
PERCUSSION PEDAGOGY

The Comprehensive Guide to Garwood Whaley's Audition 
Etudes: A Technical Analysis for Percussionists
Published: November 18, 2025  |  Index ID: #308

In the realm of percussion pedagogy, few texts carry as much weight in the foundational development of a student 

as Garwood Whaley's "Audition Etudes." Published by Meredith Music, this series has become the industry 

standard for band and orchestra placement, as well as collegiate-level entrance evaluations. The primary objective 

of these etudes is not merely to provide music for performance, but to create a standardized diagnostic tool for 

measuring a percussionist’s proficiency across four distinct domains: Snare Drum, Timpani, Keyboard

Percussion, and Multiple Percussion.

The Theoretical Framework of Standardized Percussion Auditions

The challenge of percussion education lies in its inherent diversity. Unlike a violinist who focuses on a single 

instrument, a percussionist must master a wide array of mechanical interfaces. Whaley’s collection addresses this 

by providing a graduated reading curriculum. The theoretical underpinning of the series is based on the concept

of "musical literacy through technical application." This means that the etudes are designed to test a student's

ability to interpret complex rhythmic relationships, dynamic nuances, and stylistic markings while maintaining

technical integrity on the specific instrument.

Key Pedagogical Components

The "Audition Etudes" series is distinguished by several key features that make it an essential resource for both

instructors and students:

•  Metric Diversity: The etudes move beyond common time (4/4) to include compound meters (6/8, 9/8, 12/8) 

and asymmetrical meters (5/8, 7/8), preparing the student for the complexities of modern orchestral and wind 

ensemble literature.

•  Dynamic Contrast: Whaley emphasizes the use of extreme dynamics, from pianissimo (pp) to fortissimo (ff), 

often requiring rapid transitions that test a player's control over velocity and stroke height.

•  Evaluation Charts: Unique to this series is the inclusion of evaluation charts. These matrices allow judges or 

teachers to objectively score a performer based on specific criteria such as rhythm accuracy, tone quality, and 

tempo stability.

•  Multimedia Integration: Many editions, particularly the More Audition Etudes volume, include a CD or digital 

audio component featuring explanations and model performances, providing a reference for the desired sonic 

outcome.

Technical Breakdown: Snare Drum Etudes

The snare drum etudes in Whaley's collection focus heavily on concert-style performance. Unlike rudimental

drumming, which often prioritizes power and speed, these etudes demand a high degree of sensitivity and precise

articulation.

Mechanical Focus Areas

Technically, the snare drum studies test the performer's ability to execute closed (press) rolls versus open 

(double-stroke) rolls. In an audition setting, the ability to produce a seamless, "granular" roll at various dynamic 



levels is often the deciding factor in a student's placement. Whaley utilizes various rhythmic figures to challenge the 

player's sticking choices, forcing an understanding of the Right-Hand Lead versus Natural Sticking systems.



Technical Element Focus in Audition Etudes Desired Outcome

Roll Consistency Sustained press rolls at p and f A smooth, continuous sound without 
pulsing.

Grace Notes Flams and drags in various rhythmic 
contexts

Precise placement without distorting 
the primary rhythm.

Articulated Rhythms Dotted notes and syncopation in 6/8 
and 5/8

Rhythmic clarity and "lift" in the 
phrasing.

Dynamic Control Sudden subito changes Instantaneous adjustment of stroke 
height.

The Physics of Timpani Performance in Audition Literature

Timpani etudes within this series are designed to evaluate more than just rhythmic accuracy; they test ear training 

and instrument maintenance. Timpani performance is a combination of rhythmic execution and pitch

management.

Technical Analysis of Timpani Etudes

Whaley’s etudes frequently require the performer to navigate pedal changes mid-piece. This involves a 

mechanical understanding of the timpani's tension system (the balanced action or friction clutch mechanism). From 

a mathematical perspective, the performer must understand the harmonic seriesand how mallet placement

(typically 2-3 inches from the lip of the bowl) affects the prominence of the fundamental frequency versus the

overtones.

Key challenges presented in the etudes include:

1.  Intervalic Accuracy: Moving between drums tuned to specific intervals (Fourths, Fifths, Octaves).

2.  Muffling (Damping): The technical execution of stopping the vibration of the head in accordance with rests in 

the music, requiring coordination between the striking hand and the damping hand.

3.  Roll Speed: Adjusting the frequency of strokes based on the pitch of the drum (slower rolls for lower drums, 

faster for higher drums) to maintain a consistent resonance.

Keyboard Percussion: Melodic and Harmonic Proficiency

Keyboard percussion (Xylophone, Marimba, Vibraphone) etudes in the Whaley series focus on two-mallet 

proficiency and sight-reading. The etudes are written across various keys to ensure the student is comfortable

with the "geography" of the keyboard.

The Geometry of the Keyboard

A significant technical hurdle for keyboard players is the spatial awareness required to strike the center of the 

accidental bars and the center (or just off-center) of the natural bars. Whaley’s etudes incorporate wide interval 

leaps and scalar passages that require the student to maintain a consistent piston stroke. This mechanical

efficiency minimizes wasted movement, which is essential for accuracy at higher tempi.

Analysis of keyboard etudes often reveals a focus on:

•  Scales and Arpeggios: Integrated into melodic lines to test finger/wrist fluidity.



•  Accidentals: Frequent use of sharps and flats to ensure the player isn't tethered to the "white keys."

•  Phrasing: Using musical shapes to dictate the volume, rather than just playing notes in a vacuum.

Multiple Percussion: The Ultimate Coordination Test

Multiple percussion etudes are perhaps the most modern inclusion in the series. These pieces require a single 

performer to play several different instruments (e.g., snare drum, tom-toms, woodblock, triangle) simultaneously or 

in rapid succession. This section of the book evaluates logistics and ergonomics.

Engineering the Set-up

The performer must engineer a set-up that minimizes the distance between instruments. This is a practical 

application of motion economy. The technical workflow for a multiple percussion etude includes:

1.  Mapping the Score: Assigning specific instruments to specific hands to avoid "cross-overs" unless intended.

2.  Instrument Balancing: Ensuring that a loud instrument (like a cowbell) does not drown out a softer instrument 

(like a woodblock) when played together.

3.  Transitioning: The physical movement of the torso and arms to reach different points of the percussion array 

without losing rhythmic time.

Comparison: Original "Audition Etudes" vs. "More Audition Etudes"

While the original book provides the essential foundation, the sequel, More Audition Etudes, expands on these

concepts with increased complexity. Below is a comparison of the two volumes based on technical difficulty and

content.



Feature Audition Etudes (Original) More Audition Etudes

Primary Target Intermediate / High School Advanced / Collegiate

Metric Complexity Standard and basic odd meters Frequent metric modulation and 
complex polyrhythms

Instrument Variety Core four (Snare, Timpani, Keyboard, 
Multiple)

Expanded roles and auxiliary 
integration

Pedagogical Tool Evaluation Charts Instructional CD / Analysis for each 
study

Length of Studies Short (12-24 measures) Extended (Full page / Solo length)

Procedural Guide: How to Prepare a Whaley Etude for an Audition

Success in an audition environment requires a systematic approach to the literature. For a student working through 

Audition Etudes, the following workflow is recommended:

Phase 1: Structural and Rhythmic Analysis

Before picking up sticks or mallets, the student must perform a rhythmic solfège of the piece. This involves 

clapping or vocalizing the rhythms to a metronome. It is vital to identify the subdivision. If the piece is in 7/8, is it

grouped as 2+2+3 or 3+2+2? This mathematical breakdown ensures the pulse is internal before mechanical

execution begins.

Phase 2: Mechanical Slow-Practice

Perform the etude at 50% of the marked tempo. During this phase, focus exclusively on stroke height consistency

 and sticking patterns. For the snare drum, ensure that all accents are exactly the same height. For the keyboard,

ensure that the mallets are striking the bars in the optimal "sweet spot."

Phase 3: Integration of Dynamics and Nuance

Once the notes and rhythms are automated, the student must layer in the dynamics. In Whaley’s writing, dynamics 

are often structural. A crescendo might lead to a meter change, or a subito piano might mark a new thematic 

section. Use the Evaluation Chart provided in the book to self-assess this phase.

Phase 4: Simulated Audition

The final phase involves recorded performance. The Audition Etudesbook is designed for this specific purpose.

Record a single take and use the evaluation criteria (Rhythm, Dynamics, Tone, Tempo) to assign a numerical score.

This objective feedback loop is critical for overcoming "performance anxiety" and ensuring the technical

requirements are met under pressure.

Troubleshooting Common Pitfalls in Percussion Auditions

Even with high-quality material like Whaley’s, students often fall into common traps. Understanding these failure

modes allows for proactive correction.

•  Rushing the Rests: In audition etudes, silence is as important as sound. Students often shorten rests, which 

leads to an unstable tempo. Solution: Use a metronome that clicks on every subdivision (e.g., clicking eighth notes 



in 4/4).

•  Inconsistent Roll Quality: On snare drum and timpani, rolls often sound "choppy." Solution: Focus on the 

fulcrum pressure. Ensure the sticks are allowed to bounce naturally for a press roll, or that the double strokes are 

perfectly even in volume.

•  Incorrect Mallet Selection: Using mallets that are too hard or too soft for the instrument can result in poor tone 

quality. Solution: Match the mallet density to the specific etude's character. A melodic, lyrical keyboard etude 

requires a medium-soft yarn mallet, while a rhythmic, bright etude requires a harder rubber or plastic mallet.

The Broader Implications for Percussion Pedagogy

The enduring legacy of Garwood Whaley’s Audition Etudeslies in its ability to bridge the gap between technical

exercises and musical performance. By providing a standardized set of challenges, it allows the percussion

community to maintain a high level of excellence and a common language for evaluation. Whether used for a

middle school chair placement or a high-stakes university audition, the principles found in these etudes—precision,

dynamic control, and metric flexibility—remain the hallmarks of a professional percussionist.

Ultimately, these etudes serve as a roadmap for the developing musician. They do not just teach a student *what*

to play, but *how* to think about the instrument. The technical rigor required to master these pieces translates

directly to the performance of orchestral masterworks and contemporary solo literature, making them an

indispensable part of the percussionist’s library for decades to come.
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