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An Introduction to the Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition: Part I
D r .  T h o m a s  G r e e n ,  C h i e f  E x a m i n e r ,  P r a c t i c a l  S u b j e c t s

With the release of its Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition, 
RCM Examinations has revitalized and expanded a 
program of studies that has served discerning piano 
teachers and their students for over one hundred 
years. Five years in the making, the new syllabus 
represents the culmination of efforts on behalf of 
numerous teacher groups, compilers and reviewers 
in both Canada and the United States. Taking the 
2001 syllabus as its point of departure, the new sylla-
bus provides a carefully graded series of requirements 
designed to facilitate the progressive study of piano 
literature, technique and musicianship. In this article 
I will present an overview of the 2008 syllabus and 
describe several of its features. 	 continued on page 3
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The New Technical Requirements: Part 4
Own Choice Options for ARCT Advanced Pedagogy
C h r i s t o p e r  K o wa l ,  C h i e f  E x a m i n e r ,  E m e r i t u s

As mentioned in the previous article on the Grade 10 “Own Choice” options, each candidate 
at both the Grade 10 and ARCT Advanced Piano Pedagogy level must prepare, in addition to 
the usual requirements, one extra technical exercise from a list of five possible options.

The options at the ARCT Advanced Piano Pedagogy level are as follows:
1.	 Major scales beginning on different degrees (modal scales)
2.	 Scales in legato double thirds
3.	 Tonic arpeggios beginning at the 6th and 10th 
4.	 Arpeggio sequence
5.	 Legato chromatic octave scales

The first option, “major scales beginning on different degrees”, is intended to be more 
of an intellectual rather than a fluency exercise. Scale passages in repertoire often begin 
on notes other than the tonic, so it is important for new teachers to be able to recognize 
the keys of scale passages in repertoire regardless of the note on which they begin and, 
therefore, to apply the appropriate fingering to these passages.	 continued on page 2
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The candidate will be required to play these scales in only three 
major keys, A major, Db major and Eb major, but must be able to 
begin on either the supertonic, mediant, subdominant or domi-
nant notes as requested by the examiner. For example, the can-
didate could be asked to play the A major scale beginning on 
the mediant. The candidate would then play the scale of A major 
with the appropriate three sharps, but beginning on C#, ascend-
ing four octaves to C# and then back down again. The preferred 
fingering would be to maintain standard A major scale fingering 
with 3rd fingers on C# and F# in both hands and with the RH 
4th finger on G# and the LH 4th finger on B. The A major scale 
beginning on the mediant is also known as the Phrygian mode 
built on C#. However, the candidates will NOT be required to 
state which mode they are playing, nor will they be asked, for 
example, to “play the Phrygian mode on C#”.

The second choice, the scales in double thirds, is the only 
exercise that is carried over from the Grade 10. The only differ-
ence at the ARCT level is that there are two harmonic minor 
scales as well as two major scales required. As in Grade 10, the 
double thirds scales are to be played hands together, as legato as 
possible at the same deliberate speed as is required in Grade 10.

The third option, tonic arpeggios beginning at the 6th and 
at the 10th (or interval arpeggios) are similar to interval scales 
(scales separated by a 3rd, 6th or 10th). As in interval scales, when 
playing an arpeggio at the 10th, the LH always begins on the 
tonic note of the stated key and the RH begins on the medi-
ant in order to maintain the sense of tonic harmony. In essence, 
the LH plays the root position tonic arpeggio of the stated key 
while the RH simultaneously plays the first inversion. Note that, 
unlike in scales separated by a 10th, the interval of the 10th does 
not remain constant throughout the entire arpeggio, but chang-
es to an 11th when the third note of each octave is played. On 
this third note, the LH plays the dominant note in conjunction 
with the RH’s tonic note, which causes the interval of the 10th 
to expand to an 11th. For this reason we call these “arpeggios 
beginning at the 10th” as opposed to “separated by a 10th”. For 
arpeggios beginning at the 6th, the RH begins on the tonic and 
the LH begins on the mediant, so this time the RH plays the 
root position tonic arpeggio while the LH plays the first inver-
sion. The interval of the 6th shrinks to a 5th on the third note of 
each octave when the LH plays the tonic note in conjunction 

with the RH’s dominant. Candidates must prepare these arpeg-
gios, beginning at the 6th and the 10th in the keys of C, D and 
Ab major and C, D and G# minor. The examiner will choose 
the key and the beginning interval. Candidates will be asked to 
play one arpeggio beginning at the 10th in one key and another 
arpeggio beginning at the 6th in a different key. Candidates are 
NOT required to play, and will NOT be asked to play, these 
interval arpeggios with their inversions in sequence.

The next option, the arpeggio sequence, is simply a harmonic 
progression played as a series of four-octave arpeggios in differ-
ent inversions with a common bass (and top) note. Each arpeg-
gio in the sequence must move directly into the next without 
stopping to repeat the bass note. The sequence is based on the 
following harmonic progression: I-i-bVI6-vi6-IV6/4-iv6/4-I. It 
is required only in the keys of C major and F major (although, 
for the candidate’s benefit, I would strongly recommend practic-
ing it in all eight white keys). For C major the sequence may 
also be thought of as follows: C major/C minor arpeggios in 
root position; Ab major/A minor in first inversion; F major/F 
minor in second inversion; returning to C major in root. Notice 
that all of these chords share the note C as the common bass 
note. This exercise is meant to reinforce standard fingering for all 
tonic arpeggios and inversions that are built on white keys. The 
examiner will choose which of the two keys will be played.

Finally, the legato chromatic octave scale exercise is meant to 
develop the effect of legato touch while playing solid octaves. 
When playing solid chromatic octaves it is impossible to play the 
thumbs legato, but by using the 4th and/or 3rd fingers on the black 
notes while using 5th finger on the white notes, a legato effect can 
be created as these fingers maneuver carefully from white to black. 
The 4-5 “finger pedal” may also be useful if a candidate cannot 
stretch an octave between the thumb and the 3rd finger. 

Christopher Kowal has been an examiner since 1986 and served on the RCM 
Examinations Council of Examiners in 1998 and 1999. He was Chief Examiner, Practical 
Subjects, RCM Examinations, from 2001-2007. Mr. Kowal was artistic advisor to 
The Frederick Harris Music Co., Limited for the piano recordings of the Celebration Series 
Perspectives®. Currently he maintains a highly successful piano studio in Toronto, is 
active as an adjudicator at music festivals across Canada, and serves regularly as a clini-
cian for The Frederick Harris Music Co., Limited and RCM Examinations. 

For a complete biography visit www.rcmexaminations.org under 
“College of Examiners”.
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“�Each candidate at both the Grade 10 and ARCT Advanced Piano 
Pedagogy level must prepare, in addition to the usual requirements, one 
extra technical exercise from a list of five possible options.”
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Designed for use both in Canada and in the United States, the 
new syllabus is a striking publication that provides graded listings 
of a wide variety of educational materials. One of its most notice-
able features is a new design and layout. It is set in a typeface 
called Novarese, which has a crisp, lively and artistic appearance, 
and printed in two colours, with black type, purple headings and 
purple backgrounds. The considerably expanded contents include 
numerous tables and cross-references to facilitate use. 

The 2008 syllabus contains three major divisions. Introductory 
material includes basic information about The Royal 
Conservatory of Music, RCM Examinations (in Canada) and the 
National Music Certificate Program (in the U.S.A.), an overview 
of the RCM certificate program, including theory co-requisites, 
and details of the revised technical requirements. The central por-
tion of the syllabus includes a grade-by-grade outline of practical 
examination requirements and options, including a list of avail-
able repertoire and studies. Appendices include information on 
registering for an exam, a detailed description of examination 
regulations, and classified listings of a wide array of resources. 
One particularly useful new feature is a list of Frequently Asked 
Questions. Informative responses provide clarification on issues 
as diverse as the nature of a practical examination, photocopy 
regulations, the Popular Selection List (a frequently updated list 
of popular piano music that may be performed in examinations), 
and examination-day emergencies.

Revisions to the technical requirements for piano have been 
discussed in a series of articles by Christopher Kowal. Three 
detailed articles have appeared in the March/April 2007, July/
August 2007 and November/December 2007 issues of Music 
Matters, and a fourth article appears in the current issue. The 
2008 syllabus presents the new technique in an easy-to-read 
format within the context of the requirements for each grade. 
Details are presented within tables according to exercise (e.g. 
scales, chords, arpeggios), keys, compass (number of octaves), 
and tempo. The front matter of the syllabus (p. 10) includes a 
comprehensive listing of technical requirements organized in 
two extensive tables, one for scales, the other for chords and 
arpeggios. These tables provide a convenient means of com-
paring requirements that eliminates much time-consuming 
cross-referencing. Musical examples clarify specific exercises, 
and more detailed information is provided in the new Technical 

Requirements for Piano series for Grade 1 through Grade 8 and in 
The Royal Conservatory of Music Complete Piano Technique Book. 
Both publications scheduled for release by Frederick Harris 
Music this spring. 

Highlights of the new technical requirements include a 
more logical sequencing of keys that introduces difficulties 
more gradually, staccato as well as legato scales from Grade 
1 through ARCT, major and parallel (rather than relative) 
minor keys from Grade 6 through ARCT, and reduced 
requirements for formula patterns at Grade 9 and above and 
for scales separated by a 3rd, scales separated by a 6th, and 
octaves in Grade 10 and above. Especially interesting are the 
optional exercises from which candidates will choose at the 
Grade 10 and ARCT levels.

Although requirements for ear tests and sight reading 
have not been extensively revised, instructions have been 
rephrased and reformatted for clarity, and musical examples 
have been updated. Information on ear tests now includes 
interval, chord and cadence requirements summarized in 
chart form for easy reference. Clapback examples are now 
printed on a staff, and characteristic features, including time 
signatures, length and keys, are summarized in chart form. 
Likewise, characteristics of sight reading passages are shown 
in chart form. Required keys for sight playing have been 
specified for the first time or expanded, and required time 
signatures for sight playing are now indicated for Grade 5 
and above. The approximate level of difficulty of sight play-
ing material has been adjusted so that from Grade 4 through 
ARCT it is three levels below the grade examined (e.g. 
Grade 1 repertoire for Grade 4 examinations and Grade 7 
repertoire for Grade 10 examinations). Information on sight 
reading for the ARCT in Piano Pedagogy clearly indicates 
that three passages are to be played at the examination. Two 
passages will be equal in difficulty to Grade 8 repertoire. As 
in the past, the third passage will be simulated Grade 3 piece 
that the candidate is expected to play as if demonstrating 
convincingly to a student. 
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The 2008 syllabus includes an extensive list of Resources that 
has been reorganized, updated and expanded to include the 
latest publications and research. The resource list is divided 
into three major sections. Listed under General Resources 
are the Celebration Series Perspectives®, the Popular Selection 
List, Ear Training and Sight Reading Materials, and RCM 
Official Examination Papers published for use in preparing 
theory and pedagogy examinations. Listed under General 
Reference Works are music history and music appreciation 
texts as well as music dictionaries and encyclopedias. The 
largest section is an extensive listing of Keyboard Resources. 
Here, works are listed under five categories: Reference 
Books, Technique, Performance, Pedagogy, and Methods. 
Teachers and students wishing to delve into various aspects 
of keyboard performance and pedagogy will find a wealth 
of material to satisfy their curiosity and stimulate their 
imagination. Particularly notable are the following recent 
publications:

Albergo, Cathy, Reid Alexander, and Marvin Blickenstaff. 
Celebration Series Perspectives: Handbook for Teachers. Mississauga, 
ON: The Frederick Harris Music Co., Limited, 2008.

Baker-Jordan, Martha. Practical Piano Pedagogy: The Definitive 
Text for Piano Teachers and Pedagogy Students. Miami, FL: Warner 
Bros., 2003. 

Chronister, Richard. A Piano Teacher¹s Legacy: Selected Writings 
by Richard Chronister. Ed. Edward Darling. Kingston, NJ: The 
Frances Clark Center for Keyboard Pedagogy, 2005. 

Faricy, Katherine. Artistic Pedal Technique: Lessons for Intermediate 
and Advanced Pianists. Mississauga, ON: The Frederick Harris 
Music Co, Limited, 2004.

Jacobsen, Jeanine Mae. Professional Piano Teaching: A 
Comprehensive Piano Pedagogy Textbook for Teaching Elementary-
Level Students. Ed. E.L. Lancaster. Van Nuys, CA: Alfred 
Publishing Co, Inc., 2006.

The new syllabus comes into effect for examinations in the 
United States in December 2008 and in Canada in January 
2009. During a crossover period, from December 2008/
January 2009 through August 2009, either the 2001 syllabus or 
the 2008 syllabus may be used for examinations. Beginning in 
December 2009/January 2010, only the 2008 syllabus may be 
used in preparing students for examinations. 

The Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition is an indispensable guide 
for teachers across Canada and the United States. In future 
Music Matters articles I will describe the new Preparatory A 
and Preparatory B examinations and changes to the ARCT 
in Piano Pedagogy, and I will pinpoint particularly interest-
ing changes to the repertoire and studies listed for Grade 1 
through ARCT.

Dr. Thomas Green is Chief Examiner, Practical Subjects at RCM Examinations. He 
holds a Bachelor of Music from McGill University, a Master’s in performance from 
the Université de Montreal, and a PhD in music history from Brandeis University. Dr. 
Green has taught music history at McGill University, the University of Toronto, and 
the University of Windsor, Ontario. For several years he served as Editor-in-Chief at 
The Frederick Harris Music Co., Limited. Currently he maintains a large class of piano 
students and teaches music history and harmony at the Académie Ste. Cécile and at 
his private studio in Windsor. 

For a complete biography visit www.rcmexaminations.org under 
“College of Examiners”.

Teachers can now download and print a candidate’s 
Examination Program Form. This new feature will help 
ensure that students complete their forms ahead of time 
and arrive for their examination with their repertoire/stud-
ies properly listed on the form.

To access Examination Program Forms:

1.	� Login to “Teacher Services” on the RCM Examinations 
website

2.	 Click on “View Your Studio Examination Information”
3.	 Click on the appropriate examination session 
4.	� Click on the icon beside each candidate’s name to 

print their Examination Program Form

NEW! Download Examination 
Program Forms
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When to Contact a Centre 
Representative
As the examination session approaches, RCM Examinations 
receives numerous calls from teachers, candidates, and parents 
of candidates asking about examination schedule changes. The 
following outlines how candidates can make changes to their 
examination schedules, and when is the appropriate time to 
contact the Centre Representative.

Piano candidates will be able to make changes to their 
schedule up until the registration deadline, provided there are 
still timeslots available.

Non-piano candidates will be able to access their exami-
nation schedule online approximately four weeks before the 
examination session begins. 

Scheduling changes made after the application deadline will 
not appear online. 
 
Practical Examinations
“I just found out my school has an exam scheduled during my piano 
exam. Can I change my piano examination to another time slot?”

Centre Representatives are given the final schedule for their 
centre approximately four weeks before the examination ses-
sion begins. Candidates should call their Centre Representatives 
no earlier than four weeks before the examination session for 
the possibility of rescheduling. 

If a change in schedule is required, it is important that can-
didates understand they are required to give up their current 
schedule and go on a waiting list for a new time slot. When 
other time slots become available they will be offered in prior-
ity sequence to those on the waiting list. Representatives can-
not guarantee that suitable slots will become available but will 
do their best to accommodate requests.

The Centre Representative’s contact information can be 
found on the candidates Examination Scheduling Form. For 
prompt service candidates should leave their full name, day and 
evening phone numbers, their Confirmation Number, grade and 
the time of the examination. Candidates can be assured that if 
the reason for rescheduling is due to a conflict with a school 

examination or illness, then the Centre Representative will give 
them first priority when finding alternate time slots. 

“I left a message this morning and the Centre Representative hasn’t 
called me back.”

Centre Representatives usually return calls within 48 hours. 
Please remember that during examination sessions the Centre 
Representatives will be working at the examination centre and 
may not be able to return calls immediately. 

Also, candidates should note that the phone number pub-
lished on their Examination Program Form is often the Centre 
Representative’s home phone number, and should refrain from 
calling too late at night or too early in the morning.

Theory Examinations
Changes to theory examinations (e.g. grade change) can only be 
made by contacting RCM Examinations directly at 905-501-
9553 and speaking with a Candidate Services Representative. 
To ensure that all candidates have the correct examination 
paper, changes should be made no later than two weeks prior 
to the start of the theory examination session. Requests made 
less than two weeks before the theory examination session can-
not be accommodated.

m a r c h / a p r i l  2 0 0 8      M u s i c  M at t e r s    5

“�Piano candidates will be able to make changes to their schedule up until 
the registration deadline, provided there are still timeslots available.”

Spring Session

May 9 & 10, 2008	 Theory Examinations 
June 9 – 28, 2008	 Practical Examinations 

Summer Session

June 3, 2008	 Registration Deadline
August 8 & 9, 2008	 Theory Examinations 
August 11 – 23, 2008	 Practical Examinations 

2007 / 2008 Examination Dates
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One-Hour Workshops for 2008
Based on the success of the one-hour workshops held in 
2007, RCM Examinations is continuing to organize work-
shops for the Spring and Summer Sessions in 2008. As in 
2007, the workshops will be delivered during examination 
sessions by the visiting examiner. 

Workshop topics may vary, but each presentation will 
include some details about the new Technical Requirements 
from the Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition. Workshop topics 
include:

Preparatory A&B – New Beginnings
This workshop introduces Preparatory A&B from the 
Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition, which replaces the current 
Introductory Grade. Teachers will be given an overview 
of how this new approach helps prepare beginning piano 
students for examinations.

Piano Pedagogy Certificate Program
Formerly published as an addendum, the Piano Pedagogy 
Certificate Program is now part of the Piano Syllabus, 2008 
Edition. This workshop outlines this three-level program 
aimed at senior piano students who have an interest in 
teaching piano.

Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition Highlights
With the launch of a new Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition, the 
Highlights workshop focuses on key differentiators from 
the previous edition, including Teacher’s Choice and the 
new Technical Requirements.

We encourage teachers to propose an examination-related 
topic or request one of the above-mentioned workshops by 
contacting their local Centre Representative, who in turn 
will contact RCM Examinations to organize the workshop. 

All one-hour workshops are free and available to all teach-
ers. Details on workshop dates, locations and topics will 
be announced in Music Matters and posted on the RCM 

Examinations website. For the latest updates on workshops, 
please check the list on our website under  “Teacher Information” 
at http://www.rcmexaminations.org/teachinfo/events.htm.  

While RCM Examinations cannot guarantee that all workshop 
requests will be fulfilled, we will do our best to accommodate 
all requests received within a reasonable time-frame prior to 
the examination session.

Practical Results Online
Candidates can access their practical results, including 

examiner comments, four to six weeks after their examina-

tion through the “Examination Results” link on the RCM 

Examinations homepage. These results are only available 

online and are no longer mailed to the candidates.

Teachers can also access their students’ practical results 

via the “Teacher Services” link on the website homepage.

Theory Results Online
Theory Examination Official Results Forms and complete 

examination papers can now be viewed and printed as 

PDF (Portable Document Format) files from our website by 

selecting the Examination Results link from the homepage. 

Teachers can also access their students’ theory results via 

“Teacher Services”.

As of the Spring Session 2008, Theory Examination Results 

will no longer be mailed to candidates.

Online Results Reminder
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Additional Practice Examinations 
The Fourth Paper
Maria Case,  Chief Examiner,  Theoretical Subjects

Each year the RCM Examinations, Official Examinations Papers 
offer students an invaluable resource in their preparation 
for theory examinations. Each booklet contains the actual 
examinations from the three most recent sessions, as well as 
a fourth paper, the “additional practice paper”. Occasionally, 
teachers and students ask us what the fourth papers “mean” 
– hopefully the following will help to de-mystify the pur-
pose of these papers.

The fourth papers are meant to be thought-provoking 
and invite a higher level of comprehension and mastery of 
the material. While still adhering to the requirements of the 
current theory syllabus (at present, the Theory Syllabus, 2002 
Edition), these papers will often ask questions in a novel for-
mat or demand a level of synthesis that students may not have 
encountered in their previous preparation.

Students, particularly those studying the rudiments levels, 
quickly absorb the general format of our examinations, and 
although we make a great effort to incorporate as much 
variety as possible into our examinations, it is in the more 
creative fourth papers that we can “shake things up” and 
offer the student an enriched experience. Teachers also 
appreciate this opportunity to detect possible weaknesses in 
their students’ understanding of the material prior to the 
actual examination.

In the higher level subjects, it is sometimes difficult to 
give sufficient focus to each area of the course in a sin-
gle academic year. For example, in Intermediate Harmony 
(Grade 4), students responsible for a variety of formal struc-
tures (binary, rounded binary, ternary, menuet and trio, 
rondo and sonata form) may not encounter all of these 
forms in a single booklet of examinations; it is therefore 
very useful to have one more examination available to round 
out their experience. The post-1900 works on the Analysis 
Examination (Grade 5 Analysis) reflect the multiplicity of 
styles, techniques and idioms found in music of this period, 
so that the fourth paper is helpful in adding to the breadth 
of material needed to prepare this question. A careful look 
at the post-1900 questions throughout a single examination 
booklet will also reassure teachers that the purpose of this 
question is really to explore a broad range of compositional 
approaches, of which the twelve-tone method is just one, 
albeit an important one.

There is a similar difficulty in providing in-depth questions 
which cover all the major composers and required works on 
our History examinations. Here again, the fourth paper is use-
ful in rounding out a student’s essay preparation by placing 
different composers and compositions in the spotlight. It is also 
here that we can challenge students to “put it all together”, 

as in questions on recent fourth papers for History 2 (Grade 
4 History), in which we asked students to trace the devel-
opment of major genres such as opera or the classical sym-
phony. A question on a recent History 3 (Grade 5 History) 
additional practice examination asked students to write an 
essay on nationalism in music of the 19th and 20th centuries. 
Whether or not such a question appears on future examina-
tions, it remains a valuable exercise for students, helping them 
to assimilate the large body of information they have absorbed 
in their studies, and providing them with a larger context for 
this information.

Timing is another factor which contributes to the content 
and format of the fourth papers; that is, where in the life-cycle 
of the theory syllabus we happen to be. In launching a new 
theory syllabus, as we did in 2002, the fourth papers helped to 
consolidate the new course content, and provide user-friendly 
formats to present the new requirements. Over the next sever-
al examination sessions, as teachers and students became more 
familiar with the requirements of the “new” syllabus, we were 
able to offer different presentations of the material, prompting 
students to consider questions from multiple points of view 
– always a good mental and musical work-out. 

At this point in time, we are approaching the end of the 
life-cycle of the current syllabus, and are engaged in revisions 
for the Theory Syllabus, 2009 Edition. As usual, our process in 
revising a syllabus includes consultation with teachers across 
Canada and the U.S., as well as input from students and our 
own examiners. We take this opportunity in our fourth papers 
to look ahead to the new syllabus and create questions which 
point the way to new requirements. While we cannot intro-
duce new material prior to the launch of a syllabus, we can 
position material already outlined in the current syllabus more 
prominently, or create more interesting and creative formats 
which we hope to see in future examinations.

Given our students’ busy lives (not to mention our own), it 
can be challenging for teachers simply to cover the required 
course content, let alone provide enriched examination prepa-
ration prior to the actual day. Hopefully, the continued use 
of the fourth paper, the “additional practice paper”, will assist 
teachers and encourage students to achieve a deeper under-
standing of material and develop a firmer musical and histori-
cal context for their theoretical studies. 

Maria Case is Chief Examiner, Theoretical Subjects at RCM Examinations and holds 

an ARCT Diploma in Piano Performance from the Royal Conservatory of Music and 

a Bachelor of Music in composition from the University of Toronto. 

For a complete biography visit www.rcmexaminations.org under 
“College of Examiners”.
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