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Mastering the 
Compositional Process
Young composers 
lean on influences 
outside of the 
musical realm
WINNERS IN THE ORIGINAL COMPO-
sition—Lead Sheet category share many 
commonalities when it comes to their com-
positional process and sources of inspira-
tion, including excel-
lent leadership from 
their instructors and 
mentors. This philoso-
phy is especially true 
for one undergradu-
ate winner, drummer 
George Heid III. 

“I’ve had the honor 
of studying with many 
masters from the time I 
was a child, but the man 
who has been most 
influential on my life 
and playing is Roger 
Humphries," Heid said 
of his former instructor. 
“Those who know him 
best lovingly refer to 
him as 'Dad.'" 

Heid so admired 
Humphries that he even 
paid homage to him in 
one of the first songs 
he composed, which he 
titled “Dad." Humphries 
went on to record the 
student's composition 
on an album that fea-
tured trumpeter Sean Jones. 

Guitarist Luca Ferrara, a winner in the 
performing arts high school category, noted 
that teacher Lee Secard “strongly encour-
ages us to compose our own music.” Like 
Ferrara, vocalist Emily Merrell attributed the 
high quality of her work to the high stan-
dards to which she is held by teacher Rosana 
Eckert.

Compositional ideas come from several 
different impetuses. From Merrell's vantage 
point, inspiration can come from sources 
such as lyrics, melodic content and form, 
but also from literature, films and other non-
musical influences. 

“Each time I write something new, I 
try to write something very different from 
anything I have written before,” Merrell 
explained. Each student has his or her own 

way of arriving at the source of the 
“aha” moment in composing. 

Pianist Esteban Castro, winner 
of the junior high school category, 
also nodded to his influences as the 
foundation for getting his creative 
juices flowing. 

“Listening to records from the 
greats is very inspiring to me," Cas-
tro said. "They are so accomplished 
and have produced such beautiful 
music. Every note and phrase is like 
a treasure waiting to be discovered 
again and again.” 

It’s sage advice from a musician of any 
age, especially someone as young as Castro. 
Like their heroes, the winners are accom-
plished musicians in their own right with 
goals in mind for the future; to what degree 
of specificity is varied. 

High school winner Michael Orenstein,  
a pianist, said that his goal is simply “play-
ing creative music that I like to play and to 
always be innovating.” Heid hopes to cata-
pult current projects that feature his writing, 
such as his co-led group Elevations, into the 
next level of performance. 

In what is perhaps an effect of Eckert's 
lasting impact, Merrell wants to teach, in ad-
dition to record, tour and perform. “I would 
love to build a vocal jazz program at a uni-
versity from scratch," Merrell said. 

 —Adam Larson
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High School Winner

Michael Orenstein 
“Task”

Berkeley High School
Sarah Cline
Berkeley, CA

High School Outstanding Performances

Nick Lavkulik 
“B.E.T. On Yorke”

Lawrence Park Collegiate Institute
Ken Hazlett 
Toronto, Ontario Canada

Sam Klein-Markman 
“Get Off My Lawn”

Berkeley High School
Sarah Cline
Berkeley, CA

Liam Werner 
“S.B.K.N.”

Montclair High School
Julius Tolentino
Montclair, NJ

Performing Arts High School Winner

Luca Ferrara 
“Gathering Of The Minions”

Colburn School of Performing Arts
Lee Secard
Los Angeles, CA

Performing Arts High School 
Outstanding Performances

James Francies 
“Distant Over Time”

High School for the Performing &  
Visual Arts
Warren Sneed
Houston, TX

Ben Hickson 
“Purge Original Song”

Booker T. Washington HSPVA
Bart Marantz
Dallas, TX

Undergraduate College Winner

George Heid III 
“Emma Rain”

Duquesne University
Roger Humphries, Kenny Washington
Pittsburgh, PA

Undergraduate College 
Outstanding Performances

Andrew LeCoche 
“Tarzana”

Purchase College
John Abercrombie
Purchase, NY


