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Supporting teachers this autumn

ABRSM’s teacher conference 
Our conference on 7 November will focus on 
the development of a broad range of skills that 
support a student’s musical performance.

You will benefit from a wide range of practical 
and thought-provoking sessions covering 
classroom, group and one-to-one lessons, 
as well as interactive resources that can be 
used to complement your teaching.

ABRSM and Music Mark roadshows 
These half-day events offer an array of creative 
ideas designed to inspire teachers and students 
alike. They also provide local communities of 
teachers with an ideal networking opportunity!

•	Downe House School, 
Berkshire 16 October

•	Lichfield Cathedral School, 
Staffordshire 20 October

www.abrsm.org/roadshow

ABRSM: the exam board of the Royal Schools of Music Supporting the 
teaching and 
learning of music, 
in partnership with 
the Royal Schools 
of Music

www.abrsm.org

facebook.com/abrsm

@abrsm

      ABRSM YouTube
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Book your place today for £80!
www.abrsm.org/conference
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Outlook

Libretto

Welcome to Libretto and an issue packed 
with all the latest ABRSM news alongside a 
range of thought-provoking articles.

We are all familiar with the pure joy that music 
can bring, but there are many other benefits which 
come from learning to play an instrument or to 
sing – something we explore in different ways on 
pages 16 and 20. 

To maximise these benefits, learning needs to 
be progressive and take place over an extended 
period of time. This is something our assessments 
can help with. They provide trusted goals to work 
towards with the incentive to develop a broad 
set of musical skills. They also bring students 
into contact with wonderful repertoire to inspire 
and motivate their musical journeys. Our new 
syllabuses for Violin, Viola and Cello provide 
some great examples, and you can read about the 
repertoire and the many supporting resources in 
this issue.

Supporting and responding to learners is at the 
heart of our work, whether refreshing syllabuses, 
offering alternative assessments (page 10) or 
suggesting ways to introduce valuable new skills, 
such as improvisation (page 18). 

And through our charitable donations we extend 
this support to developing musicians of all ages,  
backgrounds and nationalities. On page 12 we 
reflect on the impact of these donations, from 
outreach projects around the world to funding for 
our Royal Schools partners.

All these activities are underpinned by our 
unshakeable belief in the value of music  
education and by an overarching desire to inspire  
achievement in music. As you read this issue of 
Libretto, I hope you find something to inspire your 
own musical activities during the coming months! 

Michael Elliott 
Chief Executive 

Editor-in-Chief Tony Pinkham
Editor Lucy North

ABRSM
24 Portland Place
London W1B 1LU
United Kingdom
T +44 (0)20 7636 5400
E libretto@abrsm.ac.uk
www.abrsm.org
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4 News

Classical 100: coming to schools soon

From November, primary school teachers 
in England will be able to inspire their 

pupils with our new web-based classical 
music tool.

Designed to complement existing 
teaching resources, Classical 100 is the 
result of an ABRSM-led collaboration 
involving Classic FM, Decca and the UK 
government’s Department for Education. 
The resource will be free to primary schools 
in England and offers 100 pieces – new and 
old – to use in a variety of settings, whether 
a school assembly or a music lesson. 

At its simplest, teachers can play a 
recording of each piece to their pupils, while 
sharing and exploring the stories behind 
the music and the composer. But the list of 
pieces is also dynamic, so teachers can sort 
the music by mood, instrument, tempo and 
historical period, or in any other way that 
suits them. 

‘A child’s first experience of music 
can be a magical one and the start of a 
journey that, with the right support, can 
transform their life,’ says Lincoln Abbotts, 
ABRSM’s Executive Director of Strategic 

Development. ‘However teachers choose 
to use it, we want Classical 100 to lead to 
more children discovering, appreciating 
and getting involved in music of all kinds 
from an early age. 

‘And this is very much an evolving 
resource, with further downloadable 
materials becoming available throughout 
the school year. Above all, we hope 
teachers and pupils enjoy it!’

 
To find out more, visit  
www.abrsm.org/classical100.

Our 2016-2019 Bowed Strings Syllabus is now available with 
refreshed repertoire lists for Violin, Viola and Cello. 
The syllabus offers a fantastic variety of pieces, providing 

plenty of choice as well as some inspiring new challenges. 
There are classics such as the Adagio from Bach’s G Minor 
Sonata (Violin Grade 8), The Montagues and the Capulets from 
Prokofiev’s Romeo and Juliet (Viola Grade 5) and The Elephant 
from Saint-Saëns’ The Carnival of the Animals (Cello Grade 1). 
But there are also less familiar pieces, set to become future 
favourites, and some irresistible tunes from The Muppet Show, 
The Little Mermaid, The Pink Panther, Harry Potter and  
The Wizard of Oz.

For teachers working with different instruments or in groups, 
we’ve included ten pieces which are on lists for more than one 
instrument, in the same key. This means students can learn 
and play the same pieces together. Pastime with good company, 
thought to be written by King Henry VIII, is just one highlight for 
viola and cello students at Grade 3, but there are nine more to 
discover too.

As you start using the syllabus we have lots of resources to 
help you on your way. We’ve extended our series of Violin Exam 
Pieces books to include Grade 8 for the first time and students 
can use our new Violin Practice Partner app as they work on their  
new pieces at Grades 1 to 7.

CD and audio download recordings of Violin and Cello 
exam pieces give students an opportunity to listen to inspiring 
performances or play along to backing tracks, while Principal Cello 
provides wonderful pieces on the syllabus at Grades 6 to 8. We also 
have two new books for viola players. More Time Pieces for Viola 
includes contrasting repertoire to take students from Grade 1 to 
Grade 5 and beyond.

There’s a world of fresh and exciting music to discover in these 
new syllabuses. We hope you and your students enjoy using them 
as much as we enjoyed creating them!

Candidates can use pieces from the new Violin, Viola and Cello 
repertoire lists in exams from January 2016. There are no changes 
to the Double Bass lists or to the scales, sight-reading or aural tests 
for any instrument. To find out more about the syllabus, go to  
www.abrsm.org/bowedstrings.

Latest string syllabus available now

Bowed 
Strings
Syllabus
2016–2019

Violin

Violin Exam Pieces 2016–2019 
Score & Part

Exam Pieces
ABRSM Grade 8

Selected from the  

2016–2019 syllabus

Grade

8

Grade

The complete syllabus  

starting 2016 

Exam Pieces
Cello
3
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5News

Thanks to everyone who took part in our  
syllabus consultations this year. We‘ve been 

reviewing the whole Percussion syllabus as well  
as scale and sight-reading requirements for 
woodwind instruments. 

Your feedback has been an essential part of the 
process, helping us as we develop syllabuses  
which match the interests and needs of teachers 
and learners.

Later this year we will be commissioning sample 
Percussion pieces for the new syllabus. If you would like 
to take part in a trial of these new commissions, and 
have not signed up already, then please get in touch.

Find out more at www.abrsm.org/percussiontrial.

A big thank you to woodwind 
and percussion teachers

Five new Joining the Dots books are now available to help 
students build confidence and ability in sight-singing.  

Sight-singing is an immensely valuable skill which helps singers 
to learn music quickly and easily, whether singing solo or in 
choirs. It is also an essential part of our graded Singing exams. 
However, sight-singing isn’t just for singers!  Developing this 
skill has a positive impact on all aspects of musicianship, so it’s 
worth working on, whatever your instrument or voice.

With this in mind, the Joining the Dots books provide a  
useful resource for any developing musician, as well as 
supporting students preparing for the sight-singing test in our 
Grade 1 to 5 Singing exams. Through simple songs, workouts 
and exercises, students can build skills in rhythm, pitch and key, 
while short pieces, rounds and duets give plenty of material for  
sight-singing practice.

These new books join three earlier sets of Joining the Dots 
sight-reading books for piano, violin and guitar – all written by 
Alan Bullard. In writing these latest volumes, Alan has drawn 
on his extensive experience as a teacher, ABRSM examiner and 
composer of songs and choral works. The result is a practical 
and progressive route to successful sight-singing for singers 
and instrumentalists of all kinds.

 
All five Joining the Dots Singing books are available now from 
music shops and from www.abrsm.org/joiningthedots.

Cello book offers 
music to captivate 
and delight

Advanced cellists now have 
an exciting new collection of 

repertoire to choose from. 
Principal Cello brings  

together 12 fantastic pieces, 
including a selection from the new 
syllabus at Grades 6 to 8. As well 
as providing exam pieces, the book 
will be really useful for concerts and 
wider musical exploration. 

With newly created editions of 
rarely-played repertoire, you’ll  
find works by Janáček, Debussy  
and Grieg alongside hidden  
gems by William H. Squire and  
Georg Goltermann. 

Principal Cello is available  
from music shops and from  
www.abrsm.org/shop.  
You can buy audio downloads of 
performances and backing tracks at  
www.abrsm.org/principalcello.

 12 pieces for cello and piano

Principal PrincipalPrincipal
Cello

Grades 6–8

 Principal Cello    Score & Part

New books support 
sight-singing for all

A Fresh Approach 
to Sight-Singing

Joining the Dots Singing
Grade 5

Joining 
the Dots
Singing

Alan Bullard

A Fresh Approach 
to Sight-Singing

Joining Joining Joining 
the Dotsthe Dots
Singing

A Fresh Approach 

to Sight-Singing

Joining the Dots Singing

Grade 4

Joining 
the Dots
Singing

Alan Bullard

A Fresh Approach to Sight-Singing

Joining the Dots SingingGrade 3

Joining the DotsSinging

Alan Bullard

Joining Joining the Dotsthe Dots

Joining Joining Joining 

A Fresh Approach 
to Sight-Singing

Joining the Dots Singing
Grade 2

Joining 
the Dots
Singing

Alan Bullard

A Fresh Approach to Sight-Singing
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Joining Joining Joining Joining Joining the Dotsthe Dots

A Fresh Approach 
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Joining the Dots Singing
Grade 2

Joining Joining Joining Joining 
the Dotsthe Dotsthe Dots
Singing

A Fresh Approach 

to Sight-Singing

Joining 
the Dots
Singing

Joining the Dots Singing

Grade 1

Alan Bullard



6 News

Have you heard about Violin Practice  
Partner? It’s a simple but innovative app 

which helps students to 
practise the pieces in our 
new Violin syllabus. With this 
new resource, students can 
play along to recordings of 
the piano accompaniment, 
the violin part on its own,  
or the duo ensemble. 

Playing with real 
musicians in this way can 
be a great motivating force 
and helps to make practice 
sessions more musical 
and enjoyable. But there 
are lots of other benefits. 
By playing along with the 
accompaniment and duo 
recordings students become familiar with the 
piano part, and with the solo violin recording 

students can listen closely to and learn from 
the details of an expert performance. 

Finally, options to reduce 
the speed of the music for slow 
careful practice and to loop tricky 
passages can help students to 
work more effectively and learn 
pieces more quickly.

The app comes with a sample 
Grade 1 piece from our Violin 
Exam Pieces, 2016-2019. You 
can then make further in-app 
purchases for individual pieces 
or selections of pieces at  
Grades 1 to 7. 

Violin Practice Partner is 
available for iOS and Android 
devices in smartphone and tablet 

versions, from iTunes and Google Play. Find out 
more at www.abrsm.org/violinpracticepartner.

Our 2015-16 roadshow series, 
in partnership with Music 

Mark, begins on 16 October. 
ABRSM experts will be hosting 
workshops for teachers around 
the UK. They’ll be exploring 
how teacher-assessment and 
feedback play a key role in 
musical progression, as well as  
looking at the best resources to 
use in one-to-one or classroom 
lessons. Come along to discover 
new ideas, ask questions and 
meet the ABRSM team.

Find out more at  
www.abrsm.org/roadshow.

Viola players can now choose their exam pieces 
from two exciting new repertoire books. Take a 

look inside More Time Pieces for Viola and you’ll 
find inspiring music from the 17th century to 
the present day, from Byrd to Biber, Schubert to 
Stravinsky and Wagner to Weill.  

These two books cover a range of different  
musical periods and styles with enough music to 
take students through their exams from Grade 1 to  
Grade 5. And with additional pieces at Grades 6  
and 7 they make a great resource for viola 

students at all levels. As Su Zhen, Professor 
at Beijing’s Central Conservatory of Music and 
Visiting Professor at the Royal Academy of Music, 
comments: ‘More Time Pieces will make you fall 
in love with the viola! Students and teachers will 
enjoy the wonderful journey through time that these 
books take you on.’ 

The More Time Pieces for Viola books are available 
from music shops and www.abrsm.org/shop.

As the UK’s largest music education 
charity we work with teachers and 

students all over the world. One important 
element of this is our International 
Sponsorship Fund, which provides  
financial support to a wide range of music  
education initiatives. 

Recently we’ve made grants to recipients 
in Africa, Asia, the Middle East and Europe – 
all aimed at inspiring achievement in music. 
In South Africa, the Odeion School of Music 

is using their grant to set up a community 
brass teaching programme in Bloemfontein, 
while in the Tamil Nadu region of India, the 
Hebron School is hoping to put ‘a stringed 
instrument into the hands of every junior 
school child’ in the state over a four-year 
period. With an initial focus on the cello  
and double bass, all children on the  
scheme are being offered lessons and 
performance opportunities. 

ABRSM funds have also supported an ‘all 
India-Asia’ orchestra workshop and concert 
run by India’s National Youth Orchestra with 
the Delhi School of Music and the Indian 
Council for Cultural Relations.

In Turkey, we worked with the Anatolia 
Horn Quartet to put on a week of workshops 
plus a concert, to introduce classical music  

to 12 to 15-year-olds. More than 1,000  
young people were involved, many with 
learning difficulties or physical disabilities. 

Our funding also allowed Malaysia’s 
Euroasia Association to launch an outreach 
project in Negeri Sembilan, offering music 
lessons to talented young people from  
children’s homes in the region. 

Finally, we are sponsoring the annual 
Young Musicians of the Gulf competition. 
Pupils from schools in Dubai, Kuwait, Oman 
and Qatar will gather in January 2016 for 
this inspiring three-day event which will 
feature the competition together with 
masterclasses and concerts. 

To read more about our charitable activities, 
turn to page 12.

Viola books offer exam pieces and more

ABRSM takes 
to the road

Putting the fun into violin practice 

ABRSM 
reaching out

Grades More Time Pieces for Viola, Volume 1
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More
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for Viola
Music through the Ages

Arranged by Maggy Lamb & Rachel Meredith
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Take a journey through time with More Time Pieces for Viola. These two volumes 
contain well-crafted arrangements, presented in chronological order, to take 
you from the seventeenth century right up to the present day.

• pieces that regularly feature on the ABRSM Viola syllabus

• invaluable source of recital repertoire

• contrasting styles, from Schubert to Stravinsky and from Wagner to Weill

• arrangements that practise the note ranges and keys of the grades

Maggy Lamb played the viola with English National Opera and the Philharmonia 
Orchestra before taking up the post of Head of Strings at St Peter’s School in 
York. She now divides her time between teaching, performing and examining.
Rachel Meredith is a Bristol University graduate. After a period performing both 
in the UK and abroad, she now teaches upper strings in York. Rachel is also a 
syllabus selector and examiner for ABRSM.

Other viola publications from ABRSM

Scales & Arpeggios
Grades 1–5, 6–8

Specimen 
Sight-Reading Tests
Grades 1–5, 6–8

Time Pieces for Viola
Volume 1  Grades 1–3
Volume 2  Grades 4 & 5

Seascapes
Alan Ridout
Grades 2 & 3

ABRSM
24 Portland Place
London W1B 1LU
United Kingdom

www.abrsm.org
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Five Irish Folk Tunes
Howard Ferguson
Grades 5 & 6
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Viola players can now choose their exam pieces 
from two exciting new repertoire books. Take a 

look inside More Time Pieces for Viola and you’ll 
find inspiring music from the 17th century to 
the present day, from Byrd to Biber, Schubert to 
Stravinsky and Wagner to Weill.  

These two books cover a range of different  
musical periods and styles with enough music to 
take students through their exams from Grade 1 to  
Grade 5. And with additional pieces at Grades 6  
and 7 they make a great resource for viola 

students at all levels. As Su Zhen, Professor 
at Beijing’s Central Conservatory of Music and 
Visiting Professor at the Royal Academy of Music, 
comments: ‘More Time Pieces will make you fall 
in love with the viola! Students and teachers will 
enjoy the wonderful journey through time that these 
books take you on.’ 

The More Time Pieces for Viola books are available 
from music shops and www.abrsm.org/shop.

As the UK’s largest music education 
charity we work with teachers and 

students all over the world. One important 
element of this is our International 
Sponsorship Fund, which provides  
financial support to a wide range of music  
education initiatives. 

Recently we’ve made grants to recipients 
in Africa, Asia, the Middle East and Europe – 
all aimed at inspiring achievement in music. 
In South Africa, the Odeion School of Music 

is using their grant to set up a community 
brass teaching programme in Bloemfontein, 
while in the Tamil Nadu region of India, the 
Hebron School is hoping to put ‘a stringed 
instrument into the hands of every junior 
school child’ in the state over a four-year 
period. With an initial focus on the cello  
and double bass, all children on the  
scheme are being offered lessons and 
performance opportunities. 

ABRSM funds have also supported an ‘all 
India-Asia’ orchestra workshop and concert 
run by India’s National Youth Orchestra with 
the Delhi School of Music and the Indian 
Council for Cultural Relations.

In Turkey, we worked with the Anatolia 
Horn Quartet to put on a week of workshops 
plus a concert, to introduce classical music  

to 12 to 15-year-olds. More than 1,000  
young people were involved, many with 
learning difficulties or physical disabilities. 

Our funding also allowed Malaysia’s 
Euroasia Association to launch an outreach 
project in Negeri Sembilan, offering music 
lessons to talented young people from  
children’s homes in the region. 

Finally, we are sponsoring the annual 
Young Musicians of the Gulf competition. 
Pupils from schools in Dubai, Kuwait, Oman 
and Qatar will gather in January 2016 for 
this inspiring three-day event which will 
feature the competition together with 
masterclasses and concerts. 

To read more about our charitable activities, 
turn to page 12.
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Take a journey through time with More Time Pieces for Viola. These two volumes 
contain well-crafted arrangements, presented in chronological order, to take 
you from the seventeenth century right up to the present day.

• pieces that regularly feature on the ABRSM Viola syllabus

• invaluable source of recital repertoire

• contrasting styles, from Schubert to Stravinsky and from Wagner to Weill

• arrangements that practise the note ranges and keys of the grades

Maggy Lamb played the viola with English National Opera and the Philharmonia 
Orchestra before taking up the post of Head of Strings at St Peter’s School in 
York. She now divides her time between teaching, performing and examining.
Rachel Meredith is a Bristol University graduate. After a period performing both 
in the UK and abroad, she now teaches upper strings in York. Rachel is also a 
syllabus selector and examiner for ABRSM.

Other viola publications from ABRSM

Scales & Arpeggios
Grades 1–5, 6–8

Specimen 
Sight-Reading Tests
Grades 1–5, 6–8

Time Pieces for Viola
Volume 1  Grades 1–3
Volume 2  Grades 4 & 5

Seascapes
Alan Ridout
Grades 2 & 3

ABRSM
24 Portland Place
London W1B 1LU
United Kingdom

www.abrsm.org
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7News

Our popular and easy-to-use Aural  
Trainer app is now available for Grades 6  

to 8, and you can try it for free using Aural 
Trainer Lite.

 Following on from the version for Grades 
1 to 5, Aural Trainer 6-8 contains interactive 
challenges to develop essential musical 
listening skills and covers all sections of 

our aural tests at these grades. Students 
can use the app to improve their sight-singing 
and musical memory, learn how to recognise 
cadences, chords and modulations, and develop 
their ability to describe musical elements like 
texture, structure, dynamics, articulation and 
tempo. The app also covers musical style, 
character and period.

As with Aural Trainer 1-5, we’ve designed 
the app to be flexible. Students can try the 
activities in any order, on their own or with 
a teacher, and there are opportunities to 
repeat questions and hear music again 
before answering. 

One special feature of Aural Trainer 
6-8 is the approach to assessment. Some 
exercises are automatically assessed, but 
for others students need to listen back and 
assess their own responses. This helps 
them to develop critical listening skills  
and the ability to learn independently. 

Finally, Aural Trainer records 
achievement, so students can easily keep 
track of their progress, see where they  
need to do more work and celebrate  
their success.

Aural Trainer 1–5 and 6–8 are compatible 
with iPhone, iPod touch and iPad. To 
download the free Lite version and find out 
more, go to www.abrsm.org/auraltrainer.

Aural Trainer steps up to the next level

It’s not too late to book your place at our next teachers’ confer-
ence in London. This year’s event is on 7 November and we’re 

looking forward to an inspiring day of presentations, workshops 
and music making. Our expert panel includes Lincoln Abbotts 
and John Holmes from ABRSM plus inspiring educators from 
a range of backgrounds, such as Mark Armstrong, Paul Harris, 

Alexander L’Estrange, Louise Matthew and Jessica O’Leary. This is 
a fantastic opportunity to catch up on the latest thinking in music 
education, discover what’s new at ABRSM and come away with 
some great ideas for your teaching. 

Find out more at www.abrsm.org/conference.

Book now for London conference

Mix it up with new
piano arrangements
Piano students can explore a world of 

amazing music with our new books of easy 
arrangements. The three Piano Mix books are 
packed with brilliant pieces, from orchestral 
and operatic works to folk and jazz tunes, all 
carefully arranged and graded for the developing 

pianist. Turn the pages and you’ll find music by 
Handel, Bizet, Verdi and Saint-Saëns along with a 
traditional Swiss melody, music by John Dowland 
and a ragtime classic, to name just a few. 

Spanning Grades 1 to 4, the Piano Mix books are 
a great source of inspiring repertoire to support 
learning, progression and musical discovery.

The three Piano Mix books are available now from 
music shops and www.abrsm.org/pianomix.

P ix
Great arrangements  
 for easy piano

iano

Grades 3  4

Compiled and edited by David Blackwell



8 Violin repertoire

Exploring the Violin syllabus
There’s something for everyone in our new Violin syllabus. 
Jessica O’Leary shares some personal highlights.

The new syllabus covers an inspirational range of some of the 
finest music written for strings. The repertoire spans a wealth 
of emotions, styles and back-stories to interest and excite 

teachers and students, from the theme to The Muppet Show 
(Grade 1) to a Brahms sonata movement (Grade 8)! 

The Muppet Show Theme will be a fun choice for a Grade 1 
learner and will delight all those who know the catchy tune. What 
beginner wouldn’t like to watch the movie and discover the story for 
their homework? With the words printed in the footnote, teacher and 
student can sing along to get just the right feel for the rhythm  
and tempo. 

A traditional flavour
In complete contrast to the Muppets, we have The Flower of 
the Quern (Grade 2), a beautiful slow air first published in 1884. 
Written by James Scott Skinner, a Scottish folk fiddler who was 
originally classically trained, it lies comfortably in A major and is 
sympathetically arranged by Edward Huws Jones. 

Other folk tunes across the syllabus come from Scandinavian, 
Greek and ever-popular Klezmer traditions, while Si Ji Ge (Song 
of the Four Seasons) is a traditional Chinese tune. This stunning 
arrangement by Raymond Yiu offers strong rhythms within a lyrical 
style, some fun, easy slides, plus stark tonal contrasts to create just 
the right effect. You can find it in the Grade 2 list.

For extroverts
The exciting Rojo y negro (Red and Black) is another new  
addition, this time for Grade 7. Written by Ramiro Gallo, an  
up-and-coming talent from Argentina, the colours refer to a com-
bination traditionally associated with tango. The piece is actually a 
milonga, a faster forerunner of the tango. There are fantastic effects 
to delight performers, including a ‘whip’ sound produced by  
a very high and fast glissando. 

The James Bond Theme (Grade 3), Take Five (Grade 4), Copland’s 
Hoe-Down and the amazing Full fathom five by Michael Nyman (both 
Grade 8) all depend on rhythm, articulation and precision for their 
character. Definitely pieces for extrovert performers!
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For melody lovers
Lyrical pieces with interesting stories include Over the Rainbow 
(Grade 3), Shostakovich’s Romance from The Gadfly (Grade 5), 
Elgar’s Idylle (Grade 6), a Gershwin Prelude (Grade 7), and the 
theme from Ladies in Lavender (Grade 6), which is played so 
beautifully on the original movie soundtrack by Joshua Bell.

Creating performances
Younger students could have great fun introducing An Important 
Person (Grade 2) or the Pig Ankle Rag (Grade 3) at a concert! The 
former piece, perhaps referring to someone who is too pompous, 
was written by Dorothy Howell and originally commissioned by 
ABRSM in 1937. This little character sketch has confident  
open-string double stops with a march-like tune and rhythm. 
Written in D major, there are just a few slurs and a dramatic ending. 

Pig Ankle Rag is an excellent introduction to solo repertoire 
and will minimise valuable rehearsal time with an accompanist. A 
predecessor of jazz, the rhythms of ragtime are slightly swung and 
are matched here with a catchy tune based around easy arpeggios. 

The skills developed at this early stage in creating a whole 
performance with confidence will be useful for later performances 
of Kreutzer studies (Grade 8) and Bach’s solo sonatas – the glorious 
Adagio from the G minor is now on the Grade 8 list. 

Telling stories
For amazing effects try Gordon Kerry’s Dream (Grade 5), inspired 
by the features of an Australian aboriginal melody. The footnote 
tells the gripping story behind this piece. With its diamonds and 
mythology it will intrigue all learners. A controlled bow over the 
fingerboard (tasto) or close to the bridge (ponticello) with added 
trills and harmonics all help to create the eerie mood. Time with a 
pianist will be amply rewarded with this magical and evocative  
sound world.

Ensemble and texture
Music that benefits from particular focus on ensemble and texture 
includes showpieces like Bernstein’s America from West Side Story
(Grade 3), with its rhythmic shifts between 3/4 and 6/8, and Mozart’s 
Rondo, from the second concerto (Grade 7).

Sonatas and concertos
The many sonatas start early and the progression can be easily seen 
in the two Corelli sonatas at Grades 2 and 6, which both feature 
imitative articulation and phrasing with the piano part. Some of the 
joyous concerto movements are by Küchler (Grade 4), Kabalevsky, 
Haydn and Bach (all at Grade 8). They are a real treat for students 
who can enjoy projecting the glorious solo passages with awareness 
of balance between the lines.

Music to inspire and excite
ABRSM has produced eight new books of Violin Exam Pieces – there 
is one for Grade 8 now – each including nine pieces to choose from.  
But the other pieces listed in the complete syllabus are also worth 
serious consideration to get exactly the right piece for each player. 
There is music here to inspire and excite every student. As the  
Muppets quite rightly tell us: It’s time to play the music, it’s time to 
light the lights… n

Jessica O’Leary is a violinist and teacher. She is also an ABRSM 
examiner and a consultant for our Bowed Strings syllabus.

Find out more about our new syllabuses for Violin, Viola and Cello  
at www.abrsm.org/bowedstrings.
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Assessment with a difference
A graded music exam isn’t always the best option for players or singers, which is where 
our Performance Assessment comes in, as Rhian Morgan finds out.

Think of someone taking an ABRSM exam … what do you 
imagine? A slightly nervous small child, clutching their music? 
A flamboyant teenager ready to wow the examiner? The first 

image to come to mind is probably not a recently widowed  
80-year-old woman, ready to play her Grade 8 pieces. But this 
candidate, who once performed for examiner Colin Walker, was not 
taking the traditional ABRSM exam, but a Performance Assessment.

What’s involved?
ABRSM introduced the Performance Assessment more than 
30 years ago to give musicians the chance to choose their own 
repertoire and be assessed by a professional musician, without the 
pressure sometimes associated with public performance or exams. 
There is no pass or fail to worry about and no marks are awarded, 
just constructive comments on the performance written by the 
examiner onto a certificate that the candidate receives at the end 

of the assessment. Originally aimed at children with specific needs 
or adults, the Performance Assessment is now open to players and 
singers of all ages performing classical or jazz music.

What makes this assessment so special?
Examiner Colin Walker, a pianist and trombonist, says that for him 
one of the great pleasures of examining is meeting candidates and 
making them feel welcome. ‘One of the most special moments in my 
examining career was when this older lady came in and sat at the 
piano. What she said still moves me to this day. 

‘She explained that her husband had recently died and she felt 
little purpose in her life any more. Piano playing was now one of the 
few things which gave her comfort and solace.  She had entered for 
Grade 8 but had lost the confidence to take the exam itself. What she 
did want to do was share the pieces she had been working on with 
someone – so she chose the Performance Assessment instead.’

Colin felt privileged to be in the exam room that day, listening 
to pieces which clearly meant so much to the performer. ‘I did 
everything in my power to write a certificate which would encourage 

her to play for many years to come,’ he adds. And the Performance 
Assessment  experience – with its special interaction between 
examiner and performer – is something enjoyed by the many 
children and adults who take the assessment each year.

Who takes the Performance Assessment?
For adults who haven’t performed for a long time, for teachers 
who spend more time teaching than performing and for musicians 
of any age who just want to perform their pieces or songs, the 
Performance Assessment offers the opportunity to play in front of 
a professional musician and to receive a certificate giving helpful 
comments, encouragement and insight.

Nicola Clapp, a piano teacher in Exeter, has Dyspraxia. She 
has a music degree and plays the piano, but says: ‘I struggled so 
much with the practical side of music, I lost interest and gave up 
for a while.’ However, she has recently completed Performance 
Assessments in Piano, Violin, Flute and Recorder. ‘I found them to 
be hugely beneficial to my life as a musician. As I have Dyspraxia 
the graded exam materials can be a bit tricky for me. But this way, I 
get to choose the pieces and they can be of differing levels or styles, 
which you can’t necessarily have in a normal graded exam.’

Wes Ramsay, teacher and ABRSM Representative in Kentucky, 
USA, found the Performance Assessment useful before his own  
Dip ABRSM and LRSM diploma exams. ‘It’s truly an effective 
approach and one we use to shepherd our own diploma candidates 
through the process,’ he says. ‘We tell our candidates to explain to 
the examiner why they are taking the assessment and where they 
are in their progress. The examiners helpfully respond by listening 
with a view towards diploma standards.’

Catherine Burchell, a piano and violin teacher from Sheffield, is 
particularly interested in helping pupils with SEN challenges. She 
herself has taken two Performance Assessments. They have made 
her ‘much more conscious of what my pupils go through when 
preparing for exams.

One of the greatest pleasures of 
examining is meeting candidates 
and making them feel welcome.

Many people want a goal for their 
learning … the Performance 
Assessment has been perfect. 
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‘I had to try out for myself the performance preparation tactics 
that I’m always recommending to my pupils … play your pieces on as 
many different pianos as you can, play for someone else other than 
just your mum, peg the music higher up on the music stand just 
in case it’s a grand piano on the day. It made me realise I need to 
practise what I preach!’

Linda Pegrum, a piano teacher from Tring in Hertfordshire, works 
in schools and privately with a very diverse group of 65 learners, 
aged from 5 to 72. ‘I use the Performance Assessment a lot,’ she 
says. ‘It’s been a wonderful opportunity for each student to build 
confidence without a fail fear and learn from the experience of 
performance, with a written critique to take away.

‘Many people want to have a goal with their learning and 
the Performance Assessment has been perfect for them to 
gain confidence in a formal setting, to rise to the challenge of a 
performance and be left with a positive memory of the occasion.’ n

Rhian Morgan is a freelance writer with a special interest in music 
and education.

 About the Performance Assessment
	 n Now open to musicians of all ages and levels
 n Free choice of repertoire with a maximum 15-minute programme
 n No scales, sight-reading or aural tests
 n Objective, independent evaluation with no pass or fail
 n Written report provided on the day
 n Available for all ABRSM classical and jazz subjects

  You can find further information at 
  www.abrsm.org/performanceassessment.
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The Young Jamaica Ensemble is a lively 
music group set up to engage ‘at risk’ 
youngsters in Montego Bay. You may not 

have heard of them and, unless you stray on 
to YouTube, may never hear them play, but 
you may have more in common with them 
than you think.

The other side of ABRSM
The Young Jamaica Ensemble is one of many 
groups around the world whose members 
are experiencing the thrill of learning and 
playing music thanks to ABRSM.

If you didn’t know ABRSM was involved in 
this kind of thing, you wouldn’t be alone. For 
decades the organisation has been known 
more for its reputation as one of the world’s 
leading examining bodies than for its work as 
the largest music education charity in the UK.

This charitable activity isn’t just an 
add-on. It’s worth £6 million a year, is a 
fundamental part of what ABRSM is about 
and works hand-in-hand with its provision  
of exams.

Supporting musical development
‘As an examining body, we know that graded 
music exams can be a great motivating force, 
but we also know that there are many other 
kinds of activity which can support musical 
development and progression,’ explains 
ABRSM’s Executive Director of Strategic 
Development, Lincoln Abbotts. ‘So, aside 
from exams, we’re interested more generally 
in the role of progression in a young person’s 
musical life. And our charitable work allows 
us to support this in many different ways.

‘For example, through sponsorship 
and donations we can promote the shared 
experience offered by group performance. 
Most of our music exams are individual 
experiences so any opportunity where we can 
encourage ensemble music making  
is fantastic! Overall, it’s about funding high 
quality opportunities which complement our 
assessments and learning resources.’

A global vision
ABRSM is currently supporting ensembles 
in no fewer than ten countries, including 
Malaysia, South Africa, the Philippines, 
Uganda and Guyana, but its International 
Sponsorship Fund is a small part of what 

the organisation donates. In the UK, ABRSM 
sponsors the National Youth Orchestra 
of Great Britain’s Inspire Days. These 
workshops give young musicians a chance 
to work with NYO members to develop 
their musical skills, and experience the 
excitement of performing in an orchestra.

It also funds Music for Youth’s Regional 
Festivals, helping to provide open access 
performance opportunities for ensembles 
of all kinds – from choirs and brass bands 
to jazz groups and steel pan bands. And it 
is rightly proud of working with the Mayor’s 
Music Fund in London to offer scholarships 
to 12 talented musicians from a real mix  
of backgrounds.

A special relationship
What makes the charity stand out as a 
promoter of music education, is its special 
relationship with four Royal Schools of 
Music in the UK – the Royal Academy of 
Music, the Royal College of Music, the 
Royal Northern College of Music and the 
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland – and the 
£890,000 worth of scholarships it gives to 
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Jon Flinn is a freelance writer.

You can find out more about our charitable 
activities at www.abrsm.org/aboutus.
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15Point of view

Every now and then, there’s something that happens, a magic 
that rises, glowing, through a choir as it sings. It is indefinable, 
untouchable, ineffable and it is the thing that brings tears to our 

eyes even when we don’t know what the words being sung actually 
mean. It brings to us lost memories, past dreams, longings and joys 
and an almost unquenchable desire to be singing as well. What on 
earth is going on?

Music making as old as humankind
Choral singing is music-making that is as old as humankind and 
everyone has their own list of great examples. Hildegard of Bingen’s 
plainsong, Tallis’s Spem in alium, Bach’s St Matthew Passion,  
Eric Whitacre’s Cloudburst, Quincy Jones’s Hallelujah! arrangement 
of the chorus from Handel’s Messiah, the canto a tenore singers 
of Sardinia, William Harris’s Bring us, O Lord God and Jonathan 
Dove’s Seek him that maketh the seven stars are my own personal 
favourites. We can all identify the pieces that make our hearts and 
souls stir and rise and sing along but what is the thing, the magic 
that makes that happen?

The technicalities of fine choral singing are numerous. We know 
they start with a detailed familiarity with the score, a sense of how 
each of us fits in to the greater whole and a trust in the conductor 
or leader. But the mere dots held in our hands are only a road map. 
The intricate listening challenges of regulating vibrato speeds 
and agreeing vowel shapes are also stages on the way. Then there 
is balancing chords, spacing harmonies and colouring text. But 
essential though these technicalities are, there is a further element 
which is less easy to describe and to access.

Finding the magic
I have come across this indefinable thing in hugely differing 
circumstances. Visiting a choir of women’s voices in North Wales, 
I found a group that had started only a year or so ago. Some 
friends who had all sung together in the local school choir found 
themselves living in the area once more after leaving home for 
various reasons - study, marriage and work. They made contact 
again through social media and they all remembered how much 
they loved their choir experience, so decided to start a new choir. 
Rounding up friends and workmates, they began singing together. 

The new group was so popular that rehearsing once a week was 
not enough and they now meet one evening for singing and one for 
socialising. And the sound they make is truly extraordinary. These 
women sing to break your heart. During a pause in the singing my 
pianist colleague was looking a bit shocked. I asked if he was okay. 
He replied, ‘I have never been in a rehearsal with so much … love in 
the room. This is weird!’ As the evening went on, we were dabbing 
away our tears more than once.

But does it mean we all have to be from the same town or have 
been educated together to create the magic. I think not. I have 
also found it in a group of hardened professional singers from very 
different disciplines. I am a founder member of the radical choir 
The Shout. Singers from wildly different styles formed a group that 
should never have worked out as well as it did. From a certain chaos 
that was ever-present in rehearsal, whenever we stepped on stage 
together there was a sparkle, a fizz and a sold trust in our sound. 

About six years ago, we finished ten years of touring and 
returned to London for our final gig. But last year we missed 
each other enough to want to revisit the repertoire and see if we 
could make it work again. We started work and enjoyed ourselves 
enormously but still didn’t know what would happen on stage. 
However, within a few bars of the first piece at our reunion concert, 
we all knew the magic was still there, never lost – a joyful discovery 
that imbued the whole gig.

Something timeless and universal 
So what is this magic? Is it simply standing shoulder to shoulder, 
united in a common intention? We can do that in a crowded lift or 
on a train platform any day. Is it just the biological chemistry of the 
endorphin release that choral singing has been proven to create? 
Jogging does it too or a brisk exercise class. There must also 
be a joy and an open-hearted expectation that the few moments 
of a piece of music will connect with something far beyond the 
practicality of getting notes right and remembering score markings. 
Somehow we will access something timeless and universal, a 
shared and united consciousness and, by doing so, will carry those 
listening along with us. 

And then maybe it is just love – a love of what we are doing, of 
what is possible with this group of people, of fellow humans, and of 
what it means to each of us when our hearts are open in this way. n

Adey Grummet is a soprano who works in opera, contemporary 
music, writing, education and conducting.

Adey Grummet reflects on what makes choral singing so 
special, for performers and listeners alike.

The magic of 
performance
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It’s one thing to be involved in music passively, by listening, but it’s 
another thing entirely to make music by playing an instrument 
or by singing. Through active, progressive involvement in music 

making, the benefits really multiply. 
So, what happens when you play an instrument or sing? You’re 

doing a number of very different things, simultaneously. On the  
one hand you draw on a group of cognitive skills: thinking, 
controlling, analysing and reading. In musical terms this is about 
measuring pulse and rhythm, reading and recognising pitch, and 
controlling physical co-ordination and fine motor skills. On the  
other hand, you call on more instinctive and emotional abilities 
relating to imagination, perception, creative understanding and 
musical meaning.

Rarely is such a wide range of skills and abilities present in one 
activity, but when you play an instrument, including your singing 
voice, they are all brought together at the same time. The amazing 
thing about making music – the unique lifelong benefit – is that it 
forges vital connections between all these different types of skill 
and activity. Creating these connections is especially valuable during 
the childhood and teenage years of growth, education and personal  
development. The benefits will then be there whatever a young 
person’s ambitions are – musical or otherwise.

What happens when you play or sing?  
When students work on their playing or singing they are also doing 
all of the following:

QQ Developing physical co-ordination and fine motor control 
Depending on the instrument, musicians might need delicate 
finger movements or refined breath control or unusual degrees of 
co-ordination, perhaps between feet, hands, eyes and breath. All 
these call for highly developed motor control. In addition, when 
playing from notation, musicians use a unique kind of brain to 
body co-ordination, which allows then to transform notes on the 
page into music. These are valuable skills, which are transferable 
to many other areas of activity, throughout life.

QQ Integrating mental and physical activity 
When you play an instrument you combine many different kinds 
of mental activity with a physical activity; music making combines 
doing with thinking, knowing and understanding.

QQ Demonstrating  knowledge and understanding 
One special aspect of music making is the way a musician has 
to show their understanding through physical actions. In a 
performance, musicians are drawing on their inner knowledge 
and understanding, and using it to inform their music making and 
focus their musical communication.

QQ Being expressive 
Making music, rather than just listening to it, provides 
opportunities for outward expression of feelings and emotions. 
Having this outlet can be important for everyone, but can 
become particularly valuable for those who feel uneasy about 
expressing themselves in other ways. This might be children, 
teenagers, those with specific needs, or anyone for whom verbal 
communication does not come naturally. 

QQ Using creativity and imagination 
Making music fosters creativity and imagination and provides 
ways to turn original ideas into reality. Young people can use 
these experiences and tools for the rest of their life, whatever 
they go on to do.

QQ Building self-belief and confidence 
Learning how to give a musical performance has a positive 
effect on personal confidence. Many of the skills you need 
when playing or singing to others are the same ones you 
use when presenting yourself and communicating in other 
situations, such as school plays, interviews, discussions and  
meetings, and speaking in public. Self-belief, and the inner 
confidence that can bring, is a fundamental benefit of making 
progress on a musical instrument.

QQ Nurturing emotional intelligence 
An essential part of being a musician, especially when making 
music with others, is the ability to listen, to assess situations and 
respond, and to be sensitive to what other people are doing. So,  
as students develop their musical and ensemble skills they 
are also building skills in perception, personal awareness and 
emotional intelligence.

QQ Learning to learn 
By working at playing or singing, you find out important things 
about learning itself – especially independent learning. Through 
regular lessons and practice, students gain skills in reflection and  
self-evaluation. They discover how to work independently and, 
eventually, how to take control of their learning and progress. 
The relationship between practising, progress and achievement 
is a powerful one. It helps students to understand the universal 
equation that ‘you get back what you put in’ and reveals the 
immense value of persistent personal effort – of perseverance. 
Students can easily see how regular practice has a positive effect 
on their progress from one week to the next, and can feel the 
rewards this brings over time. 

Learning to play a musical instrument or to sing brings extraordinary, lifelong benefits. Why? Because when you’re 
working on your instrument or voice you’re also working on yourself, as John Holmes explains.

The benefits of
music learning
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The role of progression 
The key to unlocking these benefits is progression. Simply taking part 
in musical activity – just ‘having a go’ – is perfectly worthwhile, but it 
does not have the same powerful effects.

There are many activities which support and inspire musical 
progression. These could be curriculum music lessons at school as 
well as instrumental tuition; listening to music and attending live 
performances; improvising or composing; or being part of a choir, 
group, band or orchestra.

Progression is also more likely if learning follows well-structured 
steps, supported by carefully graded repertoire and recognised 
through helpful, reliable assessments. This is  something which 

ABRSM’s graded music exams can provide, by connecting progress, 
achievement, assessment and motivation into a virtuous circle. 

Together, a range of activities like these combine to form an 
informal ‘curriculum’. They create a rich and varied environment 
where students can learn in an enjoyable, progressive and 
sustainable way, and gain valuable inter-related skills – not just for 
music making, but for life. Q

 
John Holmes is ABRSM’s Chief Examiner. He is a clarinettist 
with many years of teaching experience and has been an ABRSM 
examiner since 1990.



18 Introducing improvisation 

A s children we make up tunes for 
pure enjoyment, without any adult 
encouragement, as it’s a natural 

musical behaviour. Think about the way 
pre-school children play with sound: it’s 
playful, joyous and creative! This is playing 
with music. But as children develop as 
instrumentalists or singers the focus can 
shift to technique and to understanding  
and reading notation, while playful 
exploration and creativity are sometimes 
pushed to one side.  

Why improvise? 
So why should improvisation be part of 
our teaching? The answer lies in the many 
benefits it brings for developing musicians. 
Playing with music gives learners an  
insight into how music works and broadens 
their musical imagination. It gives them  
a greater connection with their instrument,  
improves aural awareness, and increases 
their ability to be musically expressive.

Setting the scene
The right environment
If playing with music is new, where do we 
start? The first thing is to create the right 
learning environment. Students might find 
it difficult and frustrating to make relatively 
simple music, when this contrasts with the 
more sophisticated music they usually play. 
They will also have to take risks and try out 
new ideas using their technical, musical 
and creative skills. This opens them up to 
the possibility of criticism, of the music they 
make and, in their own minds, of themselves 
as well. 

You can help by making expectations 
clear and by making your students feel 
psychologically comfortable. Playing with 
music needs to be an enjoyable, achievable 
and fulfilling experience.

Building confidence
To improvise you need to be confident, and 
it is through developing your students’ 
confidence that you are most likely to 
help them improve. A big part of this is 
encouraging a relaxed attitude to  
risk-taking, where ‘mistakes’ are not 
viewed negatively, but as opportunities to 
find new musical ideas.

As a teacher you can help by providing 
positive feedback. You can also ask students 
to reflect on the music they have made, with 
a focus on what they achieved and enjoyed 
about the experience.

Beginnings
Lots of structure, little freedom
Try starting with simple musical ideas, 
limited materials and a clear indication of 
what you expect. By beginning with a  
lot of structure and only a little freedom, 
students can experiment without  
feeling overwhelmed.
n Start with a single pitch or the same  
 note name at different octaves to   
 make a short piece. 
n How can students go on to develop a  
 musical structure? 
n How can they introduce variety? 
n You could explore different dynamics,  
 accents and the use of silence.
When you limit the pitch in this way, 
students have to experiment with other 
musical elements. They will soon realise 
how much they can express with just a  
few notes.

Thinking in music
You can also use this one-note idea to 
introduce the habit of thinking music before 
playing it. When you improvise, the musical 
thought must come first, before the notes 
are played. And it is much easier to start 
practising this important skill with musical 

material which students can consciously 
control – just one or two pitches, at a  
steady tempo.

Next steps
Simple pieces
The next stage is to create simple  
pieces. Here are some suggestions for 
getting started.
n Use a specific interval or two   
 notes which you can play at any octave.
n Perhaps choose a consonant interval  
 such as a third or sixth, or experiment  
 by contrasting that with a dissonant  
 one, such as a second or seventh. 
n Explore how a single note can be   
 framed by the notes either side of it.
n Begin thinking about how to create  
 different sections. 
n This can then become a little piece in a  
 defined key, based on a simple pattern.

Other ideas
Playing with scales
Good melodies are generally easy to sing, 
using scale and arpeggio figures with a few 
leaps to add interest. Why not try exploring 
melodies based on scales to show your 
students that simple ideas are sometimes 
the best ones?

Repetition and variation
Playing with music is often most effective 
when we repeat a simple idea which is 
varied or extended in some way. Using a 
short motif, ask your students to explore the 
many ways it can be adapted or varied.

Using harmony
Taking a short motif and playing it at 
different pitches, as a sequence, is another 
useful way to develop a musical idea. 
Transposition becomes important here and 
it is worth creating some games where 

Playing with music
All musicians can benefit from learning how to 
improvise or ‘play with music’. Nigel Scaife shares 
some ways to explore this valuable skill in lessons.
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students move a musical idea from the 
tonic to the dominant. Introducing a simple 
harmonic framework like this adds logic 
and unity to a piece of music. It’s also a 
practical way for students to develop their 
understanding of harmony.

Starting from notation
The pieces or songs that students are 
learning can provide a good starting point 
for playing with music.
n How many different ways can they play  
 or sing the tune? 
n What would happen if the pitches stayed  
 the same, but there were different  
 rhythms, or the other way round?
n What if they changed the dynamics? 
n Can they play the opening of a piece and  
 then carry on in a different way?

Using transitions
Sometimes we can become stuck with 
an idea and find it difficult to move on to 
something different. In these situations, a 
transition can provide the thinking time we 
need to find and introduce a new musical 
idea. One way of doing this is to create a 
short breathing space in the music. You 
could repeat a short rhythm on a single note 
or use a repeated motif to create a pause in 
the music’s flow. 

Creative inspiration
There are limitless ways to help students 
develop their musical ideas. 
n Try using words or images to evoke  
 a mood or emotion: 
	 n  Animals – chickens pecking the  
  ground or swans gliding across  
  a lake.
	 n		 Nature and the weather – a stormy  
  night or a glowing sunset.
	 n		 Sport – playing tennis or running  
  round a race track.

	 n	 Transport – flying in a glider or a  
  helicopter taking off.
n Ask students to choose an adjective  
 from a list and combine it with a noun  
 to create the title of a piece like The  
 Naughty Cat or The Sad Clouds.
n Take a short piece of film or a news  
 story and ask students to make up  
 some music to go with it.
n Ask students to think of a well-known  
 person, an actor or someone from  
 history or a story, and make up a   
 piece about them.

Feedback and reflection
When you give feedback, avoid criticism 
and show your appreciation instead. Listen 
carefully and then describe what happened 
in the music and the effect it produced. You 
can then encourage your students to review 
their own music by asking questions.

n What else could you have done?
n What could you have done differently?
n What mood did you create?
It’s also a good idea to talk, in a positive 
way, about any ‘unplanned’ moments in the 
music, as these can often provide valuable 
inspiration for further creativity.

Keeping a record
Finally, once your students become more 
confident in playing with music, you could 
record their pieces. It’s often hard to 
remember exactly what we’ve played when 
we improvise but with a recording, you and 
your students have another opportunity to 
reflect on, enjoy and celebrate the music 
they have created. n

Nigel Scaife is ABRSM’s Syllabus Director 
and an examiner. He trained as a pianist and 
has wide experience as a teacher.
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Top tips for playing with music

1. Set realistic goals, provide plenty of encouragement and create a safe   
 environment for taking risks.
2. If students are worried about mistakes, reassure them that these   
 unplanned moments are opportunities for discovery and development.
3. Encourage students to think the music before they play it.
4. Begin with limited musical material and encourage students to add interest  
 through rhythm, dynamics, accents or silence.
5. Introduce scalic motifs, repetition and variation, and simple harmonic structures.
6. Use the pieces or songs students are learning as a starting point.
7. Look for musical inspiration in words, images, real or imaginary people, films  
 and stories.  
8. Give feedback which describes what a student played and which emphasises  
 their achievements.
9. Encourage students to reflect on their own music.
10. When students feel more confident, make recordings of their improvisations  
 which you can listen to together, talk about and celebrate! 



20 Music in schools

A London perspective: Andrew Green reports on a school 
which puts music high on its educational agenda.

Music has been central to the life of the King Solomon 
Academy – a state Primary School – since it came into 
being in 2007. ‘The people who set up the school had a 

belief in the proven benefits of music to a child’s general  
education in areas like maths and literacy,’ says Head of Primary 
Music Sophie Sirota. ‘Here in the Edgware Road area of London, 
affluence sits side-by-side with deprivation. This extra strand 
to the education we offer is such a bonus to those from less 
fortunate backgrounds.’

From Year 3, all children learn violin, viola or cello via the 
Colourstrings method – free of charge, thanks to a vigorous 
fundraising programme. Tuition is received in small groups for 
half an hour each week, with especially talented children having 
the opportunity to take additional lessons. All pupils are given an 
instrument to practise on at home.

‘Children gain even if they’re struggling with an instrument,’ 
Sophie explains. ‘They can still enjoy their lessons. And there’s 
nothing like seeing a child persisting and then going on to 
success in ABRSM’s Music Medal assessments. I can think of one 
pupil who was extremely lacking in confidence when she was first 
learning the viola. But after three years she passed her Silver 
Music Medal and asked to join the school orchestra … which 
meant being able to take part in a music gala at the Barbican 
Centre in front of nearly 2,000 people!’

Substantial numbers of King Solomon pupils take Music Medals 
and are only too keen to do so, says Year 5 class teacher Sian 
Fullerton. ‘Very few children are nervous – they see the assessments 
as a chance to show off their skills. They’re well prepared, not least 

through having done plenty of performing. The assessments take 
place here, which makes it all the more stress free ... but one pupil 
who recently took her ABRSM Grade 1 exam away from school coped 
very well because she had the background of all the music making 
at King Solomon.’

Sophie Sirota sees music as a particular boon to children who 
have English as a second language. ‘My gut feeling is that things like 
singing and being able to read music help them a great deal. Music 
is a language you can learn even if your English isn’t so good … 
Do-Re-Mi is easy to pick up, for example.’

In addition to instrumental tuition, every child at King Solomon 
Academy receives an hour of musicianship training each week.  
This is a mixture of singing, Kodály, tonic sol-fa hand signs,  
exercises to develop inner hearing and so on. ‘Pupils aren’t formally 
assessed,’ says Sophie. ‘Individual teachers judge whether a  
sufficient proportion of children have grasped something and  
then move on. We can see the progress children are making when 
we watch them performing in our concerts and through the  
regular musical contributions made by each class to the weekly 
school assembly.’

That assembly begins to the sound of classical music recordings 
as children gather. By then, teachers may well have been playing 
music in their classrooms as children arrive for the new day. More 
than that, music is part and parcel of general class work at King 
Solomon, as Sian Fullerton explains. ‘We often use singing to mark 
transitions as children move from one activity to another. These may 
be standard sung rhymes, or songs we create on the spur of the 
moment. Maybe there’s a new idea that’s been learnt in a science 
lesson – we make up a rhyme and a tune to help children remember 
the details.’

Why music education matters 
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We take a look at the positive effects of music  
learning in two different schools.
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Sian is certain that music can change children’s lives. ‘If you 
have performing skills you’ve learnt how to present yourself. You’re 
likely to be more confident and articulate when it comes to speaking 
in public. And I think a musical background makes children more 
patient and better at listening to instructions – they’re used to the 
discipline of music lessons and rehearsals.

‘So there’s a clear impact on behaviour. When you practise you 
need focus and dedication, and that has many benefits. For example, 
a couple of boys in my class have said that when they feel angry at 
home, music practice helps them calm down. Children with special 
needs often find it a great release to be able to make music.’

So what do pupils themselves have to say about the King 
Solomon music provision? ‘What I like best is that we get to do 
exams,’ says one member of the school. ‘That’s when I see how 
much I’ve improved.’

‘I love playing with a whole group in school assemblies,’ says  
another pupil. ‘That’s when I get to hear all the parts, not just my own.’

And from another of the school’s many talented young musicians: 
’After I’ve been practising at home, the music is still in my head 
when I come to school … and that helps me to concentrate.’

Clearly, staff – and the essential army of supportive parents 
– get a buzz when they see pupils excel. ‘For example,’ says 
Sophie Sirota, ‘we recently had a pupil pass an audition for the 
Royal Opera House’s youth choir. And it’s great when something 
happens like our involvement in the Bach Choir’s outreach 
programme – thirty of our children singing at St John’s Smith 
Square, a major venue in London. Terrific!’ n

Andrew Green is a freelance writer, broadcaster, producer  
and reviewer.

Music in schools

The view from Milan: Martin Biggs, our Representative 
for Milan and Head of Music at The British School of Milan - Sir 
James Henderson (BSM), explains how the school brings music 
making and learning into the lives of pupils, staff and parents.

At the BSM we believe everyone could be a potential  
musician so we offer the best to all our students. The 
school’s management and governors are fully supportive 

of this approach and recognise the many benefits of involving 
the whole school in music-making activities. 

In addition to weekly instrumental lessons, choirs are a big 
part of school life. The school’s music groups are inclusive in 
spirit but with the more advanced students taking the lead. 
Repertoire is very varied with space for all genres from ABBA to 
Palestrina, and every other year we produce a major musical, 
involving an even wider group of students.

We don’t avoid potentially thorny issues like theory. In  
Year 7, our 11-year-olds all take Grade 1 Music Theory whether 
they are learning an instrument or not. As a result, everyone 
from Year 8 and above can read music and take part in our 
choirs. All students in Year 8 and Year 9 read and compose 
written music in class, while pupils taking IGCSE music also 
take Grade 5 Music Theory. This all helps students to develop 
intrinsic musical skills, which will stay with them forever. 

Pupils aged 9 to 18, staff and parents take part in four major 
musical events each year – a carol service, an Easter choral 
project and two instrumental/orchestral/band concerts. These 
create a community spirit with everyone working towards a 
common goal. Everyone gets to know one another, from the 
youngest to the oldest students, and the students receive  
recognition for their musical achievements. Choirs are also a 
great leveller. One staff choir member commented that ‘the 
students – even in Year 8 - help me to follow the music’.

On an individual level, students learn how to set themselves 
challenges and overcome their nerves and fears. They also 
learn that with dedication, practice and focus they can achieve 
great results! n



22 Q & A

What first inspired you musically?
My mum was a primary school music 
teacher and there was always music in  
our house, from my parents playing in 
a wind quartet on a Wednesday evening 
to my mum giving piano lessons on a 
Saturday morning. 

My sister, brother and I were also  
taken to Suzuki violin lessons from a  
young age and I remember watching and  
taking part in concerts run by the Suzuki  
school and being amazed by the older  
students. My violin teacher used to put  
Hoola Hoop crisps on the end of my bow  
to encourage the bow not to travel down  
the fingerboard, but to come back in the  
direction of my mouth. It definitely worked  
and I treasure these memories of my  
first steps. 

My love of singing grew from playing in 
orchestras for local operatic societies and 
watching their performances, as well as 
being a member of my local junior choir 
and church music group.

How did ABRSM exams affect your 
development as a musician?
They provided me with the opportunity to 
achieve and progress in the many kinds of 
music making which I was lucky enough to 
have access to as a child. 

As a violinist and oboist in my local 
youth orchestra and concert band, 
working towards exams gave me the skill 
levels I needed to keep up with, appreciate 
and understand the music that we played. 

Later, my musical skills and experience 
were built on and developed in my training 
as an opera singer and in my professional 
music career. I will always be grateful for 
the rounded start that ABRSM exams  
gave me.

Can you tell us about a special  
music teacher?
I have been very lucky and have had many 
great teachers, but I would especially like  
to mention my childhood piano teacher,  
Diana Marris. She always believed in me 
and rather than let me go to my singing 
audition at the Royal Academy of Music 
by myself, insisted that she would take 
me and that we would go shopping 
afterwards. I was very nervous but she 
talked positively to me for the couple of 
hours’ train journey and before I knew 
it I had finished the audition and felt as 
though I could have done no more. 

She was able to teach technique 
and musicality while encouraging me 
personally. I hope that I can pass that on in 
the same way to the students I work with.  

Do you have any musical heroines  
or heroes?
I have learnt a lot over the years from 
listening to many great artists, but my 
true musical hero is my husband who 
is head of music in a local school and 
conductor of our local orchestra. He 
encourages his students to develop their 
interests in all genres of music. Many 
successful students go on to take their 
musical studies further and to develop 
careers in different areas of the music 
industry. I love to watch his passion for 

music education and for community 
performance.

Is there a piece of music which has 
particular meaning for you?
I have had many fantastic musical 
experiences and this is a hard choice, but 
I think it has to be Bizet’s Carmen, for 
two reasons. The first because Michaela 
was my first professional role as a young 
opera singer, and the second because 
quite a few of my advanced students have 
studied scenes from it with much success 
in exams and performances. 

What musical projects or activities 
are you involved in now?
I currently teach over 50 pupils a week, 
excluding my two toddlers who like to  
clap rhythms and play middle C over and  
over on the piano. I lead and assist with  
some of my school choirs and act as vocal 
coach on school musicals. Also, as a  
trained singer, I sing professionally when  
I can, and I love to play violin in my  
local orchestra.

What do you enjoy about being an 
ABRSM examiner?
I get to listen to a wide variety of music  
all day, meet new people, travel to some 
great places and help others to achieve. 
What’s not to like?!

Can you tell us about a particularly 
memorable exam experience?
I recently had a candidate in his 70s who 
took Grade 8 Flute and passed with Merit. 

This candidate was so passionate about 
his choice of pieces and told me briefly 
what he had learnt from them. He said 
that he was not nervous as he had nothing 
to lose and he went on to play with real 
musical understanding. He also told me 
that he had started his music exams many 
years ago and that this would be his last. 

What a privilege to be part of this 
candidate’s musical journey! n

Elizabeth Bottone has been an 
ABRSM examiner for two years. 
When not examining, she looks 
after her two young children, 
teaches singing, performs when 
possible and does the  
weeding in her garden.

In person:
Elizabeth Bottone, ABRSM examiner
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www.abrsm.org

facebook.com/abrsm

@abrsm

    ABRSM YouTube

Supporting and 
promoting the 
highest standards 
of musical learning 
and assessment 
since 1889. 

ABRSM: the exam board of the Royal Schools of MusicT (0)20 7636 5400
E abrsm@abrsm.ac.uk
www.abrsm.org
  @abrsm
  facebook.com/abrsm          ABRSM YouTube

Try it today!
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