
audition cheat sheet 
 

 
 

A 1950 study of 10 eminent pianists (like Richter & Gilels) found that many utilized a 3-stage process in preparing music for performance. An initial 
“scouting” stage, that involved developing a concept of how the piece should sound. A “problem-solving” stage, where the emphasis was on technical 
work and problem-solving. And last, a “finishing” stage where they alternated between small detail work and big picture trial performances, to make sure 
everything fit together and was truly performance-ready. 

It’s easy to spend all of our time in the problem-solving stage, aiming to play as flawlessly as possible. But this leaves our practice very unbalanced, where 
rather than peaking at the right time, we often end up with nagging doubts, insecurities, and a compulsion to engage in frantic last-minute cramming… 

So if you’ve been looking for new ways to level up your audition prep process, Rob Knopper (Met Opera Orchestra, percussion) and I hope this 12-point 
audition cheat sheet, with practice hacks to implement at each stage of preparation, will come in handy as you gameplan for your next audition.

Phase 1: Conceptual 
When: As soon as list is announced. 

Goals: Build confidence on the front 
end of audition preparation, prevent 
second-guessing your tempos and 
musical interpretation on audition 
day, and avoid having to spend time 
overwriting bad habits, by starting 
with a clearer musical concept.

tip #3: practice expression from day 1 
be sure to incorporate the musical elements that the 
audition committee will be listening for - like rhythm, 
intonation, phrasing, tone, etc. - from day 1. 

read: how an audition is won

Tip #4: Hear before you play 
Sometimes intonation issues can be solved more 
effectively by developing a clearer concept of sound 
and pitch. 

Read: A listening technique for improving intonation

tip #1: start with research! 
engage in extensive listening before you work on the 
notes. this will help you make more authoritative 
musical decisions and give you confidence in the 
interpretation you choose. (click the link below to learn more) 

read: how to choose a tempo

Tip #2: A better way to use the metronome 
Learn how to practice with a metronome in a way 
that cultivates both a stronger sense of rhythm, and 
musical expressiveness. 

Read: What comes first, the notes or the music? 
Listen: Catherine Cho on cultivating great rhythm

Phase 2: Technical 
When: Once you’ve completed your 
research and know what you’re 
aiming for, it’s time to get the notes 
into your fingers. 

Goals: Get the notes into muscle 
memory, and maximize the efficiency 
of your practice with self-recording 
and deliberate practice.

tip #5: log problems & solutions 
as you work through your excerpts, document every 
problem and solution so that you don’t lose the work 
you’ve done, and can start right where you left off the 
day before. 

read: 5 simple ways to retain your work

tip #7: record, record, record 
when making tweaks and adjustments to excerpts, 
put yourself in the shoes of the committee by 
recording yourself from a distance and hearing how 
you sound in a bigger room. 

read: rob’s self-recording guide

Tip #6: Plan & reflect 
More repetitions isn’t always better. Learn why clear 
goals before each repetition, and a period of 
reflection afterwards could be the difference 
between good and great. 

Read: Two things top practicers do differently

Tip #8: Don’t neglect the fundamentals 
Time management is a challenge, but make sure to 
set aside time for fundamentals and the exercises 
that keep your skills in tip-top shape. 

Read: Why I’d be more diligent about practicing 
scales if I could do it all over again

tip #9: nothing new on audition day 
nerves will pop up as long as there are unfamiliar 
feelings. make sure you get used to every transition, 
from picking up your instrument to walking into a 
silent room to doing an entire beginning-to-end 
mock audition 

read: how to stop shaking on soft snare drum

Tip #10: Get excited, not nervous 
Trying to calm down often makes things worse. Learn 
why research shows that it’s more effective to 
embrace your heightened activation as excitement 
instead. 

Read: What’s better: calm down or get excited?

tip #11: mocks, mocks, mocks 
the actual audition shouldn’t be the first time you 
experience the audition feeling. learn how to 
habituate to pressure by experiencing it over and 
over with realistic mock auditions for real people. 

read: how to prepare for the actual audition moment

Tip #12: Pre-performance routines 
Learn how a pre-performance routine can help you 
get into a more optimal mental and physical state 
before you play the first note - and help you “reset” 
between excerpts more effectively as well. 

Read: How to make performance anxiety an asset, 
not a liability

rob & noa’s

Phase 3: Performance 
When: Once you can run the 
excerpts, it’s time to put them to the 
test. Even if they don’t feel “ready.” 
Because if you wait until they are, it’ll 
be too late to make meaningful 
changes! 

Goals: Learn how to manage nerves 
and pressure, and get comfortable 
being uncomfortable. Increase the 
level of your worst-case scenario 
playing, and develop the mental 
skills that will enable you to 
demonstrate your best playing even 
under pressure.
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