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Backbeat
Confidential

At Miami's Scratch Academy,
students master the
fine art of spinning vinyl

BY MICHAEL PATRICK WELCH

icode Williams is in full post-
graduate glow, having just
earned her diploma via twao
murntables and a mixing con-
sale, Her final exam requited that she blend
together a six-song set of hip-hop, house,
and R&B records, live, for a panel of famous
DT, whs h.tppn:*m'd
o b her professors
at Miami's coolest
new  yocational
aehsal, Seratech DJ
Academy, The 35-
year-olds  profs
offered  her a
detailed critique of
her volume controd,
cqualization, and
|.'l|l|.'|'||ﬂl-ll,|.’, thesi avvarded Rer a certificaie af
completion for D 101 — the reason she Rew
down from Charlotte, North Caraling six
weekends in a row, and paid $300 tuition.
“I'm originally {ram New Jersey, where
a lot of house music orginated in the lote
Eighties and Nineties,” explains Willinmis,
n computer copsultant by day, “For about
ten years ["ve had o strong Interest in
D dimg and wanted to learn the art in its
purest, organic form, with viny] records,
When 1 found Scrarch D Academy online,
I didwi't care what T had to do to gt here,™

!

Willinmis chose Miami over the original
MNew York Scratch Academy = the first
school of its kind, founded in 2002 by Rob
Principe and RUN DMC's late DI, Jam
“Waster Jay — because, she savs, “I love
how everywhere I go in Miami | hear
SOme Lype of dance muzic!™ Scratch
expanded to L.A. in 2004, followed in
2005 by the Miami branch,

Regardless of where vou attend, every-
one begins with D 100, *That's our ‘music
lil.l.'u-r:.'I course,” ﬂn;r\-!.'lirﬁ iJ Immorial.
a.k.a Jamie Keogh, a Serateh ingtructor
who greets aspiring DJs at the school's
storefront locotion, in a South Beach strip
mrall Hl.-u_y_h. who looks CVETY kit the
Floridian with ponytail, facial haie, and
board shorts, presides aver a classroom
that includes a dozen pairs of shiny
turntables and a hugu libra Fy af -.'in:.'|
albuma, “101 teaches about quarter, eighth,
and sixteenth notes, how o count beats

“dJam Master Jay used to always say,
‘Man, I wish they'd have had a
school like this when I was learning!’”

and bars” Keogh savs, “Theory that
:||'\-|1|i-.-:q. o all masie, Student=z learn =ome
[ serminology plus a little histery of who
imvented what.”

Mario Robles, age 21, who was deawn o
thie academy alter attending raves [n his
native Brazil, has completed seven Scrich
courses: five [0 classes phas two “beatmak-
ing” courses, which utilize computers for
digital sequencing and editing of students'
original music. Fobles recalls his days as a
newbie in B 101, He and other students
stood shoulder-to-shoulder before their
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turntables. “Mast peaple wane to bearm mix-
ing, for parties or clubs,” he says. “But the
classes or seratehing were only lalf full”

To“scratch™ is to play the turntable as an
instrument unto itsell: naked fngers push
vinyl back and forth under the needle, ere-
ating rhythmic whooshing sounds. Seratch
students initially bearn by manipulatipg an
instructive record — a kind of vinyl text-
book. <famie showed us how (o serateh to
the beat, very slowly,” Robles says. “First
the haby seratch, the forward scratch, the
back seratch, Then as we practiced, he'd
walk around and correct us individually”

Later classes foscus on creating perfect
s of songs, and marketing oneselfl aza DA
There's also “bear jugmling™ the art of mix-
ing the same record on both tables, looping
picees of the same song in different combi-
nations, at cifferent speeds, s0 a8 to create
new rhythms and same-
tiimes, new songs, Luckilby,
Miami students sffare
classreom space with only
sin ton Dveedvie oithers (itsup
to bwiee that maiy in LA,
or New York), “Everyone
has their own headphones
and thelr own :.pf:..i;r_-n
anyway,” Kobles says, “aa
you're ik even bathered,”

Aeurcbeulom for s m ight seem para-
doxical, After all, they're a breed famous
for partving and sleeping late = not tak-
ing pop quizoes. But the folls who run the
Scratch Academy are dead serious ahout
their ]:I-ud.'lgurm.'.

The faculty roster boasts big noméfike
GrandWizzard Theodore, 1LEmerge, and
O Craze. But all of them — no matter how
famous in the elubs — have to meet the
Acadeniy's standards. “Tist because vou're
a good DJ doesn’t mean you're o good
teacher,”™  stresses continued en page T3
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cofounder Principe. “New teachers guest
teach until we're comfortable. We let
teachers put their own spin on their elass,
b if they can't communlcate our eurricu-
lum then they're not right for ue”

Studers pa m'l.}wh:m froen S50 o S400
per clais, Principe insdies that maosst of the
academy’s students sign up for classes
because they love the masic. But some of them
da harbor dreams of wsing their skills to DJ
professionally, Robles, for instance, parchased
thioasands of dollars’ worth of D equipmeni
ard a eacalegue of vingd reconds, 3l wo spn
“hip-hop, and some kappy hardoane” sthome,
Bist mn:uﬂ}'. hee's e ﬁ:|d.i.n,|.;qﬂ'm to Dkl st
parties and boutiques, gigs he's had 1o tumn
dhorem, b s, because he bus a fall-time job -~
as an airplane echnician As a Scrasch ahem,
though, he's now coatemnplating making a go
off it-a8 a pralesshonal spinmes, 505 MNicole Wil-
las, who goes by the handle D) Kneeka She
phm fo ke every Scratch class, h-u:. her oram
D epeEpment, then rent achub in Sosth Cams-
lira where she can spin,

All af this sort of begs the questions;
Should DJs be bred like guppiest?
Shoulda't peeple figure cut on their own
how to DJT

Principe dismisses this notion. He
recalls that Jam Master Jay “used to
always say ‘Man, [ wigh they'd have had a
sehool like this when [ was bearning?™

Bt if Jay had taken D classes, would
he have become so innovative?

Mo one at Scratch Academy believes
that teaching people the “right way" 1o DJ
will hinder anvone™s creative process.
Principe = who estimates that his three
sexdembes have gradwsted sonse 5,000 55u
dents over the vears — takes a broader
view regarding his and his students’
motives. “If [t wasn't taught,” he says,
“there would be thousands of people less
that got to experience music this way”

Prinecipe says Miami was s natural choice
for an acadiemy, because of the city’s thev
ing nightlife scene. Trae, South Beach's
extensive club seene draws partiers who are
more apt to dapce to the masle than traly
listen toit. B, Prncipe notes, <theres alol
maore musical diversity hiere now, In Mew
York we pet mostly people interested m hip
hiop. In LA, peopde are interested inrock. In
MEarnd in's Just everyrhing ™

Heogh comciars. “1n Miamd, we nesd to
have a real versatile group of Instrue-
tors,” he savs, “because students here all
have diferent ha.:kgrml:ld; and differert
musical interests, from rock to reggae-
tan, salsa, merengue.”

Accordingly, the Mismd Seratch Acadeny
is the only one 1o olfer elasses In Spanish
Colombian-bred D) 55 Sovles is one of the
STHHR S H|,1Jni-.|5,-L||',i,:|.|.'.i{u Estrucioes. “Lagins
irn gy el avssaes s mastly bip-bop, some howuse
revusde,” By sanys. Bt s fun toteach somssone
it vour cubrure (o do what vou do” Styles also
lauds the intimacy of the Miami school
“Mfinmn stdents gt more ane-an-one e
weith thee instrsctors than in Mew Yook™ be
savs, “and mare kb fime bo experiment on e
equEptenL, Aone.”

Seyles admbts that be himself came to
the scademy with some reservations. =1
was thinking when the school frst started;
1i's gonna be an overflow of DJs!™ he
recalls. “But for me it's like, if you love
wliat o leve 1o do that mauch, vou shoald
teach someone else fo de "

Coantact the author by disoess tho stors:
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