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An Introduction to the Piano Syllabus, 
2008 Edition: Part II
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

The recently published Piano Syllabus of The Royal Conservatory of Music intro-
duces important substantive changes to the graded piano examination curriculum. These 
changes are the result of program development initiatives involving consultations with 
teachers and examiners across Canada and faculty members at The Royal Conservatory 
of Music. In the March/April issue of Music Matters I provided an overview of the new 
Syllabus and summarized the highlights of changes to technical requirements, ear tests and 
sight reading. In this article I will discuss aspects of the new Preparatory A and Preparatory 
B examinations, the certificate and diploma program in Piano Pedagogy, and the new 
marking scheme that will come into effect in January 2009.	 continued on page 2

Celebration Series 
Perspectives® - 
An Overview
Preparatory A & B to Grade 6
D r .  M a r g a r e t  Wa l k e r ,  E x a m i n e r

Since the late 1980s, RCM Examinations 
has been committed to ongoing review of 
the syllabi and materials supporting its piano 
examination curriculum, materials which 
have the additional benefit of providing a 
variety of attentively selected pedagogical 
graded publications for studio teachers across 
the continent. The most recent offering, the 
Celebration Series Perspectives®, continues 
this tradition with the release of the Piano 
Syllabus, 2008 Edition supported by new 
piano repertoire, studies / etudes, student 
workbooks and CDs. The following article 
covers the new Preparatory A Level up to 
Grade 6, as Grades 7 to 10 will be discussed 
in another article. 	 Continued on page 5

winter Session
Mid-to-late Sept	 Online registration begins

Nov. 4, 2008	 Application Deadline

Dec. 12–13 2008	 Theory Examinations

Jan. 19–31, 2009	 Practical Examinations

Spring Session
Early January	 Online registration begins

March 3, 2009	 Application Deadline 

May 8 & 9, 2009	 Theory Examinations 

June 8–27, 2008	 Practical Examinations 

Summer Session
Mid-to-late April	 Online registration begins

June 2, 2009	 Application Deadline

Aug. 7 & 8, 2009	 Theory Examinations 

Aug. 10–22, 2009	 Practical Examinations 

Examination Dates 
2008/2009
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The Preparatory A and Preparatory B Examinations
The Preparatory A and Preparatory B examinations are essen-
tially new to Canadian teachers. Introduced in the United 
States in 2004, these two examinations replace and expand 
upon the Introductory examination described in the Piano 
Syllabus, 2001 Edition. Unlike the Introductory examination, 
Preparatory A and Preparatory B are comprehensive examina-
tions in which candidates are marked on repertoire, technique, 
ear tests and sight reading. Intended to help ease beginning 
students into a performance situation and prepare them for 
entry into Grade 1, they will provide a concrete assessment, 
encouraging comments and gently-worded suggestions for 
improvement. They are a marvellous opportunity for teachers 
who wish to obtain a professional account of their students’ 
performance at an early level.  These examinations have proven 
very popular in the United States, where they constituted 18% 
of the practical piano examinations conducted through the 
National Music Certificate Program in 2007.

In both Preparatory A and Preparatory B examinations, stu-
dents will be expected to perform three pieces. Although some 
of the repertoire has been selected from the Introductory rep-
ertoire listed in the 2001 Syllabus, much of it is newly cho-
sen. Students will perform two pieces selected from Syllabus 
repertoire lists and a “Teacher’s Choice” piece of similar dif-
ficulty. The “Teacher’s Choice” selection may be freely chosen 
or drawn from the Syllabus. Each piece is allotted 20 marks, for 
a possible total of 60. Although pieces need not be performed 
by memory, two marks will be deducted for each piece per-
formed with the score. 

The repertoire for each level is presented in two lists, one 
drawn from composer albums and anthologies and the other 
drawn from method books. At each level students may choose 
pieces from either or both lists. The wide-ranging selections from 
method books present a variety of materials that will satisfy the 
needs of most teachers. Methods referenced include The ABC 
of Piano Playing, Alfred’s Basic Piano Library, Alfred’s Premier Piano 
Course, Bastien Piano Basics, Celebrate Piano!, Hal Leonard Student 
Piano Library, Music for Young Children, Music Pathways, The Music 
Tree, Piano Adventures, Piano Discoveries, Suzuki Piano School and 
Teaching Little Fingers to Play. At the Preparatory A level, the list 
of pieces from method books is understandably more extensive 

than the list of pieces from composer albums. There are none-
theless some interesting selections in the latter category, includ-
ing “Foolin’ Around” and “Monkey Business” from Stephen 
Chatman’s Amusements, Book I, and Linda Niamath’s “Spider’s 
Web,” from In My Garden. Among the many new selections 
available at the Preparatory B level are Dennis Alexander’s “A 
Summer Morning” and “Sun Fun,” from Finger Paintings, Bruce 
Berr’s “Fanfare,” from Imaginations in Style, Stephen Chatman’s 
“Olie the Goalie,” from Sports, Christine Donkin’s “The Path of 
the Ping-Pong Ball,” from Comics & Card Tricks, Pierre Gallant’s 
“The Rhythm Machine,” from Clowning Around, and Linda 
Niamath’s “Swinging,” from In My Garden. Several former 
Grade 1 pieces are now listed for Preparatory B. They include 
“The Sleepy Kitten” and “The Swiss Cuckoo” by Boris Berlin, 
Janina Garscia’s “The Leveret”, Christopher Norton’s “Struttin’” 
and Alexandre Tansman’s “Arabia.” A selection of the repertoire 
listed for Preparatory B examinations is available in Celebration 
Series Perspectives®: Preparatory Piano Repertoire, published by The 
Frederick Harris Music Co., Limited.

Forty percent of the total mark for the Preparatory A and 
Preparatory B examinations has been allotted to three catego-
ries: technical requirements (20 marks), ear tests (10 marks) 
and sight reading (10 marks). The technical requirements for 
Preparatory A consist of only a few pentascales (simple five-note 
scales). These are designed to get the student’s fingers moving 
evenly, steadily and smoothly through basic patterns. The techni-
cal requirements for Preparatory B consist of pentascales, one-
octave scales, contrary-motion scales, and broken triads in root 
position and first inversion. Only a few keys are required. 

The 10 marks allotted to ear tests will be divided in half, 
with 5 marks available for a two-measure rhythm clapback 
and 5 marks available for a four-note melody playback. Sight 
playing and sight clapping are allotted 5 marks each. The 
Preparatory A sight playing will include two four-note melo-
dies, one in the bass clef for the left hand and one in the treble 
clef for the right hand, whereas the Preparatory B sight play-
ing will include a single four-measure melody based on the 
pentascale of C or G major divided between the hands. The 
sight clapping for both levels will be based on a two-mea-
sure rhythm. The Syllabus provides examples that indicate the 
approximate level of difficulty.

 “�Preparatory A and Preparatory B are comprehensive examinations …
They are a marvellous opportunity for teachers who wish to obtain a 
professional account of their students’ performance at an early level. These 
examinations have proven very popular in the United States, where they 
constituted 18% of the practical piano examinations conducted through 
the National Music Certificate Program in 2007.”

continued from page 1
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