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H E L P IN G  S T U D E N T S  P R E P A R E  F O R

M U S IC  A U D IT IO N S

CUKAS (Conservatoires UK Admissions Service)

ap p licants w ill normally  need to h ave au ditions

b efore th e conservatoires can mak e th eir decisions.

F ollow ing  a recent comment from an adviser th at

some sch ools and colleg es are not very  familiar w ith

CUKAS, w e w ere p romp ted to inclu de an article

ab ou t p rep aring  for au ditions. 

Jo Cole, Deputy Head of Strings at Royal Northern

College of M usic offers the following helpful advice you

m ay want to pass on to any of your students who are

applying to CUKAS conservatoires.  

Auditioning for a place at a conservatoire can be a

challenging experience for even the m ost confident

m usician. Advance preparation gives the best odds for a

successful result. The basis of confidence is

com petence, which is generated by careful practice and

real fam iliarity with the pieces you are going to play.

Check the audition repertoire requirem ents, and start to

study it as far ahead as possible of the audition period –

which is usually Novem ber and Decem ber. An audition is

not the platform  to try out a new piece! If you also play

som ething of your own choice, select som ething in

consultation with your teacher which shows you at your

best and which you enjoy playing. Try to attend an open

day at your chosen conservatoire(s) to give you an idea

of the building and what to expect.

Have several ‘practice auditions’ to fam ily and friends –

include walking into the room , settling down and

perform ing in unfam iliar settings. Playing from  m em ory is

not essential, but no m usician should be ‘glued’ to the

m usic. An accom panist will norm ally be provided but

rehearsal m ay be lim ited. You should be com pletely

fam iliar with the piano part.

M usicians are practical craftsm en and Novem ber and

Decem ber can be very chilly: wear gloves so cold hands

don’t underm ine your m onths of practise! Have a banana

or som ething handy – even if you think you don’t want

one. Low blood-sugar is detrim ental to concentration and

coordination, and exacerbates the negative side effects

of adrenaline. Sim ilarly don’t get dehydrated. If you have

a cold, take tissues – don’t sniff – a cold doesn’t conceal

talent so don’t dram atise it!

M ake a list of the things you need to rem em ber on the

day. Avoid any situation that m ight increase your stress

levels – allow plenty of tim e to get to the venue, m aking

generous allowances for delayed trains or terrible traffic.

Presentation is an im portant elem ent of perform ance.

W ear sm art, com fortable clothes that you can play in with

ease, jeans and trainers are not really suitable. Don’t

experim ent with a new outfit or wear high heels if you’re

not used to them .

� On entering the room , sm ile at the panel! (They should

be asham ed if they don’t sm ile at you!) They will want

you to do your best. It is unprofessional for

conservatoire panels to m ake insensitive com m ents

about your playing.
� Dem onstrate an understanding of context of your

m usic by pronouncing the nam es and com posers of

your pieces correctly. 
� Tune carefully, quickly and quietly to the piano in the

room .
� Don’t be disconcerted if you don’t play everything, the

panel m ay want to talk to you for longer. They are

looking for potential and tem peram ent – not a

com pleted artist. Engage and interest the panel,

keeping your perform ance fresh, with a wide dynam ic

range and sense of changes of m ood and colour. 
� M aintain m usical interest in your repertoire – it is easy

to slide into staleness. Avoid this! Try to dem onstrate

an interest in conveying the intentions of a com poser

and a love for the m edium  in which you are working.

Panels can differentiate between m ishaps caused by

nerves, and elem ents of playing that are undeveloped.
� The interview questions m ay be about your

perform ance and to see how good your critical

faculties are. Think about this in advance.
� You should not feel pressurised at interview to say

where you intend to take up a place, but DO say if 

the place you are auditioning for is genuinely your 

first choice.

If you ac h ie v e  a p lac e
you h av e  c om e
th roug h  a rig orous

and  e x ac ting  te st –
a m ic roc osm  of a
c are e r in m usic !

C ong ratulations! 


