





Example 3.3 Faber Level 2A Showtime Piano, Music from China ‘Crescent Moon’*

4 Copyright © Dovetree Productions, Inc. Used with permission, April 30", 2024.
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Example 3.3 Continuation of 'Crescent Moon'

In Faber Level 2A, students begin to learn eighth notes and encounter many pieces with

this new concept. Hand coordination becomes more involved, and more pedaling signs appear.
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Looking at the articulation in this piece, one of the main challenges is to slur from one hand to the
other without an apparent auditorial break. For example, slurs from left hand to the right in m. 1
and right hand to the left in m. 3 test the student’s ability to seamlessly transfer the melodic line
without hiccups in sound or phrasing. Also, there are increased instances of separate hand
articulations performed simultaneously, like in m. 5 and m. 10 to 11. In those examples, one hand
must hold or play a phrase legato while the other must lift to play detached or repeated notes.

The piece also expects students to create a wider dynamic range. The piece is quieter,
with the softest dynamic being p and the loudest being mf. It also has crescendos and
decrescendos, testing the student’s ability to smoothly control the transition of sound note by
note.

One of the most complex concepts in this piece is moving hands into different areas of
the piano keyboard. Faber teaches students a couple of different five-finger positions but usually
stays in the same position within the piece. Although the introduction of hand position moving
has happened in a few pieces before this one, typically, they only move once and usually at the
end of a piece. The movements are also usually only an octave or two higher or lower on the
keyboard. The first movement occurs in m. 8 to 9; while the right hand is playing in m. 8, the left
hand must prepare to move positions and be ready to play by m. 9. Then, in m. 10 to 11, the left
hand must quickly move via a finger change on a repeated note. The two position changes require
forethought and practice so that the student is not surprised when they must move again. After
that, the hands stay in position for several measures.

The very last position moving happens at the end of the piece, where both hands must
move simultaneously in opposite directions. This is also the most complicated move, as it is easy
for students to either slow down unnaturally before playing the last chord or play the wrong notes
altogether because they did not prepare the move well. In this case, I would suggest that the right
hand move first since it has a half rest prior; the left hand does not have that luxury. This ensures
that one hand is already in position, and all the attention can be focused on moving the other hand
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quickly. A plan like this allows students to move in an organized and calm fashion and find the
notes to the fullest accuracy in each performance. With these observations, students start to
explore the flexibility of movement on the piano and understand that the hands can move in many
different directions at various times.

Should students decide to do the duet option, on top of learning their part, students must
also learn to collaborate. The rhythms in both student and teacher parts generally match; when the
student plays eighth-note rhythms, the teacher also plays those same rhythms, making the
collaboration a little easier. The area where the students should pay the most attention to
the teacher’s part is when the student is holding a longer note. For example, in m. 1, the student
holds a half note from beats two to three while the teacher plays on both beats. If the student does
not hold the half note long enough and rushes to the following note, it risks derailing the duet.
The same pattern happens in m. 6, 9, 11, 13, and 16; students should count and pay attention to
the teacher’s part.

The most important collaboration happens at the end of the piece. There is a ritardando
indicated in m. 16 to 17, and the student needs to be ready to slow down with their partner. This
is a tricky section because not only does the student have to prepare for the outward moving
motion of the hands, but the student also must learn how to cue in the teacher. The ending must
be practiced until the student is comfortable with their own notes and the collaboration. In
summary, although these duets do not require intensive collaboration from the student’s side,
there are still many moments where students need to be aware of their partner’s part and listen
carefully to both parts together in performance.

While method books provide a solid foundation, students will benefit from exploring and
experiencing a wider repertoire. All of the syllabuses present excellent beginner-friendly
repertoire that are also serious musical pieces that can enrich their learning experience. These

selections not only challenge students technically but also encourage deeper musicality and
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expression. Students will see pieces from a variety of cultures and composers, as well as new
pianistic challenges that might not present themselves in a method book piece.

Dmitri Kabalevsky's 24 Pieces for Children Op. 39 is a composer and collection of pieces
seen across all the beginner-level exams. The 24 pieces are sequenced so that they gradually get
more challenging. Each piece also showcases several challenges even harder than the Faber
pieces listed in these beginner exams.

Table 3.1 Dmitri Kabalevsky 24 Pieces for Children Op. 39 with corresponding exam levels

Exam RCM CM AIM ABRSM
Level and Piece(s) Prep A:no. 1,3 | Prep Level: no. | Prep Level: n/a | Initial grade: no.
1-12
Additional Levels Prep B: no. 2, Level 1: no. 1- | Level 1: Level 2: no. 18
and Piece(s) 5,6,7 12 Suggest
method book
RCM prep A

Most exams list a couple of these pieces at their beginning level. The Prep Level from
AIM has no suggested pieces, but for Level 1, there is a suggestion to use RCM’s Prep A as
a reference. ABRSM does not list many of these pieces, as their exam has a unique and limited

repertoire list. We will look in-depth into no. 1 and 6 in 24 Pieces for Children:

1 Melody
Dmitri Kabalevsky, Op. 30
Moderato
S e T :
5 _FF‘E#'!:F e T _T'_i' T S, s  d——— 1 f
L3 1 1 I | I 1 I I 1 1 | 1 1 | 1 1 | | 1 1 1 L 1 1
o] . : i . : - .fﬂ
Piano mf ¥ - = mf
0 3 - |
F oy 1 - ; 1
o i € Tgﬂ o 3 —fr ___'_—j:ﬂ:é I
ey = _— = _— | £=
7]

Example 3.4 Dmitri Kabalevsky Op, 39 No. 1, ‘Melody’
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The first piece in this collection is short but already presents challenges and new concepts
not seen in the Faber pieces earlier. The left hand is in treble clef the entire time, and the hand
positioning is already out of the ‘five-finger pattern’ commonly seen in Faber method books.
Depending on the student’s age and hand size, the 2-5 left-hand fingering for the fifth interval at
the beginning may be a stretch. Additionally, it may be hard for a student to slur into the third
interval of the following measure, so a few finger modifications (start with 1-5 and slur into 2-4)
may rectify the problem. Based on the piece's title, ‘Melody,” the focus is to make a smooth and
musical line. Students must not only slur the line in the right hand but listen very carefully and
control their fingers to ensure that no sudden sounds or movements distract the melodic line. A
long crescendo from m. 5 to 8 also tests the student’s ability to increase sound gradually. The last
measure contains several tenutos that also challenge the student’s ability to control sound so that

it is not harsh.

6 A Little Joke
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Example 3.5 Dmitri Kabalevsky Op, 39 No. 6 ‘A Little Joke’

The next piece presents a series of fast-paced articulations that require dexterity and a
light touch. Although the patterns and movement of notes are generally the same in both hands,

the tempo Scherzando requires students to be able to play the staccatos quickly and, therefore,
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lightly, which can be viewed as a different staccato technique from a standalone staccato.
Students need flexible and light wrists to move their fingers accurately to the various notes; if
their wrists were stiff, they would tire quickly in these passages and lose the light touch. On top
of that, there are many two-note slurs throughout the piece, and students should clearly show the
different articulations. This piece also has the left hand playing in treble clef. From m. 9 to 14,
both hands must move rapidly down every two measures by one five-finger position; although the
fingers must lift for the numerous staccatos, students should place their hands close to the keys to
change positions easily.

Anthology and method books are a great way for both students and teachers to peruse a
variety of music. In the case of CM and AIM, their syllabuses include many anthologies and
method books designed for the early levels of study. Because of this option, there is a possibility
that many pieces and composers are listed multiple times across different collected works. One
such composer is Alexander Reinagle, who appears in all the exams at various levels. The piece
that is most commonly listed is his 24 Short and Easy Pieces Op. 1. Just like Kabalevsky’s 24
pieces, they gradually increase in difficulty and length and allow the student to explore a variety

of technical and musical challenges at the piano.

Table 3.2 Alexander Reinagle 24 Short and Easy Pieces Op. 1 with corresponding exam
levels

Exam RCM CM AIM ABRSM
Level and Piece(s) | Prep A: No. 4 Prep Level: No. Prep Level: n/a | Initial Grade:
11 (from K. Snell No. 9
Essential Piano
Repertoire)
Additional Levels n/a n/a Level 3: No. 11 | n/a
and Piece(s) (from K. Snell
Essential Piano
Repertoire)
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Though not listed as a standalone composer in CM and AIM, his piece appears in the
suggested anthology Essential Piano Repertoire: Preparatory Level by Keith Snell, which is
listed in both exams. It is considered a Prep Level difficulty in CM and a Level 3 difficulty in
AIM. RCM and ABRSM both have one piece listed for their beginner levels, as seen in the table

below. We will look at No. 4 and No. 11 in detail.
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Example 3.6 Alexander Reinagle 24 Short & Easy Pieces Op. 1 No. 4 'Allegro’

The most common types of time signatures students first encounter in typical Western
classical music are 3/4 and 4/4. In this piece, students encounter 2/4 time, a pulse that feels much
faster than 3/4 and 4/4, especially paired with the tempo marking 4//legro. No suggested dynamics
or articulations are marked in the piece, which allows the student to focus on notes and other
performance aspects. However, this does not mean playing without musical direction; the piece
would be best played in a lighthearted and spirited manner. An additional marking that students
should notice is the D.C. Al Fine in m. 16 and Fine in m. §; they must remember to return to m. 1
and finish the piece by m. 8.

The biggest challenge in this piece is learning to play both hands together, especially if a
student has only recently started playing pieces that require this type of multitasking. As easy as
the left-hand part looks, it does not have a simple pattern like what one would find in a structured

method book piece. On top of that, the right hand has a busier part, so the student must focus
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more on the melodic hand than the harmonic hand. This will likely create much confusion in the

learning process as students must know both hands well, separate and together, to execute the

piece perfectly.
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Example 3.7 Alexander Reinagle 24 Short & Easy Pieces Op. 1 No. 11

The most unique aspect of this piece is the time signature, 2/2, also known as cut time.
Again, students should expect to play at a faster tempo and, this time, feel two strong beats per
measure. There are also longer phrases of moving notes, like in m. 3 to 4 and m. 7 to 8 that
challenge a student’s ability to play cleanly and evenly. Because of this, students should focus on
wrist and arm movements to make playing passages like these easier. Another challenge is the
key signature, which introduces black keys throughout the piece. Learning pieces like this means
that students should have a good understanding of simple major and minor keys. Additionally,
piano topography is important because students need to be ready to reach into the piano to play
the black keys. Hand positions should be prepared so that black keys are easily accessible, even if

hands must move to different areas of the piano.
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There are more options for testing a student’s lyrical and musical qualities, like this piece

from ABRSM in Initial Grade List B:

Ce que it Ia petite Princesse des Tulipes.
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Example 3.8 Erik Satie Menus propos enfantins No. 2 "What the Little Princess Tulip Says'

The hands do not move out of the five-finger position, and the left hand stays in treble
range with the right hand. The main challenge here is maintaining a smooth two-voice melody.
The two hands are constantly in motion, either simultaneously or taking turns playing a constant
stream of quarter notes. When the hands do move at the same time, there is a general sense of
contrary motion that should help the students when they play, like in m. 1, 3, 9, etc. The student
should use the song lyrics as a guide to practice; they may not necessarily need to say the exact

words, but singing is a great way to ingrain the melody into memory and create the ‘singing tone’
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required for this piece. The piece teaches students more multitasking skills at the piano, like
maintaining a solid sense of singing, legato tone, and a more complex, hands-together playing.
Béla Bartok composed numerous works for children, including the initial volumes of
Mikrokosmos, For Children, and First Term at the Piano. His pieces are sprinkled throughout the
different syllabuses, making him an important composer to note when considering repertoire for
children. These are great study pieces for students as they expose them to various Eastern
European folk tunes and unusual meters and keys that they do not typically see in Western
classical method books. The two pieces here are listed in CM’s Preparatory Level, which includes
Mikrokosmos Vol. I No. 1-16 and First Term at the Piano No. 2-8. From other exams, additional
pieces to note are ABRSM’s Level 2 For Children Vol. 2 No. 7 ‘Sorrow’ and RCM’s Prep B

Level The First Term at the Piano No. 3 ‘Dialogue’.
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Example 3.9 Bela Bartok Mikrokosmos, V. 1 No. 10
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The key signature is the most eye-catching feature in this piece from Mikrokosmos v. 1.
The piece has Ab as the singular accidental, which breaks out of the traditional modal structure
typically seen in Western music. The piece structure is simple enough: two voices that pass the
melodic line to each other. The hands do not play together until the end. The hands also stay in
the same five-finger position throughout, although students should be ready to have a strong left
hand finger 4 and 5 as they are very involved in the piece. Because Bartok’s pieces are heavily
folk-influenced, not only does he accommodate the melodic line with unusual key signatures,

but he also transcribes meters as best as he can into score, which can be seen in various children’s

pieces.
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Example 3.10 Bela Bartok Mikrokosmos, V. 1 No. 12

The main time signature is 2/2 until the last four measures when the music abruptly

changes to 3/2 for one measure. Essentially, an extra beat is added in m. 15. Though this is likely
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not enough to confuse a student, it is a great way to introduce students to mixed meters at an early
age. Other than that, the piece works on finger coordination through contrary motion and legato.
Bartok’s musical works for young children are unique because they use unconventional
harmonies, melodies, and meters. They also expose students to Eastern European sounds, which
many may not be familiar with depending on their background and upbringing.
The last piece we will examine is Edward Han Jiang’s ‘Panda Blues’ from RCM Prep A
Piano Repertoire. This fun piece is ideal for a student who has a good understanding of rhythms,

articulations, and hand jumping and maybe loves a little blues tune.
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Panda Blues "
Edward Han Jian
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© Copyright 2022 Edward Han Jiang. All rights reserved. Used with permission.

Example 3.11 Edward Han Jiang 'Panda Blues'”

5 Copyright © 2022 Edward Han Jiang. Used with permission, October 7%, 2024.
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One of the challenges that immediately can be seen is its thythm. There are many off-beat
rhythms that may confuse students if they do not count properly. On top of that, there are many
long-held ties that begin on an off-beat note, and while that hand is holding the tie, the other hand
must play. There are several accidentals as well, primarily sharps, that are written in the score. M.
3 to 5 can be made easier to learn if students know the chromatic relations of the right-hand notes.
Five-finger patterns matter very little in this piece; students should be prepared to use a bigger
range of piano keys to play this piece. A wide leap in m. 13 in the left hand should also be noted;
it is fast (eighth note rhythms) and eleven intervals apart, which means it is easy to miss the jump.
Students should be comfortable with staccatos and legatos, as well as switching from each
articulation very rapidly as it happens in the entire piece. The dynamics are straightforward, but
each layer of sound should be clearly stated. The last phrase may be the hardest to execute as the
right hand must move upwards quickly through various hand positions. Students should observe
the repeated pattern as the chords repeat themselves every three notes.

All these pieces display the basic keyboard and musical skills a student should know after
the first few years of piano study. There are plenty of simple pieces for early beginners and more
complicated pieces for more experienced students. Should a student need more challenging
pieces, there are also options in each exam, be it atonal, technical, or rhythmical challenges. The
exam syllabus also welcomes other genres of music besides Western classical, although the
degree of that varies from each syllabus, but students can explore music inspired by jazz, songs,

new music, etc.
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Chapter 4: Technique Comparisons

Students are also tested on their technical skills during the performance portion of the

exams. The technical requirements vary vastly across the exams, and the different approaches

taken to build a good technical foundation in students are worth noting. The following table lists

the skills needed to pass the first level of each exam (i.e., Initial Exam, Preparatory Level, etc.).

Table 4.1 Beginner-level technique requirements for each exam

CM AIM ABRSM RCM
5 finger F,C,G,D,A,E | C, G major n/a C, G, D Major
patterns with | Major -Blocked triad; a minor
a triad at the f,c,g,d,a, e 3rd may be -Played legato
end minor omitted and staccato
-Broken triad up | -HS or HT -Blocked triad at
& down, then the end
blocked -HS
-HT
Major and/or | C, G Major n/a 1 octave C n/a
Minor Scales | tetrachord or Major
scale form 1 octave d
-HS or HT minor (natural,
harmonic, or
melodic)
-HS
Miscellaneous | Cadence in C & | n/a Arpeggios of a | C Major Triad
G Major fifth range on Sequence
-I-V-I root C Major and d | -Played broken
position or minor and blocked
common tone -HS -HS 1 octave
-HT ascending only
-Contrary
motion scale C
Major S finger
scale only
-HT

Most exams start with pentascales, also listed as 5-finger pattern scales in some. At this

point in piano learning, students may still not know how to do a full octave scale as it requires a

knowledge of thumb crossover or thumb under, so this exercise is a great way to introduce the

standard major and minor scale form concisely. Of the four exams, ABRSM does not do

pentacles but rather jumps straight into a one-octave scale, which we will discuss later. With the
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other three exams, after playing the required pentascales, students must end with a blocked tonic
triad. In terms of how many scales, the exams vary greatly; AIM keeps it to two (C and G Major),
RCM has four (C, G, D Major, and a minor), and CM requires the most with 12 (F, C, G, D, A, E
Major and minor). The exams also vary in how they are played; AIM allows students to do hands
separately or together, RCM only requires hands separately, and CM requires hands together on
all. In addition to the five-finger scale, these three exams also require a triad played at the end of
the scale, each with its own variations. CM’s triad is played broken and blocked at the end of

each scale, as shown here:
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Example 4.1 CM C Major Pentascale with broken and blocked triad

RCM only requires a blocked triad at the end of the pentascales:

3
}:__
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Example 4.2 RCM C Major Pentascale with blocked triad

AIM allows playing a full-blocked triad just like RCM, or a simpler version with an

omitted third:
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Example 4.3 AIM C Major Pentascale with omitted third triad

On a related note, ABRSM does a broken chord that they call ‘arpeggios of a fifth

interval on both C Major and d minor, essentially also a basic triad knowledge test:

D -

Example 4.4 ABRSM C Major Arpeggio of a fifth interval

Two of the four exams then go into one-octave scale exercises. As mentioned, this
exercise requires more complex piano techniques, so both exams find ways to alleviate the
difficulty differently. In CM, students can split the eight-note scale into both hands by playing
four notes in the left hand and then four in the right, ascending and descending. This exercise
helps test their knowledge in forming the two major octave scales without sacrificing the focus on
fingering and crossovers. The option of hands together with standard scalar fingering is still

available should the student choose.

Example 4.5 CM C Major tetrachord scale beginning with 4 notes in the left hand and 4
notes in the right

ABRSM presents one major scale and one minor scale. Hands separate is the only

requirement so students can focus on the technique one hand at a time. It is interesting that they
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there is a huge variety of musical styles, and for the teachers, the syllabus changes frequently
enough so that it is not boring and they are exposed to new music with each update.

On the other hand, CM offers a longer list of pieces than ABRSM, although I find that its
repertoire list, particularly at the Prep Level, is a little more outdated. CM’s repertoire list leans
more toward ‘classical’ selection, which reflects stricter guidelines compared to the other exams.
As mentioned in the introduction, unlike the other three exams, a big difference is that CM does
not allow transcriptions not written for public performance, method book pieces, or arrangement
of works originally for other instrumentation. Because of that, it limits what students can choose
to perform. While CM does have living composers in their syllabus, they are predominantly older
white individuals, and there is very little representation of younger composers of diverse
backgrounds. CM does mitigate this with a composer program that commissions new works in
their syllabuses, similar to that of ABRSM’s. Started in 1986, Friends of Today’s Music is an
active organization that continues to promote and publish new works for young musicians.’ Once
published, the work is added to the appropriate instrument or ensemble’s level and syllabus.

I believe RCM has the most diverse repertoire list in a reasonable range of pieces. Not
only do they have local Canadian and in-house RCM composers included in their syllabus, but
they also feature lesser-known and younger contemporary non-Canadian composers. These
composers come from a variety of backgrounds: Armenian, Chinese, Hungarian, etc. The pieces
also offer a rich variety of styles; students can explore music with jazz influences, extended
techniques, and compositions inspired by global musical traditions. It is important to expose
students to a diversified syllabus so that classical music continues to be accessible to the young
generation.

Although there is no specific ‘deadline’ to start a beginner student’s first exam, it

typically occurs within a year or two of regular piano lessons. The syllabuses not only outline

3 Music Teachers’ Association of California, “Friends of Today’s Music (FTM),” MTAC, accessed
October 24, 2024, https://www.mtac.org/programs/ftm/.
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