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From Oboe to News Desk

Reporting On Her Own Career Change
Blair Tindall

We want to share with you a lively account of a major career
change by an alumna of our testing program. We hired this author
to relate her story after hearing of it from her.

The crystal chandelier glittered like
diamonds as | stepped onto the Carnegie
Recital Hall stage in 1991. Glowing in
shades of ivory and gold, the elegant
auditorium looked like a jewel box plled
with 235 people, one of them a New York
Times critic who would give me a rave
review a few days later.

| felt like Cinderella at the ball. But re-
turning home to my decrepit New York
apartment, | saw that the fairy tale was
over. | was really a freelance musician, barely piecing together
an income by schlepping between Broadway shows, retirement-
home concerts, and the occasional Lincoln Center performance.
Unless | made a big change, | would be living in squalor for the
rest of my life.
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Like many classical musicians, my career path started before |
was mature enough to decide my own future. Showing talent on
piano at age pve, | was enrolled in specialized training by my
parents and well-meaning teachers. But even the choice of oboe
was not my own, as it had been the only instrument left over when
the sixth-grade band director, handing out yutes and clarinets to
students in the alphabetical order of their last names, had reached
me, third from last.

I was good at the oboe, however, and by age pfteen was attending
a music boarding school that offered almost no general academ-
ics or college counseling. Though | wasngt particularly interested
in classical music, | could see few other choices than going on to
music conservatory, where | earned bachelor and master of music
degrees. | was trapped in someone elseds dream.

Still, as my musical career developed, my oboe took me on exciting
adventurestoAsia, South America, and Europe as a substitute musi-
cian with groups like the New York Philharmonic and the Orpheus
Chamber Orchestra. However, after spending $30,000 traveling
to 25 auditions around the world for a permanent orchestra job,
I had to face the reality that | had hit the wall in this competitive
profession at age 31.

During the decade after graduation, my disillusionment witha pnan-
cially unstable career increased. Performing limited my social life
with its evening, weekend, and holiday schedule; | would always
be working Saturday night, New Yeards Eve, and Easter Sunday.
Inaddition, | grew weary of the repetitive practice, and playing the
same Beethoven and Brahms Symphonies over and over.

Worst of all, | was terrible at making oboe reeds, the fragile mouth-
pieces that must be fashioned one at a time by hand from a type
of bamboo picked in the south of France. Some 90 percent of my
preparation time was spent at the reed desk, often without result.

In the meantime, | was fortunate to be offered a pit orchestra job
with the Broadway production of Miss Saigon, which paid well. The
situation had its drawbacks & the showds run could end at any time,
and repeating the same music 416 times a year was mind-numbing.
But the job gave me freedom to explore my options.

| participated in every career seminar and test | could pnd: through
a local university, the musiciansd union, and The Actorsé Fund of
America, and by taking a pricey weeklong course that was geared
more towards executives looking for rewarding work rather than
artists simply desperate to survive.

Self-conducted evaluations like Myers-Briggs didndt work for me.
If | could identify my abilities and preferences, | wouldnit need
to take the tests in the prst place. Since 1d forced myself into
the narrow role of classical musician, | had no idea if | preferred
working with people or alone, in an ofpce or outdoors, or even
with objects or ideas.

I nearly gave up after taking the Strong-Campbell Interest Inven-
tory, which listed only one job for which | was suited: poultry
inseminator.

Haunting the library foranswers, | performed the exercises in Richard
Bollesis What Color Is Your Parachute? In the bookds appendix, |
found The Johnson OiConnor Re-

search Foundation, which provided Atlanta

Boston

teststoevaluate the natural aptitudes Chicago
of teenagers and adults who were -
choosing career paths. When it was Houstap

Los Angeles

New York

San Francisco
Seattle
Washington, D.C.

launched by General Electric in the
1920s, the organization aimed to

reassign the companyds employees
cont. p.2>



who had been displaced by technology. That also described my
situation as a classical musician in modern society.

From the beginning, | could tell that Johnson OiConnor was a
very different kind of resource for people like me. Their aptitude
tests didndt ask the subjectds impression of his or her strengths,
but instead tested them objectively by having the client perform
various tasks relating to skills of sight, sound, language, music,
memory, manual dexterity, analytical and inductive reasoning, and
spatial visualization.

| babbled on to William Sherer, who was administering my tests,
that | knew all about my weaknesses. | had a terrible memory, poor

.

B U | »

e\ o'

Blair playing oboe with a jazz group

language skills, and no talent for math, design, or spatial orienta-
tion. I was rigid, uncreative, and an introvert whose only strengths
were logic and analysis.

0Put your preconceptions aside and treat this like a game,6 said
Sherer, 0evenifyou feel youdre doing poorly.0 He explained that the
tests would evaluate my natural aptitudes, not what years of trying
to adapt to a profession | wasndt suited for had taught me.

Suddenly, he threw me a curve ball. | reacted, catching the base-
ball. 0Just checking to make sure youdre right-handed,6 William
said quietly. Next, he showed me a page of drawings representing
a cocktail napkin folded in specipc patterns. An imaginary hole
was then punched through the resulting layers. If this were three-
dimensional, where would the holes be located when the napkin
was unfolded?

ol candt do this,0 | said immediately.

I10m terrible at this kind of thing. This testing is for other people,
smart people. What was | thinking by coming here?

O0Remember, itds just a game,6 said Sherer, with a warm smile.

I labored over the prst diagram and hesitantly picked a solution. |
wentthroughall twenty examples and pnished within the time limit,
although I knew most of them were wrong. My brother would be
great at this, | thought. He got all the math genes.

0AImostall are right,0 said Sherer. 0Eighty-pfth percentile.0 | started
to feel a gray fog lifting. My excitement built as the tests explored
subjects 1d never considered, like design aptitudes and memory for
numbers. | was having so much fun I didndt want to quit.

George Wyatt, the Johnson OdConnor associate who was counseling
me on the basis of my aptitudes, spread the computerized results
across his desk. | was astonished to see scores in the ninety-ninth
percentile for oideaphoria6 (a creativity measure), musical pitch

discrimination, and into the nineties for number memory, graphoria,
and observation. Other high scores included memory for design,
rhythm, and language. 16d done reasonably well with manual
dexterity and other number aptitudes, and scored sky-high as an
objective personality. 16d bombed at the only things 16d claimed as
strengths: logic and analysis.

0Youdre an extreme example of someone trying to pt a square peg
in a round hole,0 Wyatt said. He explained that hedd worked with
other musicians, some of them famous. Those happy as perform-
ers possessed almost the opposite prople from mine; subjective
personality and low oideaphoriad enabled people like performers
and researchers to concentrate for hours on perfecting a minute
task, while working all alone.

Wyattds analysis was encouraging. He told me | was strong in
opeople-inyuencingo skills, and listed professions that would maxi-
mize my aptitudes. Teaching, advertising, journalism, and inter-
national business (because of a foreign language aptitude) would
all be careers where | might pnd more satisfaction. If | stayed in
music, Wyatt said, 13d be happier composing or conducting, where
I would be generating new ideas instead of repning someone elseds
work of music.

Over the next few weeks, | remained skeptical but started noticing
how easily I remembered phone numbers and foreign phrases, that
| observed situations far more accurately and in greater detail than
many of my friends, and that | brimmed with ideasiwhich 16d
thought was just an annoying trait of bad discipline. | had been so
certain of my inadequacy, 16d never given myself permission to
explore these assets until now.
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Not only did these epiphanies give me conpdence and salvage
my self-esteem, they also altered my judgment of others. Now |
understood that my colleagues might hold a different collection
of aptitudes, often in categories where | was weak. Once | could
recognize the unique gifts of others, and how they complemented
my own, my hidden extroversion emerged.

Johnson OdConnor had given me the key to my future, but pnding
therightdoor was another matter. | struggled to develop my aptitudes
by studying various subjects through the School of General Studies
at Columbia University, a college for returning and nontraditional
students. There, | took the same courses with the same faculty as
undergraduates on the Columbia campus.

Atage thirty-six, | started out with basic math, moving on to algebra
and trigonometry. Before enrolling in a year of general chemistry,
| was required to take pre-chemistry, as the subject had not been






