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DEMYSTIFYING THE
MUSIC EXAMINATION
SYSTEM

BY DR. ANGELA CHAN PH.D.

Dr. Angela Chan Ph.D., director of Lambda
School of Music and Fine Arts, retired senior
examiner of Royal Conservatory of Music,
shares with parents a critical analysis of the
role of music exams versus competitions,
while also providing tips to strength your

child's cv to ace college application.

A frequent question posed by many of my students’
parents after their children have studied piano for a
certain number of months or years, is “should | send
my kid for graded music exams?”. “Well, | want my
kid to have some goals, and without exams they do
not seem to progress. Also, | hope that they can get
some credits for their schooling in passing music
exams, such as the Royal Conservatory of Music

exams”.

Whenever | encounter parents asking me such
questions, | always want to bring them back to first
principles. If your kid does not seem motivated, do
you think going for exams will motivate them? Why
are they un-motivated anyways? What are your

expectations from exams?

Once in a while, | also hear many parents mention
something like this, ‘1 want my kid to complete all
his exams before he finishes elementary school. This
way, he will not be pressured when he goes to high
school.” In response to that, | just said, "you want him
to finish all the music exams, and then drop music
altogether when he goes to high school?". Often
times, | either made the parents speechless, or they
feel that | am just being sarcastic. The fact is that |
am simply revealing to them the truth. Parents are
not teachers - they do not fully understand the
system, and their perspective are often based on
hearsay through listening to the opinions of other
uninformed parents. Many of opinions are simply

unfounded.

Do you really want your kid to rush through all the
lessons by just focusing on passing the exams, and
then drop everything altogether after elementary
school? If so, what's the point? Is it that you just want
to be in the company of other parents who compete
amongst themselves, racing forward to see how
quickly your kid can plough through all the

examination grades?
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What is the purpose of learning to play an
instrument? Or for that matter, taking music
lessons? Is it to enrich the experiences of the
child, or cultivate creativity? Or to develop
discipline, reflective awareness, attention to
detail, the ability to solve problems? To
develop the skills to handle success and
failure, as well as to learn music and enjoy the
experience of being involved in music and to
be able to share it with others? If that is not
the reason, it is just to fulfil the criteria of
finishing a series of exams? Is this a lifelong

goal to inspire your child?

How often have you been to friends’ homes, where
you see a pristine piano, and beautiful certificates
hanging on the walls. But when you ask the former
pianist to play something on the piano, you often get
this response “oh, | haven’t touched the piano for
many years already after | finished my exams".

Does this sound familiar yet alarming? Do you want
to get your kids to take piano lessons, accumulate all
the certificates on the wall, and then quit
immediately? | am aware that some kids who were
forced to go through all the grade levels blatantly
told their parents that when they finish all the

grades, they will quit playing music.

It seems that some parents have a distorted sense of
what music lessons are about. For some, the paper
on the wall seems to be more important than the
experience for their children. As retired senior
examiner for the Royal Conservatory of music and
having examined for over 2 decades, | have closely
observed the development of students who followed

the examination system and those who do not.

The problem with the examination system is that it
is developed primarily for the general level student.
The evaluations are systematic but primarily caters
to the standards of the general norm. The
expectation to pass a grade is quite basic. Getting a
pass, or for that matter a distinction does not
necessarily represent true excellence (particularly in
lower grades). Many students receive high marks not
particularly because they played well. But rather
because they have good aural and sight-reading
skills. Their playing can be sometimes just marginal,
but the ear test and sight-reading serve to augment

the scores significantly.

From having examined over thousands of
candidates, | have come to the conclusion that
candidates who passed the exam with scores of
distinction, are trained to be good students who
follow the requirements of the syllabus, but are not
necessarily good performers. Furthermore, with over
hundreds of thousands of students passing music
exams annually, music exams are no longer
considered a valuable credential for one's

curriculum vitae.

Although | have been very close to the examination
system, | do not personally recommend my own
students to take exams if they aim to reach the
highest levels of performance. As | find that for my
students, other challenges have longer lasting
effects and motivate them to achieve higher goals in

the long run.
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Parents often have the illusion that, in the future if
their children wish to teach music privately, they
would need a certificate for teaching. That is furthest
from the truth. Unlike medical doctors, or lawyers
who need professional training in order to practice
their profession, this is not obligatory for musicians
and music teachers who teach privately. This is the
greatest fallacy. The best teachers do not necessarily
have teaching certificates. Furthermore, the
curriculum of teaching certificates focuses primarily
on standard approaches of how to teach - what
books to use, how to teach certain pieces, or scales,
how to teach technique - all these are theoretical.
When a teacher is in the situation of teaching a
student - it is alive and dynamic. Most students
teach the way they were taught. And with the rest
comes experience, not something that they can
learn from the curriculum. But it takes time to
develop experience. Versatility in teaching comes
from the personality of the teacher. Artistry comes
from musical training, and how well a teacher
communicates to the student depends on his
communicative skills, understanding of psychology
and diagnostic skills. To be a good teacher has more
to do with the personality, musicianship, empathy, a
degree of care, and the passion to teach - much

more than a certificate can represent.

And again, it is true - one does not need a teaching
certificate or diploma to be qualified to teach. | have
a Ph.D. degree, a Masters’ degree, a professional
concert degree and | am a retired senior examiner of
RCM and the director of a music school, and | have
never taken an RCM graded exam. | have helped
over 300 students win international competitions,
and | have taught students who have become music
professors in universities, and | also teach teachers
how to teach - but | do not have a teaching

certificate.

Now let’s explore some pragmatic aspects of
studying music. | understand that parents also look
at the practical elements - such as learning music
will help obtain some credits in high school. By
having the credits, one can skip music classes at
high school. Well, isn’'t this paradoxical? You want
your child to take more music classes and and pass
music exams so that you can skip it in the future?
Why to skip it? Why does one feel that learning

music at school is a waste of time?




LAMBDA SCHOOL OF
MUSIC & FINE ARTS
MAGAZINE

PAGE 1

BLOG

BY DR. ANGELA CHAN PH.D.

Ok, let just suspend judgment for this argument for

a brief moment. Is it really worth taking the exams?

| found this from Wikipedia about RCM exam credits:
For most provinces in Canada, a Level 6 Certificate
and Level 6 Theory (formerly Intermediate
Rudiments) counts as Grade 10 credit, a Level 7
Certificate and Level 6 or Level 7 Theory (also
formerly Intermediate Rudiments) counts as Grade
11 credit, and a Level 8 Certificate and Level 8 Theory
(formerly Advanced Rudiments) counts as Grade 12
credit. One's standing in the Certificate Program also
plays an important role in entrance requirements for
professional music programs at many universities

and colleges.

Please note that “for most provinces”, that refers
primarily to British Columbia and Ontario. It does
not include Quebec. In Quebec, according to the
education ministry, achieving Grade 2 RCM is the
same as achieving Grade 6. This grants you one to
two credits off. The focus is not on the results or the
level from the RCM exams, but just from the fact
that you have some kind of certificate to fulfil the
requirement to opt out. So, if you just aim for
getting credits, getting a Grade 2 level is more than

enough.

And if that is the case, why bother to go through all
the grades? If you wish to continue music lessons, it
probably has much more to do with wanting to

continue to learn and develop one’s skills.

Since we are in Quebec, | will focus on the
requirements in Quebec. First of all, to be eligible for
CEGEP entrance, having achieved any graded exams
in RCM does not make any significant difference.
Unless you are aiming to major in music, which
would require an audition to demonstrate your
performance skills (examinations certificates do not
exempt the applicant from the audition
requirements). The focus is primarily on academic
achievements, and other extracurricular activities
that gives the admission officer a sense of
personality of the student - indicating whether he is
disciplined, focused, diligent, and able to handle
success and failures. Having completed any musical
studies at the general level is ubiquitous and this no
longer makes a significant difference in one’s

application.

In fact, the current trend for the admission of
applicants to top colleges and universities involve

identifying the following qualities in candidates.
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(2) for students who study a
musical instrument, they need
to demonstrate a very high
level in performance. The best
is that they have participated in
international level competitions.
This shows that they have the
dedication and discipline to
follow through intensive
practice and performance. They
are able to handle stress, and
able to face the audience in a
public concert. This also shows
that they have the ability to
focus to achieve a very high
expert level. In fact, top
colleges and universities do not
look for a general global ability
— hence a curriculum vitae
showing a lot of activities are
not helpful. It just demonstrates
that the candidate is a "Jack of
all trades". They look for a peak
performance spike that
differentiates the candidate
from others. One also needs to
maintain this level of peak
performance for a number of
years to show that one is able
to maintain focus and
dedication toward a subject
matter for an extended period
thereby demonstrating
commitment.

You would say, “what if |
participate in a competition and
| don’t win any prizes?”. The
fact is that it does not matter
whether you win first prize,
second prize, third prize, or
even not get an award. The
purpose is to show the
sustained focus and devotion in
your commitment. It would be
very helpful to create a portfolio
(preferably in form of a
website), with recordings of
your performances, document
your experiences in preparing
for the competition, as well as
handling the experiences
derived from each competition.

The result of the competition
might be a success or a failure.
That does not really matter as
much. Rather, you need to
document how your mindset is,
and how you handle the
preparation process as well as
emotions related to the
experience. That shows one's
ability to reflect, analyze and
learn from past experiences.
These are important elements
that one can add to one’s
portfolio to give strength to
college application.

(2) In case if you really don't
want to be a solo music
performer, participating in a
band regularly (for consecutive
years) will also help you enrich
your cv for college and
university entrance. This shows
that you are able to work
closely in a team, in activities
that require intense
collaboration and participation.
Again, document the ensemble
work, your performances, your
participation in competitions.

(3) Last but not least, learning a
second instrument by yourself
(“self-taught”) is considered to
be a highly desirable trait for
college and university
admission. It shows that the
applicant is motivated and
enthusiastic through self-
teaching. Learning an
instrument this way shows that
one is highly driven, intrinsically
motivated and is able to solve
problems.

So, let’s go back to the topic of
music exams — after we have
explored what top colleges and
universities are looking at — it
seems like music examinations
have very little impact or value
in developing a strong
curriculum vitae for future
academic pursuit.
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If that is the case, let’s revisit - why do you

want to study music then?

If it is for personal development, and
interest - why not study just for the sake
of enjoying it, learning and perfecting the
skills. Aiming for your personal best,
rather than being hampered by any
externally imposed curriculum. And if
you wish to challenge yourself fully, why
not participate in music competitions? It
provides a goal and also builds character
and strength. It also contributes to your
cv helping you apply for college and
university in the future. Rather than just
giving you one to two credits at high
school so that you can skip music class.
And by the way, if that is the goal, getting
to Grade 2 RCM already does the trick in
Quebec! If you participate in
competitions, you also cultivate
discipline, expand your scope of learning
to achieve excellence, to challenge
yourself to the limit - and you also
strengthen your cv along the way. Why
not?

After reading through all this, as a parent
- do you still want your kids to go
through music examinations just to get
more certificates to hang on the wall?
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