
Music Matters: The Official 
Newsletter of RCM Examinations

RCM Examinations Chief Examiners:
Thomas Green, Practical Subjects; 
Maria Case, Theoretical Subjects; 
Peteris Zarins, Training and 
Development

Academic Office: 
Elizabeth Day, Manager

Contract Editor: Ruth Pincoe

External Pedagogical Advisor: 
Virginia Taylor

Music Matters aims to provide 
up-to-date information on the RCM 
Examinations Certificate Program. 
Articles by senior members of the 
teaching community offer new 
perspectives and useful suggestions 
for managing a successful 
teaching studio and using the 
RCM curriculum. Music Matters is 
published six times each year – in 
September, November, January, 
March, May, and July. 

Current and back issues of 
Music Matters may be downloaded 
from our website, free of charge.

RCM Examinations
5865 McLaughlin Road, Unit 4
Mississauga, ON, Canada L5R 1B8
Telephone 905.501.9553  
Fax 905.501.0909
www.rcmexaminations.org

T H E  O F F I C I A L  N E W S L E T T E R  O F  R C M  E X A M I N AT I O N S         N O V E M B E R  / D E C E M B E R  2 0 0 7

STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS IN 
INTERMEDIATE PIANO PEDAGOGY
THOMAS GREEN, CHIEF EXAMINER, PRACTICAL SUBJECTS, ACADEMIC STANDARDS

In the May/June 2007 issue of Music Matters, my colleague 
Eileen Keown outlined several strategies for success at the 
viva voce and written examinations leading to the Elementary 
Piano Pedagogy Certificate. Here I would like to focus on prep-
aration for the Intermediate Piano Pedagogy Certificate, which 
relates to the teaching of students at the Grade 3 to Grade 6 
levels. Current examination requirements for Intermediate 
Pedagogy are listed in the Piano Pedagogy Certificate Program, 
2005 Edition (an addendum to the Piano Syllabus, 2001 
Edition). Dr. Janet Lopinski describes them further in her 
article ‘The Intermediate Piano Pedagogy Certificate’, published 
in Music Matters, July/August 2005 and available on the 
RCM Examinations website. continued on page 2
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An updated version of these requirements, with minor changes 
to reflect further consideration of several program compo-
nents, will appear in the Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition scheduled 
for publication next March.

Strategy 1: Take Stock
One of the first steps in designing a pedagogy program for 
the intermediate level is to analyze the results of the pedagogy 
student’s elementary level examinations, both oral and writ-
ten. It can be very instructive to draw up a list of points raised 
along with the examiners’ critical comments. This valuable 
feedback will help you to build on your pedagogy students’ 
strengths and bolster their skills in weaker areas. Although the 
elementary and intermediate levels test knowledge and skills 
for different stages of the teaching process, many of the under-
lying issues are related. These include awareness of resources, 
the development of musicianship, technical training, and per-
formance preparation.

Strategy 2: Choose Repertoire Wisely
The central component of both the viva voce and the writ-
ten examinations is the pedagogy student’s teaching reper-
toire sample. At the intermediate level this comprises a total 
of 12 pieces and four studies chosen from Grades 3, 4, 5, and 
6. Considerable care should be given to the selection of this 
material so that the pedagogy student can become adept at 
teaching a variety of styles and deal with a variety of technical 
issues. It is also important to choose material that the pedagogy 
student finds appealing and can discuss and demonstrate with 
conviction. A well-rounded program would include at least 
one contrapuntal piece and one dance piece from the Baroque 
era and at least one Classical-era piece in sonata form with 
challenging runs and Alberti bass patterns. Repertoire from 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries would likely include 
at least one mood piece requiring pedal and one lively piece 
with rhythmic challenges. 

Strategy 3: Practice 
As you work with your pedagogy student on the Teaching 
Repertoire Sample, keep in mind the importance of produc-
ing a technically secure and musically interesting performance 

at the viva voce examination. Not only is 25% of the mark 
based on the pedagogy candidate’s performance, but the can-
didate will be expected to demonstrate various pedagogical 
points in a convincing way. The repertoire and studies for the 
intermediate level may be less daunting than the lengthy and 
complex material required at senior level performances, but 
stylistic integrity, coherence and polish still take time to pro-
duce. Minor slips may be inevitable, but pedagogy candidates 
who stumble through passagework, seem unaware of textural 
designs or show little concern for dynamic shaping will surely 
not impress. Equally problematic are situations where a ped-
agogy candidate’s demonstration does not match his or her 
description. For example, it strains their credibility when they 
stress the importance of a flexible wrist and a carefully weight-
ed touch in the playing of slurs but demonstrate with a tight 
wrist and produce a harsh, dry sound.

Strategy 4: Examine Structure and Style
To prepare for discussion of the teaching repertoire sample 
on both the written and the viva voce examinations, develop 
a checklist of topics for each piece. These would include the 
composer’s career and style, the piece’s genre, form, texture, 
and style, technical challenges and solutions, and interest-
ing musical features. A secure knowledge of relevant termi-
nology is vital to accurate and clear explanations. Pedagogy 
candidates who attempt to describe the texture of a con-
trapuntal composition without using the word ‘counter-
point’ or ‘imitation’, for example, reveal a shaky awareness 
of a fundamental design element. Keep in mind that it is 
not necessary for pedagogy students to start from scratch 
in analysing the materials they have chosen. Cathy Albergo, 
Reid Alexander and Marvin Blickenstaff provide analyti-
cal observations and practice suggestions for the repertoire 
and studies in the Celebration Series® in their Handbook for 
Teachers (The Frederick Harris Music Co., Limited), and the 
Student Workbooks for the Celebration Series® include a host 
of additional observations and tips. Six informative DVDs 
on performance practice by Maurice Hinson and Stewart 
Gordon (Alfred Publishing) provide detailed observations 
on the relationship of style and performance in piano music 
from the Baroque era through the late twentieth century.
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Strategy One: Take Stock
One of the first steps in designing a pedagogy program for the interme-
diate level is to analyze the results of the pedagogy student’s elementary 
level examinations, both oral and written. 
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Strategy 5: Develop Planning Skills 
Sooner or later, pedagogy students will be called upon to for-
mulate long- and short-term goals for their own piano stu-
dents. Psychological insight, sensitivity, adaptability and imagi-
nation are all essential in designing a piano student’s program. 
In addition, dealing with the variables among students’ matu-
rity levels, learning styles, home environments, homework 
assignments, and extracurricular schedules takes considerable 
skill. The challenges posed by transfer students can be man-
aged sensitively and effectively if the teacher takes time to assess 
the situation and communicate adequately with students and 
parents. Another ingredient in preparing for a teaching career 
is practice in organizing well-balanced and logically struc-
tured lesson plans. It is often tempting to neglect sight reading 
and ear training when a festival date is looming, for exam-
ple, but determination and good time management can work 
together to ensure their inclusion. Marianne Uszler, Stewart 
Gordon and Scott McBride Smith include detailed suggestions 
on teaching intermediate students and discuss ways of man-
aging transfer students in The Well-Tempered Keyboard Teacher, 
Second Edition (Schirmer Books, 2000, 79-142). Learning styles, 
aspects of planning and transfer students are further explored 
in Dr. Martha Baker-Jordan’s Practical Piano Pedagogy (Warner 
Brothers, 2003, 72-98, 113-120 and 127-147).

Strategy 6: Teach Creatively 
An effective teacher knows how to organize a student’s learn-
ing stages from the introduction of a piece through to a pol-
ished performance. Pedagogy candidates who teach a piece 
as a series of tasks, missing the creative elements, structural 
components or musical distinctions will have a hard time 
inspiring their own piano students. Imaginative suggestions, 
analogies, and metaphors show that a candidate is able to 
‘think outside the box.’ Remember that a piece’s title often 
contains essential information concerning interpretation and 
that a particular harmonic progression or rhythmic feature 
can evoke a creative and emotional response from the stu-
dent. Good fingering can make or break a piece, and train-
ing in devising appropriate fingering patterns is an essential 
component of teacher education. Using strong fingers to 
highlight important notes and creating patterns that enhance 

physical motion and facilitate memorization are important 
considerations. William S. Newman discusses several aspects 
of fingering in The Pianist’s Problems (Da Capo Press, 1950, 
96-104). Memorization is a crucial aspect of performance 
that can be effectively taught with a combination of struc-
tural and aural awareness and guided repetition. A valu-
able educational tool in this area is Stewart Gordon’s DVD 
Memorization in Performance (Alfred Publishing, 2004). 

Strategy 7: Expand Your Technical Resources
Technical training for intermediate-level pedagogy students 
can often be explored in a more creative way. Surprisingly, 
candidates rarely mention manuals such as Joan Last’s Freedom 
Technique (Oxford University Press, 1971), three books of 
exercises and studies that can be extremely useful at the 
intermediate level. Many seem satisfied with outlining tried-
and-true recipes or referring to conservatory scale books or 
exercises by Hanon and Schmitt without offering imagina-
tive suggestions on their use. Rhythm and agility drills can 
be beneficial, but mindless repetition can be mentally numb-
ing and physically harmful. Offering a white-key finger exer-
cise to a student who needs help preparing a black-key piece 
with a smooth legato line is equally questionable. An ideal 
candidate acknowledges the relationship between technique 
and musical shaping and shows both insight in the percep-
tion of an underlying difficulty and creativity in devising a 
remedy. James Bastien includes a detailed discussion of inter-
mediate technique with useful exercises in How to Teach Piano 
Successfully (Third Edition, Kjos Music, 1988, 150-163 and 
181-197). Other technique manuals that can be useful in 
intermedate-level teaching are Malwine Brée’s The Leschetizky 
Method: A Guide to Fine and Correct Piano Playing (Dover, 
1997) and Gyorgy Sandor’s On Piano Playing: Motion, Sound 
and Expression (Schirmer Books, 1995). Josef Hofmann’s Piano 
Playing With Piano Questions Answered (Dover, 1976) offers 
valuable insights on aspects of technique and performance.
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Strategy 8: Polish Your Presentation
Presentation style is a vital component of any endeavour 
involving communication. In both written and viva voce 
examinations, candidates must be able to organize their 
thoughts logically and express them in a coherent way. In 
the viva voce examination, candidates who reiterate memo-
rized answers with little apparent conviction or express their 
opinions in a series of brief, pointed remarks are normally 
less convincing than those who seem eager to converse and 
show the ability to think on their feet. Some candidates 
digress alarmingly from the point at hand, wending their 
way through a complex web of tenuously related material, 
while others need constant prompting or prodding to keep 
the conversation going. Dispositions vary, but enthusiasm 
and warmth will normally be more convincing than sul-
lenness or defensiveness. Training your pedagogy students 
to be confident and responsive even if they are a bit shy can 
ensure that their reticence is not interpreted as a lack of 
knowledge. Many pedagogy candidates can also benefit from 
instruction in the areas of wardrobe selection and grooming. 
Although flip-flops, cut-offs, tank tops and bare midriffs may 
be unnoticeable at written examinations, they do not set an 
appropriate tone at a viva voce examination. At the written 
examination, good penmanship can help pedagogy students 
deliver their ideas with clarity and punch. 

Strategy 9: Listen, Observe and Grow
The transmission of knowledge and skill is one important 
function of a piano teacher. Equally important is the abil-
ity to listen, observe, and encourage. The development of 
an artistic vision begins in the formative years, and inspir-
ing teaching at the intermediate level can lead to dramatic 
improvements in a student’s ability and musicianship. The 
feedback you, as an experienced professional, give your ped-
agogy students is a valuable component in their professional 
development. Furthermore, opportunities to teach under 

observation and to experience mock examination situa-
tions will help them prepare for the ‘real’ event. Group les-
sons, masterclasses and festivals where students can observe 
seasoned professionals in action can stimulate tremendous 
musical growth. Piano teaching at the intermediate level can 
be an immense source of satisfaction and pride for teach-
ers who nurture a friendly yet professional partnership with 
each student. 

Thomas Green holds a Bachelor of Music from McGill University, a Master’s 
in Performance from the Université de Montréal, and a Ph.D. in Music History 
from Brandeis University. Among his piano teachers were Clifford Poole, Lucille 
Brassard, and Yvonne Hubert. He received the Diplôme d’accompagnement from 
L’École Vincent d’Indy in Montréal following studies with John Newmark. Dr. Green 
has taught music history at McGill University and the University of Toronto and 
for several years was an instructor in theory and music history at the University of 
Windsor. He has also served as Senior Editor and Editor-in-Chief at The Frederick 
Harris Music Co., Limited.

Dr. Green currently teaches a large class of piano, music history and harmony 
students at the Académie Ste-Cécile and at his private studio in Windsor, Ontario. 
He has served as a workshop clinician and adjudicated at festivals across Canada 
and has presented papers on a variety of performance-related subjects at scholarly 
conferences. As a Professional Coach with certification from the Adler School of 
Professional Coaching in Toronto, Dr. Green works with goal-oriented, artistic indi-
viduals who are seeking renewed creative energy. He was recently appointed Chief 
Examiner, Practical Subjects, RCM Examinations. M
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2007 SUMMER THEORY AVERAGES

In September 2006, RCM Examinations began using the 
new titles for theory and history examinations as shown 
above under Spring Theory Averages. The titles will con-
tinue to appear as above until the new titles come into full 
and exclusive use with the implementation of the Theory 
Syllabus, 2009 Edition. The new titles will appear in the 
co-requisites and pre-requisites lists as other syllabi come 
up for renewal. 

REMINDER: THEORY 
EXAMINATIONS RE-TITLING
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