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“Music can name the unnameable and communicate the knowable.”  

Leonard Bernstein. 

“Music is a higher revelation than all wisdom and philosophy.” 

Ludwig van Beethoven 

“There is only one happiness in life and that is the happiness of creating.”   

Frederic Delius.  
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Component 1:
PERFORMING (30%)

A recital recorded live and uninterrupted
Solo and/or ensemble performance

Total at least 8 minutes of music

Component 3:
APPRAISING (40%)

Six areas of study
Eighteen set works
Unfamiliar pieces

Musical elements, contexts and language
Rhythm and pitch dictation

Comparison of familiar and unfamiliar 
works

Wider listening

Component 2:
COMPOSING (30%)

One 'free' composition relating to one of 
the six areas of study

40 marks, minimum 4 minutes (20%)
One composition in response to a brief 

assessing technique (10%)
20 marks, minimum 1 minute

Combined minimum 6 minutes
Minimum 5 hours controlled conditions

 

Welcome 

Welcome to A-level Music! This Student Course Information booklet will help you navigate the course, and 
contains useful information from the exam board and your teachers. You should keep this as a reference, but 
you should read it in its entirety. Many of your general questions about assessment, performance and 
composition requirements will be answered in this handbook. You might find it useful to make your own notes 
in the handbook and highlight sections that are particularly important to you.  

The idea of this opening section is to introduce you to the difference between what you studied in GCSE, to 
what you will study at A level. In a way, the format is exactly the same as GCSE, just a lot more detailed. 

Your A-level Course 

The A Level course is organised into three parts, just like GCSE:  

Performance, Composition, and Listening and Appraising. 

Regard these as related areas which aim for a holistic development of you as a musician, and so you should aim 
to improve your skills in all three areas. 
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Component 1: Performing 

Performance from GCSE to A level is all about YOU! No separate ensemble work is needed for this like GCSE, but 
you may use it for your final recording. The only difference is that you need 8 minutes of music which of course 
can be multiple pieces to make that time. Thankfully, you have two years to prepare for it with the help of your 
instrumental teachers, your class teacher and Mrs Amorino. Although you have support throughout this, it is vital 
that you have a focused and achievable practice schedule. The performance task in the A-level course is designed 
to give you real-world recital experience. 

The requirement is: 

• A recital of at least one piece, performed live and uninterrupted in front of an audience (30% of overall A 
Level) 

• Performance can be solo, as part of an ensemble, improvisation, realisation using music technology, or a 
combination of these. 

• The recording must be made after 1st March in Year 13, but will be assessed regularly and in Year 10 and 
Year 11 trial exams.  

The total performance time must be at least 8 minutes of music, not including time taken to tune the instrument 
or any gaps between pieces. To develop skills and confidence, students will perform in front of other students at 
least once per term. A positive and respectful attitude will be nurtured amongst the group from the outset. 

You will only have access to the full range of marks if you perform a piece of Grade 7 standard or above. The 
more difficult the piece, the better chance you have of scoring high marks. It is therefore advantageous to 
competently perform pieces of about ABRSM Grade 7 or 8 standard. 

The performance element is recorded and externally marked. How it will be marked: Technique. Accuracy and 
Expressive Control.  

TECHNIQUE: Let’s aim high Band 4 and above.  
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           ACCURACY: Let’s aim high Band 4 and above. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EXPRESSIVE CONTROL: Let’s aim high Band 4 and above. 
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Component 2: Composing 

Again with composition, there are some major comparisons between GCSE and A level composition. The 
difference being that you now need a 4-minute composition related to the styles of music or a free 
composition, as well as one additional composition which is from a set brief.  Bear in mind that you will have 
more lesson time to complete this compared to GCSE.  

There will be some time allocated in class for you to use the Sibelius software available, however it is 
recommended that you make use of time before and after College. 

For the final submission of your composition tasks, you may choose to perform your piece (or ask another person 
to do so), or use Sibelius to virtually record the composition. You do not receive any extra marks for a live 
performance.  

The requirements are: 

• One free composition or composition based on a brief released in September of Year 13 – choice of 

six briefs, one from each Area of Study (minimum 4 minutes, 40 marks) 20 %  
• One composition from a list of four briefs assessing technique, released on 1st April of Year 13 

(minimum 1 minute, 20 marks) 10 %  

The total duration when both compositions are combined must be at least 6 minutes. The guided maximum 
time for the combined compositions is 8 minutes. 

How it will be marked 
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Set Briefs: One must be chosen and must be a minimum of one minute.    
This brief is introduced in Year 13 on 1st April and you will have 6 hours of monitored class time to 
complete the brief. The content will be taught through the course, so you are prepared and ready.  

Brief 1 – Bach chorale. (At EC we tend to work on this brief. ) 

Students must learn how to harmonise two chorales in the manner of J.S. Bach by adding alto, tenor and 
bass parts to a given soprano. 

Using an appropriate harmonic vocabulary students need to be familiar with triads in root position and first 
inversion, the tonic triad in second inversion in contexts where Bach would have used it, seventh chords 
and their inversions typical of Bach’s style. They must also learn about voice-leading and other procedures 
typical of Bach’s style including modulation to closely-related keys, passing notes and suspensions. 

The given chorales will be between 12 and 18 bars in length each. Modal chorales, and chorales in ¾ time 
will not be set. 

Brief 2 – Two-part counterpoint 

Students must also learn how to complete a two-part baroque texture for bass and violin or flute using an 
appropriate harmonic vocabulary. 

They must be able to construct rhythmically satisfying and stylish melodic lines in treble and bass and to 
follow 18th century conventions with regard to texture, voice leading and structure. 

The stimulus will be between 24 and 42 bars in length and students will be required to complete passages 
in both treble and bass. They will not be required to add, or work to, a figured bass. 

Brief 3 – Arrangement 

Students should learn how to harmonise a given melody and extend this to form a satisfying arrangement 
for instruments and/or voices. 

They should study the techniques of writing for different instrumental and/or vocal combinations and of 
extending and varying melodic material to sustain a coherently structured piece. 

The given melody will be between 12 and 24 bars in length and the number of instrumental/vocal parts that 
are specified in the brief will be no more than four. The brief will specify an audience and occasion. 

Brief 4 – Remix 

Students should learn how to develop a given audio sample into a remix suitable for performance in a 
nightclub setting. They should investigate the stylistic characteristics and conventions of electronic dance 
music. They should learn how to edit and manipulate samples, timbres and textures and to extend these 
into a coherent structure by developing the elements of rhythm, melody, harmony and sound manipulation. 
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Component 3: Appraising 

Set Work Transition from GCSE-A Level   

In GCSE, you studied four styles of music with two set works for each. 
The transition to A level adds an extra ten set works and includes 
new styles of music introducing new areas like Popular Music and 
Jazz as well as New Directions. The benefit of this is that it covers an 
area for everyone, whatever music you are into. This course opens up 
your mind to potential of music and how far it has come overtime. 
You may find a style of music or set work that you have never fully 
understood which may become your new favourite. There is 
something for everyone in A level music. Have a look below to see 
the change from the set works you studied in GCSE to what it is in A 
level. It is only an extra set work per style! 

GCSE Set Work A’ Level Set Works 

                                                                           Vocal Music 

Vocal Music 

Purcell-Music for a While  
Queen-Killer Queen  
 
 
 

Instrumental Music                                                             Instrumental Music 
 
Brandenburg Concerto  
Beethoven-Pathetique 
 
 
 

Music of Stage and Screen                                                                          Film Music 
 
John Williams-Star Wars  
Steven Schwartz-Defying Gravity   
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fusion Music                         Fusion Music     
 
Afro Celt Sound System-Release 
Esperanza Spalding-Samba Em Preludio 
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Additional Set Works 

These are the two new styles that are added to A Level Music. Popular Music and Jazz and this 

area covers who else, but the most successful bands of all time, The Beatles. We will discover their 
experimental techniques that made people crave a new style of pop music. Without it, we would not 
hear what we would today. 

Popular Music and Jazz 

 

 

 

 

 

New Directions 

What is sound? Sound is anything these three composers want it to be. Here we listen and explore the 
weird and wonderful sounds of music. This will test your patience and make you open-minded to the 
idea that any sound that you hear can be made musical. 

 

 

 

 

Similar to GCSE, we explore these set works using scores and analyse them in a more descriptive way. 
The difference being that our analysis will involve in depth discussion to really appreciate each 
composer’s intentions. We will study many wider listening examples to help us understand the music 
around that time and how other pieces have influenced each composer.  

 

Wider Listening suggestions for all of the set works.  

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/news-policy/subject-updates/music/further-wider-listening-
ideas.html 

 

 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/news-policy/subject-updates/music/further-wider-listening-ideas.html
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/news-policy/subject-updates/music/further-wider-listening-ideas.html
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Musical elements 

Organisation of pitch (melodically and harmonically) 

• Harmonic change, cadences, for example interrupted, and melodic and harmonic devices. 
• Complex chord progressions, for example the use of secondary dominant, and melodic devices, for 

example augmentation. 

As well as the study of how melodic lines are constructed and common melodic devices, such as sequence, 
inversion etc. the study of the harmony in the music is an equally important feature. On a basic level this 
includes the repertoire and types of chords as well as their use in formulaic cadential progressions. Harmonic 
devices and more complex chord progressions too should be studied, such as circle of fifths, the use of the 
secondary dominants etc. 

Tonality 

• How keys are related to each other, for example circle of fifths. 
• Complex and remote key relationships, for example enharmonic. 

In essence, this is the key structure of the music and is often related to the music’s form or structure. The 
relationship between keys is a vital component, such as the relative major/minor, dominant, dominant of the 
dominant etc. It is expected that the study of the set works will encompass complex key relationships and 
enharmonic change. 

Structure (organisation of musical material) 

• Complex structures, for example sonata form. 
• Increasingly complex structures, for example fugue and through-composed music. 

The knowledge of the form or structure of music is inherent in the understanding of the composition as a 
whole. Students will encounter complex structures in the set works such as sonata form, arch form, fugue etc. 
It is through the understanding of the music’s structure that the organisation of melody and harmony makes 
sense and shows again the independence of the musical elements. 

Sonority 

• Combinations of vocal timbres and instrumental techniques, for example con sordino. 
• Further combinations of vocal timbres and instrumental techniques, for example sul ponticello. 

This includes an understanding of how sounds might be altered such as con sordini, sul ponticello, flutter 
tonguing etc. It also requires an understanding of how combinations of instruments and/or voices create 
different sonorities. 

Texture 

• Complex combinations of musical lines (parts), for example homophony and polyphony. 
• More complex applications of these, for example fugue. 

This element encompasses common textures of monophony, homophony, polyphony, heterophony and fugue. 
Students should also be able to comment on interesting textural features in the music they study. 
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Tempo, metre and rhythm (how music is organised in time) 

• Metrical and rhythmic devices, for example changing metres and syncopation. 
• Complex metrical and rhythmic devices, for example additive rhythm and polyrhythms. 

As well as general observations regarding these features, students need to study more complex metrical and 
rhythmic devices, such as additive rhythms, cross rhythms and polyrhythms. Many of the more complex uses of 
these elements will feature in the 20th-century areas of study. 

Dynamics (use of dynamics) 

• Expressive devices, for example contrast and extended ranges. 
• Refined control of dynamics and extreme ranges. 

The expressive use of dynamics to enhance music and how this relates to the elements listed above. 

These musical elements can be applied to many different types of music but may not be applicable to every 
single area of study or set work to the same degree or extent. The use of the musical elements above should be 
used to understand, as appropriate to each area of study and set work, to identify: 

• how instrumentation is used in different combinations (identifying instruments and groups of 
instruments) 

• how instrumentation is used to good effect, including playing techniques etc. associated with a 
particular instrument or group 

• musical and melodic devices (ornamentation, ostinati, riffs, use of imitation, pedal point and sequence) 
• rhythmic devices and features (syncopation, swung rhythms, dotted rhythms and triplets), and 

discriminate between major, minor, modal, pentatonic, chromatic tonalities 
• how texture is used, including how the music exploits textural contrasts with reference to monophony, 

homophony, polyphony, heterophony etc. 
• how harmony and chord patterns are used in the music. 
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The Appraising Exam (40% of your A Level)  

This is an externally set and assessed examination lasting 2 hours, 
with a maximum of 100 marks. The assessment consists of six 
questions in total. The paper will include multiple-choice, short open 
and extended writing questions. There are two sections in the 
examination: 

• Section A: 50 marks, four questions – three questions based 

on extracts from the set works and one question on 

dictation. 

• Section B: 50 marks – one essay question on an unfamiliar 

piece of music and one essay chosen from three optional questions on a set work. 

Each student will have a CD containing the extracts of music relating to the exam, and will be in control of listening 
to the extracts relating to each question. 

Section A 

Students will be assessed on their ability to identify aurally the key musical features in some of the set works 
from the areas of study. They should understand the context within which the set works were composed and 
their place within the area of study as a whole. 

Students will also be expected to express and justify opinions on the set work extracts and complete short 
musical dictation and staff notation questions. 

Section A will feature aural listening questions based with skeleton scores on set works from different areas of 
study. These questions will include short answer responses and some multiple choice questions. There will also 
be some dictation of pitch and rhythm in this section of the paper. The dictation will be from unfamiliar works 
that feature musical elements, language and contexts related to those in the set works. 

Section B 

Section B will feature two essays – Question 5 (20 marks) and Question 6 (30 marks). 

Question 5 will be based on an unfamiliar work related to one of the set works and not taken from any of the 
wider listening pieces. The purpose of this question is for candidates to draw links from their study of the set 
works to the music heard as an unfamiliar extract. Audio will be provided for this question. No skeleton score 
will be provided for this question. 

Question 6 will be presented as one essay from a choice of three options, each from a different area of study. 
This question will ask students to evaluate music with reference to music elements, such as melody, structure 
and texture. No audio will be provided for this question. An illustrative excerpt of several pages of the score will 
be provided. However, students are expected to use their knowledge of the set work as a whole in their answer. 
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How section B is marked: Question 5-mark scheme:  
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How section B is marked: Question 6 - mark scheme:  
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Course Workload and Expectations 

Music A-level demands commitment and time – home practice, rehearsals in College, developing compositional 
skills, listening to your set works and exploring a wide range of music. 

It is expected that you continue to practise your primary instrument to maintain an acceptable standard of 
playing. At least three hours’ total time of focused practice per week is recommended. In Year 13 you will be 
booked into one of the practice rooms for one of your free periods as your weekly ‘in college’ practise.  

It is crucial for you to develop your aural skills; this helps you to develop as a musician in all three areas of the 
course. College choirs and ensembles help you to better understand: melody, chords, articulation, phrasing, 
textures, stylistic features of different genres and composers, as well as developing you in your practical skills. 
Regular attendance to these groups is therefore an essential part; in fact, this is a requirement for an Intellectual 
Discipline grade of ‘1’ in the termly reports. 

You will also be required to complete homework and research tasks regularly, which may focus on set works, 
wider listening tasks, composition, preparing for performance, essay writing or revision activities.  

Essay submissions please note:  

• All essays submitted – must be typed (the only exception to this is if they are to be completed under timed 
conditions).  

• Name and Candidate number (if applicable) must be in a header. 
• The essay title must be typed at the start.  
• All essay should be double spaced to allow those of us who are marking to make comments in the body of 

the essay. 
• If source materials have been used to quote from or referenced a ‘bibliography’ must be included.  
• This is important practise for University.  

 
During the course you should also work on your composition tasks outside of class time. It is expected that your 
composition will take a significant amount of work outside of formal lesson time, so begin the course with the 
expectation that you should structure your time to accommodate this.  

To understand and evaluate unfamiliar music, it is important that you have a reasonable theoretical knowledge 
base, so that you can explain your thoughts using appropriate terminology. In A-level Music, we will look at a 
wide variety of musical styles in the set works and in the wider listening part of the course.  

You will be asked to make informed statements about studied and unstudied works during the course, and it is 
important to make the distinction between enjoying a piece of music and appreciating it from an academic 
perspective.  

You may not necessarily like all the pieces we study, but it is important that you can identify characteristics in 
each of the pieces and discuss them in a knowledgeable manner. Listening frequently to the eight set works will 
help you become familiar with them; you will need to know the set works thoroughly. 

Understanding the traditions of Western classical music is incredibly helpful, as we still use the vocabulary and 
notation styles to this historical period. This historical background has informed and influenced a plethora of 
modern work, and can help put these more recent works into context. 
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Useful links 

Set Works: a YouTube playlist for all set works that will be studied in 2016 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL0X3d7bMcCGgTo5X7WUKxp1rkftfFc7Uk 

Pearson Website: Pearson (Edexcel) deliver the course content and have helpful homework activities, revision ideas, and 
other information. https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-a-levels/music-2016.html 

IMSLP: Online library of musical scores. 
http://imslp.org 

Oxford Music Online: A fabulous resource for finding information about composers, musical works, and music history 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/public/;jsessionid=F5A13437F52764F3F40A604589ADA99D 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL0X3d7bMcCGgTo5X7WUKxp1rkftfFc7Uk
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-a-levels/music-2016.html
http://imslp.org/
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/public/;jsessionid=F5A13437F52764F3F40A604589ADA99D

