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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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The ARCT in Piano Pedagogy
At the other end of the spectrum are changes to the ARCT in 
Piano Pedagogy (formerly the Teacher’s ARCT). In 2005, the 
Teacher’s ARCT was redesigned to incorporate written and viva 
voce (oral) examinations at three levels: Elementary, Intermediate 
and Advanced. The program was described in detail in a Syllabus 
addendum published in 2005 (The Piano Pedagogy Certificate 
Program, 2005 Edition), and various aspects have been discussed 
in a wide-ranging series of articles in Music Matters. 

The Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition, presents the program in a 
slightly revised form, with a few important changes and several 
minor adjustments. Although the four original marking catego-
ries have been retained, with 25 marks allotted to each, their 
order has been changed. The examination will normally begin 
with a general discussion of piano pedagogy and the professional 
studio and continue with a discussion concerning the teaching 
of rhythm, technique, musicianship and other skills. Twenty-five 
marks will be allotted to both categories, for a possible total of 
50%. Candidates will normally be expected to incorporate dem-
onstration into this part of the examination, as requested by the 
examiner(s). The examination will continue with a performance 
of selections from the Teaching Repertoire Sample (again, as 
requested by the examiner), and a detailed pedagogical discussion 
of selections from the Teaching Repertoire Sample will ensue. 
Again, twenty-five marks will be allotted to each category, for a 
possible total of 50%. 

Adjustments have been made to the Teaching Repertoire 
Sample requirements at each of the three levels of the pedagogy 
curriculum. For Elementary Piano Pedagogy, the Teaching 
Repertoire sample will comprise fourteen items, including four 
selections from one of the methods listed, two selections from 
the Celebration Series Perspectives®: Preparatory Piano Repertoire, 
and three contrasting pieces (one from each list) plus one study 
from Grade 1 and from Grade 2. For Intermediate Piano 
Pedagogy, the Teaching Repertoire sample will comprise six-
teen items, including three contrasting pieces (one from each list) 
plus one study from Grade 3 through Grade 6. One of the stud-
ies must be replaced by a piece chosen from the Popular Selection 
List, a frequently updated official listing of popular piano music 
that may be performed in place of a study at Grade 3 to Grade 
9 examinations. For Advanced Piano Pedagogy, the Teaching 

Repertoire Sample will comprise thirteen items, including two 
contrasting pieces and one study from Grades 7, 8 and 9, two 
contrasting selections, including a List E piece, and one study 
from Grade 10, and a Prelude and Fugue from either the Grade 
10 or the ARCT in Piano Performance list. Repertoire lists A, 
B, C, D and E must all be represented, and the repertoire sample 
must include two movements (one in sonata form) from a Grade 
9 or a Grade 10 sonata. A Grade 7, 8 or 9 study may be replaced 
by a selection from the Popular Selection List.

To facilitate discussion, one repertoire selection must now be 
memorized at each of the three levels of the Viva Voce Examination. 
Although the Teaching Repertoire Sample for the Written 
Pedagogy Examination must be drawn from materials published 
in Celebration Series Perspectives®, the Teaching Repertoire Sample 
for the Viva Voce examination may be selected from any available 
items in the Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition.

Marking Scheme
Teachers of students at all levels will be interested to learn of 
changes to the marking scheme. One convenient new feature is 
the grade-by-grade tabular presentation of the marking scheme 
in the prefatory remarks to each grade’s requirements. In addi-
tion,  a general Table of Marks summarizes the new marking 
scheme in an easy-to-read format on page 122. 

There are no changes in the marking scheme for ear tests and 
sight reading from Grade 1 through Grade 10. However, technical 
requirements for Grade 1 through 10 are now allotted 24 marks, 
including 12 marks for technical tests and 12 marks for studies 
/ etudes. Mark allotments for repertoire have also been revised. 
Highlights of the new marking scheme are as follows.

Grades 1 to 7
•	 For Grades 1 through 7, List A and List B pieces will be marked 

out of 18 and List C pieces will be marked out of 14.
•	 As in the past, 6 additional marks (2 per piece) are allotted to 

a separate category for memorization.
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Grades 8 and 9
•	 In Grades 8 and 9, List A and List B pieces will be marked out 

of 16 and List C and List D pieces will be marked out of 12. 
•	 A deduction of 1.5 marks will be made from the mark for 

each List A and List B piece not memorized, while a deduc-
tion of 1 mark will be made from the mark for each List C 
and List D piece not memorized. 

Grade 10
•	 Allotments for repertoire at the Grade 10 level are 12 marks for 

List A, 14 marks for List B, and 10 marks for Lists C, D and E. 
•	 A deduction of 1.5 marks will be made from the mark for 

each List A and List B piece not memorized, and a deduc-
tion of 1 mark will be made from the mark for each List C, 
List D and List E piece not memorized.

ARCT in Piano Performance
•	 No changes have been made to the marking of the ARCT 

examination in Piano Performance.

ARCT in Piano Pedagogy
•	 The marking scheme for the practical portion of the ARCT in 

Piano Pedagogy (formerly Teacher’s ARCT) has been revised.
•	 Repertoire will be marked out of 50, technical requirements 

will be marked out of 20, and ear tests and sight reading will 
each be marked out of 15. 

The new marking scheme will take effect in January 2009 and 
will be used for all piano examinations, including those pre-
pared from the Piano Syllabus, 2008 Edition and those prepared 
from the Piano Syllabus, 2001 Edition, during the crossover 
period of January through August 2009.

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.rcmexami-
nations.org under “College of Examiners”.

Examination Scheduling
Piano candidates can choose a date and time when registering 
online. Applications for piano examinations received by fax 
or mail will be scheduled by RCM Examinations. Candidates 
should be reminded that registering early gives them the best 
chance of selecting a suitable timeslot.

“Why couldn’t I choose a date and time for my violin exami-
nation?”
Non-piano candidates are not able to select a date and time 
when registering online. RCM Examinations schedules non-
piano candidates so they have the best opportunity to be tested 
by a specialist examiner. Timeslots for these candidates will 
be posted on an ongoing basis up to four weeks before the 
examination session begins.

“I registered online for my piano exam but I couldn’t select a 
date or time.”
As the registration deadline approaches, examination times-
lots fill up. When candidates are unable to choose a date and 
time they often express concern about paying the examination 
fee. All candidates who register online will be guaranteed a 
timeslot, regardless of whether or not they are able to select a 
date and time at the time of applying. They will be assigned 
a 5-digit confirmation number and the application will alert 
RCM Examinations that more timeslots need to be created. 
When the registration is complete candidates will see a notice 
as follows:

You are registered for a Grade 5 Piano practical examina-
tion at the CALGARY NE centre. The date and time of 
your examination is pending while we create a timeslot for 
you. Please check “Examination Schedules” in 2 business 
days to view your date and time.
Candidates can view their timeslot through the 

“Examination Scheduling” link at www.rcmexaminations.
org, but should note that during the week of the deadline, it 
may take longer for timeslots to appear online. Candidates will 
need to check back regularly for updates and to download 
their Examination Program Form.

continued from page 3
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Overall, these new volumes not only support the require-
ments for RCM Examinations set out in the Piano Syllabus, 
2008 Edition, but also provide exciting opportunities to explore 
old and new titles. The set is an intelligently balanced collec-
tion offering a carefully chosen assortment of pedagogically 
sound teaching pieces that will provide substantial choices for 
both teaching and performance in examinations and festivals. 
Here, a judicious selection of solid favourites from the teaching 
canon is combined with the addition of less known yet valu-
able works from the past and some delightfully attractive gems 
of late twentieth and early twenty-first century repertoire. 

The central value of the graded material has always lain in 
the repertoire books, which provide selected pieces from the 
examination Syllabus in volumes fastidiously compiled and 
edited by experienced teachers and examiners. The selections 
chosen for the Celebration Series Perspectives® Repertoire books 
include a fine variety of characters and styles, which allow teach-
ers to choose examination repertoire suitable for the variety 
of students found in every studio. Although the Preparatory 
Repertoire book, which supplies pieces for the new Preparatory 
B examinations, is in itself new, it has maintained the inclusive 
approach of the former Introductory Level by presenting a vari-
ety of imaginative teaching pieces dating from 1792 (Youthful 
Happiness, Sad Feeling, and A Carefree Fellow by Türk) to brand-
new offerings (Tired Turtle Express, and Path of the Ping Pong Ball 
by Christine Donkin). Pieces in the Grades 1 through Grade 6 
repertoire books are again organized in the very familiar “Lists” 
denoting stylistic eras and used in preparing for examinations. 
By and large, the repertoire in the Baroque and Classical areas in 
Grades 1 through 6 leans toward tried and true teaching pieces 
like Beethoven’s Sonatinas in G+ and F+ (both included in their 
entirety) and well-known selections from Bach’s Anna Magdalena 
Notebook. Nevertheless, there are some pieces from outside the 
teaching canon that stand out as real finds, in both their musical 
quality and freshness. In particular, the Menuetto II by Mozart in 
Grade 3, Türk’s German Song in Grade 4, and the Telemann Aria 
in Grade 6 are striking additions. 

In Grades 1 and 2, “List B” is now more accurately entitled 
“20th- and 21st-Century Repertoire”. In the same spirit of bal-
ance, however, the List includes not only pieces in modern and 

post-modern idioms, but also post-Romantic items ranging 
from old favourites like Mist by Clifford Poole to contempo-
rary offerings like Nancy Telfer’s The Silent Moon. These provide 
tuneful opportunities to lay a foundation for skills needed for 
future Romantic pieces. Although examiners would not expect 
a student in his or her third or fourth year of study to have 
mastered such sophisticated skills as rubato, a Grade 1 or 2 can-
didate could still present a musical and evocative performance 
using a lush cantabile, careful pedaling, and sensitively controlled 
phrase endings. “List C” in Grades 3 to 6 continues this equitable 
approach to both styles and familiarity. Noteworthy among the 
new additions are four real keepers from Grade 3, Douce Amie by 
Mel Bonis, Echoes of November by Stephen Chatman, White Sand 
by Christopher Norton, and Yes Sir! by Clifford Crawley, the 
rhythmic Cha-Cha by Siegfried Merath in Grade 5, and William 
Gillock’s evocative Winter Scene in Grade 6.

Many of the studies similarly present clear technical goals 
in attractive and engaging compositions. There are many new 
and noteworthy etudes among those in the Celebrations Series®, 
Studies / Etudes books, some dating from previous centuries 
(like the lovely Gurlitt Etude in D Minor in the Grade 2 Studies 
/ Etudes) and others presenting fresh and new choices (Mike 
Shoenmehl’s Broken Record from the Grade 6 book is fun and 
challenging). Even more importantly, the studies have been 
specifically selected to reinforce a variety of technical skills. 
The tables of contents in each volume clarify the pedagogical 
intent of each selection by indicating the technical goal under 
the title. For example, Pierre Gallant’s Paper Tigers (Grade 1) 
focuses on “varying articulations,” whereas Tchaikovsky’s In 
Church (Grade 5) provides an opportunity to practise “cantabile 
in chord playing.” This is an excellent new feature which helps 
the experienced teacher find the appropriate repertoire quickly, 
while providing useful information for the beginning teacher.

Each Repertoire book is complemented by an accompanying 
Student Workbook. Each piece is presented in the workbook with 
age-appropriate information, theoretical exercises or games, and 

“�A judicious selection of solid favourites from the teaching canon is com-
bined with the addition of less known yet valuable works from the past 
and some delightfully attractive gems of late twentieth and early twenty-
first century repertoire.”

continued from page 1
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opportunities for creative exploration. Basic theoretical concepts 
like form, chord progressions, and melodic contour are presented as 
games in the elementary grades, then as slightly more sophisticated 
exercises in the intermediate material. For example, technical issues 
in the primary volumes, like the down-up of the two-note slur in 
Anne Crosby’s Bouncing on My Bed (which can be played in the 
new Preparatory B examination) are connected to familiar activi-
ties (when actually bouncing on a bed, one goes down then up!). 
The workbooks for Grades 3 and 4 include some quite detailed 
historical information, but also material like the Gavotte in G Major 
Baseball Diamond in Grade 3 that make harmonic analysis fun. By 
Grades 5 and 6, the instructions become more direct, and there is a 
focus on theoretical analysis that supports the rudiments co-requi-
sites for those grades, while providing structural information very 
useful in memorization. Nevertheless, the “Minuet Map” in Grade 
6, which provides a fun approach to motivic analysis, recognizes 
that many Grade 6 students are still in public school and benefit 
from creative learning.

This matching of information and fun in the Workbooks is in 
keeping with the balance of the whole series. New repertoire 
and ways of learning are paired with well-loved pieces and solid 
pedagogical concepts. Celebration Series Perspectives® maintains the 
quality for which RCM Examinations and The Frederick Harris 
Music Co., Limited are recognized. But more importantly it allows 
teachers to choose material which fits their individual teaching 
philosophies and pedagogical approaches, while providing their 
students with excellent repertoire to play in examinations.

Dr. Margaret Walker is a graduate of The Royal Conservatory of Music Professional School 
(Licentiate in Piano Performance and Pedagogy, 1991) and the University of Toronto 
(PhD in Ethnomusicology, 2004).  Margaret Walker has been a member of the RCM 
Examinations College of Examiners since 1991 and also worked as a contract reviewer for 
The Frederick Harris Music Co., Limited. She was a member of the piano faculty at The 
Royal Conservatory of Music between 1988 and 1998 and maintained a home studio in 
Barrie, Ontario for seventeen years. She is currently a Professor at Queen’s University in 
Kingston, Ontario where she teaches Musicology, Ethnomusicology, and is Coordinator of 
the Piano Area for 2007-2008. For a complete biography, visit www.rcmexaminations.org 
under “College of Examiners”.

One-Hour Workshops for June 2008 

Based on the success of the one-hour workshops held in 
2007, RCM Examinations is continuing to organize one-
hour workshops for 2008. Workshop topics may vary, and 
as in 2007, the workshops will be delivered during exami-
nation sessions by the visiting examiner. 

Please see the enclosed flyer for a complete listing of work-
shops taking place this June across Canada. For ongoing 
updates please check our website at www.rcmexaminations.org.

Alleviating Examination Anxiety
Online help to prepare for examination day
What can be done if a student misplaces the Examination 
Program Form they received after registering for an examina-
tion, or can’t find the Confirmation Number for their May 
theory or June practical examinations? There are two ways to 
access this information on the RCM Examinations website:

1.	 Through “Examination Scheduling” for candidates
2.	 Through “Teacher Services” for teachers

Encourage your examination candidates to check the 
“Examination Scheduling” link as the examination date gets 
closer, as changes may have been made to the examination cen-
tre location and timeslot.

Candidates can download the Examination Program Form as 
follows:
•	 Go to the RCM Examinations home page at www.rcmex-

aminations.org
•	 Click the “Examination Scheduling” link under “Online 

Services”
•	 Enter the 5-digit Confirmation Number and date of birth; 

if you do not have the confirmation number enter the can-
didate’s home phone number and date of birth 

“My student doesn’t have the Confirmation Number and the 
phone number they’re entering doesn’t work.”
If your student registered using your Teacher Number, you can 
access their Examination Program Form through your Teacher 
Services account. 
•	 Go to the RCM Examinations home page at www.rcmex-

aminations.org
•	 Click on the “Teacher Services” link under “Online Services” 

and log in
•	 Click the link “View Your Studio Information” 
•	 Click the 5-digit Confirmation Number of the student
•	 View and print the Examination Program Form

“My student forgot to use my Teacher Number when they reg-
istered.”
If your student registers without your Teacher Number, their 
record will not appear in your Teacher Services account. If a 
student has already registered and you would like to add your 
number, please have your student or their parents contact 
RCM Examinations and Candidate Services will add your 
Teacher Number to their record. The updated information 
will appear on Teacher Services within two days. Examination 
Scheduling Forms are available to candidates up to the last day 
of the Spring Examination Session. 
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