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Abstract

This essay aims to compare and contrast the piano-graded examination systems of
the China Musicians Association (CMA) and the Associated Board of the Royal
Schools of Music (ABRSM). In addition, it will offer recommendations for enhanc-
ing the Chinese piano education system and fostering its development. The key
findings of this research are as follows: (1) Comprehensive Musical Education: It
is crucial for students to develop well-rounded musical knowledge and skills, in-
cluding music theory, music history, listening, sight-reading, and performance. A
singular focus on memorizing and performing pieces is insufficient for a holistic
musical education. (2) Exposure to Diverse Repertoires: While it is beneficial for

piano learners to engage with a wide range of musical pieces and styles, it is equally
important to cultivate an understanding and appreciation of local music. Therefore,
the selection of repertoire should strike a balance between local and global music
traditions. (3) Clarity in Evaluation Criteria: The criteria provided by the CMA are
often vague, leaving students unclear about the specific aspects of their perfor-
mance that are being assessed. This lack of transparency makes it difficult for stu-
dents to identify areas for improvement and hinders their progress. By addressing
these issues, the Chinese piano education system can be strengthened, enabling stu-
dents to achieve a more comprehensive and meaningful musical education.
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1. Introduction

The Chinese Musicians Association, established in July 1949, is a professional organization led by the CPC. It con-
sists of musicians from all ethnic groups in China and serves as a bridge and link between the Party, the government,
and the music industry. The association plays a crucial role in the prosperity and development of the socialist cultural
cause and the construction of a socialist cultural power. It is also a member of the Chinese Literature and Art Circles
Federation (China Musicians Association, 2009-2020).

ABRSM (The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music) is the largest music education body in the UK,
and it is also one of the largest music publishers. The ABRSM Piano Test is widely recognized as one of the most
comprehensive and authoritative piano certification tests globally. As a registered charity, ABRSM also makes sig-
nificant contributions to music education initiatives worldwide. They provide pathways and resources for learners
and teachers that foster the development of musical skills and encourage progress (The Associated Board of the Royal
Schools of Music, 2023).

Both the China Musicians Association (CMA) and the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM)
offer structured piano exams for students, and this essay will use these two institutions as case studies to explore the
differences and similarities between Chinese and Western piano-graded exams. The discussion will involve a
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comparative analysis of the exam contents, musical styles, and assessment criteria used by these organizations. The
objective is to enhance the development of piano teaching and education in China by identifying areas for improve-
ment and offering recommendations for advancing piano education in the country.

2. Comparison of Exam Contents
2.1 CMA Exam Contents

In the performance part, the CMA is required to play scales and arpeggios as well as three piano pieces. CMA has a
total of ten levels. Under Grade Two, students need to prepare scales and arpeggios in C, G, F, D, A and E Major.
For Grades three to ten, students are required to play scales and arpeggios in all major and minor keys. Contrary-
motion scales and arpeggios are required only at levels nine and ten. About the piano pieces, each grade is required
to play three lists of pieces. List A is Etude or technically demanding pieces, List B is Polyphonic pieces or Classical
pieces, and List C is Chinese or foreign pieces. During the exam, the three pieces need to be memorized and per-
formed in front of the jury.

The China Musicians Association (CMA) has officially introduced the National Music Listening Examination as
part of its efforts to enhance musicianship. However, since this exam is not mandatory, it has not been widely adopted
or emphasized within the standard piano curriculum. Consequently, many CMA piano teachers do not include music
theory or listening training in their lessons, focusing instead on performance and memorization. This approach leaves
a significant gap in students’ overall musical education, as they miss out on critical aspects of musicianship such as
aural skills, theoretical understanding, and the ability to engage with music on a deeper level. Without these elements,
students may develop strong technical skills but lack the broader musical awareness needed to become well-rounded
musicians. The optional nature of the National Music Listening Examination, therefore, limits its impact and contrib-
utes to a narrower educational experience for many CMA students (See Table 1).

Table 1. Comparison of exam content between CMA and ABRSM

CMA ABRSM

Contrary-motion scales and arpeggios: All Grades

Contrary-motion scales and arpeggios: Scales a 3rd Apart / a 6th Apart (including chromatic):

Scales and Arpeggios Grade 7 & 8
Grade 9 & 10 Legato scales in 3rds: Grade 7 & 8
Staccato scales in 3rds / in 6ths: Grade 7 & 8
Piano picces List A, B, C (each has 2 or 3 options) List A, B, C (each has 13 options)
p <must memorizing> < can play without memorizing>
Sight-reading No Gradel-8
Music theory No Grade 6-8 (one of the options)
Aural tests Not mandatory Gradel-8

2.2 ABRSM Exam Contents

In the performance part, the ABRSM is divided into three parts: scales and arpeggios, three piano pieces, and the
sight-reading test. ABRSM has a total of eight levels. In grades one to eight, examiners will usually ask for at least
one of each scale/arpeggio (etc.) type and each grade has corresponding speed requirements. In grades seven and
eight, students need to play the scales a 3rd apart / a 6th apart (including chromatic), legato scales in 3rds, and staccato
scales in 3rds/in 6ths (The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music, 2022). About piano pieces, every grade
requires three pieces, List A pieces are generally faster moving and require technical agility. List B pieces are more
lyrical and invite expressive playing. List C pieces reflect a wide variety of musical traditions, styles, and characters.
Every list has 13 pieces that students can choose. In the sight-reading part, candidates will be asked to play a short
unaccompanied piece of music that they have not seen before, but they will be given half a minute to prepare before
they are asked to play it for assessment (The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music, 2023).
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The ABRSM incorporates both Aural Tests and Music Theory Exams into its comprehensive evaluation system.
For students aiming to take the Grade 6, 7, or 8 exams, it is mandatory to have already passed one of the following:
(1) ABRSM Grade 5 (or higher) in Music Theory, (2) ABRSM Grade 5 (or higher) in Practical Musicianship, or (3)
ABRSM Grade 5 in any Practical Grades solo Jazz instrument. This requirement ensures that students possess the
well-rounded musical knowledge and understanding necessary to interpret and perform music at higher levels (The
Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music, 2023).

In China, the majority of students opt to take the music theory exams as part of their preparation. The Aural Tests
are a crucial component of all ABRSM Practical Music graded exams, administered directly by the examiner from
the piano. These tests assess various aspects of musical perception and understanding, including pitch, rhythm, and
musical memory. For any portion of the test that requires a sung response, the focus is on pitch accuracy rather than
vocal quality. The examiner is accommodating of the candidate's vocal range, allowing responses to be sung using
any vowel or consonant-vowel combination, hummed, or even whistled, and the response can be at a different octave
if necessary. This integrated approach ensures that students are not only technically proficient but also musically
literate, capable of engaging with music on a deeper level (See Table 1).

In summary, both the CMA and ABRSM have their own exam requirements, but it is evident that the ABRSM
offers a more detailed and comprehensive approach. The CMA primarily focuses on piano performance, with less
emphasis on overall musicianship. In contrast, the ABRSM places strong emphasis on both performance and musical
skills, with rigorous and detailed content in each area. This approach helps students build a solid foundation of
knowledge and develop a deeper understanding of music.

Through Aural tests, students enhance their sense of rhythm and become more attuned to different sounds, which
improves their piano playing. Meanwhile, the music theory exams, which are a popular choice among students, pro-
vide a robust theoretical foundation that deepens their understanding of harmony, melody, and other key musical
concepts.

3. Comparison of Available Music Styles

In CMA, the latest version of the piano-graded exam book was published in 2017, while the previous version was in
2007 and only updated once every ten years. They updated all the pieces without retaining any previous pieces. About
the selection of the number of pieces, CMA Piano-Graded Exams pieces (does not include Scales and Arpeggios)
from level 1 to Level 10, a total of 71 pieces were selected, and each list has two to three choices. Regarding the
selection of piece styles, compared to before, the new version provides more styles. In terms of skilled pieces, there
are not only Etudes but also technically demanding pieces such as Friedrich Burgmiiller - Fileuse op.109 n.18. This
way, children are not only trained in the basic skills of fingers but also increased interest in learning (Li, L., 2018).
And the number of Chinese pieces has increased, with the most of levels having selectable Chinese pieces such as
the Fujian Folk Song. Students can learn more Chinese pieces and understand national culture more deeply.

The ABRSM’s textbook is updated every two years, and out of every thirteen pieces, seven pieces are retained,
and the rest of them are new. About the selection of the number of pieces, ABRSM Piano Practical Grades has 312
pieces in total. The styles are also very diverse, such as Jazz, classical, new music, music created by female composers
etc. About the three pieces to choose for ABRSM, List A pieces are generally faster moving and require technical
agility. List B pieces are more lyrical and invite expressive playing. List C pieces reflect a wide variety of musical
traditions, styles, and characters (The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music, 2023). Each list of options is
carefully divided, and each list has a large number of pieces from different periods and composers. The ABRSM
textbook is set systematically, so the learning can be more inspired and motivated (Wang, D. P. C., 2010). However,
in ABRSM's repertoires, there are limited choices of Chinese pieces. If Chinese students take the ABRSM exam, it
will lead to a decrease in the likelihood of Chinese children learning about Chinese ethnic music.

In summary, the China Musicians Association (CMA) offers a relatively limited selection of pieces and musical
styles in its piano-graded exams. This restriction means that students might not have as much opportunity to explore
a wide variety of musical genres and forms. In contrast, the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM)
provides a much broader range of music pieces, encompassing a diverse array of styles and traditions.

This exposure to a wide variety of musical genres is a significant advantage for students taking ABRSM exams.
By engaging with different types of music, students gain a deeper understanding of various musical styles and their
characteristics. This comprehensive approach allows students to develop a more versatile skill set and enhances their
ability to interpret and perform a broader spectrum of music. As students become familiar with different musical
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traditions and techniques, they can apply this knowledge to their future performances, resulting in more nuanced and
informed interpretations. Ultimately, the diverse repertoire offered by ABRSM helps students build a richer and more
well-rounded musical foundation, preparing them for a wide range of performance opportunities and fostering a
greater appreciation for the complexities of global musical traditions.

4. Comparison of the Exam Criteria

In CMA, Scales and Arpeggios have specific speed requirements, and regarding piece performance, it requires the
performer to memorize the score. CMA mainly focuses on whether students can memorize and perform proficiently
when playing, it does not have specific exam criteria. However, in each element of ABRSM exam, it operates the
principle of marking from the pass mark positively or negatively, rather than awarding marks by deduction from the
maximum or addition from zero. In awarding marks, examiners balance the extent to which the qualities and skills
listed below (broadly categorized by pitch, time, tone, shape, and performance) are demonstrated and contribute
towards the overall musical outcome (The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music, 2023). Each part of the

exam has specific rubrics. Table 2 shows the marking criteria used by examiners for Practical Grades in Piano.

4. Assessment, marking & infringements

Table 2. Marking Criteria-Pieces

Practical Grades

Marking criteria

Grades Pieces
Initial to 8 Pitch Time Tone Shape Performance
Distinction Highly accurate notes Fluent, with flexibility Well projected Expressive, idiomatic Assured
27-30 and intonation where appropriate Sensitive use of tonal rmusical shaping and Fully committed
Rhythmic character qualities detail Vivid communication of
well conveyed character and style
Merit Largely accurate notes Sustained, effective Mainly controlled and Clear musical shaping, Positive
24-26 and intonation tempo consistent well-realised detail Carrying musical
Good sense of rhythm Good tonal awareness conviction
Character and style
communicated
Pass Generally correct notes Suitable tempo Generally reliable Some realisation of Generally secure, prompt
20-23 Sufficiently reliable Generally stable pulse Adequate tonal musical shape and/or recovery from slips
intonation to maintain Overall rhythmic awareness detail Some musical
tonality accuracy involvement
Below Pass Frequent note errors Unsuitable and/or Uneven and/or Musical shape and Insecure, inadequate
17-19 Insufficiently reliable uncontrolled tempo unreliable detail insufficiently recovery from slips
intonation to maintain Irregular pulse Inadequate tonal conveyed Insufficient musical
tonality Inaccurate rhythm awareness involvement
13-16 Largely inaccurate notes Erratic tempo and/or Serious lack of tonal Musical shape and Lacking continuity
and/or intonation pulse control detail largely unrealised No musical involvement
10-12 Highly inaccurate notes Incoherent tempo No tonal control No shape or detail Unable to continue for
and/or intonation and/or pulse more than a short section
0 No work offered No work offered No work offered No work offered No work offered

Source: https://www.abrsm.org/sites/default/files/2023-10/Pian0%202023%20%26%202024%20Prac%20syllabus%2020230807.pdf.

5. Conclusion

In summary, after comparing and contrasting the CMA and ABRSM, the results are as follows:
1) The exam content needs to focus more on the cultivation of musicianship and provide all-round musical
knowledge and skills training.
2) Music learners are better to learn variety of music pieces and styles including local music pieces.
3) The detailed criteria help students better prepare for exams and understand the areas that need improvement
after the exam.
For the above research, the author has the following suggestions:
1) In terms of the training of musicianship, sight-reading practice can train the performer's ability to cooperate
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with others, and music theory learning can make the performer more familiar with the harmony direction in
the music, facilitating the expression of emotions.

2) Itis recommended to increase the number of style types so that performers can have access to more types of

music and composers and provide richer understanding and expression for future learning.

3) It is recommended to provide a detailed introduction and criteria so that students can have clear goals and

directions when preparing for the exam.

At the same time, teachers can also motivate students with a variety of ways of thinking according to these com-
ments and continue to train students (Zheng, Y. & Leung, B. W., 2021).

Across all studies, the ABRSM grading system mandates that students possess a well-rounded set of musical
knowledge and skills. This includes a solid foundation in music theory, sight-reading, aural skills, and performance
ability. The system also offers a broad range of musical styles, ensuring that students are exposed to a diverse reper-
toire. Additionally, ABRSM’s detailed criteria provide clear guidance for students to prepare for exams and identify
areas for improvement. However, if Chinese students rely solely on the ABRSM system, they might encounter a
reduced exposure to Chinese musical pieces. This limitation could lead to a gap in their understanding and apprecia-
tion of local musical traditions.

To address this issue, it is advisable to integrate the strengths of both the CMA and ABRSM systems. Such a
combined approach would create a more comprehensive piano grading system that caters specifically to Chinese
students. By incorporating elements from both systems, this new framework would not only ensure a broad musical
education, encompassing global music traditions, but also preserve and promote local Chinese music. This balance
would allow students to develop a well-rounded skill set while maintaining a strong connection to their cultural
heritage, ultimately providing a more enriched and complete musical education.
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