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connects 
Why musical knowledge 
and understanding matter

Have fun with scales!

With Scales Trainer, you can: 
 Increase your fl uency with ABRSM scale and arpeggio 

requirements and prepare e� ectively for exams 
 Track your progress by recording and rating your practice
 Challenge yourself to a quiz of requirements for your grade
 Inject fun into your practice session and ‘Play with the 

Scales Trainer band’ – a great way to put your scales to good use
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Learning scales and arpeggios can be a chore. Scales Trainer has everything 
your students need to make learning scales more fun and rewarding.

www.abrsm.org/scalestrainer

on iPhone, iPad or iPod touch.
Try it today!

For Piano 
and Violin 

Grades 1 to 5



ARSM
NEW

The Associate of the Royal Schools of 
Music (ARSM) is a new post-Grade 8 
diploma that’s all about performance.

This exciting exam:
• is	an	opportunity	to	demonstrate
performance	skills

• gives	purpose	and	direction	to
post-Grade	8	learning

• can	help	bridge	the	gap	between
Grade	8	and	DipABRSM

Find out more at: www.abrsm.org/newdiploma

Candidates perform a 30-minute 
programme, bringing together 
their musical skill, knowledge and 
understanding.

If successful, you 
can add letters 
after your name!



Outlook

Libretto

Welcome to Libretto and our first online-only 
edition. In this issue, we announce our new 
Woodwind and Singing syllabuses, which 

we’re publishing later this year. Alongside refreshed 
repertoire lists, we’re introducing a number of other 
changes to ensure our graded music exams continue 
to meet the needs of teachers and students. You can 
find out more on pages 4 and 5.

As well as renewing existing syllabuses, we’ve 
been busy creating new resources. For the first 
time, saxophone players will have books of graded 
Saxophone Exam Pieces, and I hope beginner pianists 
are starting to enjoy our new Piano Star books with 
their fantastic illustrations (see page 14). For post-
Grade 8 musicians of any age, our ARSM (Associate 
of the Royal Schools of Music) now provides an 
accessible but rewarding diploma option. For some 
repertoire ideas, turn to page 16.

Of course, we know that being a musician is 
about much more than exams. So in this issue of 
Libretto you’ll find articles on using elements of jazz 
performance practice in your teaching (page 18) and 
putting together programmes for choirs (page 20). 
Activities like these are also helpful for developing 
the musical knowledge and understanding that John 
Holmes, our Chief Examiner, writes about on page 8.

You can probably guess from this edition of 
Libretto that there’s lots happening at ABRSM right 
now. While we continue to focus on providing 
exams and resources of the highest standard, we’re 
also exploring different ways to inspire developing 
musicians and their teachers. And although we are 
keeping a clear emphasis on supporting progression 
and standards, we’re also working to provide more 
tools and resources than ever before. I look forward 
to sharing news about these exciting developments 
over the coming months!

Michael Elliott 
Chief Executive

 FEATURES 

8  Everything connects 

 Exploring the links between  
 musical craft and study. 

10  Dyslexia, music and exams

Introducing some of the  
challenges faced by music 
students with dyslexia, and some 
of the solutions. 

14  Piano Star: ask the editors 

The story behind the books and 
the benefits for teachers and 
young pianists.

16  Ideas for an  
 adventurous ARSM 

How to put together a creative 
and individual programme for the 
new ARSM performance diploma. 

18  What jazz can do for  
 your students

Discover how understanding jazz 
performance practice can benefit 
all developing musicians. 

20  Engage, educate, entertain

Suggestions for successful choral 
programming.

 REGULARS 

4  News 

The latest updates from ABRSM. 

22  In person 

Philippa Bunting, ABRSM’s  
Learning and Qualifications 
Director, answers our questions.

1610

2018

Supporting the teaching and learning of music  
in partnership with the Royal Schools of Music

Royal Academy of Music | Royal College of Music 
Royal Northern College of Music | Royal Conservatoire of Scotland

www.abrsm.org  facebook.com/abrsm 
@abrsm  ABRSM YouTube

Editor Lucy North
libretto@abrsm.ac.uk

Designer Henrietta Creedy

COVER PHOTO: © PAUL COCHRANE

ABRSM is a charity registered  
in England and Wales (292182)  
and Scotland (SC043343).

© The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music. All rights reserved. 
Unauthorised reproduction in whole or in part is prohibited without permis-
sion. The views expressed in Libretto are not necessarily those of ABRSM.



4 News

Earlier this year we launched 
a new blog. It’s a place where 

we can share news, ideas and 
opinions about music and music 
education. There are posts 
from people here at ABRSM, 
but we’re also inviting others to 
contribute. So, as well as looking 
at ABRSM and exams, we’re 
featuring a wide range of other 
music teaching and learning 
topics. To read the latest posts 
visit www.abrsm.org/blog.

New ABRSM blog

In July we will be publishing a new Woodwind syllabus along with a range 
of supporting resources, including books of Saxophone Exam Pieces for 

the first time. The syllabus will feature revised sight-reading and scale and 
arpeggio requirements, as well as refreshed repertoire for all instruments: 
Flute, Clarinet, Saxophones, Recorders, Oboe and Bassoon.

We’ve designed the new sight-reading and scale requirements to 
ensure that they support and encourage progression, while reflecting 
the needs and everyday experiences of teachers and students. 

For scales and arpeggios we’ve reduced the quantity you need to 
prepare from Grade 3 upwards, with less repetition across  
higher grades. Other changes include dominant sevenths now 
resolving on the tonic and the use of the ‘to a 12th’ range at Grade 2 
for all instruments. 

Changes to sight-reading include shorter tests at early grades and 
descriptive titles at Grades 6 to 8. All the tests are now written in 
familiar and accessible styles.

Finally, in the new repertoire lists we’re offering a wider choice than 
ever before. You’ll find syllabus favourites alongside famous classical 
tunes, music from the world of film, TV, and musicals, and much more. 

The new Woodwind syllabus, books and resources will be  
available in July for use in exams from 1 January 2018. The usual 
overlap period will apply for pieces from the old syllabus, but the new 
scales and sight-reading will come into effect for everyone from  
1 January onwards. We’ll be providing more information about the new 
syllabus in the coming months. So, look out for updates in newsletters 
and on our website!

Syllabus changes for 
woodwind players

We’re currently inviting teachers in the UK to join our new community panel – Teacher Voices. From 
influencing the development of our exams, apps, books and events, to sharing your views about 

teaching and music education, this is an exciting chance to have your say.
We’re looking for teachers from a wide range of backgrounds. If you’re selected, we’ll invite you to take 

part in a series of online polls and surveys. And as a thank you, we’ll give you points for every survey you 
take part in. You can then use your points to make entries into our regular Teacher Voices prize draws.

If you’re interested in joining and helping to shape our future, you can find out more and register at  
www.abrsm.org/teachervoices.
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Have your say with Teacher Voices



5News

We’re delighted to be Education Partner of the International Youth Choir Festival 2017, presented by 
the National Youth Choirs of Great Britain and London’s Royal Albert Hall.

This event promises to be a vibrant celebration of music’s power to change lives. Taking place at the 
Royal Albert Hall on 15 April the festival consists of a daytime conference with workshops for choral 
leaders, teachers and singers, followed by an evening concert featuring 500 young voices from four 
continents. During this very special performance, choirs from Hong Kong, Indonesia, Israel, Latvia, 
Norway, South Africa, the UK and the USA will be coming together in A Celebration of World Voices to 
perform music from their different cultures and traditions.  

To find out more and book tickets visit www.iycfestival.org. 

ABRSM backs unique choral festival

We are currently developing a 
new Singing syllabus which will 

include refreshed repertoire lists for all 
grades. The syllabus will be available 
in September for use in exams from 1 
January 2018.

To support teachers and students, we 
are also adding five books to our Songbooks 
series. The current Songbooks will still 
feature on the syllabus, with the new books 
providing additional songs at Grades 1 to 
5.  We will be publishing the new Songbooks 
towards the end of this year. 

As well as new repertoire lists at 
Grades 1 to 8, we are introducing the 
following changes to the accompanied 
song requirements at Grades 6 to 8 only.
n Candidates perform three songs, rather 
than four, with each item marked out of 
30, as with Singing exams at Grades 1 to 5 
and instrumental exams at all grades.

n We are expanding the number of 
repertoire lists, so singers can choose from 
five different lists.
n Candidates will not have to sing in  
two languages, although this option  
will be there for singers who want to  
take this route.
n Any item may be sung by any voice type  
and in any key, as is already the case at  
Grades 1 to 5.

Our aim is to provide greater choice 
and flexibility so that singers at this level 
can perform repertoire that reflects and 
showcases their strengths and interests. 

There will be no changes to the 
unaccompanied traditional song or sight-
singing requirements at any grade.  

More information about the new Singing 
syllabus, including overlap arrangements, 
will be available in newsletters and on our 
website in the coming months. 

Our next London Teachers’ 
Conference will take place 

on 4 November. Packed with 
inspirational presentations and 
workshops, this is an essential 
date for your diary. For all the 
latest conference news, make 
sure you’re on our mailing list at  
www.abrsm.org/signup.

London conference: 
save the date!

New Singing syllabus on the way

Mzansi Youth Choir
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Since November last year we’ve been building a new partnership with the UK’s 
National Youth Jazz Orchestra. Together we’ll be working to raise the profile of jazz 

education in the UK, deliver inspirational performances, workshops and mentoring in 
areas with poor arts provision, and develop new resources to support teachers and 
young musicians. 

We’re delighted to be supporting NYJO’s work in championing jazz education and 
supporting the next generation of jazz musicians. 

Find out more about NYJO and their education work at www.nyjo.org.uk.

Supporting jazz education

We’re very excited to announce the next 
five recipients of our International 

Sponsorship Fund. The fund provides grants 
to organisations outside the UK and Ireland 
which inspire achievement in music and 
support high quality music teaching and 
learning. 

This year we’re funding two organisations 
in South Africa: the Johannesburg Youth 
Orchestra Company, which provides 
instrumental teaching and teacher training 
as well as running five ensembles; and the 
Pretoria Centre of the South African Society of 
Music Teachers. 

In Malaysia, grants are going to the 
Malaysian Youth Orchestra Foundation and 
the Young Choral Academy’s Malaysian Choral 
Eisteddfod. 

Finally, we’re delighted to be once again 
sponsoring the Young Jamaica Ensemble, 
a community initiative providing music 
education opportunities in Montego Bay. 

You can find out more about all our sponsorship 
activities at www.abrsm.org/aboutus.

Investing in music 
making worldwide

First ARSM diplomas underway Our new performance-only diploma, 
the ARSM (Associate of the Royal 

Schools of Music), is proving popular all 
over the world. 

So far, musicians in the Bahamas, 
China, Germany, Hong Kong, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Malta, Singapore, the United 
Arab Emirates, the USA and the UK have 
entered for their ARSM, which we’ve 
designed to provide an accessible and 
rewarding goal after Grade 8. We’re 
delighted that so many people are taking 
up the ARSM challenge.

The very first ARSM exam took 
place in the UK earlier this year, in 
January. Viola player Vincent Wong, a 
17-year-old student at Sevenoaks School 
in Kent, passed with Merit. He was 
presented with his certificate by our 
Chief Executive, Michael Elliott.  Many 
congratulations to Vincent!

The ARSM diploma is available worldwide.  
To find out more, take a look at the  
syllabus and watch our ARSM films, visit  
www.abrsm.org/newdiploma.

Vincent Wong receiving 
his ARSM certificate from 
ABRSM’s Chief Executive, 

Michael Elliott
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At the end of last year we began an exciting new partnership with Classic FM, the UK-based radio station which aims to break down barriers 
to classical music and introduce new audiences to the genre.

This year, as part of the partnership we’re collaborating with Classic FM on their 2017 Music Teacher of the Year Awards, alongside Casio. 
The awards recognise teachers, working in schools, who have made a real difference to their students’ musical lives. The nomination period 
has now closed and winners will be announced in July as part of Shine – our special event celebrating the world of music education. Each 
winner will receive a Casio keyboard for themselves, their school or their music service. 

Looking to the future, we’re looking forward to working with Classic FM on projects to bring our syllabuses and resources to life, and to 
encourage more people to get involved with the wonderful world of classical music. 

Why not make a resolution 
to explore some 

contemporary music with your 
students? Our Spectrum books 
provide a brilliant introduction 
to the world of new music 
through the works of some of 
our finest living composers. 
Books are available for piano, 
violin, cello, clarinet and 
trumpet with pieces for a 
range of ages and abilities. 

The latest addition to 
the series is Spectrum 5, a 
collection of 15 piano pieces 
ranging from Grade 6 to 
diploma level. 

Recordings of performances are also available for all books in the 
series making Spectrum a great resource for exploring some fantastic 
new music. Let the adventure begin!

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

We were sad to learn of the death of Eric Taylor on  
25 December 2016, aged 88.  Eric had close ties with 

ABRSM, as the author of a number of our music theory books, 
including the AB Guide to Music Theory and First Steps in  
Music Theory. 

Eric’s work for ABRSM was just a small part of his long 
career in the world of music and music education. Aside from 
these influential books, Eric will be remembered as an early 
and life-long champion of Indonesian gamelan music,  
which he first came across when working abroad as an 
ABRSM examiner. 

Eric went on to establish an Oriental Music Festival at 
Durham University, where he was Professor of Music, creating 
opportunities for gamelan performers to visit the UK for the  
first time. 

The Durham Gamelan Society still exists today and  
Eric’s books on music theory continue to provide guidance  
for music students around the world. Thank you Eric Taylor!

SPECTRUM 5
15 contemporary pieces

for solo piano 

Compiled by Thalia Myers

Remembering Eric TaylorAdventures in music
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Everything 
            connects
Most people acknowledge that music is a language, and sometimes 

it can be helpful to think of music in this way. When we have 
a good knowledge and understanding of the inner workings of 

language – including grammar, vocabulary and meaning – this increases 
our ability to communicate effectively. We can be clearer, more articulate 
and more expressive in what we write or say.

Similarly, in order to communicate musically with clarity, accuracy, 
meaning and expression our playing and singing needs to be underpinned 
by knowledge and understanding of the inner workings of music. This is 
often, perhaps unhelpfully, called music theory.

Practical benefits
On the surface, it may seem that we can do something perfectly well – in 
the physical sense – without any particular knowledge or understanding 
of what we are doing, or how we are doing it. To some extent, this should 
be entirely possible. However, when you play an instrument or sing, there 
are very practical benefits to having a good knowledge and understanding 
of music and how it works. It makes a big difference to how well we play 
or sing, and how effectively we perform. 

Craft supported by study
Making music is similar to many other practical, skill-based activities in 
the sense that the physical craft needs to be supported by theoretical 
study. It’s one thing to follow a recipe and cook a meal, but with an 
understanding of cooking temperatures, the effect of one ingredient on 
another, and the impact of food combinations and menu construction, 
you can take your cooking skills to another level. 

Taking another example, to succeed as a footballer you  
need to know the rules, understand tactics and be able to ‘read’  
the game, adapting and responding as it unfolds. Without this,  
your performance on the pitch would be significantly undermined.  
In each of these examples, it’s all about the connection between practical 

skill and mental awareness, and in successful musical performance these 
two elements need to be interacting constantly with one another. 

Making music to the best of our ability
Nobody takes up an instrument in order to learn about sharps and flats or 
to understand time signatures, but this is just the kind of knowledge and 
understanding we really need if we are going to make music to the best 
of our ability. 

For instance, if we understand what a cadence is and what function 
it has, then it’s much easier to bring this aspect of musical punctuation 
to life in our playing. Similarly, if we understand the stylistic features of 
the music we are performing, it becomes much easier to highlight these 
in our singing, and convey them effectively to the listener. 

At a more basic level, awareness of how music works can also help us 
avoid a range of errors. These could be inadvertent wrong notes, rhythmic 
inconsistencies or unrealised detail, perhaps involving important repeats or 
performance markings such as pauses, dynamics or tempo changes. 

Thinking about the marking criteria
As ABRSM examiners, we assess performance using marking criteria 
which focus on pitch, time, tone, shape and performance. There are 
aspects of each of these fundamental ingredients of music-making which 
are underpinned by musical knowledge and understanding, to the point 
where the level of this knowledge and understanding is actually audible.

n Pitch
Pitch involves aspects of key and tonality, scale and arpeggio patterns, 
chords and cadences, clefs, intervals and transposition. Understanding 
and knowing about scale and arpeggio patterns and keys means that 
students become familiar with many ingredients of music, which can 
help to make their playing or singing more reliable and accurate. For 
example, if a student is unaware that an accidental affects the rest of 

8 Musical knowledge and understanding

When you make music, practical skills  

need to be supported by knowledge and 

understanding, and craft needs to go  

hand in hand with study, as ABRSM’s  

Chief Examiner, John Holmes, explains.



the bar, there can easily be wrong notes and, of course, good intonation 
is inextricably linked to awareness and understanding of pitch.

n Time
As teachers, we are often encouraging students to feel a sense of pulse 
or to focus on the sense of rhythm in their music making. Building a 
student’s knowledge and understanding in relation to time signatures, 
note values, rests and metrical groupings is central to being able to 
play in time. For example, if students understand how compound time 
works, then not only will they be able to get the note values right, but 
they’ll also be able to achieve the right pattern of emphases. 

Similarly, if the word ‘swing’ appears at the top of a piece, it’s 
essential that a student knows and understands what that means, 
because this instruction has a fundamental impact on the rhythmic 
feel of the music. When someone plays with good knowledge, 
understanding and awareness of this aspect of time, it has a very 
audible effect on their interpretation of the music. Unfortunately, the 
reverse can also apply; without this important knowledge, rhythmic 
character will be lost.

n Tone
It may seem less obvious that aspects of tone can be affected by 
knowing or not knowing your music theory, but musical terms such 
as cantabile or sotto voce give quite specific guidance about the kind of 
sound you need to make. Similarly, understanding how a solo fits within 
the overall musical texture, or knowing about the music’s historical or 
stylistic soundworld can all contribute significantly to the performer’s 
effective use and control of tone. 

n Shape 
When it comes to musical shaping, students need to know about 
phrase marks, dynamics, articulation, form and structure if they are to 

convey a convincing sense of musical flow and direction in their playing 
or singing. As performers, we need to understand how bars combine 
into phrases, how phrases combine into sections, and then how 
sections combine into an overall musical structure. Through knowing 
about and understanding this, we can give music appropriate poise 
and punctuation, and communicate a sense of its overall architecture 
through our playing or singing.

n Performance
The final ingredient which we assess in an ABRSM exam is 
performance. This is all about a candidate’s relationship with their 
instrument or voice, and with the music’s meaning and message. It’s 
also about the connection between performer and listener – in this case 
the candidate and the examiner – through live musical communication. 

Perhaps surprisingly, here too a student’s understanding of 
how music works, as well as its history and context, can be heard 
clearly through their performance. Realisation of expression marks, 
performance directions, character and mood, style and idiom – these 
are all important aspects of an effective performance, which rely on 
underlying musical knowledge and understanding. If we are to make 
a piece by Bach sound different from a piece by Bartók, we need to 
understand what it is that makes their music so distinctive.

The overriding thought in all of this is that everything in music 
connects. When we make music, practical control and mental 
awareness have to go hand-in-hand; doing and thinking need to happen 
together. In this way, the craft and the study of music form a powerful 
partnership which involves not only instrumental or vocal skills, but 
also musical knowledge and understanding. n

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.PH
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Why should we, as music teachers, 
parents, carers, candidates or 
examiners be bothered about 

dyslexia? Well, it is generally accepted that 
dyslexia affects 10% of the population and it 
can affect musical activity.

What is dyslexia? 
Dyslexia is one of a number of Specific 
Learning Difficulties (SpLDs) and may 
overlap with others: dyspraxia, dyscalculia, 
attention deficit (and hyperactivity) disorder 
and autistic spectrum disorders. 

The British Dyslexia Association describes 
it as ‘a combination of abilities and difficulties 
that affect the learning process’. It can affect 
reading, spelling, writing and music – both 
theory and practical. It’s lifelong, can vary in 

severity, is independent of intelligence and 
is hereditary. Helpful strategies can certainly 
be developed and, importantly, dyslexic 
individuals may have particular strengths in 
areas such as design, problem solving (think 
of Albert Einstein) and creative skills (think of 
Nigel Kennedy or Cher). 

How do I recognise dyslexia? 
One of the key indicators of dyslexia is a 
mismatch between someone’s perceived 
intellectual ability and the way that person 
works day to day. 

Tasks may take a surprisingly long time 
and there may be problems with the speed of 
processing information, short-term memory, 
organisation, spoken language and motor 
skills. There can also be problems with 

auditory and/or visual perception, including 
‘visual stress’– a distortion of text or  
musical notation. 

Many activities require much extra 
effort for dyslexic individuals, leading to 
exhaustion and stress: look out for this. 
Dyslexic people may also have low  
self-esteem, so encouragement and 
patience are key. 

What is dyslexia? 
There are short tests designed to flag 
up the probability of dyslexic difficulties 
(not a diagnosis) as well as full diagnostic 
assessments (see the BDA website for 
information). For school-age pupils, speak 
to the school’s Special Educational Needs 
Co-ordinator (SENCo).

Dyslexia, music and exams
Learning to play an instrument or to sing presents particular challenges for people with dyslexia.  

Sally Daunt, from the British Dyslexia Association, summarises the issues involved  
and suggests strategies for supporting students.

10 Teaching and learning
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How does dyslexia affect  
music learning?
Commonly reported difficulties with music 
include reading notation, especially at sight, 
and learning new music quickly. 

Remembering interval names and the  
number of sharps or flats in a key signature, 
and recognising cadences can all cause  
problems. Taking information from written 
music, especially fingerings, and applying 
them to the instrument can be difficult. Aural 
work is often challenging.

How can you support  
a pupil with dyslexia?
All strategies need to be individualised. 
Pupils, however young, know best what 
helps them, so ask! 

Help with visual stress 
Visual stress can be helped with individually 
chosen tinted paper, coloured overlays  
and/or enlargement, including Modified 
Stave Notation – Google that! 

Specialist tinted glasses and/or use of 
technology that modifies the format of music 
can be useful (find out more from the BDA). 

Remember, it is legal to photocopy music 
to make it easier for someone who ‘has a 
cognitive impairment such as dyslexia’ to read, 
as long as the original is taken into the exam  
or performance. 

Teaching strategies
It may be that written music isn’t always 
necessary and, as an alternative, improvisation 
and memorisation can both be fulfilling. 

Multi-sensory approaches are also helpful. 
For example, work on intervals by making 
shapes in the air or steps on the ground, 
reinforce metre through movement, and 
physically demonstrate terms such as  
‘high/low’ and ‘right/left’. Using colour can  
be useful, with pupils choosing preferences 
and annotating music themselves.

For short-term memory problems, try 
chunking or breaking down. Aural can be 
treated in this way, gradually building up to 
longer phrases. Generally, be sure of one point 
or skill before moving on. Use over-learning or 
revision with plenty of time to firm up skills. 

Both Dalcroze and Kodály are worth 
exploring for their dyslexia-friendly 
approaches. Indeed, good strategies for 
dyslexic pupils are usually really good general 
teaching strategies too!

Support with organisation
Organisation can be difficult for some 
dyslexic people. Do you know a student who 
constantly turns up for lessons without the 
right music or at the wrong time or place? 
That person may be dyslexic. ‘To do’ lists can 
be attached to music cases – less likely to 
get lost! Send texts/emails and encourage 
students to put reminders on their phones. 
Have a website with useful information 
and perhaps videos with ‘how to practise’ 
demonstrations. Be imaginative! 

Taking an exam 
Many aspects of dyslexia can affect exams. 
Accessing sight-reading and written material 
can be difficult for SpLD candidates.  

All strategies need 
to be individualised. 
Pupils, however young, 
know best what helps 
them, so ask ... good 
strategies for dyslexic 
pupils are usually really 
good general teaching 
strategies too!
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Short-term memory problems can affect 
aural tests. Verbal instructions can also be 
difficult. Think about the following: ’Please 
play B … harmonic … minor … a third apart … 
staccato’. A dyslexic candidate may well  
have forgotten the key by the end of such  
a sentence. 

Making adjustments
ABRSM and other exam boards offer 
‘reasonable adjustments’ for candidates with  
a large range of disabilities. They don’t make 
the exam easier, but do create a level playing  
field. Remember, dyslexia is a ‘disability’  
and it is illegal to discriminate against  
disabled people. 

To benefit from these adjustments, 
candidates must have written proof of their 
dyslexia – you can contact the BDA or ABRSM 
if you need help here. You also need to include 
the correct information when making an exam 
entry. ABRSM’s Access Co-ordinator can 
explain the range of possible adjustments, 
which include extra time and modification of 
written papers and sight-reading. Depending 
on the adjustment, you may need to send 
examples of the type of paper/print needed  
to ABRSM.

Elements of the exam
In the aural tests that include listening to 
a musical example or phrase, candidates 
may be able to ask for the question to be 
repeated. Also, if a candidate answers and 
it seems that they have misunderstood the 
question, the examiner may restate the 
question and ask them to answer again. 

Additional attempts at the scales may 
be possible and candidates may be able 
to use a scale book for reference – or the 
unaccompanied traditional song words,  
for singers. 

There may also be options to annotate 
sight-reading tests during preparation, using 
colour if that helps, and to make notes of 
verbal instructions during the exam. 

Do remember, you will need prior approval 
from ABRSM for these options, so they can 
provide special copies and meet any other 
requests. Adjustments cannot be approved 
on the day of the exam by the examiner. 

Other options
Finally, don’t forget ABRSM’s Performance 
Assessment, which provides another option 
and may be more appropriate for some 
musicians with dyslexia. n
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Where to find out more

ABRSM
For full details of our provision for  
candidates with dyslexia, dyspraxia and other 
learning difficulties: 
www.abrsm.org/specificneeds

British Dyslexia Association
Search for music at  
www.bdadyslexia.org.uk  
Or email the BDA Music team for more  
information: bdamusicdyslexia@gmail.com

Incorporated Society of Musicians
The ISM has a free webinar on  
music and dyslexia:  
www.ism.org/professional-development/
webinars

Music Publishers Association 
For information about photocopying, see page 
11 of the MPA’s Code of Fair Practice:  
www.mpaonline.org.uk/content/ 
code-fair-practice

Sally Daunt is Chair of the British Dyslexia  
Association music committee and a support tutor 
at the Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts.
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How can Piano Star help young pianists develop their 
technique and musicianship?
David Blackwell (DB): The books are carefully written to progress 
step-by-step while introducing new technical features and aspects 
of musicianship. 

So Piano Star 1 gradually adds more notes and dynamics, moves from 
pieces with separate hands to simple hands-together, and introduces 
staccato, legato, simple hand shifts and other techniques. In this way, 
young pianists naturally develop their technique as they move through 
the books.

Aisling Greally (AG): Technical elements are cleverly built into pieces 
right from the start. Incidental learning will take place and children 
may not even be aware that they are developing their technique.

The duets, to be played with the teacher, help children develop a 
sense of performance. They realise how important it is to play in time 
and keep going despite the odd mishap.

Moving through the series provides tangible evidence for teacher, 
pupil and parent of the learning journey from the early stages to 
Grade 1 level. And the more pieces a beginner learns to play well 
before taking a Grade 1 exam, the better!  

What makes a good beginner piano piece?
DB: It needs to be written with a very clear understanding of the 
technical level of players at different stages, so that pianists recognise 
the notes and features of the piece and find them achievable. 

A piece might also focus on and practise a particular point of 
technique (such as staccato or hand-crossing) or an aspect of music 
notation (such as a compound time signature or new notes). Finally, 
and most importantly, it needs to be appealing to young players and 
‘hook’ them in, so they want to learn to play the piece! So it might have 
an attractive tune or rhythm or a strong image a child can identify with 
or words that appeal to them. 

AG: A good piece builds on 
something the child already 
knows, so it feels familiar. 
At the same time, it needs to 
introduce something new, giving 
the child a sense of achievement. 

What makes a piece 
popular with young 
learners?
DB: It needs to be catchy in some 
way – pieces with a good tune or a 
jazzy rhythm are always popular. 
Also, pieces that maybe sound 
harder than they actually are! We 
were fortunate in having some 20 
leading educational composers to write 
pieces for us and as a consequence the 

Piano Star: ask the editors
This new series offers three books of specially commissioned pieces to put  

young pianists on the path to success. Find out more from our Piano Star editors and compilers,  
David Blackwell and Aisling Greally. 

14 Books for pianists
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books have a great range of styles and a wonderful variety of pieces – 
there’s something for everybody. 

Do your pupils have any favourite pieces from the 
books?
AG: Piano Star offers moods and styles to suit all tastes, so children 
have no difficulty in picking favourites. Some of my pupils like the 
scary pieces best (Hiding in the Wardrobe, Haunted House).  
Others like pieces that make them laugh (My Best Sandwich,  
Wonkey Donkey, Squirmy Worms). Familiar tunes with a twist  
are very popular (Old MacDonald Had a Drum, Twinkle, Twinkle Little 
Bat). And Scarlet Lanterns is a beautiful and easy duet placed very 
near the beginning of Piano Star 1 – the teacher holds the pedal down 
throughout and children love the resulting impressive sound.  

Do you have any tips on how to get the most out  
of Piano Star?
DB: The series offers a well-paced, structured programme and 
working through the books will give an excellent scheme of work. 
Equally, the books can be used alongside any tutor book, providing 
imaginative additional repertoire – both solos and duets – to enjoy. 

For pupils who have progressed a little further, the books provide 
valuable sight-reading practice. There’s also an opportunity to sing 
the pieces that have words – you could teach these pieces in this 
way – and the singing will build confidence for aural tests. 

The activities attached to some of the pieces can help young 
pianists develop musical understanding and skills. There are 
opportunities to be creative and suggestions for developing technique 
or understanding theory. Finally, Tim Budgen’s wonderful illustrations 
will fire the imagination and inspire players to learn the pieces!

AG: I like to use Piano Star 1 in a similar way to a tutor book, so we 
start from the beginning and work through the pieces in order. Then 
I like students to dip into Piano Star 2 and 3 and choose pieces.  
Sometimes they do this at home by reading the titles and looking at 
the pictures, so they are already enthusiastic about a particular piece 
which has captured their imagination.   

My pupils have written lovely stories in response to the activity 
suggested for A Sad Story. This helps them understand that music can 
express emotions. For Scarlet Lanterns, they are invited to compose 
their own music using the notes of the pentatonic scale, used in 
the piece. To their surprise and delight they invariably produce a 
convincing piece of music themselves.     

What happened behind the scenes to make sure  
Piano Star is a really useful tool?
DB: The series developed from discussions at ABRSM between 
the syllabus and publishing teams. The structure of the three-book 
series – a book at the very early stages, one at Prep Test level and one 
working up to Grade 1 – was set from the beginning, giving a strong, 
clear pathway for teachers and pupils. 

As editors, Aisling and I then brought our combined skills and  
experience to the project. Along the way ABRSM staff gave feedback on 
pieces, and the contents were reviewed by experienced piano teachers, a 
process which included trying out the pieces with young players. All this 
has resulted in a thoroughly tested and well-thought-through collection. n

David Blackwell is a widely experienced editor and publisher and a 
composer of educational, choral and church music. He was compiler of 
ABRSM’s Piano Mix books and co-writer of Fiddle, Viola and Cello Time 

with his wife, Kathy. 

Aisling Greally is an ABRSM theory consultant and examiner. 
She has a Masters degree in Child Development and is a 

highly experienced piano teacher who has guided many 
pianists, from age five to diploma. 

The three Piano Star books are available  
from music shops worldwide and from  

www.abrsm.org/pianostar.

“Piano Star is colourful,  
appealing, child-friendly and  
full of imaginative titles, words  
and illustrations, and a wide  
variety of soundworlds.” 
Aisling Greally



One of the most exciting and inspiring 
aspects of the new ARSM diploma 
is the opportunity it provides to put 

together a unique and personal programme 
of music. A broad range of pieces in the 
ARSM repertoire lists, coupled with the 
freedom to select a third of the programme 
yourself (from music at Grade 8 standard 
or above), means that choosing your pieces 
or songs can be an artistic adventure. It can 
reveal an individuality of approach which is 
as much a part of the creative process as 
the performance itself. It’s also a chance 
to explore music outside your current 
experience and build on your interests, 
strengths or passions.

A delicious starting point
Think of a menu! The meal represents 
either a journey through balanced yet 

contrasting dishes or through 
subtle variations on a theme.  
A luxurious first course could be 

followed by a light, delicate 

main course 
and then a refreshing sorbet. 

Alternatively, there could be a 
theme of particular herbs and 

spices or a specific season of 
vegetables. Singers might think about 

a ‘tasting menu’ – many small but 
beautifully judged courses to show off 

the chef’s skills. For those of you hungry 
for more, here are some starting points 

for your own musical menus!

Focus on the familiar
One way to choose a programme is to select 
familiar works which you already know well. 
You can then insert other pieces or songs 
around these to provide contrast. There is 
nothing wrong with this approach, although 
too many familiar pieces may mean you  
miss a golden opportunity to be inventive  
and imaginative!

Ideas for an 
adventurous 
ARSM 
Our new diploma – ARSM (Associate of  
the Royal Schools of Music) – provides a  
wonderful opportunity for post-Grade 8 
musicians to create and perform a  
30-minute programme of music.  
Anthony Williams takes a look at  
some alternative approaches to  
choosing ARSM repertoire.

16 ARSM performance diploma
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Think about one major work
As an alternative, why not consider just one 
major work that you already know, whether 
a single movement of a sonata or a large-
scale work? This can be used as the ‘main 
course’ of the performance around which 
you can build the rest of your programme. 

If this major work is complex, bold and 
harmonically rich, consider a lighter first 
piece. Something Baroque would be traditional 
but you could also choose something 
contemporary. 

If the heart of the programme is more 
intricate and texturally transparent, perhaps 
an early Classical sonata, then how about 
something late-Romantic or a harmonically 
rich 20th-century work to go alongside? 

Not just chronological
Working chronologically through the 
repertoire is a possible approach, but it 
could be slightly predictable and leave 
listener and performer with some of the 
more challenging repertoire at the end of 
the programme. 

If you are a pianist, perhaps consider 
starting with some arresting Schoenberg, 
Roxburgh or Webern as an own choice. If 
a violinist, why not capture the attention 
of the listener with the dramatic opening 
of the Paul Patterson Luslawice Variations 
or the haunting start of Kenneth Leighton’s 
Metamorphosis? 

Then, after your main work, you might 
think about something a little more 
frivolous or with a jazz influence. For 
example, the Makholm pieces in the ARSM 
piano list are rarely played jazz-style gems 
and Dave Heath’s Out of the Cool might 
appeal to the flautist. 

This is also a chance to put your own 
particular musical interest on display, 
perhaps promoting a composer you feel  
has been unfairly sidelined or ignored.

Thinking in themes
Another option is to adopt a theme for the 
performance programme. A fascinating, 
contrasting journey is possible through 
the title ‘Impromptu’ in the piano lists. 
Composers as diverse as Howard Blake 
and Lowell Liebermann could offer an extra 
dimension for an ‘own choice’ piece. 

How about a French-themed programme, 
including composers such as Debussy, 
Messiaen or Poulenc and, as an ‘own choice’ 
some Nicolas Bacri? For a singer, the 
programming can be just as varied, grouping 

songs from collections or song-cycles, 
exploring poetic themes or even putting 
together songs to make your own poetic, 
musical narrative.

The choice of an all-Romantic programme 
of cello music from the ARSM repertoire 
lists might be tempting. The challenge would 
then be to make sure each piece – or dish on 
the menu – has its own flavour or style, with 
clear musical contrasts and diverse tempos, 
textures, tones and timbres.  

Does your Brahms sound like 
Brahms?
However you decide to structure your 
programme, ensure Beethoven sounds 
like Beethoven, Brahms like Brahms and 
Gershwin like Gershwin. The idiomatic use 
of tone, dynamics, articulation and phrasing, 
to mention just a few musical ingredients, 
will all be important in keeping the 
programme vibrant, colourful and alive. 

Play to your strengths
Finally, and most importantly, work to your 
strengths as a musician and performer. This 
is not the moment to challenge yourself 
technically to a level where simply playing 
the pieces becomes a hurdle. 

A 30-minute programme is also quite 
demanding in terms of focus and stamina. 
As the performer, you need to present a 
committed interpretation which gives a strong 
projection of the composer’s musical intent 
and your own personality. 

You can, of course, help yourself to do your 
best by choosing repertoire which you have 
an affinity with and which you are genuinely 
excited to perform. 

Individuality and inventiveness
The ARSM is a wonderful chance to create 
and perform a programme which speaks to the 
listener – not just about your playing or singing 
ability but about the personality behind the 
musical choices. Be adventurous, individual 
and inventive, and use the repertoire lists as a 
way to experience music you might otherwise 
not encounter. You might discover that some 
of the less familiar works on the ARSM lists 
become valuable musical friends! n

You can find out more about our new ARSM 
diploma at www.abrsm.org/newdiploma. 

Anthony Williams is a pianist, teacher,  
ABRSM examiner and regular selector for  
the ABRSM Piano syllabus.

Your ARSM programme:  
what the syllabus says

How long?
n Your performance should last for 30 
minutes, including breaks between items. 

n You should include at least 20 minutes of 
music from the ARSM repertoire lists.

n The remaining time can be filled with your 
own-choice of repertoire, at or above ABRSM 
Grade 8 standard.

What to choose?
n The programme should be balanced and 
varied with a variety of moods, keys and tempi.

n You must include at least two contrasting 
(by period or style) pieces, or movements 
from larger works.

n There should only be one work by any single 
composer, except for vocal items or where 
a combination of movements or pieces by a 
composer is given in the ARSM repertoire lists.

n Where a combination of movements or 
pieces from a larger work is set on the ARSM 
repertoire lists, you should perform them all. 



At ABRSM’s 2016 Teachers’ Conference, 
Alexander L’Estrange and I gave a 
presentation about how to approach 

the jazz-inspired repertoire found in List C of 
the ABRSM syllabus. Although these pieces 
don’t include improvisation, an understanding 
of other aspects of jazz performance practice 
can make them sound much more authentic, 
colourful and stylish. 

In this article, I’m going to look at some 
of these jazz concepts, not just for playing 
exam pieces but because these principles are 
great for encouraging facility, creativity and 
imagination in all music making. 

Strategies for practice and performance
The sense of spontaneity, groove and tonal 
colour found in jazz – and all popular styles of 

music – is becoming increasingly important 
in the musical interests of all students, 
as well as in contemporary composition.  
But an awareness of these jazz principles 
can also shed light on more traditional 
repertoire, by suggesting alternative 
strategies for practising and performance. 
This is something which has helped me in my 
classical playing, as well as being vital in my 
jazz and commercial career. 

Adding to your toolbox of skills
I’m not going to address improvisation here, 
but I want to talk about some other aspects 
of jazz performance practice that I think 
everyone can add to their toolbox of skills. 
These are: using rhythm effectively,  
encouraging tonal flexibility and  
internalising musical elements, so the  
piece is understood away from the notation, 
or even away from a specific instrument.

Feeling the groove
Perhaps the most crucial aspect of  
jazz performance is the feeling of ‘groove’ 
in the music. Jazz and popular music were, 
of course, designed to be danced to. For the 
music to work it needs to be played with 
rhythmic vitality and the right nuance. 

Syncopation and pulse
Much of the energy in jazz comes from 
how syncopation bounces off the pulse. 
Developing a rock-solid internalised feeling 
for this is a really useful skill, particularly for 
jazz but also for all music. 

In a previous Libretto article (2015:2) I 
talked about how to develop a subdivided 
feeling for the pulse in swing and straight 
quaver styles, and described an exercise to 
develop more confidence in this area. 

Different ways of learning
A big challenge with syncopation is  
that it often looks more complicated  
than it sounds. So, it’s a good idea to  
say rhythms out loud and have a student 
say them back before playing or looking at 
the music. They can do this while physically 
marking the pulse, maybe by tapping their 
hand against their leg or tapping their  
foot. This encourages learning the actual 
sound of the rhythm against a solid pulse. 
Follow this by seeing what it looks like  
on the page.  

Another exercise to try is playing the 
rhythm of a phrase or passage on a single 
pitch to emphasise the rhythmic contour, 
before adding the melody. 

Whatever their musical  
preferences, all developing  
musicians can benefit from  
exploring some of the  
concepts at the heart of jazz 
performance practice, as  
Mark Armstrong explains.

18 Teaching and learning

What jazz can  
do for your students
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An aural approach 
This aural way of learning music is more 
authentic to the tradition of jazz, puts the 
right emphasis on rhythmic accuracy and 
is especially helpful for ensemble playing. 
Trying to piece rhythms together just from 
the notation is rarely as effective and stylish. 

Ideally, we would keep our internal 
metronome ticking away through the whole 
of a piece, but particularly on the long notes! 
It can be a slow process, but developing the 
ability to count and feel the pulse accurately 
while playing, at all times, is an incredibly 
valuable skill for all musicians. And it’s vital 
for anyone considering a career in jazz or 
commercial music.

Using tonal colour
Combined with the feeling for pulse, 
syncopation and groove, is a jazz musician’s 
sense of how to modify tone colour to suit 
the style of the music. Where classical 
musicians often strive for a consistently 
graded tone, jazz musicians look for a 
variety of tonal colour from note to note. 

This follows on from the African tradition 
of tonal embellishment and personalisation. 
You can hear this in the early blues singers, 
like Mamie Smith, who inspired the first jazz 

artists like Louis Armstrong to incorporate 
vibrato, portamento and other devices into their 
instrumental style. 

As a brass player, I know there can be 
some worries about ‘spoiling’ classical tone 
by playing jazz or pop music, but I also think 
that an awareness of the tonal differences 
needed in a variety of styles makes for 
a more flexible, imaginative and useful 
musician. I don’t feel that experimenting 
with this is necessarily a dangerous thing. 

Note production, attack and accents
Much of the difference needed is more often 
in note production – tonguing or weight of 
initial attack – rather than tonal quality. In 
particular, getting the right intensity of attack 
on the off-beat quavers can have a huge 
impact on how authentic a jazz or jazzy  
piece can sound, without any other change 
in tone.  

The word ‘bebop’ – itself a musical style 
– is a great example of how to play swung 
quavers. Saying ‘be-BOP’ shows how the 
accent needs to be on the second (off-beat) 
quaver, not the first. Vocalising rhythms with 
‘scat’ syllables like this follows on from earlier 
rhythm exercises and shows which notes need 
accents to create the right syncopated energy.

Finally, make sure the end of every note 
is just as precise as its start. The rhythmic 
energy in jazz often comes from an abrupt 
ending to a note (with a tongue-stop for wind 
players). This adds energy to the rests and 
creates excitement in the active silence  
that follows.

Internalising the music  
and strengthening skills 
Vocalising the music, thinking about tone 
and note production, and feeling the pulse 
all encourage students to really know 
how their pieces sound, away from their 
instruments and the notation. 

Using these aural techniques can 
strengthen core skills, which are applicable 
to all musical styles but are particularly 
authentic to jazz and pop. It’s also a fun  
and interactive way to learn music. I hope 
you and your students find some of these 
ideas enjoyable and useful in your music 
making! n

Mark Armstrong is a jazz and commercial  
trumpet player and composer/arranger. He is 
Artistic Director of the National Youth Jazz 
Orchestra, Jazz Professor at the Royal College  
of Music and an ABRSM examiner.
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In the age of digital connectivity, when scores for virtually all public 
domain choral music can be accessed in seconds through online 
resources, such as the Choral Public Domain Library (CPDL) and 

the International Music Score Library Project (IMSLP), the breadth of 
programming options for choral directors are wide and varied. 

Through music and video streaming sites, not only can you find 
recordings of most contemporary music but also various performing 
versions of pieces, showing how choirs from around the world have  
responded to the scores. 

So many options
All of this can lead to a feeling of being overwhelmed by the 
enormous array of options available. Trawling through hundreds of 
scores on the Internet in search of a previously uncovered gem can 
be enjoyable and fruitful. However, I would suggest that it’s neither 
time-efficient, nor does it create a long-term vision for the artistic 
direction of a choir. Instead, a more thoughtful process, which 
involves asking some underlying questions about your singers and 
audiences, can help to create a more artistic structure.

Developing a structure for programming
A well-thought-through programme should engage, educate and 
entertain. In fact, many choirs, both professional and amateur, have 
a responsibility to do so if they hold charitable status. Thinking about 
what our singers and audiences enjoy, and what they can benefit from, 
leads to programming that can be founded on a firm pedagogical basis 
and be the driving force for audience development. 

This approach contrasts with what might be considered ‘chocolate 
box’ programming, where a director picks a selection of favourite 

(or most convenient) pieces, and puts them together into a rather 
unstructured programme. 

A lesson in creativity
It’s not just choirs where this kind of thinking can have a huge impact. 
Consider how Simon Rattle developed the status and prestige of the 
City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra in his years as Music Director 
from 1990 to 1998. Here was a young conductor, using the creativity 
and strategy of his programming to educate and engage audiences and 
players. He introduced them to emerging 20th century composers and 
tackled the most challenging of Romantic works, balanced with more 
traditional symphonic music. Through this process he transformed the 
orchestra into an international world leader. 

Clearly we don’t all have the resources available for that kind of 
impact, but a glance at the work of probably the UK’s finest living 
artistic director goes to show that the three Es – engage, educate, 
entertain – are vital to good programming and artistic direction.

A choral case study
So how can we apply that approach to choirs? The NYCGB (National 
Youth Choirs of Great Britain) provides a good example. Their Training 
Choir’s 2016/17 programme shows how thinking about these issues 
can help shape the short- and long-term future of an ensemble.

NYCGB are committed to engaging and educating their singers and 
audiences in music from all over the world while representing the wide 
variety of choral cultures in the UK. As part of this vision, they have 
partnered with UK-based Indian arts organisation Milapfest and its 
ensemble, SAMYO (the National Youth Orchestra for Indian Music), to 
explore the possibility of creating a new Anglo-Indian choral music genre. 
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– thinking about choral programming
With so much fantastic choral music to choose from, how can you create programmes for your  

choir that work for singers and audiences alike?  Robbie Jacobs has some suggestions.

Engage, educate, entertain



The project started with a collaboration to perform Ethan Sperry’s 
brilliant arrangement of Balleilakka, an A. R. Rahman song from the Tamil 
film Sivaji. This led to the production of a video of the piece and further 
thought about how the organisations can work together. 

This April, the choir and SAMYO will perform a new programme 
entitled ‘Balleilakka’ – exploring music in the movement of world 
religions. It encompasses ancient Aztec music (Hanacpachap cussicuinin, 
Anon), the arrival of Christianity in Mexico (Ave Regina caelorum, Juan 
Gutiérrez de Padilla), Western European Judaism in the 16th century (Ein 
Keloheinu, Salomone Rossi) and most significantly a newly commissioned 
piece by Roxanna Panufnik (Unending Love). Roxanna’s piece is a result 
of working with SAMYO members to find new ways to share and bring 
together common musical languages from different cultures. The second 
half of the concert develops the partnership between NYCGB and 
Milapfest and celebrates the colour and power of South Asian music.

Themes and anniversaries
Thematic hooks can be a great place to start, especially if they link to 
something current or emotionally relevant to your choir. Sometimes 
they can be obvious, like the Shakespeare 400 programmes that 
dominated last year, but they could be more individual – I programmed 
a concert called ‘Stars and the Firmament’, to coincide with the Perseid 
meteor shower in August 2016. 

Anniversaries can also generate interesting ideas. 2018 marks the 
centenary of the accomplishment of women’s suffrage. This is part of 
the inspiration behind the London Oriana Choir’s five15 project, which 
is commissioning five female composers to write 15 pieces over the 

next five years. This year is 500 years since Martin Luther nailed his 95 
Theses to the door of Wittenberg Castle Church, and 100 years since 
the Russian Revolution ... so how about ‘Songs of Revolution: from 
Guillotines to Greenpeace’?

Repertoire to suit your singers
Educating your singers is not just about learning new musical 
styles. There’s a vocal aspect too. It’s important with any group of 
singers, but particularly with young people at a formative stage 
in their singing education, to keep in mind their vocal range and 
ability. It’s unlikely that a young tenor section will be able to cope 
with relentlessly high Bach choruses or that an inexperienced bass 
section can sing Rachmaninov’s Vespers. 

Finding inspiration
The International Youth Choir Festival at the Royal Albert Hall in 
London on Saturday 15 April, will see choral experts from around 
the world sharing techniques, repertoire and ideas in a series of 
workshops throughout the day. If you’re looking for inspiration or 
something fresh to kick-start your programme planning, I’d suggest 
this event would be an invigorating start! n

Robbie Jacobs is Acting Artistic Director of the London Youth Choir, 
Conductor for NYCGB, Artistic Director of Reverie Choir and Co-Director 
of Vox Office. He lectures in choral skills at the Royal Academy of Music.

You can find out more about the International Youth Choir Festival at
www.iycfestival.org. More information about the National Youth Choirs of 
Great Britain is available at www.nycgb.org.uk.
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With so much fantastic choral music to choose from, how can you create programmes for your  
choir that work for singers and audiences alike?  Robbie Jacobs has some suggestions.

Engage, educate, entertain

Above: Robbie Jacobs conducting the National Youth  
Training Choir in a performance of Balleilakka.
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In person: Philippa Bunting,  
ABRSM’s Learning and Qualifications Director

As our new Learning and Qualifications Director, 
Philippa Bunting has responsibility for the  
content of all our syllabuses as we refresh  
existing areas and move into new ones. 

What first inspired you musically?
I was lucky enough to grow up surrounded by music. My father 
was a cellist, and at a young age so was I until I finally found my 
way to the violin which was my first love. I have distant but lasting 
memories of playing chamber music as a child alongside some 
really fine musicians and listening, from a hiding place under the 
piano, to annual ’Brandenburg’ gatherings at Christmas. As I grew 
up, I took music making of the highest standard as a given, little 
realising until later in life quite how privileged I had been.

How did ABRSM exams affect your development  
as a musician? 
I didn’t take many, as it happens, but the ones I did take had a 
profound impact on my confidence. Probably the exam piece I 
remember the best was my swan song on the cello – Chanson Triste 
by Tchaikovsky. I can still remember the pride I felt when I got 
30 marks for it, which was only slightly clouded by the nagging 
certainty that surely I couldn’t possibly have played it perfectly.

Can you tell us about any special music teachers?
My first piano teacher, Tamara Osborn, was a formidable Georgian 
princess and a fine, if occasionally slightly fierce, teacher. She had 
two pianos in her front room, which smelled faintly of sandalwood, 
and used to cover her Christmas tree with candles, which always 
struck me as delightfully dangerous. My first violin teacher was  
Sheila Nelson, who became a profound and lasting influence on  

me as both musician and teacher. The effect her teaching has had  
on the string-playing life of this country is immense and still  
relatively unsung.

Who are your musical heroes or heroines?
Every child I have taught who has tried to do something they 
initially found difficult and succeeded. We need to celebrate the 
small steps that, taken together, make up the long journey that is a 
life in music. I also hugely admire musicians who, at the height of 
their careers, still embrace the chance to draw the less experienced 
into the excitement that is live music – who reach back down the 
ladder and help others get onto it. And, for their profound humanity, 
Pau Casals and Tatyana Nikolaeva.

Is there a piece of music that has particular  
meaning for you? 
The Brahms sextets in B flat major, Opus 18 and G major, Opus 36 
are probably the two pieces that are closest to my musical core. 
At various points in my life I have played every part of both. More 
generally, as an audience member I particularly remember the 
performances where it felt as if musicians were living the music in 
the moment, listening and responding in a live way. They are the 
ones that have spoken the most clearly to me, not just the most 
virtuosic performances, however beautiful. 

What are your interests when it comes to  
music education?
My most powerful interest has always been in the early 
development of musicians. In giving them a sense of the wholeness 
and flow of music in big terms right from the beginning: the ability 
to inner hear everything they play and the desire and imagination 
to communicate musically from the outset. In my experience, 
this translates later into powerfully connected musicians with 
something to say.

Can you tell us some more about your role at ABRSM?
As part of my work on our syllabuses, I’ll be looking for ways to 
maximise the relevance of our assessments to learners and the 
ways in which we can increase participation in music. I’m also 
responsible for ABRSM’s standing with the regulatory authorities, 
to ensure the currency and credibility of all our qualifications.

What are you looking forward to about working  
at ABRSM?
Throughout my busy teaching life I was involved in helping  
young musicians reach their potential in one way or another,  
and also in helping teachers do their best by their pupils. At ABRSM, 
I’m looking forward to being able to help both groups in different  
and exciting ways. The move to a new building, which coincided  
with my first day, signals a major shift of mood and energy: watch 
this space! n



ABRSM supports the teaching and learning of music 
in partnership with the Royal Schools of Music.
www.abrsm.org    /abrsm

 @abrsm    ABRSM YouTube

New for violin
Three books of your favourite ABRSM violin exam pieces

3 & 4
Book 2

Encore Violin, Book 2

Grades

Your favourite ABRSM violin exam pieces
Compiled by Penny Stirling

Book 2

Your favourite ABRSM violin exam pieces
Your favourite ABRSM violin exam pieces

Your favourite ABRSM violin exam pieces

1 & 2
Book 1

Compiled by Penny Stirling

Encore Violin, Book 1

Grades

have fun exploring modern 
favourites and timeless classics

develop particular technical skills

fi nd perfect pieces for concert 
performances

Ask your local retailer or search 
ABRSM Encore Violin online.

Book 1Book 1Book 1OUT
NOW!

New for violinNew for violin

Book 2

Your favourite ABRSM violin exam pieces
Your favourite ABRSM violin exam pieces
Your favourite ABRSM violin exam pieces

Compiled by Penny Stirling
Compiled by Penny Stirling

Book 2

New for violinNew for violinNew for violin

Compiled by Penny Stirling
Compiled by Penny Stirling

5 & 6

Book 3

Encore Violin, Book 3

Grades

Your favourite ABRSM violin exam piecesCompiled by Penny Stirling



Piano Star
An exciting new series for young pianists

Piano Star 226 pieces for young pianists
Prep Test level

Piano Star 2

Piano 

Piano Star 2

Compiled and editedby David Blackwelland Aisling Greally

26 pieces for young pianists
Prep Test level

Compiled and editedby David Blackwelland Aisling Greally

Piano Star 1

Piano 
Star 1Star 1

Compiled and edited

by David Blackwell

and Aisling Greally

24 pieces for young pianists

Up to Prep Test level

Piano StarPiano StarPiano Star

Piano Star 324 pieces for young pianists
Prep Test level to Grade 1

Piano Star 3

Piano Star 324 pieces for young pianists
Prep Test level to Grade 1

Piano Star 3

Compiled and editedby David Blackwelland Aisling Greally

Ask your local retailer or search  
ABRSM Piano Star online.

ABRSM supports the teaching and learning of music 
in partnership with the Royal Schools of Music.
www.abrsm.org    /abrsm

 @abrsm    ABRSM YouTube

OUT 
NOW!

Three books of fun, engaging pieces that learners will love to play

BOOK 1
Up to Prep Test level

BOOK 2 
Prep Test level 

BOOK 3 
Moves from Prep Test level 
towards Grade 1




