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Street Smarts
eastman professor ramon ricker shows music students 
how to succeed in business by really trying.

By Kathleen McGarvey

What’s essential to a thorough music 
education? Answer “a grounding in theo-
ry and technique,” and Ramon Ricker ’73E 
(DMA) won’t disagree. But add “a good 
understanding of how compound interest 
works and knowledge of patents and trade-
marks,” and he’ll tell you you’re really on 
the right track.

Ricker, a professor of saxophone and se-
nior associate dean for professional studies 
at the Eastman School, is author of a new 
book, Lessons from a Street-Wise Profes-
sor: What You Won’t Learn at Most Music 

Schools (Soundown Inc., 2011). A practical 
guide to navigating the professional mu-
sic world, the book aims to help students 
develop the business savvy they’ll need to 
forge a musical career.

“The standard music curriculum has 
been about the same for the past hundred 
years, and it’s pretty prescribed—you take 
private lessons; you play in the band or or-
chestra, or sing in the choir; you take mu-
sic theory and some music history. You play 
in a chamber music group. And you take a 
few humanities courses,” Ricker says. “That 
curriculum prepares people to know some-
thing about music and to have performance 
skills on their instrument, but what’s lack-
ing are courses that bridge the ‘ivory tower’ 
and the real world.”

Ricker hopes his book, like his work as 
director of the Eastman School’s Insti-
tute for Music Leadership, will help pro-

vide that bridge. “What we’re trying to do” 
at Eastman, he says, “is prepare our stu-
dents for careers that start today and go 
50 years. And that means you have to be 
entrepreneurial.

“You can’t wait for something to come to 
you—you need to make something happen. 

Tips for Starting  
a Musical Career
ramon ricker closes his book with 
“ninety-six street Level tips You Won’t 
Learn in Most Music schools.” Here are 
a few:

•  do your own thing, then figure out  
how to get paid for it.

•  Be nice to the stagehands.
•  Write down what you know.
•  don’t confuse entrepreneurship with  

self-promotion or making something.
•  Always remember why you decided on 

a music career.

 u STREET WISE: Ricker aims to teach music 
students how to be savvy in business. “You 
have to be entrepreneurial. You can’t wait 
for something to come to you,” he says. 
“You need to make something happen.”
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Rochester in the News

“Vitamin D and calcium [supplements] are 
the flavors of the month and it’s the impulsive 
nature of our society to get that quick fix 
instead of getting back to eating whole foods.”
—Stephen Cook, an assistant professor of general pediatrics, on ABC News discussing a 
new government study showing the growing popularity of vitamin supplements.

New York TimeS

“Alan had strong feelings, as did I, that one of the things that can help new music, for 
the uninitiated listener, was the element of actually watching the music be performed. 
It clarifies it, or makes it more approachable, and often adds immeasurably to the 
piece.”—Nigel maister, director of the International Theatre Program, describing the ori-
gins of 1969, a show that he developed with Alan Pierson ’06E (DMA) and other members of 
Alarm Will Sound, a group that began as a student ensemble at the Eastman School.

USA TodAY

“One way people might take that finding is to go out and start chasing attractiveness. 
I would caution them because research shows people who are chasing attractiveness are 
more unhappy.”—richard ryan, a professor of psychology, psychiatry, and education talk-
ing about a study on well-being that reported a correlation between happiness, economic 
status, and good looks.

BloomBerg BUSiNeSSweek

“It’s a pretty clear message: There’s a discrepancy between what doctors recommend to 
their patients and to themselves.”—Timothy Quill, a professor of palliative care and direc-
tor of the Center for Ethics, Humanities and Palliative Care at the Medical Center, respond-
ing to a study showing that primary care doctors often choose a different treatment option 
for themselves than what they recommend to patients.

Time mAgAziNe

“We kind of assumed in the academic world that if you have a healthy baby, everything 
would be fine.”—emma robertson Blackmore, an assistant professor of psychiatry, 
explaining research she led that showed women who have had a miscarriage or stillbirth 
report prolonged depression and anxiety surrounding the loss, even when they go on to 
have another child.

SCieNCe dAilY

“The process of approving drugs for clinical use is progressively reaching an impasse in cer-
tain areas, and the problem will only be made worse with discoveries relating to personal-
ized medicine, because there will be more drugs but smaller patient populations to test 
them in.”—daniel ryan, chair of the Department of Pathology and Laboratory Medicine, 
commenting a proposal in the New England Journal of Medicine for a new model for testing 
medical therapies and devices in which companies would collaborate and share costs.

eSPN

“He was smart, the fact he recognized something was going on and sought medical at-
tention early. It’s a common problem and Phil can tell his story.”—Christopher ritchlin, 
a professor of immunology and rheumatology, reacting to golfer Phil Mickelson’s public 
awareness campaign for psoriatic arthritis, a condition with which he’s been diagnosed.

You can craft what you do around your in-
terests, talents, and abilities.”

The entrepreneurial nature of music is 
nothing new, Ricker says, calling Mozart 
and Beethoven musical entrepreneurs of 
their day. “Music has never been a job or an 
occupation where you just plug into some-
thing. You don’t have it ready-made for you. 
You have to create it,” he says.

Emmy Award winner and Eastman alum-
nus Jeff Beal ’83 calls the book “an essential 
guide for success on artistic and entrepre-
neurial terms that leverages that crucial as-
pect of any artist’s life journey—the passion 
to create, and to share that creativity with 
the world.”

Ricker’s advice in the book grew out of a 
course he’s taught for 20 years, Entrepre-
neurship in Music. It also mirrors a larger 
effort at the Eastman School to ensure its 
graduates are ready for the 21st-century 
musical marketplace.

Established in 2001 with support from 
the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the In-
stitute for Music Leadership has influenced 
the traditional curriculum at Eastman and 
guided students in taking an entrepreneur-
ial approach to their careers, with courses, 
workshops, and other initiatives.

“It’s so easy, depending on your teach-
ers, not to be prepared for a life in music,” 
Ricker says. “You can know an awful lot, 
but you’ll need to figure out how to survive. 
And many of the things I talk about in the 
book, and that we teach at Eastman, are 
things professional musicians would learn 
in the first five to ten years of their careers. 
We’re trying to smooth out the road and get 
rid of those speed bumps.”

With about 150 jobs opening each year 
in the nation’s top 50 orchestras—for all in-
struments combined—the keys to surviving 
and thriving are “street-level tactics and 
mindsets,” Ricker says.

He draws on his own experience in a var-
ied 50-year-career. A professor, perform-
er—he’s been a member of the Rochester 
Philharmonic Orchestra for 38 years—and 
author of books on jazz improvisation and 
saxophone technique, Ricker credits his en-
trepreneurial thinking for his success.

“Sometimes to get a gig, all you have to do 
is ask,” he says. “You go into a bar, or even 
a bank, and ask the managers if they would 
like music.

“Musicians are small businesses, and we 
can’t wait for something to happen—we’ve 
got to make it happen. And the good news is 
we’ll never get bored if we do that.”r
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