
Music at Key Stage 4



Rockschool is about bringing talented, 
enthusiastic musicians into the education 
world, so that young players can benefit 

from their expertise and advice.

FOUNDER, NORTON YORK 
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New specifications at GCSE have opened up the options and 
flexibility for music teaching at key stage 4.

But how can we support all of the different kinds of music 
student, and all their various abilities and interests?  
what support is out there for teachers to do this?

Music at key stage 4.

    How to choose performance 
pieces for coursework?  

   What kind of score has to  
be submitted? 

   Where can we find these? 

   What teaching tools are  
there to help with 
composition and theory? 

   How do we make the case for 
Music as a valuable subject at  
options evenings?

Rockschool graded exam pieces at all levels, and the materials that 
support them, can be used to support preparation for GCSE and key  
stage 4 Music assessments. 

Rockschool have ready-to-go resources that can inform lesson planning 
and lesson content and save time for teachers.

This document explains how examination board RSL have mapped 
Rockschool graded pieces to the OCR GCSE difficulty criteria, and 
how Rockschool can support composing and listening, using Grade 3 
as an example. 

OCR get asked 
all the time:
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The structure of the graded music 
exams, means they can easily 
be adapted to support other 
qualifications, whether delivered in 
your organisation or elsewhere:

   The Performance Pieces, 
Technical Exercises, Ear Tests and 
General Musicianship sections 
are all designed to create a well-
rounded musician.

    The improvisation sections at 
grades 1-5 are an excellent way 
to introduce composition to the 
individual, small groups and entire 
classes.

   The Fact Files and General 
Musicianship sections support 
conceptual understanding and 
provide a clear link to listening 
and appraising skills.  

    In Music Production; the 
practical, written and listening 
tasks provide opportunities to 
deliver benchmarked tasks for 
individuals, small groups and 
whole classes, in-line with the 
curriculum. 

   The exams support students in 
performance and composition 
using music technology, as well as 
those looking to gain experience 
working behind the mic.

   The whole suite of graded 
music exams support countless 
vocational qualification 
units linked to a myriad of 
opportunities in the creative 
industries.

The diagram opposite shows how 
each aspect of the graded music 
exam works to support holistic 
musical learning.

   The performance pieces can be 
used as standalone tracks for 
solo and ensemble performance 
at GCSE, A-Level and Vocational 
Qualifications. 

   Each piece in our syllabus 
is available as an individual 
download. This includes the 
backing track, full audio and 
score; meaning that they fulfil 
the coursework submission 
requirements for all the major 
exam boards.

   Each piece can be used as a 
differentiated resource for use in 
whole class teaching, as you can 
learn aurally, through notation, tab 
and chord charts.

   As each track has a specific grade, 
these can be mapped against the 
criteria for Level 2 (GCSE) and 
Level 3 (A-Level).

ROCKSCHOOL QUALIFICATIONS 
SUPPORT MUSICAL PROGRESS
Rockschool graded music exams are an excellent way 
to gain a qualification, with an emphasis on practical 
engagement with both musical instruments and technology. 

RSL AWARDING THE CONTEMPORARY ARTS
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Wherever and however you are learning, our qualifications support progress from one level to the next and can 
help bring together the learning that happens both inside and outside the classroom, formally and informally.

graded music exams supporting musical progress

Progression routes 

level 1
ks2/3 whole class

curriculum learning

level 2
ks4 vq learning

level 2
ks4 gcse

level 3
ks5 vq learning

level 3
ks5 a-level music

Extra-curricular club or lesson

*For further details on exam structure check the grading structure found on our website.

Performance
pieces (60%) 

Sight reading,
Interpretation

& Improvisation
/ quick study piece 

(15%)

Ear Tests
(15%) 

Technical 
exercises

(15%) 

General
musicianship

(5%)

level 1
(ks2/3)

level 2
(GCSE/vq)

level 3
(a Level/vq)

level 3
(a Level/vq)

level 3
(a Level/vq)

solo and ensemble
performing

developing
listening

musical concepts
and understanding

composition
development

instrument
specific skills 

and music
 theory

*For further details on exam structure check the grading structure found on our website.
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Using RockSchool Grades can support GCSE 
preparation in a number of areas:

SOLO PERFORMANCE 
   OCR suggest that Rockschool pieces at Grade 
3 can exhibit the level of challenge to achieve 
higher marks for the difficulty criteria within 
GCSE music. 

    The resources supplied by Rockschool allow 
students to learn their pieces with or without the 
support of a private tutor.

   Backing tracks available and the written 
score provide all the necessary material for 
submission, to meet the GCSE requirements. 

   Backing tracks and audio can be used to learn 
pieces by ear.

ENSEMBLE PERFORMANCE 
    Adding extra live performers to the  
Rockschool pieces makes them suitable  
for ensemble submission. 

   OCR suggests that the score provided in the 
Rockschool pieces is suitable for submission  
for all instruments involved in the ensemble. 

    The backing tracks can be used as a resource  
for students preparing their individual parts. 

COMPOSITION 
   Improvisation elements within the  
Rockschool Graded syllabuses are a stimulus to 
support composing activities in the classroom. 

   The Rockschool quick study pieces at  
Grades 6 to 8 can be used to support  
students’ stylistic awareness as they  
enhance their composition skills. 

LISTENING 
   General Musicianship Questions that feature 
in all Rockschool grades help prepare students 
for the listening exam elements of the GCSE 
qualification. OCR’s listening exam features 
unprepared questions that reflects the 
Rockschool approach. 

   Factfiles that accompany Rockschool pieces 
focus learners towards the understanding Style 
and Context required at GCSE. 

   Walkthroughs that accompany Rockschool 
pieces help learners identify musical 
characteristics and improve their aural 
perception.

   Consider using the Rockschool’s popular music 
theory workbooks. 

SOLO PERFORMANCE ENSEMBLE PERFORMANCE COMPOSITION LISTENING

RSL AWARDING THE CONTEMPORARY ARTS
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Summary
Linking classroom teaching to instrumental teaching can provide many benefits. Students preparing with 
instrument teachers can use their exam pieces for their GCSE coursework. Equally, students who learn pieces from 
Rockschool’s syllabi for their GCSE performances could be entered for a grade certificate as well. This added value 
can improve perception of Music as a subject and double the sense of achievement for students.

Progression can be mapped too - using the grade 1 and 2 material and moving up to 3, then 4 - the above principles 
can all be applied. You can also choose the grade that meets your students’ abilities freely.

The integrated approach to teaching music can really 
immerse the student in their learning.
 

DRUMSPIANO GUITAR

ACOUSTIC GUITAR BASS VOCALS

Mapped Pieces from 
Grade 3 as Examples: OCR does not specifically state graded exam standards for 

GCSE performances; instead, 6 of the 30 marks for each 
performance are for difficulty. 

When determining a mark out of 6 for difficulty bear in 
mind the advice on page 50 of the OCR specification; briefly, 
the way a piece is executed can affect the difficulty – adding 
or embellishing; reducing or simplifying. Don’t only use the 
score as the artefact to determine the difficulty. Use of best 
fit also applies!

These are guidelines based on the skills demonstrated as in 
the printed Rock School books and the accompanying CDs.

The full difficulty descriptors for OCR can be found in the 
specification from page 50.

Identifying difficulty:
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PIANO
Otis Redding - Sittin’ On The Dock Of The Bay from Piano Grade 3 contains 
the following that reflects the characteristics in the higher mark descriptors 
of the OCR difficulty criteria:

   Pitch: A more difficult key; 
more difficult melody in range 
and/or leaps

   Duration: Rhythmically  
more difficult

   Dynamics: Clear dynamic 
contrasts*

   Tempo: Use of tempo requiring 
more control and/or dexterity*

   Timbre: Sensitivity of touch; 
use of pedal(s) 

    Structure: The addition of 
contrasting sections or new 
demands

   Phrasing: Appropriate 
articulation and sensitivity of 
touch highlights the musical 
shape of the piece*

    Style: More complex in its 
requirements

   The assessed part has increased 
difficulty and independence in 
relation to any other parts 

    Use of syncopated, dotted or 
other complex rhythms

   Use of dynamic contrast, 
including gradation of volume*

   Some independence of parts

* Would need to be listened for as part of the 
performance as no specific markings on the 
score – students will need to ensure they can 
demonstrate this.
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Electronic 
keyboard 
Otis Redding - Sittin’ On The Dock Of The Bay from Piano Grade 3 contains 
the following that reflects the characteristics in the higher mark descriptors 
of the OCR difficulty criteria:

   Pitch: A more difficult key; 
more difficult melody in range 
and/or leaps

     Duration: Rhythmically 
more difficult; quicker chord 
changes*

   Tempo: Requires more control 
and/or dexterity*

   Timbre: Good use/control of 
sound bank*

    Timbre: More complex chords; 
fingered chords 

   Structure: The addition of 
contrasting sections or new 
demands; use of fill-ins

   Phrasing: Appropriate 
articulation and control of 
touch sensitivity to create the 
musical shape of the piece*

   Style: More complex in its 
requirements

   The assessed part has increased 
difficulty and independence in 
relation to any other parts 

   A wide range of notes and 
changes in hand position; use   
of harmony in the right hand

   Complex rhythmic patterns,  
such as syncopation and/or 
dotted rhythms

   Quicker chord changes and a 
wider range of chords

   Challenges posed by the speed of 
the part

   A good use of the technology  
is required*

   Dynamic contrast through  
touch sensitivity and  
registration changes*

* Would need to be listened for as part of the 
performance as no specific markings on the 
score – students will need to ensure they can 
demonstrate this.

(using the chords 
as above the stave)
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Drums 
Santana - Smooth from Drums Grade 3, contains the following that 
reflects the characteristics in the higher mark descriptors of the OCR 
difficulty criteria:

   Duration: Rhythmically more 
difficult; use of rolls, flams and 
other rudiments

   Dynamics: Clear dynamic 
range and contrasts*

   Tempo: Requires more control 
and/or dexterity

    Timbre: Use of the different 
timbres available from the 
instrument 

    Texture: The number of sound 
sources used and consideration 
of their complexity

   Structure: The addition of 
contrasting sections or new 
demands

    Phrasing: Appropriate 
articulation and stick/ hand 
control to create the musical 
shape of the piece*

   Style: More complex in its 
requirements

   A part requiring rhythmical 
dexterity; perhaps more dotted 
rhythms, and some syncopation 

   Good use of dynamic contrast 
through effective control of 
drumsticks (or hand and finger 
dexterity), including gradation  
of volume*

   Use of syncopated, dotted or 
other complex rhythms

    Challenges posed by the speed  
of the part

    Contrasting sections, perhaps 
including an improvisatory section

    The assessed part has significant 
difficulty and independence in 
relation to any other parts

* Would need to be listened for as part of the 
performance as no specific markings on the 
score – students will need to ensure they can 
demonstrate this.

using the Untuned 
Percussion descriptors
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Guitar 
Creedence Clear Water Revival -  Proud Mary from Guitar Grade 3 con-
tains the following that reflects the characteristics in the higher mark 
descriptors of the OCR difficulty criteria:

   Pitch: A more difficult key; 
more difficult chords

   Duration: More frequent  
chord changes; more 
complicated rhythm

   Dynamics: Clear dynamic 
range and contrasts*

   Tempo: Requires more control 
and/or dexterity 

    Timbre: Use of the  
different timbres available  
from the instrument

   Texture: Density of the chords; 
more intricate strumming

   Structure: The addition  
of contrasting sections  
or new demands

   Phrasing: Strumming patterns 
and articulation indicate the 
musical shape of the piece*

   Style: More complex in  
its requirements

   The assessed part has increased 
difficulty and independence in 
relation to any other parts 

   A part in a more difficult key,  
with modulations

   A wide range of chords, including 
extension chords

   Dynamic contrasts including 
gradations in volume*

   Use of syncopated, dotted or 
other complex rhythms

   Requires left-hand dexterity - 
chord changes are more rapid and 
complex; position changes are 
frequent and use a wide range of 
the fret board

   A range of right-hand techniques 
are evident, thus showing 
a range of articulation and 
some challenging rhythmic 
accompaniment figurations

* Would need to be listened for as part of the 
performance as no specific markings on the 
score – students will need to ensure they can 
demonstrate this.

(use the chords style / classical 
style descriptors and cross refer-
ence to apply to the different types 
and styles of guitar)
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Acoustic
Guitar  
Ed Sheeran - Thinking Out Loud  from Acoustic Guitar Grade 3 contains the 
following that reflects the characteristics in the higher mark descriptors of 
the OCR difficulty criteria:

   Pitch: A more difficult key; 
more difficult in range and/or 
leaps; some position work

   Duration: Rhythmically  
more difficult

    Dynamics*:  Clear dynamic 
range and contrasts

    Tempo: Requires more control 
and/or dexterity

   Timbre: Use of the  
different timbres available  
from the instrument 

   Texture: Addition of polyphony 
and/or homophony and 
consideration of its complexity

   Structure: The addition of 
contrasting sections or new 
demands

    Phrasing: Use of appropriate 
articulation to create the 
musical shape of the piece*

   Style: More complex in its 
requirements

   The assessed part has increased 
difficulty and independence in 
relation to any other parts 

   A wide range of notes with 
frequent leaps

    Use of syncopated, dotted or 
other complex rhythms

   Dynamic contrast and gradation 
of volume is required*

   The addition of an independent 
second part and/or chords

    Requires left-hand dexterity – 
position changes are frequent and 
use a wide range of the fret board

   A range of right-hand techniques 
are evident, thus showing a range 
of articulation and phrasing

* Would need to be listened for as part of the 
performance as no specific markings on the 
score – students will need to ensure they can 
demonstrate this.

(use the chords style / classical style 
descriptors and cross reference to 
apply to the different types and styles 
of guitar)
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bass
Guitar  
Dire Straits - Money for Nothing  from Bass Grade 3 contains the following 
that reflects the characteristics in the higher mark descriptors of the OCR 
difficulty criteria:

   Pitch: A more difficult key; 
more difficult in range and/or 
leaps; some position work

   Duration: Rhythmically  
more difficult

    Dynamics*:  Clear dynamic 
range and contrasts

   Tempo: Requires more control 
and/or dexterity

   Timbre: Use of the different 
timbres available from the 
instrument 

    Texture: Addition of polyphony 
and/or homophony and 
consideration of its complexity

    Structure: The addition of 
contrasting sections or new 
demands

   Phrasing: Use of appropriate 
articulation to create the 
musical shape of the piece*

    Style: More complex in its 
requirements

   The assessed part has increased 
difficulty and independence in 
relation to any other parts

   A wide range of notes with 
frequent leaps

   Use of syncopated, dotted or 
other complex rhythms

   Dynamic contrast and gradation 
of volume is required*

   Requires left-hand dexterity – 
position changes are frequent and 
use a wide range of the fret board

   A range of right-hand techniques 
are evident, thus showing a range 
of articulation and phrasing

* Would need to be listened for as part of the 
performance as no specific markings on the 
score – students will need to ensure they can 
demonstrate this.

(use the chords style / classical style 
descriptors and cross reference to 
apply to the different types and styles 
of guitar)
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Voice 
Taylor Swift - 22 from Female Vocals Grade 3 contains the following that 
reflects the characteristics in the higher mark descriptors of the OCR 
difficulty criteria:

   Pitch: More difficult melody in 
terms of range and/or leaps

   Duration: Rhythmically  
more difficult

   Dynamics: Clear dynamic 
range and contrasts*

   Tempo: Greater breath control 
to sustain a slower pace, or the 
technical dexterity to articulate 
a faster moving part 

    Timbre: Good tone and 
expressive control of the 
sounds across the vocal range

   Structure: The addition of 
contrasting sections or new 
demands

   Phrasing: Use of vocal 
technique, diction and breath 
control to create the musical 
shape of the piece*

   Style: More complex in  
its requirements

    Increased difficulty in relation to 
other parts e.g. lack of support 
from any accompaniment present 

   The assessed part has increased 
difficulty and independence in 
relation to any other parts

   A part with a wider range of notes 
(beyond a 10th), and some leaps, 
resulting in challenges in pitching 
and intonation

   Use of syncopated, dotted or 
other complex rhythms

    Use of dynamic contrast, 
including gradation of volume*

   Good breath control to sustain 
and phrase a slow-moving 
melody, or challenges posed 
by the speed of the part and 
therefore requiring vocal dexterity

   Clear use of phrasing with a range 
of articulation

* Would need to be listened for as part of the 
performance as no specific markings on the 
score – students will need to ensure they can 
demonstrate this.
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RESOURCES
Individual Tracks
rslawards.com/shop

Supporting Tests
rslawards.com/shop

Syllabus Specifications
rslawards.com

Centre Support
rslawards.com/find-a-centre

Find a Teacher
rslawards.com/find-a-teacher

RSL Publishing Portfolio
RSL has 95 publications available in store
and online.

CONTACT US
RSL Alumni
Share your story with us and become one of 
our listed alumni!
rslawards.com/alumni

Become a Centre
Start delivering today by becoming an RSL 
exam or delivery centre: rslawards.com

Become a Teacher
RSL’s Teacher Registry is searched by 
thousands of students and enables you to 
promote your teaching practice further.
rslawards.com

Become a Stockist
If you’re a music store wanting to stock RSL 
books visit: rslawards.com

Become a Partner
RSL welcomes all business ventures and 
potential partnerships. Contact our Business
Development Team now!
business@rslawards.com

Become a Team Member
Make sure you regularly visit our careers page 
online for all new openings and opportunities

info@rslawards.com
0345 460 4747
www.rslawards.com

Online music tutorials 
Features include:

   Challenge yourself with carefully  
crafted courses

     Tutorial videos with top musicians: 
Structured learning with high quality 
video lessons. Slow down and loop to 
practice at your own pace.

     Total Freedom: Learn any time, 
anywhere. Only pay for what you use.

* Available in Rockschool Electric Guitar, Acoustic Guitar, 
Piano and drums.
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Progress 8
It is often highlighted that learning a musical instrument has significant benefits academically, psychologically 
and socially, and there is no doubt that being part of a musical performance feels good both as a performer and, 
generally, as a member of the audience. It’s not surprising that a lot of time is spent by committed students and 
teachers preparing for musical performances throughout the year and that this has obvious benefits for the school 
community. However, if you do need further evidence of the benefits learning a musical instrument brings, the 
following sets out how Rockschool music exams attract UCAS points and contributes to whole school accountability 
measures through Progress 8.

The music exams that are included are:
    Level 3 Certificate in Graded Examination in Music Performance (Grades 6-8)
   Level 3 Certificate in Graded Examination in Popular Music Theory (Grades 6–8)

UCAS points
As a Level 3 qualification, a practical grade exam at grades 6 – 8 represents a significant achievement and 
investment in time and energy and so carries significant points for University entrance:

Award Level UCAS points

RSL Awards Level 3  
in Music Grade 6

Pass 8

Merit 10

Distinction 12

RSL Awards Level 3  
in Music Grade 7

Pass 12

Merit 14

Distinction 16

RSL Awards Level 3  
in Music Grade 8

Pass 24

Merit 27

Distinction 30

RSL AWARDING THE CONTEMPORARY ARTS



Progress 8 measure:
Level 3 qualifications can contribute to a students’ Progress 8 measure through the ‘open element’ which means 
Grades 6 – 8 can be used as one of the three other subjects alongside any other Level 2 qualification in Music. 

Graded  
music level 

Grade  2016 points  
  

2017, 2018 and 2019 points  

Grade 8

 

Distinction 8.00 8.50 

Merit 8.00 8.50 

Pass 8.00 8.50 

Grade 7

 

Distinction 8.00 8.50 

Merit 8.00 8.50 

Pass 7.00 7.00 

Grade 6 Distinction 8.00 8.50 

Merit 8.00 8.50 

Pass 7.00 7.00 

RSL Level 2 Qualifications also contribute to whole school accountability measures and more information can be 
found here - www.rslawards.com
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Music Production 
Supporting National 
Curriculum Music
The syllabus is built around practical tasks which allow students to demonstrate an understanding of how to use 
music software to create high quality musical outcomes. As the syllabus sits within the National Qualifications 
Framework, each grade has been benchmarked to ensure the skills and knowledge acquired create logical 
progression and map across to the levels of musicianship.

Music Production Graded Music Exams can complement the National Curriculum at Key Stage Two and Three; and 
the Learning Outcomes for GCSE and A-Level. 

Skills and Knowledge:
NQF Practical Assessment 

(60%)
Listening Test 
(15%)

Theoretical Written Exam 
(25%)

LEVEL 1 
(Grades 1 – 3)
(KS2/3)

SOLO PERFORMING and COMPOSITION
W

orking as a Professional Musician

MUSIC THEORY, STYLISTIC AWARENESS, 
DETAILED LISTENING

UNDERSTANDING OF RECORDING, LISTENING

LEVEL 2 
(Grades 4 and 5)
(KS4)

LEVEL 3 
(Grades 6 – 8)
(KS5)
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Key Stage 4:
2016 points Rockschool Music Production Grade Five  

Exam Syllabus

Perform with technical control,  
expression and interpretation

Use MIDI technologies such as synths, samplers, 
controller keyboards, MIDI pickups, electronic 
drum triggers

Compose and develop musical ideas with technical 
control and coherence

 

Coursework task requires a good understanding of 
contemporary musical styles and features and an 
ability to replicate pre-recorded material; create 
own material and use production tools to create 
high quality musical outcomes 

Demonstrate and apply musical knowledge Understand music production and recording 
techniques, such as compressors, gates, side-
chaining, multitrack and live mic recording in 
own work and in recordings

Recognise and use major, minor, blues, chromatic 
and whole tone sales; 7th chords; swung rhythms
in 4/4

Understand contemporary music styles or Pop, Rock, 
Soul, Country and Funk

Use appraising skills to make evaluative and critical 
judgements about music

Use increasingly sophisticated listening skills and 
understanding of music production techniques and 
theory to be able to make judgements about music

For information on other Key Stages please visit www.rslawards.com
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Rockschool Ltd 

Harlequin House 

7 High Street, Teddington 

London

TW11 8EE 

  +44 (0) 345 460 4747

 info@rslawards.com 

  www.rslawards.com  

RSL has been an independently regulated awarding organisation in the UK since 2002. RSL 
is the only graded music awarding organisation to be regulated by Ofqual (England), SQA 
(Scotland), Qualifications Wales (Wales) and CCEA (Nothern Ireland).

RSL, the RSL Logo and all other RSL product or service names are trademarks of        
Rock School Ltd © 2018 Rock School Ltd. All Rights Reserved.                            
Company number: 2610574 VAT number: 928122629

www.rslawards.com  |  info@rslawards.com  |  +44 (0)345 460 4747
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https://www.rslawards.com/
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https://twitter.com/rslawards
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https://www.youtube.com/user/RockschoolExams/videos
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