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SECTION 1

The values and beliefs of that heritage are as relevant in today’s world as 
much as they ever were. In a world where creativity and social cohesion 
are vital for our future, music has a unique role in growing talent in a 
civilised society. We encourage all ages and all abilities to develop their 
musical ability and to continuously seek to enhance their skills and their 
enjoyment of music.

While adhering to our core beliefs and values, we are embracing new ways 
of working and new technology. We are continuously refreshing our core 
music offering. We are in the middle of a major digital transformation 
programme, begun in 2017. We are rapidly growing in international 
markets, where our awards are the ‘gold standard’ of recognition. All this 
is to ensure that ABRSM continues to provide the best music education 
services and resources for people worldwide, fulfilling its mission to inspire 
musical achievement. 

That mission was very much the focus of two stand-out moments of 
the year. In July, we hosted Shine at London’s Barbican Centre. This 
collaborative event celebrated the world of music education – from the 
youngest learners to the most experienced teachers. At the same time, The 
Music Commission was launched – an enquiry into how to better sustain 
and support progress and progression in learning music. Supported by 
Arts Council England, the Commission’s final report is due for publication 
in November 2018 and will include recommendations for government, 
organisations, teachers and schools. 

Our vibrant partnership with the Royal Schools of Music - the Royal 
Academy of Music, Royal College of Music, Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 
and Royal Northern College of Music and Drama - is a key plank in our 
progress. Our thanks to them, our other partners and our loyal staff and 
volunteers, the backbone of the organisation. Finally, my thanks to Dame 
Colette Bowe who recently stepped down as Chair after serving six years in 
the role. Colette made a significant contribution in her time with ABRSM.

In contrast, this is my first message as Chair. I am very much looking 
forward to working with ABRSM as it continues to take progressive steps 
to widen and strengthen its remit, while always keeping music, learning 
and people at its heart. 

ABRSM is an organisation with a great 
heritage and a reputation for encouraging 
participation in music and for the continued 
development of musical excellence. 

Message from Tony Hales
Chair from 2018
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SECTION 1

At the beginning of 2017, ABRSM moved 
to a new home in an iconic building in the 
City of London. It is modern and fit for the 
future, yet welcoming and characterful, 
much like the organisation we are 
working to build. Being in this space has 
created a new sense of energy and pride 
among colleagues while encouraging the 
creativity and flexibility we will need in the 
years to come.
Since moving to our new offices we have been transforming the way we 
work to become more adept at listening and responding to the needs of 
teachers and learners, while working at pace to review and renew our 
assessments and resources, and create new ones. 

During 2017 we introduced revised syllabuses for Woodwind and 
Singing, as well as new Music Theory exam papers for Grades 1 to 5. The 
Woodwind syllabus featured refreshed repertoire lists along with new 
scale and sight-reading requirements for Flute, Clarinet, Oboe, Bassoon, 
Recorder and Saxophone. It was a major achievement for everyone 
involved, with the simultaneous release of 57 new books – including 
all-in-one exam books and Saxophone Exam Pieces for the first time – and 
supporting recordings.  

The new Singing syllabus brought revised repertoire lists at all grades, 
more flexibility and choice at the higher grades, and five new books of 
exam repertoire – Songbook Plus. Finally, changes to Music Theory gave the 
early grades a clear focus on the essential knowledge and understanding 
needed at this level. We supported these with a range of free online 
resources as well as printed Practice Papers and Model Answers.

Alongside the review of existing syllabuses, we developed new 
assessments and resources. Clarinet, Flute, Saxophone and Singing joined 
our family of Practice Partner apps and Piano Sight-Reading Trainer 
completed our suite of digital learning tools for piano exams. We also 
began work on brand new Singing for Musical Theatre exams, launching 
at the end of 2018, and resources for young learners in the form of two 
additional Piano Star books, published in early 2018. 

continued

Message from Michael Elliott
Chief Executive
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To focus more effectively on the needs of teachers and learners, we 
made some changes to our organisational structure. We created a new 
Commercial Department, featuring Regional Development Executive roles 
to build relationships with music education providers, and dedicated roles 
in customer insight and data analytics. We also carried out customer-
satisfaction surveys with teachers and candidates around the world and 
recruited members for our new Teacher Voices research panel.  Initiatives 
like this are helping us to put customers at the heart of our decision making.

Partnerships and collaboration will always play an essential part in our 
success as an organisation, especially as we work to create new musical 
opportunities for people of all ages and abilities. In 2017 we continued 
to build and strengthen relationships with those in the wider ABRSM 
community and beyond. We introduced a dedicated examiner helpdesk, 
enhanced our examiner training package and held conferences in the UK 
and Dubai for over 200 representatives.

Looking further afield, we supported national youth orchestras and choirs 
in the UK and music projects and ensembles in South Africa, Malaysia and 
Jamaica. This was in addition to two major collaborative projects – our 
Shine event and the Music Commission – which Tony Hales has already 
mentioned in his message as Chair. 

Towards the end of the year we embarked on a major digital 
transformation programme which will ensure that ABRSM thrives and 
evolves long into the future. It will also mean that we can continue to 
provide the very best music education services to inspire and support 
people as they teach, learn, make and enjoy music.
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731 examiners

Practical 

Theory 

Music Medals 

Diplomas

Our team

Exams and assessments Over 612,000 exams taken worldwide

Exam numbers grew significantly in the following countries
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We released more than 100 new titles and sold over 
2m books and recordings. There were over 186,000 
downloads of our apps during the year. Downloads 
for our mobile apps were up 100% and the total 
number of sessions was up 73%.

186,000+  downloads

Our scholarships and bursaries provided funding 
for over 50 young musicians at the Royal Academy 
of Music, Royal College of Music, Royal Northern 
College of Music, Royal Conservatoire of Scotland, 
Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama and the 
Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts. 

We gave 180 prizes and awards to candidates 
with exceptional exam results and hosted 19 High 
Scorers’ Concerts around the world.
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Sold 2m+  
books & recordings

180 prizes & awards 19 High Scorers’ Concerts

Funding for 50+ musicians

40+ events worldwide

15 countries

1,600+ teachers

4 major Teacher 
Conferences

We ran more than 40 events worldwide for over 
1,600 teachers, including 28 Teacher Support 
Workshops given by examiners in 15 countries, and 
4 major Teacher Conferences in Dubai, Indonesia, 
Malaysia and the UK. 
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Books and resources

Celebrating achievement

Supporting musical journeys

Working with teachers

£



We ran 3 practical examiner training courses, 
appointing 32 new examiners, and 1 Music 
Theory training course. Our ongoing development 
programme for examiners included 9 conferences, 
5 seminars and 8 informal local meetings. We also 
held 7 conferences for our representatives around 
the world. 

32 new examiners

2.4 million users

We provided funding for 14 music education 
organisations and projects around the world.

We welcomed over 2.4 million users to our 
website. We attracted 170,000 followers/
subscribers across the major social media 
platforms including Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 
YouTube and LinkedIn, and a total social 
engagement close to 185,000.
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16  conferences,  
5 seminars  

8 informal local meetings

185,000 social 
engagements

Euroasia Association of Performing Arts Johannesburg Youth Orchestra

The Royal Commonwealth Society The Royal Philharmonic Society

Sing Up South African Society of Music Teachers

Young Choral Academy Young Jamaica Ensemble

 Malaysian Youth Orchestra FoundationLondon Music Fund

Music Mark National Youth Choirs of Great Britain

National Youth Orchestra of Great BritainNational Youth Jazz Orchestra
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The ABRSM community

Staying in touch

Sponsorship



March  
Listening and learning  
We launched our new customer panel, Teacher Voices. It’s a chance for us to listen to and learn 
from the teachers who use our services, helping us to improve what we do now and in the future. 

Guidance for parents  
Learn Music London went live. We created this online resource in partnership with Music Mark 
and the Greater London Authority to help London parents find musical opportunities for their 
children.

April  
Celebrating world voices 
We were proud 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. 
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May 
Supporting our representatives 
Representatives from Africa and the Middle East joined us for a productive  
Reps Conference in Dubai. 
 

June  
A new app for pianists 
We released Piano Sight-Reading Trainer for players at Grades 1 to 5. The app features 155 sight-
reading pieces and helps you to spot musical features quickly before you begin to play. 

Singing for all 
For Make Music Day we joined forces with Music in Offices to organise an all-singing flash mob 
in central London. ABRSM singers and MIO choir members showcased the positive impact that 
music has on everyone’s lives. 
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Highlights of the year
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July 
Exploring the power of music  
We launched Because of Music, a multi-format campaign promoting the power of music and the 
many benefits of learning to sing or play an instrument.

Shining a spotlight on music education 
We hosted Shine, in partnership with London’s Barbican Centre. This celebration of music 
education featured young musicians, teachers, discussions and workshops, and a  
newly-commissioned piece by Mark Armstrong.

Saying thank you  
Our long-serving representatives and examiners celebrated with us at our London offices. 

Refreshing our syllabuses: Woodwind 2018-2021 
The newly released Woodwind syllabus featured refreshed repertoire lists for Flute, Clarinet, 
Oboe, Bassoon, Recorder and Saxophone, as well as updated scale requirements and sight-reading 
tests. Supporting resources for teachers and learners included new all-in-one exam books of 
pieces, scales and sight-reading, and Saxophone Exam Pieces (books and recordings) at Grades 1 to 
5 for the first time.

Focus on progression in music  
We launched The Music Commission, an enquiry backed by Arts Council England into how to best 
sustain and support progress and progression in music learning. 
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Woodwind
Syllabus
2018–2021

Descant 
Recorder

Descant Recorder Scales & Arpeggios

Scales & Arpeggios
from 2018
ABRSM Grades 1–5

Grades

1–5
Saxophone

Saxophone Exam Pack 2018–2021Grade

NEW
Combined 

PackExam Pack 
2018–2021
ABRSM Grade 3
Selected exam pieces 
Scales & arpeggios  
Sight-reading
Audio downloads 
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September 
Making practice perfect 
We released our latest Practice Partner apps for Clarinet, Flute and Saxophone, designed to help 
learners to practise their exam pieces. The app lets you play along with the accompaniment, solo 
part or both, and change the tempo of the piece without altering the pitch.

Refreshing our syllabuses: Singing from 2018 
The new Singing syllabus featured refreshed song lists at all grades and a wider choice of song 
types and more flexibility at Grades 6 to 8, where singers now perform three songs instead of four.

Perfecting performance 
Teachers in Dubai, Indonesia and Malaysia attended one of our one-day conferences exploring 
musical performance and our newly-available ARSM diploma.
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October 
Supporting singers 
We published new Songbook Plus books featuring songs at Grades 1 to 5 with audio download 
recordings available online. At the same time we released our Singing Practice Partner app which 
lets you sing exam repertoire with a recorded accompaniment, in your chosen key and tempo.

Encouraging adult learners 
In collaboration with the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland and Luminate Scotland, we supported a 
Later Learner workshop for string players with a focus on ensemble playing.
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Grade 5

The ABRSM

More classic and contemporary songs from the ABRSM syllabus

Grade 1

More classic and contemporary songs from the ABRSM syllabus

The ABRSM

Grade 3

The ABRSM

More classic and contemporary songs from the ABRSM syllabus



November 
Working with teachers 
Teachers gathered at our annual Teacher Conference in London to listen, learn, participate  
and be inspired.

January  
Focus on Music Theory 
Revised Music Theory exam papers for Grades 1 to 5 came into effect, featuring a clearer focus 
on essential knowledge and understanding, and including some multiple choice questions for 
the first time. Supporting materials included new Practice Papers and Model Answers and free 
online resources.
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Highlights of the year

Page 13

Annual
Review
2017

Music Theory Practice Papers 2017 Model AnswersGrade

Reflects new 
question types 

in use from 
2018

5
Music Theory 
Practice Papers 
 2017
Model Answers
ABRSM Grade 5

Music Theory 
Practice Papers 
2017
Adapted from the 2017 Music Theory  
exam papers

ABRSM Grade 5

Music Theory Practice Papers 2017Grade

5
Includes new 

question types 
in use from 

2018



SECTION 4

Financial summary

International exams £28.2m 

UK & Ireland exams £13.8m 

Publishing £7.4m 

Other £0.3m

Direct exam costs £31.2m 

Support costs £8.1m 

Contributions to the 
Royal Schools of Music £6.8m 

Pension deficit contribution £1.3m 

Sponsorship & scholarships £1.2m

Income 2017-18: £49.7m

Expenditure 2017-18: £48.6
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SECTION 5

Who’s who at ABRSM
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Her Majesty The Queen His Royal Highness The Prince of Wales

Patron

Governing Body

Executive Board

President

Tony Hales 
Chair

Professor Jonathan 
Freeman-Attwood
Principal of the Royal  
Academy of Music

Douglas Gardner

Jeremy Heap
Chair of the Finance Committee

Professor Colin Lawson
Director of the  
Royal College of Music

Professor Linda Merrick
Principal of the Royal Northern College of 
Music and Chair of the Music Education 
Advisory Committee

David Roper
Deputy Chair and Chair of the  
Audit & Risk Committee

Professor Jeffrey Sharkey 
Principal of the Royal  
Conservatoire of Scotland

Alan Smith

Damian Wisniewski

Michael Elliott 
Chief Executive

Lincoln Abbotts
Executive Director:  
Strategic Development

Tim Arnold
Executive Director:  
Global Operations

Sue Cambridge
Executive Director:  
Finance & Corporate Services

John Holmes
Chief Examiner

Penny Milsom
Executive Director:  
Products & Services

Jeremy Phillips
Executive Director: Commercial
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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


