ALUM AMANDA CHENG
Music learning is precious but difficult to embrace. Learning and practicing an instrument involves significant selflearning, limited coaching, and slow progress. From that perspective, it is an activity that requires great
perseverance before minute success. No 5-year-old, or even 17-year-old, will relish every practice.
I love music for its mystery and challenge. Consider the piano,
my instrument. It takes years to train the hand to distinguish
each finger as a separate instrument, and then play them
together like an orchestra. Each finger, like an instrument, has
its own sound and characteristic.

Birthday Celebration with PS2 in 2002

The hands themselves are not solely in control of the piano.
The weight and balance of the body creates the musical
qualities of the notes. The movement of the spine changes
the degree of loudness. The wrist flexibility allows of the
liquid connection of each sound. And of course, the inner
emotions give the music soul in your performance.
Sticking with piano for twelve years brings as many rewards
as it does challenges, and any despair over practice is
overshadowed by incredible experiences and the confidence
you develop in your own abilities. So what if no one knew you
just spent three hundred hours to learn that piece?
It was for art!
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Natural ability cannot substitute the formal training and
hard work that will enable a musician to fully express in
performance what she innately feels (I had no natural talent
at all!). When I first started at age five, it was a miracle if I
stayed on the piano bench for twenty minutes.

It took my parents’ patience to teach me every day to learn the names of each note, to sit with me and keep me
company, and to drive me, as they still do today, to all my competitions and cheer me on through three-hour
recitals so that they can hear me play for two minutes. Those precious moments cannot be replaced or explained
by natural talent.

Competitions are challenging, and I have been faced with
failure over and over, but it is an outcome I accept in piano
competitions and bounce back from. It is opportunity to reflect
on the results and develop focus towards improving. Fittingly,
failure has taken away my fear of failing. That bit of
fearlessness makes me undaunted to try new things and enjoy
the first early stages of being allowed to be terrible at
something.
Westmont was the early encouragement for me to be
independent and to focus as long as I needed to discover and
enjoy myself. These same principles are what drive me in my
music and academics today. I was taught to take responsibility
for my own learning and to be as curious as possible. I sought
my own solutions rather than be overcome with boredom.
Music works in the same way. We are self-reliant to uncover
the unique qualities of existing notes and pieces and make
them our own. My work on the same activity for long periods
of time, as I did in my Westmont classroom, enables me to
make connections about an idea, concept, or process in
innovative ways. That is why art is forever a work in progress.
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What I remember most at Westmont was how happy I was. I
was always playing, and years later, I have found new ways to
play and perform. Westmont was truly one of the most
enjoyable times in my life, and it is a tremendous place to have
been.
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