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Performing at KS4

by Anna Gower

INTRODUCTION

At KS4, students make their choices about which subjects to choose to study further. In the case of music, 

schools can offer GCSE music with specifications offered by four main exam boards in England, and some 

variations available elsewhere such as National 5 in Scotland, and IB or iGCSE internationally. There are also 

various vocational qualifications available to students who opt to take music beyond KS3.

As you would expect, most options include performing as a key part of the specification, and a performance 

forms some part of the expected assessment outcomes from the courses. The key difference between GCSE 

and equivalent and vocational qualifications is that the focus for GCSE is on the student as performer, whereas 

the vocational options dig a little deeper into the performance and all the things that come together in the 

planning and delivery of a performance or event. The aim is to make links to the music and creative industries, 

and to open up pathways to further study of music for students who may not have followed a more traditional 

route through music learning, which may have been via instrumental study and knowledge of associated 

theory and theoretical language, a key part of the GCSE music subject conditions as required by Ofqual.

For many teachers and students, the choice between GCSE and a vocational qualification is often based 

on prior instrumental experience, or on the potential shown through performing. In some cases, those who 

have had instrumental lessons or some musical experience outside the classroom are guided towards GCSE, 

while others who have learnt informally or who haven’t reached what is seen to be an appropriate level of 

competence on a musical instrument may be offered a vocational qualification. It’s great that both these 

options are available, to make school music accessible to more students in terms of further study and musical 

progression routes for all.

Regardless of the multiple factors that affect what schools are able to offer and why, student engagement with 

performing seems to play a major factor in why they choose to take music at all. With music at KS2 and KS3 

under threat in many UK schools, and a lack of consistent approaches to curriculum topics and to the teaching 

and learning of composition, performing is often the only benchmark that can be used to decide on how 

appropriate the choice of music as a KS4 subject might be. In addition, it’s often the experience of performing 

alone and with others that engages students with music, and that helps them to form a musical identity – which 

is a crucial starting point for a KS4 qualification to build on.

The vocational route allows students to be assessed on the progress they make, rather than on solely their 

final outcomes, and to explore the wider context and understanding of performance – as this quote from from 

the UCAS website suggests: ‘These are intended to be music industry qualifications that will equip students 

LEARNERS MUST DEMONSTRATE THAT THEY CAN:

 � make use of musical elements, techniques and resources to interpret and communicate 
musical ideas with technical control and expression. This must be achieved by one or more of 
the following means:

 � playing or singing music.

 � improvising.

 � realising music using music technology.

 � perform music with control, making expressive use of phrasing and dynamics appropriate to 
the style and mood of the music.

https://qips.ucas.com/qip/rockschool-limited-music-practitioners-qcf-tech-levels-interim-reformed
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with the skills, knowledge and understanding for entry to employment in the music industry, or progression to 

further study at a higher level.’

Students can make a contribution to a performance in ways other than simply playing – for example in 

demonstrating awareness of health and safety requirements, staging, planning a set list, technical set-up, 

backstage support, marketing and promotion, and so on.

The wide range of units on offer that can be mixed and matched personalise the specification to the strengths 

of the students, and also to what course providers and schools are able to offer. This adds a layer of flexibility 

to the KS4 experience that isn’t really available at GCSE. Therefore performers can perform; composers can 

compose; those with an interest in what happens around a musical event can explore that more deeply; those 

interested in technology can explore it further; or students can get some hands-on experience in what’s in 

involved in the technical aspects of creating an authentic performing experience.

PERFORMING AT GCSE

Ofqual’s GCSE Subject Level Conditions and Requirements for Music of March 2015 have as Assessment 

Objective 1 ‘Perform with technical control, expression and interpretation’, worth 30% of the overall award.

Requirements for performing specified by Ofqual that are consistent across all exams boards include:

 � Students will perform at least two pieces of music.

 � These will have a combined duration of at least four minutes.

 � One piece must be a performance of at least one minute in duration as part of an ensemble.

 � Each learner is required to select, following discussion with the Centre that will deliver the assessment, 

the pieces of music that the learner will perform during the assessment.

 � Assessment will be taken by each learner in the academic year in which that learner expects to be 

awarded the qualification.

 � Assessment will be taken under conditions specified by the awarding organisation, including, in particular, 

conditions that ensure the evidence generated by each learner can be authenticated against AO1 in its 

entirety.

The music industry is a vibrant, exciting and highly competitive industry that contributed £4.1 billion 
to the UK economy in 2015, outpacing the overall growth of the economy by 2.5%. In 2016, live music 
alone created £3.7 billion in direct and indirect income for the UK.

The music industry is constantly evolving, and offers many different and exciting new work opportunities. 
In 2015, the music industry supported more than 117,000 full-time jobs in the UK, 69,300 of which were 
professional musician roles. (Pearson BTEC Level 1/Level 2 Tech Award in Music Practice Specification)

In the context of the GCSE qualification, ‘learners must make use of musical elements, techniques and 
resources to interpret and communicate musical ideas with technical control and expression through 
one or more of the following means –

 � playing music,

 � singing music,

 � improvising, or

 � realising music using music technology.’

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/413199/gcse-subject-level-conditions-for-music.pdf
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Students will submit:

 � a complete and unedited recording of the learner’s live performance, and

 � the score or lead sheet for that performance.

Building on these stated requirements, exam boards then have flexibility in how they ask candidates to 

undertake the performing component of their exam. It is at this point that teachers can start to choose which of 

the boards may be most appropriate for their students, based not only on instrumental difficulty requirements 

but also on how each board prefers performances to be collated, uploaded, timed and moderated, as well as 

the other aspects of the syllabus.

Having multiple exam boards allows teachers to choose one whose experience is the most appropriate for 

their learners. In terms of performing, for example, if GCSE music has traditionally been chosen by students 

who have had instrumental lessons, achieved music graded exams and have the opportunity to continue with 

them throughout the course, then a board that links performing difficulty levels to graded exams may be a 

good fit.

If students from a range of musical backgrounds who have learnt to play through informal approaches are 

opting for GCSE, then a board that uses more generic levels of demand descriptors might be more appropriate.

How performing is assessed at GCSE

Although it is worded differently in each specification, and although each board has slightly different 

requirements for how work is presented and moderated, performing at GCSE is assessed on the following:

 � Technical control of an instrument.

 � Expression.

 � Communication.

 � Understanding of the style and mood of the music.

Three out of the four boards choose to link the guidance for difficulty to graded music exams (see below for more 

detail on choosing repertoire), so it’s easy to see how GCSE music can have an appeal principally to students 

who have previously had instrumental lessons, and achieved proficiency with instrumental performance.

The choices made by exam boards over the amount of theoretical content, the inclusion of set works, the 

choice of focus pieces, areas of study and linking performing to graded music repertoire, together with the 

prior musical experience and values of teachers who may prefer one approach to another, could all together 

lead to a division between GCSE for one type of music learner and vocational qualifications for another.

VOCATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS

In contrast to GCSE, a vocational route via qualifications such as BTEC Music Level 2, NCFE L2 music 

technology or RSL Music Practitioner can open up progression to a music degree for students who have 

perhaps not engaged with music through more traditional instrumental routes.

There are qualifications that place an emphasis on music technology as a means to creating and sharing 

music making: using and demonstrating an understanding of digital and audio/visual technology; planning 

and delivering performance opportunities and events; and producing portfolios of evidence, to demonstrate 

learning mapped to specified learning objectives for each unit.

Dr Ally Daubney 
and the ISM 
have produced 
a document that 
compares the 
board requirements 
for GCSE music, 
providing a great 
starting point for 
teachers looking to 
choose between 
them.

It’s important to note that at the time of writing, the process of accrediting some of the current and 
new vocational qualifications for 2020 has not yet been completed. If a specification doesn’t make it 
onto the performance tables, there are challenges to teachers in being able to continue to teach the 
course at KS4.

‘The aim of these 
qualifications is to 
provide learners 
with the knowledge 
and range of skills 
needed to progress 
them towards being 
able to operate 
successfully 
as performing 
musicians and 
producers.’ RSL 
Music Practitioners 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/btec-firsts/music-2013-nqf.html
https://www.ncfe.org.uk/schools/subject-areas/music-technology/
https://www.ncfe.org.uk/schools/subject-areas/music-technology/
https://www.rslawards.com/vocational/music-practitioners/
https://issuu.com/ismmusicjournal/docs/gcse_music_comparison_chart_2016
https://www.rslawards.com/vocational/music-practitioners/
https://www.rslawards.com/vocational/music-practitioners/
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MUSIC TECHNOLOGY AND PERFORMING AT KS4

Performing and music technology at GCSE

The inclusion of the option of ‘realising music using music technology’ in the Ofqual subject conditions for 

GCSE music has led to exam boards including additional options for DJing, MCing, rapping and sequenced 

performance.

Performing and music technology in vocational qualifications

In GCSE, music technology should be measured consistently against performing on other instruments or 

vocally, with associated levels of difficulty and assessment criteria. But music technology exists quite differently 

in vocational qualifications.

There are qualifications specifically designed for music technology, such as NCFE L2 music technology, which 

is described as ‘distinct from GCSE music, as it encourages learners to use knowledge and practical tools 

to focus on specific creative and technical music technology outcomes. Learners will develop significant 

personal and vocational business skills that can be transferred to further study or employment.’

In the RSL Music Practitioner L2 award, students can choose to follow a technology pathway where they will 

sequence, produce and record live music.

Music technology is becoming a relevant and engaging tool for students, and it’s great that it’s been included 

within both pathways – albeit with a different focus, and a choice about which may be the best option for 

students given the equipment, time and experience among staff at a school.

However, the clear distinction is between one qualification that has shoehorned music technology into an 

existing tried and tested structure for performing and composing music, and another that allows for a more 

flexible and authentic exploration of the potential of music technology.

That key difference may inform choices for teachers about where the best routes lie for students who have an 

interest in pursuing music technology into future study, perhaps at degree level or in the workplace.

CHOOSING REPERTOIRE WITH AND FOR YOUR 
STUDENTS

Choosing repertoire for GCSE performing

The balance between challenge – how much improvement students might expect to make across a two- or 

three-year exam course – with the need to achieve top marks at KS4 is a serious consideration when advising 

students about repertoire for GCSE music performing.

In addition, making judgements about the difficulty levels of various pieces, and making sure that an ensemble 

fits the exam board definition can be time-consuming for teachers as they mark student portfolios. The following 

are all considerations:

‘Performing is not 
the only way to get 
into music. The 
role of technology 
is central to most 
performances, and 
a wide variety of 
jobs exist in related 
fields, including the 
vital contribution 
of technicians. 
Musicians and 
music technicians 
are often required 
to “multi-task” and 
need to understand 
different aspects 
of a performance, 
a recording or an 
event.’ NCFE Level 
1/2 Technical Award 
in Music Technology 

Please note: with regard to difficulty levels for DJing, rapping, MCing, beatboxing and sequenced 
performances, all boards provide additional guidance for making judgments.

https://www.ncfe.org.uk/schools/subject-areas/music-technology/
https://www.rslawards.com/vocational/music-practitioners/
https://www.ncfe.org.uk/schools/subject-areas/music-technology/
https://www.ncfe.org.uk/schools/subject-areas/music-technology/
https://www.ncfe.org.uk/schools/subject-areas/music-technology/
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Difficulty levels at GCSE

The table below shows how different exam boards have chosen to implement difficulty levels into their 

assessment schemes for performing:

Edexcel AQA Edquas OCR

 y Up to grade 3: less 
difficult

 y Grade 4: standard
 y Grade 5 and 

above: more 
difficult

 y Grade 5 and above: 
6 marks

 y Grade 4: 5 marks
 y Grade 3: 4 marks
 y Grade 2: 3 marks
 y Grade 1: 2 marks
 y Below grade 1: 1 mark

Grade 3 is given as a 
benchmark for standard level, 
and pieces are marked as 
above or below standard.

Not mapped to grades. 
Descriptors are provided 
for teachers to make 
judgements and award 
from six additional marks 
accordingly.

Because the OCR level of demand is not mapped to grades, a look at what this means in reference to a 

specific piece would be useful.

 � 5-6 marks: a more complex piece involving sustained control with more intricate technical demands in 

terms of an extended range and control of tempo, dynamics, articulation and phrasing.

 � 3-4 marks: a piece that requires a range of rhythmic and/or melodic change with some technical demands 

in terms of phrasing, dynamics, articulation and key.

 � 1-2 marks: a simple piece that uses a limited rhythmic and/or melodic range with easy movement between 

notes and where relevant, in an easy key.

 � 0 marks: there is nothing worthy of credit.

OCR and AQA credit the difficulty of repertoire by adding up to six additional marks to the total mark for the 

performance as follows:

OCR AQA Assessment criteria

6 (in 3 bands) 6 Levels of demand/difficulty

12 15 Technical control (accuracy)

12 15 Expression and interpretation

Edexcel and Eduqas provide a scaled chart that converts the raw mark for the performance into a final total. In 

the case of Edexcel, at its defined lowest level of difficulty (grade 3) the mark stays the same. Eduqas deducts 

marks for what the syllabus describes as ‘below standard difficulty’ which in this case is also equivalent to grade 3.

Other parameters from the boards include:

 � OCR does not allow pieces that are only awarded one or two marks for difficulty to access the top band 

(10-12) of marks.

 � Edexcel’s case that ‘The demands of the music are beyond the current ability of the performer’ limits the 

performance to 1-2 out of 8 total marks only in the technical control/technique section.

Therefore there are many descriptors and mark schemes to navigate in order to support students with repertoire 

choices.

Progress in performing at KS4

There is also a contradiction within the GCSE performing component, which is widely discussed among 

practitioners. It can cause conflict between those who want to encourage performers to challenge themselves, 

by working on increasingly difficult pieces across the course for inclusion in their performing component, and 

those who are aware it can be a better option in terms of marks for students to play an easier piece well, than 

a difficult piece less well.

Some teachers feel that, despite the exam requirements, students should be supported to aspire to play at the 

highest level they’re capable of. The idea of a student of grade 8 standard playing a grade 5 piece for an exam 

doesn’t sit well with those who believe performance is a journey of challenge, and that opting to take GCSE 

music should stretch and challenge students as part of their overall musical development.
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Case study: instrumental performance at grades 1, 3 and 5

For the purposes of this analysis, a fictional candidate enters three pieces, each at a different difficulty level.

By applying the assessment criteria and level of difficulty for each exam board, is it possible to suggest teaching 

strategies that offer a range of challenge, yet also allow students to achieve the best mark possible for performing?

Let’s mark these performances using the descriptors for each board, and see what the best option for the 

candidate might be.

For the purposes of this example, percentages have been used for the totals, since each board calculates 

marks in different ways, making comparison difficult without them.

Board Grade 1 piece Grade 3 piece Grade 5 piece

AQA mark out of 36  y Technical control 
(accuracy): 15

 y Expression and 
interpretation: 15

 y Level of demand: 2
 y Total: 32 (88%)

 y Technical control 
(accuracy): 9

 y Expression and 
interpretation: 9

 y Level of demand: 4
 y Total: 22 (61%)

 y Technical control 
(accuracy): 5

 y Expression and 
interpretation: 5

 y Level of demand: 6
 y Total: 17 (47%)

Edexcel mark out of 30
(The raw mark has been mapped 
to the difficulty scale provided 
in the specification. Note that 
Edexcel sets the difficulty levels 
one instrumental grade higher 
than the other boards.)

 y Technical control: 8
 y Expression and 

interpretation: 8
 y Accuracy and fluency: 8
 y Difficulty: less difficult
 y Total: 24 (80%)

 y Technical control: 5
 y Expression and 

interpretation: 5
 y Accuracy and fluency: 5
 y Difficulty: less difficult
 y Total: 15 (50%)

 y Technical control: 2
 y Expression and 

interpretation: 2
 y Accuracy and fluency: 2
 y Difficulty: more difficult
 y Total: 9 (30%)

OCR mark out of 30
(Note that OCR does not map to 
grades, so for the purposes of 
this exercise I have taken the top 
mark for difficulty from each band, 
which in the specification is clearly 
outlined for each instrument. 
The intention is that teachers 
can make a judgement about 
assessing the difficulty without 
needing to rely on only using 
graded repertoire.)

 y Technical control and 
fluency: 9

 y Expression, interpretation 
and fluency: 9

 y Difficulty band 1-2 
(however, top marks 
cannot be accessed at 
this level of difficulty)

 y Total: 20 (67%)

 y Technical control and 
fluency: 7

 y Expression, interpretation 
and fluency: 7

 y Difficulty band 3-4
 y Total: 18 (60%)

 y Technical control and 
fluency: 4

 y Expression, interpretation 
and fluency: 4

 y Difficulty band 5-6
 y Total: 14 (47%)

Eduqas mark out of 36
(The raw mark has been mapped 
to the difficulty scale provided in 
the specification.)

Accuracy: 12
Technical control: 12
Expression and 
interpretation:12
Difficulty: easier than 
standard
Total: 32 (89%)

Accuracy: 7
Technical control: 7
Expression and 
interpretation: 7
Difficulty: standard (grade 3)
Total: 21 (64%)

Accuracy: 4
Technical control: 4
Expression and 
interpretation: 4
Difficulty: higher than 
standard
Total: 13 (36%)

Piece 1: The candidate plays a grade 1 piece with good intonation, the correct notes and significant 
shaping and expression of the lines. Tonal contrasts and control of the instrument are appropriate to 
the piece, and an understanding of the musical content is communicated throughout the performance.

Piece 2: The candidate plays a grade 3 piece with some slips in intonation and some fudging of notes 
in the faster passages. Shaping of melodic lines is evident throughout most of the performance, but 
some opportunities for musical expression are missed as technical control and accuracy become the 
main focus in more difficult parts of the piece.

Piece 3: The candidate plays a grade 5 piece with noticeable slips in accuracy of notes and intonation 
throughout. There is little musical contrast and expression in this performance, and in some passages 
the fluency is interrupted by a lack of technical control. Tone quality is inconsistent, and the candidate 
is unable to include musical expression or shape in this performance.
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Conclusions

Although this task is artificial, and there are no actual performances to base these judgements on, there are 

some implications for repertoire choice and teaching strategies for GCSE performing.

In all cases in this example, playing an easier piece well does achieve a higher mark than playing a harder 

piece less well.

So instead of putting an emphasis on creating challenge through selecting increasingly difficult pieces to 

play, a focus on boosting the key areas for assessment – accuracy, technical control and expression – should 

result in a higher mark, as well as producing a well-rehearsed, musical performance that demonstrates real 

understanding of the requirements of assessment at this level.

Suggested teaching strategies

 � Encourage regular performance for which students are expected to be well prepared.

 � Encourage students to mark each other using the mark scheme, so that they understand how work is 

marked and how difficulty levels are decided and applied,

 � Help students to choose a range of pieces in different styles that challenge different aspects of musical 

expression, interpretation and instrumental technique from within a difficulty level they are comfortable 

with. This will avoid a narrow experience where just a few pieces are performed repeatedly until a good 

recording is achieved. Regular feedback will enable students to make informed choices about what to 

include when the time comes to choose.

 � Give students a choice over repertoire. They usually perform pieces they like with more confidence and 

enthusiasm.

 � Apply the mark scheme from the outset with plenty of opportunities to give targeted feedback to improve 

technical control and musical expression.

 � Make sure students listen to lots of different performances, both from within their teaching group and on 

recordings – and, if possible, live as well.

 � Design listening tasks that highlight examples of musical expression on a variety of instruments, and guide 

students to be able to copy these in their own performances.

 � Where possible, integrate performing into the teaching of other areas of the course.

It can be tempting to hand over the performing component to instrumental teachers, defining some shared 

aims and information about how portfolios are assessed, as well as guidance for repertoire choice and regular 

feedback on marks and targets set for improvement. With so many recent changes to KS4, however, it can be 

a challenge for instrumental teachers to keep on top of the different requirements of the different courses. So 

joining up the classroom activity with what happens outside the classroom can only be of benefit to everyone.

EMBEDDING PERFORMING INTO THE TEACHING 
OF OTHER ASPECTS OF THE CURRICULUM
For experienced instrumental players – especially those who have instrumental lessons outside the classroom, 

and who already play at or above the required level – the GCSE performing component can be easily achieved 

without the need for classroom intervention, other than to advise over the choice of pieces, or to satisfy the 

requirements of exam boards for recording and collating recordings and scores/lead sheets. But how can 

these students remain engaged with performing in the classroom while also being challenged as performers 

throughout the course?

One way is to look at a joined-up approach to the teaching and learning of content. The following are a 

few ideas:

 � Perform parts of the set works on instruments.

 � Take part in an improvising workshop to look at how improvising can help to generate and develop initial 

musical ideas for a composition.

 � Play a different instrument and look for the transferability of musical skills beyond just the technical and 
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practical experience of playing the instrument.

 � Play with others: music is a social activity, and playing together encourages creativity and empathy.

 � Play by ear, which helps with pitch recognition and being able to listen and fill in the blanks on a score in 

the exam, and also allows for better understanding of what musical expression and interpretation mean in 

context.

 � Play and learn about key musical language and concepts in context and in reference to chosen 

instruments.

 � Use the instruments and instrumental experience from within the group to teach content more widely, for 

example to support instrument recognition, timbres, range, etc.

 � Compose a piece for your own instrument (required in some exam boards).

BUILDING A LIFELONG LOVE OF PERFORMING

Many music organisations offer resources, education and outreach programs to support KS4 performing, 

which enable students and schools to engage with music in a variety of styles, genres and contexts.

As well as encouraging regular performing opportunities in the classroom and at school concerts and events, 

attending a live performance and listening to performances of pieces played by different musicians enrich 

what could just become another tick in the examinations checklist.

The following organisations (and many more) offer opportunities related to KS4 music courses. And of course 

it’s likely that there are many more local opportunities to see and hear performances of all kinds of music 

played by all kinds of musicians.

 � Royal Philharmonic Orchestra Resound Community and Education

 � BBC Ten Pieces

 � London Symphony Orchestra Discovery days

 � London Philharmonic Bright Sparks Concerts

 � English National Opera Baylis Programme

https://www.rpo.co.uk/rpo-resound
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04pc0j8
https://lso.co.uk/lso-discovery/discover-more/discovery-days.html
https://www.lpo.org.uk/education/brightsparks-concerts.html
https://www.eno.org/discover-opera/eno-baylis/

