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Introduction
8 Recording Checklists That Can Save Your Session is a short ebook that’s a 
collection of checklists, tips and tricks culled from The Recording Engineer’s 
Handbook 3rd edition. Some of the following checklists appear in the book, while 
others are a synopsis of a chapter or section. 

The Recording Engineer’s Handbook has been one of 
the most successful books on recoding ever, and is used 
as a textbook in recording programs in Universities and 
schools the world over. I wrote it because I knew that 
recording was in the middle of a huge change and I 
wanted to preserve the techniques of the masters before 
they disappeared as we transitioned into the new studio 
era. The 3rd edition of the book is based on how to use 
these techniques in the environment that we all use 
today - the home or small studio.

Each of the following checklist asks a series of questions for each recording situation, 
then provides some guidance depending on the answers. I think you’ll find them really 
helpful before, during and after the session.

Go here to read additional excerpts and see a table of contents of The Recording 
Engineer’s Handbook 3rd edition.

Go here to purchase the book.

Read excerpts from other books by Bobby Owsinski

✦
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Recording Checklists
A successful recording is not only  based on the gear you have, but the instruments and 
players as well. Here are a number of checklists that cover the different phases of the 
recording process as well as microphone selection and basic troubleshooting when a 
problem presents itself.

Before The Basic Tracks Session Checklist
One of the keys to a successful basic tracking session is the preparation made 
beforehand, but before you can prepare for the recording you need some essential 
information first. Here’s the minimum that you must determine in advance of the 
session. This will usually be provided by the producer, artist or band leader, and 
assumes that you’re unfamiliar with the act. Here’s what to ask:
 

What type of music will be recorded?

How much recording time to do you think you’ll need?

How many songs do you expect to record?

Who are the musicians (If you know some of them it might affect your setup)?

Who’s the producer (if you’re not talking to him already)?

What time does the session begin? Does that mean the downbeat of recording 
or when the musicians are expected at the studio to load in?

How long do you expect the session or sessions to go?

How many musicians will be playing at once?

What’s the instrumentation?
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How large is the drummer’s kit? How many toms will he be using?

Will the guitarist(s) be using an acoustic or electric? 

What kind of amps will the guitar player(s) and bass player be using?

Do any of the players expect to use house gear like drums, guitar amps, or 
keyboards?

How many cue mixes will be required?

Will there be a scratch vocal tracked at the same time?

Will they bring any special outboard gear or mics that they’d like to use?

Will they be tracking to a click or loops?

Do they require any particular instruments, amps or effects?

Determining the above before the musicians arrive at the studio can go a long way to 
achieving a quick and easy setup and an efficient session. 

TIP: Don’t ask for the setup information too far in advance since much can change by 
the day of the session. Getting the info the day before the session is usually sufficient.

✦
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General Recording Checklist
Before recording any vocal or instrument, here are a number of things to check either 
before recording begins or if it just doesn’t sound right after you’ve recorded it.

Does the instrument sound great acoustically? Make sure that you start with a 
great acoustic sound, using a well-tuned instrument with a minimum of sympathetic 
vibrations and extraneous noises. This includes amplifier speaker cabinets.

Are the mics acoustically in phase? Observe the 3:1 rule and make sure that 
any mic placed underneath a drum are at a 90° angle to the top mics.

Are the mics electronically in phase? Make sure that all the mic cables are 
wired the same by doing a phase check.

Are the mics at the correct distance from the instrument? If they’re too far 
away, they’ll pick up too much of the room or leakage from other instruments. If 
they’re too close, the sound will be unbalanced with either too much attack or 
ring, and not enough of the body of the instrument. Walk around the player, put 
your finger in your ear, and find the spot that sounds the best. Remember, most 
instruments need some space for the sound to develop. The ambience from the 
surrounding area is a big part of the sound than most instruments.

Does it sound the same in the control room as when you’re standing in 
front of the instrument? This is your reference point and what you should be 
trying to match. You can embellish the sound after you’ve this is achieved. 

Is there another problem besides the mic placement? A great sound is 
dependent upon the instrument, the player, the amp (if used) and the room. The 
player has to be able to achieve the tone you're trying to record with his hands, voice 
or mouth first and foremost. The mic itself usually  has less to do with the ultimate 
sound than the placement, room and the player and ultimately, the project itself.  
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You should always trust your ears and begin by listening to the musician in your 
studio, find a sweet spot, and then begin with your microphone placement there. If 
you don’t like the resultant sound, then move the mic or swap it with another. EQ is 
the last thing to touch. 

Is the problem in your signal chain? Don’t neglect your microphone preamp. 
The better your preamp, the less trouble you’ll have getting the sound, but 
sometimes a certain mic/preamp  combination will give you the sound you need.  
Experiment.

Is the problem the players signal chain? A guitarist’s signal chain can be a huge 
help or a big hindrance. You’ll get a warmer yet aggressive guitar sound by 
decreasing the amount of distortion from pedals, but turning up the amp’s volume 
instead to obtain the sustain/distortion from the amp  and speaker. Also, smaller amps 
and speakers tend to sound bigger than large amps/speakers when recording.

TIP: Mics cannot effectively be placed by sight, which is a mistake that is all too easy to 
make (especially after reading a book like this). The best mic position cannot be 
predicted, it must be found.

✦
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Drum Recording Checklist 
Here’s a list of things to check if the drums aren’t sounding right. Remember that each 
situation is different and the sound ultimately  depends upon the drums, the drummer, 
the song, the arrangement, and even the other players. Sometimes things are just out of 
your control. Also, these are not hard and fast rules, just a starting place. If you try 
something that’s different from what you’ll read below and it sounds good, it is good!

Do the drums sound great acoustically? Make sure that you start with a great 
acoustic drum sound with the drums well tuned with a minimum of sympathetic 
vibrations.

Are the mics acoustically in phase? Make sure that tom mics and room mics 
are parallel to each other. Make sure that any underneath mics are at a 45° angle 
to the top mics.

Are the mics electronically in phase? Make sure that any bottom mics have 
the phase reversed. Make sure that all the mic cables are wired the same by 
doing a phase check.

Are the mics at the correct distance from the drum? If they’re too far away, 
they’ll pick up too much of the other drums. If they’re too close, the sound will be 
unbalanced with too much attack or ring.

Are the drum mics pointing at the center of the head? Aiming at the center of 
the drum will give you the best balance of attack and fullness.

Are the cymbal mics pointed at the bell? If the mic is pointed at the edge of 
the cymbal, you might hear more air “swishing” than cymbal tone.

Is the high-hat mic pointed at the middle of the hat? Too much towards the 
bell will make the sound thicker and duller. Too much towards the edge will make 
the sound thinner and pick up more air noise.
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Are the room mics parallel? If you’re using two room mics instead of a stereo 
mic to mic the room, make sure that the mics are on the same plane and are 
exactly parallel to each other. Also make sure that they’re on the very edge of the 
kit looking at the outside edge of the cymbals.

Does the balance of the mix sound the same as when you’re standing in 
front of the drums? This is your reference point and what you should be trying 
to match. You can embellish the sound after you’ve achieved this.

TIP: Before you begin placing mics, stand about six feet in front of the drummer as he 
plays the song to get a reference point of what the kit sounds like in the room.

✦
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Microphone Selection Checklist
All microphones are not created equally, and for that reason each one should be 
selected to fit the instrument or vocal. 

Did you select a microphone that compliments the instrument that you’ll be 
recording? For instance, if you have an instrument that has a very edgy top  end, 
choose a mic that with the opposite quality so those frequencies won’t be 
emphasized. In the case of an instrument with a lot of transients (like a triangle or 
tambourine), dynamic mics often work better than condensers.

Did you select a mic that won’t be overloaded by the source? You wouldn’t 
want to put a ribbon mic or many condensers on a snare drum with a heavy 
hitting drummer, for instance.

Did you choose the right polar pattern for the job? If leakage is a 
consideration, then choose a mic with the proper directional capabilities for the 
job. If a mic is flat on-axis, it will roll off the highs when it’s 90 degrees off-axis. If 
it’s flat 90 degrees off-axis, it will have a rising high end when it’s on-axis. You 
might also consider a figure 8 pattern for its high rejection to sound on its sides.

Is proximity effect an issue? If close-miking, will the bass buildup  from 
proximity be too much? If so, consider an omni.

TIP: The best or most expensive mic that you have available may not be the best on a 
particular voice or instrument. Always be prepared to try several different types of mics.

✦
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Vocal Recording Checklist
Vocalists require extra special attention when it comes to recording, since not only 
should the mic match the vocalist’s timbre, but should be placed so the recording is free 
from pops and breath noise as well. The following will help you select the correct mic 
and polar pattern, as well as place it to get the best sound.

Did you select the correct mic for the singer’s voice? Choose a mic with a lot 
of body for a thin voice and one with enhanced high end for a dark voice. 

Did you select the correct microphone preamp? Certain mics come alive 
when they’re paired with the right preamp. Also, a certain mic/preamp 
combination can be just the right color for a vocal. Experiment.

Did you select the correct microphone pickup pattern? Not every vocal needs 
to be recorded with a cardioid pattern. An omni pattern will cut down on proximity 
effect and a figure 8 can help with isolation from speakers or other instruments.

Is proximity effect wanted or needed? Remember that the closer you get to a 
cardioid mic, the more the low end will become exaggerated. This could make 
the vocal too big for the track. Try the mic on omni if you really need to get a 
close and intimate sound.

Is the singer the correct distance away? Too far away and you’ll hear more 
room, which could change the vocal sound or take away the intimacy. Too close 
and the vocal might sound too big or too close due to the proximity effect of a 
cardioid mic. If the singer is singing softly and breathy, keep the singer close to 
the mic. If the singer is shouting, screaming, or just plain loud, back the singer off 
the mic from two to three feet.

Is the singer drifting off-axis? Some vocalists drift around the room and are 
frequently  off-axis of the mic if it’s too far away. If that’s the case, set up a dummy 
mic that they can get close to so they can feel anchored. This also helps when 
putting up different mics to determine which one works best for the vocalist.
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Is the singer popping the mic? Place the mic at eye level and point it down at 
the singers mouth, turn the mic slightly off-axis, switch the pattern to omni, or 
back the singer off the mic until the pops disappear.

Would a handheld mic work better? Some singers aren’t comfortable unless 
they feel like they’re on stage. Give them an SM 58 and don’t worry about the 
sound. A  great performance beats a great sound any day (and a 58 isn’t all that 
bad when combined with the right preamp).

Are you limiting the signal? Just a few dB of limiting can help keep  the vocal 
under control and stop overloading the signal chain. Don’t use software 
compressor/limiters because of the latency.

Is the headphone mix at the correct level? The phone mix is crucial to a good 
performance. If the track is too loud, the vocalist may sing too hard which might 
not be the sound you want. He may also sing sharp as a result. If the track is too 
soft, the singer may not sing aggressive enough.

Is the ambience conducive to a good vocal? Most singers like the lights down 
low when they sing.

TIP: A pop screen or pop filter usually won’t eliminate pops, but it’s great for decreases 
spit from fouling the mic’s diaphragm.

✦
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If The Sound Is Distorted Checklist
If you’re faced with distortion there’s a logical sequence to follow that can quickly and 
easily track down the problem. Try the following in this exact order.

Is the cable working correctly? Try a different cable.

Is the mic working correctly? Try a different mic.

Is the mic being overloaded? Try a different mic to see if the signal level from 
the source is too loud for the original mic.

Is the microphone preamp working correctly? Try a different preamp or channel.

Is the microphone preamp being overloaded? Check to see if any overload 
indicators are lit. Try a different preamp, console or interface channel to see if the 
problem is resolved.

Is the signal chain after the mic preamp being overloaded? Check to see if 
any overload indicators are lit on your interface and DAW. Bypass any 
compressors in the signal chain. Play back something from the DAW  to make 
sure the audio is clean.

Is the monitoring chain working correctly? Is the stereo or control room buss 
being overloaded? Try a different set of amplifiers and speakers.

TIP: Sometimes what sounds like distortion is actually a rattle in the studio. Marshall 
cabinet handles are notorious for this, so be sure to check around the studio for 
something buzzing if all else fails.

✦
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Overdub Checklist
Many overdubs are layering arrangement elements that require that the instruments fit 
together into the mix instead of fighting one another. It’s all about finding the right 
sounds and frequencies that mesh with together. Here are a number of questions to ask 
during overdubs to achieve that goal.

Can the player do the overdub in the control room rather than the studio? 
Most players are much more comfortable playing without headphones and being 
in constant contact with the engineer and producer.

 
Are the electric keyboards being recorded in mono or stereo? Sometimes 
recording them in mono and making them stereo during the mix allows them to fit 
better in the mix.

Did you move the vocal or instrument into the big part of the studio? All 
instruments sound best when there’s some space for the sound to develop. You 
can cut down on any  unwanted reflections from the room by placing baffles 
around the mic and player. 

When doubling, are you trying to do something a little different on each 
track? A different mic, mic preamp, room, singer, or distance from the mic will all 
help to make the sound bigger.

When doubling or adding more guitars, do you have a variety of 
instruments and amplifiers available? Two guitars (a Les Paul and a Strat, for 
instance) and two amplifiers (a Fender and a Marshall is the classic combination) 
combined with different pickup settings will allow a multitude of guitar tracks to 
more effectively live in the mix together.

Are you making things better and not just different?

TIP: A great arrangement is the most important element when trying to fit overdubs into 
a mix.

✦
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If All Else Fails
If you’re not getting either the sound or the performance from a player or vocalist, try the 
following in this order:

Change the source (the instrument that you’re miking).

 Change the mic placement.

Change the placement of the player in the room.

Change the mic.

Change the mic preamplifier.

Change the mount of compression and/or limiting (from none to a lot).

Change the room (the actual room you are recording in).

Change the musician (not always possible, and usually up to the producer).

Come back and try it another day (also up to the producer).

TIP: The player and gear usually mean much more to the final sound than the mic or 
preamp that you’re using.

✦
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Music Production Blog: bobbyowsinski.blogspot.com
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Facebook: facebook.com/bobby.owsinski

YouTube: youtube.com/polymedia 
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About Bobby Owsinski
A long-time music industry veteran, Bobby Owsinski started his career as a guitar and keyboard 
player, songwriter and arranger, eventually going on to become an in-demand producer/engineer 
working not only with a variety of recording artists, but on commercials, television and motion 
pictures as well. One of the first to delve into surround sound music mixing, Bobby has worked 
on over a hundred surround projects and DVD productions for a variety of superstar acts.

Combining his music and recording experience along with an easy to understand writing style, 
Bobby has become one of the best selling authors in the music recording industry with 21 books 
that are now staples in audio recording, music and music business programs in colleges around 
the world. 

A frequent speaker at universities and industry conferences the world over, Bobby has served as 
the longtime producer of the annual Surround Music Awards, and is one of the creators and 
executive producers for the "Guitar Universe" and "Desert Island Music" television programs.

Bobby’s blogs are some of the most influential and widely read in the music business. Visit 
Bobby's production blog at http://bobbyowsinski.blogspot.com/,   his Music 3.0 music industry 
blog at http://music3point0.blogspot.com, and his website at http://bobbyowsinski.com.
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