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W E L C O M E

Before You Start

Getting into a top jazz program isn't just about how well you play — it's about understanding a

process that most students and families are never actually taught. This guide covers the first nine

steps of that process: the decisions, timing, and mistakes that shape everything else. It's the map —

the part you need before you start building resumes, essays, and practicing audition rep.

The full toolkit — resume templates, essay frameworks, interview scripts, an audition day checklist, a

school comparison chart, and a full 18-month planning calendar — is available separately. And if you

want someone in your corner through the whole process, that's what ScaleUp Prep coaching is for.
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Is Music School Right for You?

Talent gets you in the room. It's not what keeps you in the room, and it's rarely what separates the

students who get in from the ones who don't.

What actually matters at this stage is whether you're ready to make music the center of your life for

four (or more) years — not as a hobby, but as a discipline. Ask yourself honestly:

Do you practice because you want to, even when no one is checking?

Can you take hard feedback on your playing without it wrecking your week?

Are you curious about the "why" behind the music — theory, harmony, the tradition — or only the

"how"?

Have you thought about what happens after school, or is the degree the whole plan?

None of these have a wrong answer. But if most of your answers are uncertain, that's useful

information — not a red flag. A gap year, a double major, or a period of serious private study before

applying can all be smarter paths than rushing into a conservatory you're not ready for.

Music school is a real commitment of time, money, and identity. Go in because you've tested that

commitment against reality, not just against a feeling.

• 

• 

• 

• 

SCALEUP PREP scaleupprep.com



C H A P T E R  0 2

Conservatory vs. University vs. Liberal Arts

Not all music degrees are the same animal. Broadly, you're choosing between three environments:

Conservatory (e.g., Manhattan School of Music, Juilliard, New England Conservatory, Curtis) —

Total immersion. Your classmates are all musicians, your days revolve around practice rooms and

ensembles, and the faculty are often working professionals. The upside is intensity and network; the

tradeoff is less academic breadth and, for some students, a narrower daily world.

University School of Music (e.g., Indiana University's Jacobs School, Temple's Boyer College,

Eastman) — Conservatory-level training inside a larger university. You get access to non-music

classes, a bigger campus community, and often more flexibility — while still training seriously. Many

of the strongest jazz programs in the country live here.

Liberal Arts with a Strong Music Program (e.g., Oberlin's double-degree program, Wesleyan) —

Music is one part of your identity, not the whole of it. These programs suit students who want serious

training but also want to explore other academic interests, or who aren't ready to commit 100% to a

performance-only track.

There's no universally "best" option — only the best fit for how you want the next four years to feel,

and what kind of musician and person you want to become inside them.
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The Biggest Mistakes Students Make

After years of watching this process up close, the same mistakes come up again and again:

Building an all-reach school list. Ambition is good; a list with no realistic options is not a

strategy.

Choosing rep to impress instead of rep that's ready. A clean, controlled performance of

something "easier" beats a shaky performance of something impressive every time.

Skipping theory and ear training prep. Many programs test this separately from the audition,

and it's often under-practiced.

Starting too late. Strong prescreen recordings and polished rep take months, not weeks.

Recording prescreens with bad audio or video. Panels are listening past the sound quality —

but only to a point.

Picking schools by name recognition alone, without researching who you'd actually study with.

Ignoring cost until decision time. Financial fit deserves the same research as musical fit,

starting on day one.

Letting a parent's preferences quietly override the student's. This is the student's next four

years.

Most of these are fixable simply by knowing about them early. That's the entire purpose of this guide.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The 18-Month Admissions Timeline

Here's roughly how the process should unfold if you're starting at the beginning of junior year:

Junior Fall — Start a working list of schools. Begin researching faculty and studios, not just program

names.

Junior Winter/Spring — Start building your audition repertoire. Research summer intensives and

programs that could strengthen your application and connections.

Summer Before Senior Year — Attend a summer program if possible. Start requesting letters of

recommendation. Begin drafting essays. If you can, take a lesson or masterclass with faculty at your

target schools.

Senior Fall — Finalize your school list. Most prescreen recordings are due in November or

December — often the real first deadline, earlier than most families expect.

Senior Winter — Live auditions typically run January through February, along with interviews at

many schools.

Senior Spring — Decisions arrive in March. Compare offers, financial aid, and fit. National

Candidates Reply Date is May 1st for most schools.

The single biggest timeline mistake is treating "senior fall" as the starting line. By senior fall, your list

should already be built and your rep should already be in progress.
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Choosing the Right Schools

Rankings tell you almost nothing about whether a school is right for you. What actually matters:

Teacher fit. Who will you actually study with — not just which famous name is on the faculty roster,

but who has room in their studio and teaches students at your level.

Studio culture. Competitive and cutthroat, or collaborative? Both exist, and both can work — but

only if it matches how you actually grow.

Location and scene. For jazz specifically, city access to jam sessions, gigs, and a working scene

outside the practice room matters more than in almost any other discipline.

Program size. Larger programs mean more peers and opportunities, but also more competition for

ensemble spots and faculty attention. Smaller programs mean the opposite trade.

Financial and career fit. What does this actually cost you, and what do graduates of this specific

program go on to do?
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How Many Schools Should You Apply To?

Most students land in the right range around 6–10 schools. Fewer than that, and you're taking on

real risk if even one or two auditions go sideways on the wrong day. More than that, and your

preparation gets spread too thin across too many prescreens, essays, and rep lists — often at the

cost of quality on all of them.

The right number depends on your list's balance of reach, target, and safety schools, your budget for

application and audition fees, and how much bandwidth you realistically have for the recording and

interview season.
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Reach, Target & Safety Schools

In music admissions, these categories aren't just about acceptance rates — they're about studio

competitiveness and fit:

Reach schools are highly competitive for your instrument and level, where admission is a real

stretch even with a strong audition.

Target schools are places where your current level is genuinely competitive, based on honest

assessment (ideally from a teacher, not just yourself).

Safety schools are schools you'd realistically get into — and this is the part students get wrong

most often — but they still need to be places you'd be genuinely glad to attend. A safety school you'd

hate to go to isn't a safety net; it's a wasted application.

A balanced list has real options in all three categories.
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How Admissions Really Work

Music school admissions doesn't work like general academic admissions, and understanding the

difference changes how you should prepare.

The audition is usually weighted far more heavily than grades or test scores — for many programs,

it's close to the entire decision. Beyond that, admission is often tied to whether a specific studio has

room that year. A faculty member who's already at capacity with current students may simply not be

able to take you, regardless of how well you play. This is part of why researching studios in advance

— and not just applying to "the school" — matters so much.

Audition panels are also human. Subjectivity is real. The goal isn't a flawless, robotic performance —

it's a performance that's controlled, musical, and clearly you.
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Prescreen Recordings

For most jazz programs, prescreen recordings are the actual first gate — before you're even invited

to a live audition, this recording has to clear the bar.

A few things that consistently trip students up: many schools require unedited, single-take

recordings, so there's no stitching together your best moments. Repertoire requirements are usually

specific about length and style — read them closely, because deviating can disqualify a submission

outright. And recording quality matters more than students expect; a panel can listen past average

audio, but a recording that's genuinely hard to hear works against you before you've played a note.

Start recording mock takes early — ideally months before the actual deadline — so that by the time it

counts, you're not fighting nerves, equipment, and repertoire all at once.

SCALEUP PREP scaleupprep.com



W H A T ' S  N E X T

You've got the map. Now let's

build the plan.

This covers the decisions and timing that shape the front half of the

admissions process. The back half — resumes, essays, interviews,

audition day, financial aid vs. merit scholarships, and choosing between

offers — lives in the Complete ScaleUp Prep Toolkit, along with

worksheets, a school comparison chart, and a full admissions checklist.

If you'd rather have direct, 1-on-1 guidance through the entire process,

that's exactly what ScaleUp Prep coaching is built for.
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