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GradeV Theory - Compostion

Asteachers, we are expected to provide a modicum of theoreticd training for our students, especialy when
it comesto that time when they need to take ahigher-levd performance exam. Theory training isimportant
since it compliments much of what the student doesintheway of practica work. | have often wondered
how much a pupil might benefit by understanding the structure of apiece of music, or the manner inwhich
athemeis developed and extended as a compaosition develops. But timein lessonsiis often far too limited to
go into too much detail and aforty minute dot, for example, quickly passesjust taking pupils through
technica and musicd problems.

Many of the requirementsfor Grade V theory are, in redlity, common sense and students often seem to

view the examination with the same trepidation that they would on visiting adentist! Asaninvigilator for
ABRSM theory examinations, | have seen youngsters quake with fear asthey enter the examination room.
Often parents display smilar symptoms and the manner in which they nervoudy pace the corridors outside,
uggeststhat a somewhat fraught atmosphere has existed in the family nest thet day.

It s|emsthat such asituation is set to stay; athough recent legidation regarding compul sory testing at the
end of key stages should ensure that children become used to such trying Stuations, acombingtion of
factorswill ensurethet it does not. Pupilswant to please their parents and teechers, teecherswant their
pupils not to let them down and parents want their children to succeed - averitable mixing pot thet can be
unsettling for al.

How we make pupils understand the relative ease of the task they are about to undertake is not essy. They
should know their scales, rubrics and termi nology through the practicd work they have done. The approach
to def reading, trangposition, intervals and score writing can betechnica and done without much musicd
sense So it gopearsthat the only rea problem for them to overcomeis the composition eement of the
paper, aproblem that, with amethodica goproach, can be solved without too much of a heedache.

Composdition isan dement thet is ever-present in achild's musical education sinceit isa statutory
requirement at dl key stages and plays an important part & GCSE levd. But thereis adifference between
providing aportfolio of compositions for assessment and writing amelodic compasition under exam
conditions, where thereis only red accessto amusica ingrument isthe one the pupils carry in their heeds.
We havedl come across the problems associated with endeavouring to get a student to tgp thismusicd
ingrument when trying to get them to hear amelody in and reciteit back through aurd training.
Trandferring thisinto written notation only seemsto compound the dilemma. The fallowing process might
provide an expedient solution to the problem, especialy for those for whom the'inner ear' isnot fully

developed.

A primary problem is getting the pupil to inwardly hear meodic intervas, but thisis not a daunting task

that requires hours of aurd training sinceit requires only areturn to the 'basic' human scale, the pentatonic.

As children, we dl sang such dittiesas Cry Baby Bunting or It'sraining, it's pouring without ever redisng
the accuracy with which we pitched the notes, either inwardly or outwardly. | would bet that if you

atempted this now, without even opening your mouth, you would be able to inwerdly heer every interval
digtinctly. The pentatonic scale, C D E G A isnaurd and formsthe bads of amusicd languege for just

about every culture that exists, whether it isthe dendro scae of the Bainese gamean orchestraor alullaby
sung in South Africa Itisnot for any other reason that Zoltan Koddly's early years training rdieson this
scale so much, and thereis no reason why it cannot be adapted to form the basis of the composition of a
mdodic song in an exam



Thefirgt stage requires making the pupil avare of the scale - they are often not. Get them singing short
verses on asingle note and trying to transcribe the rhythm and accentuation into notation. Thisis often best

gpproached by tapping abest to arecita of the words, finding where the stresseslie and drawing in bar
lines

| Lulaby, |lullaby, |
Little oneto | Dreamland fly. |

From there on, the notation of the rhythm should be ardaively Smple matter. When the basic patternis
ready, refinements may be made. The rhythm should, however, be written out on dternating notes of a
minor third - the age-old sound of apolice car. Referring to the notesin terms of tonic sol-famight be of
usedso:
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Lull —a-by, lll -a-by, it -tle one todream -land fly

Here we have the two most used notes of the pentatonic scae. The next phase requires the pupil
subgtituting some of the noteswith an A
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Lull =a =by, hull =a =hy, lit =tle one to dreamn -land fiy

after which the same process should continue subgtituting the notes D and C:
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Lull =a =by, Illl -a=hy, lit -tle one to dreamn -land fiy

It isimportant to follow this sequence verbatim, since the gradua addition of notes alows the pupil to
inwardly reinforce the melody.



So far, we have a pentatonic melody - possibly enough to sstify an examiner, but conversion to adiatonic
melody should be ardatively quick and painless process. This example only requiresthe addition of an F
tomakeit complete:
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Although thisis ardatively acceptable meody, should the pupil havetime, a series of improvements may
il be made. For example, two quavers might be used for asingle syllable and theinevitable rubrics
added.
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| hope that the plan | have presented here will be of as much useto your pupils asit hasto mine. It can
easly be adapted to suite composition for asingleinstrument, but the beauty of setting wordsisthe
sructure and rhythm they provide. Methodica approaches are often of more use than unstructured attempts
a writing ‘from the heart' and athough thismight not ssem amusical approach, it neverthdessfulfilsa
function under what can be trying Situetions.



