this without adding classes?

The Frost School’s CREATE 
initiative deepens students’ 
mastery of their musical  
art while multiplying  
the skills needed  
to thrive in  
today’s musical  

marketplace.
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Creativity
Clicks
Through  
Connectedness Above: Violist Brandin Kreuder, 

and violinists Gaby Spampiano 

and Ellen Ogihara collaborate 

on a new arranging project. 

Bottom: Students in the Frost 

Laptop Ensemble perform their 

own compositions.
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“Faculty from completely different parts of the school 
broke into small groups to identify the skills we wanted 
students to build,” recalls cellist Ross Harbaugh, profes-
sor and chair of Instrumental Performance at Frost. “The 
ones that kept coming up, such as technology, engage-
ment, and improvisation, coalesced into the CREATE 
initiative’s key themes, which we call through lines.”

“CREATE fits in beautifully with the Experiential 
Music Curriculum,” says Steven Moore, Frost’s associate 
dean for undergraduate studies. “Our tagline, ‘Embed it 
or Forget It,’ is designed to remind faculty to incorpo-
rate all of these themes over the course of each student’s 
experience. These are elements of true music literacy, 
such as arranging, composition, and improvisation, along 
with skills such as marketing and entrepreneurship. As 
I tell my students, ‘Tickets to musical performances are 
sold, not purchased.’”

“Today you really need to be able to promote your-
self,” agrees Grammy-nominated arranger and trumpeter 
John Daversa, chair of the Department of Studio Music 
and Jazz. “And with so many different types of music 
now merging and influencing each other, whether you’re 
playing jazz, pop, or Bach, you need to understand how 
the music was created in a deeper way.”  

 Even in the venerable world of classical performance, 
skills rarely emphasized in the past are now essential, 
says Harbaugh. “Learning how to write clearly, for 
example: Musicians need to write grant applications; 
they need to write letters to donors and patrons. 
Engagement—making a strong connection with 
your audience to enhance their experience and 
understanding—is also incredibly important. So 
we coach students on how to talk about the music 
they are performing. 

“Sometimes,” Harbaugh adds with a wry smile, 
“students even need to learn how to bow properly, 
with their feet close together, as I myself learned 
from an opera singer long ago. If your feet are far 
apart while you’re bending from the waist, it looks 
like you’re about to be sick.”

From their perfect posture to their prodigious 
skills, Frost students will clearly be well poised to take 
their bows. “While each CREATE value is not explicitly 
discussed in every class, the program represents what stu-
dents can expect from the school’s offerings as a whole,” 
says Corin Overland, choral conductor and assistant 
professor of professional practice in music education.

While the initiative, formally launched in fall 2016, 
is still in its early stages, students are already feeling its 
impact. “In my experience, CREATE is already ‘a thing,’” 
says jazz guitar student Diego Melgar, who also plays in 
a hip-hop group. “At Frost, it’s always about connecting 
the music to a deeper context while achieving a high level 
of excellence. My professors have expanded my whole 
concept of music—including improvisation, which is 
basically spontaneous composition.”

Like many students, Melgar also expresses admi-
ration and appreciation for the way the Frost faculty 
models success. “Our teachers are world-class musicians 
who show up on time,” says Melgar. “They are complete 
professionals, yet with so much empathy and kindness. 
We see all kinds of ways to succeed at this crazy thing 
we all love.”

COAXED OUT OF THE COMFORT ZONE
Toward that end, students take full advantage of 

their mentors’ constant encouragement to get some 
professional experience under their belts. “Miami is such 
a big scene for music,” says Mackenzie Karbon, a vibra-
phonist in her sophomore year in the jazz performance 
program. In addition to performing in Frost ensembles, 
she says, “I’ve played at Books & Books, CocoWalk,  
a downtown coffeehouse, and the Coral Gables  
Country Club. I’m always practicing or playing with 
other people. It definitely creates a higher degree of 
musicianship.”

“One of the coolest things about Frost is that the 
faculty are always coaxing you out of your comfort zone 
to make you a better musician,” says Alyssa Mena, a 
Stamps Distinguished Ensemble Scholar and member of 
the Stamps Woodwind Quintet. When she was asked 

during the second week of her freshman year to sub 
for a friend in a jazz group, “I freaked out,” Mena 

recalls. “I said, ‘I don’t know how to do jazz.’” But 
she mustered her courage and went. Then she 
was invited to play in a new pop jazz ensemble.  
Learning the building blocks of improvisation 
in the EMC, both in classical and jazz styles, 
has also boosted her confidence.

“I have had so many great experiences at 
Frost that my whole perspective has changed. 

I’ve decided that I don’t want to only be in an 
orchestra—I want to put myself out there and do 

more jazz in the future,” she says.  

Viola master’s student 

Brandin Kreuder and 

undergraduate music and 

geological studies double 

major Gaby Spampiano 

take turns practicing 

their keyboard and 

improvisation skills.

Vibraphonist Mackenzie 

Karbon, center, and 

guitarist Diego Melgar, 

right, with members of 

the Frost Studio Jazz 

Band prior to a concert 

featuring compositions 

and arrangements by 

Frost students. ALYSSA MENA

Create | Music Literacy: Compose, Improvise, Arrange and Keyboard

Relate | Context: Historical, Theoretical, and Cultural

Engage | Communication: Stage Presence, Speaking and Writing

Analyze | Critical Thinking: Understand, Evaluate, and Apply

Teach |  Pedagogy: Deepen Understanding for Self, Facilitate Understanding in Others

Employ | Career Development: Technology, Entrepreneurship, and Business Skills

Artistic,  
technological, and 

entrepreneurial skills  
to thrive in the  
21st century

CREATE is an acronym for a set of “through lines,”  
or key themes, that are now being integrated into  
the Frost School’s curriculum. These through lines were 
collaboratively developed by Dean Berg and the Frost  
faculty to help students develop the varied skills they will need  
to succeed in the rapidly changing world of professional music.  
The skill sets that the initiative was created to build are:

C.R.E.A.T.E.  Through Lines

FORGET ITEMBED IT OR
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She tested the water this March with the Stamps 
Woodwind Quintet during an All-Stamps Ensemble 
concert in Gusman Concert Hall.  They played Astor 
Piazzolla’s Libertango arranged for woodwind quintet by 
Jeff Scott of the Imani Winds and took it a step further, 
each taking turns improvising over the chord progression 
in the middle of the piece.

Senior bassoonist and instrumental performance 
major Julia Paine is also applying what she’s learning in 
the EMC. “In one of my classes, we learned to improvise 
a new piece on the chord structures of a classical work—
in the same style as its composer. It was a great skill 
to learn. So now, when someone who is performing or 
recording asks me, ‘We know you’re a classical performer, 
but can you improvise?,’ the answer is, ‘Yes, I can.’”

DEEPENING UNDERSTANDING  
THROUGH TEACHING

Frost master’s student, jazz drummer Marcus Grant, 
is dedicated to mentoring young musicians who are just 
beginning to explore their own budding talents. In addi-
tion to providing private lessons and putting in several 
hours each week with the jazz bands at two local schools, 

Grant is responsible for guiding the rhythm 
section of the Greater Miami Youth Symphony’s 
jazz band to new levels of syncopated perfection.

On just about any Sunday afternoon, you can find 
Grant nurturing the nascent skills of a trio of teenage 
percussionists as they work their way through the type  
of demanding riffs that have taken even legendary jazz 
artists decades to master. Take, for example, a salsa-
infused version of the classic Duke Ellington song   
 “It Don’t Mean a Thing” that will be showcased 
 in the group’s next concert. 

Grant keeps his youthful charges in sync with low-
key authority, annotating the score and miming the 
rhythms to be set by the conga and timbale. 
“Keep it nice and tight,” he tells aspir-
ing drummers Jonathan and Raphael, 
“but don’t tense up.” Then, with a few 
light, long strides, he is piano-side to 
help Rochelle, who is just beginning 
to learn how to adapt her classical 
training to the challenges of jazz, 
with the staccato, double-handed lick 
that pivots to the piece’s next section. 

ROBERT TINDLE

MARCUS GRANT

Trumpeter and media writing major 

Christian Guevara, left, joins Gaby 

Spampiano and Ellen Ogihara in 

taking photos for social 

media to promote their 

senior recitals.

 He treasures the many 
opportunities he is being 
given to teach while a student 
at Frost. “The first time, it felt 
strange. Instead of sitting in the 
back with my drumset, I was out in 
front with no drumsticks in my hands.” 

He quickly warmed to the role. This spring, Grant 
was asked to incorporate a CREATE through line and 
present a 35-minute lecture to his fellow Frost students, 
in one of jazz faculty Chuck Bergeron’s rhythm section 
pedagogy classes, about how to teach younger musicians. 
It is the kind of engagement and leadership training that 
will be sustainable over the course of his career.

Gary Lindsay, who has taught jazz writing at Frost 
for 37 years, says, “One of my master’s-level assignments 
 is for students to set a poem to music, arrange it, and 
record it. These projects are creative, investigative, 
problem-solving, and entrepreneurial.”

Meanwhile, junior Robert Tindle, who plans a dual 
career in composing and conducting, has performed in 
and written for Frost ensembles including the orchestra, 
the choir, and the brass ensemble and is now writing 
a commissioned full-scale orchestral work. “My Frost 
curriculum allows me enormous flexibility, and now that 
CREATE is being implemented in some of my classes, I 
am getting so much input and encouragement to expand 
my outlook and style.”

CREATE represents an approach that very few  
major music schools around the country have yet taken. 

But many, says Dean Berg, are beginning to pay close 
attention. “We’re happy to share our ideas,” he says. 

“Being the thought leader is always a good posi-
tion. As other schools catch up, we’ll be thinking 
of the next thing.”

As always at Frost, whatever form that next 
thing takes, it will grow from the shared passion 
of the dean, faculty, and students for all that 

music is and can be. “More than anything else, 
music is the mortar of humanity,” Berg says. “In 

today’s world, building those connections is more 
important than ever. The innovations we implement 

will help our students not only to be superb musicians, 
but to make the world a better place.

“What we do is an ongoing process,” he says. “We are 
walking over the bridge as we are building it.”

Sophmore jazz trombonist 

Eli Feingold performs with 

electronic dance music artist 

DJ Mark Farina during 

a concert in Gusman 

Concert Hall.




