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Talent vs. Skill 
In the eighth grade, I auditioned for my middle school’s jazz band. It was after school on 

a Friday, yet my mind was suddenly absent of all the typical stresses and social pressures of 
middle school; the only thing on my mind was this audition. Drummers auditioned last, so I had 
been sitting in the band room for over an hour, watching as each young nervous kid (none more 
nervous than me, I was sure) went in a back room for a few minutes, and then came out with a 
stoic face. Did that mean they did well, or not? I didn’t know and I didn’t care. I was sweating, I 
was shaking, I was practicing frantically. I remembered back to the hours upon hours I put into 
practicing. It was just a few basic rhythms and a short excerpt of a piece, but no amount of hours 
practiced, no amount of confidence in my natural ability, nothing could have prepared me 
enough to not be nervous in that moment. But why was I so nervous? To this day I’m uncertain. 
Back in middle school we were all a little emotionally unstable. Nonetheless, I was panicking. I 
was practicing on chairs, on my leg, on the floor, over and over, making sure I had it all down, 
making sure I had every beat, every note, every intricate detail of every rhythm down. Then I 
watched as the first drummer went in. I could hear through the walls how he played, but I didn’t 
listen. I kept practicing to myself. Finally, it was my turn. The band room was empty; everyone 
had left except the drummer before me packing up his things and wishing me good luck. Then, 
with a deep breath, sticks firmly held in my clammy, slightly shaking hands, I walked in. 

 Rewind back around seven years. It’s Christmas morning, and my dad tells me to go 
down to the basement and that he has an extra surprise for me and each of my siblings. We run 
down, and I look around frantically trying to decipher what differences I see. Then I look to my 
left and see a shiny concoction of silver and gold metal, made up of round cylinders in varying 
sizes and two gold plates atop long silver rods. It was a drum set, and I knew it as soon as I saw 
it. I don’t even think it was something I was wishing for that year, but it was mine, and I loved it. 
My dad had seen something in me that even I didn’t see. I didn’t know I wanted to play drums. 
But I guess banging on window-sills, tables, and always tapping my foot says something about 
your natural abilities. But was it talent? Did I have it then? Or perhaps this was just the catalyst 
that made me into a skilled drummer. Who knows? 

Flipping back to eighth grade, it was the Monday after my audition, and I had heard word 
around the school that audition results were posted outside the band room. The next chance I got, 
I sped to the band room to see if I was on the list. And low and behold, I had made it in. I was so 
excited, so ecstatic, so overjoyed. It was the first thing I had ever auditioned into. And I made it. 
But I remember questioning why. Was I that good? Did I deserve the spot over some of the other 
students that auditioned? The director must have seen something in me, like my dad many years 
before, that I could not quite see. Something that wouldn’t show up for another few months. 

Fast forward a month. I was in jazz band rehearsal after school. Rehearsals had gone well 
the past few weeks and I had been enjoying the songs we played, but we had only two songs for 
three drummers. So on that day we got a new piece, called “Greetings and Salutations” by Thad 
Jones. I was not flustered by the new addition, everything seemed normal and I was excited to 
take a look at the sheet music. But then the director said something that did fluster me: “It has an 
improvised drum solo.” I remember being shocked to hear that, yet I also remember thinking to 
myself, “Oh, I guess Doug will play this one” (Doug was one of the other drummers, whom I 
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thought was the best of the three of us). But then the director said “and I want Sean to play this 
tune.” I was taken aback. Why did he pick me? Why did he think I could do it? What did he see 
in me? I was settling in nicely with one of the other tunes that I liked and I didn’t have any solo 
experience, let alone improvisation experience. I was distraught. But before I could let my mind 
wander into worry, he had us sight-reading it. We ran through the piece and I actually really 
enjoyed it; the beat was simple yet funky, and it allowed me to really get into the music. 
However, nothing could have taken the reminder of the impending drum solo at the end of the 
song out of my head. I found myself nervous again. After a few stops and restarts, the song 
quickly (or so it felt) arrived at the end. I had a set amount of time to solo in between chords 
from the band, and then one long solo where I could take as much time as I wanted and where I	
would cue the director back in. But when we got to the long improvised solo section, I just sat 
there. Everyone was staring at me. But I knew I had to play, so I did. I don’t know what I was 
playing, but I’m sure it didn’t sound good. I made it short, and cued the director in for the final 
chord. The director then said to me, “we’ll have to work on that.” But I knew what he meant. Not 
we, but I, had to work on it. And so I did. 

Cue the lights. Now one month later, we were having an in-school concert for the whole 
band program, and the entire seventh and eighth grades came to watch. The final ensemble to 
perform was the jazz band. I had been practicing my solo for hours and hours every day. I 
listened to several different versions of the song to see what different drummers did for it. I 
worked hard to make something I could start and stop easily yet improvise at the same time. But 
regardless of all the work put in, I once again found myself nervous. This wasn’t just in front of 
band-members or in front of parents I didn’t know; this was in front of the entire school. But I 
had overcome nervousness before. What got me through it the last two times? Was it luck, or 
perhaps some quiet confidence? It didn’t matter. I had a show to perform, so I sat down on the 
stool to the drum set. The lights were on us so the audience was dark, but I knew they were there; 
I knew they would soon all be looking at me. The director raised his arms to begin the song, and 
suddenly the room got silent. Then with four quick flicks of his wrist, “Greetings and Salutations” 
began. I was immediately in the zone, and except for the occasional notice of sweat trickling 
down my forehead, my mind stayed fixated on the music. However, in the back of my head, I 
still knew the solo was coming. And so it came. By that point, I couldn’t even tell you how I felt. 
I was in another dimension, and there was nothing else going on in my head than which piece of 
plastic or metal to hit my wooden stick with next. Finally, my mind came back to me as I slowed 
down my solo to cue the director back in. And with a quick nod of my head, he raised his arms 
and cued the band to play the last chord. Then his arms dropped, and with that the song was over. 
As my consciousness slowly recovered, I noticed cheering. Lots of cheering. Then standing, they 
were standing. Was it for me? It would only make sense that it was for me. They were looking at 
me, smiling at me. They were standing for me. What did I do? Was my solo that amazing? Am I 
– my thoughts hesitated in confusion – talented? I didn’t believe it at first, but the thoughts 
poured into my head like a collapsing dam. And while all that was happening in my head, in 
reality I was awestruck and overjoyed. What had brought me to this point? Was it the decisions 
of my father and band director? Did they notice some natural talent that I’ve had all my life? Or 
was it my hard work? I didn’t know who to owe these feelings to. 

I performed that song a few other times at other venues, and each time I received a 
standing ovation and tremendous applause. It lead to an awakening of self-esteem in me. I was 
never cocky, but my middle school days of shyness and sadness were over. It changed me. Yet 
still I think back and wonder why I was lucky enough to have had it happen to me. Was it talent 
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– natural ability given to me since birth, and always destined to happen? Or was it skill – did I 
earn that applause through practice and hard work? And which one is better? Well, I like to think 
that it’s both. I like to think it was a nice balanced mix of both natural talent and hard-earned 
skill. But I suppose we’d all like to think that, wouldn’t we? So what was it really? 

Well let’s compare myself to the legendary Buddy Rich. Buddy Rich was an incredibly 
famous Jazz drummer with quite an interesting story. First performing at only eighteen months 
old, Buddy Rich was all talent. He was a child prodigy at the drum set, and is regarded today as 
one of the greatest drummers of all time. But Rich has even claimed himself that he rarely ever 
practiced and that drumming came naturally to him, which means his mastery of the drum set 
was 100% pure talent (Bio). So how does that compare to me? I was no child prodigy like him, 
but surely I was given some talent, right? Well, Buddy Rich and I both started playing drums 
quite young, and started playing drums because of some natural talent in us at the time. But the 
difference seems to lie not in the fact that he got famous and I didn’t (he got into live stage 
performances through his parents), but rather in the fact that he continued to get better with 
nothing but pure talent, where I needed practice.  

So does that conclude that it’s skill that gives me my abilities? Well, no. Surely I needed 
practice to become skillful where Buddy Rich did not, but what about all those other unaddressed 
factors? Why did my father decide to give me a drum set? Why did I get the drum solo over 
either of the other drummers? What got me through my nervousness? I surely didn’t practice 
through any of those. So then, must it have been some bit of my natural talent? Well, I can only 
believe so. I have to believe it must have been my talent; it must have been something naturally 
within me that did those things. Perhaps my getting into drums and getting into the jazz band was 
a result of my natural talent, yet it’s owed to my skill that I succeeded in those positions. After 
much contemplation, it is the only logical explanation – if logic can even be applied to topics of 
such a subjective nature – that it is to my talent and natural abilities that I owe my placement into 
positions in which I could use skill and practice to succeed as a whole. Perhaps I can even learn 
something from this personal conclusion; perhaps it can be reapplied elsewhere, in other arts, 
trades, and skillsets. But for now, I think I’ll just stick to drumming. 

 
*NOTE: For this paper I chose to write about a topic that was as personal to me as it was 
interesting to think and write about, so a lot of my paper was thinking and contemplating in real 
time, going along with my recollection of these events. I chose to write as Woolf-like as possible 
in regard to the use of fading in and out between story-telling and contemplating/questioning. I 
also used as many Woolf-like literary devices as I could, while still trying to use them as 
organically as possible. I also tried to structure my paper in a way that would keep the audience 
interested, using flashbacks within the story (my own adaptation) and open-ended questions (an 
adoption of Woolf’s style) to build the paper to its point. Lastly, in my drafting I added a second 
take on the same topic by adding in the segment on Buddy Rich in the attempt to come to a more 
clear and precise conclusion.  
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