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Young Arrangers Embrace Creativity
By Yoshi Kato

Oscar Peterson and double bassists, both convert-
ed and natural, are two of the common elements among 
a sampling of this year’s Jazz Arrangement winners in the 
DownBeat Student Music Awards.

High School winner Kanoa Mendenhall, an early grad-
uate from NOVA Independent Study in Novato, California, 
arranged “Tin Tin Deo” for a sextet with trombone, alto 
saxophone, guitar and a traditional piano rhythm section. 
She enjoyed playing the Dizzy Gillespie standard at various 
gigs and was inspired by an Oscar Peterson recording of it.

“I always want to be true to the melody as much as 
possible and honor the composer,” said Mendenhall, who 
started on cello before taking up the double bass to work 
with her father, pianist Eddie Mendenhall. “I wanted to cre-
ate a Blakey combo feel without messing with it too much.”

“Kanoa is very astute with her sense of color in ar-
ranging,” said educator/saxophonist Paul Cantos, a Men-
denhall family friend who also works with Kanoa in the 
SFJAZZ High School Jazz All-Stars Orchestra he leads. “Her 
understanding of the voicings of different instruments is 
tremendous.”

Performing Arts High School winner Ethan Moffitt 
started on violin before adding double bass to his arsenal. 
The native southern Californian wrote a big band (with vi-
braphone) treatment of Thad Jones’ “A Child is Born” and 
was inspired by a solo Oscar Peterson recording of it. 

“I thought there were some really cool voicings in 
there and that I could maybe pull some out to help me 
with the horn parts,” said Moffitt, a freshman at Colburn 
School of Performing Arts in Los Angeles. 

“I encourage my students to write,” said Lee Secard, di-
rector of jazz studies at Colburn School. “My encouragement 
to Ethan was to stretch out and take some chances. I think 
he absolutely nailed it.”

“I’m also a classical double bassist and do a lot of arco, 
so I wanted something that could mix both worlds,” Moffitt 
added. “It’s got such a great melody that I could play on bass 
and expand on that.”

Kyle Gordon is a jazz bass and jazz arranging major at 
University of North Texas (UNT) in Denton. The Undergrad-
uate College award-winning junior got a request from a jazz 
vocal major to write a big band arrangement of Billy Stray-
horn’s “A Flower Is A Lovesome Thing” for her.

“I approached it like a commission,” he said of his ar-
rangement for alto flute, flute, three clarinets, five trumpets, 
five trombones, guitar and piano. “I didn’t realize it would 
be such a challenge. I wanted to preserve what Strayhorn 
had created, and it was also difficult to protect the vocalist’s 
range.”

“He’s ambitious, and that’s what I like to see,” said Rich-
ard DeRosa, director of jazz composition and arranging stud-
ies at UNT. “Orchestrating a big band can be daunting. It’s 
an often laborious task that only the most diligent students 
will do. Kyle’s been my private student for two years and has 
shown to have both patience and an inquisitive mind.”

The instrumental focus shifts to trombone with Grad-
uate College winner Austin Seybert. A first-year doctoral 
student in classical trombone performance and literature at 
University of Illinois–Urbana, he arranged John Coltrane’s 
timeless “Giant Steps” for five trombones (four tenor, one 
bass) and guitar, piano, double bass and drums.

“I was in an advanced harmony class with the direc-
tor of jazz studies and got the idea to try different modes 
we don’t usually use in jazz,” Seybert recalled. “So I mixed 
harmonic major modes with melodic minor modes and Col-
trane changes.”  DB
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