
LAST CHAIR

BE WILLING TO WORK HARD
“Set high goals for yourself, and be willing to work hard 
to achieve them. Develop self-discipline, and be depend-
able. . . . Heavenly Father has given you gifts and talents 
and knows what you are capable of achieving. Seek His 
help and guidance as you work to achieve your goals.”
For the Strength of Youth (2011), 40.
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Playing the clarinet had always come 
easy to me, so I hadn’t expected  
this change.From First to
I started playing the clarinet in sixth grade, and it came 

fairly easy to me. In junior high and high school, I 
always joined the school band. One year, I missed 

school on the day of the band tryouts. We weren’t try-
ing out for acceptance into the band, but rather for 
what “seats” we would have and in what sections. I was 
horrified to learn that because I’d missed the tryouts I 
would be placed in the very last seat in the last clarinet 
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section. I’d always been a first section player and often 
first chair. Sitting in the last chair embarrassed me and 
made me a little angry. My band teacher understood this 
and reminded me that I didn’t have to stay there—I could 
work my way back up throughout the year. I worked hard 
and eventually reached first chair again.

As I progressed through high school, the first sec-
tion was my norm. So I became a little lazy and didn’t 
practice any harder than I needed to in order to 
stay in a top spot.

Each year there was an All-State band event where 
every school selected the best player of each section 
to be a part of a large multi-school band. It was an 
honor to be selected, but I forgot that fact. I took 
it for granted when I was selected and showed up 
one year on performance day having only glanced at 

the music. I’d had the ability to master the music, but 
it would have actually taken some work—work that 

I hadn’t put in.
I knew I couldn’t play the music very well this year, 

but I’d been to All-State in previous years and knew how 
it worked: because I came from the first chair section 
in my school I would be placed in the first chair sec-

tion in the All-State band. I wouldn’t be much good to 
the band this year, but I could fake my way through the 

day and have fun.
The air was abuzz with excitement as the band 

students gathered. Then the room grew quiet as the 
band director stepped onto the podium. What he said 
next concerned me.

“Instead of grouping everyone based on your position 
at school, you will try out for the seat in your section. 
You will play the music you have prepared for a 
judge, and he or she will place you in your appro-
priate seat. You do not have to try out, but if you do 
not, you will automatically be placed at the bottom of 

the last section.”
My lack of preparation landed on my chest like a 

pallet of bricks. The music was hard this year, and I had 
not practiced. I knew how awful I would sound in front of 
the other first chair section members if I chose to try out. But 
if I didn’t try out, I would be placed at the bottom of the last 
section. In all fairness, I can now admit that I deserved to be 

at the bottom of the last section. However, at that time I was 
prideful and could not bear to be in the last section. Even 
if I hadn’t practiced, I knew I was first section material and 
decided that I would be in that section no matter what.

At the last moment, as the first section clarinets were 
going to the tryout room, I hurried to join them. One by 
one, each clarinetist played. My heart sank when it became 
clear they’d all practiced. Then it was my turn.

In my pride, I put the clarinet to my mouth and pro-
ceeded to embarrass myself as I played. I did not have to 
imagine the amused looks of my fellow clarinetists and 
the rather horrified look of the judge when I finished. The 
judge kindly said nothing, but his thoughts were clear 
enough when he placed me in the last chair in my section.

My stubbornness had kept me in the section I thought I 
deserved, but it was no victory. I couldn’t hold my head up 
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or participate freely in the other students’ excited conver-
sations during the breaks. I was a fake among the genuine. 
There was no way I could convince them that I actually 
belonged with them. They had heard me play.

“I’m really quite good,” I wanted to say. “It’s just that I 
didn’t practice.” But I never said it because I knew what 
their response would have been: “You should have prac-
ticed like we did.”

I knew that when it came right down to the perfor-
mance, my potential didn’t matter—only the current skill 
that I’d developed did.

The saving grace of the day was that I learned clearly 
and deeply the meaning of hard work and preparation. I 
saw a connection to the parable of the ten virgins. I had 
arrived at All-State without oil, so to speak. I could not 
borrow from the skills of the other clarinetists. I now know 
that each minute of every day is the time to prepare—espe-
cially in the aspects of life that really matter. NE
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“I’m really quite good,”  
I wanted to say. “It’s just that  

I didn’t practice.”




