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I recently saw the movie Whiplash. My reaction to the movie 
was a combination of shock, outrage, anger, and a bit of de-
pression because it is such a distorted example of a Hollywood 
portrait of the relationship between a conservatory big band 

jazz teacher and his students. The movie’s characterization of the 
teacher Fletcher is so divorced from the reality of jazz education 
that I felt the need to write about my reaction. I want to set the re-
cord straight by contrasting the portrayal of the teacher in the film 
with what I consider the characteristics of a good jazz educator.

The film is so unnecessarily 
exaggerated in terms of the 
behavior of the teacher Fletch-
er (played very intensely by JK 
Simmons) towards the students. 

My disappointment isn’t just 
because it defiles teaching, but also 
because this movie got so much 
acclaim. This is not just some 
unknown independent film that 
only a few people saw. After all, JK 
Simmons received an Academy 
Award for best supporting actor. 

And I usually like JK Simmons. 
He’s a good actor and seems 
like a good guy. I’ve seen and 

enjoyed him in many other roles. I can’t blame him for his portrayal 
of a monster. After all, he didn’t write the script. I blame the writers 
and the producers who insisted on this malevolent, violent, humili-
ating behavior, and for framing all the horrible things around a big 
band jazz competition. 

I’ve been a jazz educator my whole life so this film hits me where I live. 
I’m trying to be objective about it, but I resent the way the film illus-
trates teaching. It might even be considered a good movie in terms of 



its telling of the story and the point it tries to make at the very end. 

But like the other dozen or so jazz movies made through the years 
like Lady Sings the Blues, Bird, ‘Round Midnight, that horrible movie 
called Miles Ahead by Don Cheadle, and the two films on Chet Baker, 
they are all intentionally exaggerated for their Hollywood impact. 

They are a reflection of Hollywood’s take on jazz musicians and the 
cinematic obsession with conflict, sex, drugs, violence, and the clay 
feet of great artists. They end up humiliating the subjects of these 
films in a very cruel way. 

Are jazz musicians like Charlie Parker, Miles, and Billie Holiday 
perfect angels? No. But the lurid exploitation of the most negative 
elements of their personalities and lives is exaggerated in order to 
get people into the theaters and buy 
popcorn. Unfortunately, it works.  

I would like to have seen the original 
script of Whiplash before these Holly-
wood producers got to it. Perhaps the 
message of the movie might not have 
been smothered by their Pulp Fiction 
treatment of it. 

It’s not just an issue of me not liking the 
film. This is not about Richie Beirach 
being offended. I am voicing my opin-
ion because I believe that Whiplash 
perpetuates the Hollywood standard of 
debauchery and untruth about jazz in general. 

I can hear people saying, “Lighten up, Richie. It’s just a movie. It’s 
fiction and a stylized portrayal of an off-the-deep-end teacher. 

But the audience doesn’t know that! They come away thinking that’s 
the way jazz is taught. In the other jazz movies I mentioned, the 



audiences very likely walk away thinking that jazz musicians are all 
losers and violent hapless junkies. Watching Whiplash, they might 
believe that without the humiliation of Jo Jones throwing a cymbal 
at Charlie Parker, he wouldn’t have been the genius player he was. 
That’s a complete lie.

The entire movie is one big relentless lie, that humiliation and 
cruelty works to inspire students. Accusing that trombone player 
of playing out of tune all the while knowing he wasn’t, just to make 
some point about intonation was completely unnecessary. 

Humiliation is not the way to get people to play in tune! Attacking 
and publicly disparaging someone can destroy them. Any teacher 
using these methods runs the very real risk of chasing talented mu-
sicians away from a successful artistic life.

Teaching someone to play an instrument is not like Special Forces 
boot camp. First of all, reaching musical proficiency is not a life or 
death endeavor. The point of the harsh training for US Navy SEALS 
or the SAS (Special Air Service), is to 
bring down the recruits to their lowest 
level of humanity and break them down 
further to see who’s got what it takes for 
combat. The guys who survive are the 
ones you want fighting for your country 
or to free the hostages or to kill Osama 
Bin Laden. You don’t put that abuse on 
children learning to play jazz!

Let me talk about the music within 
the film. I thought it was littered with 
clumsy, awkward, and stiff big band 
arrangements. I love the big band music 
of  Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Gil Ev-
ans, and Thad Jones, and I’ve recorded 
big band albums. It’s a fantastic genre. 
There’s nothing wrong with that style, 
just how it was used in this movie.  



To me, those corny arrangements of Caravan and Whiplash are 
little more than empty and nervous-sounding academic exercises. 

And the entire film is forced into a little plastic bag of competition. 
Can the drummer play faster? Can he play louder? Can he play 
most like a metronome? 

Bela Bartok, the great Hungarian composer, once said on the topic of 
competition in the arts that, “Competitions are for horses, not artists.” 
Music is not a race. It’s not sports, but it is portrayed as sport in this film. 

At one point, I thought, this kid (Miles Teller) was going to kill 
Fletcher. He’s going to get a gun, I said to myself, and shoot Fletcher 
dead. Sure enough, Miles wrestles Fletcher to the ground saying 
he’s going to kill him. This is coming from a music school big band 
drummer?

That’s enough of my opinion of the film and its completely over-
the-top portrayal of a monstrous jazz teacher. Now let me talk 
about something positive.



What makes for a great jazz educator? 

My profile of a great jazz educator is someone who provides: 
1. Correct information delivered in a very clear and methodical way. 
2. The application of this information directly after it has been 
presented. 
3. Inspiration to the students that motivates them to pursue their 
craft in the face of difficulty and obstacles 
4. An example of a professional performing artist. 

After the information is provided to the student, the teacher must 
be able to demonstrate the examples he is explaining. Ideally, a 
teacher should be an example within his own professional life of 
integrity and a level of excellence as a player and/or composer. 

Yes, there are great teachers who no longer play at their prior high 
level because they’ve devoted most of their time to teaching, which 
happens a lot.

Next, the teacher must be able to direct the students to listen to spe-
cific instances of how the masters played. He encourages them to lis-
ten specifically to how Herbie Hancock accompanied Wayne Shorter 
or how McCoy comped for John Coltrane. He encourages them to 
hear how Bill Evans comped for Miles on the Kind of Blue album. 

The third element a great teacher provides the student is inspi-
ration. The teacher must be able to inspire the students to do the 
required difficult work. 

I want my students to run out after the class to the practice room or 
their home to work on what they have just learned. That’s my job. 
To be an inspiration in every way possible to motivate my students 
toward excellence. 

But the ideal I’m referring to is the highest level to which a teacher 
can aspire. Hopefully he’s someone who’s been on the international 
stage with known recordings.



 Those are the most four important aspects of being an effective 
music teacher. The horrible example of how Fletcher treats his stu-
dent Miles is at the center of my argument against this movie. 

How Fletcher in Whiplash teaches is in my opinion the opposite of 
inspiration. He rules by fear and intimidation. You don’t get results 
when you publicly humiliate your students. You don’t get results 
when you teach through cruelty. 

I love my students. I love teaching. It’s a great profession, especially 
jazz. 

But teaching jazz is very difficult. It’s difficult enough to teach 
music composition or classical performance but at least with the 
written music, you have the score and the composer to discuss. It’s 
very tangible.

Jazz, on the other hand, is very intangible. Much of teaching it is 
about finding your musical self. How do you teach someone to find 
themselves? It can be done and I do it often, but it’s very tough and 
it takes time. 

As a teacher, you provide attention and an atmosphere of care and 
respect. You are not giving them unconditional praise like, “Yeah, 
everything you played is wonderful.” The teacher is making import-
ant judgments throughout the lessons and is constantly asking, “Is 
that good enough? No? Why not?” Then the teacher explains why it 
wasn’t. Constructively. 

Attention and caring doesn’t mean pussyfooting around. You 
always tell the truth to the student from an accurate place when 
describing what you heard him play. But you always lead with the 
positive. You encourage them with whatever good you hear in their 
playing. This is the way I was taught and the way I think all teachers 
should communicate tot heir students.

Say a student is playing a version of ‘Round Midnight on the piano. 



After hearing it, I can tell there is much to improve. But their time 
was great and I heard a real passion even though the pedaling was 
poor. 

So how do I respond? I tell him, “Your time is great. You’re swing-
ing, and you really have something to say. I believed what you 
played.” Then I say, “But your voicings suck and there’s no motivic 
development in your phrases. It’s just one phrase following another 
without telling a story.” 

I will sit with the student like this for hours if he has the right 
attitude. I give everything possible to my students. Because if he 
graduates and earns an opportunity to make a record and to play 
concerts, he could change the scene. He might possibly change the 
direction of our music.

It’s not IF you tell the truth, but HOW you tell the truth to a student 
about their playing. If you start by saying, “That was some of the 
worst shit I’ve ever heard and you have no story.”, you’ll lose the 
student. You’ll destroy their confidence.

All the things that I’m saying about great teaching are absent 
from the movie Whiplash. Imagine humiliating a drummer who 
obviously was working as hard as that character was.

I have shared the story sev-
eral times about being on 
stage with Chet Baker long 
ago and how he dealt with 
me over what he thought 
was me playing too loud in 
accompaniment of him in 
a ballad. 

I played with Chet between 
1974 and 1976 in many live 
concerts and recordings. 



Chet was old school and tended to teach on the Bandstand. A lot 
of that generation did their teaching on the bandstand like Miles, 
Elvin, Phil Woods, and Sonny Stitt. 

Chet was a wonderful guy to me. He was a totally cool, a sweet guy 
and very intelligent. 

These men were not the kind of teacher that the movie portrayed. 
They articulated information in a completely different way. They 
gave pretty much Zen lessons on the band stand. They didn’t wait to 
give criticism until it was comfortable. They sometimes would em-
barrass you in order to get your attention. This embarrassment was 
brief and only to make a specific and necessary point. It was not an 
ongoing character assassination.

One night we were playing the 
ballad My Foolish Heart. Chet’s 
feeling was that I needed some 
work on my dynamic while ac-
companying him. I was playing 
soft but it was not soft enough 
for his level of sensitivity, which 
was way above mine at the 
time.  I was 25 and he was 50 
and already a master. 

He chose to embarrass me mo-
mentarily and announce on the 
microphone that I was playing 
too loud. “Richie, you’re playing 
too fucking loud, kid.”, he said to the audience. This particular gig was 
a big deal. The house was full of journalists and I was sweating while 
trying to play softer and softer.  

But I still wasn’t soft enough for Chet and he again got on the mic 
and yelled, “Richie, you’re still playing too fucking loud.” Well, we 
made it through the tune and ended the set. The audience loved it, 



Chet was happy and smiling. 

Back stage, I  came to Chet and asked, “Why did you embarrass me 
like that on the microphone on stage? Why couldn’t you tell me lat-
er?” Chet’s response was, “Because now you’ll never forget it. I got 
your attention letting you know that sometimes you play too loud 
for me. And now you will always remember.” 

He was right. Since then, every time I play a duo with Lieb or a 
singer, I instantly think, how’s my volume? Chet’s lesson stayed with 
me. But Chet made sure to always remind me that I played well and 
that he loved me. That gig received a great review and I learned a 
lifetime lesson. 

Chet wasn’t trying to hurt me. He was trying to get my attention, 
and he got it. That’s different from what that asshole Fletcher did to 
those kids in the movie. He tried to break them down and destroy 
them by belittling and scaring them. They were left feeling that 
everything they did was wrong. Doing this makes students phobic 
about everything which stifles their abilities. That’s not the way to 
grow your students and get the most out of them. 

Now that I’m 74, I’m trying to carry the jazz education tradition for-
ward. I see what it means to impart the knowledge of jazz in an unbro-
ken chain of musical experiences, and to do it with love and respect. 

I’m not talking about 
sickly schmaltzy 
over-hugging love. 
I’m talking about 
how I cared for my 
students. That is why 
teaching jazz is such a 
noble profession. It’s a 
privilege to be able to 
shape young talent. 



I’ve had the chance over forty years of teaching to really watch stu-
dents grow. A tremendously gifted 18-year old boy might come in 
to the school. He might be the best pianist in his little German town. 
But he hears the other students and hears me and he then becomes 
much more humble. 

When I play for my students while 
teaching, I play like I’m center stage 
at Carnegie Hall. I never hold back 
when I’m playing for my students. 
And that’s sometimes scary for 
them at the beginning, but it also 
inspires them. And I think it shows 
my respect for them. 

I also teach my students about 
fear and stage fright because it is 
so prevalent. Students often show 
fear when playing for me at private 
lessons and at auditions and perfor-

mances. It weakens their confidence and their abilities. That horri-
ble inner voice of doubt asks, can I really play? 

But if they can confidently play for me, they can play for a big audi-
ence. The movie makes a mockery of fear because Fletcher unnec-
essarily creates fear in his students. 

I’ll tell students, “Okay, yes, it can be scary to play auditions or 
concerts or recordings but let’s really look at fear. What level of fear 
are you feeling? Is it the rational fear of a soldier in battle from the 
possibility of getting his head blown off? 

Let’s say you’re playing a concert and you make a mistake. Now, if 
you’re a classical musician, mistakes are bad because there’s no im-
provisation to provide context for it. In classical music, you’re stuck 
with the mistake. Hopefully you will at least keep going and not let 
it break your flow. 



In jazz, a mistake is over in one tenth of a second and how you 
handle it is entirely up to you. But no matter how bad the mistake, 
no one’s going to shoot you! 

Let’s say you played poorly in an audition and that kept you from 
getting into a school you wanted. Well, there are many other 
schools that are just as good or better. Don’t let the fear take over. 
On a fear scale of 1 to 10 with 10 being afraid of death in battle, 
stage fright or fear of performing is around a 3. 

When I was teaching at Leipzig at the Mendelssohn School for 15 
years, I might have a student pass the audition in my school who 
is an introvert and not comfortable with performing–like Bill Ev-
ans was early on. After a year, with my support, hopefully the stu-
dent starts to grow and believe in himself. And then in three years, 
he’s grown into a confident man. A good teacher will help students 
get over their fear and guide them into becoming an adult artist.

In every class I would always have a couple of women. And the 
women were often smarter and had a better understanding of 
the work required of them. I saw that the men in general didn’t 
always know how to treat the women and be respectful. I would 
help teach the men those things as well. I saw it as part of the 
well-rounded education I was expected to provide.

I’m very uncompromising when it comes to levels of excellence I 
demand from my students. I expect them to do the work. If they 
don’t do the work, they really shouldn’t come to the class. If you 
come to class without doing the assigned work, I’m going to be 
hard on you. I’m going to ask how much do you really want this? 
I’ll question their commitment but I won’t insult or abuse them. 

I’m also very strict about punctuality, which is very important when 
you get out in the professional world. If you have a downbeat sched-
uled for 9AM you have to be there before 9AM to be ready. If you 
arrive two minutes after 9AM you’re disrespecting the whole band. 



I remember two very talented students who were consistently 15 
minutes late to my class. They walked in late and always disrupted 
the class. The first couple times I said, “Okay guys, don’t be late.”
But they kept coming in 15 minutes late. 

So I told them that I would lock the door at ten minutes after the 
start of class and they wouldn’t be let in after that. They said, “Yes 
sir, we’ll be on time.”

The following week, they were 15 minutes late but this time they 
couldn’t get into the class due to me having locked the door at ten  
minutes after the hour. 

I think they were shocked that I actually went through with what I 
warned. They ran upstairs to the Director’s office and complained. 
To his credit, the Director said to them, “Well, he’s the professor 
and it’s his class. I suggest you get there on time.” They were on time 

the following class day 
and never late again! 

Notice the difference. I 
taught them something 
about punctuality, not 
with cruelty, but with 
directness and honestly 
applied consequences.

I also had these students 
for years and we got to 
know each other. We 
weren’t friends, but we 
developed strong bonds. 
Sometimes I’d get a call, 
perhaps at two in the 
morning. “My girlfriend 
just left me.” or “My 
grandfather died.” 



Maybe their parents weren’t there or they were not that involved in 
their kid’s lives. So if a student needed me I made myself available 
for them and enjoyed helping them whenever I could.
  
As you can tell, this movie upset me on a deep level and I’m hoping 
that this piece corrects some of the gross misconceptions of teach-
ing jazz and the relationship between teachers and students. I don’t 
want people watching this movie thinking that the horrible envi-
ronment it portrayed is what is waiting for them or parents fearing 
this is the fate for their children as they pursue an education and 
career in jazz. 


