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ABSTRACT  

Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM) vocal training has become increasingly 

popular since I began teaching in the early 2000s. In general, my clients; comprising 

of high school students and adults from my private teaching practice, have a 

preference for CCM voice training over Classical training. For the Further Education 

and Training (FET) phase in the South African school system, there are currently two 

primary syllabi available for teachers of CCM practical instruments; these are the 

Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus and the Rockschool syllabus. Since CCM vocal 

instructors are compelled to use the syllabi mentioned above, they have naturally 

become a guideline for voice teachers in the development of CCM vocal technique. 

Previous studies of CCM syllabi and vocal technique for the CCM singer are 

incomplete and do not definitively address the developmental value of the CCM 

syllabi for singers of CCM genres. The dissertation investigates vocal requirements 

for the CCM singer, focusing on CCM vocal development, vocal idioms, styles, 

pedagogy and pedagogues, and the use of these elements in the syllabi. The study 

uses a descriptive qualitative research design, and recruits for interviews ten FET 

phase vocal instructors familiar with Trinity Rock & Pop and Rockschool syllabi. 

Interview data collection uses semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions. 

Alongside this, an in-depth analysis of both syllabi is conducted. The syllabi 

investigation measures each syllabus against their own criteria in conjunction with 

CCM vocal idiomatic requirements and the physical capabilities of the adolescent 

singer. The study found that both syllabi have areas of value, but these are not 

sufficient for the development of vocal technical ability. Vocal instructors prefer the 

Rockschool syllabus, feeling that it has more substance . However, the research 

shows that the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus is more systematic in its progression of 

difficulty and graded content. The study established that the syllabi alone are not 

effectual in developing the technical abilities of the CCM singer, and the education 

and experience of the vocal trainer must be reasonably advanced to implement the 

requirements of the syllabi.  

KEY CONCEPTS 

CAPS, CCM syllabi, CCM vocalisation. CCM vocal pedagogy, IEB, Rockschool, 

Trinity Rock & Pop, Vocal idioms. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

My involvement in music education and voice training has extended over 16 years. 

During this time, I have been required to use selected syllabi as part of my formal 

instruction of Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM). I am obliged to use these 

syllabi, as graded syllabi are mandated for use by the South African Department of 

Basic Education; in the Curriculum and Assessment Standards (CAPS) document, to 

be used in the Further Education and Training (FET) phase in preparation toward the 

National Senior Certificate (NSC) qualification.  

Currently, there are only two syllabi that offer graded CCM material in South Africa. 

These are the Trinity College London Rock & Pop syllabus (R&P) and the Rockschool 

syllabus (previously affiliated with Trinity College London). With the growing demand 

for CCM tuition, these two syllabi have become invaluable to any music instructor 

wanting to prepare students for the matriculation examinations or for those coaches 

who wish to participate in graded examinations in the CCM style of music.  

Considering how CCM has become a principal element of current music education, 

and in view of the fact that ‘music elective’ students take subject music for their final 

three years of schooling in high school, it is important to establish whether these syllabi 

are adding value to the practical music lesson. The matter of vocal technical growth is 

of foremost concern for me. In my role as a voice trainer, I am responsible for those 

students who choose to major in voice as an instrument in high school from grades 

10–12. From personal use of these syllabi, and also through my casual 

communications with colleagues, I started to question the value of the available CCM 

syllabi and their effectiveness for developing technical ability. I set about, therefore, 

exploring these aspects in the context of the CCM syllabi. When using the term ‘value’ 

in my research, I am referring to the musical worth or merit of the syllabi in the 

development of technically skilled singers. The term ‘effectiveness’ refers to whether 

the syllabi can independently, without further supporting technical teaching and 

learning material, produce students that have a level of technical competence required 

for matric music exams.  
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Classical training in music predates Contemporary Commercial Music education by 

many years. According to the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music 

(ABRSM) website, Royal Schools celebrated their 125th year of music tuition in 2015 

(ABRSM, 2016), while the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus, for example, was launched in 

2012 (Faber Music, 2012) making it a fledgling of seven years at the time of writing 

this dissertation. Trinity Rockschool was first published in 1991 and split from Trinity, 

forming its syllabus in 2014 (Rockschool, 2014). 

The term Contemporary Commercial Music includes all genres of music that are not 

classical music (Kempfer, 2014; LoVetri & Weekly, 2003). This study will, therefore, 

investigate genres that fall solely under the CCM classification. The Jazz genre, it is 

important to note, though technically falling under the CCM umbrella, has a dedicated 

syllabus in South Africa, offered by UNISA1. Trinity College London offers Musical 

Theatre grades 1–8, but this graded examination falls under the ‘Drama and Speech’ 

classification in TCL documentation. Unlike the ‘Music’ or ‘Rock & Pop’ categories, it 

is very much a drama-centred examination. ABRSM also has a Musical Theatre 

syllabus for grades 1–32. This syllabus launched in October 2018. 

As ‘Music’ is selected by students as an NSC subject from grade 10 to grade 12, it is 

most beneficial in this dissertation to focus the research on the mandated 

requirements for the FET phase (grade 10–12); practical music grades 2–6. The NSC 

requirements are not syllabus dependent, and students are required to achieve these 

practical music grades whether they are using ABRSM, UNISA, Rockschool, Trinity 

College London or Trinity Rock & Pop. The Trinity Rock & Pop (R&P) and the 

Rockschool (RSL) syllabi both offer material for the standard CCM instruments: guitar, 

vocals, drums, bass and keyboard. Research for this dissertation, however, is 

restricted to the vocal syllabi. 

1.2 GRADED SYLLABI 

The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM) alone has over 

620,000 individuals from 90 countries taking examinations annually (Kampmeier, 

2011). Graded exams are thought to present a “benchmark of achievement” (Davidson 

& Scutt, 1999: 81). They offer a ‘’linear method of evaluation’’; The higher the grade, 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
���������	

���	��������	��
�������������
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the more demanding the examination expectations. (ibid). Grading is usually from 

Grade 1 to Grade 8, but there are some examining bodies that offer the ‘Initial Grade’ 

or the ‘Prep Test’, for Pre-Grade 1 level students. Graded music examinations serve 

a function by creating focus, both technically and mentally; “examinations are a means 

to an end and not an end themselves” (Sell, 2003: 232).  

In the main, educators who register their students for external examinations are doing 

so on a motivational basis; these examinations are not done in isolation and form a 

part of the overall learning programme (Davidson & Scutt, 1999). External 

examinations are a manner in which practical instrument music educators can assess 

student progress and growth (ibid). 

Several examination bodies offer graded music examinations in South Africa: Trinity 

College of London (TCL), since 1877 (Trinity College London, 2019), the University of 

South Africa (UNISA) since 1945 (UNISA, 2017), and the Associated Board of the 

Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM) began examinations in 1889 (ABRSM, 2018). 

ABRSM is possibly the most internationally well-known examining body and appears 

to be the guideline most graded syllabi base their systems upon (Davidson & Scutt, 

1999). ABRSM however, only offers examinations for classical musicians. CCM 

graded examination bodies are: in the UK, Trinity College London, London College of 

Music (LCM) and Rockschool. Australia has the Australian Music Examinations Board 

(AMEB) offering the Contemporary Popular music syllabus (CPM), and the Australian 

and New Zealand Cultural Arts Ltd. music examinations (ANZCA). ANZCA is also 

offered in New Zealand and South-East Asia. New Zealand has the New Zealand 

Music Examinations Board (NZMEB), though CCM content is limited. It is important to 

note that there are no equivalent graded exams in the U.S.A., although ABRSM and 

Trinity College London offer examinations in that country. 

1.3 CURRICULUM ASSESSMENT POLICY STATEMENT (CAPS) 

The National Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) is a single, 

comprehensive, and concise policy document “... for all the subjects listed in the 

National Curriculum Statement.” The statement represents a policy for learning and 

teaching in South African schools for Grades R–12 (Department of Basic Education: 

Republic of South Africa, 2018). The CAPS document has three streams: Western Art 

Music (WAM), Jazz, and Indigenous African Music (IAM). This study will base 
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investigations on the IEB syllabus, which incorporates all three into their FET music 

programme. 

1.4 TEACHING CCM SINGING 

Students learn from their mentors, and in general, when they become teachers, they 

continue to use the same teaching practices that they studied (O’Bryan & Harrison, 

2014). In the case of CCM genres, however, 19% of those teaching CCM have had 

no actual training or professional experience at all (LoVetri & Weekly, 2003) and often 

there is no accountability for many assume that if one can sing, one can teach (Austin, 

2002). Based on personal observations, there are hundreds of vocal studios in South 

Africa with teachers from various musical backgrounds, all teaching CCM genres. 

Many teachers appear to draw from the idea that their teaching techniques apply to all 

voices and genres. According to Riggs and Carratello (1992), however, most teachers 

are unable to teach CCM and are limited when it comes to applying genre specifics. 

Teachers tend to apply a ‘one size fits all’ approach to all styles of CCM, yet broad-

spectrum vocal training techniques are not suitable for all CCM styles of singing 

(Baldy, 2010), and each style requires a different pedagogical approach (O’Bryan & 

Harrison, 2014). Some teachers, nevertheless, seem unwilling to change their vocal 

technical expectations in terms of tone quality and registration (Bartlett, 2014). On the 

other hand, the limited course material on vocal pedagogy application (Shewell, 2009) 

does create obstacles when there is a desire to teach something new. Without 

available materials to self-develop, singing teachers will continue to propagate an 

inaccurate broad-spectrum model (LoVetri & Weekly, 2003) and the “integrity of the 

art form” will be lost (National Association of Teachers of Singing, 2008: 4).  

A further challenge is an apparent disconnection between the language used to 

discuss the voice from a scientific viewpoint, and that used to discuss the pedagogical 

viewpoint (O’Bryan & Harrison, 2014). It is the teacher, however, not the scientist that 

carries the responsibility to promote healthy singing (ibid). The teacher, therefore, 

must be schooled in both the scientific and the pedagogical elements of vocal 

education (Shewell, 2009). Shewell (2009) suggests that teachers should cover three 

categories of instruction in their lessons: the vocal mechanism, the “core techniques 

to develop and protect the voice”, and the “relevant knowledge and practice in the 

areas of music and performance” (Shewell, 2009: 8). The ideal environment in which 
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to implement these techniques is the one-on-one setting (O’Bryan & Harrison, 2014), 

that is, the private music lesson. 

1.5 TECHNICAL DEVELOPMENT FOR THE CCM SINGER 

As early as the ninth century, what is believed to be the first guide to singing was 

released by an unknown author. Written for monks, the primary singers of that time, 

the guide contains the fundamentals of singing (Potter & Sorrell, 2012). Following that, 

Arezzo Guido (990–1050) wrote ‘Micrologus’ in 1026. ‘Micrologus’ comprises vocal 

instruction for young treble boys. Instructions aim to improve the sound of the chant 

rather than to improve individual singing style (Potter & Sorrell, 2012). In 1100, John 

of Affligem (1053–1121) wrote ‘De Musica Cum Tonario’ to assist singers with 

performance practice (Potter & Sorrell, 2012). Nicola Porpora (1686–1768) was one 

of the most influential Italian singing teachers of the 18th Century. Teaching several 

of the most celebrated castrati (Potter & Sorrell, 2012), he became a pivotal figure in 

the distribution of pedagogical ideas. Alexis de Garaudé (1778–1854), a professor of 

singing at the Conservatoire de Paris (1816–1841), began writing pedagogical 

material from 1809, publishing the renowned ‘Méthode Complète de chant’ in 1841. 

Manuel Garcia (1805–1906), who has been referred to as one of the greatest singing 

teachers in history, wrote ‘A Complete Treatise on the Art of Singing’ in 1841 and part 

two of this manual in 1847. His methodology was based on the bel canto style of 

singing (Coffin, 1989). Garaudé and Garcia independently published the most detailed 

singing manuals before the twentieth century. They were the first writers of singing 

pedagogy to base their material on scientific information (Potter & Sorrell, 2012). In 

1854, Heinrich Panofka (1807–1887) wrote ‘L’Art de Chanter’ (1854). His exercises 

were created to develop agility and vocal musculature. His books also contained 

exercises for, legato and portamento singing, connecting registers and “various sorts 

of vocal attack” (Potter & Sorrell, 2012: 122). 

While the information above does not have a direct impact on this study, having an 

awareness of the progression of teaching methodology through the centuries, is 

essential. This brief history of vocal pedagogy indicates the emphasis, by pedagogues 

on vocal technical elements and idioms, from breath control to glottal onset.  

The development of singing technique methodologies is therefore not a new concept, 

and as the preceding shows, the evolution of singing methods, has in the past, been 
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in-line with the evolution of music trends. Unfortunately, it seems that at some point, 

this evolution stalled, and many educators seem reluctant to embrace changes in 

music. Indeed, most CCM styles are seen as inferior (Edwin, 2007). This sentiment 

has most likely contributed to the slow development of CCM vocal pedagogy, and it is 

evident that CCM pedagogy and its characteristics are not as well documented, as the 

classical pedagogy in the works mentioned above. 

1.6 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Contemporary Commercial Music vocal instructors have limited academic resources 

in vocal pedagogy from which to draw on. While there is an unlimited supply of online 

material, without guidance or in-depth knowledge, it is difficult to establish what is 

relevant, beneficial and safe to use for vocal technique and performance instruction. 

Teachers, therefore, are obliged to use the Trinity Rock & Pop and the Rockschool 

syllabi as they are the only CCM syllabi available and accepted for use in the South 

African schooling system. Do these resources, however, add value to students’ music 

skills development and are they effectual in the development of technically sound 

singers?��

The study aimed to ascertain the value and effectiveness of both syllabi. It also aimed 

to establish whether the syllabi lead to quality vocal development; and whether they 

enabled students to perform successfully and skilfully to the level required of Grade 

12 subject music vocal students in South Africa. 

The primary research question is: 

To what extent do the Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM) syllabi, Trinity Rock & 

Pop and�Rockschool, support the technical development of the CCM singer? 
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The sub-questions are: 

• What is considered appropriate vocal technical ability for CCM singers?  

• How do the technical exercises and repertoire3 in the syllabi improve vocal 

technical ability?  

• How do the two CCM curricula compare to each other?  

•  What are South African vocal instructors’ opinions on the value and efficacy of 

the two syllabi?�

1.7 RESEARCH DESIGN AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study evaluated the two CCM syllabi, Rockschool and Trinity Rock & Pop. It 

employed the qualitative research approach and applied descriptive research design. 

Collection of data took place through literature investigation and semi-structured 

interviews. The syllabi content: technical exercises and repertoire, were analysed to 

determine how technical vocal proficiency could develop through syllabi content. The 

two syllabi were compared to each other to gauge CCM syllabi benchmarks.  

10 South African vocal instructors who trained learners from Independent Education 

Body (IEB) or the Department of Education and Training (DET) high schools, 

participated in semi-structured interviews as a representative sample group. 

Participants had hands-on experience with the syllabi under discussion. This 

experience included a minimum of three years’ experience, teaching subject music 

vocal students at Grade 10, 11 and 12 levels. Participants communicated their 

observations of the material and discussed syllabi vocal technical development 

efficacy. Evaluation of the responses from the sample group was in line with 

information garnered from literature study and syllabi analysis. The literature review, 

participant interviews, and information obtained from syllabi analysis led to the 

achievement of data triangulation.  

1.8 VALUE OF THE STUDY 

Since little to no academic research had been conducted on these CCM syllabi at the 

initiation of this study, contribution to the technical/musical advancement of CCM 

musicians is still unknown (Keskinen, 2013). It is often an assumption that CCM styles, 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
������������ ��!�������"#� ��$%�"�	$&� !�����"�	������&��$�����	$%�	����$������&������	���$��
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for the most part, can forgo formal technical training. This research, with an emphasis 

on vocal technical progress, provides a deeper understanding of the value of the 

Trinity Rock & Pop and the Rockschool syllabi both for the South African School 

system and as independent examination bodies. 

1.9 DISSERTATION OUTLINE 

This chapter presented the background and the purpose of the study, with an overview 

of the research design and methodology. Chapter 2 presents the literature which 

describing CCM pedagogy and CCM singing for the FET singer. The third chapter 

discusses the research design of the study and analysis procedures. Chapter 4 

provides an in-depth analysis of the Trinity Rock & Pop and the Rockschool syllabi. 

Chapter 5 describes the interviews and data findings. The study concludes with 

chapter 6 in which the research findings are presented and discussed, research 

questions are answered, and recommendations are given. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter presents an overview of existing scholarship relating to four bodies of 

literature: (a) Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM) vocal idioms, (b) CCM genres, 

(c) Vocal maturity for the CCM singer/Anatomy and Physiology, and (d) Vocal 

pedagogues and pedagogies for Contemporary Commercial Music. First impressions 

of available research material show the disparity between resources available for 

classical and non-classical styles of vocal pedagogy. Comprehensive information 

exists for classical pedagogies as to the philosophy, technical approach, suitable vocal 

technique, stylistic approach, and breathing technique (Barthes, 1977; American 

Academy of Teachers of Singing, 2008; Potter & Sorrell, 2012) while for CCM genres, 

far less scholarly material is available (Edwin, 2002). One can assume that this is due 

to the fact that classical music has had centuries longer to develop and comparatively 

CCM is in its infancy (Potter & Sorrell, 2012). Along with an unwillingness amongst 

some academics to accept CCM styles as credible (Edwin, 2007), a shortage of 

conclusive CCM material seems to contribute to the lack of an authoritative viewpoint 

to date (Bartlett, 2014; Fisher, 2011; Woodruff, 2011). 

Chapter 2 will discuss the fundamental elements of CCM singing and will serve as the 

foundation for the analysis of the syllabi (refer to Chapter 4) and the formulation of the 

interview questions (refer to Chapter 5). The elements of discussion will include vocal 

idioms, genres, physiology and pedagogy. 

2.1 VOCAL IDIOMS IN CCM 

A vocal idiom is a term created by James Stark (1995) to better capture the holistic 

meaning of the terms ‘vocal elements’ or ‘vocal qualities’. Idioms are a part of creating 

music genre identity; the genre characteristics created by the approach to and attack 

of the music notes. The techniques that create these vocal idioms are separated, 

according to Stark (ibid), into two areas. ‘The first set of techniques is titled ‘idioms of 

vocal quality’; these techniques encompass different glottal settings, breath pressure, 

the position of the larynx, the singer’s formant, vocal register, vibrato, and use of 

dynamics. The second area identified by Stark (ibid) is ‘vocal articulation’ which 

describes how the vocal tones link together, how they begin, connect, separate and 

end. This area also includes the rhythmic approach to singing notes (Stark, 1995). 
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Vocal idioms for classical singing include a clear ringing tone, balanced chiaroscuro 

(bright and dark)4, the use of legato, healthy singer’s formant and vocal projection, 

steady vibrato, smooth connection of the registers and sound breathing technique 

(Lebon, 2006; American Academy of Teachers of Singing (AATS), 2008). Ideal vocal 

idioms for the CCM voice, on the other hand, as suggested by Bartlett (2010), Edwin 

(2002), American Academy of Teachers of Singing (AATS) (2008), Stark (1995) and 

Phillips (2011), are: 

• the use of the chest-voice, 

• a bright tone, 

• little to no use of vibrato, 

• separate yet balanced vocal registers, 

• neutral to a higher larynx and high back of tongue positions and a narrowed 
vocal tract, 

• the ability to sing with amplification, 

• breathiness and nasality, 

• vernacular singing with effective use of consonants. 

2.1.1 IDIOMS OF VOCAL QUALITY 

Idioms of vocal quality relate, in general, to timbre and the manipulation thereof. These 

include larynx and tongue position, singers’ formant, use of the glottis and pharynx, 

vibrato, dynamics and breath control. 

2.1.1.1 Position of the Larynx, Tongue and Vocal Tract 

A singer can influence the position of the larynx through the use of the external 

laryngeal muscles and the tongue, an action which creates changes in the vocal tract 

and subsequently changes the vocal sound (Chandler, 2001; Kempfer, 2014; Mesiä & 

Ribaldini, 2015). The manipulation of the vocal tract contributes to the creation of tone 

and resonance. Along with the tongue, the position of the larynx contributes to the 

length of the vocal tract (Kempfer, 2014).  

The position of the tongue affects the position of the larynx, “a higher tongue will 

generally raise the larynx … , helping to create the bright sound” (Kempfer, 2014: 54). 

A lowered larynx causes the vocal tract to lengthen, creating a darker sound, which is 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
'���	��������������$%����%��$����	$&�&�!��������	$������()���#��*+,-��
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considered the ideal laryngeal position for classical vocalists. Conversely, a raised 

larynx causes the vocal tract to shorten, creating a brighter ‘twangy’ sound (Chandler, 

2014; Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015; Stark, 1995; Sundberg, 1977). The most common 

position of the larynx for CCM singers is the neutral or a raised position. 

2.1.1.2 Singer’s Formant 

When we refer to the resonance frequencies of the vocal tract, we use the term formant 

(Katok, 2016; Kayes, 2004). A singer’s formant does not occur naturally and must be 

developed (Jahn, 2013). A singer’s formant develops as the singer learns to 

manipulate and position the larynx appropriately within the vocal tract; contributing to 

the formant frequencies and therefore the projection of sound (Jahn, 2013; Wang, 

1986). Areas resonating outside of the vocal tract, the head and the chest, conversely, 

do not contribute directly to the singer’s formant (Sundberg, 1977). 

The singer’s formant is “a grouping of harmonics” (Hoch, 2014: 163) or overtones 

which creates additional resonance. Additional resonance allows for effortless vocal 

projection. The shape of the vocal tract dictates the type of resonance that a singer 

can create (Puryear, 2016; Sundberg, 1977). The tract changes shape with the 

movement of the jaw, the larynx and the lips (LeBorgne & Rosenburg, 2014). Singer’s 

formant is mostly present in male vocalists (Hoch, 2014; Katok, 2016; Potter & Sorrell, 

2012). 

2.1.1.3 Glottal Attack/Glottal Stop 

Laryngeal control affects ‘how’ we approach the singing of notes. This approach is 

referred to as ‘attack’ as in ‘vocal attack’ or ‘glottal attack’, also identified as ‘glottal 

stop’. These terms denote the approach to, or a vocal commencement of singing 

(Hirose & Gay, 1973; Jahn, 2013). There are three primary types of ‘vocal attack’: the 

breathy or aspirate attack, the soft or simultaneous attack and the hard or glottal attack 

(ibid). How we ‘attack’ notes has a direct influence on the sound we create for specific 

genres. The glottal attack can fall under both the ‘vocal quality’ and ‘vocal articulation’ 

idioms.  

Glottal articulation was first used predominantly in the early seventeenth century in 

Italian Opera. “[I]t is produced by separating successive notes in a phrase with a rapid 

opening and closing of the glottis” (Stark, 1995: 84), creating a percussive sound when 
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the glottis is closed or stopped; Kain (2003) likens it to a cough. This glottal attack or 

glottal stop causes the ‘stream’ of sound to be momentarily interrupted (Kain, 2003; 

Stark, 1995), The consonant ‘h’ is most often used in front of a word that utilises a soft 

attack and a ‘voiced’ consonant such a ‘t’ or ‘k’ would have a hard attack with a glottal 

stop (Hirose & Gay, 1973). Coordination of breathy soft and hard attacks and stops is 

controlled by the laryngeal muscle action of the adductors and abductors (Hirose & 

Gay, 1973). Glottal articulation is easier for female voices and tenors than for bass 

singers 

2.1.1.4 Vibrato 

The vibrato idiom is not present naturally in any other musical instrument except the 

voice, though its quality is widely emulated (Stark, 1995). Vocal vibrato is a “periodic 

oscillation of the voice, in which there is a fluctuation of pitch, intensity, and timbre” 

(Stark, 1995: 80). It is a “regular pulsating change in the tone or undulation of the 

fundamental frequency” (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015: 7). Vibrato is a manipulated idiom 

and can be planned or spontaneous (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015), depending on a 

singer’s vocal control. Research shows that only one in five children have a natural 

vibrato (Isherwood, 2009). Vibrato does not interfere with the singer’s formant 

(Isherwood, 2009) 

There are several opinions as to how many, and what types of vibrato are in existence. 

Sadolin (2012) suggests that there are three; the first is ‘hammer’, or ‘vocal cord’ 

vibrato in which the constant pitch is recognised as a pulsation or sustained use of 

glottal attacks on one note (Sadolin, 2012). The second is ‘diaphragmatic’ vibrato, 

created by support muscle pulsations occurring in trained singers using diaphragmatic 

control (Riggs & Carratello, 1992; Sadolin, 2012; Stark, 1995). The third is, ‘laryngeal’ 

or ‘throat’ vibrato, with which there are audible pitch changes. This type of vibrato is 

created by moving the larynx up and down and is usually slower since the distance 

between the notes is than greater than ‘hammer’ and ‘diaphragmatic’ vibrato (Sadolin, 

2012). The acceptable pitch oscillation is usually less than a semitone (Stark, 1995) 

and the standard rate of vibrato between five and eight fluctuations per second 

(Phillips, 2011; Stark, 1995). Zangger Borch refers to only two types of vibrato, ‘natural 

(pitch variation)’ and ‘pop (intensity fluctuation)’ (Chandler, 2014).  
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Isherwood (2009) dissected this idiom entirely, listing 15 types of vibrato in current 

use. These are “straight tone, bel canto vibrato, molto vibrato, tremolo, head shake, 

gentle glottal vibrato, hard glottal vibrato, goat vibrato, horse vibrato, lip vibrato, tongue 

vibrato, harmonics vibrato, diaphragmatic vibrato, finger vibrato, and hand vibrato” 

(Isherwood, 2009). Not all of these are thought to be vocally healthy forms; tremolo, 

tongue and goat, for example, are regarded as unnatural and harmful (Isherwood, 

2009). Historically, the preferred vibrato has been ‘bel canto’ (Isherwood, 2009), which 

dictates continuous vibrato throughout a phrase (Katok, 2016). 

Classical singers in the eighteenth century believed that vibrato was an essential part 

of vocal production and contributed to a greater, volume and projection (Baldy, 2010). 

Currently, the “general setting” for vibrato is “light and even” (Chandler, 2014) for CCM 

singers, with a predominant “straight tone”. The straight tone is in principle, the act of 

singing without audible vibrato. It is a degree of natural vibrato (Katok, 2016) and is, 

in CCM, a primary contributor to the creation of vocal emotion and intensity 

(Isherwood, 2009). Vibrato, for the most part, is created by the “partially impeded 

functioning of the vocal folds” (Isherwood, 2009: 274).  

Though there is a standard type, vibrato modification, according to the genre is 

essential. Some genres require a faster vibrato while others, a slower vibrato speed 

(Chandler, 2014; Seashore & Seashore, 1938). In addition, vibrato style will change 

according to tempo; a faster piece requires a more energetic vibrato, while a slower 

song, a slower oscillation. Many genres in the CCM style follow similar vibrato 

patterns. In musical theatre, the use of vibrato is more prevalent in earlier musicals, 

while the more contemporary productions do not call for vibrato in excess, keeping in 

line with the typical CCM vibrato pattern (Phillips, 2011). This use of vibrato means 

that the CCM singer should use a pattern that uses both oscillating and straight tone 

vibrato. The pattern begins on a straight, sustained note that develops into an 

oscillation (Phillips, 2011; Stark, 1995). The use of vibrato in this manner is called the 

“vibrato-crescendo” (Stark, 1995: 81). 

2.1.1.5 Dynamics 

Varying levels of volume, loud and soft, are referred to as dynamics (Phillips, 2011; 

Riggs & Carratello, 1992). The use of dynamics, along with vibrato, is instrumental in 

the creation of emotional expression and intensity (Buchanan, 2014; LoVetri, 
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Saunders-Barton & Means Weekly, 2014). Just as in classical singing, CCM singers 

generally make use of the Italian terminology such as ‘piano’, ‘forte’ and ‘crescendo’ 

to discuss dynamic requirements (Phillips, 2011; Riggs, 2007).  

Vocal folds stay closed for longer in louder vocalisation, and for softer tones, they open 

more quickly. Therefore, singing at louder volume levels requires more air pressure 

and vocal fold resistance, while for softer vocalisation, the vocal folds offer less 

resistance and, therefore, require less air pressure. One does not need more air to 

sing loudly, just more air pressure (Riggs & Carratello, 1992). CCM singers also make 

use of amplification which allows for an even greater range of dynamic options (Hoch 

& Lister, 2016).  

2.1.1.6 Breath Control 

Breathing, though the foundation of vocalisation (Borland, 2011), is in itself not an 

idiom; it is the application of breath to a music note when singing, which creates the 

idiom. Breath control is, therefore, considered as both a ‘vocal quality’ idiom and a 

‘vocal articulation’ idiom. “Breath support entails the delivery of sufficient air pressure 

to the vocal folds through dynamic tension between the muscles of inhalation and 

exhalation” (McKinney, 2005). 

Everyday breathing usually means shallow inhalation and exhalation and is, for the 

most part, unconscious (Phillips, 2011; Sadolin, 2012). On average, when breathing 

normally, we inhale approximately 12 times per minute or approximately 24 400 times 

a day (Dayme, 2005; Phillips, 2011; Sadolin, 2012). The entire cyclical process of 

‘normal’ breathing takes on average four seconds, one second for inhalation and three 

for exhalation (Sell, 2003). “[B]reathing for singing [on the other hand] is more 

sophisticated” than speaking (Sell, 2003: 99), since sung phrases are more drawn-out 

than spoken phrases. The extended phrasing modifies the natural 4-second breathing 

cycle necessary by lengthening and controlling the exhalation phase (Sadolin, 2012; 

Sell, 2003).  

Good posture is the starting point of correct breathing technique for both CCM and 

classical music as it facilitates effortless inhalation and exhalation (Sell, 2003). Two 

types of breathing are most utilised by singers, according to Miller (2004); ‘Appoggio’ 

and ‘Belly-breathing’. ‘Appoggio’ “encompasses a complete system of structural 
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support, during which the muscles of exhalation and those of [inhalation] maintain an 

antagonistic balance”. In this way, the abdominal muscles control the “speed at which 

the air exits” the body, and at the same time prompting the natural movement of the 

vocal mechanism (Miller, 2004: 1).  

‘Belly-breathing is not controlled by the belly as the name suggests. Miller (2004) 

likens ‘belly-breathing’ to the German technique ‘Bauchaussentütze’ (outward-belly 

position). To use this technique, a singer distends the epigastrium and the abdominal 

wall during inhalation, keeping the distention on phonation. This action pushes the rib 

cage inward, and the sternum drops. The method blocks the release of air by creating 

resistance at the larynx (Miller, 2004). Miller (2004) states that appoggio is the 

preferred breathing management method for singers.. 

2.1.2 IDIOMS OF VOCAL ARTICULATION 

This group of idioms describes how notes are joined together when singing. Based on 

Stark’s description of the articulation idioms, the following qualities have been put 

together: Vernacular and legato singing, articulation, diction, twang, breaking voice 

and growl. Also included, vocal registers, improvisation and the use of the microphone. 

2.1.2.1 Vernacular Vocalisation 

Also referred to as speech-like singing, vernacular vocalisation (Mantie, 2013; Stark, 

1995), forms the basis of most CCM styles and is essential for belting (Edwin, 2007; 

Potter, 1998). This technique is similar to speaking and takes on the natural tone of 

the vocalist. Therefore, in the same fashion that a person can sound nasal, loud, soft 

or dull in everyday speech, so too would they sound6 nasal, loud, soft or dull when 

singing (Popeil, 2007). The focus in this idiom is on lyric clarity and diction (Chandler, 

2014; Hoch & Lister, 2016; Stark, 1995). Loose glottal closure is normal when 

employing vernacular vocalisation at a moderate dynamic level (Stark, 1995) and the 

sound resonates in the chest with very little head register engagement (Bartlett, 2010; 
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Popeil, 2007). Projection is generally limited, and CCM singers most often require 

amplification (Popeil, 2007).  

Miller (1986) states that “vowel modification may well be the most subtle of all the 

technical aspects in the teaching of singing”, even though vocal nuances in vernacular 

singing are as prevalent as they are in daily speech. Vocal nuances include 

diphthongs; best described as two vowel sounds tied together, moving from one 

position in the mouth to another in a single syllable (Bartlett, 2010). For CCM styles, 

particularly when singing in English, the second sound of the diphthong is emphasised 

(Stark, 1995). For example, when singing the word “hello”, /h�'l��/ (hell – oh – oo) 

(Phonemic Chart Keyboard, 2017), the final sound of the last vowel is sustained, 

leaving the “oo” to ring out.  

Tempo rubato is another characteristic of this idiom (Stark, 1995); it gives the singer 

space to vary the tempo slightly without changing the overall pace of the piece, 

allowing the singer to “steal time” (Ashley, Desain, Heijink & Timmers, 2001: 3). This 

technique is common in CCM styles, particularly in Jazz (Stark, 1995). 

2.1.2.2 Legato 

In contrast to vernacular vocalisation, legato singing is not a fundamental CCM idiom 

(Hoch & Lister 2016). It is, however, the epitome of good sound for classical singers 

(Hoch & Lister 2016). The smooth and joined sound of legato does not assist a CCM 

singer in achieving the vernacular CCM singing ideal, as the evenness of the notes 

makes it almost impossible to add the nuances necessary to the vernacular genres 

(Katok, 2016). In classical singing, legato articulation is an indication of correct singing 

training (Stark, 1995) while evident tonal breaks and interruptions are considered poor 

technique (ibid). While not a focus in CCM styles, the use of legato in training does 

help to develop breath control and connection for all singers (Hoch & Lister 2016). 

2.1.2.3 Articulation and Diction  

Articulation and diction are not alike, although they are often confused (Sell, 2003). 

Articulation is “the physical process of making sounds” (ibid: 184) “with clarity and 

precision” (Phillips, 2011: 101) through the correct shaping of the articulators (Phillips, 

2011), and the consonant sounds which create separation between words (Jones, 
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n.d.). Articulation is how formed sounds create language in a musical phrase (Stark, 

1995).  

For CCM styles, articulation is more relaxed than classical (Phillips, 2011). The vowels 

and consonants of the lyrics still need to be clear, but the approach is less particular 

(ibid). The articulators comprise; the mouth, the teeth, the tongue, the lips, the jaw, the 

hard palate, the velum or soft palate and the pharynx (Björkner, 2006; Edwin, LoVetri, 

Douglas & McCoy, 2014; Katok, 2016; Sell, 2003). They do not produce sound (Story, 

2015) but are able, through subtle adjustments, to manipulate the vocal sounds 

produced (Björkner, 2006). Different genres require that the articulators work 

differently together, to produce the necessary vocal idioms (LoVetri, 2002).  

For classical singing, the use of legato plays a vital role in the articulation and the 

joining of musical phrases. When singing legato, there ought to be no interruptions to 

the tone (Stark, 1995). CCM styles, on the other hand, requiring vernacular tone, rely 

more significantly on the emphasis that articulators add to phrases and consonants. 

Consonant types, for all genres, are divided into voiced and unvoiced. “Sounds with 

vocal cord vibration are voiced [‘b’,‘d’, ’g’ and ‘j’] and sounds without vocal cord 

vibration are voiceless”. Unvoiced sounds are ‘ch’, ‘f’, ‘k’, ‘p’, ‘s’, ‘sh’ and ‘wh’ (Phillips, 

2011: 104). 

Diction is defined as “the discipline and study of text pronunciation” (Hoch, 2014: 51) 

and influences musical expression and interpretation (Hoch, 2014: 61). Jones (n.d.) 

states that diction is, in fact, the most critical idiom for singing and the style of diction 

used, varies depending on the genre performed (Hoch, 2014). Classical singing 

training encourages short consonants and long vowels, although vocal pedagogues 

have written of the importance of the use of consonants to improve resonance and, 

therefore, tone quality (Sell, 2003).  
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2.1.2.4 Twang 

Twang has a metallic, often piercing tone (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015). It is a nasal quality 

and does require some air to move through the nasal passages (Salsbury, 2014). This 

idiom should not be confused with nasality, as the sound is not solely produced 

through the use of nasal resonance. 

There are two types of twang: nasal and oral twang (Salsbury, 2014). For nasal, the 

tone comes from the manipulation of the soft palate during phonation (Salsbury, 2014) 

and the raised larynx during vocalisation (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015; Salsbury, 2014). 

When using nasal twang, vocal projection happens without much effort (ibid; ibid). Oral 

twang has a similar metallic tone to nasal twang, making it difficult for an untrained ear 

to tell the two apart although oral twang has a brighter quality. This type of twang is 

more challenging to vocalise, as air does not pass through the nose at all. 

Physiologically, to create oral twang, the movement within the oral cavity mimics the 

swallowing action. This action closes the laryngeal area and can inhibit sound 

production (Salsbury, 2014). For this reason, Salsbury (2014) advocates nasal over 

oral twang. The glottis should be fairly adducted to create twang, using a “higher 

closed quotient”7 and “higher subglottal pressures”8, along with “vowel nasalisation”, 

open mouth and constricted tightening of the aryepiglottic fold (Bourne & Garnier, 

2012: 1). 

2.1.2.5 Breaking or Cracking voice 

This vocal idiom is best described as the quick switch between the falsetto and chest 

registers (Wise, 2007) and it can be likened to the sound of crying or a glottal stop 

(Chalker, 2002). The effect stems primarily from the yodel as “all the falsetto-break 

vocal effects are ... yodelling in one form or another” (Wise, 2007: para: 6). The switch 

occurs mostly between the intervals of a major 6th or an octave (Baumann, 2001; Paul 

& Huron, 2010). The sound is deliberate and percussive for effect (Wise, 2007). Found 

in many genres of music, ‘breaking voice’ is most characteristic of country music. 

Classical music pedagogy does not recognise breaking voice as an idiom (Wise, 

2007).  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
67���& quotient refers to the way in which air is ‘allowed‘ to move through the vocal folds (Miller & Schutte, 

2000). �

+�Subglottal pressure is the build-up of air pressure below the vocal folds (Jahn, 2013). 
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2.1.2.6 Growl 

The growl or grunt (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015) is classified as an ‘Extreme Vocal Effect’ 

(EVE) along with fry scream or roughness (Nieto, 2013). EVE’s are usually associated 

with extreme metal genres and hard rock (Nieto, 2013; Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015). The 

growl is a different idiom to vocal fry, though they share similar characteristics 

(Sakakibara, Fuks, Imagawa, & Tayama, 2004). Sadolin (2012) considers the growl 

and the grunt as two different vocal effects; the growl has a fundamental pitch, while 

the grunt does not.  

The growl technique is often referred to as ‘Cookie Monster’ singing, a name stemming 

from the puppet character from the television production ‘Sesame Street’. The 

association came about because of the similar rapid, ‘machine-gun’ sound and the 

deep throaty, aggressive vocalisation that the ‘Cookie Monster’ character and the 

growl idiom mimic. Neither utilises exessive melody nor modulation (Fusilli, 2006). 

Even though the growl sounds completely guttural, the style of singing is very 

controlled (Fusilli, 2006), with the sound stemming more from the vibrations of the 

parts of the larynx than from the vocal folds (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015). Technically, to 

perform the growl safely and to ensure that no vocal damage takes place, the sound 

should not “scrape the throat” (Marino, 2005). The larynx, though often raised (Marino, 

2005; Sakakibara et al., 2004), is best in the neutral position for a healthier growl, and 

the diaphragm ought to be fully engaged to reduce the tension on the folds (Marino, 

2005). The growl idiom is also applied as a sporadic effect in Ethnic song, as well as 

Jazz, Rock ‘n Roll and Classic Rock (Marino, 2005). 

2.1.2.7 Registers 

Vocal registers are not idioms, but they carry out a significant role in the creation of 

idioms. A vocal register is the position of a group of notes in the vocal tract (Manning, 

2005; Potter & Sorrell, 2012; Titze, 1988; Wise, 2007) and is a result of changes in 

vocal fold vibration, vocal tract location and resonance (Edwin et al., 2014). Vocal 

resonance plays an essential role in the formation of the tonal differentiation heard 

between the different registers (Titze, 1988).  

Vocal registers have been considered as crucial in the act of singing from as early as 

the medieval period, (Potter & Sorrell 2012; Sell, 2003). In the 16th century, most vocal 
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scholars recognised that there were three vocal registers (high, middle and low) 

(Potter & Sorrell, 2012; Sell, 2003). Some scholars, however, thought there to be only 

two, the natural or full voice and the false voices or falsetto (Reid & Reid, 2000). 

Pedagogical experts recognise that there is a fair amount of register controversy and 

misunderstanding, across all vocal genres (Story, 2015; Wise, 2007). The debate is 

most likely due to the fact that there is little known about the actual production of each 

register in both CCM and classical styles. What is known is that actual production of 

sound is the same across all genres of singing despite the difference in stylistic timbre 

(American Academy of Teachers of Singing (AATS), 2008; Story, 2015). 

With current advancements in science, The American Academy of Teachers of 

Singing (AATS) set out in 2014 to standardise register terminology to try and eliminate 

ongoing confusion. They discuss ten commonly used terms for vocal registration: 

“Chest, middle, head, falsetto, belt, mix, belt-mix, head-mix, vocal fry, whistle” (Edwin 

et al., 2014: 8). In general, lower tones are associated with the chest register, while 

the higher tones, with head voice. What is more, registers do not always work in 

isolation; there is an overlap when a singer is able to sing the same notes in two 

different registers (Švec & Pešák, 1994; Wise, 2007); these are the ‘mix’ and middle 

registers. It is important to note that, despite referring to different locations such as 

chest and head, registration is not produced in these areas (Edwin et al., 2014). 

Registers for classical singing ought to blend smoothly with the voice and carry the 

same tone quality throughout (American Academy of Teachers of Singing (AATS), 

2008; Stark, 1995). CCM predominantly makes stylistic use of separated registers, 

and a dramatic switch between registers is common (American Academy of Teachers 

of Singing (AATS), 2008). In general, singers of CCM styles, excluding Musical 

Theatre, are less conscious of their vocal registers than singers of classical styles. 

LoVetri asserts that knowing vocal registers when singing classical and musical 

theatre genres is essential to ensure accurate casting for vocal roles in theatrical 

productions (Woodruff, 2011).  

Without discussing the in-depth physiology of the vocal registers, as this would be 

another study on its own, below is an overview of the most commonly used registers 

in the South African teaching environment. 
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i Chest Register 

The chest register is referred to as the modal register (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015; Paul 

& Huron, 2010; Potter & Sorrell, 2012) voce di petto, ring register or heavy mechanism 

(Hoch & Lister, 2016: 12). The chest is the register we use when we speak (Story, 

2015). It is considered to be the ‘heaviest register’, and one can feel the resonance in 

the chest. The timbre is deeper and richer than in other registers (Kain, 2003; Manning, 

2005; Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015). When singing in the chest register, the vocal folds are 

short and thick (Stark, 1995). Due to its connection with the vernacular sound, the 

chest is a common register for CCM styles (Hoch & Lister, 2016). 

ii Head Register 

The head register, less commonly referred to as loft, voce di testa or light mechanism 

(Hoch & Lister 2016), is the highest part of the natural range and resonance is felt in 

the head and skull (Manning, 2005; Phillips, 2011). It is the register most noticeably 

used in classical genres by female singers though all voice types have a head voice 

(Hoch & Lister, 2016). 

iii Falsetto Register 

Falsetto is “pure head resonance” and is “produced mostly in the upper throat and 

nasal cavity” (Surmani & Mitchell, 1997: 41). It is, in general, the lightest sound that 

the male voice can create (Hoch & Lister, 2016; Phillips, 2011). Manning (2005: 7, 16) 

describes falsetto as having a “lack of depth and colour” in comparison to the head 

register. The description most likely stems from the fact that the falsetto sound is 

produced with partially open vocal folds, leaving the quality in the lower falsetto 

register to be breathy. Once the singer vocalises falsetto at a higher pitch, it becomes 

stronger (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015). While not frequently discussed, females also 

possess a falsetto register. In comparison, however, it is not as obvious as the male 

register and is harder is to access. (Katok, 2016; Mesiä & Ribaldini 2015).  

iv Vocal Fry 

Vocal Fry, also referred to as ‘pulse’ register (Hollien, 1974; Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015; 

Story, 2015), ‘creak’ or ‘creaky’ voice (Gerratt & Kreiman, 2001), ‘glottal fry’, ‘mode 0’ 

(Hoch & Lister, 2016) and ‘Stroh bass’ (Emerich, Nix & Titze, 2005; Wise, 2007), is 

created by vocalising at a very low frequency which generates a series of “pulses” 
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(Gerratt & Kreiman, 2001: 376). These pulses do not have a particular pitch (Katok, 

2016). Vocal Fry has only recently been recognised as a legitimate vocal register 

(Emerich et al., 2005). 

The vocalisation of fry requires a relaxed glottis, and an ‘ah’, as opposed to an ‘ee’ or 

‘ooh’ sound, is most natural for vocalisation (Vennard, 1967). Fry portrays emotion 

(Sadolin, 2012) and in speech, it is an indication that the voice or speaker is lethargic 

or tired (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015). 

v Whistle Register 

The whistle register or flageolet, flute or mode 3 (Hoch & Lister, 2016) is the register 

associated with the highest frequencies of the voice and is most common in females 

and children, though some men are also able to whistle (Hoch & Lister 2016; Mesiä & 

Ribaldini, 2015). The whistle register is not often a requirement for classical and CCM 

genres, though classical singers are trained to use whistle (Hoch & Lister, 2016). 

vi The Belt Voice 

The belt voice does not belong to a genre or era. Instead, it refers to a type of vocal 

sound production (Golda, 2010; Woodruff, 2011). The register is nonetheless chiefly 

synonymous with the high-energy characteristics of CCM styles (Phillips, 2011). While 

classified as a vocal register, the belt voice does not come naturally to all singers.  

Owing to the new trend in operatic compositions in the Romantic era of the 19th 

century, a new approach to singing the higher vocal register became necessary. The 

sound required a heavier, more urgent and dramatic vocal approach (Golda, 2010; 

Tommasini, 2008). This new approach utilised the full chest voice for higher notes, as 

opposed to the earlier light and smooth style that one got from the head voice or 

falsetto registers. This approach was the beginning of the belt. 

There were two prominent types of singers in the 1930s: those who sang ‘legit’, and 

those who used the ‘belt voice’ (American Academy of Teachers of Singing (AATS), 

2008). The term; legit; stemming from the word ‘legitimate’, legit singing was affiliated 

with classical singing and was a style used principally by those who had classical 

training. Legit singing was thought to be the purest, most “civilised” form of singing 

(Edwin, 2007: 213). Legit singers were expected to be able to project their voices to 

an audience in a concert hall and perform along with an orchestra. Belting, on the 
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other hand, was considered to be less refined (ibid). Belt singers performed in smaller, 

more intimate venues which lent to the use of vernacular high-energy vocals 

(American Academy of Teachers of Singing (AATS), 2008). Belt voice is often 

considered vocally unhealthy and potentially damaging. It is a principal reason that 

CCM vocalisation is seen in a negative light (McCoy, 2012). 

The belt sound for CCM vocalisation, in general, is discussed by Bourne and Garnier 

(2012: 1587) as “a projected sound” that is “forward” and “speech-like” with 

“brightness” and “ring”. The belt for classical singers has a more enclosed sound 

because of the placement of vowels (Bourne & Garnier, 2012). Production of the belt 

is like that of a megaphone, the back of the mouth cavity; the pharynx, and raised 

larynx, is more constricted and the front of the mouth is very open (Bourne & Garnier, 

2012). When vocalising the belt, most sources state that the larynx and tongue are 

raised (Bourne & Garnier, 2010; Golda, 2010; Potter & Sorrell, 2012), though it is clear 

that there is still a fair amount of contention around this idea. 

According to Edwin (2002), there are four primary vocal belting tones. The first two are 

used in but are not exclusive to, musical theatre. The first tone is the ‘belt/mix’ tone. 

This tone is chest voice dominant, mixed with a fair amount of head voice. The second 

tone uses mostly chest resonance to create a belting tone. The third belt tone, 

customary in pop and rock genres is similar to the belt/mix, but the vocalists include 

small idioms such as twang, raspy or breathy elements to the belt tone. The final tone 

is utilised primarily by gospel, blues and R&B artists, who use the full extent of their 

vocal range, which places significant pressure on the vocal folds. Gospel, blues and 

R&B artists add elements such as growls, screams and shrieks to attain their desired 

belting effect.  

2.1.2.8 Improvisation 

In itself, improvisation or ad-libbing is not an idiom although idioms are incorporated 

into improvisation to create stylistically authentic performances. For all genres falling 

under the CCM umbrella, excluding the older musical theatre productions, the singer 

has, for the most part, improvisational freedom. Principally, vocalists are expected to 

improvise, using melodic and rhythmic phrases over a chord progression (Weir, 2015). 

The song, in this way, becomes individualised and unique (Green 2002: 4; Phillips 

2011: 227). The term ‘improvisation’ also includes the concept of embellishment 



� � � �

24 | P a g e �

�

(Green, 2002). Improvisational style differs from genre to genre, and it is necessary 

for vocalists to observe the stylistic rules within those genres (Green, 2002). CCM 

improvisation most often includes the ad-libbing of separate passages within the main 

structure of a song (Green, 2002). 

According to Green (2002), there are three different types of improvisation: the first is 

‘original improvisation’, or ‘free improvisation’; this is the name given to the first 

performance of an improvised phrase. The second type of improvisation is ‘memorised 

improvisation’; it is the opposite of ‘original improvisation’. This second type of 

improvisation is the memorised performance of an original improvisation In between 

the two lies ‘changeable improvisation’ wherein the performer slightly alters, with every 

performance of a memorised improvisation phrase notes, rhythms and timbre, (Green, 

2002).  

Licks, melismatic runs, embellishments and riffs are all techniques used for vocal 

improvisation (Jennings, 2014). They are often spoken about together, and used 

interchangeably, although each term in itself is not the same as the other (Hoch, 2014). 

A vocal lick is a short vocal improvisation and a riff, a short repetitive pattern (Hoch, 

2014). A riff can be melodic, accompaniment or embellishment and is longer than a 

lick. Vocal runs begin on high notes and ‘run’ quickly down the scale to a low note or 

similarly begin on a low note and ‘run’ up the scale (Wheeler, 2012). Embellishments 

are additional notes added to the melody line to enhance an emotional connection 

(Deva, 2016). It is vital when singing a lick, run, riff or embellishment that one has the 

flexibility to support it, not every singer is naturally agile (Hoch & Lister 2016). As a 

part of these licks, runs, embellishments and riffs, scoops (or portamento) and slides 

are often used to connect passages (Hanlon, 2012).  

2.1.2.9 Microphone 

CCM styles of singing almost always require the use of a microphone (mic) (Hanlon, 

2012). Microphones are used for both live and studio singing (ibid). First used on stage 

in 1930 (Edwards, 2014), mics changed, vocalisation for the CCM singer changed 

entirely (ibid). Vocal projection was no longer a critical factor in vocal performances 

(ibid); instead, emotional communication and vocal tone became key elements 

(Edwards, 2014). Microphones allowed for a more intimate vocal performance, which 

lent itself to the vernacular idiom of CCM music (Lebon, 2006). From a practical 
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standpoint, the fact that CCM instruments had become amplified made it was 

important for a vocalist to utilise a mic to help the voice carry over the louder 

instruments (ibid). 

Nonetheless, microphones still require vocal technical control, since any weaknesses, 

such as breathlessness and imperfect pitching, are amplified through the speakers 

(Lebon, 2006; Riggs, 2007). Vocal tone can also be compromised or improved, 

through use of the mic. Thus the distance between the mouth and the head of the 

microphone (Hanlon, 2012), and the angle at which the microphone is held (Edwards, 

2014) play a role in the sound quality amplified through the speakers. Different 

microphones have different qualities. CCM vocalists ought to have an understanding 

of the most commonly used vocal microphones (Edwards, 2014; Hanlon, 2012). Now 

that an overview of the idiomatic CCM vocal requirements has been established, the 

stylistic requirements of the literature will be explored. 

2.2 CCM GENRES 

Most easily defined as music that is ‘non-classical’ (LoVetri & Weekly, 2003),  

Contemporary Commercial Music  is a term used to identify the genres of pop, rock, 

musical theatre, metal, jazz, R&B, country, disco, soul, and their sub-genres (LoVetri, 

2008) of which there are many. CCM genres and sub-genres identified in this chapter 

are those most prevalently used in the CCM syllabi. Described below are the genres 

or styles, described, with relation to, genre-specific vocal idioms. It would be 

impossible in the scope of this study to include detailed descriptions of all genres and 

their numerous subgenres (Music Genres List, 2016). Therefore, brief descriptions are 

given based on research requirements for the CCM vocalist singing the genres 

available in Trinity Rock & Pop and the Rockschool syllabi. 

2.2.1 MUSICAL THEATRE 

A Musical is a stage or screen production, using song and dance to communicate a 

story (Kenrick, 2008). Telling the story, therefore, is vital when performing this genre 

(Phillips, 2011) and vocalisation of the score is expected to be conversational. In 

general, the singing should never overshadow the lyrical content (Phillips, 2011).  

Many Musical Theatre productions require classically trained voices. The ‘legit’ voice, 

therefore, particularly for the older musicals written during the ’30s, ’40s, ’50s and ’60s 
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(Phillips, 2011; Ware, 1997), is a requirement. Modern musicals require, in general, a 

pop, belt tone. 

Jones (2017) presents a more definitive split by citing four musical theatre categories 

for a singer. These are, Legit, Traditional, Contemporary and Pop/Rock. While the 

Legit style of musical theatre singing is primarily associated with the “Golden Age of 

Broadway” in 1943-1964 (Jones, 2017), there are none-the-less still several 

contemporary musicals that make use of the legit voice (ibid). Traditional Musical 

Theatre makes use of the belt voice, a sound initially used for comedic roles only 

(Jones, 2017). Contemporary Musical Theatre is a combination of the Traditional 

Musical Theatre sound and the Pop/Rock sound. This category uses the vernacular 

idiom (as explained in 2.1.2.1) and straight vibrato (as explained in 2.1.1.4) (Jones, 

2017). The style is very much lyrically driven (ibid). It is important to note, however, 

that the pop sound for musical theatre is not the same as the vocal tone used in current 

pop music (ibid). The final category, Pop/Rock Musical Theatre, is entirely influenced 

by CCM genres, and its use of idioms relate directly to the CCM styles. Idioms used 

include glottal attack (as explained in 2.1.1.3) growl and fry (as explained in 2.1.2.6 

and 2.1.2.7 respectively).  

2.2.2 JAZZ 

Originating in the USA, jazz evolved from Minstrels, Ragtime and Blues. The swing 

feel and blue notes (major and minor thirds, the flat seventh and flat fifth notes) are 

essential elements in all jazz performance (Ferris, 2013; Gioia, 2011). Improvisation 

is the primary characteristic of jazz. When improvising, the singer is expected to take 

on the sound of a musical instrument.  

Scat singing or scatting is the terminology used when referring to vocal jazz 

improvisation; it makes use of syllables or sounds instead of words (Phillips, 2011). 

These syllables and sounds, without particular meaning, are called vocables (McLean 

& Wiggins, 2008). A superior musical ear and harmonic understanding are a necessity 

for jazz singers due to the improvisational nature of the genre. 

2.2.3 FOLK 

Karpeles described, as early as 1955, the challenges experienced when trying to 

formalise a definition for folk music. She made this assertion based on her attendance 
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at the International Folk Music Council conference in 1954. She stated at the time that 

while not all parties at the conference were satisfied with the definition, most agreed 

that “[f]olk music is music that has been submitted to the process of oral transmission. 

It is the product of evolution and is dependent on the circumstances of continuity, 

variation and selection.” (Karpeles, 1955: 6). Nettl and Myers (1976: 20) similarly 

described having the same challenge 20 years later; there is no consent as to the 

definition of folk music.  

Current commercial folk music uses different methods of transmission than that of 

several decades ago (Dunaway & Beer, 2010). In the early 1900s, folk music was a 

bridge that could cross boundaries both in music and in politics in the USA. At that 

stage, R&B catered predominantly for a black audience and country & western for 

white audiences (Roy, 2002). The voice is the primary instrument in folk music, and 

the vocal tone quality is likely to change from singer to singer with the use of nasality, 

the amount of tension, ornamentation and vibrato used (Nettl & Myers, 1976). The 

vocal sound makes use of light and lyrical, full chest voice, while the honest and 

emotional portrayal of lyric content is essential (Green, 2015; Nettl, 2014). Vocal tone 

is dependent on the singer (Nettl, 2014). The use of well-blended vocal harmony is 

also considered stylistically important (ibid).  

2.2.4 COUNTRY 

Originally called ‘Old-time music’, ‘Hillbilly’, ‘Country & Western’ then finally ‘Country’ 

in the late 1930s (Hedges, 2014). Country music is a narrative genre, telling stories 

through song (Phillips, 2011). Due in part to the expressive speaking quality in the 

singing tone (Hoch & Lister, 2016; Phillips, 2011), country singers apply the idioms 

breaking voice, vocal fry (Gerratt & Kreiman, 2001) and vocal twang (Phillips, 2011). 

Country vocals have a “bright, edgy, metallic tone” (Combes, 2015: n.p). Mouth 

formation and tone quality are not essential elements (Phillips, 2011). 

2.2.5 BLUES AND AFRICAN AMERICAN GOSPEL 

While they are not the same genre, blues and African American gospel, stem from the 

same musical roots (Manning, 2005). Both styles originated from African American 

slave songs (Dixon, Godrich & Rye, 1997). A defining characteristic of these genres 

is the use of blue notes (see Jazz 2.2.2) and an emotionally expressive, often 
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impulsive, use of idioms such as wailing, screaming and growling (Oakley, 1997; 

Robinson-Martin, 2014). The use of falsetto and note bending is also common (Moore, 

2011). Manning (2005) refers to these two styles as vocally ‘extravagant’ and relatively 

free with timing and phrasing. Blues and gospel are synonymous with call and 

response singing and the 12-bar blues form (Stoloff, 2003). 

2.2.6 R&B 

R&B (an abbreviation of Rhythm and Blues) is an African American genre originating 

in the 1950s. It emerged from an amalgamation of big band, gospel, and blues 

(Puryear, 2016). This genre uses a light approach to vocalisation, a great deal of 

embellishment and fast vibrato on sustained notes (Hoch & Lister 2016). Flexibility is 

essential to perform the classic riffs, or raves (Phillips, 2011) and lyrics are often fast-

paced, requiring a conversational approach to notes (Phillips, 2011). The belt tone for 

the R&B genre has a more chest-like quality and forward nasal tone, although the tone 

is dependent on the lyric content and should be adaptable (ibid). This genre makes 

use of the full extent of the vocal register (Manning, 2005). 

2.2.7 SOUL 

The term soul originated in the 1950s, at the time it replaced the term R&B (Rudinow, 

2010). Soul is synonymous with African American music and is an amalgamation of 

the Gospel, R&B, Blues and Rock ‘n Roll genres. It is thought to be the extreme version 

of the Blues (Potter, 2001). Vocalisation for this genre is powerful, with elaborate runs 

and licks, and the use of screams and cries, and call and response are prevalent; thus 

demonstrating the style’s gospel and blues roots (Potter, 2001). 

2.2.8 POP AND ROCK 

Pop and Rock ‘n Roll began in the early 1950s and are rooted in the African American 

genres of the blues-boogie and rhythm & blues (Hatch & Millward, 1987). Just over a 

decade later, rock music branched off from pop with a harder, edgier sound (Pascal, 

1984). Vocally, pop and rock are similar in approach to vocal sound production as both 

these genres predominantly utilise the belt voice, and there is no set vocal tone 

(Phillips, 2011). Phrases are vernacular in approach (Wells, 2006) and breaking voice 

is a frequently used idiom. Pop and rock vocal sounds are characteristically high-

energy and sung with power, similar to singing metal (Hoch & Lister, 2016; Mesiä & 
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Ribaldini, 2015). Singers are expected to access the full spectrum of their vocal range 

(Kain, 2003) and personalise their sound through the use of different idioms (Potter & 

Sorrell, 2012). Rock improvisation requires syncopation, scoops and slides between 

pitches (Hanlon, 2012). 

2.2.9 DISCO 

Disco, originated from the term Discotheque, the name given to the dance clubs that 

played it. Disco is an amalgamation of elements of funk, soul, pop, and salsa (Gregory, 

2006) becoming popular in the mid to late 1970s. Disco was associated with 

decadence and controversially thought to appeal mostly to marginalised groups in 

New York (Zeiner-Henrikson, 2010). Disco is said to be rhythmically rigid, and at the 

time of its popularity, people spoke of it as not being ‘real’ music (Zeiner-Henrikson, 

2010). Synthesisers were very much a part of the disco sound (Thèberge, 2001). 

2.2.10 NEW WAVE 

New wave was a relatively short-lived genre, prevalent in the late 1970s, and ending 

in the early 1980s. New wave became the popular, more commercial version of the 

aggressive punk and rock genres. Keeping the appealing “danceable” energy of punk 

and rock (Cateforis, 2011) the genre had a four-to-the-floor bass drum beat, a hi-hat 

and syncopated bass groove demonstrating the influence of disco (ibid).  

Attempts at finding a classification for New wave vocal idioms were unsuccessful, but 

if one refers to the new wave music influences of punk, rock and disco (Cateforis, 

2011) one can assume that vocalisation, as with their parent genres are unrefined and 

performed with high-energy. Reynolds (2006: 160) describes new wave vocalisation 

as “high pitched, geeky and very “white’”. 

2.2.11 HIP-HOP AND RAP 

Hip-hop developed primarily in the Bronx and Harlem ghettos of New York (Gregory, 

2006). It is “[t]he talking school of soul” music (Potter, 2001) and is considered by 

those involved as a lifestyle, not merely a music genre (Aldridge & Stewart, 2005). The 

hip-hop culture has several divisions contributing to its identity: These include the 

music-making elements of disc jockeying (DJing) and Rap (emceeing), dance and 

breakdancing, and graffiti and fashion (ibid). Traditionally played by DJs using 

turntables to create different rhythmic patterns and effects (Gregory, 2006), hip-hop 
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music took the root elements of disco (soul and latin music) and created a more beat-

driven sound.  

When DJs added street poetry to hip-hop beats, rap was born (Gregory, 2006). Rap 

is purposefully rebellious, with sexual and violent content (ibid). It is typically a ‘spoken’ 

genre. Vocalisation is expressive and unique to each. Rap has no defining vocal 

idioms. Rap vocalisation, however, does require that the performer is very energetic 

and assertive (Weiss, 2011). Rap vocalisation, compared to sung vocals, “holds a 

more rhythmic function” (ibid). 

2.2.12 FUNK 

Funk is the African American pop music of the 1970s (Vincent, 1996). It is “a deliberate 

reaction to - and a rejection of - the traditional Western world’s predilection for 

formality, pretence, and self-repression” (Vincent, 1996: 5). Funk refers to a style of 

aggressive, urban dance music (Vincent, 1996) combining several styles; most often 

R&B with a dance tempo. The use of syncopation and complex polyrhythms is 

customary in funk music (ibid). Vocally, funk displays elements of gospel, blues, soul 

and jazz (Bolden, 2013). Idiomatic inspiration for funk performers came from the yells, 

shrieks and raw vocals of James Brown, the first credited singer of funk (ibid).  

2.2.13 METAL 

Metal originated in the 1960s with the Brit-pop bands’ rebellious, loud and aggressive 

sound (Pearlin, 2014). In the 1980s, it separated into three primary subgenres. Though 

there have been many further subgenres created since the 1980s split, all primarily 

fall into the three primary subgenre categories from a vocal idiomatic perspective: 

traditional-metal, pop-metal and extreme-metal. Traditional-metal and pop-metal are 

similar in vocal approach with edgy, powerful vocalisation. Extreme metal is generally 

the most well-known idiomatically, using the growl, strong, high-pitched vocals, twang 

(Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2017) and undertone singing, created by using the ventricular folds 

inside the larynx (Eckers, Hütz, Kob, Murphy, Houben & Lehnert, 2009). Metal is the 

most extreme of the vocal genres and requires incredible intensity, using power, 

loudness and high-energy when performing (Zangger Borch & Sundberg, 2011), often 

imitating guitar distortion (Walser, 1993). Most techniques used for metal are not used 

to the same degree for other styles (Hoch & Lister, 2016). 
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2.2.14 REGGAE 

Originating in Jamaica in the late 1960s, reggae has its roots in Afro-Caribbean 

calypso and American soul (Anderson, 2004). The influence of the soul genre is 

considered a contributing factor to the characteristic syncopated reggae beat (ibid). 

Western instruments with rhythmic guitar playing were used to accompany the raw 

lyrics (Shonk, Jr & McClure, 2017) which were carried by soul and R&B influenced 

vocal sounds (Alleyne, 2009). A characteristic of reggae vocal style is ‘toasting’, a form 

of lyrical rap chanted, usually by a DJ, over a music beat (Marshall, 2006). The primary 

themes illustrated through the genre, especially in its early years were of poverty and 

political oppression (Anderson, 2004).  

2.2.15 INDIE 

The indie genre originated in the United Kingdom during the 1980s and arose from the 

desire for musicians to remain independent from mainstream expectations (Novara & 

Henry, 2009). Genre definition is relatively unspecific (ibid), but indie does contain 

elements of rock and pop, utilising “sensitive lyrics masked by tonal abrasiveness and 

ironic posturing” (Novara & Henry, 2009: 816, 817). A “white, guitar-based” sound is 

typical of the genre (Cohan, 2001: 226). Due to its influences, indie is split in general 

into the subgenres of indie-pop and indie-rock.  

The indie-pop vocal sound is known for its use of exaggerated and often misplaced 

use of diphthongs on the vowel ‘i’ in particular (Jones, Schellenberg & Gick, 2017). 

The sound and use of vowel articulation for indie vocals have become such a 

phenomenon that it has gained the title ‘indie-pop voice’ or ‘indie-girl voice’ 

(Hoppinjams, 2016: n.p.). The distinct sound evolved from early female jazz and blues 

vocalists but came to the fore in the last decade. The manipulation of the vowels is not 

an idiom but rather a singing accent (Hoppinjams, 2016). Jones et al. (2017: 181) 

found that “pharyngeal constriction via tongue retraction” contributed to the articulation 

of the ‘indie voice’ and the diphthong quality. The indie-rock sound is different, the 

term interchangeable with alternative rock, it was “grungy [and] noisy but at the same 

time frequently quite tuneful and sometimes playful” (Novara & Henry, 2009: 4). 
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2.2.16 PUNK 

Punk music originated in the 1960s (McCarthy, 2013). “At its roots, punk [culture] and 

punk music hold the ideology of individualism and rebellion, with fast, aggressive beats 

and politically [in]fused lyrics” (ibid: 4). The music, lifestyle and fashion that grew from 

the genre developed from a desire to avoid anything mainstream. A principal factor for 

punk culture was self-expression. (ibid).  

Punk is aggressive in vocal delivery, and vocalisation speech-like. Tone quality is the 

antithesis is of clean and beautiful (Potter & Sorrell 2012). Potter & Sorrell likened 

punk singing to “shouting that was not so far away from a Broadway belt or a football 

chant” (Potter & Sorrell 2012: 256) The genre is known for using a “three-chord guitar 

structure” (McCarthy, 2013: 2). 

To vocalise CCM genres stylistically and with authenticity, singers should have an 

awareness of, and the ability to apply specific vocal characteristics and techniques to 

vocalisation. The creation of the desired sound for each genre is made possible 

through the application of appropriate vocal idioms.  

Below is a table summary of sections 2.2 and 0��The summary illustrates the alignment 

of CCM genres with their characteristic vocal idioms. 
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Table 2-1: Application of Idioms and Vocal Registers in the Genres Used in the CCM Syllabi: Summary 

GENRE IDIOMS REGISTERS CHARACTERISTICS OTHER 

MUSICAL 

THEATRE 

 

 Legit voice for older musicals. 

 Belt voice for current musicals. 

 Many musical theatre 

productions require 

classically trained 

voices, making use of 

the ‘legit’ voice, 

particularly the older 

musicals written 

during the ’30s, ’40s, 

’50s and ’60s (Phillips, 

2011; Ware, 1997). 

 Belt voice is used 

more in Jukebox 

musicals. 

 Telling the story is vital in musical theatre 

(Phillips, 2011). This is dissimilar vernacular 

singing. 

 The actual singing should never overshadow 

the lyrical context, and vocal lines should be 

understated in order to reinforce the text 

(Phillips, 2011). 

 

 Current musicals require, in 

general, a more Pop sounding 

tone. 

 There are no absolute rules of 

vocal production when it comes 

to musical theatre (Ware: 1997). 

 

JAZZ 

 

 Licks, runs and riffs (Hoch, 2014). 

 Growl (Marino, 2005). 

 Improvisation is crucial.  

 Jazz improvisation for singers is called scat 

singing or scatting (Phillips, 2011). 

 Chest. 

 Belt. 

 Jazz singers need to have a good musical ear 

due to the improvisational nature of the 

genre. 

 

 Scat singers use vocables when 

improvising (Phillips, 2011). 

 Singer imitates a musical 

instrument, usually a trumpet.  

FOLK  The honest and emotional portrayal of lyric 

content (Green, 2015; Nettl, 2014). 

 The vocal tone is dependent on the singer 

(Nettl, 2014). 

 Nasality, ornamentation and vibrato (Nettl 

& Myers, 1976). 

 Light and lyrical, full 

chest voice (Green, 

2015; Nettl, 2014). 

 The use of well-blended vocal harmony is 

also considered important stylistically. 

 The acoustic guitar was the 

instrument of choice (Nettl, 

2014). 

COUNTRY 

 

 Vernacular (Phillips, 2011). 

 Breaking voice. 

 Twang (Hoch & Lister, 2016; Phillips, 2011). 

 Vocal Fry (Gerratt & 

Kreiman, 2001). 

 Chest. 

 Belt. 

 Edgy, metallic, bright (Combes, 2015) Nasal-

sounding tone (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015). 

 

 Mouth formation and tone quality 

are not important elements 

(Phillips, 2011). 
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GENRE IDIOMS REGISTERS CHARACTERISTICS OTHER 

BLUES AND 

GOSPEL 

 Trills, runs and licks (Manning 2005; 

online). 

 Extreme use of dynamics (Robinson-Martin, 

2014). 

 Chest. 

 Belt. 

 Vocally ‘extravagant’ (Manning, 2005). 

 Liberties with timing and phrasing (Manning, 

2005). 

 Emotional expression and passion (Robinson 

–Martin, 2014). 

 

R&B 

 

 Embellishment, including riffs and raves 

and fast vibrato on sustained notes (Hoch & 

Lister, 2016; Phillips 2011). 

 Vernacular vocalisation (Phillips, 2011). 

 Growl (Marino, 2005). 

 

Belt with predominant 

chest-like quality and 

forward nasal tone 

(Phillips, 2011). 

 

 A light approach to vocalisation (Hoch & 

Lister, 2016). 

 Lyrics are fast-paced; it is important to not 

over-sing; keeping phrases conversational 

(Phillips, 2011). 

 Flexibility is essential (Phillips, 2011). 

 The full extent of vocal range should be 

utilised (Manning, 2005). 

 

SOUL  Elaborate runs and licks and the use of 

screams and cries and call and response 

(Potter, 2001). 

 Chest. 

 Belt. 

 Call and response (Potter, 2001).  African American music without 

‘soul’ was thought to be insincere 

(Rudinow, 2010). 

 It is thought to be the extreme 

version of the blues (Potter, 200). 

POP AND 

ROCK 

 

 Vernacular (Phillips, 2011; Wells, 2006). 

 Breaking voice. 

 Idioms should be nuanced and personalised 

(Potter & Sorrell, 2012). 

 Licks and riffs (Hoch, 2014). 

 Growl (Marino, 2005). 

 Belt (Phillips, 2011; 

Wells, 2006). 

 Chest. 

 

 No prescribed vocal tone (Phillips, 2011; 

Wells, 2006). 

 High-energy and sung with power (Hoch & 

Lister, 2016; Zangger Borch & Sundberg, 

2011). 

 Should make full use of vocal range (Kain, 

2003). 

 

DISCO  Vernacular (Phillips, 2011). 

 Idioms personalised (Potter & Sorrell, 

2012). 

 Chest. 

 Belt. 

 Falsetto. 

 Effects were added to vocals.   Amalgamation of elements of 

funk, soul, pop, and salsa 

(Gregory, 2006). 

NEW WAVE  Inspired by vocal idioms of punk, pop and 

disco. 

 Belt. 

 Chest. 

 “[H]igh pitched, geeky and very 'white’” 

(Reynolds, 2006: 160). 

 Unrefined and high-energy performance. 
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GENRE IDIOMS REGISTERS CHARACTERISTICS OTHER 

 Belt with predominant 

chest-like quality and 

forward nasal tone. 

 

HIP-HOP 

AND RAP 

 Typically, Hip-hop and rap are spoken 

genres with no defining vocal idioms. 

(Weiss, 2011). 

 

 Chest.  Expressive vocalisation performer 

emphasises important areas, such as lyrics or 

tone quality (Weiss, 2011). 

 Rap vocalisation requires an energetic and 

assertive performer/performances (Weiss, 

2011). 

 Hip-hop is “[t]he talking school of 

soul” (Potter, 2011). 

 Root elements of disco (soul and 

latin music (Gregory, 2006). 

FUNK  Yells, Shrieks (Funk soul brother 2017). 

 Trills, runs and licks (Manning, 2005). 

 

 Chest. 

 Belt. 

 Falsetto. 

 Rhythmic vocal patterns & polyrhythms 

(Vincent, 1996)  

 Syncopation (Vincent, 1996) 

 Short, repetitive, call and response phrases 

and vocal lines (Bolden, 2013). 

 

METAL 

 

 Heavy vibrato in places (Eckers et al., 2009). 

 Twang (Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015). 

 Growl/grunt used in extreme metal (Eckers 

et al., 2009; Mesiä & Ribaldini, 2015). 

 Strong, high-pitched 

vocals (Mesiä & 

Ribaldini, 2015). 

 Chest. 

 Belt. 

 Power, loudness and high-energy (Zangger 

Borch & Sundberg, 2011). 

 Vocals often imitate guitar distortion 

(Walser, 1993). 

 Vocal intensity. 

 Metal is the most vocally extreme 

of the genres. (Hoch & Lister 

2016). 

 Undertone singing (Eckers et al., 

2009). 

 A growl sounds guttural; style is 

very controlled (Fusilli, 2006). 

REGGAE  Inspired by R&B and jazz. 

 Toasting (a lyrical rap) (Marshall, 2006). 

 

 Belt with predominant 

chest-like quality and 

forward nasal tone 

(Phillips 2011: 84). 

 Primary themes of poverty and political 

oppression should also be illustrated through 

the voice  (Anderson, 2004). 

 

INDIE  Articulation of the ‘indie voice’. 

 Exaggerated use of diphthongs. 

 Chest. 

 Head. 

 Falsetto. 

 Sensitive lyrics with and abrasive tone 

(Novara & Henry, 2009).  

  “A “white, guitar-based” sound 

(Cohan 2001: 226). 

PUNK  Vocalisation speech-like (Potter & Sorrell, 

2012). 

 Belt. 

 Chest. 

 Aggressive vocal delivery. Tone quality is not 

meant to be clean and beautiful (Potter & 

Sorrell, 2012).   

 Three chord guitar structure 

(McCarthy, 2013). 
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2.3 VOCAL MATURITY FOR THE ADOLESCENT CCM SINGER: ANATOMY 

AND PHYSIOLOGY 

There is a perception that CCM singing styles are unhealthy and harmful (Woodruff, 

2011). Ostrowski, Spiegel and Madden (2011) suggest the contrary, that singers of 

classical and CCM styles suffer in general, from the same vocal problems. Fatigue, 

limited range, tension, breath control and hoarseness are several examples that 

demonstrate that no one genre is safer to sing than the next (Woodruff, 2011).  

This section will briefly explore the physical development and vocal production for high 

school singers in grade 10–12. The grade 10–12 group ranges on average from 16–

18 years old. The mandated CAPS and IEB syllabus requirements should align with 

the vocal, physical capabilities of the student to ensure that the singing expectations 

are as risk-free as possible.  

From childhood to puberty, physical changes lead to the development of vocal control 

and vocal quality (Sataloff & Linville, 2006) and by the time the singer reaches puberty 

they are physically ready to develop the primary singing areas of “breathing, posture, 

resonance, and diction” (Gebhardt, 2016: 33). Children from as young as eight can 

begin singing lessons; by this stage in their physical development, the lungs have 

matured to a point where phonation can be produced and sustained (Gebhardt, 2016).  

Pre-adolescent singers, those under 12 years of age, have a range of less than one 

octave, and teenagers can sing between one to two octaves (Phillips, 2011). The 

development of the range and register between the ages of 6 to 16 years is minimal, 

and therefore attempting to expand the vocal range during this time in a singers’ 

physical development is not productive, and possibly damaging to younger voices 

(Sataloff & Linville, 2006).  

From birth to the ages of 15-20, the larynx moves from a position in the neck at C39 at 

the top of the cervical spine to the lower position of C6 or C7 (Sataloff & Linville, 2006). 

The vocal folds more than double in length from childhood to adulthood. At birth the 

vocal fold is 2.5-3 mm in length, reaching mature length when the child is between the 

ages of 10 and 14 years. The female vocal folds at maturation have reached 11-15 

mm in length and males grow to 17-21 mm (Hirono, Kurita & Nakashima, 1983). The 

                                                           
9 See Addendum 1: Anatomy of the Spine. 
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vocal ligament, positioned in the vocal folds (Sataloff & Linville, 2006), extends from 

the thyroid to the arytenoid cartilages (Darling, 2016) and stops the vocal folds from 

overextension (Gebhardt, 2016). Without the full use of the vocal ligament, matured at 

16 years of age, the singer is likely to over-sing (ibid). The primary transformation of 

the vocal folds, on average, takes one and a half years and is most prominent between 

the ages of 121/2 to 14. Growth is usually complete when a child is 151/2 years old. 

This change can also take as long as three and a half years.  

The growth of the larynx is the cause of “mutation” or changes in the voice (Sataloff & 

Linville, 2006: 18), and during puberty, on average, the female voice lowers by a tone 

and a half and the male voice, by an octave (Sataloff & Linville, 2006). The vocal 

mechanism continues to grow in males into adulthood until the ages of 20 or 21 years 

(ibid; Welch, 2006) and in females until 18 years of age (Welch, 2006) with the 

epiglottis reaching complete functionality at puberty (Sataloff & Linville, 2006). Due to 

this laryngeal movement and change, vibrato is rare (Williams, 2009). 

There are three main areas of vocal production, according to the American Academy 

of Otolaryngology (2018): 

 The power source: stemming from the lungs and the exhalation of air. This 

source creates the power to produce sound from the vocal folds and the larynx,  

 The vibrator or larynx: Housing the vocal folds that vibrate as the air is exhaled 

through them,  

 The resonator: which includes the areas positioned above the folds, the mouth, 

nose and throat.  

The singer can start using the ‘power source’ (Sataloff & Linville, 2006) once the chest 

cavity has reached maximum growth and the muscles in the abdomen have 

developed10 at around age 14 to 15 years old (Bastir, Matinez, Recheis, Barash, 

Coquerelle, Rios, Pena-Melian, Rio & O’Higgins, 2013). Most singers, singing through 

puberty, will experience breathiness while the vocal mechanism develops and the 

vocal folds become co-ordinated (Spurgeon, 2004). Sataloff and Linville (2006: 19) 

confirm that glottal gaps are common in young adults when singing at “high pitch 

                                                           
10 Muscle strength in males increases alongside physical growth which means that males continue 

strengthening through puberty until around age 20 or 21. Females level out at around 15 years (Neve, Girard, 

Flahault & Boule, 2002). 
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and/or soft loudness levels.” The ideal healthy adolescent voice is one that uses the 

head, and chest registers and a mix of the two11 (Gebhardt, 2016). Young singers 

should avoid long phrases, and sing within a maximum range of an octave to an octave 

and a half, never pushing beyond their natural capabilities (Phillips, 2011; Gebhardt, 

2016). To prevent vocal trauma, singers should develop a secure vocal technical 

ability before approaching ‘big’ and powerful notes (Phillips, 2011; Gebhardt, 2016).  

Sataloff (2006) confirms that vocal training can be given during puberty, though one 

should not push a child’s voice to develop unnaturally and Kempfer’s study (2014) 

shows that there was no definite literature against teaching adolescents singers to belt 

(Kempfer, 2014). However, overuse and over projection should not be condoned, 

especially in children and adolescents (Sataloff, 2006). Songs, therefore, should not 

be too strenuous (Phillips, 2011). In addition, Gebhardt (2016) suggests that age-

appropriate lyric content ought to be taken into consideration when working with 

children and adolescents. 

It is important to note that poor singing technique is not the only factor contributing to 

vocal damage during adolescent years. Everyday activities such as cheering at sports 

events, working in a noisy environment, taking part in extra-curricular drama classes 

along with the regular malady of reflux can all affect the voice (Gebhardt, 2016). 

Phillips, Williams and Edwin (2018: 51, 52), summarise the literature succinctly: 

Voice techniques and repertoire need to be age-appropriate. Children are not 
little adults …It is neither cute nor smart to have a child try to sing Quando m’en 
vo from La Boheme or Whitney Houston’s Saving All My Love for You. They 
may not understand the songs and they may do significant damage to 
themselves trying to copy the adult artists who sing these songs.  

Phillips et al., (2018: 51, 52) also state that “[i]f the same range sensibilities are 

employed in CCM as are used in classical, both singers and the art of singing will be 

healthier.” 

                                                           
11 See 2.1.2.7 Registers. 
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2.4 VOCAL PEDAGOGUES AND PEDAGOGIES FOR CCM 

The term Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM) was first coined in 2000 by the 

American vocal pedagogue Jeanette LoVetri. She created the term in order to “draw 

all the CCM styles together as a genre equal to but different from classical styles”, and 

at the same time discourage the use of the term “non-classical” when referring to CCM 

genres (LoVetri, 2012); most academics have subsequently adopted the term.  

Pedagogy is considered as “any conscious activity by one person designed to 

enhance learning in another” (Watkins & Mortimore, 1999). Therefore, CCM vocal 

pedagogy is the conscious, methodical training of the singing voice for CCM. The 

pedagogy of CCM singing links with that of classical singing since its foundation 

embodies, the same four principles that have influenced the initial development of 

institutional vocal pedagogy since the 16th century. These elements are intonation, 

breathing technique, diction and interpretation (Sell, 2003: 14).  

Spurgeon (2004: 29) suggests that the following skills are essential elements for any 

pedagogue to foster, especially those teaching adolescents. 

 An understanding of the fundamental physiological aspects of tone 
production: breathing, phonation and resonance  

 Diagnostic skills to listen and look for vocal problems and devise 
solutions  

 The ability to model suitable tone quality  

 Knowledge of the male and female adolescent voice—tonal 
expectations, ranges, and healthy tessitura. 

While the older (classical) schools of vocal technique have generally been passed 

down from vocal master to pupil (O’Bryan & Harrison, 2014; Pilotti, 2009), CCM 

vocalists can attain information from a variety of sources, the most easily accessible 

is the internet, where many individuals and ‘experts’ have created websites and blogs, 

most containing enormous amounts of information. Not all online information is of 

equal authority, however, and it is imperative to ensure that material is reliable and 

comes from an authoritative source. The CCM syllabi are in a position to offer such a 

service. Despite the fact that research shows that there is comparatively less scholarly 

material for CCM vocal pedagogy than for classical vocal pedagogy (Bartlett, 2014; 

Edwin, 2007; Ware, 1997; Woodruff, 2011), it is clear that there is enough to assist the 

CCM vocal pedagogue in developing clear and informed teaching methods. 
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2.4.1 CCM PEDAGOGUES 

Seven eminent CCM pedagogues were identified to assist further appreciation of vocal 

pedagogy for the CCM singer. Some pedagogues are more renowned than others, 

each, however, has had a valuable impact on CCM pedagogy in their own right. 

Pedagogues identified are Seth Riggs, Jo Estill, Meribeth Dayme, Anne Peckham, 

Jeanette LoVetri, Kim Chandler and Catherine Sadolin. All pedagogues discussed 

have compiled a ‘learning to sing’ technique. Under investigation are the historical and 

pedagogical contributions of each pedagogue. A common link will be established 

between the seven if any. The information provided below is minimal, and further study 

is advised to gain real insight into each methodology. It is important to note that there 

are several other pedagogues of high repute that are not discussed in this chapter; 

their contributions to CCM pedagogy are equally relevant.  

2.4.1.1 Seth Riggs – Speech Level Singing Method 

Seth Riggs is an American pedagogue known for the development of Speech Level 

Singing (SLS) and is known for having taught many of the top recording artists in the 

industry, including Michael Jackson, Stevie Wonder and Natalie Cole (Riggs & 

Carratello, 1992). Personal performances include appearances on Broadway and with 

the New York City Opera (Speech Level Singing, 2008). In his early teaching days in 

New York, his methods were considered unusual, and many institutions were reluctant 

to work with him, to the point where he was asked to leave the National Association of 

Teachers of Singing (Riggs & Carratello, 1992). It was once he moved to Los Angeles, 

began to attend lessons in preparation for movie and theatre roles (ibid). Riggs has a 

Bachelor of Science majoring in music (Speech Level Singing, 2008) and lectures at 

many institutions worldwide. 

Riggs wrote his vocal training programme Singing for the Stars in 1992. His book 

includes vocal exercises along with details of his methodology and approach. The 

Speech Level Singing Method is a vocal technique suited according to Riggs, to any 

style of singing; from CCM to Classical and Opera (Riggs & Carratello, 1992). The 

premise for this method is that the larynx remains in the neutral position when singing, 

regardless of genre. The larynx is in a neutral position when we speak. (Speech Level 

Singing, 2008). Riggs’ methodology develops and creates a smooth, connected bridge 

between the vocal registers.  
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Emphasis is not given to breath control in the Speech Level Singing Method and Riggs 

reasons that effective breath control does not necessarily lead to good singing 

(Babusek, 2011). Riggs states that natural, correct breathing becomes natural once 

one gains control of the passagio, and perform with good posture. Riggs suggests that 

song composition should determine the stylistic approach. He states that it is not 

necessary and it could be dangerous to adapt one’s vocal technique or tone to sing in 

a specific style (Riggs & Carratello, 1992; Seth Riggs Vocal Studio, 2007).  

2.4.1.2 Jo Estill – Estill Voice Training 

Jo Estill, an American pedagogue (Salsbury, 2014), began her career as a classical 

singer before creating her singing and speaking methodology; ‘Estill Voice Training’ 

(EVT), formerly known as Estill Voicecraft, in the late 1980s (Estill Voice International, 

2010a). Estill is predominantly known for her work with the belt voice and has been 

published in many academic journals, writing on the belt voice, vocal acoustics and 

quality, and vocal physiology discussing aryepiglottic constriction, the soft palate and 

laryngeal function (Estill Voice Training, 2010b). Lecturing across the world, Estill 

worked with speech pathologists, singers, actors and teachers, receiving an honorary 

degree of Doctor of Letters from the University of East Anglia in 2004 (ibid).  

Her pedagogy has two levels; “Figures for Voice Control” (Lloyd, 2009: 16) originally 

called “Compulsory figures for voice” (Estill Voice International, 2010a; Sell, 2003) 

which concentrates on the ‘Craft’ of singing, that is, the development of control of the 

vocal mechanism; the tongue, the lips, the soft palate and the larynx. Level two titled 

“Figure Combinations for Six Voice Qualities”, builds on level one by taking the 

“figures” mastered from that level, using them to create different vocal sounds 

depending on the genre (Lloyd, 2009: 16). These six ‘figures’ are belt, speech, falsetto, 

twang, sob and operatic and can be combined to create different vocal qualities (Estill 

Voice International, 2010a; Golda, 2010). While singing, each of these idioms is 

internally felt, and Estill developed specific exercises to help singer’s isolate and ‘feel’ 

each mechanism individually (Sell, 2003). She advocated that “the healthy larynx 

floats up and down with the vocal range, to a greater or lesser degree depending upon 

the style of singing” (Lloyd, 2009).  

Estill meant for her training to be a support method, not a replacement for current 

teaching systems (Lloyd, 2009). Its purpose is to prepare the voice for all genres, CCM 
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and classical (Golda, 2010). There are several books and workbooks available, The 

Estill Voice Model: Theory and Translation being most recently released by Estill Voice 

International in 2017. 

2.4.1.3 Meribeth Dayme – CoreSinging 

Meribeth Dayme, nee Bunch, is an American pedagogue with a PhD in music. She 

has also studied Alexander and Feldenkrais techniques as well as several different 

types of alternative healing methods (The Naked Vocalist TV, 2017b). She was a 

professor of voice and anatomy at the University of Delaware and has taught anatomy 

at the University of Southern Carolina (The Naked Vocalist TV, 2017b). When she was 

awarded a National Institutes of Health (NIH) post-doctoral fellowship at the Royal 

College of Surgeons, she moved to London, where she researched vocal anatomy 

(ibid). Her performances include choral conducting, solo work and musical direction 

(Dayme, n.d.).  

Preferring to call her method an ‘approach’, she launched CoreSinging in 2009 (The 

Naked Vocalist TV, 2017b), stating that it is not just a singing technique, but rather a 

holistic approach to vocal training and lifestyle (The Naked Vocalist TV, 2017b). 

Dayme believes that “singers (and speakers) should develop both their inner and outer 

selves to enable a true message from the heart ...” so that they are heard. She stresses 

how important it is for singers to understand their voice quality and to sing using 

different vocal idioms (Dayme, 2009). She considers exploration and experimentation 

with different techniques critical (The Naked Vocalist TV, 2017b). Dayme (2009) 

asserts that it is impossible to sing CCM styles with just a classical vocal training 

background. 

Dayme’s approach has five primary areas of focus when working with a voice (Dayme, 

2009): 

 Singing terminology,  

 Understanding of the functional (or physiological) processes that produce 

sound,  

 Relationship of these functional processes to the various teaching methods, 

 Relationship of function to artistry,  

 Relationship of personal growth to singing and artistry.  
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Dayme has published several books: The Singing Book, The Dynamics of the Singing 

Voice, The Performers Voice and Presence, Confidence and Personal Power. 

2.4.1.4 Anne Peckham - Elements of Vocal Technique 

Anne Peckham is an American pedagogue and professor of voice, based at Berklee 

College of Music since 1987. She lectures internationally specialising in rock, jazz, 

pop and R&B (Berklee, 2017; Peckham, 2010). Peckham has written several books, 

Vocal Workouts for the Contemporary Singer, The Contemporary Singer: Elements of 

Vocal Technique, and Berklee in the Pocket: Singer's Handbook and her book The 

Contemporary Singer is translated into Japanese, Korean, Chinese, Russian, and 

Brazilian Portuguese (Berklee, 2017). She has worked with Grammy-winning artists 

and is a member of the National Association of Teachers of Singing (ibid). 

Peckham advocates that the fundamentals of vocal technique are, “support, full use 

of the vocal range, free tone production, flexible use of tone colours, resonance, and 

placement”. She states that the correct vocal technique allows for natural voice 

production, which will ensure vocal longevity (Berklee, 2017). Peckham also 

maintains that the correct breathing technique is a part of all areas of vocal production 

and is therefore essential. “Air powers your singing, and controlling the inflow and 

outflow of air requires the skilled use of breathing muscles and organs” (Peckham, 

2010: 18). Vocal problems occur when there is no breath control, creating either 

overexertion of muscles or inadequate breath support (Peckham, 2010). Due to the 

nature of the vernacular singing style of CCM genres, diction and vowel modification 

is fundamental (Hanlon, 2012) and unnecessary jaw and tongue movement will 

hinder vocal precision (ibid). The larynx moves with pitch (Peckham, 2006), lifting on 

higher notes and returning to neutral for lower tones. Peckham emphasises the 

importance of technical foundations stating that CCM singers should not use a 

microphone to replace reliable technique; singers ought to vocalise correctly without 

having to rely on the microphone to improve and project their voices (Peckham, 

2006). She stipulates the importance of using stylistic idioms (Hanlon, 2012).  
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2.4.1.5 Jeannette LoVetri - Somatic Voicework: The LoVetri Method 

American, Jeannette LoVetri has been teaching singing since 1971 but created her 

pedagogy, Somatic Voicework: The LoVetri Method, in 2002 (LoVetri, 2017). Her 

students include Grammy winners and Tony award nominees. She received ‘The 

Lawrence Fellowship award’ in 1999 for her contribution to the science and 

advancement of non-classical voice pedagogy (LoVetri, 2017). LoVetri gives 

international workshops, speaking at seminars and symposiums. 

Somatic Voicework: The LoVetri Method “is meant to unselfconsciously draw the mind 

of the singer into the physical process of making sound” (LoVetri, 2016). LoVetri 

speaks of bodywork as being a part of vocal development and how the use of breath 

in a ‘deliberate way’ is fundamental to her technique (Latour, 2014; The Naked Vocalist 

TV, 2017a). Her method is holistic and aims to enable singers to become more in 

touch with their body and the five senses, helping them to feel more relaxed and 

comfortable when singing. In this way, one can alleviate tension and create awareness 

of the physical processes of creating sound with the voice (Latour, 2014). The vocal 

exercises are function-based and founded on the mechanical workings of the voice, 

not just the sound quality (Latour, 2014; The Naked Vocalist TV, 2017a). LoVetri’s 

pedagogy encourages the singer to allow their larynx to rise naturally as the voice 

rises in pitch (The Naked Vocalist TV, 2017a). Her approach is created to stand on its 

own and not in conjunction with other training. It does nonetheless “transfer very well 

into the hands of other people who teach” (ibid). 

2.4.1.6 Kim Chandler – Funky and Fun and Voice Cross Trainer 

Chandler is British, based in Mallorca, Spain and London and is considered to be one 

of the leading contemporary vocal specialists in the United Kingdom (Kim Chandler, 

n.d.). She has been in the industry for 25 years both as a session singer, and as a 

vocal coach to many of the top artists in the industry including Courtney Love, Birdy 

and Paloma Faith (Kim Chandler, n.d.). She has lectured at the London College of 

Music, Leeds College of Music and the British and Irish Music Institute (BIMI) and is 

positioned on many institutional panels of voice and music education in the UK (Kim 

Chandler, n.d.). 
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Chandler’s methodology is not as detailed as pedagogues such as Riggs and Estill. 

She discusses three main areas of importance: the first is posture and alignment, the 

second, breathing and support, to promote a relaxed vernacular approach, and the 

third is tone (Chandler, 2014). She also advocates using exercise regimes such as 

Pilates and Yoga to assist singers in developing a balanced, relaxed posture. A good 

posture along with confidence and control leads to improved voice production 

(Chandler, 2014). She places importance on developing the ear as well as the voice 

(Voice Council Magazine, 2011). Her work is featured in The Ultimate Guide to Singing 

and Teaching Singing in the 21st Century. Chandler has also created a series of CDs; 

“Funky and Fun” and more recently a vocal mobile phone app “Voice Cross Trainer”. 

2.4.1.7 Catherine Sadolin – Complete Vocal Technique 

Catherine Sadolin is one of the primary researchers of voice in the world (Johnson & 

Giles, 2018). She is an established performer in Europe performing classical, jazz and 

rock (Complete Vocal Institute, n.d.). She developed the Complete Vocal Technique 

(CVT) for singers based on her experiences and difficulties as a novice singer 

(Johnson & Giles, 2018). Referred to as a “pioneer on the dirty [vocal] sounds” (ibid), 

Sadolin states that it is not the vocal folds that cause the separation and difference of 

sound quality between the classical singer and the rock singer discussing that the tone 

quality for any genre is made in the vocal tract above the vocal cords (ibid). She says, 

knowing the anatomy and physiology of the vocal mechanism is essential for correct 

vocal tract and vocal fold use (Johnson & Giles, 2018). Sadolin uses unconventional 

terminology to describe four modes of vocalisation (Johnson & Giles, 2018; Katok, 

2016). Believing that the terminology used for singing should be relatable, she states 

that her terminology gives “concrete examples of [vocal] settings” (Johnson & Giles, 

2018). Her four vocal modes explain the different ‘gears’ in our voices (Complete Vocal 

Institute, n.d.; Johnson & Giles, 2018; Katok, 2016). No one mode is safer or more 

damaging than the other (Johnson & Giles, 2018). These modes are: 

 Neutral: a soft, more familiar tone. 

 Curbing: it is a “reduced metallic” sound and is between neutral mode and the 

overdrive and edge modes.  

 Overdrive: metallic, shouting element and very powerful. 

 Edge: similar to ‘overdrive’ because they both have a metallic element. Edge 

uses less resonance than ‘overdrive’. 
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There are three basic vocal principles to Sadolin’s method: support, avoiding tension 

in the jaw and lips, and necessary twang. These three principles do not create a unique 

sound but serve as the perfect foundation with which to create a unique sound 

(Johnson & Giles, 2018). “Necessary twang” is described for CVT singing as a 

narrowing of sound to make the voice more projected. The word ‘necessary’ refers to 

the amount of physiological narrowing above the vocal folds needed to ensure that 

there is enough twang. If there is not enough twang, the vocal folds will not be 

protected since they will be too open. It is the narrowing above the vocal folds that 

aids fold protection. Narrowing, or constricting the area above the vocal folds is how 

sound is created. “Not all teachers need to know about acoustics to be a good 

teacher,” says Sadolin (Johnson & Giles, 2018).  

2.4.2 PEDAGOGUE APPROACH SUMMARY 

All pedagogues advocate for a healthy singing technique although their ideas of how 

to achieve healthy technique vary. Peckham and Chandler have perhaps the most 

accessible approaches to vocal training, with broader approaches that easily fit with 

the four institutional vocal pedagogy principles of intonation, breathing technique, 

diction and interpretation (Sell, 2003) as discussed above. Riggs, Estill, LoVetri, 

Dayme and Sadolin are far more prescriptive and designed. 

Spurgeon’s (2004) recommendations of essential pedagogue/pedagogy 

characteristics are a part of each of the described pedagogue’s methodologies as they 

see it, and it is not for me, in this dissertation, to argue for, or against a particular 

method. What this research does show is that there are different CCM singing 

methodologies and approaches. Those teachers wanting to contribute actively to vocal 

education in South Africa and abroad should keep themselves abreast of CCM vocal 

trends. 

All pedagogues described above support the development of proper singing 

technique, their techniques and methods may however vary. Peckham and Chandler 

have, perhaps, the most accessible approach to vocal training; with broader methods 

that fit with the four institutional vocal pedagogy principles of intonation, breathing 

technique, diction and interpretation (Sell, 2003). The methodologies of Riggs, Estill, 

LoVetri, Dayme and Sadolin are far more prescriptive and designed. 
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Spurgeon’s (2004) recommendations of essential pedagogue/pedagogy 

characteristics, as highlighted earlier, are a part of each of the described 

methodologies. The effectiveness of each methodology is not relevant for this 

dissertation. 

2.5 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

While classical vocal pedagogy is often thought of as an appropriate methodology for 

teaching CCM singers, research highlights that there are many requirements for CCM 

voice that differ from classical. It is the responsibility of the teacher to identify and 

mould lessons to student requirements. A knowledgeable teacher, versed in CCM 

pedagogy, should have the ability to teach all genres well. Shown in the research, all 

seven pedagogues advocate for a genre-specific approach to teaching. It is significant 

to note that jazz and musical theatre are often more specialised due to higher demand, 

making it is possible to specialise in jazz or musical theatre vocals only.  

Given that CCM styles are more accessible than ever before and that the demand for 

these styles, in music education is on the rise, it seems that apropos that outdated 

ideology and prejudice is put aside so that students of CCM are considered to be as 

musically proficient and credible as their classical music peers. CCM syllabi could 

contribute toward this shift. 

Researching and assimilating the information set out in this chapter has equipped me 

with enough information to begin to establish whether the Trinity Rock & Pop and 

Rockschool syllabi are valuable and effective in the development of vocal ability for 

CCM singers. The following chapter will describe the methodology used to collect the 

data and facilitate study conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This chapter clarifies the research methods used for the dissertation. It sets out the 

theoretical framework and the reasons for using the qualitative approach and 

descriptive design. The research process, including the interview protocol, will be 

explained along with the methods of data analysis. The reliability and validity of the 

study, the ethical considerations and the research limitations of the investigation are 

also described.  

3.1 RESEARCH APPROACH: QUALITATIVE 

Music education, a social science, generally falls into the qualitative research 

approach (Flick, 2014; Silverman, 2014). In research development, there has been a 

“pluralisation of life worlds” (Flick, 2014: 11), and qualitative research has become an 

established means of social study. Qualitative data is commonly used when 

information concerning a particular study area is limited, and knowledge about the 

subject matter and the existing research is not moving progressing (Elliott & Timulak, 

2005). With this in mind, a qualitative approach is most appropriate for this research 

topic. It is clear from the literature that the general knowledge of CCM singing is 

incomplete, and therefore the use of a qualitative approach for this study is validated. 

The qualitative approach is separated into three perspectives, the naturalistic, the 

interpretative and the post-positivist (Creswell, 1994). The former, selected as a 

method for this investigation, allows for authentic data collection without manipulation 

(Patton, 2002). Lincoln and Guba (1985) further describe how the naturalistic 

perspective gives one’s study the space to grow and transform naturally as the 

research progresses.  

There are also qualitative approach assumptions within the study that must be 

addressed. These are the ontological (nature of the study), the epistemological (the 

relationship between researcher and the research topic), the methodical (research 

process) assumptions, the axiological (the role of study values) and the rhetorical 

assumption (the language of the research). The ontological assumption prescribes 

that the “reality” of the study when sampling, is participant multiplicity and subjectivity. 

The epistemological assumption requires that the researcher has a relationship with 

the research topic as the “subjective experiences” of the participants are a large part 
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of the study (Creswell, 1994). Methodical assumption prescribes the use of inductive 

data collection, an emerging research design, the development of theories and 

patterns based on research findings and finally that research accuracy and reliability 

are ensured (Creswell, 1994). The axiological assumption calls for researcher 

interpretation where, along with participant input, the researcher draws conclusions 

based on their viewpoint of the data collected (Creswell, 2013). The narrative of this 

dissertation has been ‘shaped’ by the axiological assumption and will be utilised during 

the collation of the research data to assist in drawing meaningful, research 

conclusions. An “informal and evolving” rhetoric is used (Creswell, 1994: 5). 

Qualitative design advocates for specific design methods (Lambert & Lambert, 2012). 

For this research, a descriptive design method was used, which draws on the fluidity 

of the naturalistic approach to gain information. 

3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN: DESCRIPTIVE 

Dulock (1993: 154) explains research design succinctly when she describes it as the 

“blueprint” created to answer research questions. She states that in general, research 

design groups are split into four, though these are not always universally agreed upon 

(Dulock, 1993). These groups are: Experimental, using random sampling assignment 

to investigate the causal relationship between X and Y (Trochim, 2006); Quasi-

experimental which differs from experimental in that it does not use a random sample 

assignment (Trochim, 2006); Correlation design describes “the extent to which two 

factors are related, not the extent to which one factor causes changes in another 

factor” (Privitera, 2017: 240); and descriptive design, the method used for research in 

this dissertation. 

Descriptive qualitative studies form the outline of data collection for the study and draw 

from the naturalistic inquiry style which does not follow a set of “pre-existing” rules 

(Lambert & Lambert, 2012: 256). This type of design assists in describing 

“systematically and accurately the facts and characteristics of a given population or 

area of interest”. Researchers using descriptive design should give exact, detailed and 

methodical accounts of the research topic and gathered data (Dulock, 1993). Effective 

implementation of the descriptive design took place during the research, allowing for 

movement as the research has developed. Successful sampling forms a part of 
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efficient design implementation and creates reasonable delimitation (Henning, Van 

Rensburg & Smit, 2004). 

3.2.1 SAMPLING METHODS 

Sampling is a procedure in which a portion of the populace is used to represent the 

whole (Raj, 1972). There are two types of sampling; random sampling, usually 

employed in quantitative studies, and purposeful, usually applied to qualitative 

research (Nastasi, 1998). Purposive sampling is the purposeful selection of an 

interview participant for that person’s knowledge and experience (Silverman, 2014). 

Purposive sampling allows the opportunity for “quality assurance”, owing to participant 

familiarity with the subject matter, and therefore becomes an integral part of research 

validity (Patton, 2002: 243).  

There are 16 Sampling Strategies, according to Creswell (2013), Miles and Huberman 

(1994), and Patton (2002). For concise understanding, information on Sampling 

Strategies was collected from these sources, and the table below was compiled.  

Table 3-1: Sampling Strategies 
SAMPLE METHOD 

Maximum Variation A method that selects an assortment of cases to identify commonalities. 

Homogenous Focused, narrowing down participants by age and qualifications, into one 

concentrated interview group, for example. 

Critical Case Allows for generalisation and reasonable application of findings to other cases. 

Theory Based Studies and elaborates on theoretical frameworks. 

Confirming and 

Disconfirming cases 

Investigations are analysed, and variations within the data are identified. 

The Snowball/Chain 

method 

The method uses participants based on referrals. “[P]eople who know people” 

(Patton, 2002: 243). 

Extreme/Deviant Case Uses a study population which is ‘extreme’ to the investigation topic, such as 

enormous successes or colossal failures. 

Typical Case Demonstrates that which is standard, normal to a topic. 

Intensity Uses participants that are filled with information and highlights the phenomenon due 

to their vast knowledge. 

Politically Important Attracts or repels attention by including or excluding information, depending on the 

political goal. 

Random Purposeful Unsystematically selects individuals within the greater populace as a study 

participant. 

Convenience Selects the easiest, shortest, cheapest and the most convenient manner in which to 

identify participants. 

Opportunistic/Emergent Requires that the investigators are open to new paths of enquiry as they present 

themselves within the current enquiry. 

Criterion Case Primarily for quality assurance. Cases selected for this sampling should meet specific 

criteria to be valuable. 

Combination/Mixed Fulfils a range of sampling requirements. 

Stratified Purposeful Sampling allows for the illumination of particular facts within a specially selected sub-

group. 
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From this list, stratified purposeful sampling revealed itself to be the most practical 

sampling method for the research. The method requires a small sample of purposive 

participants (Teddlie & Yu, 2007); it promotes comparison and helps to classify data 

characteristics (Nastasi, 1998). Since there are no absolute rules in qualitative studies 

with regards to sample size, Nastasi (1998) suggests estimating a sample size 

appropriate to the type of study and the data collection method one is using. She also 

highlights two aspects that will help in determining the size of the sample group. That 

is, to consider how many participants are needed to reach saturation and also to give 

thought to the size of the sample needed to represent variation amongst the 

participants. She states that a “rule of thumb” is that one should use an approximate 

sample size of five people when interviewing key participants. Key participants are 

those individuals selected through purposeful sampling.  

It was estimated, with the utilisation of strategic purposeful sampling, that 8–10 

participants would be enough to reach data redundancy, with the understanding that 

additional participants would be interviewed if saturation was not met. Data saturation 

is the optimum outcome. Saturation is indicated by data redundancy and repetition 

(Marshall, Cardon, Poddar & Fontenot, 2013), and the sample is sufficient when 

redundancy is achieved (Vanderstoep & Johnston, 2009). 

3.2.2 SELECTION OF PARTICIPANTS 

According to Creswell (2013), there are many ways in which to select study 

participants and choosing appropriate participants that will add value to the study is 

paramount. Using stratified purposeful sampling, participants who had relevant 

experience in teaching CCM vocals to FET phase subject music students were 

selected. They had to have a minimum of three years’ experience working with CCM 

syllabi, and they were required to have taught students at a matric level. The sample 

group came from vocal teachers instructing at private and government schools in 

Gauteng, South Africa. Participants were selected based on their use of the CCM 

syllabi in their day-to-day teaching. Personal contacts and referrals from colleagues 

led to the selection of the ten teachers.12  

                                                           
12 A detailed account of the participants is provided in the following chapter. 
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3.2.3 DESCRIPTION OF PARTICIPANTS 

The study had 10 participants: seven female and three male. All participants have 

taught at IEB institutions and four at DET schools. Participants ranged in experience 

from 2.5 years of CCM vocal training to 31 years. Age groups were spread evenly 

across participants: two fell into the 18–25 category, three into the 26–35 category, 

three in the 36–45 category and two into the 46 upwards category. Nationality and 

race were not relevant to this study, and therefore participants were not required to 

disclose such information. 

3.2.4 DATA COLLECTION METHODS 

There are four commonly used methods of data collection for a descriptive qualitative 

approach and design: observation, documentation, visual images and interviews 

(Creswell, 1994). “An interview is a conversation for gathering information” 

(Easwaramoorthy & Zarinpoush, 2006: 1). Consequently, interviews are suitable for 

topics that may need in-depth questioning to elicit interviewee experiences and 

viewpoints (Easwaramoorthy & Zarinpoush, 2006).  

There are various ways in which to interview participants, by telephone, via email, 

online chat sites and face-to-face (Opdenakker, 2006). When first considering data 

collection for this research, it was apparent from the outset that it was paramount to 

interview participants with a close relationship to the CCM vocal syllabus. Meeting 

face-to-face with each participant seemed an ideal opportunity to gain their trust and 

gather as much information as possible, within the scope of the interview guideline. 

Face-to-face interviews, a form of synchronous communication (Opdenakker, 2006), 

enables a more spontaneous interview since there is no time delay between question 

and answer. Participants may answer with reticence if there is an opportunity to reflect 

on the answers before giving them (ibid).  

Considering the nature of the questions, honest opinions from the participants about 

the syllabi was vital. There are two main factors to interview data collection in a 

qualitative study: that the interview process acquires a great deal of detail, and that 

freedom of conversation is encouraged between interviewer and interviewee (Dörnyei, 

2007). Interviewers need to maintain neutrality to achieve unbiased results 

(Alshenqeeti, 2014). The drawback to face-to-face interviews is the possibility for 
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manipulation on the part of the interviewer as they could steer the participant in a 

particular direction through body language or tempered response (Opdenakker, 2006). 

For this reason, body language and facial expressions were carefully considered 

during the interviews, ensuring at all times to look engaged but neutral. 

Easwaramoorthy and Zarinpoush (2006) list several steps to follow to achieve a 

successful interview; the steps pre-interview involve: assessing one's data collection 

objectives and deciding how best to achieve those through participant selection, 

recruitment and interaction, interview type, documentation of interviews and interview 

questions. During the interviews, Easwaramoorthy and Zarinpoush (2006) advocate 

for a friendly, open exchange of the study background and interview procedures. The 

interviewer should maintain focus while keeping the interview objectives in mind. The 

accepted post-interview steps include the transcription of data and the organisation of 

information so that it is ready for analysis (Easwaramoorthy & Zarinpoush, 2006).  

3.2.5 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWSMETHODS 

There are three types of interviews: structured, unstructured and semi-structured 

interviews (Welman, Kruger & Mitchell, 2005). As the title suggests, semi-structured 

interviews fall between structured, in which all questions are standardised and 

planned, and unstructured, where interviews are casual and unplanned. The semi-

structured interview allows for “varying degrees” of structure depending on the 

direction of interviews (Welman, Kruger & Mitchell, 2005: 166). Where the structured 

interview uses an interview schedule, a “compiled questionnaire”, the semi-structured 

interview uses a schedule guide which allows for more freedom (Welman, Kruger & 

Mitchell, 2005).  

The research required an element of planning to ensure that the interview questions 

addressed all the necessary aspects of the study; without potentially excluding new 

insights and anecdotes. The list of questions was developed to allow ‘space’ in the 

interview for free-flowing discussion. The formulation of the questions stemmed from 

information that arose from the literature review. They were formulated to promote 

conversation, as suggested by Miller (2002). 
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3.2.6 INTERVIEW DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES 

An interview protocol was designed to facilitate qualitative research (Given, 2008). It 

ensured that the manner of data collection was consistent and accurate throughout 

the interview process (Vanderstoep & Johnston, 2009). The study protocol dictated 

the “broad” set of “procedures” used to carry out investigations (Yin, 2011: 103). The 

interview protocol for this research is detailed below. 

Participants were identified and contacted telephonically. Once they had confirmed 

their suitability and willingness to be interviewed, we set a time and date. Before the 

meeting, participants were emailed documentation which detailed the research outline 

and supplied a consent form for ethics purposes. Participants were asked to bring a 

signed copy of the form to the interview, though a spare copy was available if they 

failed to bring theirs along. Interview locations were chosen by the participants 

themselves, which, according to Taylor, Bogdan and DeVault (2016), would lead to a 

comfortable and immediate rapport. Alshenqeeti (2014) recommends that 

interviewees select the location to aid information-rich conversation. Interview 

locations varied from work and home settings to coffee shops. While the coffee shops 

were a noisier environment, research data was still recorded adequately, without 

unfavourable distraction. In all circumstances, a test recording was made before the 

interview. Participants were reminded pre-interview that the interviews were recorded. 

The mobile device was checked throughout the interview to ensure that it was working. 

Once the consent forms were presented, and interviewees comfortable, the interviews 

began. Interviews varied in length from 22 minutes to an hour, depending on how the 

questions were answered. 

3.2.7 INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Interview questions13 are a critical part of successful data collection and must be 

designed to extract the most information possible from the participant (Turner III, 

2010). The questions for this study, therefore, were compiled only after extensive 

literature and syllabi analysis. Questions, with research goals in mind, were planned 

to elicit information on several topics: usefulness of syllabi materials for technical 

development, teacher coaching strategies, appropriateness of syllabi material for 

                                                           
13 See Addendum 2: Interview Questions. 
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examination preparation, and suggested areas of improvement in the syllabi. 

Remembering that “[i]nterviewees are not just passive respondents” (Edwards & 

Holland, 2013: 72), interviews were conducted to ensure the “flow” (ibid) of the 

discussion by creating space within the question guideline for various interviewee 

responses (Edwards & Holland, 2013). This approach was supported through the use 

of open-ended questions. 

Closed questions only allow for yes/no answers or are suitable for multiple-choice type 

questionnaires (Miller, 2002). The open-ended structure, on the other hand, gives 

space for the participants to share their views and interpretations of the interview 

topics (Creswell, 2013). Thus, questions were designed to avoid a one-word answer 

and were open-ended to allow for conversation and data-rich discussion. 

3.2.8 BIOGRAPHICAL QUESTIONNAIRE 

Biographical data questionnaires are designed to obtain specific information 

(Steenkamp, 1984) collecting, for analysis, comprehensive information about study 

participants. These questionnaires include information such as education, work 

background and experience (Nugent, 2013). It would have been challenging to capture 

particular biographic information through semi-structured interviews alone; therefore, 

an additional short biographical questionnaire to record data was considered 

appropriate. Biographic questions gathered information on participant age, education, 

CCM vocal teaching experience, pedagogical background and the frequency with 

which the participants made use of the syllabi.  

The biographical questionnaires for this study are similar to self-report questionnaires. 

Completion of the questionnaire is encouraged due to the short straight-forward 

questions (Denscombe, 2010), and participants can answer them without prompting 

from the interviewer (Vanderstoep & Johnston, 2009). Completion of self-report 

questionnaires usually happens at the participant’s convenience. The interviewer need 

no be present during questionnaire completion. Participants were asked to complete 

the questionnaire at the interview meeting after the completion of the interview to 

ensure that there was no delay in obtaining data. 
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3.3 SYLLABI ANALYSIS 

Investigation of the contents of the syllabi focused on four areas: DBE requirements 

for FET phase practical subject music vocal students, the Trinity Rock & Pop and the 

Rockschool parameters as provided by the examining bodies themselves, the 

technical requirements and capabilities of an adolescent CCM singer, as explored in 

the literature, and finally a comparison between the two syllabi. Analysis of the 

technical development exercises and the repertoire pieces are a part of the syllabi 

study presented in Chapter 4. 

3.4 VALIDITY, RELIABILITY AND ETHICS 

Research validity and reliability should be ensured to guarantee a valuable study. 

Reliability refers to the trustworthiness of the collected and analysed data (Welman, 

Kruger & Mitchell, 2005). Demonstration of the validity of the investigation happens 

when the objective of the study has embodied that which the researcher has been 

investigating (Welman, Kruger & Mitchell, 2005). 

As a means of further ensuring research authority for a study, Steine (2004) and Elliot 

and Timulak (2005) suggest the use of triangulation. This method makes use of 

several sources to furnish the research outcomes, ensuring research is valid and 

reliable. Triangulation “is not a tool or a strategy of validation, but [rather] an alternative 

to validation” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005: 5). Triangulation, in short, is a method that uses 

more than one methodology to address the same research problem (Vanderstoep & 

Johnston, 2009; Kumar, 2014). Guba and Lincoln (1981: 218, 219, 290) describe the 

specific reliability or trustworthiness criteria of “credibility”, achieved through 

triangulation. These criteria of trustworthiness are “transferability”, through saturation 

(Seale, 1999: 94), “dependability” of information, and data “confirmability” (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985: 218, 219, 290). 

The triangulation methods employed for this dissertation were 1. To study and compile 

a breakdown of CCM vocal technical requirements which included a look at CCM 

pedagogues and pedagogies. 2. To evaluate the CCM syllabi individually and 

comparatively, and 3. To collect data through semi-structured interviews, conversing 

with participants that used the syllabi on a day to day basis. These three segments of 

information should present valuable data saturation. 
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The investigation has been given ethical clearance by the Research Ethics Committee 

of the Faculty of the Humanities of the University of the Free State (UFS). The Ethics 

clearance number for this research is UFS-HSD2018/026114. The full research 

proposal, an interview guide and biographic questionnaire, and the participant consent 

forms were submitted to the UFS Ethics Committee to gain research clearance; along 

with an application describing the research procedure and methodology in some detail. 

All aspects of the research had to be addressed and planned to achieve ethics 

clearance. 

3.5 ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER, BIAS AND ASSUMPTIONS 

The role of the quantitative researcher is to ask “how much?” and “how many?” The 

qualitative researcher, on the other hand, allows space in the interviews for “why?” 

(Fink, 2000: para. 8). We are required to “seek to understand the phenomenal world 

through the study of events, actions, talk, and interactions, and when the context of 

the study is a music classroom, through sound and gesture as well.” (Barrett, 2007: 

417). Personal observations and contemplations form a part of this study along with 

the collection of sufficient data, through study and interactions, and also the 

development of valuable answers to the research questions. The assumption was 

made that if the syllabi were valuable and effective, then analyses of the syllabi would 

reveal a consistent progression from one grade to the next. It was also assumed that 

the syllabi would support the gradual development of general singing technique 

through the addition of increasingly challenging idioms, as well as specific CCM 

techniques. It was anticipated that the vocal teachers’ interviewed would report that 

the syllabi helped their students develop musically and vocally. Personal experience 

led me to question the value and effectiveness of these particular syllabi. Considering 

that the researcher is the “primary instrument for data collection” (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016: 187) and that there is the potential for subconscious bias (Alshenqeeti, 2014), it 

was vital to remain neutral and open-minded during the interviews. Personal bias, 

therefore, was taken into consideration during data collection and every effort was 

made not to let this influence the research outcome. 

Over the years, an increasing number of vocal students have requested to enter 

external CCM graded vocal examinations and, consequently, a great amount of time 

                                                           
14 Addendum 10. 
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is spent working through the syllabi. This work with the syllabi led me to reflect on the 

extent to which I draw on my personal experience to assist singers with their 

examinations, both external and FET phase. I have had both Classical and CCM vocal 

training as part of my music education, and I am most fortunate to have had teacher 

training. I have studied music teaching pedagogy, classroom pedagogy and choral 

training, and I am a performer of Classical and CCM styles. I suspect most teachers 

who use the syllabi have not been as privileged, and do not have the necessary 

training to implement the syllabi effectively. 

To achieve the most relevant and useful study, I have sought to maintain neutrality at 

all levels of research, the design, participant, data collection and analysis, and 

publication, thus avoiding all types of bias that may affect the study. 

3.6 DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

Data collection for this study occurred in three phases: The first phase, the literature 

review, developed the foundation for the study and created a framework for the 

investigation. The second phase, an in-depth study of the Trinity Rock & Pop and the 

Rockschool syllabi, and the third phase used semi-structured interviews to engage 

with users of the CCM syllabi. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) assert that qualitative data analysis should be “inductive 

and comparative”. This directive was taken into account during data analysis. Data 

analysis involves “consolidating, reducing and interpreting” participant data (Merriam 

and Tisdell, 2016: 202). To consolidate, reduce and interpret, each question was 

comprehensively analysed, observing for similarities and disparities in each. In this 

way, elements relevant to the research questions were identified. Elements identified 

by analysis are called categories or findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Units of data 

or relevant “segments” of data, as described by Merriam and Tisdell (2016: 203) were 

identified and used to group essential elements of information. In grouping elements 

together, the data was reduced into manageable information bundles (ibid). 

There is no fixed method of analysing interview data (Alshenqeeti, 2014). Coding, 

however, is a widely used analysis tool. It facilitates information organisation so that 

the supporting research evidence is clear to the researcher (Smith & Davies, 2010). 

Coding works by reducing and “identifying and organising themes” from the qualitative 
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data collected (Cope, 2005: 282) and identifies “pattern development” (Miles, 

Huberman & Saldana, 2014: 5). Miles et al. (2014: 7, 8) describe codes as “labels that 

assign symbolic meaning to descriptive ... information”. That is, sections of analysed 

data that are alike, will share a unique code. “Coding is an interpretive activity ... it is 

not only labelling but linking data to an idea” (Theron, 2015: 4). For this investigation, 

a common form of coding, ‘content analysis coding’ was utilised. It is a system of 

identifying terms, phrases and themes and allows for data analysis by hand (Cope, 

2005). I feel confident that all data records are accurate. 

3.7 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

The descriptive, naturalistic qualitative approach using purposive stratified sampling 

and also triangulation ensured research trustworthiness, serving as a solid foundation 

from which to conduct this investigation. Interviews elicited valuable information in a 

‘safe’ environment and were recorded and analysed. Data analysis applied coding 

methods to identify the obvious and the implied units of information, and all data is 

seen to be credible, transferable and dependable. All data can be confirmed and 

replicated. 
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CHAPTER 4: SYLLABI ANALYSIS 

This Chapter reports the contents of the CCM Trinity Rock & Pop, and the Rockschool 

syllabi; along with the analysis of the vocal technical elements and the performance 

pieces of each syllabus. The evaluation of each syllabus took place in alignment with 

the respective syllabus expectations15 and offerings. The evaluation also considered 

syllabi alignment with the literature on the physical development of the adolescent 

vocal mechanism and CCM vocal technical rudiments as described in Chapter 2. 

 

Figure 4-1: Outline of Syllabi Analysis 

4.1 CURRICULUM AND ASSESSMENT POLICY STATEMENT (CAPS) 

Before actual evaluation takes place, it is necessary to understand the requirements 

laid out in the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) for practical 

instruments. The CAPS document dictates the practical instrument requirements for 

schools in South Africa. Therefore research investigations for this dissertation are 

based on CAPS requirements. The specifications listed below are for the practical 

instrument assessments; all specifications are minimum requirements (Department of 

Basic Education: Republic of South Africa, 2018: 11). 

                                                           
15 See addendum 4 and 5. 
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Table 4-1: CAPS Matric Practical Instrument Examination Specifications  
(Department of Basic Education: Republic of South Africa, 2018: 58) 

Practical Component  

Comparable to Grade 5 of external examining bodies 

Maximum 

Marks 

Technical Development: 

• Scales, arpeggios, exercises, studies. 

• Taken from one list of an official external examining body. 

20 

Performance Pieces: (Grade 5 level) 

• Piece 1 - Own choice (solo piece). 

• Piece 2 - Own choice (solo piece). 

• Piece 3 - Own choice or Improvisation (Grade 5 level). 

• Piece 4 - Ensemble work.16 

 

25 

25 

25 

25 

Sight-reading: 

• Unaccompanied17 reading of at least 12 bars. 

15 

Aural Tests:18 

• Sight-singing. 

• Clapping of a rhythm from a score. 

• Sing triads: major, minor, diminished and augmented. 

5 

TOTAL 150 

Table 4-2: CAPS Grade 11 Practical Instrument Examination Specifications 
(Department of Basic Education: Republic of South Africa, 2018: 11, 58; IEB, 2014: 6) 

Practical Component  

Comparable to Grade 4 of external examining bodies 

Maximum 

Marks 

Technical Development: 

• Scales, arpeggios, exercises, studies. 

• Taken from one list of an official external examining body. 

20 

Performance Pieces: (Grade 4 level) 

• Piece 1 - Own choice (solo piece). 

• Piece 2 - Own choice (solo piece). 

• Piece 3 - Own choice or improvisation (Grade 4 level). 

• Piece 4 - Ensemble work. 

 

 

25 

25 

25 

25 

Sight-reading: 

• Unaccompanied reading of at least 8 bars. 

15 

Aural Tests 

• Sight-singing. 

• Clapping of a rhythm from a score. 

• Sing triads: major, minor, diminished and augmented. 

5 

TOTAL 150 

 

                                                           
16 Ensemble work is examined separately. Applicable to all the entries in the tables regarding ensembles. 
17 Or accompanied, depending on external examining body. Applicable to all the entries in the tables regarding 

sight-reading. 
18The aural section is taught in general by the subject music teacher. It has been included to give a full practical 

subject view but it is not a part of practical instrument lessons and therefore not relevant to this study. 

Applicable to all the entries regarding aural in the tables. 
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Table 4-3: CAPS Grade 10 Practical Instrument Examination Specifications  
(Department of Basic Education: Republic of South Africa, 2018: 11, 58; IEB, 2014: 6) 

Practical Component  

Comparable to Grade 2 of external examining bodies 

Maximum 

Marks 

Technical Development: 

• Scales, arpeggios, exercises, studies. 

• Taken from one list of an official external examining body. 

20 

Performance Pieces: (Grade 2 level) 

 

• Piece 1 - Own choice (solo piece). 

• Piece 2 - Own choice (solo piece). 

• Piece 3 - Own choice or improvisation (Grade 2 level). 

• Piece 4 - Ensemble work. 

 

 

25 

25 

25 

25 

Sight-reading: 

• Unaccompanied reading of at least 4 bars. 

15 

Aural Tests: 

• Sight-singing. 

• Clapping of a rhythm from a score. 

• Sing triads: major, minor, diminished and augmented. 

5 

TOTAL 150 

As displayed in the tables above, the external examining body requirements form the 

basis for the requirements for the FET practical instrument examinations phase. The 

examining bodies in South Africa are ABRSM, Trinity College London, UNISA and 

Rockschool19. The CAPS document stipulates the use of any of these bodies in line 

with their requirements as summarised below: 

Table 4-4: CAPS Practical Requirement Summary 
(Department of Basic Education: Republic of South Africa, 2018) 

CAPS  

Minimum Practical 

Instrument 

Requirements 

FET Phase 

External Examining 

Body: 

ABRSM 

External Examining 

Body: 

Trinity College 

London 

External Examining 

Body: 

UNISA 

External 

Examining Body: 

Rockschool 

School Grade Practical Grade Practical Grade Practical Grade Practical Grade 

Grade 10 2 2 2 2 

Grade 11 4 4 4 4 

Grade 12 5 5 5 5 

The IEB has amended its practical song requirements, even though their examination 

specifications and criteria are based on the NSC CAP statement.  

                                                           
19Rockschool has accreditation limitations as discussed in Chapter 1. 
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Table 4-5: IEB Practical Requirement Summary 
(IEB, 2014: 4, 5, 6) 

IEB 

Minimum Practical 

Instrument 

Requirements 

FET Phase 

External 

Examining Body: 

ABRSM 

External 

Examining Body: 

Trinity College 

London 

External Examining 

Body: 

UNISA 

External Examining 

Body: 

Rockschool 

School Grade Practical Grade Practical Grade Practical Grade Practical Grade 

Grade 10 2 2 2 2 

Grade 11 4 4 4 4 

Grade 12 2 x Grade 5 pieces 

1 x Grade 6 piece 

2 x Grade 5 pieces 

1 x Grade 6 piece 

2 x Grade 5 pieces 

1 x Grade 6 piece 

2 x Grade 5 pieces 

1 x Grade 6 piece 

Practical Grades 2–6 were selected for analysis for this research, as described in the 

requirement summary. Although the CAPS document only requires Grade 5 as its 

minimum requirement, the IEB schools mandate that one piece must be at a Grade 6 

level. The analysis, therefore, also includes Grade 6. 

Analysis in this chapter was conducted from the perspective of preparing a singing 

student to achieve the minimum vocal requirements for an authentic performance at a 

high level of competency. Based on this premise, technical work and repertoire pieces 

were studied against their syllabus examination guidance criteria: the detailed 

representation of the syllabus learning outcomes and assessment criteria.20 These 

criteria are provided by Trinity College London Rock & Pop and by Rockschool 

respectively and are freely available online. The value and effectiveness of the vocal 

technical components regarding CCM vocal requirements21 have also been 

considered in this chapter. 

The NSC final performance examinations for CCM singers are similar to the CCM 

syllabi exams, in that there are a technical component and a performance component 

of three songs. Within the technical section for the NSC examination, the students are 

required to perform technical exercises: vocalises by Vaccai, Lütgen or Concone or 

the vocal technical exercises from the Rockschool syllabus. Also examined in the NSC 

practical examinations are Sight-reading and Aural Skills.22 Sight-reading and Aural 

skills are not, however, investigated in this dissertation as the primary focus is to 

                                                           
20 See Syllabus Breakdown below and addendum 4, 5 & 6. 
21 Chapter 2: Literature Review. 
22 See IEB and CAPS documents in addenda for examination requirements. 
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ascertain the effectiveness and value of the syllabi in vocal technical development. 

Moreover, aural skills are primarily taught by the subject music teacher and generally 

fall outside of the scope of the practical music teacher. Sight-reading does not directly 

develop vocal technique and, therefore, is also not directly investigated. 

4.2 SYLLABUS BREAKDOWN 

This section will study the syllabi to answer the second sub-question, “How do the 

technical exercises and repertoire in the syllabi improve vocal technical ability?” The 

investigation will address the contents of both syllabi and detail individual syllabus 

examination requirements. Pieces and technical elements are examined against their 

particular specifications and in line with each other, and subsequently against CCM 

requirements as laid out in Chapter 2.  

4.2.1 TRINITY ROCK & POP 

From Initial (pre-Grade 1) up to Grade 5, the Trinity Rock and Pop syllabus combines 

the material for male and female singers into one book per Grade. The material 

provided in each book includes an assortment of eight male and female songs from 

various CCM genres. From Grade 6 to 8 the repertoire is split into separate male and 

female books, also with eight songs each. All books provide historical information for 

each song and its original performing artist. R&P books also include “Performance 

Tips” for every song, briefly stating areas in the song that require extra attention (see 

below). Also provided with each song are chord tabs and notation for piano and voice, 

a backing track and a demo guide, along with genre, tempo instructions and dynamic 

indications. The arrangements in comparison to the original song are simplified and 

edited, the lower the Grade, the more concise the piece. The books also give general 

R&P examination guidance, advice on choosing songs and backing tracks as well as 

copyright rules and general examination instructions. 
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Figure 4-2: Trinity Rock & Pop - Song Information and ‘Performance Tips’ 
(Trinity College London: Rock & Pop, 2017a: 5) 
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Figure 4-3: Trinity Rock & Pop - Sheet Music Example 
(Trinity College London: Rock & Pop, 2017a: 6) 
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Figure 4-4: Trinity Rock & Pop - Technical Focus Piece (TF) with ‘Performance Tips’ 
(Trinity College London: Rock & Pop, 2017a: 18) 
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Three of the eight pieces in the books are categorised as ‘Technical Focus’ (TF) 

pieces. ‘Performance Tips’ for TF pieces are more detailed than for the other five, and 

the TF pieces are marked at 30/100 (see page 100 for an example) while the others 

are weighted 25/100. The syllabus explains that these TF pieces are an opportunity to 

“showcase your technical skills in a real-life context” (Trinity College London: Rock & 

Pop, 2017b: 3).  

The R&P technical examination elements are called ‘Session Skills’ and have two skill 

‘branches’, of which the examinee must select one skill: playback or improvisation. 

Both the playback and the improvisation are ‘unheard’ exercises and therefore cannot 

be learned by rote. There are, however, practice examples provided online and in a 

separate book available for ‘Session Skills’ preparation. The ‘Session Skills’ were 

removed from the books in the latest syllabus edition, released in August 2017. 
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Figure 4-5: Trinity Rock & Pop - Marks Breakdown 

(Trinity College London: Rock & Pop, 2017b: 34) 
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4.2.2 ROCKSCHOOL 

Male and female singers are allocated separate books Grade 1 to Grade 8 in the 

Rockschool (RSL) syllabus. There is no pre-Grade1 option. Each Grade has six, song 

options which are weighted equally in an RSL examination, 20/100 respectively (see 

page 102). Each piece has background information on the artist and the song, and 

there is also a short list of ‘recommended listening’ options for each song. The books 

provide sheet music with guitar tablature and arrangements for piano and vocal lines. 

The arrangements are, fundamentally, the same as the original pieces in length and 

arrangement. Pull-out sheet music with the vocal line only is also provided, along with 

a backing track for each song. There is no demo guide. No dynamic indications are 

notated, but genre and tempo are given.  

The RSL technical elements are divided into two sections per Grade.23 The first 

section; ‘Technical Exercises’ includes scales, arpeggios, intervals and depending on 

which Grade, backing vocals, melodic, with stylistic and dynamic elements and 

rhythmic studies. The second section; ‘Supporting Tests’, contains sight-reading, 

improvisation and interpretation, ear tests and general musicianship questions. 

Exercises (Grade 1-5) are on average, four bars long, and the ‘quick study Pieces’ in 

Grade 6, 12 bars. 

                                                           
23 See Addendum 4: Rockschool Syllabus which contains details of the technical work. 
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Figure 4-6: Rockschool - Song Information  
(Rockschool, 2014: 5) 
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Figure 4-7: Rockschool – Sheet Music Example 
(Rockschool, 2014: 6) 
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Figure 4-8: Rockschool - Marks Breakdown  
(Rockschool, 2014: 54) 
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4.3  SYLLABI ANALYSIS: PROCESS 

To make the study more relevant to the NSC programme and to ensure that the 

research question was answered appropriately, syllabus specifications and criteria 

were considered. Where R&P provide all criteria in the body of their syllabus (Trinity 

College London: Rock & Pop, 2017b), the RSL syllabus does not include repertoire 

specifications. The criterion for RSL ‘Free Choice Pieces’ (FCP) 24 , also available for 

download from the website, was utilised therefore as parameter measurement (RSL 

(Rockschool LTD), 2014). While the information in the RSL FCP document is the 

outline for the ‘additional song choice’ criteria, it was assumed that the same criteria 

apply to the songs in the books, the primary syllabus sources.  

The investigation first evaluated the syllabus against its examination guidance 

criteria25 to ascertain whether the content provided was in line with the syllabus criteria. 

Performance criteria in both syllabi include range and register. Repertoire analysis, as 

shown above, highlight that IEB, CAPS, RSL and R&P all require three pieces for an 

examination. In light of this number, three pieces seemed a suitable number for 

examination for this study. It did not seem necessary to explore the alternative song 

options offered online by both R&P and RSL as the material in the books can be 

considered to be the ideal selection, given that they are in the primary syllabus source. 

The first three songs of different genres in each Grade book was assessed to ensure 

unbiased evaluation and all technical exercises were studied 

4.3.1 TRINITY ROCK & POP SYLLABUS ANALYSIS AGAINST ITS OWN 
CRITERIA 

The following tables and analysis thereof illustrate the syllabus criteria as listed in the 

R&P syllabus document.26 The tables are divided into two sections, technical work and 

repertoire, according to the outline in the books.27 The syllabus guideline expectations 

were studied first and then checked against the material provided. If the criteria from 

the syllabus specifications matched the syllabus content, criteria were marked with √. 

If syllabus criteria were missing from the book content, they were marked in the table 

                                                           
24 See Addendum 6: Rockschool FCP. Available from the RSL website.  
25 The syllabus specifications and criteria as laid out in the respective syllabus documents were measured 

against actual syllabus contents. See page 90. 
26 See Addendum 4: Trinity Rock & Pop Syllabus. 
27 See 0. Syllabus breakdown: Trinity Rock & Pop.  
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with ×. Criteria not described in the examination guidelines, but were requirements in 

the Sessions Skills or repertoire were marked with Δ. The repertoire pieces were 

selected as described in the previous section.28 The criteria and headings are taken 

directly from the syllabus. 

4.3.1.1 Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 2: Analysis 

Analysis of Table 4–6Table 4-6: Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 2 - Specifications Analysis 

shows that most Session Skills specifications detailed in the syllabus are followed. The 

playback component of the Session Skills in the first column of the table, however, 

shows a discrepancy. The syllabus stipulates, under ‘Keys’, in the table, that F major 

and its relative minor; D minor, is the criterion for key signatures for Grade 2. F major/D 

minor has not been used in either of the two Playback examples. The exercise 

examples do indeed use the criteria laid out for Initial and Grade 1, and the syllabus 

outline does state that criteria are cumulative, nevertheless, given that these keys are 

stated for specific use in Grade 2, it is logical that they should be included in the 

exercises most readily available, i.e. the online practice examples.  

Repertoire pieces analysed for Grade 2 are Bad Blood (Taylor Swift), Dancing in the 

Moonlight (Toploader) and Get Lucky (Daft Punk) the TF piece.29 Genres employed 

for the songs are Rock, Pop and Disco respectively. Repertoire analysis from the 

tables shows several areas that do not fulfil the listed criteria. It also shows that there 

are areas included in the repertoire pieces that extend beyond the requirements laid 

out in the specifications: 

 Dynamics: While crescendos are used frequently, there is no call in the 

arrangement for decrescendos as laid out as a requirement in the specifications 

for Grade 2. Dynamically, song one’s arrangement calls for fortissimo (ff). Both 

ff and pp (pianissimo); however, only become a parameter in Grade 3.  

 Range and register: Due to the arrangement in the books for both songs two 

and three, the pieces lose the necessity to utilise the higher registers for a 

prolonged amount of time. The head register does not need as much strength 

with the new arrangement as it is used less, depending on the voice. The key 

                                                           
28 See page 102 in Addendum 4: Trinity Rock & Pop Syllabus.  
29 See page 96 in Addendum 4: Trinity Rock & Pop Syllabus.  
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of song three has also been altered, lowered from F� minor to D minor and song 

two is a semi-tone lower.  

 Melody and intervals: Repertoire analysed showed that arrangements had 

been modified by the removal of the octave interval jump. This interval removal 

affects vocal register use in songs two and three since the change in 

arrangement reduces/eliminates the need for the vocalist to switch to the upper 

register, depending on the voice type. Intervals of a 7th in any of the three songs 

analysed. Song three uses intervals of a 5th as a regular part of the melody; 

however, in the specifications, only intervals of a 4th are prescribed.  

 Time signatures: Time signature specifications in Initial and Grade 1 include 

4/4, 2/2 and 3/4. In Grade 2, a 2/4 time signature is added to the syllabus 

parameter guidelines. It is not used in any of the prescribed songs in the Grade 

2 book, only 4/4 and 2/2 are observed throughout. It was also noted that while 

2/4 is a requirement for the repertoire, it is not for the Session Skills. Therefore, 

nowhere in the primary syllabus or online Session Skills do they offer 2/4 

examples. It is also worthy to state that both the 2/2 songs notated in the books 

originally have a 4/4 time signature. 

In general, the repertoire requirements are more challenging than the Session Skills 

requirements. The range and interval criteria for playback state that the range of a 6th 

and intervals of a perfect 4th are required. The repertoire parameters, on the other 

hand, set criteria at a range of up to a 10th and intervals of a 7th. Other inconsistencies 

show that the repertoire requires the use of crescendo and decrescendo at this level. 

The Session Skills only bring these in at a Grade 4 level. Rhythmically the repertoire 

arrangements have been changed by adding quaver rests in places where they do not 

fall in the original arrangement. 

The improvisation idiom is only incorporated into the repertoire in Grade 4. However, 

it is included as a Session Skill from the ‘Initial Grade’. Improvisation, therefore, could 

potentially be incorporated into the pieces from the outset. 
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Table 4-6: Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 2 - Specifications Analysis 
GRADE 2 SESSION SKILLS:  SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES  GRADE 2 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES 

Playback Criteria* Improv Criteria*   Criteria Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

TF 

Length 8 bars. √ Total bars 4 bars. √ Duration 1.5 – 3 minutes. √ √ √ 

Time 

signatures 

3/4. 

 

√ 

 

Time 

signatures 

& Rhythm 

4/4, 3/4. √ Rhythmic values Range of rhythmic variety, occasional 

complexity and unexpected rhythmic 

patterns within broadly straightforward 

rhythms. 

√ √ 

 

√ 

Note & Rest 

Values 
� , � , 	 , 
, �. 

� 

√ Harmonic 

changes 

One chord per bar. 

 

√ Syncopation Syncopation becoming a standard part of 

the melody. 

√ √ √ 

Dynamics & 

articulation 

p  and f. 

 

√ Solo 

break 

N/A at this Grade. √ Dynamics p, mp. 

mf, f. 

Crescendos within phrases. 

Decrescendos within phrases. 

Greater use of contrasts. 

ff 

× 

√ 

√  

× 

√ 

Δ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

√  

× 

√  

 

Keys F major,  

D minor. 

× Keys Any major or minor 

key. 

√ Range and register Up to a 10th. 

Use of both lower & upper registers. No 

swift changes between the two. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

Intervals Stepwise 

movement. 

Major/minor 

3rd. 

Perfect 4th. 

√ 

 

 

√ 

√ 

 

Chords I, IV & V chords, 

simple major, minor 

& diatonic chords on 

any scale degree (not 

diminished or 

augmented). 

√ Keys Up to four sharps/flats. √ √ √ 

Melodic 

Range 

6th. √ Styles Simple Rock, Pop, 

ballad, Heavy rock, 

Country.* 

√ Melody 

and intervals 

Occasional leaps up to a 7th, intervals up 

to a 4th a standard part of the melody. 

5th standard part of the melody. 

× × 

 

× 

 

Δ 

Additional 

Criteria 

Ties. √ √Yes – included in exercise/piece. 

× No – not included in exercise/piece. 

Δ Higher than specifications 

*All requirements are cumulative. 

Other directions/ 

techniques 

Long notes and sustained phrases. 

Chest voice or lower range with projection. 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Repeated 

sections 

2 bars. √ Improvisation None.  √ √ √ 

Time signatures  2/4, occasional changes of time signature. × × × 

 Tempo 50–160 bpm.30 √ √ √ 

Accompaniment Relatively supportive with some rhythmic 

independence. 

√ √ √ 

                                                           
30 Beats per minute. 
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4.3.1.2 Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 3: Analysis 

Session Skills analysed in Table follow most specifications set out by the syllabus. The 

criteria for Improvisation in column two, however, highlights that the 2/2 time signature 

is not included as a practice example in the Session Skill, Improvisation. The 2/2 time 

signature is a new requirement mandated for Grade 3, as an addition to the cumulative 

time signatures from the Initial grade and grades 1, 2. It seems illogical that the new 

time signature has not been used given that it is a new requirement for the grade.  

Repertoire analysis was completed on the pieces Adventure of a Lifetime (Coldplay), 

Brass in Pocket (The Pretenders), the TF piece, and Don’t Know Why (Norah Jones). 

Genres were Pop, Rock and ballad, respectively. The following was noted: 

 Dynamics: Pianissimo is set out in the criteria, but that dynamic has not been 

used in any of the songs analysed, and fortissimo has not been used in two of 

the three pieces studied. 

 Keys: Key signatures for songs one and two are different from the original 

versions. Song one was originally in A minor; it has been raised to B minor. 

Song two is originally in A major and has been raised to C major. 

 Melody and intervals: There are no intervals of up to a 7th across any of the 

songs analysed. Instead, two of the three show intervals of an octave. The 

interval of a 5th is also used extensively, though criteria indicate up to a 4th as a 

standard requirement. 

 Time signatures: All repertoire pieces in the book except for one in 12/8, are in 

4/4. The new time signature specifications are 6/8 and 12/8. I would expect, 

therefore that there are also pieces that utilise the 6/8 time signature. 

When studying the relationship shown in the table between Grade 3 technical work 

and repertoire pieces, there are a few misaligned elements: Playback, shown in 

column one, has specifications for staccato and legato. There are no indications for 

either in the pieces. In general, repertoire specifications are more challenging than 

Session Skills specifications. Playback, for example, has a melodic range of an octave 

while the repertoire requires a 10th. In addition, repertoire specifications allow for 

intervals of a 7th, the Session Skills call for smaller intervals of a perfect 5th. 

Improvisation Skills too are not aligned. Singers are required to improvise for 8 bars, 

as highlighted in column two, but as indicated in the Grade 2 analysis, there is no 

allowance for Improvisation at all in the repertoire pieces until Grade 4. 
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Table 4-7: Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 3 - Specifications Analysis 

GRADE 3 SESSION SKILLS: SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES GRADE 3 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES 

Playback Criteria* Improv Criteria*  Criteria* Song 1 Song 2 

TF 

Song 3 

Length 8-12 bars. √ Total bars 8 bars. √ Duration 1.5 – 3.5 minutes. √ √ √ 

Time 

signatures 

4/4, 3/4. 

2/4. 

√ 

× 

Time 

signature 

& Rhythm 

4/4, 3/4, swung 

quavers. 

2/2. 

√ 

× 

 

Rhythmic values Increasing rhythmic complexity and 

variation. 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

Note 

Values & 

Rest Values 

� , swung  
�, �   

� 

√ 

√ 

 

Harmonic 

changes 

One chord per bar. √ 

 

Syncopation Can be present throughout. √ √ √ 

Dynamics 

and 

articulation 

f, mp, mf, p. 

Staccato, legato. 

Accents. 

 

√ 

√ 

√ 

 

Solo 

break 

N/A at this Grade. √ 

 

Dynamics mp, mf, f, p,  

pp,  ff 

Increased use of crescendos/diminuendo 

on longer phrases and long notes. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

 

√ 

× 

 

√ 

× 

 

Keys D major, B minor. √ Keys Any major or minor 

key. 

√ 

 

Range and register Up to a 10th. 

Use of both lower and upper registers, 

swift changes between the two. 

√ 

√ 

 

√ 

√ 

 

√ 

√ 

Intervals Perfect 5th. √ 

 

Chords As in Grade 2, with  

 7th chords. 

√ 

 

Keys Up to four sharps/flats. √  √  √ 

 

Melodic 

Range 

An Octave. √ 

 

Styles Heavy Rock, Blues. 

 

√ Melody 

and intervals 

Leaps up to a 7th. 

Intervals up to a 4th a standard part of the 

melody. 

Intervals up to an 8th are standard. 

Intervals up to a 5th are standard. 

× 

√ 

 

Δ 

× 

√ 

Δ 

Δ  

× 

× 

Δ 

Δ 

Additional 

criteria 

Ties, blues scale, 

chromatic 

melodic notes. 

√ 

 

√Yes – included in exercise/piece. 

× No – not included in exercise/piece. 

Δ Higher than specifications. 

*All requirements are cumulative. 

Other directions/ 

techniques 

Grace notes, staccato phrases. 

The vocal emphasis of consonants to 

enhance style/emotion in fast rhythms, 

and in slow, sustained ballads. 

× 

 

√ 

 

× 

√ 

 

Repeated 

sections 

2-4 bars. √ Improvisation None. √ √ √ 

 Time signatures 6/8, 12/8. × × × 

Tempos Full range of tempos. 

Tempo changes within songs. 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 

Accompaniment Relatively supportive accompaniment, 

more independent vocal entries, 

less guidance in accompaniment. 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 
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4.3.1.3 Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 4: Analysis 

Table analysis of Grade 4 indicates that Session Skills, in general, are in alignment 

with syllabus requirements; the Improvisation exercises meet all specifications set out 

by R&P. Playback fulfilled most criteria. However, a melodic range of an 11th is not 

included as indicated in table 4-8 despite that being a criterion for Grade 4. 

Repertoire pieces studied were: Don’t Speak (No Doubt), I Wish (Stevie Wonder) and 

Son of a Preacher Man (Dusty Springfield), the TF piece. Genres used are Rock 

ballad, Funk and Soul. Several areas did not align: 

 Range and register: None of the three songs has a range of an 11th. Two are 

less by a tone and a semitone, and one only has the range of an octave. None 

has octave leaps. 

 Improvisation: Repertoire pieces one and two do not include improvisation 

section. 

 Tempo: Pieces two and three do not include tempo changes, as suggested by 

R&P. 

General issues regarding songs show that the range of an 11th is a requirement across 

both Session Skills and repertoire. The range, however, is not exercised in the Grade 

4 syllabus. Also remarkable is that song three is notated and demonstrated an octave 

lower than originally sung. The lower octave vocalisation would inevitably change the 

energy output required of the singer. A mistake in sheet music shows a key signature 

of B� minor. Melody and chords are in original key E� minor. 

When reflecting on the association between the Session Skills and repertoire 

highlighted in the table, a general theme shows that the Session Skills requirements 

are significantly lower than the requirements for the repertoire. Improvisation is an 

exception to this; the singer is required to improvise over 8 bars for the Session Skills. 

The repertoire only asks for 4 bars. Taking into consideration criteria for Grade 3 and 

Grade 4: the Grade 3 repertoire guidelines fit the actual Grade 4 repertoire better.  
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Table 4-8: Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 4 - Specifications Analysis 

GRADE 4 SESSION SKILLS: SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES GRADE 4 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES 

Playback Criteria* Improv Criteria*  Criteria* Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

TF 

Length 8-12 bars. √ Total bars 8 bars. √ Duration 2.5 – 4 minutes. √ √ × 

 

 

Time 

signatures 

6/8. √ Time 

signatures 

& Rhythm 

6/8. 

Syncopation. 

√ 

√ 

 

Rhythmic values All rhythms can be used, increasing in 

complexity as the level increases. 

√ 

 

√ √ 

 

Note 

Values & 

Rest Values 

Quaver triplets & 

dotted crotchet 

rests. 

√ Harmonic 

changes 

Some use of 2 chords 

per bar. 

√ 

 

Syncopation Present throughout, increasing in 

complexity as the level increases. 

√ 

 

 

√ √ 

Dynamics 

& 

Articulation 

Crescendo and 

Diminuendo. 

√ Solo 

break 

N/A at this Grade. √ 

 

Dynamics All dynamics. √ 

 

× 

 

× 

Keys A major, C minor. √ Keys Any major or 

minor key. 

√ 

 

Range and register Up to an 11th. 

Moving between high and low registers. 

More common, including fast changes. 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

Intervals 6th major. 

6th minor. 

√ 

√ 

Chords Major & minor 7th 

chords. 

√ 

 

Keys Any key, including key changes. √ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

Melodic 

Range 

11th. × Styles Reggae, R&B. √ 

 

Melody 

and intervals 

Octave leaps can be used. 

Melodic writing can use any interval. 

Occasional chromaticism. 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

Additional 

criteria 

Syncopation. √ √Yes – included in exercise/piece. 

× No – not included in exercise/piece. 

Δ Higher than specifications. 

*All requirements are cumulative. 

Other directions/ 

techniques 

Increasing complexity to test articulation 

and melodic agility. 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

Repeated 

sections 

2-4 bars. √ Improvisation Improvised solos of about four bars. × × √ 

 

 Time signatures All regular time signatures. √ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

Tempos Full range of tempos. 

Tempo changes within songs. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 

Accompaniment Moderately supportive backing. √ √ √ 
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4.3.1.4 Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 5: Analysis 

Session Skills analysis for Grade 5, shown in Table, indicate that all specifications were 

met. Repertoire analysed included Britney Spears’ Everytime, Let’s Dance (David 

Bowie) and Sunday Morning (Maroon 5) the TF piece. Genres included ballad, Pop and 

Soul (swung) respectively. 

There were several disparate elements between the repertoire pieces and the syllabus 

specifications. Of the three repertoire pieces, song one is particularly out of sync with 

the syllabus requirements and fulfil less than half of the criteria. 

 Duration: Song one is 2:04 minutes in length. The specifications state that the 

songs should be a minimum of 2:5 minutes.  The song is, therefore, shorter by 

almost half a minute. 

 Rhythmic value: Song one did not show a progression in complexity. 

 Syncopation: While there is a small amount of syncopation, in songs one and two, 

increased levels of complexity in comparison to the Grade 4 syllabus are not 

displayed. 

 Dynamics: Syllabus criteria call for all dynamic indications to be used. Pianissimo 

is not utilised in any of the three songs, and in song one and three, piano is not 

called for. Leaving out these dynamic indications is an enormous omission, 

particularly for song one as the ‘performance tips’ for that song discuss that “the 

song requires careful control of softer dynamics” (Trinity College London: Rock & 

Pop, 2017b: 27). The softest indication shown for song one is mezzo piano. Song 

three does not indicate for the use of piano either, and it only has one crescendo 

and no decrescendos. 

 Range and Register: Song two does not fit the parameter and only has a range of 

a 6th. The syllabus requires “up to a 12th”. 

 Keys: Song two was the only song that has a key change. 

 Melody and intervals: No pieces show increased chromaticism when compared 

with the Grade 4 pieces. 

 Improvisation: Neither piece one nor two allow for the prescribed 8 bar 

improvisation.  

 Time signatures: Criteria call for irregular time signatures and frequent changes 

within pieces. This requirement is not fulfilled in any way; songs analysed show 
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equal time signatures. All the repertoire pieces have equal time signatures of 

either 4/4 or 2/2.  

It is clear from the table that playback requirements are easier on paper than the 

repertoire selection; the intervals and range are smaller in the playback. Improvisation, 

on the other hand, expects more of the singer who is required to improvise for twelve 

bars. In the song, they need to sing over 8 bars. No suspended chords have been used 

in the songs, though they are mandated in the improvisation guideline. The funk and 

disco styles for the improvisation section aligns nicely with the melody requirement of 

blues and pentatonic scales in the pieces. 
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Table 4-9: Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 5 - Specifications Analysis 

GRADE 5 SESSION SKILLS:  SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES GRADE 5 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES 

Playback Criteria* Improv Criteria*  Criteria* Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

TF 

Length 12 to 16 bars. √ Total bars 12 bars. √ Duration 2.5 – 4 minutes. × √ √ 

 

Time 

signatures 

12/8. √ 

 

Time 

signatures 

& rhythm 

12/8. √ Rhythmic values All rhythms can be used, increasing in 

complexity as the level increases. 

× √ √ 

 

Note 

Values & 

Rest Values 

Dotted quavers 

and dotted 

quaver rests. 

√ 

 

Harmonic 

changes 

Some use of 2 chords 

per bar. 

√ Syncopation Present throughout, increasing in 

complexity as the level increases. 

× × √ 

 

Dynamics 

and 

articulation 

pp, ff and sfz. √ 

 

Solo 

break 

N/A at this Grade. √ Dynamics* All dynamics. × √ × 

Keys E major, G minor. √ 

 

Keys Any major or minor 

key. 

√ Range and register Up to a 12th. √ × √ 

Intervals 7th major/minor. √ Chords Sus 4 chords. √ Keys Any key, including key changes. × √ × 

Melodic 

Range 

11th. √ 

 

Styles Funk, disco, shuffle. √ 

 

Melody 

and intervals 

Use of pentatonic,  

increased chromaticism, 

Blues scales. 

√ 

× 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

Additional 

criteria 

Chord symbols 

used in the song 

chart. 

√ √Yes – included in exercise/piece. 

× No – not included in exercises/piece. 

Δ Higher than specifications. 

*All requirements are cumulative. 

Other directions/ 

techniques 

Melisma. √ 

 

× 

 

√ 

 

Repeated 

sections 

2- 4 bars. √ Improvisation Improvised solos of about eight bars. × 

 

× 

 

√ 

 

 Time signatures Irregular time signatures, more frequent 

changes of time signature. 

× × 

 

× 

 

Tempos Full range of tempos, tempo changes 

within songs. 

√ × 

 

× 

 

Accompaniment Moderately supportive backing. √ √ √ 
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4.3.1.5 Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 6: Analysis 

Session Skills fulfil all criteria set out in the syllabus guidelines, indicated below in Table. 

From the Grade 6 level, the syllabus books split into male and female, creating more 

song options for the singer. Due to this split, six songs are analysed for Grade 6, three 

pieces for male singers, and three pieces for female singers. Pieces analysed for male 

singers are, I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing (Aerosmith), Just the Way You Are (Billy Joel) 

and Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting (Elton John). Pieces for female singers are Ain’t 

Nobody (Rufus and Chaka Khan), Dog Days are Over (Florence and the Machine) and 

Golden Lion (Yeah, Yeah Yeahs). Genres for the male pieces are Rock, ballad and Rock 

n Roll, and for the female, Funk, Pop and Rock. The analysis shows the following 

discrepancies: 

 Range and register: Four of the six pieces are not up to a range of a 13th. Female 

song one ranges a 12th, female song two a 9th. Male song one’s range is an 

octave and male song three, an 11th. Female song three reaches beyond the 

specifications and extends for a range of a 13th. 

 Keys: None of the six pieces includes key changes. 

 Improvisation: Four of the six do not allow for improvisation. 

 Time signature: Repertoire criteria call for “frequent time signature changes” 

(Trinity College London: Rock & Pop, 2017b: 26, 27) within a piece. Only one of 

the six pieces, however, change time signatures within the piece. The 

specifications also stipulate the use of irregular time signatures, and none are 

used in any of the pieces in the male or female books. The male repertoire does 

display different time signatures: 6/8, 2/4, 2/2, 3/4, and 4/4 but the female 

repertoire only uses 4/4 for all pieces. 

 Tempo: Five of the six songs have no tempo changes. 

Session Skills and repertoire seem equally challenging, although there is little alignment 

between the technical work and the song pieces. For example, the Playback Session 

Skill stipulates tenuto31 and subito,32 as “dynamic and articulation” criteria as seen in 

Table 4-10: Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 6 - Specifications Analysis, below. No further 

instructions are given. Subito, which is used in context with other dynamic indications 

                                                           
31 Tenuto: To” hold, hold back, restrain” a single note or a group of notes (Fallows, 2001). 
32 Subito: “suddenly, immediately” a direction used in context with another instruction such as “subito piano” 

(Oxford Music Online, 2001). 
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such as subito piano or subito fortissimo is not shown as criteria. The syllabus refers to 

both in isolation.  

In addition, latin and metal are stipulated styles for the improvisation Session Skill, yet 

there are no latin or metal pieces in the books. The Grade 6 syllabus shows a definite 

progression in difficulty; Grade 6 songs are challenging, the female pieces in particular. 
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Table 4-10: Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 6 - Specifications Analysis 

GRADE 6 SESSION SKILLS: SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES GRADE 6 SONGS: SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES 

Playback  Improv    Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

Length 16 to 20 bars. √ 
 

Total bars 16 bars. √ Duration  

 

3 – 4.5 minutes. 

M F 

TF 

M F M 

TF  

F 

√ √ √ √ √ × 

Time 

signatures 

9/8, 2/2, 3/8. √ Time 

signatures 

& Rhythm 

9/8 √ Rhythmic values All rhythms can be used, increasing in 

complexity as the level increases. 
× √ √ √ √ √ 

Note 

Values & 

Rest Values 

� Triplets. 

Dotted �. 

Demisemiquaver. 

� Triplets. 

Semiquaver rests. 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Harmonic 

changes 

Some use of 

Two chords per bar. 
√ Syncopation Present throughout, increasing in 

complexity as the level increases. 
× √ √ √ √ √ 

Dynamics 

and 

articulation 

Tenuto, subito. √ 

 

Solo 

break 

Up to 2 bars. √ Dynamics All dynamics. √ √ √ √ √ × 

Keys Any major or 

minor key up 

to 5 sharps or 

flats. 

√ 

 

Keys Any major or 

minor key. 
√ Range and register Up to a 13th. 

#13th. 
× × √ × × × 

Δ 

Intervals Octave. √ 
 

Chords Power chords,  

added 6th chords 

(major/minor), 

slash chords. 

√ Keys Any key, including key changes. × × × × × × 

Melodic 

Range 

 11th. √ Styles Latin, metal. √ Melody 

and intervals 

Leaps of over an octave, technically more 

challenging downward leaps can appear. 
√ × √ √ √ √ 

Additional 

Criteria 

Chord symbols 

included in the 

song chart. 

√ √Yes – included in exercise/piece. 

× No – not included in exercise/piece. 

Δ Higher than specifications. 

*All requirements are cumulative. 

Other directions/ 

techniques 

Vocal creaks, growls, slides, screams, 

glottal & theatrics/dramatisations; 

occasional rap elements. 

√ √ × √ √ √ 

Repeated 

sections 

4 to 8 bars. √ Improvisation Improvised solos of about 12 bars. × √ × √ × × 

 Time signatures* Irregular time signatures, more frequent 

changes of time signature. 
√ × × × × × 

Tempos Full range of tempos, tempo changes 

within songs. 
× × × √ × × 

Accompaniment Backing becoming independent. √ √ √ √ √ √ 
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4.3.2 ROCKSCHOOL SYLLABUS ANALYSIS AGAINST ITS OWN CRITERIA 

Analysis of the RSL syllabus proved to be less straightforward than that of the R&P 

syllabus. There are less assessable criteria than the R&P syllabus, and many of the 

specifications set by RSL are student performance orientated and, therefore, cannot be 

analysed on paper. For instance, the specifications for Grade 2 technical work include a 

‘rhythmic studies’ section — criteria for this include “accuracy” (Rockschool, 2016: 24). 

Singer accuracy cannot be determined the context of this dissertation and therefore, is 

not analysed in this section.  

Other areas that are not assessable on paper are33: 

 Tone: “Consistent/maintained tone with some colouring and variation” (RSL 

(Rockschool LTD), 2014: 4).  

 Expressive Techniques: “Some personal phrasing” (RSL (Rockschool LTD), 2014: 

4).  

Tone colour and personal phrasing are vocal qualities that can only be evaluated when 

hearing the singers themselves. It is therefore not possible to analyse these criteria in 

this context, and therefore they are qualities that cannot be considered as a part of this 

dissertation.  

The criteria set for ‘register’ are also seen as a performance instruction: 

 Register - “the singer should display a solid chest resister when performing” (RSL 

(Rockschool LTD), 2014: 4).  

In this instance, each piece was analysed for chest register suitability for an authentic 

CCM performance. Additionally, the dynamic criterion for the repertoire could not be 

analysed as there were no dynamic indications shown in the syllabus arrangements. As 

the grades progress, further criteria non-assessable criteria are included in the syllabus 

specifications. These criteria are addressed as they arise. Aside from the non-

assessable elements, RSL also have fewer measurable criteria than R&P do, making 

this section challenging to present as thoroughly as the R&P syllabus is presented. Six 

pieces were analysed from the RSL syllabus as there are two books per grade. Under 

examination were three pieces from the male book and three pieces from the female 

book.34 

                                                           
33 These criteria can only be assessed by listening to a singer and, therefore, could not be evaluated in this 

research.  
34 See song selection: 4.3. 1 
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4.3.2.1 Rockschool Grade 2: Analysis 

As displayed in Table, all exercise specifications are in alignment with the exercises in 

the book. The repertoire pieces, however, are not in alignment with syllabus 

requirements and are, across all six songs, far more challenging than the criteria 

stipulates. 

Pieces analysed for males were: Could You Be Loved (Bob Marley), Get Lucky (Daft 

Punk) and I Need a Dollar (Aloe Blacc). Female songs studied were Call Me (Blondie), 

Poker Face (Lady Gaga) and Rehab (Amy Winehouse). Genres included for male: 

reggae, disco-funk and soul respectively, and for female pieces: New wave, pop two and 

R&B. 

The analysis shows that:  

 Duration: All songs are longer than required by a minute, on average. 

 Register: All of the six pieces require a ‘solid’ chest register as stipulated in the 

criteria. The pieces, however, all also require a solid head, falsetto and even a 

belt register to perform these songs authentically, and these additional registers 

are not discussed. Male song one, if sung authentically would require the use of 

the upper chest voice, head and belt exclusively. 

 Intervals: All six songs have intervals bigger than a 3rd, though the criteria only call 

for “up to a 3rd” (RSL (Rockschool LTD), 2014: 4). On average, the intervals are 

in 5ths, but there are also intervals of an octave in one of the pieces.  

 Range: Five of the six pieces extend over an octave which is in line with parameter 

requirement. The sixth piece extends over a 7th.  

The analysis shows that theoretically there is some alignment between the technical work 

and the pieces; the interval specifications are the same, though the songs do not fulfil 

the parameter criteria, in that they are more challenging than prescribed. In this case, an 

interval exercise using 5ths would be more suitable to create alignment between Grade 2 

exercises and pieces, or, the songs should be easier to match the technical exercise 

criteria. Practising minor scales and arpeggios are appropriate preparation for the many 

of the songs analysed and will help with intonation for a song such as Blondie’s ‘Call Me’. 

If the songs adhered to the criteria set in the FCP, they would align solidly. The songs, 

however, exceed the criteria stated. The interpretation and improvisation exercise uses 
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the rock genre as its foundation. The female repertoire does not include a rock piece; the 

male repertoire does. 
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Table 4-11: Rockschool Grade 2 - Specifications Analysis 

GRADE 2 TECHNICAL WORK: SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES GRADE 2 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/EXAM GUIDELINES 

Exercises Criteria M F  Criteria Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

Scales Natural Minor. 

Tempo: 80bpm, 4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 
  M F M F M F 

Arpeggios Minor. 

Tempo: 80bpm. 

4/4 and 3/4 time signatures. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Duration 1min-3min. × 

 

× 

 

× 

 

× 

 

× 

 

× 

 

Intervals Major 3rd, Minor 3rd. 

Tempo: 90bpm. 

4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Tone Consistent/maintained 

tone with some colouring 

and variation. 

∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Rhythmic Studies Tempo: 85–120bpm. 

4/4 time signature. 

Accuracy. 

√ 

√ 

∎ 

√ 

√ 

∎ 

Register Solid chest voice. 

Head, falsetto and belt. 

√ 

 Δ 

√ 

 Δ 

√ 

 Δ 

√ 

 Δ 

√  

Δ 

√  

Δ 

Melodic Studies Dynamic changes. 

Tempo: 85–120bpm, 4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Intervals Up to a 3rd. √ 

Δ 

Δ Δ Δ Δ Δ 

Range At least an octave. √ √ √ √ √ × 

Sight-reading Female & Male: F major or A minor. 

Range up to a Major 3rd. 

Tempo: 70bpm. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Dynamics Some dynamic changes. None given 

Improv & 

Interpretation 

Key: Am. 

Tempo: 80-90bpm. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Expressive 

Techniques 

Some personal phrasing. ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Ear Tests   

√Yes – included in exercise/piece. 

× No – not included in exercise/piece. 

Δ Higher than specifications. 

∎Cannot be analysed in this context. 

Melodic Recall 

 

C Major. 

Consecutive notes: higher or lower 

recognition. 

Tempo: 85bpm. 

√ 

√ 

 

√ 

√ 

√ 

 

√ 

Rhythmic Recall Crotchets, quavers and crotchet rests. 

Tempo: 90bpm 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

General Musicianship  

Identify Pitch names excluding, �, and �. 

Semibreve, minim, crotchet, quaver, semi-

quaver, rests. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Identify and 

Explain 

4/4 time signature, repeat marks, first & 

second time-bars, staccato marks, slurs. 

√ √ 

Provide 

explanation 

Diction, tone, breathing in songs, singing 

posture. 

√ √ 
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4.3.2.2 Rockschool Grade 3: Analysis 

Analysis of Grade 3 in Table 4–12, in column two, found that ‘Technical Work’ criteria 

are not met in the ‘Ear Test’ technical section. Here, ‘Melodic Recall’ uses an interval 

of a 4th, not a 5th as required. In the same section, ‘Rhythmic Recall’ did not display all 

of the “equivalent rests” (Rockschool, 2016: 26), only the quaver rest was used. 

‘Rhythmic Studies’ criteria again includes “accuracy” (Rockschool, 2016: 24) as a 

technical requirement. Singer rhythmic error or correctness cannot be determined, 

therefore has not been analysed in this section.  

Songs analysed are, for males, Crazy (Gnarls Barkley), Heroes (David Bowie) and 

Hey Ho (Lumineers). For the female repertoire; 22 (Taylor Swift), Ain’t got no (I got 

life) (Nina Simone) and Domino (Jessie J) were identified. All the female pieces in the 

book are pop, and male genres analysed were soul, rock and folk-rock.  

 Intervals: Four of the six songs had intervals greater than the required interval 

of a 3rd. 

 Dynamics: Instructions were nebulous, for example, “the piece should allow for 

some dynamic changes including gradual changes” (RSL (Rockschool LTD), 

2014: 5). All pieces analysed, met specifications. No dynamic indications are 

given in the sheet music. 

 Styles: It is significant to note that all the songs in the female book are classified 

by the syllabus as pop. Considering that “stylistic awareness” is an additional 

parameter for this Grade (RSL (Rockschool LTD), 2014: 5), it is unfortunate that 

all genres in the female book are the same. The songs in the male book show 

more variety than the female book. Furthermore, the term ‘stylistic awareness’ 

does not give much direction in terms of vocal approach to the pieces. Along 

with the other non-assessable criteria stated above, stylistic awareness is a 

quality that cannot be assessed without having the singer present 

Analyses of repertoire show that the pieces are more compliant with the parameters 

than the previous Grade. The alignment between the technical work and the repertoire 

is strong. Major and minor scales and arpeggios are required criteria; these align well 

with all the pieces. Interval requirements for the technical work align with the repertoire 

vocal arrangements; however, under the syllabus specifications, the criteria for 

intervals for the pieces are smaller. The interval specifications for the pieces are 
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intervals of a 3rd, for the technical work, intervals of 4ths and 5ths are stipulated. In Grade 

3, the ‘Interpretation and Improvisation’ exercise uses the pop genre as its foundation; 

both the female and male books include pop songs in their repertoire. 
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Table 4-12: Rockschool Grade 3 - Specifications Analysis 

GRADE 3 TECHNICAL WORK: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES GRADE 3 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES 

Exercises Criteria M F  Criteria Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

Scales Major and Natural Minor. 

Tempo: 90bpm, 4/4 time signature. 
√ √   M F M F M F 

Arpeggios Major and Minor. 

Tempo: 90bpm, 3/4 time signatures. 
√ √ Duration 1.30min-4min. √ √ √ √ √ √ 

Intervals Perfect 4th, perfect 5th. 

Tempo: 90bpm, 4/4 time signature. 
√ √ Tone Consistent tone with 

some colouring & 

variation. 

∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Rhythmic Studies Tempo: 95–100bpm. 

4/4 time signature. 

Accuracy. 

√ 
 

∎ 

√ 
 

∎ 

Register Solid chest &  head voice  

Some consistency of 

register changes.  

√ 

 

∎ 

√ 

 

∎ 

√ 

 

∎ 

√ 

 

∎ 

√ 

 

∎ 

√ 

 

∎ 

Melodic Studies Quick dynamic changes and bends. 

Tempo: 85–120bpm, 4/4 time signature. 
√ 
 

√ 
 

Intervals Up to a 3rd. × × × √ × √ 

Range At least an octave. √ √ √ √ √ √ 

Sight-reading Female: C major or D minor; Male: F major 

or E minor. 

Range: Up to a Perfect 5th. 

Tempo: 75–85bpm. 

√ 
 

√ 
 

Dynamics Some dynamic changes, 

including gradual 

changes. 

None given 

Improv & 

Interpretation 

Key: G major or E minor. 

Tempo: 80-90bpm. 
√ 
 

√ 
 

Expressive 

Techniques 
Some personal phrasing. ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Ear Tests  Styles Some stylistic awareness. ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Melodic Recall 

 

Female: C major or A natural minor scale. 

Male: F major or A natural minor scale. 

Tempo: 90bpm. 

Up to the first five notes of the scale.  

√ 
 

 

× 

√ 
 

 

× 

 

√Yes – included in exercise/piece. 

× No – not included in exercise/piece. 

Δ Higher than specifications. 

∎Cannot be analysed in this context. 
Rhythmic Recall Crotchets, quavers. 

Equivalent rests. 

Tempo: 90bpm. 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

General Musicianship  

Identify All pitch names, including �, �, �, 	, �, �, 
, �, 

triplet 
, any rests. 

√ √ 

Identify and 

Explain 

As in Grade 2 with crescendo/diminuendo, 

D.C, D. al Coda and al Fine and ad-lib. 
√ √ 

Provide 

explanation 

Vocal break, transition, sustained note 

support, good & bad foods to eat before a 

performance? 

√ √ 



    

95 | P a g e  

 

4.3.2.3 Rockschool Grade 4: Analysis 

Analysis in Table 4–13 of the technical work shows that most specifications are met 

and it is only the arpeggio exercise that has different requirements. The time signature 

3/4 is stipulated as a parameter, but in the books, the exercise is in 4/4. Exercise 

tempos do not show a progression; they are faster and slower over the Grades with 

no apparent developmental process. The ‘Melodic Recall’ exercise criteria only include 

notes up to a 4th from the root note, while the criterion is “up to a 5th” (Rockschool, 

2016: 34). The exercise has been written specifically for the syllabus; therefore it 

seems an oversight that the exercise is not written to fit the maximum parameter. 

Grade 3’s ‘Melodic Study’ exercise has the same parameter set, and also extends to 

the 4th of the scale. The analysis also shows that rhythmic exercises have been 

removed to make way for backing vocals and harmony components. 

Again, as is clear from the table analysis, the specifications laid out for the pieces are 

suitable for this analysis, the criteria call, in general, for a specific approach to the 

piece which can only be brought by the singer. Therefore, the following elements 

cannot be analysed; tone, register, expressive techniques, styles (interpretation) and 

a new parameter for this Grade, ‘Diction’ - “the piece should show good use of diction 

and articulation” (RSL (Rockschool LTD), 2014: 6). This instruction is in itself 

ambiguous and difficult to analyse; this is an idiom that the singer should display when 

performing the piece. What is shown is that regardless of parameter instructions, there 

are no guidelines in the syllabus clarifying or demonstrating how one can achieve good 

diction and articulation, or for that matter how one sings with stylistic awareness.  

The repertoire pieces analysed are, for men: Town Called Malice (The Jam), Broken 

Strings (James Morrison) and Forget You (Cee Lo Green). For women: Closest Thing 

to Crazy (Katie Melua), One Day I’ll Fly Away (Nicole Kidman from the film Moulin 

Rouge) and Skinny Love (Birdy). Genres for the pieces include for female, pop, 

musical theatre and indie pop; for male, punk-rock, pop and soul.  
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Comprehensive repertoire analysis shows: 

 Duration: two of the six songs were longer than the stipulated 4:00.  

 Intervals: Male song one matches the criteria in that it has descending intervals 

of a 5th but falls short in that the ascending intervals are only in 3rds. The set 

criteria “a 4th or more” (RSL (Rockschool LTD), 2014: 6). 

 Range: Five of the six songs fulfil the criteria of at least an octave.  

 Other: It is interesting to note that male song two is a duet and the sheet music 

provided is arranged for two voices. There are no guidelines; however, as to 

what examination expectations are for this song when performing it as a solo 

piece which one assumes is an option.  

The alignment between the technical work and the repertoire show little natural feed-

in. For example, the ‘Interpretation and Improvisation’ exercise is a stylistic study in 

jazz. There are no prescribed jazz songs across the female or male repertoire. The 

technical work includes slides and trills down in its ‘Melodic Study’ exercise. There are 

no slides and trills indicated in the sheet music, and there is also no space in the 

repertoire allowing for ad-libbing. The singer is required, however, to ad-lib in the 

exercises. There are several pieces in the book that lend themselves to ad-libbing, for 

example, James Brown’s I Got You (I Feel Good), is a fairly simple song to improvise 

to, as it has a simple and repetitive chord sequence. There is no space in the 

arrangement however that allows for ad-libbing. It is noted that the syllabus 

encourages “stylistic interpretation” (Rockschool, 2016: 7) but at this level, it is unlikely 

that the candidate will add much of their style without being given the space to do so. 

The analysis does show that the backing vocals exercise is written in the pop style; 

there are pop songs in both the male and female repertoire, and therefore some link 

is achieved between the technical and the repertoire sections. 
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Table 4-13: Rockschool Grade 4 – Specifications Analysis 

GRADE 4 TECHNICAL WORK: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES GRADE 4 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES 

Exercises Criteria M F  Criteria Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

Scales Major Pentatonic. 

Tempo: 80bpm, 4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 
  M F M F M F 

Arpeggios Major & Major (ascending), Dominant 7 

(descending). 

80bpm. 

3/4 time signatures. 

√ 

 

√ 

× 

√ 

 

√ 

× 

Duration 2min-4min. √ Δ Δ √ √ √ 

Intervals Major 6th, Major 7th. 

90bpm, 4/4 time signature. 

√ √ Tone Consistent tone, 

confident colouring & 

variation. 

∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Melodic Studies Slides and trill downs. 

4/4 time signature. 

Tempo: 115bpm.  

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Register Well-controlled chest & 

head voice/falsetto  

Fluent register 

transitions. 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

Backing Vocals Tempo: 115bpm. 

4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Intervals A 4th or more. √ √ √ √ √ √ 

Range At least an octave. × √ √ √ √ √ 

Sight-reading D major, B� major, B minor, D minor, E 

minor. 

Up to an Octave. 

80–90bpm. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Dynamics Contrasting dynamic 

colouring. 

None given 

Improv & 

Interpretation 
D major, B� major, E minor, D minor, A 

minor. 

95bpm. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Expressive 

Techniques 
Developed phrasing. ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Ear Tests  Styles Show stylistic awareness. ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Melodic Recall 

 

Female: D major or B natural minor scale. 

Male: G major or E natural minor scale. 

90bpm. 

Up to the first 5 notes of the scale. 

 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

 

√ 

√ 

Other The piece should show 

good use of diction & 

articulation. 

∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Rhythm Some variety/complexity 

of rhythms.  

√ √ √ √ √ √ 

Harmony Vocals Female: C major or A major Male: D major 

or F major. 

Tempo: 90–100bpm. 

I, IV, chords. 

√ 

 

√ 

√ 

√ 

 

√ 

√ 

√Yes – included in exercise/piece. 

× No – not included in exercise/piece. 

Δ Higher than specifications. 

∎Cannot be analysed in this context. 

 

General Musicianship  

Identify All pitch names, including �, �, �,  

	, �, �, 
, �, triplet 
, any rests.  

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 
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GRADE 4 TECHNICAL WORK: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES GRADE 4 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES 

Exercises Criteria M F  Criteria Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

Any interval up to a 7th between two 

adjacent notes (major, minor, perfect not 

required). 

√ 

 

√ 

 

Identify and 

Explain 

Time signatures, ad-lib, dynamic & tempo 

marking. 

√ √ 

Provide 

explanation 

Consistent vocal tone, creation of breathy 

(aspirate) tone, use of vibrato, microphone 

amplification? 

√ √ 
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4.3.2.4 Rockschool Grade 5: Analysis 

Table 4–14 analysis shows that all specifications for the Grade 5 technical work are 

met. Limited progression is shown from Grade 4 to Grade 5 and in terms of key 

signatures and tempo; there often does not seem an obvious progression from Grade 

4 to Grade 5. For example, in the ‘melodic recall’ exercise, the keys used are B� major 

or A natural minor scale for the female singer and D major or C natural minor scale for 

the male singer, while in Grade 4 they are, for female: D major or B natural minor scale 

and for male: G major or E natural minor scale. Key signatures are relevant as the 

students are presented with the sheet music to assist them with the exercise. They 

are therefore reading as well as ‘recalling’ the exercise. 

The intervals exercises show some progression as seen in the table; Grade 4 

requirements are in a major key, and the requirements for Grade 5 are the same 

intervals in a minor key. Although the sight-reading exercise fits into the specifications 

of “up to an octave” (Rockschool, 2016: 41), the actual exercise only goes up to a 

perfect 4th. For a Grade 5 level, the sight-reading exercises are not particularly 

challenging.  

Songs analysed are Mama Do (Pixie Lott), Spotlight (Jennifer Hudson) and Nutbush 

City Limits (Tina Turner) for female singers, and male songs are Hall Of Fame (The 

Script ft. Will.i.am), Money On My Mind (Sam Smith) and Take Me Out (Franz 

Ferdinand). Genres of pieces analysed are pop, R&B and funk-rock for the female 

repertoire, and pop-rock, R&B and indie rock for the male pieces. Repertoire pieces, 

for the most part, are in line with the set criteria, with a few discrepancies: 

 Duration: Female song two is almost a minute longer than the 4-minute 

guideline. 

 Intervals: Female song two also does not meet criteria in terms of intervals. The 

criteria require “a 5th or more” (RSL (Rockschool LTD), 2014: 7) and while there 

is an interval of a 6th in the piece, intervals of 4ths are most common.  

 Rhythm: All songs do “demonstrate variety & complexity of rhythms” (RSL 

(Rockschool LTD), 2014: 7) however no obvious progression in difficulty is 

shown from the previous Grade to this one. 
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Technical work alignment with repertoire shows that the minor pentatonic scale is 

useful for aural development for some pieces, and the ‘Backing Vocals’ technical 

exercise is in the rock genre, working well with several songs in the male repertoire. 

There is only one funk-rock song in the female repertoire. ‘Melodic studies’ call for 

melisma and scoops; these are not indicated in the sheet music, neither are dynamic 

indications. Again, the elements of tone and register are not measurable against 

syllabus specifications. 

It is important to note that criteria have changed marginally over the Grades. 

Expressive techniques and styles now require “advanced” (RSL (Rockschool LTD), 

2014: 7) execution of those criteria by the singer.35  

                                                           
35 ‘Expressive Techniques’ require “advanced phrasing” and ‘Styles’ for “advanced, well-executed stylistic 

awareness & technique” (RSL (Rockschool LTD), 2014: 7). 
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Table 4-14: Rockschool Grade 5 - Specifications Analysis 

GRADE 5 TECHNICAL WORK: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES GRADE 5 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES 

Exercises Criteria M F  Criteria Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

Scales Minor Pentatonic. 

Tempo: 80bpm, 4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

  M F M F M F 

Arpeggios Major (ascending) with dominant 7 (descending). 

80bpm, 3/4 time signatures. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Duration 2min-4min. √ √ √ Δ √ √ 

Intervals Minor 6th, Minor 7th. 

90bpm, 4/4 time signature. 

√ √ Tone Consistent & maintained 

tone. 
∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Melodic 

Studies 

Melisma and scoops.  

125bpm, 4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Register Well-controlled chest, 

head/falsetto voice. 

Fluent register switches. 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

Backing Vocals Tempo: 120bpm. 

4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Intervals 5th or more. √ √ √ × √ √ 

Range At least a 9th.  √ √ √ √ √ √ 

Sight-reading D major, B� major, B minor, E minor or D minor.  

Up to an Octave. 

Tempo: 85–95bpm. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Dynamics Stylistic and varied 

dynamic colouring. 

None given 

Improv & 

Interpretation 
D major, B� major, E minor or D minor or A minor. 

Tempo: 100bpm. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Expressive 

Techniques 

Advanced phrasing. 
∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Ear Tests  Styles Advanced, well-executed 

stylistic awareness & 

technique. 

∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Melodic Recall 

 
Female: B� major or A natural minor. Male: D major or C natural 

minor scale. 

90bpm. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Harmony 

Vocals 

Female: A major, F major, C major. 

Tempo: 90–110bpm. 

I, IV, V chords. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Other  

 

Good use of diction & 

articulation.  
∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Rhythm Demonstrate variety & 

complexity of rhythms.  

√ √ √ √ √ √ 

General Musicianship 
 

Identify All pitch names including �, �, �  

�, �, �, �, �, triplet �. 

	, 
, �, �, and adjacent rest combinations.  

Any interval up to an octave between two adjacent notes (major, 

minor, perfect not required). 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√Yes – included in exercise/piece. 

× No – not included in exercise/piece. 

Δ Higher than specifications. 

∎Cannot be analysed in this context. 

 

Identify and 

Explain 

Time signatures, ad-lib, dynamics, tempo, keys (major or relative 

minor), swung rhythm.  

√ √ 
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GRADE 5 TECHNICAL WORK: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES GRADE 5 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES 

Exercises Criteria M F  Criteria Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

Provide 

explanation 

Use of articulators to modify bright or dull sounds. 

Prevention of straining during loud singing. 

Dynamic development exercises examples.  

Microphone technique. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 
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4.3.2.5 Rockschool Grade 6: Analysis 

Table 4–15 shows that technical work specifications are met, with the exception of one 

element in the stylistic study section. The tempo is slower, at 65bpm than the 

prescribed minimum of 80bpm. Again, little technical development is displayed through 

the specifications, although the introduction of two new technical exercises places a 

focus on genre study. The ‘General Musicianship’ question draws attention to 

significant vocalisation techniques; they are not however explained or described in the 

syllabus. 

Repertoire, for female singers, is: Angel (Sarah McLachlan), Halo (Beyonce) and On 

My Own (from the musical Les Misérables) and for males: Ain’t No Sunshine (Bill 

Withers), Counting Stars (One Republic), and I Can’t Quit You Baby (Led Zeppelin). 

Genres include pop, pop-R&B and musical theatre for the female singers and male 

singers, soul, pop and blues-rock. Song criteria are for the most part met, with a few 

exceptions: 

• Duration: Male song one is particularly short for a Grade 6 piece. It is less than 

2 minutes in length.  

• Intervals: Male song one does not include intervals of a 6th or more, as specified 

in criteria. There are intervals of a 4th instead, making the song easier from that 

aspect. 

• Range: Female song three only covers a range of a 10th; criteria stipulate at 

least an 11th is covered in range. 

• Rhythm: Rhythmic values in male song two are not “complex and varied” (RSL 

(Rockschool LTD), 2014: 8), particularly in comparison to previous Grades.  

Four of the six songs analysed do not seem to have a place at a Grade 6 level. The 

songs analysed for the previous Grade 5, are more challenging than the Grade 6 

repertoire. 

The blues scale technical exercise requirements work well as aural preparation for at 

least one song of the six analysed. An improvisation section within a song that requires 

the use of a blues scale-type improvisation, however, will perhaps be more beneficial. 

With the inclusion of the ‘Quick study pieces’, there is space for the singer to practise 

improvisation over 8 bars. No allowance is made in the repertoire pieces for ad-libbing. 
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Additionally, the interval requirements for the technical work are lower than those of 

the repertoire specifications.
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Table 4-15: Rockschool Grade 6 - Specifications Analysis 

GRADE 6 TECHNICAL WORK: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES GRADE 6 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES 

Exercises Criteria M F  Criteria Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

Scales Blues. 

Tempo: 100bpm, 4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 
  M F M F M F 

Arpeggios Major and diminished. 

100bpm, 4/4 time signatures. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Duration 2.30min-5min. × √ √ √ √ √ 

Intervals Major/minor 7th & major/min 6th sequence.  

90bpm, 4/4 time signatures. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Tone Well maintained & varied 

tone through registers. 

∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Backing Vocals Tempo: 120bpm. 

4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Register Solid chest voice & head 

voice/falsetto. 

Fluent register switches. 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

∎ 

 

∎ 

Stylistic Study Pop and Musical Theatre. 

Soul and R&B. 

Jazz and Blues.  

Rock and Indie. 

80–125bpm, 4/4 time signature. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Intervals A 6th or more. × √ √ √ √ √ 

Range At least an 11th.  √ √ √ √ √ × 

Quick Study 

Piece 

Pop and Musical Theatre.  

Soul and R&B.  

Jazz and Blues.  

Rock and Indie. 

4 bars melody, 8 bars improvisation. 

70–160bpm. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Dynamics Contrasting dynamic 

colouring. 

None given 

Expressive 

Techniques 

Developed and personal 

phrasing. 

∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Ear Tests  Styles Stylistic awareness & 

technique. 

∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Melodic Recall 

 

Female: A major & C natural minor. Male: E major or D natural 

minor scale.  

90bpm. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Other  

 

Good use of diction & 

articulation.  

∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ ∎ 

Harmony 

Vocals 

C major, A major, G major. 

Tempo: 90–120bpm. 

I, IV, V, VI chords. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Rhythm Varied and complex 

rhythms.  

√ × √ √ √ √ 

 

√Yes – included in exercise/piece. 

× No – not included in exercise/piece. 

Δ Higher than specifications. 

∎ Cannot be analysed in this context. 

 

General Musicianship  

Identify Any notation from chosen pieces. 

Recognition of any interval up to an octave between two adjacent 

notes (major, minor, perfect). 

√ 

√ 

 

√ 

√ 
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GRADE 6 TECHNICAL WORK: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES GRADE 6 REPERTOIRE: SPECIFICATIONS/GUIDELINES 

Exercises Criteria M F  Criteria Song 1 Song 2 Song 3 

Provide 

explanation 

Three singing resonators. 

Aspirate onset glottal onset.  

Safe exercises for a tired voice or a sore throat. 

Mic technique for chest & head/falsetto switch. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 



4.3.3  FINDINGS FROM SYLLABUS ANALYSIS 

This section discusses the Trinity Rock & Pop and Rockschool syllabi analysis results; 

first separately, and then comparatively. Consolidation of syllabus data can thus take 

place to allow for the eliciting of conclusions.  

4.3.4 TRINITY ROCK & POP SYLLABUS ANALYSIS: FINDINGS 

 

Figure 4-9: Trinity Rock & Pop Findings 

Analysis of the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus revealed the following: 

• The Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus displays a structured and consistent approach 

to the compilation of the syllabus criteria, and the difficulty levels progress with 

each grade consistently and logically. Both the Session Skills and the repertoire 

become increasingly challenging the higher the grade and the singer must 

possess better technical and aural ability as the grades increase, to achieve 

satisfactory examination results. The syllabus specifications are clear and 

detailed in terms of examination expectations. 

• Ear training exercises such as intervals, pitch and chord recognition develop 

aural proficiency, thus aiding the identification of essential music components 

through the development of the “inner ear” (Øye, 2013: 26). The playback and 

the improvisation Session Skill exercises develop these competencies. The skills 

cannot develop technical ability as they do not involve or require vocal technical 

control to achieve competent results. 
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• In Grade 6, the vocal idioms: growls, slides, screams and glottal onset, are 

syllabus requirements. At no point in the syllabus, however, is there an indication 

of what these idioms sound like, where they fit in stylistically, how they are 

created vocally, and how they should be incorporated into the repertoire. 

Indications for slides are shown in the sheet music, but that is all. Other 

specifications, for example, require for singers in Grade 4 to move quickly 

between high and low registers. Switching between registers is challenging for 

many singers, and again, there is no guidance in the syllabus as to how one 

should achieve these fast changes. There is also for that matter, no mention at 

any point as to what a vocal register is.  

• The syllabus criteria for the repertoire do not always align with the actual pieces 

in the books. For example, repertoire specifications for Grade 5 call for key 

changes and irregular time signatures. There are no key changes or irregular 

time signatures requirements in the Grade 5 pieces.  

• The Session Skills criteria and the repertoire criteria do not always align with 

each other. One example shows that the Session Skills discuss tenuto and subito 

and staccato and legato; these dynamic and articulation criteria are not referred 

to in the pieces. Moreover, the time signatures of 4/4, 3/4 and 2/4 are Session 

Skills requirements in Grade 3; however, the repertoire piece requirements are 

6/8 and 12/8 time signatures, evidently far more challenging. Improvisation is 

included in the syllabus as a Session Skill from the Initial Grade but only from 

Grade 4 upwards does the syllabus ‘allow’ for improvising or ‘ad-libbing’36 in the 

repertoire pieces. 

• It is encouraging to note that idioms are considered and mentioned in the syllabus 

criteria. Without actual implementation instruction and guidance, however, their 

inclusion seems perfunctory. 

                                                           
36 Improvise and ‘ad lib’ are used interchangeably (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). R&P uses the term ‘ad-lib’ or 

‘ad-libbing’ as an instruction in their sheet music. 
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4.3.5 ROCKSCHOOL SYLLABUS ANALYSIS: FINDINGS 

 

Figure 4-10: Rockschool Syllabus Findings 

The analysis of the Rockschool syllabus revealed the following:  

• The syllabus specifications are not sufficiently defined and allow for too much 

personal interpretation; overall, the criteria are fairly broad. Ambiguous criteria 

allow for subjectivity and possible misinterpretation. For example, the rhythmic 

parameter for Grade 4 requires ‘some rhythmic complexity and variety.’ It is 

difficult to gauge the quantity of “some”; what is complicated for one individual 

may not be complicated for the next. Specifications for ‘tone’ in Grade 3 ask for 

“Consistent tone with some colouring and variation” (RSL (Rockschool LTD), 

2014). Again, ‘some’ colouring and variation is a nebulous instruction, and 

‘consistent’ tone can also be misinterpreted. If a singer sings with a consistently 

weak tone, then they are in essence fulfilling the criteria. 

• Progression from one grade to another is for the most part not consistent; 

although intervals, for example, do show logical progression, moving from 4ths 

and 5ths to major and then minor 6ths and 7ths. In terms of key and time signatures, 

logical progression when new keys are added is not forthcoming. Repertoire 

pieces, likewise, do not display a logical progression of difficulty. The pieces, in 

general, are no more or less intricate between grades and the level of difficulty 

between the pieces in the book change a fair amount from song to song. 
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• Technical work is in general, reasonably well aligned with the repertoire in terms 

of the syllabus criteria provided. However, there is not much evidence of 

compatibility when it comes to using the skills from the exercises in the pieces. 

For example, in Grade 5, the technical work includes an exercise for melisma 

and scoops, but there is no discussion as to their purpose and where and how 

they are incorporated into pieces. Overall, the repertoire pieces are far more 

challenging than the technical work, especially in the lower grades. 

• The technical work develops aural proficiency through the scale, arpeggio, 

backing vocal and related exercises. These particular exercises do not involve or 

require vocal technical ability to perform competently. Instead, a good ear and 

musical memory are desirable for these exercises. The exercises focusing on 

style and use of idioms are valuable, though there is no description or explanation 

of how to utilise the idioms appropriately; there are also no developmental 

exercises to help with idiom vocalisation. The idioms are simply a part of the 

exercise.  

• The Rockschool syllabus does offer a substantial amount of technical work, and 

though the exercises do not necessarily develop technique, the technical 

components lend gravitas to the syllabus. One needs to focus on the technical 

work and on the pieces equally to achieve satisfactorily. 

4.3.6 ANALYSIS FINDINGS: DISCUSSION 

Complete analysis findings demonstrate merit in both syllabi, although those merits 

differ between the two. Where R&P has a logical structure in terms of syllabus and 

examination criteria with a reasonable progression of difficulty from one grade to the 

next, the syllabus has limited practical exercises and those that are available, do not 

develop CCM vocal technical ability. The R&P repertoire pieces are simplified for the 

earlier grades, which render the pieces more manageable for the beginner singer. The 

disadvantage is that often, the pieces lose character due to this simplification.  

The Rockschool syllabus, on the other hand, contains more than double the technical 

work than that of R&P, which gives the syllabus a greater sense of gravitas. However, 

upon examination, there is a minimal methodical progression in difficulty, and the higher 

grade exercises are not especially challenging; particularly when compared to the R&P 

syllabus. The RSL pieces, on the other hand, are rather demanding on the whole, and 

the concern is that the lower Grades will attempt to oversing to mimic the original 

performing artist. That being said, the literature in Chapter 2 shows that the voice at 
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ages 16 to 18 years has, for the most part, reached maturity and therefore, with 

guidance, the adolescent singer can technically manage ‘adult’ repertoire from the 

books. Thus the repertoire in principle is achievable for singers in the FET phase. The 

section below highlights in more detail how the syllabi fit into the requirements for 16–

18-year-old singers.  

4.3.7 DEVELOPMENT OF IDIOMS IN THE SYLLABUS 

The table below shows the requirements for CCM vocalisation, as discussed in Chapter 

2. The second and third columns show the idioms mentioned in the syllabi and the last 

two columns confirm whether the syllabus has provided instruction on how to vocalise 

those idioms. 

Table 4-16: CCM Vocal Criteria and Syllabus Analysis 

CCM CRITERIA TRINITY ROCK 

& POP 

ROCKSCHOOL TRINITY 

ROCK & POP 

ROCKSCHOOL 

 REFERRED TO IN SYLLABUS DEVELOPMENTAL 

GUIDANCE/EXERCISES 

PROVIDED 

                GENERAL   

Range √ √ × × 

Register √ Chest, 

head/falsetto. 

√ Chest, 

head/falsetto. 

× × 

Dynamics √ √ √ √ 

Improvisation √ √ √ √ 

Stylistic/genre awareness √ √ √ √ 

IDIOMS OF VOCAL QUALITY   

Larynx position × × × × 

Glottal attack × × × × 

Vibrato √ √ × × 

Breath Control √ √ × × 

IDIOMS VOCAL OF ARTICULATION   

Vernacular singing × × × × 

Legato Singing √ × × × 

Articulation & diction √ √ × √ 

Twang × × × × 

Growl √ × × × 

Microphone √ √ × × 
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Analysis of syllabi against CCM vocal criteria shows two significant themes: 

• There is little developmental guidance and/or vocal exercises that assist the 

singer in developing essential CCM vocal criteria.  

• While many idioms are referred to within the syllabus, there is little to no context 

given for the use of these idioms.  

All the idioms are addressed in both syllabi in the ‘general’ section of the table; these 

idioms are range, dynamics, improvisation, and stylistic/genre awareness. The syllabi 

offer exercises that utilise dynamics, stylistic/genre awareness and improvisation, 

although there is no reference to developmental exercises for the development of vocal 

range. Three of the six registers are mentioned; the chest, the head and the falsetto 

registers. The syllabi do not include information concerning the registers despite the use 

of register being the foundation of CCM vocalisation. For the syllabi not to discuss them, 

even briefly, seems quite an omission. For the main part, registers left out of the syllabi; 

vocal fry, belt voice and whistle, are a significant part of creating the CCM sound. Vocal 

fry is a ‘safe’ register according to the research. It can add tone, colour and variation, 

requirements in both syllabi. Based on experience it is also an enjoyable register to 

teach and to experiment with. The belt voice, as discussed in the literature, is the 

cornerstone of CCM vocalisation. Mixed feelings for the belt voice aside, it is none-the-

less known to be the defining sound of CCM singing and should not be excluded from 

the syllabi. The whistle register is the third register not discussed. Due however to it 

being a reasonably uncommon register, it is understandable that it is not a vocal 

requirement for the repertoire pieces in the books.  

Based on the table above, two of the four idioms of ‘vocal quality’ are referred to in the 

syllabi; these are vibrato and breath control. There are no related exercises to develop 

these criteria, despite breathing technique forming the foundation of all singing. Larynx 

position and glottal attack are not a consideration at all according to the syllabi.  

So far, in the analysis, both syllabi have focused on the use of the same idioms. The 

section, ‘idioms of articulation’, however, shows three differences. Legato singing 

mentioned in the R&P syllabus (no exercises are provided), is not mentioned in the RSL 

syllabus. Articulation and diction are discussed in both syllabi, but only RSL has 

designated exercises, and growl is a criterion in R&P but not RSL, no guidelines or 

exercises are provided. The idioms of breaking or cracking voice are in both syllabi, but 

no instructions for their use are given. Use of the microphone is addressed in both 

although again, no instructions are presented. RSL do ask reasonably detailed 
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questions about microphone use, but presumably, singers are expected to source the 

answers themselves. Idioms not mentioned at all are twang and vernacular singing. 

Vernacular singing, in particular, is a pivotal part of authentic stylistic CCM interpretation 

and as with the belt voice, not including it in the syllabus specifications seems a critical 

oversight.  

4.4  CCM VOCAL TECHNICAL AND SYLLABI REPERTOIRE REQUIREMENTS 

The following set of tables show essential techniques required for the successful 

performance of a CCM repertoire piece. This table has been included to ascertain the 

value and effectiveness of the syllabi in developing CCM vocal techniques and vocal 

qualities. The primary idioms, as established in the literature, were measured against 

what was presented in the syllabus specifications. This section intends to answer the 

main research question, “How do the Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM) syllabi, 

Trinity Rock & Pop and Rockschool, support the technical development of the CCM 

singer?”  

The tables below use the information summarised from Table 2–1 and the analysis of 

the syllabus completed earlier in this chapter. Idioms are marked with √ if presented in 

the syllabus. If an idiom is not presented, it is marked with ×. An idiom is considered 

‘presented’ if it is referred to at any point in the syllabus. It is important to note, that while 

it may be assumed that specific idioms should always be present in CCM repertoire, if 

that idiom has not been introduced in the syllabus, it cannot be assumed that a singer 

has an awareness of that particular idiom, or that it will automatically be included in a 

singer’s performance. 
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4.4.1 TRINITY ROCK & POP SYLLABUS IDIOMS 

Idioms presented in the R&P syllabus are displayed in the far right-hand column.  

Table 4-17: CCM Vocal Idioms in the Syllabus - Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 2 

TRINITY ROCK & POP GRADE 2 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE CCM VOCAL REQUIREMENTS IDIOMS 

PRESENTED 

Bad Blood Taylor 

Swift 

 

2014 Rock • Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs. 

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

× 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

Dancing in 

the 

Moonlight 

Toploader 

 

1999 Pop • Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

× 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

× 

Get Lucky Daft Punk 2013 Disco • Vernacular vocalisation. 

• Idioms are personalised. 

• Chest voice. 

• Belt. 

• Falsetto. 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 
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Table 4-18: CCM Vocal Idioms in the Syllabus - Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 3 

TRINITY ROCK & POP GRADE 3 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE IDIOMS REQUIRED IDIOMS 

PRESENTED 

Adventure 

of a lifetime 

Cold Play 2015 Pop • Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

× 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Brass in 

Pocket 

The 

Pretender 
1978 Rock • Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

× 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Don’t Know 

Why 

Norah 

Jones 
2002 Pop 

ballad 

• Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power.  

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Table 4-19: CCM Vocal Idioms in the Syllabus - Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 4 

TRINITY ROCK & POP GRADE 4 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE IDIOMS REQUIRED IDIOMS 

PRESENTED 

Don’t Speak No Doubt 1995 Rock 

ballad 
• Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and 

personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Full use of the vocal range. 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

I Wish Stevie 

Wonder 
1976 Funk • Yells, shrieks. 

• Trills, runs and licks. 

• Chest. 

• Belt. 

• Falsetto. 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

Son of a 

preacher 

man 

Dusty 

Springfield 
1968 Soul • Elaborate runs and licks. 

• Use of screams and cries and call and 

response. 

• Chest. 

• Belt. 

√ 

× 

 

√ 

× 
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Table 4-20: CCM Vocal Idioms in the Syllabus - Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 5 

TRINITY ROCK & POP GRADE 5 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE IDIOMS REQUIRED IDIOMS 

PRESENTED 

Everytime Britney 

Spears 
2003 Pop 

(ballad) 

• Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 
Let’s 

dance  
David 

Bowie 
1983 Pop • Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 
Sunday 

Morning  
Maroon 5 

(TF) 
2002 Soul • Elaborate runs and licks.  

• Use of screams and cries and call and response. 

• Chest.  

• Belt. 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 
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Table 4-21: CCM Vocal Idioms in the Syllabus - Trinity Rock & Pop Grade 6 
TRINITY ROCK & POP GRADE 6 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE IDIOMS REQUIRED IDIOMS 

PRESENTED 

Ain’t 

Nobody 

Rufus & 

Chaka Khan 
1983 Funk • Yells, shrieks. 

• Trills, runs and licks. 

• Chest voice. 

• Belt. 

• Falsetto. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

Dog days 

are over 

Florence + the 

Machine 
2008 Pop • Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs. 

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Golden Lion Yeah Yeah 

Yeahs 
2006 Rock • Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs. 

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

I don’t 

want to 

miss a thing 

Aerosmith 1998 Rock • Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs. 

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Just the 

way you 

are 

Billy Joel 1977 Pop 

Ballad 
• Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

Saturday 

Night’s 

Alright for 

Fighting 

Elton John 1973 Rock n 

Roll 
• Vernacular. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs. 

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 
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Analysis of the information in the tables above shows that idiom progression is present 

in the R&P syllabus from one grade to another. Grade 2 shows an average of two idioms 

per song; Grades 3 and 4 show three idioms per song on average. Grade 5 shows an 

average of four idioms per song, and Grade 6 highlights five idioms as average per 

song.  

What is notable is the small percentage of idioms used in total. For example, the rock 

genre has nine idioms, highlighted in Table 2–1. In Grade 2, only two of those are 

presented in the syllabus, ‘chest voice’ and ‘full use of vocal range’. In Grade 6, five of 

the nine idioms are presented for the same rock genre. While it is not expected that 

singers utilise all listed idioms within a piece, the more stylistically appropriate idioms 

used would ultimately lead to more authentically accurate performances.  

Analysis of CCM vocal requirements versus syllabus specification shows that although 

progression is evident, idioms are not adequately addressed in the Trinity Rock & Pop 

books. Idioms that are referred to, such as ‘growling37 and scream’, are spoken of briefly, 

nonetheless even then, there are no instructions as to how to sing those idioms within 

the context of the song. The vernacular idiom38 and belt register39 are two primary 

factors for CCM vocalisation (Edwin, 2007; Phillips, 2011; Potter, 1998), and they are 

not addressed at all.  

The assumption before analysis had been that the syllabus would allow for vocal growth 

through the addition of more challenging idioms as the grades progressed. The R&P 

syllabus does show that indeed there is definitive advancement in technical 

requirements. However, since singers are not given adequate instruction on how to 

achieve these requirements, including them in the syllabus seems to be somewhat 

ineffective. A description of and guidance through CCM idioms would add enormous 

value to the syllabus. 

                                                           
37 Refer to 2.1.2.6. 
38 Refer to 2.1.2.1. 
39 Refer to 2.1.2.7. 
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4.4.2 REPERTOIRE SELECTION 

Of the 18 repertoire pieces under analysis for R&P, three of those (17%) were released 

in the last decade (2010-current), five songs (27%) come from the early 2000s (2000-

2009), three (17%) were released in the 1990s, two (11%) in the 1980s, four (22%) were 

released in the 1970s and one song (6%) from the 1960s. This span of music through 

the decades offers a balanced selection of pieces, and singers are likely to find in the 

books, repertoire that they are familiar with, and also pieces that serve as an introduction 

to new and different material.   

Below are the idioms as presented in the RSL syllabus. Once again, the supposition is 

that the level of difficulty increases with each successive grade. 
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4.4.3 ROCKSCHOOL SYLLABUS IDIOMS 

Idioms presented in the RSL syllabus are displayed in the far right-hand column.  

Table 4-22: CCM Vocal Idioms in the Syllabus - Rockschool Grade 2 
ROCKSCHOOL GRADE 2 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE CCM VOCAL IDIOM REQUIREMENTS IDIOMS  

PRESENTED 

Call Me  Blondie 1980 New 

Wave 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs. 

• Growl. 

• Embellishment, including riffs and raves and fast 

vibrato on sustained notes. 

• Belt with predominant chest-like quality and 

forward nasal tone. 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

× 

× 

 

× 

× 

Poker 

Face 
Lady Gaga 2008 Pop • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

× 

Rehab Amy 

Winehouse 
2006 R&B • Embellishment, including riffs and raves and fast 

vibrato on sustained notes. 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Growl. 

• Belt with predominant chest-like quality and 

forward nasal tone. 

• Lyrics are fast-paced, it is important to not over-

sing; keeping phrases conversational. 

• Flexibility is essential.  

• The full extent of the vocal range should be utilised.  

× 

 

× 

× 

× 

× 

 

 

× 

× 

Could 

You Be 

Loved  

Bob Marley 1980 Reggae • Belt with predominant chest-like quality and 

forward nasal tone. 

• Licks, runs and riffs.  

• Embellishment, including riffs and raves and fast 

vibrato on sustained notes. 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Growl.  

• Toasting. 

× 

× 

× 

 

× 

× 

× 

Get 

Lucky 
Daft Punk 2013 Disco 

Funk 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Idioms are personalised. 

• Yells, Shrieks.  

• Trills, runs and licks.  

• Chest. 

• Belt. 

• Falsetto. 

× 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

× 

I Need A 

Dollar 

Aloe Blacc 2010 Soul • Elaborate runs and licks and the use of screams and 

cries and call and response. 

• Chest.  

• Belt. 

× 

 

√ 

× 
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Table 4-23: CCM Vocal Idioms in the Syllabus - Rockschool Grade 3 
ROCKSCHOOL GRADE 3 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE IDIOMS REQUIRED IDIOMS 

PRESENTED 

22 Taylor 

Swift 
2013 Pop • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

Ain’t Got 

No (I Got 

Life) 

Nina 

Simone 
1968 Pop • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

Domino  Jessie J 2011 Pop • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

Crazy  Gnarls 

Barkley 
2005 Soul • Elaborate runs and licks and the use of screams and 

cries and call and response. 

• Chest. 

• Belt. 

× 

 

√ 

× 

Heroes David 

Bowie 
1977 Rock • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

Ho Hey  The 

Lumineers 
2012 Folk 

Rock 

• The honest and emotional portrayal of lyric content.  

• Light and lyrical, full chest voice. 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs. 

• Belt.  

• No prescribed vocal tone. 

• Nasality. 

• Vibrato. 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

× 

× 
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Table 4-24: CCM Vocal Idioms in the Syllabus - Rockschool Grade 4 

ROCKSCHOOL GRADE 4 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE IDIOMS REQUIRED IDIOMS  

PRESENTED 

The Closest 

Thing To Crazy 

Katie 

Melua 
2003 Pop • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and 

personalised. 

• Licks and riffs. 

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

√ 

√ 

 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

One Day I’ll Fly 

Away  
Moulin 

Rouge 
2001 Musical 

Theatre 
• Belt voice. 

• Chest. 

• Head. 

× 

√ 

√ 

Skinny Love Birdy 2011 Indie Pop • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and 

personalised. 

• Licks and riffs. 

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• Head voice. 

• Falsetto voice. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

• Articulation of the ‘indie voice’. 

× 

√ 

√ 

 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

Town Called 

Malice  

The Jam 1982 Punk/Rock • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and 

personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

• Belt  

• Aggressive vocal tone. 

× 

√ 

√ 

 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 

× 

Broken Strings James 

Morrison 
2008 Pop • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and 

personalised. 

• Licks and riffs  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

√ 

√ 

 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

Forget You Cee Lo 

Green 
2010 Soul • Elaborate runs and licks and the use 

of screams and cries and call and 

response. 

• Chest  

• Belt 

× 

 

 

√ 

× 
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Table 4-25: CCM Vocal Idioms in the Syllabus - Rockschool Grade 5 
ROCKSCHOOL GRADE 5 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE IDIOMS REQUIRED IDIOMS 

PRESENTED 

Mama Do Pixie Lott 2009 Pop • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

Spotlight Jennifer 

Hudson 
2008 R&B • Embellishment, including riffs and raves and fast 

vibrato on sustained notes. 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Growl. 

• Belt with predominant chest-like quality and 

forward nasal tone. 

• Lyrics are fast-paced, it is important to not over-

sing; keeping phrases conversational 

• Flexibility is essential.  

• The full extent of the vocal range should be 

utilised. 

√ 

 

× 

× 

× 

 

√ 

 

× 

√ 

Nutbush 

City Limits 
Tina 

Turner 
1973 Funk 

Rock 
• Yells, Shrieks.  

• Trills, runs and licks. 

• Chest voice. 

• Belt. 

• Falsetto. 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Growl. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 
Hall Of  

Fame 

The Script, 

ft. 

Will.i.am 

2012 Pop 

Rock 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 
Money On 

My Mind   

Sam 

Smith 
2014 R&B • Embellishment, including riffs and raves and fast 

vibrato on sustained notes. 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Growl. 

• Belt with predominant chest-like quality and 

forward nasal tone. 

• Lyrics are fast-paced, it is important to not over-

sing; keeping phrases conversational. 

• Flexibility is essential.  

• The full extent of the vocal range should be 

utilised. 

√ 

 

× 

× 

× 

× 

× 

 

× 

√ 

Take Me 

Out 

Franz 

Ferdinand 
2004 Indie 

Rock 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

× 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 
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ROCKSCHOOL GRADE 5 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE IDIOMS REQUIRED IDIOMS 

PRESENTED 

• Chest voice. 

• Head voice. 

• Falsetto. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

• Articulation of the ‘indie voice’. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 
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Table 4-26: CCM Vocal Idioms in the Syllabus - Rockschool Grade 6 
ROCKSCHOOL GRADE 6 

PIECES ARTIST RELEASE 

DATE 

GENRE IDIOMS REQUIRED IDIOMS 

PRESENTED 

Angel Sarah 

McLachlan 
1998 Pop • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs.  

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 
Halo Beyoncé 2009 Pop/R&B • Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Growl. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

• Embellishment, including riffs and raves and fast 

vibrato on sustained notes. 

• Belt with predominant chest-like quality and 

forward nasal tone. 

• Lyrics are fast-paced, it is important to not over-

sing; keeping phrases conversational. 

• Flexibility is essential. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

√ 

 

× 

 

√ 

√ 

On My 

Own 

Les 

Misérables 

2012 Musical 

Theatre 

• Legit voice for older musicals; 1930’s-1960. 

• Belt voice for current musical 1970 onward.  

× 

× 

Ain’t No 

Sunshine 

Bill Withers 1971 Soul • Elaborate runs and licks.   

• Use of screams and cries and call and response. 

• Chest.  

• Belt. 

√ 

× 

√ 

× 

Counting 

Stars 

One 

Republic 
2013 Pop 

 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Licks and riffs. 

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

√ 

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

× 

√ 

I Can’t 

Quit You, 

Baby 

Led 

Zeppelin 
1969 Blues/ 

Rock 

• Vernacular singing. 

• Breaking voice. 

• Idioms should be nuanced and personalised. 

• Growl. 

• Belt. 

• Chest voice. 

• High-energy and sung with power. 

• Should make full use of vocal range. 

• Trills, runs and licks.  

• Extreme use of dynamics.  

√ 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 

√ 

√ 

× 

× 
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4.4.4 ROCKSCHOOL CCM VOCAL IDIOMS PRESENTED IN THE 

SYLLABUS: ANALYSIS 

Analysis of idiomatic progression through the RSL grades shows that the progression 

of idiomatic stylistic requirements, as shown in Table 2.1, is weak. Grade 1 requires on 

average one idiom per song, and Grades 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 all call for four idioms each on 

average. While levels of difficulty are not consecutive, most idioms are addressed in the 

technical studies and stylistic pieces exercises. Using these, the student can practise 

the idioms to a small degree. The investigation did find however that while the idioms 

are included to a degree in the technical work, the singer is not shown how, and where 

to utilise them in the context of a song.  

4.4.5 REPERTOIRE SELECTION 

The date of release for the 30 songs analysed from the Rockschool syllabus ranges 

from the 1960s to the last decade. The figures show that the syllabus included 11 songs 

(37%) released in the last decade (2010-current), ten (30%) came from the early 2000s 

(2000-2009), one song (3%) was released in the 1990s, three (10%) in the 1980s, three 

(10%) in the 1970’s and two (6.7%) in the 1960s. The breakdown shows that most 

pieces are from the last decade.  

4.4.6 CCM TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS AND PHYSICAL LIMITATIONS 

FOR THE FET AGE SINGER, AND SYLLABUS REQUIREMENTS 

ALIGNMENT 

Table 4–26 below displays the CCM vocal idioms as identified in Chapter 2. It then 

shows those idioms against the physical limitations of a singer between the ages of 16–

18, also identified in Chapter 2. Evaluation of the physical requirements for a singer 

using the syllabi for FET studies then took place. This evaluation was done to ascertain 

whether the physical maturity of the FET aged individual is in alignment with the with 

syllabus requirements, shown in the last two columns. 
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Table 4-27: CCM Requirements and Limitations: Syllabus Analysis 

 TRINITY ROCK & POP ROCKSCHOOL 

VOCAL IDIOMS AGE APPROPRIATE 

PHYSICAL 

REQUIREMENTS 

SYLLABUS ALIGNMENT WITH PHYSICAL MATURITY 

GENERAL 

Range 1-2 Octaves 
A* A 

Register All. No excessive 

belting 
A A 

Dynamics No ff DA** 
A 

Improvisation Agility required 
A A 

Genre use N/A N/A N/A 

Age-appropriate 

repertoire 

Lyric content 
×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

IDIOMS OF VOCAL QUALITY 

Larynx position Lengthens from age 

15–20. Affects pitch 

& tone quality 

×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

Glottal attack Breathy 
×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

Vibrato Possible but 

inconsistent 
×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

Breath Control Essential 
A A 

IDIOMS VOCAL OF ARTICULATION 

Vernacular singing Possible 
A A 

Legato singing Possible A A 

Articulation & diction Possible 
A A 

Twang Possible 

×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

Breaking or Cracking 

voice 

Possible but 

inconsistent 
A A 

Growl Possible but 

dangerous 

DA 
×Not addressed in the 

syllabus 

Microphone Possible 

A A 

*A= Aligns 

**DA = Does not align 

Analysis of the syllabi shows that both are in alignment with the physical maturity 

requirements for FET singers of 16-18 years. The literature illustrates that many of the 

idioms needed to sing CCM genres (refer to 0) are suitable for the pubescent singer 

(refer to 2.3). Lung maturity is reached by eight years old (Gebhardt, 2016), therefore 

adolescent singers can physically support the breath control to sing the songs analysed. 

Teenage singers have on average a two-octave range (Phillips, 2011). Therefore, all 

songs within the syllabus should have a range of two octaves or less to be achievable 

to students in the FET phase. Investigation showed that all songs analysed fell within 

two octaves and were therefore within the capabilities of an adolescent singer.  
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There are; however, three areas of concern gathered from the table above; these lie 

with the register, dynamic and growl idioms. Literature cautions against over-projection 

(Phillips, 2011; Gebhardt, 2016), therefore the inclusion of fortissimo or even forte as a 

specification could be dangerous unless properly managed. There is also the potential 

to over-sing (Gebhardt, 2016), and although this is a primary concern in children under 

the age of 16, many young singers might still struggle with dynamic and register control 

if the vocal ligament has not reached full maturation (Gebhardt, 2016). R&P in this 

instance is the only syllabus that explicitly calls for the use of fortissimo, although it is 

essential to note that in RSL there are no limitations placed within the songs, and the 

singer is free to interpret them dynamically in any way they wish.  

Concerns regarding vocal registers arise from the same principle. Although both syllabi 

only call for the use of chest, head and falsetto registers, there are no limitations 

established. Many of the songs, as sung by the original artists, call for and include 

strong, big, high belt sounds to perform an authentic interpretation of the song; this is 

not suitable for younger singers (Phillips, 2011; Gebhardt, 2016). The vocal growl is 

required for use by the singer in R&P from Grade 6 upwards, and that too is inadvisable 

for a maturing singer especially if the singer has not mastered full control over their 

instrument, which is unlikely to happen before full maturity is reached (Welch, 2006).  

It is important to reiterate that while several idioms are referenced in the syllabi, they 

are not discussed to any degree in the text and there is no guidance or suggestions on 

how to avoid inappropriate singing. 

4.5  CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

An in-depth analysis of the syllabi has been completed, giving greater insight into the 

efficacy and value of both the technical and repertoire components. Both syllabi display 

qualities of effectiveness but also of weakness.  

R&P specifications and criteria are explicit and seemingly well thought out. The syllabus 

show progression from the lower grades to the higher grades, and it is evident that vocal 

stamina is taken into consideration with the simplification and editing of repertoire 

pieces. The specifications, while well designed, are often not requirements in the actual 

exercises and repertoire pieces themselves, which leave several gaps in the practical 

progression of the singer despite their looking effective on paper. Several CCM vocal 

idioms are referred to in the repertoire specifications, though there is no real reference 

to how one should apply the idioms contextually. In addition, repertoire requirements 
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are more advanced than session skills requirements which would seem to indicate that 

there has not been much consideration of how the two syllabus components could work 

together. The syllabus would be more effective if there were better alignment between 

the session skills and the repertoire pieces. Finally, the analysis found that both the 

improvisation and the playback session skills focus on aural development and do not 

develop vocal technical ability. 

Repertoire selection for the R&P syllabus is in the main, equally balanced through the 

eras of CCM, from the 1960s onward. With the least number of those analysed from the 

1960s. By offering pieces from several decades, R&P exposes the singer to diverse 

genres and influential artists and bands. 

In terms of physiological appropriateness and alignment for the FET phase singer, 

neither syllabus includes any obvious vocal limitations, nor do the technical 

requirements for the pieces fall outside the physical capabilities of the 16-18-year-old 

singer. There are idiomatic requirements; however, that may prove dangerous to a 

young singer if there is no appropriate supervision, and the singer runs the risk of over-

singing, especially in the RSL syllabus where all the songs are in their original form and 

somewhat long. 

The RSL syllabus appears to be less well designed compared to the R&P syllabus. 

While RSL contains more than triple the technical requirements than the R&P, the actual 

progression of the concepts and levels of difficulty are ill-defined, and one grade is only 

slightly more demanding than another particularly in terms of repertoire. In addition, the 

increase in the level of difficulty is not consistent through the grades.  

The technical components and the pieces are generally in alignment, though the 

syllabus specifications are relatively broad, making it easy for different elements to slot 

in together. There are some valuable RSL exercises for the CCM singer that require the 

use of specific idioms to complete the task, but there are no developmental exercises 

for the idioms themselves. For example, some exercises require the use of melisma 

(licks and runs), which require flexibility. There are no exercises geared toward the 

development of flexibility. 

Syllabus specifications for the repertoire are not followed in general, and the pieces are 

very challenging compared to the technical requirements. Singers would benefit from 

guidance as to how the technical elements should be implemented into the repertoire 

pieces. The repertoire arrangements are available in their original form; for the higher 
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grades this is beneficial in terms of stamina development but for the lower grades, 

singing a four-minute song is very challenging.  

Analysis of the technical components find that many exercises in the syllabi develop 

aural proficiency. While aural skills are undoubtedly invaluable for all musicians, aural 

development is not the primary factor in CCM vocal development. 

With the analysis above, a clearer picture of the contents of the syllabus has been 

formulated. In the next chapter, vocal trainers will be interviewed concerning their 

feelings toward the syllabi contribute to the technical development of the CCM singer. 
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CHAPTER 5: INTERVIEWS 

This chapter will reveal the findings of the semi-structured interviews and biographic 

questionnaires. It will document and summarise the findings of the analysed data to 

answer the research sub-questions, “How do the technical exercises and repertoire in 

the syllabi improve vocal technical ability?”, “What is considered appropriate vocal 

technical ability for CCM singers?” and “What is South African vocal instructors’ opinions 

on the value and efficacy of the two syllabi?” 

5.1 INTERVIEW DATA ANALYSIS 

Interview questions set out to ascertain the following aspects: the usefulness of syllabi 

materials for technical development, teacher coaching strategies, appropriateness of 

syllabi material for examination preparation and suggested areas of improvement in the 

syllabi. 

5.2 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW FINDINGS 

Below are the findings of the data collected during the interviews. Prominent data will 

be shown through the use of themes and sub-themes. Participants have been given 

pseudonyms to conceal their identity. 

5.2.1 QUESTION ONE 

Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical ability 

in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam? 

 

Figure 5-1: Question 1 - Themes and Sub-themes 
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When analysing the interview data for question one, one primary theme and three sub-

themes are noted. The primary theme shows that participants consider vocal technical 

ability an essential part of singing. Highlighted in the first sub-theme by eight of the ten 

participants, is the significance of vocal technical control to create a singing ‘foundation’. 

Angela said, “singing isn’t just about the three months that you put in before the exam; 

it’s about how you’ve treated your instrument as a whole over a long period, ... like any 

athlete would have to do if they were training for a high-level competition”. Technical 

aspects discussed are breathing, resonance and tone, diction and phrasing, pitch and 

rhythmic ability. Participants were frustrated that the contents of the CCM syllabi are not 

as substantial their classical equivalents. Nine of the ten participants confirm that the 

classical syllabus model is preferable to the CCM models since they are far more 

detailed and rigorous. Noah articulates, “I don’t think for vocal development [the CCM 

syllabi have] any meat ... Development for me doesn’t come out of the syllabi”. 

Participants expressed that the CCM syllabus seems not to be taken seriously by 

academics or in music education circles. Ned stated that technical skill across all genres 

is equally important, “we’ve got one set of vocal cords, how do they know whether it’s 

pop, how do they know it’s opera? So when it comes to style, it’s a mind thing in my 

books.” 

The next sub-theme shows that the completion of a successful CCM examination is 

grade dependent. Grade selection is influenced; by teacher involvement, the natural 

talent of the student and the age of the student. Oliver remarked: “[A]s the grades go 

higher, technical security becomes more and more important”. Oliver also observed that 

one could get away with having little to no technique in the lower grades and said 

concerning students, “as long as there is a voice ... I think that perhaps those [lower] 

grades are ... more aimed at just getting into singing”. Nellie, on the other hand, believed 

that “the further you go [up the grades] the more they [the examining bodies] care about 

performance ... the message of the song becomes a lot more important, and vocal 

technique becomes secondary”. Oliver and Nellie show the ambiguity referred to in the 

previous chapter. Despite their differences in viewpoint, however, they emphasise the 

sentiments of the other eight participants; different grade levels require different vocal 

technical skills. Three participants stated that students could complete the examinations 

with little technique, two of those participants, admitted that this would likely affect the 

examination outcome negatively. Anne, Ned and Hester confirmed that they believe that 

teachers were an essential link to successful vocal training no matter the end goal. 
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The final sub-theme presents a lack of syllabi clarity. Participants expressed confusion 

concerning performance versus technical expectations. Clearer examination guidelines 

would be beneficial to eliminate the ‘guess-work’ from examination preparation. 

5.2.2 QUESTION TWO 

What are the reasons why you choose to use the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus? 

 

Figure 5-2: Question 2 - Themes and Sub-themes 

Question 2 shows one primary theme and two sub-themes. The primary theme 

illustrates that participant use of the R&P syllabus is, for the most part, obligatory. 

Further questioning highlighted sub-themes as participants were able to elucidate 

positive and negative syllabus features. 

Eight of the ten participants no longer used the syllabus at the time of the interview; due, 

primarily, to its weak technical elements, though they also cite outdated song options 

as a factor. It was apparent during the interviews that most teachers had not explored 

the syllabus since its latest update in 2017, as most songs given as examples of ‘old-

fashioned’ material, came from the earlier edition.  

Lucy was the only participant to use R&P exclusively and confessed that if she had a 

choice, she would use something else. Lucy had not heard of the RSL syllabus before 

our interview, which made R&P her only alternative. Nellie was the other participant to 

use the R&P syllabus regularly. When she explains her reasons for this, she says that: 

Trinity has a very big reputation with their Classical vocal exams. Their Rock & 
Pop became the logical next step for a lot of students who want to go into 
Contemporary music. That’s the only reason I teach it. 
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At several points during our interview, Nellie mentions that the structure of the R&P 

syllabus is preferable to that of RSL. When asking what was meant by the word 

‘structure’, Nellie expands, saying, that though R&P has less technical content, the 

available content is superior to that of RSL.  

Oliver, Angela, Abigail and Noah admit that though they are not currently using the R&P 

syllabus if faced with a weaker singer who cannot manage the RSL syllabus, they will 

revert to R&P. Oliver confirmed its positive aspects stating, “I think that R&P has got a 

very important place, especially for students that aren’t so great a performer or a singer”. 

He cited other positive factors: since RSL is not registered with SAQA, R&P is the only 

option for students wanting to complete IEB 8th subject examinations in CCM music.  

5.2.3 QUESTION THREE 

What are the reasons why you choose to use the Rockschool syllabus? 

 

Figure 5-3: Question 3 - Themes and Sub-themes 

As in the previous question, there is one dominant theme, with two sub-themes. The 

dominant theme shows that the chief reason for using the RSL syllabus is that it is the 

better option of the two syllabi. The sub-themes illustrate the positive and negative 

aspects of the syllabus. The first sub-theme highlights the positive elements of RSL and 

shows that technical exercises and song selection are principal reasons for participants 

to use the RSL syllabus over the R&P syllabus. There are more song options and 

exercises, and all nine40 participants using RSL feel that both the technical elements 

and the repertoire in the RSL are more challenging than R&P.  

                                                           
40 Lucy the 10th participant could not answer as she only used R&P. 
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Four of the ten participants cite loyalty to the syllabus as it was the first to offer graded 

exams for CCM in South Africa. Anne, Oliver, Ned and Angela all admit their loyalty to 

the books from inception. Their support of the Rockschool syllabus became entrenched 

after disappointing experiences with the R&P syllabus. Amanda, on the other hand, 

made it clear that the only reason she uses a CCM syllabus at all is “because it’s what’s 

in demand. In today’s day and age, no one wants to sing classical”. Angela, who did her 

teaching licentiate through Rockschool is, of the 10 participants, RSL’s greatest 

supporter: 

If you look at the general musicianship questions at the back of the book, if you 
look at the technical exercises, if you look at the aural tests and the song choices, 
there are specific things within the songs that you can cross-reference within the 
same grade so beautifully. You can really use it as a holistic tool. 

The second sub-theme shows that while the RSL syllabus is the favoured choice, 8 of 

the ten participants feel that it would be beneficial for RSL to take inspiration from the 

classical syllabi. They found RSL weak comparatively. Abigail said: 

There needs to be more technical, more scales because if you compare the 
Rockschool technical to the UNISA classical syllabus for example and all the 
scales and exercises and technical studies that you have to do there for singing, 
it’s very, very substantial. So, I don’t feel like the Rockschool technical is on par 
with its repertoire, although it’s better than Rock & Pop. 

Participants also voiced their frustration that the technical work is less challenging in the 

latest RSL edition, affirming the need for additional material to assist in FET examination 

preparation. 
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5.2.4 QUESTION FOUR 

What is your opinion of the song selections for each grade?  

 
Figure 5-4: Question 4 - Themes and Sub-themes 

As in the previous question, there is one dominant theme, with two sub-themes. The 

dominant theme shows that the chief reason for using the RSL syllabus is that it is the 

better option of the two syllabi. The sub-themes illustrate the positive and negative 

aspects of the syllabus. The first sub-theme highlights the positive elements of RSL and 

shows that technical exercises and song selection are principal reasons for participants 

to use the RSL syllabus over the R&P syllabus. There are more song options and 

exercises, and all nine41 participants using RSL feel that both the technical elements 

and the repertoire in the RSL are more challenging than R&P.  

Four of the ten participants cite loyalty to the syllabus as it was the first to offer graded 

exams for CCM in South Africa. Anne, Oliver, Ned and Angela all admit their loyalty to 

the books from inception. Their support of the Rockschool syllabus became entrenched 

after disappointing experiences with the R&P syllabus. Amanda, on the other hand, 

made it clear that the only reason she uses a CCM syllabus at all is “because it’s what’s 

in demand. In today’s day and age, no one wants to sing classical”. Angela, who did her 

teaching licentiate through Rockschool is, of the 10 participants, RSL’s greatest 

supporter: 

                                                           
41 Lucy the 10th participant could not answer as she only used R&P. 
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If you look at the general musicianship questions at the back of the book, if you 
look at the technical exercises, if you look at the aural tests and the song choices, 
there are specific things within the songs that you can cross-reference within the 
same grade so beautifully. You can really use it as a holistic tool. 

The second sub-theme shows that while the RSL syllabus is the favoured choice, 8 of 

the ten participants feel that it would be beneficial for RSL to take inspiration from the 

classical syllabi. They found RSL weak comparatively. Abigail said: 

There needs to be more technical, more scales because if you compare the 
Rockschool technical to the UNISA classical syllabus for example and all the 
scales and exercises and technical studies that you have to do there for singing, 
it’s very, very substantial. So, I don’t feel like the Rockschool technical is on par 
with its repertoire, although it’s better than Rock & Pop. 

Participants also voiced their frustration that the technical work is less challenging in the 

latest RSL edition, affirming the need for additional material to assist in FET examination 

preparation. 

5.2.5 QUESTION FIVE 

What do you feel could be improved about the proffered technical elements in Trinity 

Rock & Pop? 

 
Figure 5-5: Question 5 - Themes and Sub-themes 

There is one primary theme and one sub-theme for question 5. The primary theme 

shows that participants want substantial changes to the R&P syllabus before they 

commit to using it. The sub-theme shows that the RSL syllabus content motivated many 

of the suggestions for improvement to the R&P syllabus. The sub-theme highlights 

participants’ call for focused exercises, like those in RSL, directed at working on specific 

vocal elements. The R&P Session Skills; improvisation and playback are not enough to 
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develop the voice; “there are a lot of things you need to achieve within the context of 

one exercise ... for most of my students, it’s more achievable for them to be able to 

concentrate on one skill at a time” said Angela. 

Hester summarised the general sentiment: 

There is no structure to use, no scales at all or arpeggios, or upper extensions 
or anything like that. It is basically just a melody line that you have to repeat [for 
the playback] and I think for the improv as well in R&P there is absolutely no 
guideline, I’ve had a brief look, but I don’t think it explains … well, how to actually 
approach improv if you have never done it. 

Two of the ten participants agree that the ‘improvisation’ and ‘playback’ skills have some 

value and the exercises are well constructed: “I think, what they have in there, is well 

done; but they are missing everything else” said Amanda. Nellie, however, questions 

the value of the ‘playback’ skills. “Playback is not a skill! Playback is not a skill”, and 

Lucy questions in what manner, improvisation, facilitates growth in a singer, especially 

if the singer already has an aptitude for improvisation. She added, “Session Skill-wise, 

there isn’t enough. They [the students] don’t gain enough. I have to give them extra 

content material.” Three participants suggest that the syllabus could immediately be 

improved if examinees were required to perform both improvisation and playback skills 

in the exam. Participants also express that more examples should be available for 

student practise with better exercise guidelines. The online improvisation examples do 

not give enough information: “I find that if a teacher does not have improvisational skills 

themselves, it’s very hard to teach”, said Abigail, wanting more direction. 

Noah, Hester and Nellie suggest a complete rewrite of the syllabus, Hester saying “I 

would completely restructure. I would take these books and actually throw them away 

or get something new, or I’d completely rewrite it. I think it is a very badly designed book 

in many ways.” Nellie added, “I actually don’t think the syllabus was done by a vocalist 

... it’s not singers writing the syllabus”. 

Lucy gives her views on the ‘Technical Focus’ pieces. Since she has the most practical 

experience with the syllabus, her experience is also unbiased as she had not worked 

with RSL previously, one can assume that she has a strong sense of the contribution of 

the ‘technical focus’ pieces toward the development of technical ability. “I don’t think that 

[the students] really learn techniques from a song. You can learn to sing a technique 

within a song, but those techniques actually need to be taught from various exercises.”  
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5.2.6 QUESTION SIX 

What do you feel could be improved about the proffered technical elements in 

Rockschool, and what would you add to the syllabus to assist with vocal technical 

development? 

 

Figure 5-6: Question 6 - Themes and Sub-themes 

Question six shows two clear themes. The first theme confirms that RSL is considered 

a good framework from which to teach. “Their technical studies... I like what I see here, 

and I utilise these studies, definitely” said Ned. Nevertheless, participants voiced the 

need for more material for teaching effectively. Amanda said, 

I think the exercises in their own right are very well placed ... but I think they are 
too short ... so they almost just touch on the concept but don’t give you enough 
to practise ... [In the first edition], the grade 6 or 8 scale was two pages long, and 
here it is, one chromatic scale going up and down and ta-da you’re finished ... 
They could make it more like an exercise. 

Suggestions for syllabus improvements include many elements; seven participants want 

more extended, challenging exercises, and five participants request a greater variety. 

Noah gives an example of helpful inclusions, “so if its major scales, sing lots of major 

scales, sing major scales in different ranges. If this is major arpeggios, do major 

arpeggios throughout and explain to them what an arpeggio is.” 

Participants also want the syllabus to include far more sight-reading. The small reading 

component in the syllabus is considered insufficient. Hester suggests that a quick-study 

sight-reading piece is sent out via email 24 hours in advance, and Angela suggests an 
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online sight-reading (and technical exercise) learning facility. Oliver confirms, “Sight-

singing and clapping a rhythmical pattern. Yes, that’s the only thing I think they can 

really improve on, in the technical exercises.”  

Five of the ten participants demonstrate a wish for more examples, in various keys with 

which to practise. Ned said, “Definitely more transposed keys for studies will be very 

nice, and then you can also use them to train the voice higher or get them into the lower 

resonators.” Two participants’ express that more guidance and information would be 

beneficial. Three participants suggest the inclusion of a warm-up routine.  

The second theme clearly illustrates that participants feel the classical syllabi are the 

ideal prototype for the RSL syllabus. Classical syllabi include technical development 

exercises and more advanced content. Anne articulated, “I don’t understand how a 

harmonic minor is a Grade 7 scale ... I mean what we did when we did the UNISA stuff; 

it needs to be closer to that.” 

5.2.7 QUESTION SEVEN 

Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of competence, 

in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for examination 

requirements for matric? 

 

Figure 5-7: Question 7 - Themes and Sub-themes 

There are two apparent themes to this question. 1. The pieces are suitable for the NSC 

examination; the technical elements are not, and 2. The classical syllabi are used to 

supplement missing CCM syllabus material. According to all participants, both syllabi 

need additional material in order to fulfil the matric examination requirements. Anne 
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said, “I think that both systems are lacking because ... you still have to teach from one 

of the classical books ... I think the fact that you have to combine syllabi is a problem.” 

Ned and Angela, however, answer this question in support of the RSL material. Ned 

responds, “[preparation] for matric? Definitely.” Both Ned and Angela, however, discuss, 

at other points in the interview, that they use additional material for their lesson 

preparation. Ned uses additional material for sight-reading and technique and Angela 

for sight-reading.  

Six participants mention the use of the Lütgen and Vaccai vocalises as their primary 

source of additional vocal technical material. Although, along with the remaining four 

participants, they also draw from the UNISA, Trinity College London and ABRSM 

material: “I usually add in UNISA and ABRSM technical work with that just to say that 

I’ve done a little bit more classical as well. If you’re going to sing popular [music] songs, 

that’s fine, but to have a good classical presentation is good” said Oliver. 

Except for Ned and Angela, the participants specifically discuss, in reply to the question, 

that there is not adequate sight-reading material available to prepare a student for the 

requirements of the final practical matric examination, which requires that sight-reading 

is at a grade 5 level. Oliver confirmed this and stated, 

I think more should be done with sight [reading] ... no words, just sight-reading 
pitch with rhythm ... [the syllabus] does prepare them well for IEB and CAPS but 
they still [want] the sight-reading and clapping and hearing cadences and 
inversions of triads ... which according to me, they don’t have. 

In terms of the repertoire preparation, two participants stated that they work on pieces 

higher than the minimum NSC requirement level. NSC requires two grade 5 pieces and 

one grade 6 piece; both participants aim to have their students perform grade 8 level 

pieces.  
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5.2.8 QUESTION EIGHT 

In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare students 

comprehensively for their respective music graded examinations? 

 

Figure 5-8: Question 8 - Themes and Sub-themes 

Question 8 has one emerging theme and one sub-theme. The central theme arising 

shows that the available CCM syllabi material is not comprehensive enough to prepare 

students for the syllabus examination. Nine participants express this sentiment, Angela 

explained, “They don’t prepare them comprehensively ... it relies heavily on 

supplementary material ... I really feel like it’s not a comprehensive syllabus, honestly.” 

Participants discuss several areas that are lacking; they feel that in particular, the syllabi 

need to show/include: 

• Clarity with regards to song expectations and performance guidelines. 

• Clear preparation guidelines. 

• Practice examples and tracks. 

• Support material for technical development. 

• Better examination guidelines and feedback.  

Lucy, Angela and Nellie mentioned that there was little assistance offered when they 

approached the examining bodies. Nellie asked about mark allocations and was told 

simply; “That is to the discretion of the examiner.” Disappointed with the vague response 

she said, “I don’t doubt that these examiners know what they are doing at all, but I feel 

like there is a gap in communication between, how they come to their opinion and how 

they formulate it, what they think is most important versus what we’re assuming [is 

important]”. All participants speak of the fact that the syllabi require additional material 
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for technical development. Seven interviewees’ feel that more examples and more 

exercises for the students to practise with would be helpful. Amanda said, 

I think they could offer more because some students start memorising or start 
getting well acquainted with the stuff you do repetitively, to the point where you 
have to go and create your own exercises if you want to give them more 
practice. Otherwise, they just remember what they´ve heard before. 

The sub-theme shows that preparation and examination results are dependant on the 

teacher. Three participants refer directly to this point, and six others speak of the 

involvement of the teacher in the development of the singer. For examination 

preparation, Noah asserts that it “depends on the teacher. So if you have a good 

teacher, [the student] will go in there, and they will know what they do, and they´ll do 

well ... But if the teacher isn´t giving them everything, they´re in trouble.” Hester agreed 

with this point; “[y]ou need to know the ins and outs of the voice. There is not much 

explained about the actual voice [in the syllabus].” 

5.2.9 QUESTION NINE 

Which specific Session Skills/technical exercises do you feel develops the voice the 

most?  

 

Figure 5-9: Question 9 - Themes and Sub-themes 

There is no consensus to question 9, although the underlying theme indicates that 

participants do not believe that either syllabus develops the voice technically. Five 

participants said that there are no suitable exercises for vocal development across both 

syllabi. Hester, referring to R&P, said: “none. I mean I don’t think that there is really a 
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technical, a proper technical approach in it” and Amanda said of RSL, “No, I don’t think 

anything really develops the voice on the technical side.” 

Although five participants named particular exercises, it is evident from the reactions 

from four of the five, that exercises are named merely to answer the question. All 

suggestions both in the figure above and in the discussion below are included in this 

answer to demonstrate the difference in viewpoints. Hester said that she feels the scales 

and arpeggios in RSL are the most beneficial as they develop the vocal range, though 

the exercises should be in numerous keys and not only one key for effective practice. 

Angela was the most positive and in terms of the RSL syllabus she said: “I think they all 

[develop the voice], but if I could say the one that I find the most valuable would be 

intervals.” She said that intervals exercises develop the ear and thus the “singer’s ability 

to sing.”  

Anne spoke of the RSL Quick Study piece as being her favourite exercise: “Yes, I love 

the quick study. I love, love, love those quick studies!” She refers to its applied benefits, 

“the interpretation, and then the improv and ad-lib, that is very real world.” Anne does, 

however, suggest longer quick study pieces; a recommendation she made for all the 

exercises. Nellie prefers the improvisation exercises and cited their importance in CCM 

musicianship. Lucy, who had only worked with the R&P syllabus reluctantly chose 

playback from the two exercises available. “I suppose playback; I suppose that you need 

to have a bit of an advanced ear to actually remember how to do things.” 

5.2.10 QUESTION TEN 

How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

 

Figure 5-10: Question 10 - Themes and Sub-themes 
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One primary and two sub-themes are observable. The primary theme shows that the 

examination preparation period is student dependant and nine participant’s state as 

much. Anne is the only person who keeps to one exam per year regardless of the 

student. Two sub-themes show that the pace at which the students prepare for the 

syllabus examinations are dependent on 1. The grade of the examination entered and 

2. The natural ability of that student. Participants generally feel that the lower the grade, 

the less challenging the syllabus and therefore, it takes a shorter amount of time to 

prepare. If the student has a natural singing ability and an aptitude for the examination 

requirements, the time needed for exam preparation is less. 

Abigail expresses that the examination pressure is slightly different for IEB and CAPS 

subject music students versus those that are taking the examinations for ‘fun’. 

“[D]epending on whether they´re doing subject music or not, sometimes with the subject 

music pupils you have to push. But then I would rather skip grades than to rush through.” 

Lucy also discusses that she often skips grades if she feels the student is capable of 

moving forward.  

The longest preparation time is one year with pre-preparation work done by Anne and 

Amanda on harmony or improvisation, for example. The shortest amount of time taken 

to ready the students is two months. Nellie justifies this shorter period, “a lot of my 

students only need two months ... it’s Pop music!”  

5.2.11 QUESTION ELEVEN 

What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for a specific exam?  

 
Figure 5-11: Question 11 - Themes and Sub-themes 
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There is one emergent theme for question 11. It illustrates that all participants follow a 

basic lesson structure. In general, lessons follow a similar format: vocal warm-ups 

focused technical vocal development, and then repertoire study. That structure, 

however, is dependent on student needs and aptitude. Nellie, for example, speaks of 

different ‘categories’ of students, “I've got students who don’t do exams and only do 

competition work, I've got students who sing because they want to learn how to sing 

and I’ve got students who do exams.” Song preparation is a significant factor in lesson 

structure and keeps the students engaged.  

Closer examination shows that seven of the ten interviewees discuss starting lessons 

with warm-ups and then they move-on to technical development. All participants work 

on songs at some point during the lesson. Nine participants use additional technical 

material for the technical development lesson component. Vocal warm-up exercises 

also do not come from the syllabi. When starting preparation on a new syllabus, five 

participants claim that they look at the song options and select all the songs before 

looking at the technical requirements of the syllabus “we start choosing songs, that’s so 

exciting” said Ned. After selection, the pieces are analysed, looking at areas such as 

phrasing, lyric content and song structure, not necessarily in that order.  

Additional teaching strategies show that Anne and Amanda prepare their students in 

advance. Consequently then, when it comes time to focus on work in the syllabus, 

students are better equipped to manage the material. Two participants said that they 

use mock exams to aid mental preparation and Abigail teaches her students how to 

practise as a part of pre-examination preparation. “Practice method is very important to 

me, and that's something that I drill and teach all the time. Practice method. How you 

practise is crucial.” 



    

147 | P a g e  

 

5.2.12 QUESTION TWELVE 

What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 

 

Figure 5-12: Question 12 - Themes and Sub-themes 

Three themes arise from the final question: 1. Using syllabi as a lesson framework, 2. 

Developmental potential of graded syllabi and 3. Graded syllabi and the development 

of confidence and creation of further study opportunities. Nine participants feel that the 

structure and the framework offered by the syllabi are essential for their lessons. Noah 

validated the other participants’ sentiments, “...forgetting that perhaps the quality of 

CCM [syllabi are] not ... where we want it to be, I think graded syllabi is important 

because it does [give] a feeling of progression from one to the other step.” By offering a 

framework, the syllabi give lessons focus, they show subject progression and help in 

preparation for NSC exams. The second theme observes that graded syllabi help 

develop music appreciation and the final theme highlights the view that the syllabi assist 

in tertiary music study applications. Six participants additionally agree that the syllabi 

facilitate confidence building through subject prestige and a sense of achievement.  

It is evident from nine of the 10 participants that the graded music syllabi serve a vital 

role in the vocal classroom. The syllabi add weight and value to the work. Anne said, “to 

legitimise something that gives pleasure; I think that there is an incredibly powerful thing 

in that.” Oliver added, “It really cultivates a love for music.” 

Lucy is the only participant who does not advocate for graded exams, “if it didn't offer 

something in black and white, I would never have [my students] doing this. I don't think 

it’s as beneficial as what it should be, and I don't really think its a true reflection on 

ability.” Lucy has sung several classical examinations and believes that “classical [is] a 

whole other ball game. It was really, really difficult. For those exams, we would prep 

almost a year and a half in advance.” She goes on to say of the Rock & Pop syllabus 
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“that the exams aren’t graded that strictly specifically against classical ... in comparison, 

they are miles apart 

5.3 BIOGRAPHICAL QUESTIONNAIRE FINDINGS 

Records of participant backgrounds in education and training, participant age and years 

in the CCM industry have been compiled through information collected from 

biographical questionnaires. Participants provided information on their previous 

experiences with, and use of CCM vocal pedagogy. Participant genre specialisation in 

performance and study is also worth noting, considering that all are currently teaching 

CCM genres.  

The questionnaires show that all participants have studied music. Hester has an MMus 

degree, Amanda a BMus (Hons) degree, Ned a BTech degree, Anne, Nellie and Oliver 

a BMus degree, Noah and Abigail have National Diplomas, and Lucy and Angela have 

licentiates in teaching. Participants have studied various styles of voice, two participants 

jazz42 vocals, four participants classical/opera and four participants CCM vocals. Three 

participants have trained in classical piano, and one of those has also trained in 

classical flute and jazz and CCM saxophone. Most participants perform. Jazz and opera 

are the most common performance genres amongst the interviewees. 

When faced with the questions concerning vocal pedagogy many participants are 

unfamiliar with the term, and only two participants can in fact name particular 

pedagogies. Both these participants have studied The Eve Boswell Method43, and one 

of those two participants has also learned the Seth Riggs’ Speech Level Singing 

method. Vaccai and Lütgen vocalises are primarily listed as being a part of current 

teaching strategies, as explained above in the data presentation. 

Five of the ten interviewees have used the CCM syllabi in their teaching practice for 

more than ten years. One person for 7–9 years and three, for 3–6 years. One participant 

states that while she has only used the books for 3–6 years for teaching, she has used 

them in a personal capacity for over ten years. Options for “frequency of syllabi use in 

the teaching studio” included “occasionally”, “regularly”, and “all the time”; four 

                                                           
42 There are many institutions world-wide that offer Jazz Vocals only. For this reason I have grouped it separately 

to the other CCM genres for this section. 
43 The first edition of The Eve Boswell Method for Contemporary Students of Voice was released in 1995. The 

method, founded by Hungarian Eve Boswell a prominent performer from the 1940s (Boswell & Nel, 1995) and 

1950s (Gifford, 1998). Her method aimed to help any individual with a desire to sing, create good, healthy 

singing technique (Boswell & Nel, 1995).  
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participants indicate that they use the syllabi regularly: “a few students a year”, and six 

participants indicate that they use the syllabi “all the time”. Not one of the interviewees 

indicates that they use the syllabi “occasionally” Only three participants have completed 

CCM examinations themselves: One participant has sung Grades 6, 7 and 8 for both 

the R&P and RSL examinations. When asked what her motivation was she says, “I just 

felt like it”. Another participant has a Grade 8 and an LTCL (Licentiate of Trinity College 

London). Her motivation for taking the examinations was to create additional 

opportunities for her in music education. The last of the three to participate in the CCM 

examinations completed Grade 8 and an LRSL (Licentiate of Rockschool) so that she 

was able to get a sense of what her students were experiencing during the 

examinations. 

5.4 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

The aim of this chapter, along with the findings from Chapter 4 was to answer the three 

sub-questions, “How do the technical exercises and repertoire in the syllabi improve 

vocal technical ability?”, “How do the two CCM curricula compare to each other?” and 

“What are South African vocal instructors’ opinions on the value and efficacy of the two 

syllabi?”. These questions are answered through the identification of arising themes and 

sub-themes from participant interviews and by summarising the experiences of the 

interviewees who use the CCM syllabi material.  

 
Figure 5-13: Conclusion - Themes and Sub-themes 
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Six themes arise from analysed interview data. Themes emerging show that the 

classical syllabi are considered to be model syllabi; content is more substantial than the 

CCM syllabi, and there is more focus on vocal development. The classical syllabi also 

include aural and sight-singing elements. The inclusion of these components in the 

classical syllabi are preferable to sourcing the material; as is the current procedure for 

the CCM syllabi. Another theme highlights a clear preference for the RSL syllabi in both 

the technical elements and the repertoire. According to the data, RSL has a higher 

quantity of focused exercises. The focused exercises in RSL are more beneficial than 

those exercises in R&P as these cover several technical areas in one exercise. The 

RSL repertoire is considered more current and therefore, more accessible to students 

and the arrangements more substantial.  

Vocal technical development exercises are not present in either syllabus, and additional 

material to develop technique and prepare singers for the NSC examinations is required. 

A further concern with regards to the grading of repertoire pieces is expressed, and 

participants feel that better explanations and instructions across the syllabus would help 

with student progress. The R&P syllabus is seldom used, unless obligatory. R&P is 

considered the weaker option overall both from a technical and a repertoire perspective.  

Participants expressed that the singing teacher is an essential part of achieving a 

successful practical outcome, and all participants believe that vocal technical 

development is an essential part of a lesson. All teachers show commitment to giving 

their students the best training possible though it is evident that, in general, they are not 

sure where to go to to find information and material. Graded examinations are seen to 

form some foundation to the CCM vocal lesson. Participants are advocating for a CCM 

syllabus with gravitas, a syllabus which holds equal credibility to its classical equivalent.  

The following chapter will consolidate and close the study, stating the concluding 

answers to the research questions. Findings from the interviews and the analysis of the 

syllabi will be considered from the viewpoint of the literature review. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The final chapter in this dissertation consolidates the data collected from the literature, 

the interviews and the syllabus analysis. Based on these findings, answers to the 

research questions are given, and the chapter concludes with further study suggestions 

and recommendations. 

Syllabi analyses show that both the Trinity Rock & Pop and the Rockschool syllabi have 

valuable features. There are also less constructive aspects to both. RSL shows a 

seemingly unsystematic approach to their syllabus construction regarding Grade 

requirements and vocal ability. RSL exercises, however, are far more varied and 

focused, and they cover more material than R&P. Nevertheless, the RSL syllabus is 

superficial in terms of vocal technical development. 

On the other hand, the R&P syllabus is far more systematised with its expectations and 

requirements, and there appears to be enhanced understanding of vocal ability 

concerning technical progression. The Session Skills offered in R&P are very 

substantial in their own right, but there is not enough variety to be genuinely challenging. 

Exercises are primarily training the ‘ear’, and not so much the voice.  

Both syllabi refer to crucial vocal elements and techniques, and some of these have 

corresponding exercises, such as the melisma in RSL and the improvisation in R&P. 

Neither emphasise, however, nor allow for focused practice in actual vocal technique. 

Nor do they prepare singers for the demands of the repertoire. The repertoire pieces for 

R&P tend to be more Grade appropriate and show logical progression, where RSL does 

not seem to consider vocal ability and stamina in their song selection.  

Data received from the interviews show a clear preference for the Rockschool syllabus 

over the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus. There is also an apparent predilection toward the 

technical elements and expectations of classical syllabi. The Trinity College of London, 

ABRSM and the UNISA syllabi are graded syllabi that received special mention.  

All participants agree that additional material must be drawn on and is essential if they 

wish to develop technically sound singers. The syllabi do not fulfil that role and 

participants are desirous of improved, extended, and more challenging exercises. 

Additionally, the interview data reveals that sight-reading is not emphasised 

satisfactorily in either syllabus; moreover, it would be beneficial for sight-reading to be 

a compulsory examination requirement, instead of optional.  
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Interview data shows that participants feel that R&P’s repertoire is outdated. This 

judgement is accurate in the sense that only 17% of the repertoire analysed, comes 

from the last decade, whereas 40% of RSL material is from the last decade. 

Nonetheless, the R&P material is equally sourced through the decades and. RSL 

include a lesser amount of material from the 1960s, ‘70s, ‘80s and ‘90s. While the 

interviewees favour the wide choice of current songs from the RSL syllabus, believing 

that this makes the material more accessible to younger students. One could consider 

that genres used from a single decade, tend to be stylistically similar and therefore less 

educationally stimulating. Considering the emphasis on style in CCM vocalisation and 

the CCM syllabi, it would seem plausible to include more stylistic variety. The stylistic 

balance that R&P displays seems far more suitable for a singer who is still learning 

about styles and their voice. 

Interviewees are unclear about the examination expectations and want to know; to what 

degree the focus is on performance or technique? No assistance is forthcoming from 

the examining bodies and participants are exasperated that they cannot get answers. 

Most participants expressed enthusiasm at the opportunity to engage with someone 

interested in their teaching methods. They find it challenging working in a ‘bubble’ 

without any clear teaching and examination guidelines.  

6.1 ANSWERS TO THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The primary research question was: 

How do the contemporary commercial music (CCM) syllabi, Trinity Rock & Pop and 

Rockschool, support the technical development of the CCM singer? 

The study found that the syllabi do not fully support the technical development of the 

CCM singer. Both the Trinity Rock & Pop and the Rockschool syllabus require additional 

input for the singer to harness the technical skills required to perform the songs and 

technical components with absolute competence and authenticity. The material 

provided in the syllabi should be more comprehensive and concentrated, with 

instructions as to the technical approach and stylistic use of the idioms. The technical 

elements in the syllabi show an emphasis on aural development rather than technical 

development. The syllabi do not incorporate elements of breathing, vocal quality and 

sound production which include fundamentals such as physiology and glottal onset. 

Without understanding these components, it is difficult for a singer to attempt a growl 
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for example (required in Trinity Rock & Pop) or to switch between registers (required in 

Rockschool).  

What is evident, is that without a conscientious and skilful vocal trainer guiding the 

singer through the material in the syllabi, the singer can most likely work through the 

grades without showing technical development at all. Most teachers, if they intend to 

embrace the full potential of the syllabi, need guidance to be able to use the syllabi 

material effectively. 

Sub-question 1: 

What is considered appropriate vocal technical ability for CCM singers?  

General technical requirements, as seen in the literature were highlighted by Bartlett 

(2010), Edwin (2002), American Academy of Teachers of Singing (2008), Phillips (2011) 

and Stark (1995): 

• the use of the chest voice, 

• a bright tone, 

• little to no use of vibrato, 

• separate yet balanced vocal registers, 

• neutral to higher larynx and high back of tongue positions and a narrowed vocal 

tract, 

• the ability to sing with amplification, 

• breathiness and nasality, 

• vernacular singing with strong use of consonants. 

However, there is no one definitive school of thought when it comes to appropriate CCM 

vocal technical ability. Various pedagogues subscribe to different theories. Some 

pedagogies share similar methods, and others use entirely specialised terminology. 

Most common CCM terminology is also under debate as are CCM vocal registers. More 

research concerning the fundamentals of CCM vocalisation is required. There is still 

amongst music puritans, the idea that CCM vocalisation, belt voice, in particular, is 

damaging and unhealthy (McCoy, 2012).  
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Sub-question 2: 

How do the technical exercises and repertoire in the syllabi improve vocal technical 

ability? 

The syllabi contents do not improve vocal technical ability, without additional input. A 

singer can, however, benefit, to varying degrees, depending on the individual and the 

teacher, from the aural skills that develop through the exercises in preparation for the 

examinations. Nevertheless, if the singer has a natural ear for improvisation or 

harmonies, for example, it is unlikely that there will be much development during 

examination preparation. It is therefore improbable that the singer will learn anything 

new from performing these exercises.  

Teacher input at this point is crucial if the syllabi are to have any value in the technical 

development of the singer. Based on the interviews, not all teachers have the 

knowledge, the inclination or the time to work through the syllabi effectively. In addition, 

if there were better alignment between the technical elements and the repertoire in the 

syllabi, and also if technically detailed guidance was available, the syllabi could serve 

as a valuable method of instruction. Not merely as a means to obtain a music certificate.  

Sub-question 3: 

How do the two CCM curricula compare to each other?  

The interviews highlight the view of teachers that the Rockschool syllabus is the stronger 

of the two syllabi due to its extensive technical section and current repertoire. There is 

no doubt that the RSL syllabus is more substantial than the R&P syllabus. Working 

through it will create a sense of achievement for any student. In comparison, the R&P 

Session Skills barely need preparation before an examination. Research findings 

however show that the R&P syllabus is more considered. The exercises available are 

extensive, and the repertoire selection more balanced and manageable. Taking into 

consideration the preceding research, one can conclude that neither syllabus, in its 

current form, is considered successful when it comes to the development of vocal 

technical ability. 
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Sub-question 4:  

What are South African vocal instructors’ opinions on the value and efficacy of the 

two syllabi? 

Data shows that the syllabi hold great value for vocal instructors Teachers believe that 

the syllabi provide learning motivation and create lesson structure. Syllabi also give 

those intending to study music further, more credibility. Instructors respond better to the 

Rockschool syllabus, preferring the numerous exercises available in the books over the 

small number in the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus. They also prefer the more current RSL 

repertoire, feeling that the songs have more appeal to students. Despite this, the 

instructors feel that the material is, for both syllabi, not sufficient for the development of 

vocal technical ability. They cite that the exercises available are not aimed at technical 

development. Ultimately, vocal instructors value the classical syllabi over the CCM 

syllabi for vocal technical. 

6.2 RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

Creswell (1994: 150) suggests that the “indirect” method of data capture through open-

ended, semi-structured interviews can at times be restricting since information gathered 

from participants may be considered an opinion stemming from a specific viewpoint. 

The presence of the researcher, therefore, may affect the answers given during the 

interviews and restrict honest participant communication. It is also worthy to note that 

participant self-confidence as a CCM vocal instructor may influence interview 

responses. In this instance, if intimidated by the questions, participants may be less 

vocal about their viewpoints. 

One should be mindful of the fact that participants do not have equal syllabi knowledge. 

It proved challenging to find participants who taught both RSL and R&P at a FET level. 

It would have been ideal if more persons who use both syllabi, equally, were available 

for the study. A potential bias could occur based on participant association with one or 

other of the CCM vocal examining bodies.  

For a compelling study, many separate elements were drawn together, and a substantial 

amount of literature was consulted. Given the limitations of a Masters’ dissertation, the 

information provided in the literature review in Chapter 2 is only an outline of the topics 

under discussion, it is therefore conceivable that some detail may have unintentionally 

been overlooked.  
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6.3 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDIES 

Based on the results of this investigation, further studies in the following areas would be 

beneficial:  

• The use and application of CCM idioms when singing particular genres. 

• Training the classical singing teacher to teach CCM styles effectively. 

• The role of CCM syllabi in music education.  

• CCM singing and vocal maturity. 

6.4 CONCLUSION  

With a still limited comprehension of the techniques involved in CCM vocalisation 

amongst singers and vocal trainers, particularly in South Africa, the CCM syllabi serve 

a pivotal role in CCM vocal instruction. The syllabi have the potential to actively 

contribute to the development of technically sound, knowledgable singers, and serve as 

comprehensive guidebooks for vocal trainers. While the CCM syllabi currently seem to 

fulfil a need by providing a means for singers to perform CCM vocals for subject music 

in matric, it is clear that, in general, graded syllabi are highly valued and they have a 

critical place in the vocal lesson. As they are used currently in the South African vocal 

classroom, however, the syllabi alone are not adequate for the technical development 

of the singer. The value and effectiveness of the CCM syllabus, is, therefore, very much 

based on the individual vocal trainer and their initiative and commitment to vocal 

development. The syllabi should contribute more actively to CCM technical vocal 

development. Active contribution can be achieved through the improvement of the 

support system for vocal trainers with practical training workshops and syllabus related 

manuals that include grade-specific CCM pedagogical information and guidance. 
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ADDENDA 

Addendum 1: Anatomy of the Spine 

 

+ 

(Mayfield Brain and Spine Clinic, 2016) 
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Addendum 2: Interview Questions 

Interview Schedule Guide 

1. Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam. 

2. What are the reasons why you choose to use the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus? 

3. What are the reasons why you choose to use the Rockschool syllabus? 

4. What is your opinion of the song selections for each grade?  

5. What do you feel could be improved about the proffered session skills in Trinity 

Rock & Pop? 

6. What do you feel could be improved about the proffered technical exercises in 

Rockschool? 

7. Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric? 

8. In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare 

students comprehensively for their respective music graded examinations? 

9. Which specific session skills/technical exercises do you feel develops the voice 

the most?  

10. How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

11. What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for a specific exam?  

12. What would you add to the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus to assist with vocal 

technical development? 

13. What would you add to the Rockschool syllabus to assist with vocal technical 

development? 

14. What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 
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Addendum 3: Biographical Questionnaire 

Biographical Questionnaire 

 

1. Name (your name will not appear in the dissertation): 

___________________________________________________________________ 

2. Age  

�  18 – 25 
�  26 – 35 
�  36-45 
�  46-70 

 

3. What is your highest qualification in music? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

4. How long have you been a professional coach in Contemporary Commercial Music 

(CCM)? _____________________________________________________________ 

5. What schools have you or do you currently teach at? 

�  Government (DBE) 
�  Private (IEB) 
�  Both 

6. Were you trained specifically in CCM pedagogy (methodology)?  

�  Yes 
�  No 

7. If yes, which particular pedagogy/ pedagogies did you train in? 
_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

8. Do you subscribe to any specific vocal training pedagogue/methodology? Which one? 
___________________________________________________________________ 

 

9. If not, please explain your education background. 
_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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10. Are you affiliated with any music and/or education bodies? If so, which ones? 
• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

 

11. If and when you do perform, what genres do you sing? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 
12. How frequently do you use the CCM syllabi on average? 

�  Occasionally, once or twice every few years 
�  Regularly, a few students per year 
�  All the time, every student is required to enter a CCM practical examination 

 
13. For how long have you been using these syllabi? 

�  3-6 years 
�  7-9 years 
�  10 + 

 
14. Have you as a teacher ever taken a Trinity Rock & Pop exam? Which grade? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

15. Have you as a teacher ever taken or a Rockschool exam? Which grade? 

_____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 

16. What was your reason for entering a CCM examination? If applicable. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 
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Addendum 4: Trinity Rock & Pop Syllabus 
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Addendum 9: Interview Transcriptions 

Participant 1 

• Interview date: Saturday 30th June 
• Interview time: 13:00 
• Interview Location: Participants home 

 

I: Thank you for joining me today, let’s start with question one. Feel free to explain 

and explore [the questions] for as long as you want. 

 

Q1: Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam. 

P: Okay, well I think it is very important and I think it is a necessity to have good 

vocal technique and to study singing but obviously if you do a Trinity [Rock&Pop] 

exam or a Rockschool exam, you are with a vocal coach anyway. So hopefully 

the teacher will give you a very good basic structure on technique; breathing and 

all the in’s and out’s. But I think it is very important, it definitely is. 

I: Okay, thank you. 

 

Q2: What are the reasons why you choose to use the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus? 

P: Okay, well, the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus, I have stopped using, I have used [it] 

in the passed 

I: Why did you stop? 

P: Because I think it is not very well structured, I think it is not interesting enough, 

the technical side is not interesting enough and I don’t think that the student gains 

anything actually. Also I think the song choice is very poor. It’s very old songs 

and folk songs and I don’t think its very interesting for young people actually. It’s 

interesting for people who have got absolutely no history in music theory because 

then it is fairly easy to get through and [attain some knowledge to] a degree in 

theory. I think the structure is not good and all of my students have moved over 

from Rock & Pop to RSL. 

I: Okay so that is my next question then, ‘why do you prefer RSL? What are the 

specifics of RSL [that make you want to use it]. 

P: RSL has got a really nice structure. The students do have to learn theory, they 

have to learn scales, which singers normally like to get away with [not knowing] 

so I think that is important that you force vocalists as well to learn scales and to 
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be able to sing them. The song choice is great and I think also the way it is built 

from Grade 1 up to the last Grade, it really builds from simple songs to really 

difficult songs. Also you see the variety in the range so the songs that are in the 

lower grade are definitely...the range is not as big as the range in grade 6, 7, 8. 

I: and going back to the R&P, in terms of their songs, did you...I know that you [felt 

they] were a bit old fashioned, the songs but did you notice if there was a variation 

in level as the grades progressed? 

P: I don’t think so. I don’t think the variation was big enough to actually say 

specifically, this is really a grade 6. Like if you look at RSL, I know, I think in grade 

6 you get some Beyonce songs now and then above, I think there are Beyonce 

songs in grade 8 according to the difficult[y] and the range. So no, R&P for me 

not really can you say this is a specific grade 2, this is specifically for grade 3. It’s 

quite washy in a way. 

I: Okay, question number 4 covers that so jumping ahead. 

 

Q 5: What do you feel could be improved about the proffered session skills in Trinity 

Rock & Pop? 

I: We have discussed it a little bit, but if you could just explain a little more. So in 

R&P you’ve got the session skills; the Improvisation or the Playback 

P: Yes, that’s right. So there is actually no structure to use scales at all or arpeggios 

or upper extensions or anything like that. It is basically just a little melody line that 

you have to repeat and I think with the improv as well in R&P there is absolutely 

no guideline or I’ve never really looked at the guideline, I’ve had a very brief look 

but I don’t think that it explains it well how to actually approach improv if you have 

never done it and I mean for me it’s different because I’m a jazz singer so I mean 

that’s what I teach but then if students don’t have a theoretical background there 

is absolutely no way that you can teach improv in a way I would [teach] a student 

who has knowledge of music theory. For me that is a big issue so for me you can 

get by with R&P without knowledge and with RSL you can’t, you really have to 

learn. 

I: Just a little more [information], it’s the same question 

I: Q6: What do you feel could be improved about the Rockschool syllabus in terms 

of the technical exercises? 

P: I think the one exercise where you have to repeat these rhythmical patterns, I 

think there should be a bit more variety maybe per grade to make it more 
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interesting and maybe also the difficult levels [levels of difficulty] there could be, 

for my taste, a little bit more variety. If I think about it, I like the way it’s built that 

you get the major [primary] scales, meaning the Minor and Pentatonic and you 

know so they really include the important scales 

I: and the quick study pieces that they have, do you feel that they...how do they work 

for you, in terms of value for your vocalist, for your student? 

P: Okay, so I had to look through the book a few times before I found that section 

actually so I think it should be pointed out a little bit more strongly that there is a 

completely new section, part of the syllabus, which has not been in the previous 

RSL syllabus. I think the idea is good. Me personally, I would do it differently I 

think with technology in today’s day and age, I don’t think it is of any benefit if the 

accompanist [or backtrack] plays the song and sings it once and then you [sing 

it back], or unless you’ve got the sheet music and you’ve got to half sight read it, 

half memorise it. So I would much rather, if it would be possible, everybody’s got 

internet, to actually send out a quick-study maybe 24 hours before the exam and 

you can download it and on your own you have to prepare it and I think that would 

be much more beneficial for you [the student] because that’s how the music 

industry also works. You might have to record, if you’re a session singer you get 

phoned up, “here’s the sheet music, I’ll see you tomorrow in the studio” and you 

have to prepare it by yourself. So I think there isn’t much of a benefit right there 

and then [to the current RSL quick-study]. I mean there probably is but I think it 

would be at this stage, looking at the age of the students, most of them are school 

students, or students who are still going to school, I think for them it would be 

more beneficial to have 24 hours, and prepare it by themselves and then maybe 

sing it though [in the exam] the way it is written once, the way the notation works 

[is prescribed] and then maybe give your own interpretation.  

 

I: Q7: Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric? 

P: Okay ... Could you say that again? 

I: Sorry, it is a long question...so allowing for differences in work ethic; some might 

be lazier than others 

P: Yes, ja. 
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I: What levels of competence, so, how well do these syllabi prepare students for the 

matric exams? 

P: Ah look I think, in a way well when it comes to repertoire. I think the repertoire is 

great, but I think, from a technical point I think there is still some stuff missing 

because I think if you do matric you have to...if you want to carry on studying 

music, if you would just do RSL you wouldn’t have enough information of what 

you would need for an entry exam at a university. 

 

Q 8: In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare 

students comprehensively for their respective music graded examinations? 

I: So I suppose this is actually a repetition of that question, I don’t know if you’ve 

seen the guidebooks? 

P: Shakes head “no” 

I: Okay that’s fine because they aren’t always in the music shops that I’ve seen 

so...this is a bit of a repetition question. 

P: Okay. 

 

Q9: Which specific session skills/technical exercises do you feel develops the voice 

the most?  

I: In either syllabus... 

P: Okay in the R&P I would say none. I mean I don’t think that there is really a 

technical, a proper technical approach in it. In the RSL, yes like the scale 

exercises, the arpeggios that would definitely prepare you the most for your 

technical, I believe. 

I: How...in what way do scales prepare... 

P: Well if you sing arpeggios you have to have a certain range. Also with the scale, 

you need a certain range especially if they ask you different starting points of the 

scale or the arpeggio. Even if they give you...I think it’s always between the A 

and the D where you can start your scale? But obviously if you start with a higher 

note you definitely need to have better technique. 

 

Q10: How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

P: It depends on the work ethics of the student. Sometimes we do it within 6 months 

so sometimes the student would do 2 exams a year if it’s a lower grade. If it’s a 

higher grade then we do normally give a year. So, one exam per year. 
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I: What do you consider the higher grade? 

P: The higher grade from grade 5. 

 

Q11: How do the syllabus materials equip you to facilitate examination preparation? 

I: So do you feel that ...if you’re given the book, or have the book in front of you....do 

you feel that that is enough to prepare your students? 

P: No, definitely not. No, definitely not. I think if I would...I think you need from a 

technical point much more knowledge. You need to really know the ins and outs 

of the voice, there is not much explained about the actual voice. Breathing there 

is really not much about breathing, warm-up exercises; I would include much, 

much more. So I would structure the book differently but then the problem is if 

you put everything in grade 1, some students start with grade 3. So they will 

never see then the exercises from grade one. So I think there should be a basic 

section that should be repeated in every book, for example, for warm-up 

exercises or breathing exercises or just talking about the voice in general; what 

is important, how to look after the voice. So I would create a section that I would 

put into every grade that would prepare the student and obviously myself as well 

as a teacher and then I’ve got much more to play with. 

 

Q12: What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for a specific 

exam?  

P: I normally do my basic routine with the student which is breathing and warm-up 

exercises to increase... and then obviously technical exercises but I don’t just use 

the ones from RSL, R&P hasn’t got any so there is nothing that we can work with 

anyway. So there is a basic routine that I do with my students and then we would 

take one song per lesson, first to work through the lyrics and then start with the 

melody and then we learn the whole song and then we start obviously polishing 

it in detail. 

I: and how do you, just in terms of the way you structure things, do you work of the 

songs first and then the technical things? 

P: I do, I do. But I mix it. I am trying to first get the songs going, also to make it more 

interesting because most students don’t like to just work on technical stuff. So to 

start with a song and then to take out one of the technical elements like improv 

or the scales so that the student can work at home with both actually and then 

once you have finished the improv exercise or aural then you would take out the 
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second song then the next lesson or two lessons down you would work on the 

second song. Start the same way again, working on the lyrics and whats 

important in the song and then start working on the melody again. So I think it is 

important that you do a little of everything in every lesson but obviously for me 

the song is still the main focus. 

 

Q13: What would you add to the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus to assist with vocal 

technical development? 

I: I think we have kind of discussed that 

P: Yes, Trinity R&P. Ja so R&P I would completely restructure. I would take these 

books and actually throw them away or get something new or would completely 

rewrite it. I think it is a very badly designed book in a lot of ways, it really is. 

Everything is missing in there you know, exactly as we mentioned in previous 

questions from warm-up exercises to scales to just general knowledge actually, 

music knowledge. 

I: Then...the same thing here with the Rockschool syllabus...what would you add? 

But again, we’ve discussed that so 

P: Yes, I would really add like what I said in the previous question. I would add a 

routine because of the reason that not every student starts with grade 1. So that 

you have a certain basic instruction of your voice and exercises that will be 

repeated in every book or maybe even in the higher level from grade 5 on that 

there are more exercises. A great syllabus I found is the UNISA voice syllabus. 

It’s fantastic, the exercises are really brilliant so I use those quite a lot and there 

is really for Grade 1, 2, 3, 4, and so on. 

I: and do you find them....because UNISA is quite jazz and musical theatre orientated 

so do you still find them appropriate for contemporary music [Pop] 

 

Q15: What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 

P: I think it gives the student an important base. I know vocalists, especially vocalists 

not instrumentalists, they just want to sing and they think they can do anything 

without any training and musical knowledge. And at the end of the day if a singer 

ends up in a band that is more advanced or that doesn’t just play 3 chords, 3 

chord songs, and I’m not being judgmental now here, you have to know a little 

bit. You have to be able to read sheet music and I’m not saying that everybody 

has to be able to sight read, but you have to be able to understand a lead sheet; 
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so if there is a repeat sign or if there is first wind or second wind...or if you go to 

a studio, if you work with other musicians you have to be able to understand that 

and if you have sheet music in front of you like the 3 songs that you have in front 

of you plus the technical you have to understand what is written there. I have to 

know what a treble clef is, and what a bass clef is and what a time signature is 

that I know what the beat is like in every song 

I: and if we are looking at this purely from a...so say they are doing this just for 

matric....do you still think that...obviously this lays a foundation as you said....I 

actually can’t remember what I was going to say. 

P: I think it is important even if you are just doing it for matric, I really believe that 

you never know what you are really going to do in life and maybe you will finish 

by the end of matric with your music exploration but maybe by the age of 25 you 

want to pick it up again. I’m not saying that you cannot just have fun with music 

but especially if you’re doing it for matric syllabus, you do need to have a certain 

knowledge, you do, you really do. And also you have to keep up a certain 

standard, I don’t think you can say “X and X school or whatever does not follow 

a certain syllabus” Matric has to have a certain standard. 

   

END OF INTERVIEW 
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION 

Participant 2 

• Interview date: Friday 13th July 
• Interview time: 11:00 
• Interview Location: Coffee shop, Parkhurst. 

 

I: Thank you for joining me today. 

 

Q1: Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam. 

P: With my experience, I think that I’m going to speak mostly about Rockschool as 

a start, is that it’s probably the first system that came out that had a technical 

element to it based on technique and I come from a Classical background. I 

studied Opera actually and I have always done the Classical route but also it 

[CCM syllabi] wasn’t an option when I was at school. My matric year was in 2003, 

so I could never sing to the level I wanted to, to the songs that I actually listened 

to and with Rockschool that was a huge change where there was actually stuff 

that was being tested and there has always been a companion guide that’s gone 

with that and for the improvisation and as well, if you ask somebody, and I think 

a lot of people are, who intend to walk that line of singer song-writer, the idea that 

there was going to be improvisation that was going to examined. The fact that 

there were certain exercises it gave legitimacy to it. Whereas when I was younger 

and wished that I could sing the songs I actually wanted to sing, it was like “this 

is light music” and wasn’t considered “serious”, but it is the primary form of music 

that everybody listens to so this gave it legitimacy, and it gave a technical aspect 

to it. When it comes to R&P it is fairly recently that they have introduced technical 

stuff so even though I’ve taught it to a Grade 8 level, I felt that doing an 

improvisation exercise but no scales, no sight singing, didn’t always gel with me 

so happily but I did know that they marked very strictly compared to RSL when it 

comes to the actual songs especially when it comes to limiting your interpretation, 

marking each note as is but having that ‘strictness’ within light music has given it 

the discipline it needs. Does that answer it? 

I: Yes, also just to [clarify]. I know the R&P, their big thing is [in their promo material] 

that you don’t need to have a teacher or have gone to any lessons at all, you can 

just work on these [syllabus] on your own and do the exam. My question is then, 

in terms of technical ability, if you don’t have a teacher, do you need to have 
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technical ability, do you need to have been taught technical ability, how to use 

your voice, how to have control? 

P: I most certainly think so. I believe that there are certain people who have got 

analytical minds naturally and can do that for themselves, but I think that the 

entire structure that we’ve been brought up in is the imparting of knowledge and 

this is part of the knowledge education-based system. There is always going to 

be a thing of, in any form of anything, a mentor, a teacher, somebody who needs 

to learn and I think that for me, for RSL and R&P, I know they’ve phrased it in 

that way, but the amount of growth that I’ve seen in my own teaching practice, 

people saying” I want to do this, show me how” has actually been beneficial to 

me in growing my practice my business. But I would say that I don’t think it’s 

impossible, but I think that learning directly from somebody else, and the fact that 

there is subjectivity ... it’s a humanistic subject; you need that. 

I: Yes, thank you. 

 

Q2: What are the reasons why you choose to use the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus? 

Later on, there is a question about the Rockschool syllabus. I know that you don’t 

use the R&P why not as much as the RSL? 

P: Purely I think it is because of lack of technical requirements and also Rockschool 

has always been rather flexible in terms of song choice, and it was always 

something you could work with whereas ... with ... especially when R&P first 

came out, there were those choices in the book, and you had to choose from 

there, and it wasn’t everybody’s cup of tea ... I do believe that there are certain 

songs that I do advise in my teaching where I say “this will suit you because it 

will push you and it will make you explore a different genre” and I do believe that 

being a contemporary [CCM] singer that you should sing cross-genre. For 

example, everything sounds like R&B nowadays 

I: doesn’t it 

P: or Soul or Blues. That is what everything sounds like but at the same time ... 

learning to do a Rock or whatever song ... when I ... with that particular question 

... If you wouldn’t mind ... (glances at Interviewers question sheet) the reasons ... 

the other option would have been Classical. And there is a resounding “no” from 

pupils. There’s always going to be someone who enjoys it, but people are always 

going to want to sing what they listen to. 
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I: Yes, yes. Thank you so...in the same ... and then just following on...then obviously 

Rockschool, and you said it earlier, it has all of the technical exercises the scales 

and things that you mentioned [reason for using RSL over R&P]. 

 

Q4: What is your opinion of the song selections for each Grade?  

P: There is always one where I’m like...no actually there’re always a few, but it’s 

never, I’d say the majority. I’ll talk about RSL first where I think ...”why?” An 

example that I can actually very much bring up is, “If I were a Boy” in Grade 4 

RSL. I always say to the girls, “It’s a beautiful song, I know you want to choose 

it, but I’m going to say no because it feels like a [Grade] 6 to me. And even if you 

change the key, the jumps ... it’s just too big. I would say that the Grade 1 and 

[Grade] 2 syllabus often frustrates me because it’s so little and then as soon as 

you get to [Grade] 3 it’s this expansive thing and there’s always, you know with 

the free choices there are ... and I know some of the girls, the girls that I work 

with end up choosing from the list saying “I love that song, it’s so great”. I wish 

they would revise the list; they haven’t since 2015, which makes me a little bit 

like. When it comes to the R&P syllabus, sometimes the choices are very weird. 

You’re just like, ... I think that they could modernise it a little bit, but even with 

RSL you do feel that the people who the syllabus there ... and I understand that 

they’re trying to cover every possible genre but particularly when it comes to 

stranger songs, older songs. I love a “Horse with No Name”, I love it, personally 

I love that song it’s just that there are no kids that are ever going to choose that 

song, and I’m very good at selling stuff to my kids, but I’m like...you know....it’s 

just never going to happen. 

I: I’ve’ [noted] for example in the previous R&P books they have “Cry me a River” as 

Grade 4 and in the RSL syllabus they have it as Grade 6 so, ja its always 

interesting to see their choices of ... I mean some songs that I’ve looked at for 

my kids they’ve got it in Grade 8 and then in the other syllabus it’s in Grade 4. 

P: Ja for, example “Bleeding Love”... [Grade] 6 or it’s [Grade] 7 ... and it’s a bit like 

hmm...okay (shrugs shoulders) 

Q6: What do you feel could be improved about the Rockschool syllabus in terms of 

the technical exercises? 

P: I do feel the scales could be a lot harder, a lot harder. Coming from a Classical 

background, I feel that, love RSL, and take it because it’s there, but I don’t 

understand how a harmonic minor is a Grade 7 scale. I mean, no. (Asks) “Is your 
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background Classical? Jazz? I mean what we did when we did the UNISA stuff, 

I think it needs to be closer to that. Not saying exactly that because some of the 

[stuff] is ridiculous as well and I don’t know...it’s been a while since I sang 

classical [music], but I do feel that the scales could be harder, interval exercises 

could be a lot harder. The backing, the harmony exercises, I find them to be a 

little bit tough actually in Grade 7 and Grade 8. I feel that maybe they could give 

more examples and companion guides and stuff like that, that could actually 

assist the teacher and pupil because eventually you start writing your own. 

Q5: Yes, and the same question (trips over words) [for R&P]. What do you feel could 

be improved about the proffered session skills in the Trinity Rock & Pop? So that 

was Rockschool, now R&P. 

P: Ooph, well I know there has been an update to the syllabus, I haven’t seen it yet. 

I haven’t looked at it yet. But before I was incredibly disappointed with the fact 

that there was just an improvisation exercise and very little given as to what to 

actually do. 

I: So just so that you know, the update is simply just...they’ve upgraded the books 

and they’ve changed the songs, and they’ve taken out the session skills, they are 

sold now in a separate book. So it’s exactly the same. They’ve got the 

improvisation and the sight singing, or the playback as they call it, in a separate 

book and then the songs, so you basically have to buy two books. Well as a 

teacher you need to have to have the session skills ready to help work with the 

student, and then it’s just the songs in the other book. So there has not been an 

upgrade to the technical ... the session skills. 

P: Why I don’t know. I just feel like it’s not enough. I don’t think for me; personally, I 

could say that I’ve got a Grade 8 if I’ve never sung a scale in an exam. I get that 

it’s a legitimate thing but ‘sigh’ noo! ... and I think that this also feeds into that 

thing of it being “Light Music” and even though it’s the primary form of music that 

people listen to, I think it devalues it, within being a musician and that’s very 

interesting because singers always get flack, that they don’t know this, they don’t 

know that that, that, that but if you’re being told you have a Grade 8 and you’re 

toting around your paper it does not in any way prepare you for the real world. 

I’m not saying that you walk into a session … and someone gives you sheet 

music and you’ve got to do it, it’s not like that. We know it’s not like that. It’s like 

that in Classical, it is but why not have those skills, why not learn to communicate 
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the language ... it’s a universal language, why not include that in the singing 

syllabus? Yes. 

Q7: Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric? For their final exam. 

I: I think that both systems are obviously lacking. Because when it comes to the RSL, 

for instance, you still have to teach from one of the Classical books, Trinity or 

ABRSMS or whatever when it comes to the sight singing because they don’t 

accept that and I think it could be more inclusive and again the thing of, you get 

a violinist who is playing these ridiculous scales, and you get a singer who is like 

... harmonic minor on A (laughs) and that it. I think the fact that you have to 

combine syllabi is a problem. 

I: Thank you 

 

Q8: In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare 

students comprehensively for their respective music Graded examinations? 

I: I think we’ve answered this one, have we? 

P: I can add to it and say that I think it’s very necessary and I know teachers who 

don’t buy the companion guides, and I’m like ... why?  Because I think the more 

examples, the better especially for the unseen work. I do think there could be 

even more examples, but I am pedantic. 

Q9: Which specific session skills/technical exercises do you feel develops the voice 

the most? So I’m talking about control and all of that stuff. 

P: Within the particular syllabi? 

I: Ja 

P: I really do enjoy ... it used to be called “Phrasing and Dynamics” in the old 

Rockschool syllabus, and now they’ve got the...you know that... they’ve made it 

so short. I feel like it could be a little bit longer. I think having that very particular 

exercise, it’s like “Vaccai”...”Vaccai for, for popular music. 

I: What is it called now?  

P: You get to choose the genre?  

I: Yes, the stylistic study. And then they have the Quick study 

P: Yes, I love the quick study. I love, love, love those quick studies, and I do think 

that they could be a tad longer as well. But, yes, actually if I’m going to choose, 

I’ll choose Quick studies because that is so fantastic it’s ... having … the 
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interpretation, and then the improv and ad-lib that is very real world, very real 

world, so I do enjoy those. When it comes to the...the improv exercise in the R&P 

is probably harder, I think. It’s a lot harder so that I enjoy. But, and I do think that 

that’s very valuable and it’s great that they’ve kept it, but it could be more. 

I: Okay. 

 

Q10: How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

P: I would say considering that it’s a three-term school that I teach at and they have 

those long, long holidays and teaching is always hard during that time, I would 

say I give a year ... between exams. I mean it’s not like I’ll immediately jump 

straight into it after a kid’s done an exam because shame, you need a little bit of 

a break. 

I: Of course 

P: but generally I’d say, looking at the school year … I would take a full year. 

I: And does that vary depending on what Grade you are working on? Or do you just 

generally take a year or [do you take] longer for a Grade 8[exam] for example 

P: I would say that when it comes to, the youngest you’re allowed to teach at 

Kingsmead is Grade 4 (school grade).  

I: Okay 

P: So if I’m teaching someone in Grade 4 I won’t generally enter them until Grade 5, 

so I'll do it so slowly that they don’t know it’s coming cause if you say the word 

exam to a Grade 4 they’ll start freaking out but if you do it bit by bit and then it’s 

been a year almost two and then suddenly you’re like remember its third term 

you’re in Grade 5 but remember we started doing that, by the way it’s for this and 

then it’s like but okay, that feels navigable. It’s okay I can handle it. When it comes 

to the girls who’ve done quite a few Grades, and I think you know this as being a 

teacher, that it’s a long journey. I mean I’ve got kids who have been with me for 

13 years, they’re not kids anymore, but generally if you start in Grade 4 you’ll 

stay with me until matric if you change schools or some girls come for private 

lessons. ... If you know what to expect, I do think even though Grade 6, 7 and 8 

are harder you can ... if you’re building its never a shock so I wouldn’t say that 

my rule is hard and fast, but I think as you get into that advanced level ... you can 

handle it; and also you’ve come so far and there is that ethic that has been 

established and I’ve got lovely girls I teach, I must say. 

I: Chuckles ... I’ve heard that the girls at Kinsgmead girls are lovely I must say. 
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Q12: What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for a specific 

exam? So I think that you have also just spoken about it; you pace it nicely [the 

preparation time]. ...Is there anything else ...I’m trying to think of examples...no, 

I think you’ve covered that.  

P: Okay. Unless there’s something you want... 

I: Unless you...No, I can’t think of anything. (Rereads question) 

 I think ... you’ve mentioned that you really pace everything and work everything very 

gradually into their everyday lesson 

 I: Oh, how much weight do you [give] to work[ing] your songs as opposed to your 

technical stuff? 

P: Uh, very interesting (laughs) because I do it in ... I would say some...80% of the 

time I’ll start with technical or I’ll do technical at the end, but I like to mix it up. So, for 

example, this week, because I’ve had quite an intellectually challenging week, I’m 

not gonna lie because I’ve been doing a lot of stuff; I place focus on songs, also 

because the girls are writing exams. If I do technical work, they are going to freak 

out, and they are not going to listen, and it’s going to feel heavy for them. Songs are 

a break … so this week, because it’s the first week of exams, we’re going to do 

songs and you’re gonna have a little bit more interpretive fun. But I can ... somebody 

told me I have psychotic breaks with reality ... one of my pupils (laughs). When I do 

tend to...where there will be ... I mostly teach hours ... or somebody will have two 

half hours in a week if [a full hour] is impossible. I don’t think, for me personally, 

shorter lessons work. But sometimes I will just do technical for the whole lesson but 

if you do that back to back, the poor child, they just won’t be able to handle it. So for 

example where I’ve got a kid next week, she’s been unwell for quite a while where 

we’re doing an hour lesson on consecutive days, one will be for technical, one will 

be for ... [songs]. But it’s not a hard and fast rule. If it feels like a child wants to go 

for songs, if it feels like she’s zoning into technical, you can tell this as a teacher and 

also if you teach one-on-one, you know who you teach. Ja. 

I: Almost done 

P: No worries. 

Q13: What would you add to the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus to assist with vocal 

technical development? 

I: I think we have kinda also covered this 

P: Scales, more aural all of that ja. 
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I: and then I have the same [Q14) for RSL which we have also covered and then 

finally 

 

Q15: What purpose do you think Graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 

I: They are paramount. They have to be there. Music has always been... “And I’m 

saying this between the two of us” (smiles), but it’s always been the most 

academic art, it has. You have to learn so much before you can even begin to 

create music. Singing people think it’s different, but that’s if they’re doing it wrong, 

let’s be honest. Generally, if you speak about music ... you have to learn how to 

play something. You can start singing straight away, you’ll blow your voice out 

maybe if you’re overdoing it and you’re attempting pieces that you’re not ... and 

that’s getting back to why you need a teacher as well and why you need a teacher 

that knows what they’re doing, and there are so many that don’t unfortunately 

and you can see that. You’ve had people that come to you who’ve maybe had 

issues with that. But it’s part of the fact that it is expected as a degree, it has to 

have an academic grounding. The Arts have to because speaking from again, 

the thing that I mentioned when I first sat down is that I do a lot of music rights, 

intellectual property arguments. We are such an untapped commercial, financial 

sector and “how do you legitimise something?” You put it within the education 

system; you honour it, you bring it through the ranks of school. You teach it at 

school whatever; it becomes part of an economic sector, that’s how you grow it.  

And it’s the one thing that nobody disagrees about. Everybody enjoys Art to some 

extent. I don’t think that you will find a single person that doesn’t like music, or 

that doesn’t sing in their own capacity or something like that. So, to legitimise 

something that gives pleasure, I think that there is an incredibly powerful in that. 

I: Thank you so much 

P: That was lovely. 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION 

Participant 3 

• Interview date: Friday 13th July 
• Interview time: 14:00 
• Interview Location: Coffee shop, Menlyn 

 

I: Hi thank you for joining me today 

P: Sure 

I: So, we’re just going to talk down [through] the questions...  

 

Q1: Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam. 

P: It’s an interesting question, ja obviously I think as the grades progress you need 

to be more technically settled obviously from Grade 1-8. I think with the lower 

grades you can get away with ... maybe Grade 1 and 2 not really having such ... 

well, anything ... as long as there is a voice. I also think that perhaps those grades 

are also more aimed at just getting into singing and not being so nervous to 

perform. I think the earlier grades are for students that want to perform. It also 

tends to be for the younger ones and in my opinion really good vocal training 

should only start at the age of about 16 or older...what is the question again? 

Reads question. 

P: I think it’s for the higher grade you really need to be vocally fit and in a way already 

know, so that let’s say from Grade 6 and upwards it should come as second 

nature already almost and obviously in the lesson then you can say, “no do this 

make it a little deeper or sharper” so that they will know what to do. For those 

grades, I think it’s far more to do with interpretation, and the voice must already 

be in the right place. What else can I say..so yes, I do I think it’s very important 

as the grades go higher, technical security becomes more and more important. 

Yes.  

I: Okay 

P: I am more familiar with RSL I like them more than Trinity. Especially I had a 

student that did the Grade 8 a few years ago at RSL, and she sang Hero by 

Mariah Carey.  I knew that Il Divo did it in Spanish, so I took the Spanish words 

and we did it according to the backtrack of RSL and the examiner loved it! He 

freaked out yes, and for that, you need already to be technically in a good place. 

I: Wow, okay, thank you. 
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Q2: What are the reasons why you choose to use the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus? 

I know that you have said that you prefer RSL, so I guess these questions are 

tied together.  

P: Well I think if you’re a popular singer, there’s not really much option (reads the 

question again) I think especially if you really want to become a singer after 

school, you need ... places like Oakfields the Musical Theatre campus here in 

Lynnewood Ridge, they want to see that you’ve actually done some work on your 

voice and I think that’s good proof that you have actually studied and can read 

notes already although I think these bodies don’t give enough toward sight 

singing for singers if you don’t play an instrument like piano or that, it’s harder to 

go and learn a song on your own. I don’t think they necessarily facilitate you to 

go and learn a song on your own. It’s usually up to the teacher to, in a way [to] 

teach a song to the student. I definitely would choose them because it gives a 

goal for the students to work towards and for many of them it’s very important to 

say “I’ve done this Grade”. It’s good for their self-esteem. I definitely think there 

is great value in letting students do graded exams like Trinity and Pop (RSL) 

I: and if you were to do R&P, why would you choose that syllabus? Or would you ... 

mumbles ... You said that you don’t use it [R&P] often ... sorry [for being unclear] 

why don’t you use it often, the R&P? 

P: As I said, I prefer RSL. R&P I am not that familiar with that specific syllabus, but 

I’ve had students at the previous school that I taught at brought it to the exams, 

and I feel that they’ve graded the pieces a little bit lower than what I would say is 

a Grade 4 piece of a good standard. I think you can get away more with ... not 

being ... well, you can get away with, I think it’s a lower standard than RSL, in my 

opinion. 

I: So, just to [clarify] for example if we chose Thriller, Michael Jackson, whatever for 

example whatever grade it was, do you think that it could be...it’s too 

easy....whatever song...do you think that it’s too easy for the grade that they’re 

at, is that what you’re saying? 

P: Yes. I think that they can do more demanding things, especially in the higher 

grades for singing. I know for the R&P they tell a little story about the pieces that 

I think is great which RSL doesn’t have but what I really … prefer in RSL, are 

those different kinds of scales that they sing, I haven’t seen it in R&P. And if you 

listen to, especially in South Africa, many want to go into jazz, and if the blues 

scales and those things are already in your ears, you really have an advantage. 
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And especially if you trained in a Western way, the blues scales for singer doesn’t 

necessarily come naturally to all students. 

I: and still going on this ... why is it that you have gravitated toward the RSL syllabus 

as opposed to R&P? Is it just because the school has mandated that or by chance 

or... 

P: No, I started with RSL before R&P existed. Then I did buy some book for R&P I 

didn’t like it so much, and then I also bought all the keyboard books for R&P, and 

I also didn’t like that very much (laughs) so I ... 

I: So you moved on... 

P: Ja so I stayed with RSL... 

I:  We have covered this a little bit … 

P: One more thing ... I don’t know ... it’s got to do with some kind of point rewards 

that you get. Let’s say that you do your RSL Grade 8 exam in South Africa and 

then you go overseas; there’s some kind of point system that you get on your CV 

of some kind. I can’t remember where I read about that, and I’m not sure if you 

get that on R&P if they're affiliated with some kind of music body overseas, I don’t 

know that 

I: With RSL, you mean? 

P: They are. I’m not sure this R&P of Trinity 

I: Oh. Oaky 

P: It’s like when going to university you get a certain amount of marks for your report, 

and I do know that RSL counts toward that and I don’t know about R&P. 

I: Oh that’s interesting 

P: I’m not sure they might be, or they might not be. You can perhaps investigate that 

if it’s not then... 

I: Yes, I will. I will definitely. Thank you. So, we have also discussed this briefly, but 

perhaps you can expand on this 

 

Q4: What is your opinion of the song selections for each grade? So we’ve discussed 

R&P um... 

P: I like, what I like about RSL is that they have the books with the set songs, but 

then they’ve actually got a big list of other songs that are also graded on their 

website that you can just  download and choose from. Well I don’t know if that’s 

the case for R&P, is it? 

I: It is but ... yes it is 
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P: Okay, just give us the question again? 

I: Repeats question 

P: They don’t always suit a voice type that you have, as a student but they do allow 

you to do transposed versions of songs... 

I: and have you noticed, well, you may not have noticed so much because you don’t 

work with R&P, but they sometimes have the same songs in each syllabus, but 

they’re at different levels 

P: at different grades, ja. I’ve seen that ... um ... ja ... I don’t know at this moment 

what to say about that 

I: It’s okay, you don’t have to say anything about that. 

P: I like the song selections. I like it ... some of the songs I don’t like (laughs). 

I: As we all do.  

P: Ja but then a student would like it so I do think that they would cover a variety, 

but I would like to see a little bit more jazz in it. 

I: Do you think that they look at ... do you think that they take technical ability into 

account? 

P: When it comes to range, yes, and when it comes to aural training, most certainly. 

Yes, I really think that they do. Yes. For key changes sometimes, major, minor, 

the vocal ranges get wider as the grades go up so yes I do think that they take 

that into consideration. I think maybe even more for RSL than for R&P. This is 

just my opinion (laughs). I do think that R&P has got a very important place, 

especially for students’ maybe that’s not so great a performer or a singer to also 

give them the opportunity to develop in their own right. Not saying that there isn’t 

anything difficult in R&P, I’m sure there are difficult things. 

 

Q5: What do you feel could be improved about the proffered session skills in the 

Trinity Rock & Pop? So in R&P to remind you, they’ve got the improvisational 

section and then the playback. Those are their two... 

P: Oh ja ... specifically R&P?  

I: Yes 

P: Oh, sight reading, that's what I thought, just plain straight forward sight reading 

oh you have...no, no, that's for RSL, you’ve got those different...you have a 

harmonic progression that they played at the bass, and then you have to do it in 

funk or blues or … 

I: Yes, the stylistic studies 
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P: In that the same in R&P syllabus?  

I: No, they don’t have that. So it’s almost just a non-genre specific playback. 

P: Well I think for both those bodies they could do more when it comes to singing 

notes in sight reading pitch and I think R&P could do more with, I want to call it 

rhythmic dictation but working more on improving a rhythmic understanding if you 

maybe give them a little line and say “okay only clap this rhythm” so I can see 

you know what the note values sound like even if you don’t pitch them. I think for 

both those bodies they should just do a dead rhythmical thing. 

I: and in R&P they have that...oh they’ve got the improvisation in different genres, 

yes. But there is a specific genre per grade; do you think ... how do you feel ... 

can you see why they’ve included that? 

P: Ja I think I can as far as I remember they can choose which one they what to do 

in the exam, which style ... if they want to do Blues or Funk 

I: That's for RSL.  

P: I think that's a bit ... this is now Number 5 ne? ... I think they can offer a bigger 

variety on those style improvising [exercises] that they have to do because 

somebody that is better in one style is now put at a disadvantage because they 

actually have other skills that can be showed better if they just had opportunity to 

show the style. Because, I mean, I’m sure you know, what the children listen to 

at home is basically what they are best at, whether it is scat singing or funk or 

whatever. It’s something that they hear it, and it grows in the mind, and then they 

practice that even just by singing … along, they are actually practising a specific 

style. I think that can be improved by R&P. 

I: Okay, so now we’re talking about the RSL syllabus. What do you feel could be 

improved about the technical exercises in RSL? We have kinda discussed it. You 

said sight singing ... 

P: Ja, that's what I think, the sight singing and clapping a rhythmical pattern ... ja, 

that's the only thing I think they can really improve on in the technical exercises. 

And maybe, they are allowed to ask the students, in the past, I don’t know in the 

last year because sometimes they often change what is asked in the exam room, 

asking the students okay what is support? Or what is this? What vowels do the 

train the voice on. 

I: They still do that 

P: They still do that? I think that's great ... so ja, I think the only thing I would improve 

there is sight singing and clapping rhythms 
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I: Okay...Q7...Allowing for differences 

P: Sorry at Number 6 again, I would actually like to see that they give specific warm-

up exercises for the students to work on and say okay, “you practice these 

exercises five days a week let’s see how good they are”. I think that would be a 

very good measurement as to technically where you’re at. You know, to see ... 

okay I’ll play you the first note, the piano doesn’t play along. Acapella you’d sing 

your exercises. What I found, I’m sure you also [found] with the students that 

don’t practice on their own, if the piano doesn’t play along they’re like ... they 

can’t do it. It’s good to practice with the piano, but I think it’s also very important 

to practice away from the piano Acapella it helps with your aural pitching and 

those kinds of things as well so I think doing technical scale exercises without 

accompaniment. I know in RSL they've got one sustained note, but they can give 

more on different vowels and sounds. 

 

Q7: Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric? 

P: Okay, I know in matric, singers, their biggest fear is the sight reading part. They 

always dread that. That's why I say I think more should be done with sight 

[reading] ... No words, just sight reading pitch with rhythm. (Reads question 

again). I think it does prepare them well, but for the IEB and CAPS they still want 

things away from that in the sight reading and clapping, and hearing cadences 

and inversions of triads and things which according to me they don’t have... 

I: In RSL? 

P:  No, they don’t have. 

I: Just as an aside when you do your matric exams do you, do you include ... do you 

do the technical exercises from either of these books. 

P: Yes, I do some of them because from CAPS ....that is now a state school, I'm at 

a private school now. At the state schools they require ... I don’t know if they 

require, but I let them do other things to show that they don’t necessarily only 

have to do popular music. I let them do a Vaccai exercise those Italian ones, 

some of the later ones in the book or Lütgen exercises which are I think more 

difficult some of them than [Vaccai]...and it also teaches you something on a 

different level completely away from only being focused on this one thing which 

is in English. I think the other language really also helps to develop the voice with 
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the vowels being very forward and those kinds of things. So I use some of what 

these two examination bodies have, but then I add other things. It’s actually more 

of a combination. I actually add in UNISA and ABRSM technical work with that 

just to say that oh I’ve done a little bit more classical as well. If you’re going to 

sing the popular songs that’s fine but to have a good classical presentation is 

good. 

 

Q8: In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare 

students comprehensively for their respective music graded examinations? 

P: There are extra, for RSL there are extra materials for those rhythmic things that 

they do, which is good ... I wouldn’t say it’s completely comprehensive. I think the 

thing with the microphone if you put it in their hands and you put them on stage 

there is something else that needs to be addressed. Otherwise, it looks like 

they're eating an ice-cream. I think they address the music, but they don’t 

necessarily address the performance. And in higher grade exams that becomes 

very important and often, I would say almost counts a bigger percentage of their 

mark is...” but how was the performance? The notes might be right, the voice was 

there, but it was their performance and these examination bodies they don’t really 

facilitate that. You as the teacher have to perform with them and show them and 

get them looser and go crazy on stage and lose some inhibitions and things like 

that. These books don’t really address that or I don’t think they do. 

 

Q9: Which specific session skills/technical exercises do you feel develops the voice 

the most? 

P: To be quite honest when I start a lesson, I don’t start it on any of those exercises. 

I start it on scales of my own or which that I think a specific voice would need at 

that stage ... so from those two examination bodies ... well I can say from RSL 

those Blues scales ... I think that’s the only thing that you could consider to 

develop the voice. The other things are more aural orientated where they have 

to....those verses that have to start at a different pitch every time, I don’t think 

there is vocal development, I think it’s aural training. I really think the only thing 

for Rockschool is the ... I think there's some kind of arpeggios also going on. But 

it’s so few notes; I’d like to make the scales much longer like ... (sings example) 

up and down and minor and then blues. I think that is something that needs more 

work. There’s not much in my opinion that does that. 
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Q10: How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

P: How many months? 6 months. That's what I would say because ... let’s say we 

have an exam in September or October and ... ja I think about 6 months if I drag 

it out too long they lose interest. I wouldn’t say longer than 6 months. I would say 

at the beginning of the year let’s sing a lot of other things and second semester 

let’s choose your songs, and you work on that, and then you have to work hard 

in the second half of the year to go and do that exam. Also depending on how 

many lessons a week you have. If you have one lesson a week, which most 

students have I wouldn’t say less than 6 months then they can song more than 

the 3 or 4 songs and then see which one suit’s them best. 

I: and how does that change if at all, between the individual student or the grade that 

they’re doing?  

P: Just say that again 

I: So even if you’ve got a Grade 1 student doing an exam or a Grade 8 student...is 6 

... 

P: No, I wouldn’t say that. It all depends on the ability of each student. I think it’s a 

personal thing, but in most cases I found that 6 months is enough. If a student 

starts singing with you they might only be ready to do a grade 1 exam after 2 

years or even maybe longer. Ja so maybe for the average let’s say from grade 4 

upwards, I’d say let’s have 6 months at least to work on a Grade. That doesn’t 

mean I’ve only done six months this year and nothing beforehand obviously. 

There were the vocal exercises. I think it’s like a gym exercise, exercising the 

voice. I said to the student the other day “You know what, what are we training 

here? The mind or the vocal cords?” The vocal cords have no memory there are 

only the muscles, so we are training the mind to hear in a certain way, but the 

gym work for the voice is what you need to also go and do at home. You will do 

the vocal gym work from the beginning of the year, but you will maybe only do 

the pieces in the last 6 months. Ja, because I really have found that if somebody 

has lost interest or is tired of a song, they don’t sing it as well anymore. There is 

not this fire on the inside, this like (roars) they’re like ...”ag just another one ... 

I’ve used this emotion in this song now too many times I want something new. 

 

Q11: I: I think we’ve actually covered this...How do the syllabus materials equip you 

to facilitate examination preparation?  
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P: For specifically only the examination preparation I think it’s fine, I think it’s good 

enough. Every child must put his personal stamp on the exam as well, and the 

materials that they have is good enough. 

 

Q12: What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for a specific 

exam?  

P: “Go away child! You can’t sing!” (laughs) No, I'm just joking! ... Well, when we 

start I would try and have...let’s say we take a Grade 3, I will try and get hold of 

all the pieces for that grade that they will accept in the exam, or many of them 

and then I will say okay, “this will fit your voice, and you might like the sound [of 

it]”, we listen to many pieces. I think it’s important that the student have their input 

as to what they want to perform. If they sing something they don’t like, they won’t 

get good mark in most cases. After we’ve chosen pieces, they would start 

working on it in the class. Obviously, a lesson you divide it into three parts. First 

you warm up, then fiddle with the voice, teaching technique, and then we look at 

the pieces and ... actually I would divide it in, singing just to warm up and 

technical, and then the last part is actually only these two examination bodies ... 

We will sing the songs through, and  I will ask them many questions about the 

songs, what do you think ... well, things about the phrasing and the mood and 

what does this piece make you think of and feel like and ask them questions 

about a little theory, the notes values and intervals and ... Also how would you 

approach this jump or if this note is going to be so long, what is the mind going 

to think one beat before or two beats before I get to this note to be able to execute 

it if it’s extremely difficult? Sometimes they just sing, and it’s not right. It’s because 

it’s not second nature yet. Well ... unfortunately for most, I would teach them the 

song (laughs). Okay, let’s learn the song, you can’t play piano ... I can’t say 

there's a formula or one strategy; it varies in a lesson which direction it will go. 

I: And how do you include the technical elements of the syllabi and the songs... 

P: Okay well the technical elements I wouldn’t say I can really, the technical elements 

that they prescribe...I cannot really apply it to the pieces that they prescribe. What 

I do, let’s say they can’t hit a note, but they think it’s high and it’s not really a high 

note. I say “okay, the pieces here, we’ve reached a point where we struggle now. 

Close the book now we just do the scales” (sings) lalalala or whichever (sings) 

dadadada on different vowels. Then, let’s say they can’t get to a “C” note, then I 

would say “okay, let’s do our scales, don’t think of the note just think of the sound” 
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and then, they would hit that note very easily. Then, I would take the word in that 

song and tell them “don’t think, here’s the note, sing the word on that pitch”, and 

then they get it. 

Waiter interrupts... 

P: We’re fine thanks we’ll call you if we need anything 

I: For the prescribed technical exercises, do you spend a lot of time in your lessons 

working on those? Or more time on the pieces? 

P: I do spend a lot of time on that because they do count a considerable amount of 

marks in their reports and if that’s not very good and [they’re] there the first time 

it creates I think a bad impression with the examiners and then they are more 

stingy with marks. I think that is really the place where an examiner would see if 

a child’s really worked hard and prepared, because those things are harder than 

learning a song let’s face it, in my opinion. It’s the hard part of the exam, singing 

a song is much easier since they have backtracks and know most of the songs 

from listening to the radio, you know they don’t necessarily follow the notes that 

are written there on the page and these examination bodies obviously allow for 

freedom when it comes to that. That’s why I think the sight reading and rhythmic 

dictation is so important because with the song they don’t necessarily have to be 

able to read notes to be able to sing the song. Did I go away from the topic now? 

I: No, no, that was well-answered thank you. We’re almost done ... these [next 

questions] might be repeats... 

 

Q13: What would you add to the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus to assist with vocal 

technical development? 

P: Ja I would definitely take ... okay I’ve been trained in Opera, I studied Opera at 

university, but obviously students don’t do Opera they want to do Popular music. 

I’d take the 5 Italian vowels ... am I getting too technical now? 

I: No, no, I love it. 

P: Okay, I’d have those 5 vowels in scales and arpeggios more, and ... can I write 

on this piece of paper? (draws sketch). This is now a little bit more....often....with 

... we’ve got the bright ... this is how I explain it in my lessons. But I would like to 

see them do [this] actually, ... 

I: and I think this could be for both syllabi ... 

P: Ja, absolutely, singing is singing.  

I: laughs 
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P: Points to diagram ... Bright ... and here we’ve got the dark vowels. Often, I’ve got 

a student her name is Lu she’s got a beautiful voice, and when she gets here to 

the middle vowel where it’s bright and dark combined, the sound is still too bright 

or shallow. And they forget to ... this is what I call the silent “uh” that stays 

underneath that just gives it a little bit of a fuller sound, which they don’t bother 

with any of that in technique. They don’t teach phrasing. I would like to see 

exercises where the children have to sing in phrases, and I want to hear those 

phrases because a famous singer once said “singing is like a bowing taking off, 

those turbines have to work otherwise there are too many gaps between the 

consonants and the vowels” and I find that to be the case sometimes. One can 

say “ooh, but she sang so beautifully”, and if I listen closer the phrasing is very 

good. The phrasing and the support run very close together in a way in my 

opinion. I would like to see things on phrasing and how to make good sound. 

They don’t teach that in the syllabus.  

I: Okay thank you. Lastly ... 

 

Q15: What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general?  

I: I think you kinda addressed that earlier 

P: I think it ensures that we as professional performers have an audience (laughs) 

I: laughs 

P: Yes, it is. I mean we have many students, 20 or some 40. One or two might be 

outstanding, and one might become a professional performer, but for the rest it 

is about learning ... eh ... what’s the English word, … an appreciation for a certain 

art form. If they identify something and say “oh yes listen to that”, I know that 

because I’ve done that, it really cultivates a love for music. That's what I think 

doing these graded exams do for most. Most of them don’t go and study after 

school, so I think that's the purpose of this and for their enjoyment, enjoyment 

and growing an audience for the professional musician. Music education ... 

obviously it’s important when going to study music one day, to have done your 

graded exams and present it when you audition or apply.  

I: Thank you very much 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION 

Participant 4 

• Interview date: 14th July 2018 
• Interview time: 17:00 
• Interview Location: Participants home, Pretoria 

 
I: Hi, thanks for joining me today. I´ll jump straight into it.  

Q 1: Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam. 

P: To what degree….we need a good foundation in the sense of building technique, 

voice placement is important and obviously resonance: developing the resonators. In 

the technique, to me, it is also important obviously to get the breath support nice and 

strong, and that will also make the voice more stable…ja the support is very 

important….so it´s all about that strong foundation that´s being laid initially before you 

start doing exams and that can take quite a couple of years in the sense of young voices 

and all that  

I: I know that you teach classical singing as well; do you place the same importance on 

technique depending on what genre you’re teaching? Or do you feel… 

P: I literally use the same technique for everything: so I lay the foundation, what people 

would sound a classical foundation and then we just apply it and then we start looking 

at the style of music, you know? So what I always say: say you want to go for Opera, 

it´s more of the voice. If you want to go for pop or musical theatre, it´s less of the voice 

because it´s amplified firstly. But looking at the style of music is also very important. I 

just always think we´ve got one set of cords: how do they know it´s pop, how do they 

know it´s opera? So when it comes to style, it´s a mind thing in my books 

 

Q2: What are the reasons why you choose to use the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus? 

P: I don´t use the R&P, I´ve got the RSL…yes. 

 

Q3: And why have you chosen RSL over R&P? 

P: They´ve started out with Trinity as their sponsors and I mean they´ve been going for 

25 years if I´m not mistaken - but I´ve been doing it for 12 years- so initially when they 

came out here you know, when they started here…Jeremy, the initiator of this whole 

process of RSL (I attended his meetings and workshops) and it was just so nice to know 

that we´re getting a graded exam for light music eventually, with technique, 

improvisation, aural training- all sorts that we need to develop the student. So when they 
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left Trinity, I just stayed with them, you know…and what I do feel (but this is not slaying 

them) I just feel that the R&P is sort of a bit watered down when it comes to RSL 

standard. I just look at the exercises, even the repertoire, you know, I would say- 

knowing what RSL wants for their levels, I find it a bit watered down 

 

Q4: What is your opinion of the song selections for each grade? 

P: For each grade? 

I: Ja, for instance with R&P, ag RSL (I don´t know the R&P that well) 

I: Okay 

P: The RSL:  they´ve got an own choice section - a wider repertoire- which makes it 

nicely accessibly for students, you know when the voice doesn´t sort of fit the stuff, the 

songs in the actual syllabus. So I like that and now they´ve also initiated where the 

teacher can grade a piece and add it into the wider repertoire. So there´s more 

versatility- you´re not just stuck with the book- that´s nice. But for instance, sometimes 

I find that they put a piece into a lower grade, that´s sort of to me a higher grade level 

and then you´re stuck with it in a lower grade and you can´t utilise it later. 

I: Do you experience this for RSL in particular or have you noticed it in both? 

P: I´ve noticed also in R&P, that there´s pieces that I would not do for a grade 5 for 

instance- I would put that into grade 2- you know? Or then again, there´s a piece in 

grade 8 and I would think “Okay, that´s a bit simple for grade 8”, you know, so…I haven´t 

seen the recent syllabus- I don´t know if they´ve changed it recently- I´ve started out 

with the first one and I´ve got the second one 

I: Yes, that´s the only one 

P: For RSL, the two sets. What´s nice…I actually go back to their initial set (the first set 

that came out, those red and blue and green) 

I: Ja, I remember those very well 

P: And I go and take those songs… 

I: I´ve still got them, yes 

P: …for own choices, so you sort of stick to a syllabus constantly, you know- and to me 

there´s a nice repertoire, especially with the ABBA stuff, it´s sort of 

I: Yes, they love ABBA 

P: They´re sort of timeless, the ABBA, they´ve got a sound that sound hip, you know. 

So ja, definitely, the repertoire, you know, I would sometimes really check that out. 

That´s my main aim. What´s the kid gonna sing? And then they´ve also got the 

performance diploma where they can do 5 songs instead of the technical work and the 
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aural. So we talked about that initially with Jeremy and he said “Well, if you think about 

it- if you can sing 5 songs; you´re nice and strong physically and you can pull it off”. 

Where you sing 3 songs and you do all the sight reading and the technical and the aural, 

you know, so I play between the two. I´ll say “Okay fine, initially let´s start and they´ll do 

a performance certificate", just to test drive an exam for a student. So they don´t have 

the stress of sight reading and all of that and then grade 4 for instance we´ll do the 

proper graded exam added to that and then we´ll do 5 again maybe a performance 

certificate, but 6,7 and 8 onwards I do the full graded exam in that sense.  

 

Q5: What do you feel could be improved about the proffered session skills in Trinity 

Rock & Pop? So to remind you, they´ve got the improvisation or the playback.  

P: Yes, we don´t really use for singers unfortunately- we´ve got backing vocals, you 

know, that I use…improv…are you talking about the tracks actually? 

I: Well just in general, those two, in terms of those building technical ability, what do you 

feel could be- I mean do you feel like it´s enough or do you feel like they could be 

improved on, what needs to be added?  You know, or…cause their thing is that the 

session skills are about teaching you to be a singer in the real world because you would 

improves and you would have to listen 

P: Yes, because eventually on the diploma level, you have to do line development and 

improvisation. That´s very important to me, you know. So you talking literally about 

stylistic studies 

I: Oh no, I was just talking about the R&P here 

P: Oh, R&P I don´t know that well unfortunately  

I: So they only do those two, but it would speak to also, I mean if you look at then the 

RSL, most people that I´ve spoken to feel that there´s similar things that need to be 

develop or not developed. So if you are looking for example at the RSL, what do you 

feel…? 

P: If I look at this in the sense of … their technical studies sort of … I like what I´m seeing 

here in the sense of that Pop and Musical Theatre feel that they want to develop- so 

you´ll definitely go there for that belting- not full out- depends on the voice type as well 

- mezzo´s are more natural belters that soprano´s I´d say, you know, I never got R&B, 

so to me they actually, I mean even Indie, these days, is a big thing. So I would say, I 

like what I´m seeing here and I utilise these studies definitely, because now the IEB 

won´t allow you to have classical studies for a light music singer. It used to be until last 
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year, so now you have to use the whole syllabus if they do R&P, so the Vaccai´s and 

stuff are falling away for light music. 

I: I didn´t know that at all 

P: Yes, they changed it recently. Last year I still had two Vaccai studies and they would 

do their normal- you know, pop songs on a grade…because all of mine are doing it on 

a grade 8 level at least for matric because I just feel, you know, it’s a good standard, 

but…so the vocal is out, it´s only now for classical, so I was now, sort of forced to start 

doing these, you know, and I looked at it. From a technical point of view, rhythmic wise, 

their far trickier than the Vaccai - so that´s a plus to it, but you know range wise, you´ll 

have to transpose them to develop range in a voice. But I mean that, where your Vaccai 

you´ve got your different voice types. But ok fine, with pop singing I work more with low, 

medium, high voice. Not literally soprano or whatever, you know. So ja, I feel they´re 

good  

 

Q6: Is there anything in particular that you feel needs to be added 

P: I always feel that the selection of choice must always be bigger- that to me is 

important- because you find kids you know, that sort of- they just don´t fit in, in certain 

areas, you know and also what I do know with these technical studies transposed 

backing tracks for different voice types. That is a necessity. Because the moment you 

start shifting it… it sort of wobbles: you know, the bass sounds like it´s taking a double 

take. Definitely more transposed keys for studies will be very nice and then you can also 

use them to also train the voice higher or get them into the lower resonators and all that, 

you know? But otherwise, I´m quite happy- I´m just glad we´ve got something that gives 

you a qualification, you know? That sort of acknowledge, you know. 

 

Q7: Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric? 

P: For matric? Definitely. Like I say, for grade 12´s: they want two grade 6 pieces I think 

and a grade 5  

I: Two grade 5 and one grade 6 

P: Now, I´ve always sort of disregarded those rules, because I sort of develop my 

students in the sense of getting them to at least sing the grade 8 for matric. So grade 7 

for grade 11 and then 6- you know I work them towards that- I´ve even had students 

doing first level diploma (I had one last year) that completed his diploma level 4 - which 
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is just after grade 8- so, I´ve got them quite advanced. Although I didn´t always use this 

technique. I use my own technique and the Vaccai, but again, I try to get my students 

to do the classical exams as well. So in that sense, you know, I´ve been very lucky in 

the sense of a good structure and good ability and I´ve got good results. I´ve had quite 

a few ´Best in the country´, so you know, it´s paying off: whatever I´m doing. But it´s fun 

here, we try and enjoy what we do at least. But I like the syllabus. They do enjoy the 

backing vocals section. I just feel they should make it longer…longer studies in the 

sense, it´s 16 bars here most of the time. Give us a full song with backing vocals and all 

sorts, you know. But then again, ok the performance pieces, they allow us to use 

backing vocals. So it´s all there, you know, it depends on the student as well 

  

Q8: in what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) - I´m not sure 

if you use those - in what way do they prepare the students comprehensively for their 

respective music graded examinations? So do you feel like you need to compensate or 

is it all there; you look in the book and that´s all you need? 

P: I just use this book (indicates RSL book) 

I: Okay 

P: To me it´s all….if you look at this, here at the back, it´s all there, you know…so, 

initially I did get confused with the first set of books- I didn´t know what ´band´ and all 

that was. Because we don´t have bands in our country…we do…but I mean not like 

overseas- so initially I thought ́ okay, is that a extra, added thing to the grade or whatever 

and then, they had to explain it to me, you know- because it´s exams for bands. But, I 

mean, you get a lot of garage bands in London, I mean in England, you know, in 

America; but it doesn´t seem to be so big in our country. So I don´t think it ever really 

took off. But to me…if you look at, you know…it´s all here- even entering the exam, a 

student can enter themselves. And then, to me…everything, the requirements, it´s sort 

of all neatly done.  

I: So do you feel like because it´s all-in-one-mum in the book. Do you feel like they don´t 

need us? Or… 

P: As a teacher? 

I: Yes 

P: No ways, they can´t do it on their own. Firstly, the discipline, of you know, I need to 

do this consistently. No, they can´t do it without us! No ways! What I do find, when 

they´re at the advanced levels, you know, say grade 7,6 ag 7 and 8 onwards, going into 

the advanced certificate of Trinity- that´s more the classical side- working towards level 
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4 and 6 diplomas, you know…I can´t see how they can do it without us- in the sense of 

that- say for instance a teacher, you know, all that research that needs to be done, but 

also the strong foundation and building that technique and maintaining technique is 

important. I´m sure there are kids that try it- you know- but you don´t know what their 

results look like. 

 

Q9: Which specific session skills/technical exercises do you feel develops the voice the 

most? 

P: Exercises...again, I don´t use…you know…there´s no real…if you think about it…it´s 

just basically arpeggios and scales but I utilise my own-I’ve got my own set of scales 

and stuff that I use to develop technique but also flexibility and obviously vowels and 

consonant and all sorts that I utilise to use to develop the voice, but I use the same set 

for all my students- but then going into the technical obviously you know, we use the 

Vaccai, you will have your grade 3 Vaccai and your grade 4 and I would, I still use the 

Vaccai a lot for developing them in that sense. So until last year, all my kids did Vaccai 

for IEB, even doing light music.  

I: This is…I need to check, because my kids do Lütgens and I´m quite anxious now… 

P: Yes: I need to check 

P: I used to do the Lütgens as well, that´s nice for flexibility 

 

Q10: Okay, how much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

P: I can do twice a year 

I: Okay 

P: So basically, I would say 5 months, then do exam and then aim for the next one in 

November. Even with Lynn last year, before she left, there were three sittings 

I: Yes 

P: But I still only did two 

I: Okay, and do you feel that…are there some children….I suppose always there are 

some children that can work faster and there´s some… 

P: Always…it depends on the student and their passion … ja … but…I sort of keep 

them…again then that´s the problem with talent. They sort of get it easily up to say 

Grade 3 or 4, I’m just using an example. They can get away with a lot and get good 

marks without working too hard, but then, at a certain point they sort of hit a ceiling, and 

then you have to start doing the job and that´s work. So I’ve got this whole thing: 5% for 

talent; 95% hard work and they understand it, you know. But, what´s nice about having 
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a nice big group of students- like I’ve got usually about 14–16 that I enter. They come 

to my house, so they do the session here, which is very familiar for the students, so that 

stress is gone. So I don´t know whether I´m spoiling them, you know, because I take a 

lot of edge off, having them here, but I do two sessions a year basically. I´m now entering 

my next sitting 

I: Yes, I´ve also got some… 

 

Q11: What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for a specific exam? 

P: Firstly, when we start choosing the songs; that’s so exciting and then working those 

songs and spending time…if we only do one exam a year, I’m quite happy (we don´t 

have to do two). So, we work until it´s good and then we do the exam. So my strategy 

has always been: don’t enter until the student is right - and so many of us (I mean I’ve 

done it as well) you enter them because your aspiration is bigger and then you end up 

and think “Ugh this deadline is so close and there’re not ready!” So it´s nerve wrecking 

and the student can sense it and they know they´re not ready yet. So I tend to, the 

moment they´ve done an exam, we start selecting new songs and we work and then I´ll 

say “Okay fine, we´re not going to do the June, we´ll do it November.” So I enter now 

and I think it’s just to take more stress of me, when they’re ready. And being fortunate 

that the exam’s going to happen here, so you know, prepare a group and say okay fine, 

I´ve got 7 or 8 (I think you need about 10) for them to come out … and save on venue 

fees! No offence! 

I: And how do your weigh your … so when you’re looking at songs, and you start working 

on songs, at which point do you start working on the technical elements of the exam?  

P: Every lesson 

I: Okay? 

P: Every lesson, ja. I won’t do all their studies, you know. I usually start with a good 

warm-up (I like about 15 minutes) where I really nit-pick, you know, and I carry on 

because pitching to me is very important. I mean, that is the basic, basic to me when it 

comes to music, good pitch. So I develop that. Some lessons, we´ll spend on technique 

the whole 45 minutes, or even an hour lesson on technique, initially. And for some 

reason they don´t moan because I think they also sort of want to get it right. 

I: And they feel the pro… 

P: They feel the process- that´s true. But I always say, the song will fall in place the 

moment the technique is settled and then we can tweak the style and all that. Home 

work, to me, is also learning your words, because once you know your words, you know, 
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you place them and then let´s work, you know. So you don’t have to think about words, 

you can really spend time on your technique. So words to me are very important. Get 

them done as quickly as possible and let´s move on. You know, forward.  

I: Do you use the syllabus materials to prep? 

P: Okay, to look at the development and to assess how they´re progressing…It´s a tricky 

one in the sense … I think a teacher should know how to assess the actual gradual 

progression of their student, you know. I think … sorry … we don´t aspire to sound like 

the true artist (the original artist) but I mean, we can use the true artist/ original artist as 

a point of reference of what it should sound like or the style. But then again, these days, 

they’re changing everything, you know, you get a beautiful ballad and it becomes a 

techno pop [song], so, that´s also tricky. … These days there’s this huge crave for 

acoustics, you know where they just got the guitar or the piano and no real band. So ja, 

it’s a tricky one in that sense, but you have to sort of know your stuff to be able to assess 

and know your student. I’m very fortunate that I can always remember where they 

started, what they sounded like as we go along. They also record their lessons. I think 

that might be a good one: recording their lessons and say, four months later, listen to 

them. You can see the progression 

 

Q 12: Just one last thing about this subject. Is there anything at all that’s come to your 

mind, about anything, that you would add in general to the books? 

P: To the books…more repertoire. It seems to be always the problem, repertoire. And 

balanced repertoire. Let´s get more Jazz, let´s get more…Jazz is a wonderful 

foundation. It’s not easy and I’m teaching now, you know stuff, Ella Fitzgerald, to a 

mezzo of mine. She’s a good singer and I can just see, you know, and I hear that 

foundation getting stronger, you know. Jazz to me is important, different languages, you 

know, because to me…even in the classical world…I’ve got this whole theory where 

your Italian teaches you vowels; your German teaches you the consonants and the 

French teaches you resonance, you know, so working all those languages makes you 

so much stronger and fuller and resonated. But I suppose we can add, I´ve done it 

already, I’ve started adding Italian to some of my songs, but only for competitions. But 

I’m sure we can start doing that. Just add languages, you know different languages to 

the repertoire 

I: And do you ever get the question, I know I do, “But ma’am this is Classical music, 

we´re not doing Classical”. You know, that´s always… 
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P: Ja in my studio, I expose them to the Classical initially. They sort of don’t give me 

grief. I do find little ones, now I´m talking about grade 7 (school level) and 8: they don´t 

want to do Disney anymore. It´s a bit ‘baby’, you know, they see it as ‘baby’. So then I’ll 

move on and open up to Pop. But it’s interesting the requests that I get. So what I do, is 

I’ll say “Okay you make me a Pop list, and I will assess what’s good for you”, you know. 

I don´t give them too much free choice too quickly. They sort of start abusing it and then 

they just want to sing whatever. They still need that structure. 

I: And that same stuff over and over and over again, generally yes.  

P: Ja,ja,ja,ja,ja…they sort of don’t want to move out of a feel or a style. They sort of stick 

to just Mariah Carey or, you know 

I: Still, we’re still going? Yes, we’re still going …One last question.  

 

Q14: What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 

P: Okay just give that to me again? 

I: What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 

P: It gives you a structure to work with and the sense of “Okay, we can work with this, 

let’s develop a child in this frame of work, you know, that’s given to us.” So I like a 

syllabus, but I like to sort of, it must be, you know, you must be able to bend it, say you 

can add stuff to it. So to me it´s important. I like structure. Ja, that´s important. If they 

wanna become a performer, you have to have a structured life. You need to know when 

to rest, you know, and all of that, that whole schlep of a balanced life. But definitely it 

brings structure to the teaching and I think a child feels safe and secure when there´s 

structure and it´s just not …you know … you just choose randomly and you think: “Oh 

well, let´s just get this lesson over.” It doesn´t work for me. So you know, it´s definitely 

structure. 

Okay, thank you and that´s that. 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION 

Participant 5 

• Interview date: Sunday 15th July 
• Interview time: 10:30 
• Interview Location: Participants home, Roosevelt Park 

 

I: Thank you for joining me today, I’m just going to work through the questions and list 

the numbers as we go along, so we know when the end is in sight 

P: Okay 

Q1: Explain to what degree, it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam. 

P: I think it’s highly important that they have good technical skills. Obviously, you can 

enter an exam with any level of competency technically, but that will definitely, if you’re 

on a lower level, affect your results. So you won’t necessarily do well. The more 

prepared you are in the short term in terms of the syllabus, and as well as the harder 

you work in the long term on your technical ability, the better you will do. Because 

singing isn’t just about the three months that you put in before the exam, it’s about how 

you treat your instrument as a whole over a long period of time, like any athlete would 

have to do if they were training for high-level competition. They couldn’t just start a few 

weeks or months before. They would have to be doing it consistently for years and years 

and years. So, I say, it’s highly important. To what degree? To the highest degree. That 

would be my answer. 

I: Lovely 

Q2: What are the reasons why you choose to use in particular the Trinity Rock & Pop 

syllabus? 

P: Well, I really am a huge contemporary music fan first of all, and it’s the music that 

speaks to me personally. I feel that vocally I wasn’t given a typical classical voice and 

having even explored a lot of classical singing and classical music when I was younger, 

it never resonated with me, and so I started learning more about contemporary music. 

My father is also a contemporary musician, so that's what I was really exposed to, and 

it turned me on! So I started learning more and more about contemporary music and 

then as a teacher that naturally followed on that I would want to teach contemporary 

music and then R&P is also a highly respected examination body and so as a 

recognised and highly respected examination body I would definitely choose R&P as an 

option depending on the needs of my individual students. Certain syllabus work well 

with certain students, certain songs that they offer or technical exercises that they offer, 
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work well for certain circumstances, and if the right circumstances presented 

themselves, then R&P would definitely be my choice. 

I: and the same question ... 

Q3: Why would you choose the Rockschool syllabus? 

P: Well RSL is for me the most, the most advanced.....what is the word...the longest-

running vocal syllabus for contemporary music that you can get, that I’ve found so far, 

there might be others, but because it’s been going for such a long time, and it’s had 

quite a few updates of the syllabus, I’ve found that it’s become so fantastically well put 

together. For every new update of the syllabus, they’ve added in things that teachers 

have asked them to add in from their experience with using the previous syllabus. 

They’ve made it slightly more challenging in certain ways and more user friendly in other 

ways and because of that long term development of the syllabus it’s become for me, the 

most well rounded and the most user friendly for me as a teacher because of the way 

that it’s structured, that you can develop your student with their own choice pieces which 

I find very important and also the demand that they have on you for supplementary 

material. So I feel that as a teacher, I can really put my stamp on RSL. I can really take 

it, and use it as such a flexible tool to be able to teach so many different kinds of students 

in so many different kinds of contexts. Then ultimately have it that they come out 

prepared for an exam, that they can be examined. I just love the way that it works for 

me and that it also has got such good cross-references with other instruments too.  I 

also have many students that want to play guitar and sing at the same time, or that want 

to learn drums, guitar, bass, and all the instruments. They are so passionate about 

music; they don’t want just to be limited to saying “well I’m just a singer and I do vocal 

exams”. RSL has that ability to be able to cross over to all of these instruments and be 

able to combine them together so amazingly. Ultimately it’s also the way that it uses 

contemporary music and contemporary technical exercises to develop the student, and 

have that as being the main aim and ... it actually prepares singers to go out into the 

industry. I feel if they can achieve in their RSL exam when they go out into the real 

world, … if that's what they choose to do with their careers or their lives, later on, it gives 

them a phenomenal grounding. It’s done that for me personally too as I’ve learned more 

about RSL myself as a student.. that teaches. Cause we’re all still learning and you 

know we’ll never stop. It’s inspiring for all those reasons 

I: Thank you. Let me still check we’re still recording. 

P: Ja good idea cause otherwise you never know... 

Q4: What is your opinion of the song selections for each grade?  
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P: I think the song selection is fantastic, I think that younger singers may find it a little 

frustrating that there isn’t more... 

Speaks to baby 

P: I think that with the way that technology allows things to move so quickly if you think 

how about the contemporary charts and the way that people consume music in the 

modern-day, I think the one limitation 

P: Sorry. The way that the music is consumed today it’s so fast, and I think that the song 

selection can be a little limiting but that in it’self can also be a positive thing because 

some students are very “ADD” when it comes to their song selection. They don’t actually 

want to buckle down and learn 3 songs or a song they want to change, as the wind 

changes, they change. And the songs that have been chosen are such good grounding 

songs, and they really do lend themselves to crossing over all the different aspects of 

RSL, Ill just use RSL as my example because that’s my main....just what I can think of 

as an example. If you look at the general musicianship questions at the back of the book 

if you look at the technical exercises, if you look at the aural tests and the song choices, 

there are specific things within the songs that you can cross-reference within the same 

grade so beautifully, and you can really use it as a holistic tool and then you can say, 

“well come on guys, you have to do at least two or three songs out of the book”. In fact 

I insist that my students listen to and get an understanding of what all the songs are 

within their book because they’ve paid for the book, they might as well have a listen. … 

and have knowledge of all of the songs in the book and then they would have to choose 

out of those five songs at least two or three. I feel that those are the songs that are going 

to give them the cornerstone of each grade. So there’s pros and cons to the song 

choices. I just love all pop music, so I haven’t seen a song in the syllabus, either R&P 

or RSL that I don’t like yet. I haven’t found one that I think “ooh no that’s a terrible song 

choice, why would they choose that!?” And it’s amazing how each student that can really 

find something there that they like! And perhaps that they wouldn’t have ever thought of 

singing before but works for their voice so it, I haven’t yet met a student that has said 

“listen, I can’t. this level 3 or this Grade 4 there’s nothing for me” 

I: It’s okay 

I: How do you feel about the level...the grading of the specific songs...sorry, the level 

that they put the songs at are appropriate? 

P Occasionally not, but for the most part, yes. 

I: Okay, in both RSL and R&P? 
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P: Yes, definitely, definitely. Occasionally there’s a song that’s ridiculously easy in a 

higher grade, and you just think to yourself “why?” It’s quite difficult cause there isn’t 

anyone that you can really speak to and ask. You know, it’s not like you can go on to 

the internet or send someone an email and say “well why is that easy song in Grade 7” 

for example but somebody has thought it through very carefully so I kind of just say to 

myself well it’s nice there might be one or two easier songs for maybe a student that’s 

struggling a little. It makes it a bit more accessible if it’s not all extremely hard songs but 

by Grade 8 obviously that final grade there isn’t one easy song, so that makes sense 

cause it’s Grade 8. But then there are some really difficult songs in the lower grades, 

and you think to yourself, “that’s also quite strange.” Then there are students who ... 

that’s what they resonate with, they just want to sing Kelly Clarkson. Why I don’t know, 

but they just do, or they want to sing Whitney Houston in Grade 1, that’s what they like. 

I’m a big advocate for allowing students to choose something that they like ... I’m a big 

advocate for that because if they like the song they will want to practise it if they enjoy 

singing it, they will really go for it and give it their best. Then they’ve got to … have one 

[song] that they don’t necessarily like, but I choose as a teacher because I feel it will be 

good for them to sing. It’s that trade-off. One for you, one for me 

I: Laughs 

P: and one in the middle that both you and I like. So out of the three songs we’ve got a 

good spread across it all. I don’t want to be a dictator because I find that dictating all the 

time ... ultimately you lose the student. So the song choice, having a few that you’re kind 

of confused with maybe sometime ... through the process of it you’ll find a student that 

just goes for that song, and then you’re “oh maybe that’s why they put it in”. It was the 

right song in the right place at the right time. And I don’t envy the people who have [to] 

choose which songs to be in the syllabus, I think that must be a really, really hard job, 

you know. Just to find a song for somebody to sing as a teacher is hard, so to decide 

on something as important as the syllabus. I don’t envy them their job. So I just take it 

as, they know what they’re doing, they know why they chose the song, so let’s go with 

it. 

I: Thank you 

 

Q5: What do you feel could be improved, in about the proffered session skills in Trinity 

Rock & Pop? So for Session Skills, they’ve got the improvisation or the playback 

P: Mmm, I haven’t really taught that much R&P, so I’m going to say, that the little that I 

know of it, I’ve got one comment which is, everything seems to be bunched into one 
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exercise. There’s a lot of things you need to achieve within the context of one exercise. 

Which, is nice in a way but in another way, the fact that RSL has got them broken down 

into four or five different sections, for most of my students it’s more achievable for them 

to be able to concentrate on one skill at a time. To be able to do it all in one go, it feels 

to me like they’ve just had to learn it parrot fashion and then that’s it. They just have to 

do it repetition, repetition, repetition until they nail it. They’re not necessarily ... I find it 

important to break the exercise down and say, “okay well, what can we learn in term of 

improving our rhythm overall with this rhythmical exercise. How do we develop our range 

overall with these scales, how do we become better singers with this as being our little 

basic...small little measuring stick but how do we take this little weird measuring stick 

and develop it into your understanding of music as a whole. How do you as a singer fit 

in with that?” So I think that the R&P is very much, the impression that I get is you've 

just got to learn it until you know it, and then you go in there and sing it and that's it. 

I: and just to add to that so, the big thing with R&P is they say that their technical focus 

is in specific songs, so there is one song within the exam that is more technically ... they 

put more focus on it ... so again as you said, is that what you are referring to about 

learning by parrot-fashion? 

P: Ja, ja 

I: Ok 

P: That’s just my ... because I don’t know very much more about R&P 

I: No, no, fair enough. 

P: And I also got the impression that the exercises weren’t as challenging as RSL, there 

weren’t as..... One example that I can give you, a teacher that I work with he is very 

driven. He teaches drums, so not,  but I did get this impression with vocals somehow. 

He forces his students to do a Grade 8 in grade 11 in RSL which is very hard. Grade 8 

on drums in RSL is very hard, and then in matric he gets them to do a Grade 8 R&P 

which is quite considerably easier. If they can do the RSL Grade 8 they can play the 

R&P in their sleep, and so if they do well in their R&P in matric, it also fits in with the 

IEB examination standards and it, you know it’s easier for them cause so they don’t 

have to spend that much time on it because with matric exam demands in terms of your 

aural or theory exams they don’t have a lot of time they’ve literally got the first 6 months 

of the year and after that it’s prelims, finals and it’s just hectic, hectic written exams the 

whole time. That’s the way he finds that he can get excellent results and also allow them 

to have a bit of space to allow them to have something a little easier to do in matric. I 

don’t know if that necessarily counts for the vocals, but it was an interesting way of 



    

485 | P a g e  

 

looking at it, which I haven’t done with my vocal students yet. I’ve got a whole bunch 

that are actually in grade 10 this year that I’m thinking of trying that with because they’re 

all Grade 7 RSL, making them do their Grade 8 next year in RSL and then trying the 

R&P Grade 8 the following year, and see if I found the experience to be the same. 

I: Hm thank you that’s interesting... 

P: Interesting hey 

I: Very interesting 

 

Q6: What do you feel could be improved about the technical exercises in Rockschool if 

there is anything? 

P: I feel like they could give so many more examples. I feel like the companion guide 

side of things, is very limited and it’s challenging for me, [I’m] such a busy person, and 

I don’t have a lot of time so if there were ... cause I’ve got the companion guide for the 

new syllabus. There could be double the amount of additional exercises, also covering 

all the keys that are required and in fact having perhaps some online resources like for 

example, there’s a wonderful website called ‘Sight Reading Factory’ where you can go 

and generate sight-reading exercises on the spur of the moment. Where you can put in 

the parameters that you want,  so if you want a four-bar in the key of Dmin, using ties 

and staccato, you can literally choose every single little thing that you want, and then 

you press ‘generate’ and then Kaboom! There you go. They can give you everything, 

sight-reading for every instrument and for vocals. Now if RSL [were able to] have some 

sort of...I don’t know if it’s realistic to say that they could ... do something like this, but if 

‘Sight Reading Factory’ can do it, surely there must be a way that that same concept 

could be used for the RSL ... and not just the vocals, all instruments for that matter. 

Where you’ve got the parameters of each grade, technical exercises, and you can 

literally click, and there you go. You’ve got as many examples as the computer can 

generate. It’s not necessarily the most maybe, the most musical, it won’t have the 

human touch in terms of the musical thing but when it comes to scales and technical 

exercises, arpeggios and things like that really, it is very much a ... it has a certain level 

of parameters. It doesn’t really have the human touch necessarily. You as the teacher 

would have to bring that in you know, singing the arpeggio with feeling, but the actual 

layout of the technical exercises, a computer could generate it. Anyway, that was just 

my thought. I also find sometimes the recorded examples, the new syllabus, they’ve 

worked really hard on making them excellent, but I sometimes find the recorded 

examples lead the students astray. And some of them have to learn ... they are better 
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auditory learners, they learn much better by listening. So I find myself doing a lot of ... 

“pull out your cell phone, let’s record some examples”. It would be wonderful if there 

were a variety of recordings in different keys for students to be able to access. It would 

just be wonderful and a much easier way of going about giving examples to students. I 

just feel like that could be developed so much, and people could pay for it if it were a 

money issue 

I: They would pay for it 

P: They would pay for it definitely. Anyway, just a thought, 

I: A great thought 

P: It’d make my life much easier. 

 

Q7: Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric? 

P: I think it goes way over and beyond the level that they need to be at in matric. I say 

to my students on a regular basis, if you can crack a distinction in your RSL exam, the 

right level obviously, you’ll be able to cakewalk your final, but the weirdest thing happens 

in matric I don’t know what it is with students and so many of my teachers that I work 

with say the same thing. They seem to just go backwards in matric I don’t know what it 

is about them, but they seem....what they present to me in class and what they’ve been 

doing...the level of work that they’ve been doing, cause many of mine I’ve had since 

Grade 8, and that’s such a privilege to be able to see a student to go from Grade 8, 

choose music as a subject in grade 10 and go all the way through to go to grade 12. 

Incredible. Amazing opportunity as a teacher to be able to do that and then suddenly in 

matric something happens to them, I don’t know. But I do think in the back of my mind 

when they do their external exam in the middle of the year or towards September that 

the preparation I’ve done with them for their RSL exam is going to hold them... because 

it’s so much more work, there is so much more that they have to...and the level of 

examining is so much stricter, that I can sort of say oh well if they can crack a distinction 

in their RSL exam they can definitely get a distinction in their final matric exam. So I 

would say it prepares them excellently, but it’s so individual it really is up to the student 

and how they maintain their mind set and their work ethic as they go through their matric 

year. It can be a little soul-destroying at times when they drop the ball quite badly, and 

they do, some of them. Then again, I have one student that I can think of that … she 

just ... I even went to her final matric prac. to run her tracks for her and do her sound for 
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her. I just sat there in her matric prac. was just dying inside! “Oh my aagh this is terrible!” 

I mean she literally, I don’t know she totally bombed, and she was the most unbelievable 

student. But she went on to do her performance degree at a wonderful performing 

college in Cape Town. [Now] she is a professional singer and a performer, and she is 

using her talents. She is killing it out there in the industry. So I just think to myself you 

know what, it’s all worked out for the best” But at the time I was like “somebody hide 

me!” So, like I said, it really does vary from person to person, but on the whole excellent, 

excellent. It pushes them very hard, and then when it comes down to it, they can 

fit....their matric exam, they can walk it. 

 

Q8: In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare 

students comprehensively for their respective music graded examinations? 

P: They don’t prepare them comprehensively. Once again I’ll just speak from RSL point 

of view. It’s a framework....in fact I believe RSL is an examining tool, it’s not actually a 

comprehensive syllabus. It relies heavily on supplementary material, and I learnt a lot 

about this in my level 6 licentiate that I actually did. I have a student that is doing her 

level 6 licentiate with me now. I’m basically facilitating her. The level of supplementary 

material that she has to provide, as part of her RSL licentiate section 1 that she is just 

doing now; because the first unit is all the admin and the written stuff, and then unit 2 is 

the practical presentation, They record videos and have interviews, and it’s quite 

wonderful the way they do it with skype and stuff. But the amount of supplementary 

material that she has to provide is quite astounding. I mean she is really getting into 

such interesting stuff with all the books that she is using as her examples. Because I’ve 

kind of being doing it for such a long time I’ve kind of developed my own supplementary 

material, if you want to call it that, my own approach and the way that I do it 

P: I didn't even really think about the supplementary material that much but when I got 

your set of questions (Participants consent form) and combining it with my thoughts on 

this girl who was doing the level 6, I really feel like it’s not a comprehensive syllabus 

honestly. I’ve even spoken to one or two other … teachers’ [that] use the RSL. That’s 

the wonderful thing about it, it really is just a framework which you need to actually 

develop as a teacher, and it gives you the ... some people really want to be spoon-fed. 

They want everything given to them as a package ... there you go, open the box, and 

then you can just pull everything out and teach. You’ve got everything you need there. 

I much prefer to be able have the room to explore because every single singing book 

that I’ve ever read, every single singing video I’ve seen on YouTube , every single 
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singing teacher that I've come into contact with as a student myself; there have been so 

many things that I’ve thought have been amazing about their teaching,  I’ve absolutely 

loved about their approach and certain things that I cannot agree with at all, that I 

completely disagree with, that I think would be even criminal to teach a student, I’d go 

that far. ... Maybe I’m exaggerating (laughs), but I completely...it doesn’t resonate with 

me, it doesn’t make sense. So as a teacher, to be able to have a framework from which 

... and such an excellent framework at that, to work with and to be able to fill it in with 

what works for me, it rocks my world! I don’t know how else to say it, but I love it. I think 

it’s phenomenal. It works or me. So I don’t know if I answered your question... 

I: Yes, you absolutely did 

 

Q9: Which specific session skills/technical exercises do you feel develops the voice the 

most?  

P: I’m not really sure, I don’t really know enough about the session skills for R&P to 

answer that 

I: and RSL? 

P: Oh gosh, it’s like choosing a favourite child! Um, I think they all do, but I could say 

the one that I find the most valuable, [is] intervals. Because my keystone teaching 

method is getting the ear, the brain and the voice to work well together and I would say 

out of the last 10, 11 years of teaching, let’s say, 500 students maybe...no maybe not 

that many, my maths isn’t very good. Musicians can only count to four ... they say 

I: Laughs 

P: So let’s say, 400 students. I would say maybe 20 of them had a good natural aural 

ability. So to be able to have that focus and the ability to actually improve their ear, brain, 

voice relationship, that can really make such a huge difference in a singers ability to 

sing, because ultimately, if you can’t sing in tune what can you really do? I mean singing 

in tune ... There are so many singers that come to me that can sing in tune, and I think 

wow, that’s half the battle won. But do they have a good ear, brain, voice relationship?. 

And especially with younger people, there is only a certain amount of neural pathways 

between ear and brain and voice that can be possible at the age of 11 or 12 or 10 or 15. 

Developmentally as a musician, I even found for myself, I could only pitch on a certain 

level into my mid-20’s. When I was younger, I could sing in tune, and I could sing really 

well, and I had a lot of chutzpah. I was a great performer, and I thought I was the sh*t 

when it came to performing, excuse my French, but actually, my pitching was hit and 

miss. I didn’t really have. I would say, an intermediate to advanced ability to ... Certain 
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things came easy, but when it came to the things that weren’t that easy ... I couldn’t 

even hear that I wasn’t singing the interval incorrectly, I wasn’t even cognizant of it. It 

was only later on when I thought “Oh!” and I think working with other singers, and you 

hear them not nailing that interval, you’re like. “Oh okay”. So to be able to just break it 

down and just have that simple little exercise of being able to just have that focus of 

singing a DO after four counts, for two beats, and then singing a Sol or a Minor 7th or 

the hardest interval, a 2nd, a semitone, to be able to sing one note and another note right 

after it and to be precise, ... such a stupidly simple thing that hardly anyone can do. So 

to have that exercise to be able to really just break it down, and the way that it goes 

from Grade 1 to Grade 8. Oh well by Grade 8, you don’t have that interval exercise 

specifically the way you do in the younger grades. I think by Grade 5 you’ve kind of 

covered all of them, but if you’ve done those intervals (gives examples of intervals) if 

you’ve done all of those and you’ve cracked them, boy your ear, brain, voice relationship 

is strong, it’s good. So yes, if I had to choose one, tomorrow I might think differently … 

cause I love them all, I think they’re all phenomenal. They really do give you practical 

skills that as a singer, you can use, every single exercise. 

 

Q10: How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

P: A year, well, it’s just short of a year. So they’ll start in January, and then I always do 

my exams at the end of September or beginning of October. That’s how many months 

...10 ...10 months? Occasionally there’ll be a student that doesn’t really manage it by 

October. Usually, due to personal reasons, I had that last year, she had her Batmitzvah, 

and she had a production, and she had a personal crisis in her family and so by October 

she just actually couldn’t so her mom paid the late fee, and she did the exam in January. 

So then she had the full year, but she also struggles with anxiety so as a teacher, I just 

said to myself you know what, this exam ... really most people just want to get it done 

and dusted, but she was so anxious about it. I said you know what, life is too short, you 

should be enjoying this. This is a culmination of a year of joyful singing, not something 

to make you absolutely catatonic with anxiety. So please can we not do the exam. Some 

students I just get so annoyed with them because they get to the time and then they’re 

like “I’m not ready”. Last year I had one. This one girl, she’s one of the best singers I 

have ever, ever worked with. She has an unbelievable voice, but her confidence is so 

super low in everything, and when it came down to the week before her exam, I was like 

... she was doing her Grade 6 last year, and she decided ... a few weeks before we cut 

the graded [exam], she was going to do a performance certificate. Luckily she can sing, 
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cause most of my students I insist they do graded [exam]. I feel that three songs and 

the technical exercises … you can work on the technical exercises, and if you know 

them, you’ll nail them. But out of 5 songs the chances that one or two might go a little 

wrong and you might only crack three, your marks will be lower as a result. Rather focus 

on three songs, much more contained, and nail your technical exercises, and do well. 

That’s how I kind of go about it. But if someone’s a very good singer and they’re a natural 

performer, and that’s what they want to do, and the technical exercises don’t work for 

them I go “okay,. Performers Certificate”. But that’s option B not plan A, plan B. A few 

weeks before, this girl...she’s like...”can we do”...I said, “we need to do a Performers 

Certificate, these technical exercises, they’re not working okay”. The week before I 

thought, “this child, there’s no way, she’s not even going to pass, the way she’s singing 

these songs is just...I can’t, I don’t know what to do”. And I sort of said to her, I kind of 

led it, I said to her “do you think you’re ready for the exam?”... you know ... I want it to 

come from the student ... do you think you’ll do okay?” and she’s like “ja, I just want to 

get it over and done with”. I was like okay I can respect that...she got 98%! I don’t know 

what she did in the exam, but something came! Because she really could sing and she 

really did know the songs. It was her confidence when she was in the rehearsal room 

that was just so low, her energy was so low. I don’t know if it was the adrenalin of the 

exam or what happened, but she nailed it! So you know, it’s one of those things, I really 

let the student lead it. I have my basic requirement, which is, we start in January [and] 

we work through the year. We want something to work towards. October the exam 

comes, or end of September. This year it’s a little earlier because of the way the school 

calendar has worked out, it’s like a week or two earlier than I normally do. So that’s my 

parameters, and with the individual student, I sometimes have to tweak it. 

I: Okay, good, thank you. 

 

Q12: What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for a specific exam?  

P: It varies hey, but for the most part, I’d say my basic strategy is the first term...because 

I work in mainly 4 term schools ... Okay say if you’re going to divide the year into thirds 

from January to October; so the first third of the year, I would have a really strong 

unpacking of each exercise each week, so we would do one exercise and unpack it and 

then maybe if we needed to take another week to do it, depending on the student, then 

I would. Then I’ll unpack the next one and unpack the next one and unpack the next 

one. And then with songs it would be very much a freedom to try different songs where 

I would say ... I would start with the first song as being, “What have you been listening 
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over the holidays, what’s rocking your boat, what’s turning you on with music? Let’s do 

that!” Then I’d say okay, “let’s do that. and then I’d say okay, can we do one from the 

book please.” By then I’d have gotten them their books by like the beginning of February 

you know. I would have gotten the books, and then they’d have their books, and then 

I’d say, “Right, now we’re going to do one from the books”, and so we’d go for the first 

third [of the year], unpacking the technical exercises bit by bit. Doing a little warm-up 

one, technical exercise, and the song, whatever is cracking on. .Then by the second 

third [of the year], I would be starting to say, “Okay look, there's one or two songs maybe 

are too easy or too hard or not right. Can we find maybe in this third [of the year] one or 

two songs that work better?”. “I don’t want too many new options, but we just need to 

look at the songs in terms of what’s working, what’s not working”. Cause some of them 

really just want to procrastinate about hard songs, especially now that they are getting 

to matric and they need to choose Grade 6, 7 and 8 songs. They can’t just go and do 

all that easy stuff, that comfort zone stuff. They need to challenge themselves and a lot 

of the singers’ I find at that age, start having some sort of ... challenges. Going from 

their girl voices to their women voices or their boy voices to their men voices. The boys 

... maybe sometimes a bit more but the girls also do have that challenge. So the higher 

level, I like to call it the intermediate to advanced level, songs require [a much] broader 

range. I have to say to them, “Guys, you have to do a Leona Lewis song. It’s not really 

an option you have to”. So that would be the second third of the year. Technical 

exercises, now we start repeating them and filling in gaps if there were any gaps. For 

example, checking out the aural and doing a few examples, printing out a few extra 

examples from the companion guide to kind of push them a little further. Also focusing 

on a bit of sight-reading because obviously sight reading isn’t such a big thing. They’ve 

got it in Grade 7 and 8. In RSL they’ve got the QSP which involve sight-reading. But 

because they’re getting ready for matric they have to have some more sight-reading, so 

the second third is just running the technicals [exercises] and just sight-reading, sight-

reading, sight-reading, for homework every week and then the last third for the exam, I 

was just doing it now during the holidays, my little basic strategy for this term, which is 

ten weeks, and then we’re doing the exam literally in the last week or second last week 

of the term, and it’s going to be, polish and it’s going to be, the last two weeks, mock 

exams. I always give them mock exams. The last few lessons before ... these aren’t 

matric students necessarily these would be grade 10’s, 11, or 8, 9, 10, 11. The matric 

student would be a different strategy because obviously they’ve got a much shorter 

year. In fact a matric student, if it’s in grade 11 this year this is the strategy I’d have, and 
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literally in grade 12, it wouldn’t be that much new work. Literally taking what they did in 

their RSL exam, taking what happened in their final grade 11 prac. and fixing it; 

strengthening and just, more sight-reading, more repetition more ... and if they’re in 

grade 11, doing a Grade 7 exam, I won't let them do a Grade 8 in grade 12 unless they 

were an exceptional student. If they had got to a Grade 8 in grade 11, then I might 

consider letting them do the other syllabus Grade 8. ... Or just have them do Grade 8 

again if you like in matric, but not do the external exam. So I’d have a different strategy 

with a matric student, cause matric there’s just not enough time to do all that new work. 

It’s literally repetition, polishing, fixing, strengthening, building-up, confidence, pumping 

the confidence more and more and more and not overwhelming. That would be my 

strategy with a matric student, but I think this term now is quite crucial because there 

are some that just can’t buckle down and I’ve got to be very strict, and I say to them in 

the first lesson “guys”, I don’t really discuss my strategy with them in the earlier part of 

the year, but I am very strong in my strategy in terms of “Guys this is the time we have 

left. We’ve covered the aural work, we’ve got our songs, but everything is all over the 

place now. This term we’ve got to pull it all together, we’ve got to maximise our time on 

every lesson, you’ve got to come to every lesson, you’ve got to use every moment as 

crucially as we can. Can we buy in on this together? Yes?” and we come up with a little 

plan. “Right these are the weeks”.. not like minutia...”but this is what we’re going to 

achieve each week, and if you can’t come for your lesson, then you know what to do 

yourself okay? There’s no time for messing around”. So that’s when we get to the mock 

exam, “hey mock exam!”, the week before, mock exam two weeks before, and I also 

tend to do one on the one long weekend. Have an RSL workshop with all of them, and 

then we go through the whole exam, and then I get. ... Each of them has an opportunity 

to sing one song because obviously if you’ve got ten of them, they can’t all do all three 

songs. They get a chance to do one song that they choose. If they want to do their 

weakest song or their strongest song, they must decide, and each one of them gets a 

chance to unpack their technical exercise for the others, even if it’s not the same grade. 

I find what’s nice is that if they see each other doing whatever they’re doing, the ones 

that are really well prepared feel good about themselves. The ones who are not that 

well prepared, pull their fingers. So I find it quite nice to have an RSL ‘workshop’ if you 

like. Most often what will happen’ is that kids have got catch-up lessons because they’ve 

missed lessons earlier on in the term and I need to make up the lesson and I just actually 

physically don’t have the time, so this is quite good cause then I pull out the schedule 

and I’m like you see these missed lessons, can you just sign here, here and here cause 
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now they’ve had the time, but it’s within the group context so I can knock off four hours 

of make-up lessons for like ten students, in one go, so that’s my strategy. 

I: Brilliant idea 

P: Yes. And it’s good, I find it quite good for them and even if they’re in different grades 

it doesn’t matter cause I feel like they can all learn from each other. And with the older 

ones, the grade 11’s, I would maybe give them an hour, the ones who’re doing Grade 7 

and 8 this year, I would maybe give them an hour specifically, just for them just because 

the syllabus is so big and challenging. But most of them have much longer lessons than 

the others anyway, so I manage to cover more. I insist that they have an hour lesson, I 

can’t, in a half-hour lesson prepare them. That’s also part of my strategy is making sure 

that as the year goes along that they have enough time to prepare for what they need 

to prepare for. Otherwise it just can’t happen. 

I: Do you spend a lot of time ... so in your lesson, they walk in, you open the book, and 

you start working from that book? Or do you... 

Baby stands on some books, participant tells her not to, and talks about giving those old 

books from the original RSL syllabus to her licentiate student. 

P: I loved the old syllabus. I miss many aspects of it, and I still use it, so it kind of relates 

to what you are asking. I don’t just open the book, no. I start with vocal warm-up 

depending on the kid then I get to grips with them through my own process. I work a lot 

with people with special needs so I really have to tailor-make it for each student and it’s 

become my greatest achievement as a teacher that I can really ... I try to ... my concept 

is artist development. I don’t see myself as a singing teacher. I see myself as someone 

who develops an artist. So, ‘Who is that person, and what is it that they’re trying to 

achieve? How do I get the best out of them, how do I polish their already shiny jewel of 

a talent?” Or no talent, just their passion and their love for what they do.” Cause some 

of them don’t have obvious talent ... they just ... they’re there for a reason, and what is 

that reason? So I will start by getting to work with them and getting their voices to relax 

and everything to work together, and then I’ll open the book, and we’ll work through it 

bit by bit. I’ve got my Ipad, so each of my students have got their little document on 

there, which is very basic ... depending on the student, I could write one sentence on 

them, or a whole paragraph, depending on what we’ve done so I can kind of keep track 

and it’s nice cause then after the exam one of the lessons I always do is going back on 

the year and reading through everything that we’ve done together and actually doing 

the songs that we’ve done earlier or even the year before. Some of them are like “ah 

can’t we go back to.. 2015, what did we do then?” and that’s quite fun cause then you’ve 
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really got this wonderful record...cause you can’t remember everything, it’s really hard 

to remember everything. Then I open the book, and we’ll work through it. Some lessons 

we don’t even open the book. It just depends on what we’re doing that particular day, 

and some of them are more...they’re more likely to work well out of the book depending 

on their certain circumstances and other times their not. Some of them really love the 

book they really want to work out of the book every week. They like that sense of 

achievement when each thing gets ticked off, and each thing gets mastered. And others 

who open that book and then just lose them, they shut down so then I have to kind of 

motivate them more, reward them with ... I have one student who has ‘Aspergers’ and 

literally I will bribe her with shoulder massages. I say “If you do this arpeggio today, then 

I will massage your shoulders for a whole 5 minutes” and she’ll say “10!” I’ll say “okay 

done, as long as you sing the whole time while I massage your shoulders”. So while she 

sings her songs, I massage her shoulders for ten minutes. Like literally (laughs). 

I: Well if it works ... 

P: Bribery works, but all in a singing context obviously 

I: Yes, of course, of course. Now I think we’ve mostly covered these questions. Is there 

anything that you would add to either RSL or R&P that comes to mind to assist with 

vocal technical development? I know you said more material ... 

P: Well, I think there should be some sort of incentivising for students that are doing 

maybe the instruments to do the RSL theory. “Have you seen the RSL theory syllabus?” 

I: No 

P: When we finish this interview, I’ve got all the books, and you can just have a little 

zoom through it. I think they should incentivise students and say “if you do an RSL 

practical exam, we’ll give you half price on the theory” because I honestly feel some of 

the stuff that is lacking technically from the practical exams, not only vocals but all the 

instruments, are really covered in the theory [books]. It’s about understanding for 

example how instruments work together, how chords are formed, how harmonies are 

created, how you know, the sort of thing that you’d learn if you were doing music as a 

subject. The kids that do music as a subject they get that in subject music, but the ones 

who are doing music for fun, as an extramural, if they were incentivised somehow to do 

the RSL theory exams, I think it would just be phenomenal because it’s all there, it’s all 

in the syllabus. It’s just that the two haven’t really been made to work together somehow. 

It’s like these two separate entities, and I know that the music production syllabus is 

also a newer addition to the RSL. And a lot of my students, they really want to 

understand how to make a CD, how to become a recording artist, how to edit their own 
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backing tracks and those sort of technical skills. Not necessarily vocal technical skills, 

but you know everything that goes along with it. You know as a performer (gestures to 

Interviewer), we’ve got to be able to do it all. If you don’t have big bucks and the right 

contacts to do it for you, and you want to do it, you’ve got to figure out how to do it 

yourself. So if there could be a way to also loop in the production syllabus as well that 

would be amazing. I don’t know how, but that’s just something that comes to mind. 

I: The classical syllabus ... they have got that practical and that theoretical side 

P: Much more intertwined absolutely, and the RSL theory syllabus, is stunning. 

I: I didn’t even know about that, I’d love to have a look 

P: After this, I’m going to pull out the books for you. It’s absolutely stunning! The books 

the way it’s done everything about it is amazing. Down to just the way it looks is amazing. 

I: Okay, on that note … 

P: Which of course, I haven’t done. Let’s not even go there. I have all these intentions. 

Grade 8 theory exam ... no, haven’t done it. But I will. It’s on my list of things to do. 

I: Our last question ... 

 

Q15: What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 

P: Well it gives students a very definite goal and goals to work towards, it’s a ... 

P: It gives something to work towards, and it gives prestige, which builds confidence. I 

feel that it gives a road map to the journey. Because music is such an awesome journey 

but very often especially with artists and artistic people they don’t really see the wood 

for the trees. They don’t really know where they’re going, they [simply] know they want 

to go there. They have this calling ... they have to do it. Or it’s just something that they’re 

good at. I know in our music department at the private school that I teach at, the kids 

that come up there; they don’t fit into the sports world, they don’t fit into the academic 

world necessarily, they don’t fit into the drama world. They don’t fit into the popular rich 

kids world, so the place that they find their home and their happy place, where they fit, 

is in the music department. … and so this exam, this thing that they’re working on or 

working towards, it just gives them purpose which is so important ... I can’t 

overemphasise how valuable just that purpose is. It’s very different for very different 

people for all the different artists that I develop but it, it gives them the roadmap to get 

to where they want to be. Some of them could just fart-arse around about, doing 

whatever until the cows come home, you know, doing music, there’s a few that I know. 

Very talented and they need something to actually push them forward. For others, it’s 

just the joy of learning. So whatever it is for them, it works. I believe, and I’m a strong 
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advocate of it. Also for me, I want my students to have that sense of achievement once 

they’ve done their exam, and for most of them, even if they don’t do as well as they 

anticipated, it pushes them. A lot of [my students’], not that many but a few, hadn’t done 

as well as they anticipated, and they went and did the exam again, and got the mark 

that they felt that they deserved. So, it shows you how it brings determination, it brings 

work ethic, it brings all these amazing life skills into it, and then, “wow”, how nice, you 

get to sing your way through it. Phenomenal. 

I: I have just thought of one thing, you can answer it very quickly. 

P: Yes. 

I: You’ve spoken a lot about your use of RSL not so much R&P. Is there a reason that 

you did your licentiate through RSL? 

P: Well, the R&P didn’t exist when I started all of this. 

I: Okay? 

P: So my grade is actually a Trinity RSL Grade 8 because Trinity ran RSL before, and 

when they split up, the first R&P syllabus; because they’ve come up with a second 

version of it. The first version I didn’t like the songs that they chose, and the technical 

exercises seemed a little vague to me. … I think the reason why is not because one is 

better or worse, it’s just that RSL has been going for so long they have covered so many 

bases over all these years, so they have really made the syllabus extremely strong over 

time. R&P was just so new that they were kind of still ironing it out, and figuring it out, 

and kind of getting to grips with how they actually wanted to teach it. They went quite 

different to RSL because they wanted to define themselves. One thing that made me 

upset was when they split, all the schools said RSL is no longer accredited and R&P is 

the only syllabus you can use. I was incensed by that. I said, “How dare they, how dare 

they make that decision for us. [We] have been working with the syllabus and are so 

passionate about the syllabus,  we have worked so hard in developing this thing for 

ourselves, and have done the exams and put in the time and the money and the effort 

and everything, and love it now. How dare they turn around and say we have to choose 

that one and it’s so watered down, and it’s so new and undeveloped”. I thought that was 

very unfair ... and quite nasty (laughs). Now that they’ve come up with a more developed 

syllabus … it’s just because it’s what I’ve been doing for all this time. And to take the 

time to learn R&P it’s just not ... as you can hear from babies and children and families 

and people coming in and wanting to talk to me now, I just haven’t had the time. I’ve 

bought the R&P technical exercises book (shows book). As you can see it’s also on my 

list of things to do 
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END OF INTERVIEW 
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION 

Participant 6 

• Interview date: 16th July 2018 
• Interview time: 17:00 
• Interview Location: Participants home, Sandton 
 
I: Hi, thank you for joining. I am just going to list the questions for easy reference for my 

transcription. What are the reasons why you choose to use the Trinity Rock & Pop 

syllabus? I: Hi, thank you for joining. I am just going to list the questions for easy 

reference for my transcription.  

 

Q1: Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam. 

P: Must I answer that now? 

I: Yes, please. 

P: Not a lot, hey. 

I: Okay? 

P: I would say for R&P very little; and I would say for RSL, in terms of actual vocal 

technique (in terms of breathing range etc.). There’s no rubric, within the examination 

that actually marks that per-say. Even when you get the comments back from the 

examiner; there´s no mention apart from perhaps tone. There´s never any mention of 

breathing; there´s never any mention of range; there´s never any mention of vibrato. So 

the finer technical details are not even mentioned or required. You can also see from 

the questions, those 5 questions [at the end of the book]) it’s very,very basic in terms of 

what you should eat, what you should not eat… 

I: Are you talking about the RSL? 

P: Yes, I´m talking about the RSL now. So for both of them, I would say: not much 

technically required vocally. The only difference in the graded levels (for both of them) 

in terms of difficulty, would be a slight change in range. But all of the songs are very 

open to interpretation. I really don’t find, if I compare a Grade 5 RSL to a Grade 8 RSL), 

that it’s much different. Apart from maybe the songs being a third higher, in terms of the 

span of the range, like a third bigger, I would say. Not higher necessarily, but bigger. 

So, Trinity very, very little and RSL then, also not that much- but Trinity a lot less.  

 

Q2: What are the reasons why you choose to use the Trinity Rock and Pop syllabus? 

P: I don´t use the R&P syllabus at all.  
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I: Okay, what are your reasons for that? 

P: Firstly that the technical requirements, in the technical section, as in, for example, 

scales and exercises, so I´m not talking vocal technique now; I´m talking technical. 

I: Yes, they call them Session Skills in the R&P 

P: Yes … it’s barely anything; there’s nothing. Also, the repertoire I´m finding is actually 

very English, also very simple. There´s not a lot of American songs in there compared 

to RSL which I would say is probably 80% American songs. The songs are not very 

recognisable, and they are very old. They’re not very current, and also, the songs are 

very repetitive, and the arrangements are very repetitive or simplified compared to the 

actual real song. And I also find with Trinity, as soon as I started to explore the Trinity 

syllabus, it almost felt like they were deliberately trying to create their own contemporary 

syllabus, without the necessary knowledge. It felt to me like it was a panel of classical 

people putting together a contemporary syllabus without prior experience.  

I: Okay, the same question applies to the RSL.  

 

Q3: What are the reasons why you then choose the RSL syllabus? 

P: Well firstly; with the technical aspect of it; at least there are some scales and the 

harmonisation and the backing vocals and the interval singing. It’s more extensive, even 

though it is not extensive enough. For me, if I compare the vocal RSL syllabus to the 

piano syllabus, the piano RSL syllabus is substantial. You have to play [the same 

amount of] scales compared to, for example, an ABRSM Classical or a Trinity Classical 

or Unisa Classical. It [the RSL Piano syllabus], develops your technique. Whereas with 

the RSL vocal (it´s certainly better than the Trinity) but it´s still not sufficient enough. 

There needs to be more technical; more scales because if you compare the RSL 

technical to the Unisa Classical syllabus for example, and all the scales and exercises 

and technical studies that you have to do there. 

I: For singing? 

P: For singing. It´s very, very substantial. So, I don’t feel like the RSL technical is on par 

with the repertoire. Although it’s better than the R&P. So my reasons for choosing RSL 

is better technical, in terms of scales etc.; better repertoire in terms of being current, in 

terms of variety, in terms of different styles. Also, their extended syllabus that you can 

choose from and the fact that you can do the free choice pieces as well and own 

composition. So that gives you a lot more scope in terms of repertoire. It also gives you 

a bit more freedom with repertoire when you have someone that doesn´t necessarily 

have that much of a range- but they excel in other areas technically for example. Not 
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everybody has got an enormous range, and also especially with boys. So I work with 

boys mainly and with their voices breaking. So if a boy is doing subject music and they 

have to do internal examinations every term at school, and they have to do their external 

examinations in order to get their grades; they have to sing. They can’t just take a 

sabbatical and just rest their breaking voices. Sometimes it can go on for a year and a 

half, two years, depending. Sometimes it’s six months, depends on the boy. So in that 

regard, the RSL syllabus repertoire variety helps with that. Because that boy isn’t 

necessarily always going to have a small range. It´s just a transition, a vocal transition 

period that they’re going through. For illness etc. etc., you can quickly change a song 

and that kind of thing and then also, finally, if you are teaching IEB subject music, you 

are not permitted to use the Trinity technical syllabus, for obvious reasons. There is 

nothing to use. So even if a 7th subject IEB student is doing Contemporary music as 

their style or their genre; they are allowed to do a varied program. So they can do one 

ABRSM piece, one RSL piece and one R&P piece. They can go and choose all the 

Contemporary ones from those, but then they have to do the RSL technical, and from 

Grade 6 onwards, that means they have to do a stylistic study as well. As well as the 

scales and intervals and backing vocals etc. So at least that is a little bit more 

challenging 

 

Q4: What is your opinion of the song selections for each grade?  

P: Well, I find that from Grade 5 onwards, maybe there’s a difference between a Grade 

5 and a Grade 8; just in terms of runs for example; faster runs and bigger jumps, bigger 

leaps. But between Grade 5 and 6, for example, I don´t find much of a difference. I had 

a case where a pupil is making subject music for matric, and he is doing the minimum 

requirements. He’s doing two Grade 5 and one Grade 6 piece, and he´s doing Grade 5 

technical. He was struggling to find repertoire that he enjoys, and that’s suited to his 

voice. He kept changing and changing and changing songs, and we were actually in a 

situation where he sang a song for his Grade 5 external examination, which is actually 

with the requirements, the stipulated requirements [which are]; it has to be this range, 

the highest note, the lowest note, jumps of that and that and that. If you go and cross-

check it, that same Grade 5 piece actually qualifies as a Grade 6 piece as well. So you 

can use the exact same piece of repertoire for both Grades, and that’s a grey area for 

me. I think that should be set in stone. 

I: Is this for both R&P and RSL or are you speaking particularly of the RSL now?  
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P: I´m only talking RSL because I don´t use the R&P. I researched it, and I, the school 

that I work at, we bought the entire range, and we went through it. So we´ve got it on 

hand, but I find that that’s easy stuff and it’s easy to use and sometimes it’s useful for 

younger children because it is so simple. 

I: And what about, so if you were saying for the IEB examinations they can select songs 

from different syllabi, then would you not select a song from the R&P syllabus for 

example? 

P: Not necessarily because like I said, I don´t like the arrangements of the songs either. 

The arrangements are very simplified, and sometimes they end very bluntly. They’re a 

bit too short. I find it a bit tacky, to be honest, you know. Whereas with the RSL, you 

also have to shorten the songs sometimes and I can compare it to the piano syllabi as 

well with both. If you compare…(I know you are doing the vocal thing now), but just for 

interest sake, if you compare the R&P piano syllabus with the RSL piano syllabus; 

before RSL brought out their newest piano syllabus, which they brought out, I think, two 

years ago. R&P was all accompaniment style, so in other words, they would have vocal 

and then full piano score. Whereas RSL was full solo piano. But then they changed it 

and made it half and half. So RSL then changed their solo piano arrangements, which 

w[ere] so beautiful, to three of the songs, three of the six songs in the syllabus in the 

prescribed syllabus, not the extended syllabus, would be accompaniment keyboard 

style, as if you were accompanying a vocalist or as if you were playing keyboard in a 

band. Just chords accompaniment: over and over, repetitive, repetitive and you have to 

play it with backing track. The other three songs would be solo piano arrangements, but 

most of the time they would be compositions by RSL staff, you know, either by a guitar 

specialist or whatever and they’re not as nice as they used to be. So I actually prefer 

the old, even for the vocals, I prefer the old RSL syllabus. I feel like they changed their 

syllabus to try and compete with R&P because Trinity is famous for making things easier 

and then poor ABRSM and poor RSL and poor…well, not UNISA because UNISA just 

does their own thing. But then they have to make their stuff easier because they lose, I 

think probably clients or pupils or whatever that way. So their prices become more 

competitive; their course material becomes easier, their online resources become more, 

and there’s this constant competition and also with the whole thing about RSL not being 

accredited anymore in South-Africa. So I´m not sure about the R&P and the RSL politics 

for South-Africans specifically, but both of them are accredited in the UK, so I don’t 

understand. 
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I: What do you think about the different graded levels? You´ve spoken a little bit about 

it. Do you feel the songs are appropriate for the levels? Some of them there’s not much 

of a difference, but do you think some of the Grade 8 songs are, for example too easy 

or too difficult? Or the Grade 4 songs are too easy or too difficult?  

P: I think if you take all the songs, like the six songs in the book of a particular grade 

and you compare them to one another, they are so different in difficulty level. Like if I 

just think now of my most recent, one that is fresh in my memory, the Grade 6 male 

vocal syllabus RSL. There’s “Ain’t no sunshine” which is arranged over a fifth, and then 

there’s “Counting Stars” which goes into full falsetto. I´m not sure if the intention there 

is to, as I said previously, to cater for different abilities or for different ... but I don’t find 

like it’s a set standard. I think there are too many fluctuations in standard. There’s too 

much opportunity to gippo it a little bit, you know? And to go, “ag no, we’re gonna skip 

Grade 1–5, let’s ‘gooi’ a Grade 6, 7 and 8 quick, quick, quick. Subject musics’, let´s go!”, 

which is what I´m doing, you know? I´m being practical and effective rather than 

“schloffing” because in my opinion “Aint no sunshine” should be a Grade 3 piece, not 

Grade 6. Yes, “Man in the Mirror” is in there as well, and that’s quite challenging, that 

can be a Grade 6, and “Counting Stars” definitely.  I find usually there are only three 

nice songs and the rest are like, “huh? What is that!?” Something weird, like some 

obscure David Bowie song that nobody’s ever heard before, which is also good because 

you have to have unfamiliar repertoire as well because that gives you challenges in 

different ways because it is easy to sing stuff that you know. So ja, I don’t think the 

standard is consistent within the same grade with RSL. R&P I can’t comment on 

because I haven’t looked at it in that particular depth. 

 

Q5: Okay. So, I know you don´t use R&P but, let´s talk about it in general. What do you 

feel could be improved…in the Session Skills in Trinity Rock & Pop? 

P: Well, it´s not really Session Skills, is it, you know? I mean Session Skills does not 

involve a full bar thing that you go and learn for a year and then you sing it back. Session 

Skills involve sight-reading, sight-singing. Sight sighting is absolutely crucial, and that is 

one thing that is lacking for me across the board. There’s just not enough attention on 

sight-singing. I mean RSL even gives you a choice between improv and sight-singing,  

there shouldn’t be a choice. The aural and the sight-reading should be compulsory, in 

my opinion.  
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Q6: So if I ask the same question of RSL, what you would improve about the technical 

exercises in RSL? Would you add sight singing? 

P: Ja, I would definitely add sight…I would make all those little things compulsory. You 

have to be able to improv, you have to be able to sight-sing, you have to have the aural 

skills as well. Then in terms of the scales and the technical exercises; I would include 

more scales. Not just one Blues scale and one Minor Pentatonic scale and one 

arpeggio. If you look at all the other instruments if you look at the guitar and all the 

different positions that you have to play, it’s not realistic. I mean, you want to be able to 

improve as a vocalist, and you want to be able to improve your students, and you want 

to be able to take course material, that is very expensive and just use that, without 

having to supplement from online resources or other technique books or your own hand-

written scales etc. etc. Or, alternatively, it should be included in the course material: “Do 

the Blues scale in this and this and this key” for example, or in this range. Yes they have 

that, a little bit, but I think it is a bit vague, cause it’s just the examiner can choose your 

starting note … or you choose your starting note. 

I: Yes, you choose it 

P: So maybe it should rather say “Practise these scales, in all of these keys for your 

own vocal development” or “Practise a range of voice” for example, so that you can 

push yourself a little bit. You’re never going to develop your technique or your range if 

you don´t get out of your comfort zone. It’s too comfortable, it’s not challenging enough 

at all 

 

Q7: Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric? 

P: For matric subject music? Well if you consider the minimum requirements set by the 

IEB, that’s all they have to do. But then also, if you consider the fact that an IEB 

examination is 30 minutes long, I mean what can you actually assess in 30 minutes 

practically, (of a person´s capability) of which 95 % of that is prepared work. The only 

way that you can really assess a person´s ability is to give them unprepared stuff, you 

know? So there I find that the Grade 6, 7 and 8 Quick Study is quite useful because that 

is kind of a real-life situation, you know. “Okay, can you do a session … they didn’t pitch 

up … we need you here in an hour … I´m on my way”. Then that’s where your skills are 

really going to be tested. Anybody can prepare three songs for a year and then go and 

sing them. And not all teachers are kind of mindful, savvy, or caring enough to 
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supplement that work, to make sure that their students get stretched as much as they 

need to be. So to come back to the question, these syllabi can prepare, I think the IEB 

requirements came after the syllabi limitation, not the other way around. I think the IEB 

was like “Okay well, this is the Contemporary material that we´ve got to our disposal, so 

we can’t expect people to go and import other stuff that we don’t have in our country, 

because we only really have those two syllabi to choose from.” So they had to structure 

their requirements around that for Contemporary students. I don´t necessarily feel that 

it is a true assessment of technical facility, so if you compare for example a Grade 5/ 6 

Contemporary pupil to a Grade 5/6 Classical pupil, I don´t think it’s fair because the 

Classical peeps have a lot more than they actually have to do 

 

Q9: Okay, which specific session skills/technical exercises (even thinking back to R&P 

and their session skills or the technical exercises from RSL) what do you feel develops 

the voice the most? 

P: Sight-singing and improv, definitely. Ad-libbing, which I believe has been made non-

compulsory in RSL… 

I: I know R&P … 

P: It´s not compulsory anymore. They used to have solo sections in the songs, that´s 

been removed 

I: I know R&P, they have quite a lot of improvisation sections in their songs  

P: That´s true. But the RSL now, what´s the word, the opposite of compulsory? It´s 

optional now, for the vocalists only. Even, oh actually no, even in the piano syllabus. If 

there’s an improv section within a piece of music, then it says optional, so you can either 

just play the chords through there, or you can play the solo that is written out, which is 

not going to develop your improvisational skills. I mean, I can honestly say, from a 

person coming from a Classical background, having gone through Contemporary and 

Jazz training and having done so many different styles, practically and teaching wise, 

you need improvisation skills. You have to be able to do stuff on the spot, and there’s 

no better way to develop that than regular sight-reading. Sight-reading becomes non-

sight-reading after a minute. A minute after you’ve seen it and you start practising it. 

Sight-singing has to be unseen work, on a very regular basis, and unfortunately, it really 

gets neglected a lot and so does improvisation. I also find that if a teacher, if they don’t 

have improvisational skills themselves, it’s very difficult to teach. You have to have gone 

through that process to be able to really, really guide someone. It’s very important. They 

should call it “Live skills” not Session Skills. 
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I: Yes 

P: Cause it’s any live situation. Sometimes you find yourself in a live performance 

situation, where something happens, your [sheet] music blows away, or you know 

I: Or you forget the lyrics 

P: Forget the lyrics, and you have to make it up, exactly, or the mic suddenly goes off, 

and you have to do body percussion until the mic comes back on or whatever. 

 

Q10: How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

P: Maximum a year 

I: Okay? 

P: Max, also depending on their level they were at when they started; depending on 

whether they´re doing subject music or not, sometimes with the subject music pupils 

you have to push, but then I would rather skip grades than to rush through. I would 

quickly work through the previous course material, just to make sure that they have got 

all the technical basics. Repertoire not so much, just the technical stuff, to make sure 

they have the improv skills, the sight-reading skills and the scales; that they know the 

sound of the different scales and different intervals and then maximum a year, but 

preferably shorter than that. Well the thing is you can’t really do one session and then 

the next because it’s only a six-month gap and that I find too short.  

 

Q11: What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for a specific exam? 

P: Simulation. That’s something that people don’t do, and that’s something that pupils 

don’t do. They don’t practise simulation; they don’t practise exam conditions. So practice 

method is very important to me, and that´s something that I drill and teach all the time. 

Practise method. How you practise is absolutely crucial. It’s very easy for someone to 

just sing and sing and sing and Lalala. But if you actually want to practise technique, a 

five minute concentrated, focused technical practise session is a lot more beneficial than 

just singing, while you’re sitting down or slouching or whatever, you know? You have to 

enforce your posture; enforce your support; enforce your projection; enforce your 

everything. You have to go through your checklist (and I´m talking beginner students 

now). So all of those vocal techniques have to become second nature to a point where 

you don’t have to think about it anymore because you can’t think about 15 things at the 

same time. It has to become muscle memory, and it’s the same with any other 

instrument. So when it gets closer to an exam, I will try and simulate an exam within a 

lesson, so I would, even to the point of acting like I´m an examiner, try and freak them 



    

506 | P a g e  

 

out, to try and make them nervous and to try (as much as possible) make them realise 

what they can expect;- kind of worst-case scenario. I think the worst-case scenario is 

probably just a grumpy examiner,especially for the ones who haven’t done an exam yet, 

especially for the first time. That first time is so daunting, and then it just gets easier, 

and I try and draw from my childhood experiences of when I did exams. I try and 

remember the awkward moments and successful moments. The best moment I had was 

when I did my Grade 5 Unisa Classical singing exam. I was already finished with school 

and was in my first year of study. I was just doing Classical singing externally just as an 

extra boost, because I couldn´t do two instruments. I was studying Jazz at Pretoria Tech, 

and I was only allowed to do one first instrument, and I couldn´t do a second instrument, 

because I actually wanted to do saxophone and Jazz vocal. I didn´t know a Jazz vocal 

teacher and the teacher that we had at the tech was a Contemporary voice teacher, and 

I didn´t want to do that because I have done a little bit of that already. I wanted to 

particularly do Jazz and improv vocally. So then I thought, okay well, next best thing is 

just to do Classical singing because my mom is an Opera singer and I was doing singing 

with her, my Grade 5 exam. It was 8 o´clock in the morning, I had my accompanist there 

and a bottle of Old Brown Sherry in my bag (because it was early, and I didn´t have a 

chance to warm-up because I was living next to a commune and they would have 

murdered me. I was sipping the Old Brown Sherry but I now, being nervous, I had a bit 

more than I should have, so by the time I got in that exam, I was chatting up a storm 

with the examiner, and I was just telling him how I think Mozart was so cruel in his 

compositional style because of the way that he composed for vocalists in particular. It 

was … absolutely no mercy, because he was not a singer himself and etc. etc. and I 

was going on and on and on, and then I got the highest marks in the country for my 

Grade 5, thanks to Old Brown Sherry! So ... I can´t remember what the question was ... 

I: The question was ... what are your teaching strategies? So it was the simulation 

P: Absolutely 

I: We´ve kind of covered this, but I´m just asking it again. Is there anything else in 

general that you would add to either syllabus to make it, to assist with vocal technical 

ability development? 

P: Absolutely. Technical? How to breathe, how to support, how to project, how to stand 

etc. There’s nothing. It just assumes that ok, you are going to sing now and you know 

exactly how to sing. There´s nothing. So it actually enables teachers who are not singers 

to take in vocal students and to mess up their voices, because this material makes it 

easy for you to get away with it. If you had syllabi that had sections on intercostal 
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diaphragmatic breathing and what it entails, and what you should do and what you 

shouldn’t do, and what you shouldn’t do to strain etc. then perhaps those non-singers 

would be like “Oh god no, I can’t do this, I don´t know how this works”. You know? I 

mean in R&P there´s nothing, and the only little incline of it in RSL are the five questions. 

One question out of the five questions [is] “What should you not eat before a 

performance?” And then that forces somebody to go and do research and go “Oh okay, 

I stay away from dairy, chocolates, etc; drink pineapple juice and warm liquids and 

honey and lemon. Which are things that you know if you have studied vocal technique. 

And vocal technique doesn´t mean scales; vocal technique means ´how to produce the 

sound´. The body is the instrument, and you have to learn how to make the sound 

without hurting yourself: without getting nodules, without straining and how to do 

different types of vibrato, how to make different types of tone and all of those tiny little 

details, which can make you … which is the difference between ‘just a singer’ and an 

‘amazing singer’, cause those are the things that you want to teach. So what I do, is I 

use the RSL for my exam students but the for the technical stuff I use the ´Alfred: Teach 

Yourself to Sing´ book, which … some people just have to have a book- and then 

another book that is quite nice is ´Beginner Voice´ 

I: Okay, I´ve not heard of that 

P: It’s got technical stuff in it, and both of those books have CD´s in them, and they´ve 

got little beginner songs like ´Scarborough Fair´ and stuff like that, that you can sing 

along with the backing track. But then it’s got pages in there with breathing exercises, 

why you should be doing this, and you actually read literature on how it all works. There 

are diagrams and pictures etc. which is very helpful. So this [the CCM syllabi are] 

seriously lacking.  

 

Q10: So how, within a lesson, how do you structure your lesson in terms of examination 

prep. Do you know what I mean? So how much time do you spend on working on songs 

and then on the technique?  

P: So, generally speaking, I would do 25% technique, 25% technical and 25% sight-

reading; aural etc. and 25% repertoire, generally. Maybe the sight-reading and aural 

can be like 15% and repertoire 35% … something like that, depending on what´s 

necessary as well. But I´ll never do a lesson without doing proper warm-up and 

technique. Sometimes I spend a lot of time on technique if I can see that there’s a 

problem, or if there´s a bad habit or something that has to be fixed. If that doesn´t get 

fixed it affects the technical and the repertoire as well and the sight-singing. And I also 
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find that students think when they’re sight singing or they sing for aural purposes, that 

they’re not singing, they´re doing something else. To actually get them to … “but you’re 

still busy singing, so sing like a singer!”.  Sing as well as you can sing, even though 

you’re only singing one note or two notes or two bars, or whatever, you know? 

I: Okay, and then … I’ve skipped out a question here … so we´re going back for my 

records. 

  

Q8: In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare 

students comprehensively for their respective music graded examinations? 

P: I find that there are not enough, especially sight singing exercises, because you´ve 

got two (I´m talking RSL now) two examples in the book and then in the teacher´s guide, 

companion guide, there are six. [When] you try and find sight-singing, Contemporary 

sight-singing books, there are none. They don´t exist. Then you end up teaching your 

pupils Classical sight-singing which (if they are IEB 7th subject music students) is a 

good thing, because, this is a problem that I have with the IEB, they don´t differentiate 

between … they don´t give them stylistic sight-singing or sight-reading, for any of the 

instruments. So they get Classical sight-reading, no matter who or what they are playing 

or doing. I mean, I actually had a Jazz saxophone student, and I prepared him, he was 

a very good sight-reader, but he got a 21 bar long, compound time, Classical sight-

reading, which he swung! But he got through it. 

I: I mean that´s what any Jazz performer does… 

P: So ja, there´re not enough resources, definitely not.  

I: Okay, and then our final question…  

 

P: And also, there´s not enough repertoire, you know, even with the extended repertoire, 

it’s still not enough. But I feel like it can be updated more frequently, the extended 

repertoire lists, or they can include more songs in the book. The book is so expensive, 

anyway.  

I: Okay, thank you, and our last question. 

 

Q11: What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 

P: Well, you have to have a goal post. You can’t just blindly go and play and sing. To 

me, I always encourage pupils to do exams, whether they’re kids or they’re adults. It 

just gives them a scale of standard to measure themselves [against] and a goal post to 

work towards, cause without that, if you don´t have that goal …and then, of course, the 
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qualification as well, the fact that it’s internationally recognised, which is why I would 

rather encourage, you know, the UK syllabi as opposed to the S.A. syllabi. So that, you 

know, in case you immigrate or in case you want to go and study in London, then you 

can use your Grade 6, and it will be recognised. So that’s very important. There´s always 

room for improvement of course, but I wouldn´t teach without it.  

I: Great, thank you.  

END OF INTERVIEW 
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION 

Participant 7 

• Interview date: Thursday 19th July 
• Interview time: 15:30 
• Interview Location: Coffee Shop, Bedfordview 
 
I: Thank you for joining me today, let’s start with question one. Feel free to explain and 

explore [the questions] for as long as you want. 

 

Q1: Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam. So how much 

technical ability do they need to do one of those exams? 

P: I think quite a bit because even though it is not Classical, it still requires it’s own 

technique in its own respect for you to actually execute any of those pieces the way the 

Contemporary world would like it to sound. So I think to the same degree that you need 

Classical technique as a classical singer to execute a classical exam, you would need 

that same amount of technique in a Contemporary world. 

 

Q2: What are the reasons why you choose to use in particular the Trinity Rock & Pop 

syllabus? 

P: I do not.  

I: Okay, why not? 

P: Okay, the reason why I use a Contemporary syllabus is that it is what's in demand. 

Today’s day and age no one wants to sing Classical. The ratio of Classical singers to 

Contemporary singers, that I have is 10%/90% to Contemporary …. Contemporary is 

necessary if you actually want in today’s day and age to be able to teach. No one wants 

to do the Classical syllabus anymore and then ... what was the question again? 

I: So why do you use Rock and Pop in particular? 

P: I prefer not to use Rock and Pop, to me, it feels as if the syllabus is actually ... what’ 

s the word shallow ... there’s very little substance to the actual R&P syllabus ... it´s 

basically, yes, the pieces themselves, compared to the RSL pieces, it is on a similar 

kind of trend, but on their technical side it´s very...yoh.....I´m Afrikaans… “afgewater” 

there´s the word. 

I: Watered-down? 

P: Watered-down, yes it´s very watered-down. Technically. I think they can really 

improve on their technical facility if you compare it to a RSL syllabus. So the only reason 
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why I do use R&P is if I have a student that is externally a subject music student, and 

because the RSL is not yet recognised by the South African [education system], or any 

of the school boards to be used as a 7th subject or an extra subject on their matric 

certificate, we have to use the R&P and that´s the only reason why I would use it, other 

than that, I would use the RSL. 

 

Q3: What are the reasons why you chose the RSL syllabus over R&P 

P: Because of the technical facility, they just … they train the singers a lot broader and 

wider as opposed to the R&P. Everything with regards to scales, harmonies, everything 

that they learn that you don’t find in the R&P syllabus. 

 

Q 4: What is your opinion of the song selections for each grade? 

P: Some of it I’m happy with, others I’m not so much. In the R&P syllabus I’m not too 

familiar with every single grade and the song selection for them, because I have used it 

mainly here and when I have to. But in the RSL syllabus, there are a few songs that I 

really feel “yes [these] are well on the standard of the grade” and then a bunch that 

aren’t. If I go through the syllabus with you I can say “this one; this one; that one”. So 

there are a few songs that I would not [use], and on those specific songs I will rather not 

have my singers’ sing them, and then there are others where I really feel they are up to 

scratch. 

I: So do you feel they’re too difficult or they’re too easy? Or … 

P: Mainly, some of them are too easy. I haven´t felt that there is a piece in any grade 

that is too difficult for the grade. I think most of them are just right about where they feel 

the standard is. There are pieces that I feel should not be in this grade. I would have 

dropped it at least by two or three grades, and there were many times where I put ‘Free 

Choice’ pieces in to a grade where I would give a piece to like a Grade 3 singer, a 

specific piece, and then as the syllabus gets updated, and the wider repertoire list gets 

updated, one day I find my Grade 3 piece in the Grade 7 and I’m like “what is this piece 

doing here!?” I had a Grade 3 kid that executed it a year or two years perfectly on that 

standard 

 

Q5: What do you feel could be improved about the proffered session skills in Trinity 

Rock & Pop?  

P: Improved?…. 

I: If anything of course… 
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P: I´m trying to think now … what would I better … I think the exercises in their own right 

are very well placed. So from your ability to sing a scale, to sing an interval or things like 

that, but I think it is too short. Most of the exercises are very short. So they almost just 

touch on the concept but don’t give you enough practice. I would probably extend any 

RSL syllabus. They used to, I don´t know if you were familiar with that syllabus, I mean 

you sang a scale, the Grade 6/8 scale was two pages long, and here it is one chromatic 

scale going up and down, and “ta-da!”, you’re finished. So I understand they teach you 

the concept of the scale, but I think they can actually, on their technical side just explore 

more with it. Make it almost like an exercise. They do have a stylistic exercise, but it is 

not the same. So I think they can use that, a scale and write a small piece by using the 

scale, or the intervals. Write a small piece by using those intervals jumps so that the 

students has more practise with whatever they are trying to teach you at that specific 

grade.  

 

Q6: Ok thank you; and then same for the R&P. What do you feel could be improved 

about their Session Skills 

P: Yes, their Session Skills are … I think they can bring a lot of everything else that the 

RSL has, they can bring into it. So, improvising; I think they [the exercises] are very 

broad. I mean that backtrack goes on from here to Cape Town, it doesn´t stop! So yes, 

improvising they do it excessively, but what about the other skills that they miss? Stuff 

like harmonising that the RSL has that they don´t. I don’t think a single R&P student if 

you start from Grade 1 and go to Grade 8 even has, and you’ve never supplemented it, 

even understands the concept of a scale or an interval or a jump like that, because they 

don’t incorporate it in their syllabus. Their playback, combined with sight-singing is not 

too bad: it´s an aural combination of what you see and what you read and is also 

extensively done. So I think what they have in there; the two pointers (improvising and 

the playback) is well done, but they are missing everything else.  

 

Q7: Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric? Should I say it again… it is a very long question… 

Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of competence, 

in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for examination 

requirements for matric? 

P: Well, I suppose it depends on the standard what they want for you to be on in matric  



    

513 | P a g e  

 

I: Ja so, I mean, if they have to, if you are working with a student that is doing their final 

IEB exam or Dept of Education exam; how does just working through the syllabus, get 

them ready to do that? 

P: Piece-wise, I suppose, … fine … it really depends on what the IEB requires. I mean, 

from our side we supplement with extra stuff; with extra technical works: Vaccai, Lütgens 

and things like that. So I think just the syllabus on its own would cover about 80% of 

what they actually really need for matric, and then because we supplement for the rest 

of what the IEB requires, I suppose the syllabus will obviously lack that extra 20% ... 

does that kind of answer the question? 

I: Yes it does. I think, also just in terms of technical preparedness…if you weren’t to 

supplement with Vaccai, because you don’t actually have to, for IEB you can do all your 

RSL technical exercises [for the IEB exam]. Do you feel that if you were just to work 

through the syllabi, they would be ready for matric? 

P: No, not really. Because ok well, on our side, from where I´m coming from, we don't 

use the RSL, we supplement it with the other things. Maybe in a degree-maybe not. 

Because we do the Lütgens, the Vaccais, we do, cause Vaccai is extensive interval 

jumping and Lütgens is extensive scale singings and up and down. So I suppose, I think 

the supplement is just the sections like the scale sections expanded and the interval 

sections expanded. So I suppose if you just use the RSL syllabus or the syllabus by 

itself, you would cover once again that little angle, but you won’t give the student 

extensive practise on that angle. 

 

Q8: In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare 

students comprehensively for their respective music graded examinations? I don´t know 

if you´ve seen the guidebooks? 

P: Yes. I think the guide book don’t have enough examples, but they do provide you 

with just, just enough to kind of cover the basics, compared to the old guide book. So 

yes, it does help. It does help to supplement the syllabus 

I: Are you speaking in particular about RSL or both? 

P: I haven´t seen the Trinity, but I think that one is fairly new with the new syllabus. I 

don’t know if the old one had a guide book. 

I: They had it. What they’ve done is, it’s the same book, The songs have been updated 

the songs for R&P and they’ve taken out the session skills.  

P: Ja and they put it in a different book  

I: It’s in the same book that they always had as your guide book  
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P: Yes. I’ve never seen that guide book, but from the RSL guide book, I know they have 

like five extra examples on everything that you do per grade as you go up. So yes, they 

do offer a few extra [exercises] to practise on. I think they could offer more because 

some students start memorising or start getting well acquainted with the stuff you do 

repetitively to the point where you have to go and create your own exercises if you want 

to give them more practise. Otherwise, they just remember what they’ve heard before 

 

Q9: Which specific Session Skills/technical exercises do you feel develops the voice the 

most? 

P: Develops the voice? I don´t know if anything specifically develops the voice on its 

own … No, I don’t think anything really develops the voice on the technical side. Ja … 

no.  

 

Q10: How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

P: This will depend on the student, but preferably round about six months because I feel 

I do not want to spend years and years and years working on syllabus material. So if 

you are at the required level to take a required exam, you should be able to cover the 

work within a six-months. My Grade 8’s, I give them about eight months to prep. just 

because you want really good results. Most of the time I start working extensively only 

on the syllabus about six months before the exam. So before the time I prep you on the 

skills that you would need to actually be able to take the exam, so if you say for instance 

if you moving up to an RSL level 4 or Grade 4 which is your level 2, where you now start 

harmonising. For a good month or two months we will do harmony work. I will give you 

pieces where we actually sing harmonies. You learn harmony parts, and I teach you 

how to harmonise, and I teach you how to … so I prep. your skills beforehand, and then 

when you go into the Grade 4 exam and now all of a sudden you need to start inventing 

harmonies on the spot, you are well acquainted with that skill. So yes, about six, I think 

is adequate time for my students that they generally cover the work in. 

 

Q10: What are your teaching strategies…you kind of just yes 

P: explained that 

I: Ok, the next questions are similar, but I will just ask you the questions anyway in case 

there is something you need to add.  
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Q12What would you add to the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus to assist with vocal technical 

development? 

P: ..add?…anything extra?….I would go about it, maybe the way that the Trinity 

Classical does their instrumental exercises.  I don´t know if you´ve ever seen the piano 

Session Skills? They have their three set exercises where the one is developing tone; 

the other one is developing balance, and that one is developing coordination and things 

like that. I think if you write small little exercises; you know eight bars, twelve bars max; 

that say this skill teaches you how to, for instance leap in registers, … or like the stylistic 

studies in the RSL, but they only bring that in much later, but also just touching on it, or 

this teaches you how to do register flips, tone changes, things like that, to develop 

vocally your technique. I would bring that in from a very early grade on. Maybe not Grade 

1, but maybe Grade 4–8. Extra almost Session Skills, where they cover different angles 

that certain singers, especially in the Contemporary world, … tone changes, learning to 

sing asperate tone changing between that, and glottal onset. Things like that, I think that 

would be a nice supplement into their syllabus to cover some basic techniques over a 

small song  

I: Okay and I´m assuming that´s obviously for both syllabi? 

P: Yes, the RSL teaches you from the grade 6-8 they bring in their stylistic studies, and 

then once again they’ll say like if you do Jazz, you do chromaticism, and you do pitch 

bends, and if you do R&B you will do register flips, and you’ll do that one. So now if you 

chose to do Jazz you never get to learn to do register flips, and if you chose to do R&B 

you never learnt how to do whatever the other,…so basically you have to cover all four 

styles if you want to approach or teach this student all the different techniques that you 

can employ into different various contemporary [styles]. So yes in one sense they are 

very specialised so, if they only choose the Jazz every grade, then they get to learn how 

to sing the Jazz style really well, but then they are not a well-rounded singer. One day 

if they do a R&B song and they’ve never done pitch bends in their life or slides or 

glissando’s they’re like “ok, what is this?” or “this is new to me”. So if you want to create 

a well-rounded singer I think, take all of those little techniques and incorporate it into 

one or two or three exercises and have the student experience or at least touch on 

everything so that they know what they’re doing.  

 

I: Thank you. I actually just do want to go back to that teaching strategies one. How do 

you structure your lesson, you know in terms of, “ok today I am going to work on songs, 
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or today I am going to do the technical exercises”, do you throw them all together? How 

much time do you spend on each part? 

P: Okay, when we’re just talking following the syllabus, I would spend about one third 

on the technical and the other two thirds, …but not always in the same lesson. So I 

would say today is our technical lesson and we just focus on teaching you all your tech 

and then for the next two lessons we work on pieces and then as the students get more 

familiar with it, we’ll say okay, now inside this same lesson span we will cover all the dif- 

cause if you start with technical stuff, for instance, the scales it takes a long time to run 

through all of them, and get the student acquainted with them; give them the material 

and [show them] how to practise it at home. Later on, you know, if they can sing their 

scales they can sing their scales, they come to their lesson and it takes you two minutes 

to quickly run through the tech, and then you can focus on whatever else is required  

I: And in general, how do you structure a lesson if it is just for IEB stuff if you aren’t 

focusing on an exam? How do you structure your lesson? 

P: In general, we always start with basic warm-ups that we will use some technical 

facility to either technique on its own. Vocalisation warm-up and things like that and then 

not always…not always, like the actual technical requirements of the exam syllabus, 

that will come in later. Then inside the songs, something I like to do is, I like to give them 

specific pieces that focus on specific techniques, so if today we’re doing head voice 

singing, I will find, or if I feel we’re going to work on your head voice for a whole lesson, 

I’ll give you a piece that is mainly written in the head voice section and we work in that 

section. Or if we’re going to do, depends, I don’t know; whatever technique, I like to take 

a piece of music to incorporate whatever you are trying to teach the student, so that 

they don’t feel every lesson is this technical, technical, technical from beginning to the 

end. But they actually get to sing and be technical about it at the same time 

 

Q15: What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 

P: They…I think they, they do help… in music education in general like in schools or in 

just in their ability to..? 

I: Ja 

P: I think graded stuff helps. I´ve taught many times where I have taught students 

outside of school or adults, or you know, people who just come to sing for fun and things 

like that and it feels … and sometimes you always fighting or you’re battling to get them 

from point A to B vocally technically, if they just want to do what they wanna do, or they 

wanna sing what they feel. Sometimes they’ll bring you a song that is like Grade 7, 
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Grade 8 and you’ve only started [lessons], and then you’re like: but you can’t, you can’t. 

I know you really like this, but we need to cover some basics first. So I think the graded 

syllabus is a good guideline for teachers to not jump to quickly at stuff that students 

can’t handle. So they’re a very good guide-line in that respect, and if you, whether you 

do the exams or not do the exams, if you start on a graded level: you have a brand new 

student, and I give you Grade 1 or 2 songs max, and we build our way up to handling 

more difficult, more complex songs, guided, but what you know should be on a syllabus 

standard. The student develops gradually, properly, instead of trying to give them stuff 

that they just vocally can’t do or can’t handle  

END OF INTERVIEW 
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION 

Participant 8 

• Interview date: Friday 20th July 
• Interview time: 10:30 
• Interview Location: Reddam House staff room, Helderfontin 
 
I: Hi, good day. Thank you for joining me today. I’m just going to list the numbers for 

easy reference. Please feel free to cough when you need to (participant coughs) 

P: Thank you (coughs) 

I: Wow, that’s bad, I’m sorry. 

I: Please feel free to expand and explore however you’d like to. Some questions may 

be a bit repetitious, but ... it’s just because of the nature of the way that we answer the 

questions. 

 

Q1: Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam. 

P: Are you asking degree as a specific thing or are... 

I: So no, how much technique do they need to have to do an RSL or R&P exam, vocal 

technique. 

P: Okay, any specific graded level or just 

I: In general, I mean....we would look at each grade; you can answer for each grade. 

P: The thing with me, and I am going to tell you from the start out, so that you can have 

that there is that I feel that the RSL syllabus that I work with is good.all-round at touching 

on things, but I don’t think as a vocal development, it has any meat. So what would land 

up happening is that I do the exam work because the kids need to do a specific accepted 

exam for their school work or for their subject music or whatever, but the vocal 

development, certainly doesn’t come for me out of those syllabi. So it comes for me, I 

add to those syllabi if the student is in it for vocal development specifically, especially if 

they are now obviously older than 16. I don’t think from a grade one level that....they 

have to have pitch ability, and they have to have a sense of rhythm besides that in the 

lower levels they don’t need much more than that in my opinion. They don’t even have 

to... I have kids that start with me and three months in they can do the exam, Grade 1 

I: Okay? 

P: So for me, it does equate vocal technique. It equates understanding maybe of some 

core foundations, but not technique 
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Q2: What are the reasons why you choose to use the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus? 

P: R&P....do I have to speak of both because I haven’t taught R&P so many times. RSL 

I’ve done. 

I: Oh, that’s fine, I’m going to ask you about RSL. So...when you have done [taught] 

R&P, why? 

P: I’m going to be dead honest. 

I: Please. 

P: R&P tends to be easier for some to do than RSL. So when we have a child that is 

particularly challenged in a particular aspect of music, they do R&P. So if they 

understand musical... [have] a strong foundation of music, RSL would be the one. So, 

funnily enough, I don’t do R&P regularly. So I know that your other one that you’re going 

to speak to can tell you more about that. (refers to next interview participant, who 

incidentally cancelled) 

I: Why do you consider R&P easier? In what way is it easier for you? 

P: I think it’s the aspects inside...the technical and what ... The choice of songs might 

also be a factor in it. I think that the standard level of songs is a little higher in RSL for 

me for a Contemporary singer. There is this thing where there’re other things you look 

at when someone does a Contemporary exam then a classical exam, and I’m not always 

sure that that has been established clearly yet. 

 

Q3: What are the reasons why you choose to use the Rockschool syllabus? 

P: RSL is popular in the first place, it’s general cross-board- it´s the same for R&P, but 

there is a general cross-board practice in Gauteng schools anyway of RSL, so it´s quite 

an excepted school of syllabi. The other thing is that the kids tend to like the song, they 

like the idea that they have to do only a set amount of required songs, and then they 

have choice. So if they do the performance exam, they can choose two of the five; if it´s 

a graded exam; they can choose one of the two (or something like that, I can´t remember 

exactly) but…I…they like the freedom of that, also, I said to you earlier that I don´t think 

that it vocally develops, but I think it touches on concepts that are important and if you 

can then go into those concepts and different types of scales and different types of…I 

remember when I was in a tertiary environment- in the course that we did, we barely 

touched minor scales- and things like that, which was weird. And that is something that 

I do like, that they go into minor scales and Pentatonics; they’re going into chromatic - 
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all sorts of things as you go up the degrees, but if you´re going to use it as a vocal 

development, you´ll have to add a lot more. I like the all-roundness of it. 

I: And you mentioned songs a bit earlier…  

 

Q 4: What is your opinion of the song selections for each grade? 

P: I´m glad that there is space to make your own choices. I think it can be a little bit 

limited and sometimes I don´t think it is in the degree level. That´s why we always have 

a look, you know, if we do an IEB grade 12 with RSL, you have to be very careful, 

because not all of the prescribed songs is necessarily for me on a Grade 8 level. So we 

have to be careful; we have to put it through processes of “Okay, this is; this is not” with 

the head´s of school, with the department. So in general, the other things that I have a 

problem with RSL selection of songs though is that there are some quite. I think child 

inappropriate things in the lower levels, like seriously, I have parents coming to me; what 

the hell are these people thinking!? I mean one of the prescribed songs is (correct me 

if I´m wrong), but I think it is Lily Allen “The Fear.” 

I: Yes, I think… 

P: It’s not “The fear” that´s my issue, it’s that other one “It’s not fair.” 

I: Yes, there is a Lily Allen song; I just can´t remember the name now 

P: The “Somewhere only we know” is beautiful but there´s a song in there that´s pretty 

much about the guy that can´t get it up…in the Grade 1…so you land up: let´s see this 

song, and then you go OH! So embarrassing. So you´ve got to be sometimes careful 

with the appropriateness of these- I don´t know if RSL perhaps thinks that ́ ah you know, 

this is on an older level´. But we have kids from grade 6. So sometimes you have to be 

careful with the content of songs as well.  

I: So do you, in general, find that the song…levels that they will put in the exams, either 

RSL or R&P - do you find that they are too difficult or too easy for…in general? 

P: It fluctuates. It depends. Sometimes you look at it, and you think “well this is not…this 

is a bit above Grade 1 level”. But then you get to a Grade 8 level and you think “holy 

crap, this should have been in Grade 4”. So, it´s a little bit- it can sometimes be a little 

bit unpredictable. So you have to, you really have to know the material and sit with it, 

and say “this is and this isn´t”…I think. 

 

Q5: What do you feel could be improved about the proffered session skills in Trinity 

Rock & Pop- the little touches that you´ve done with Trinity? 

P: Session skills? 
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I: So they call them 

P: That´s the aural stuff… 

I: Ja, so they´ve got in the R&P if you´ll remember; they´ve just got the improvisation 

section or the playback section. And you do one: you do either of those and in their song 

selection they have a technical focus where they expect you to fulfil specific technical 

material within the songs. That´s what the R&P offer. So what would you improve with 

that, given that you don’t actually use the syllabus? 

P: I´ll tell it to you like this, I think there´s, the same thing happens in RSL as well- I´m 

not sure if it´s exactly the same in R&P: but you have that choice thing between 

improvisation and sight-reading skills. That´s a bit of a misnomer or a misrepresentation, 

because if the higher you go up the degree, now I´m not sure if it´s R&P as well. But the 

higher you go up, that choice no longer exists really. 

I: That´s for RSL, ja definitely 

P: So I´m not sure about R&P…I´ll have to omit that one because I don´t think I can 

actually answer that question without having a clear sort of like 

I: idea…That´s fine...I´m asking you the same question then for the RSL syllabus…What 

do you feel could be improved about the proffered technical exercises in Rockschool? 

P: From the aural sight-reading kind of facet, I wouldn´t give a choice. The thing is you 

have to be able to do both. If you hit Grade 4/5, I think, or 6 (I can´t remember) you don’t 

have a choice anymore. So if the teacher didn’t do that, they’re going to have trouble at 

that point, so I actually make the kids do both; whether or not they´re doing an exam. I 

tell them: you will do sight-reading and that one and then in the exam you can then 

choose. But you have to be able to do both. From a technical perspective …look, they’re 

asking one scale and one range. So they say, “Okay choose your note”…. “A”…very 

easy…because there’s your range …I don´t think you can assess a candidate really 

from doing it on one key/degree…I remember us doing it in different keys to see “okay 

is it working there? Is it working there?” I don´t think it´s giving you an all-round 

perspective of if this student really has understood something like a mayor scale or any 

of the scales, cause they can parrot learn it and then, you know, okay, do it on an 

“A”..Parrot learning kind of thing….Look like I said, I think that they have to perhaps, just 

put emphasis on that this work is the skeleton. They have to, they have to work around 

it. So if it’s major scales, sing lots of major scales, sing major scales in different ranges. 

If this is major arpeggios: do major arpeggios throughout and explain to them what an 

arpeggio is. Explain to them how it works, explain to them where it sits in the key. I find 

that a lot of people go “What´s an arpeggio…why, how does is it working”….so they 
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basically just saying “Do the arpeggio on this…” There´s no guidance as to breath 

control for instance in some of these exercises, which is a problem. Because where do 

you then say “right, okay, there, do it, okay, take a breath there” and that´s fine. There´s 

no assessment of their control of breathing, really. I´m speaking specifically about the 

first couple of grades. Grade 1 says to you: “do the major scale on 70bpm, using any 

vowel sound or sofa or whatever, and that´s it- what does that mean? Are they taking a 

breath in the middle? Are they taking a breath every 5, every 3 intervals? You know? I 

think the guidance into it is not very detailed, so we have to kind of use our own 

discretion to make it more solid if you will. 

 

Q7: Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric? So you touched on it briefly earlier... 

P: In King David, Victory Park, where I´m doing - having a grade 12 nows- they actually 

do aural completely separate. So, the only thing that they´re using for IEB at the moment 

is a scale...so the technical exercises up to about - it´s…the whole technical component- 

they´re not using the book sight-reading. So there´s no sight-reading in Grade 8, there´s 

a stylistic study and then unprepared stylistic study, which ja, is cool, it´s sight-reading, 

but they don´t except that, well where I work, they don’t except it.  

I: They don´t, not in IEB 

P: So you have to give them Royal schools kind of, type of reading and of course that 

reading is not, it´s much higher level. So we have to do RSL sight-reading on the side 

with these kids. So, ja, the only thing that is really accepted is the practical work and the 

technical part of it. Sometimes, they don´t even include harmony studies and things like 

that. It´s a bit of a difficult scene…it’s unfortunate because if you compare, there´s 

a…everybody wants to go over to a little bit more of a contemporary…there’s a lot of 

interest in contemporary. If you can´t match the proficiency of classical, were sitting with 

problems, because then we´re getting laughed at- and that´s what the issue is. 

I: This is part of why I wanted to do this study. 

P: Good... 

 

Q 8: In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare 

students comprehensively for their respective music graded examinations? 

P: I need to do a lot…I don´t know if a student, without musical knowledge, would be 

able to buy that book and say: “Okay, I´m going to do a grade exam”, without assistance. 
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It´s very vague, I mean they don´t even have the scales in there. The recordings of RSL 

doesn´t even include the technical work. It only has from rhythmic work onwards, so 

you´re sitting with…I don´t know...you have to record…luckily thank god for voice 

recorders these days- to give them the stuff, or you have to record it for them- 

professionally on the sideline…I don´t…how does it prepare them? I don´t think very 

well. It depends on the teacher. So if you have a good teacher, they´ll go in there, and 

they´ll know what they do, and they´ll do well. But if the teacher isn´t giving them 

everything, they´re in trouble. 

 

Q 9: Which specific session skills/technical exercises do you feel develops the voice the 

most? 

P: None. No, they honestly…honestly, that is a struggle I am having at the moment 

because you have deadlines for exams, but you have talented students that are 

interesting in vocal production and development. Now, this is a tug of war because you 

have a half an hour lesson with them, eleven-week term (if it’s a three-term school). 

How do I fit all of this work plus development for them in, in this time? So it´s really, 

really a scheduling issue, because now you go: “What´s the most important thing...okay 

they have to do...” Then you have Eisteddfods and all stuff like that in between. Lands 

up sacrificing a big chunk of the vocal production that could have happened if the 

syllabus was good and solid 

I: How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

P: Well, that depends on the student. I have students, who can really do it fast- they can 

go relatively fast (especially if they´re cognitive because this work is slightly parrot in a 

certain fashion). So some of them…but in the same breath I´ve got to say, okay, I´ll tell 

you this: in King David, I was employed in May- they had to do a midyear exam (they 

didn´t do any preparation) I did a month of preparation for grade 6. They did it! Sight 

singing was obviously a disaster, but their RSL work was good. So that gives you an 

idea of the syllabus work. That was relatively quick. When it´s stuff like sight-reading, 

they´re in trouble. So that...it can be done very fast if it´s high school students in my 

opinion…but we in school, if it´s a normal situation, I don’t do it quickly. I do one or two 

exams a year. Usually if it is a beginner student: one at the end of the year- I don´t like 

the pressure, neither do they. Then, of course, they do all sorts of things like in between, 

the kids with talent thing they also do, school things as well, so I think they get enough 

different aspects of performance as well, so, ja. That´s how I think 
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Q 12, jumping along… What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for 

a specific exam? 

P: My teaching strategy with the syllabus that I´m using is very linear, so I go very 

much… let´s do it…the first… I split it in two. The first part and the second part and 

usually my class is split into two halves- depending on the student, depending on the 

work. So it would be half technique and technical study work; half song-based and 

performance-based stuff. So the strategy I use is slightly dependant on the student, but 

I do work very linearly through it. If it’s a higher grade, the first strategy is that they have 

to increase their lesson time that they spend in the week. So if they have a half an hour 

lesson, it´s too little for someone doing from Grade 6 up. They have to have extra time 

for sight-reading; extra time for aural work; extra time for that kind of more detailed 

things. 

I: And if we were just looking at the RSL exam, you know the technical stuff and then 

the songs, do you still kind of break it up half-half? Half of the time you work on teaching 

technical stuff and then half the time the songs? 

P: Well, I´ll tell you what. If it is a year kind of program for a student: we´ll do the songs. 

First, we’ll choose their songs, get it done. Get the songs ready, ready, ready. Then, I 

will slowly but surely incorporate, in my normal vocal classes, the exercises from RSL- 

so I do within the warm-up (which is nonexistent in RSL as well, by the way, as you 

know). So I´ll do vocal warm-ups, I´ll then do some scale work. Then I will incorporate: 

“Okay, this is the RSL scale. You have to know this, and this is how you have to do it.” 

Then we do a bit of arpeggio work, and I say “Okay, now you know arpeggios, well you 

have to do in RSL.” Because I use if possible most of the time- because I think it´s a 

solid course- it´s missing a bit of the more detailed things like minor scales and so but 

it´s a solid building course. So if I’m in arpeggios and it´s Boswell: when I´ve done 

arpeggios with them, they can sing the RSL one. I just say “it´s a double half” and they 

go. So I incorporate it inside my vocal development. If the student is struggling, it´s 

difficult time wise; that´s where we start having issues. But yes, then half/half still the 

lesson would be then, not necessarily let them sing all their songs, but if we work then 

a bit, yes, I´ll do a bit of song work. I always feel like they have to sing; sometimes we 

get stuck in the technical work, especially just before exams, but I always feel that they 

have to do a bit of… it has to be balanced...it´s sometimes difficult.  

 

Q13: again I´m not sure, so I´ll tie them in together: What would you add to the Trinity 

Rock & Pop syllabus and/or the RSL to assist with vocal technical development? 
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P: Okay, so they have to have proper warm-ups. The thing is that makes this tricky is 

that the whole thing will have to have a real overhaul- because they need to develop a 

system of training from scratch and grade it up. So…but if I had to add, the first thing is 

vocal warm-up. I will add theoretical studies for musicians, so basic rhythm 

understanding, crotchets, you know, things like that. Understanding basic things before 

you whack them into sight singing…because...they…like…oh sight singing, what does 

that mean. The intervals, it´s what’s there...so that’s at least a start. I would (because 

it´s a personal choice). I would have loved if they worked more with Sol-fa in there…ja, 

it depends. I don´t know, not everybody works with Sol-fa. A little bit more of that I would 

have loved. They need to do something like Vocalises in there because that´s missing 

for me- something that´s a little bit more structured. I think I could go on for a long time 

if I had a book...I could open it…oh that needs to go in here…Vocal physics, physiology 

of the voice, “what is it? Why?”. I mean if you want to develop proper syllabus then you 

have to go wild. If you look at the Trinity stuff. I mean there’re thousands of books. It’s 

aural. There´s the book (I’m talking classical now), there’re the pieces, there’s sight-

reading, there´s that…why are we just having this one book? Have sight-singing 

books…or put it all in one book, you know… I would love if we break away from the 

technical a little bit and going a little bit more to the performance side of it. If you look at 

drama books and stuff like that, they give you cues of like, “this is what this piece is 

about/ this is how you need to/ this is an interpretation, and this is how you interpret”. 

So that kind of thing but I suppose I don’t know if it will ever get that far, but interpretation, 

understanding what that means. “What is it?” Vowels. Diction. There’s nothing, no stuff 

like that in there, you know, the basic vocal basics needs to be put in…foundations 

I: Okay and then finally the last question: what purpose do you think graded syllabi serve 

in music education in general? 

P: I think…forgetting that perhaps the quality of Contemporary is not good at the 

moment or not where we want it to be- I think graded syllabi is important because it does 

show a student a feeling of progressing from one to the other step I think if it´s not there 

it would be very wishy-washy. I think it´s important to know, okay, I can say to someone 

“Oh yes, I´m on a Contemporary Grade 8 level”, and someone will understand what you 

mean. In Classical music, if you say you’re Grade 8 of whatever instrument, people 

know what you talking about. They know, they have an idea (if they´re musicians) what 

you are saying. We, I don´t think have that…in Contemporary vocals any way. So, ja, I 

think that´s what it should be and what it´s not yet. 
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END OF INTERVIEW 
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION 

Participant 9 

• Interview date: Thursday 23rd July 
• Interview time: 10:00 
• Interview Location: Coffee Shop, Edenvale 
 
I: Hi, thank you for joining me today 

P: No worries 

Q1: Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam.  

P: For the RSL and R&P exams, the technical ability that they need is honestly just to 

get through the songs. As long as they are distinct you can hear their diction, and they 

aren’t absolutely tone-deaf, to my experience, especially for contemporary music 

exams, it’s absolutely...that’s all they actually really honestly care about. The fact that 

they take their faults, for example, struggling to breathe, struggling to phrase if in the 

exam the examiner can see that they have worked on those specific things to improve, 

they will at least pass the exam. If they do very, very well in their exam it’s because they 

do have a good enough vocal technique they’ve worked that far on their diction, they’ve 

worked that far on their breathing and their phrasing in order to show that they are 

comfortable with that technique and the closer you go on with the syllabus, the further 

you go, the more they care about performance. So they care about how you act during 

each piece and how you portray the message of that song becomes a lot more important 

and then vocal technique becomes secondary. That was my experience while taking 

these exams and also the experience of a lot of my students coming back from these 

exams with their results. 

 

Q2: What are the reasons why you choose in particular to use the Trinity Rock & Pop 

syllabus? 

P: I use the R&P syllabus currently just because a lot of my students want to take it. I 

do not prefer it. I prefer RSL syllabus, for many reasons, we’ll get to that later. But 

because Trinity has a very big reputation with their classical vocal exams their R&P 

became very logically the next step for a lot of students who want to go into 

contemporary music, and that’s the only reason I teach it. It has a good structure as all 

Trinity music exams do, but I also find it has a few limits, so the only reason I teach it is 

because of the preference of the students at my school. 

I: Okay, and then the same question... 
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Q3: What are the reasons why you choose to use the Rockschool syllabus? 

P: Okay so the RSL syllabus in comparison to the R&P syllabus, may not be as 

structured as a Trinity exam, however it does give you the option to do a performance 

certificates where girls would then learn vocal technique and then also performance 

technique and do a programme as you would do as a real live performer, in real life but 

they also give you the option to do the same as Trinity with an aural examination and 

improvisation tests and so on and so forth. However the reason why I prefer RSL is they 

have a much more extensive list of repertoire which is important when teaching 

contemporary music and pop music because not all voices are the same and they’re 

not designed...these songs are designed for singers in an industry, they’re not 

necessarily like ‘Lieder’ or in classical repertoire where there was a certain structure for 

every kind of voice, these songs are a little bit more refined to the person who would be 

singing them mainstream and when a lot of these students do covers they’ll find that 

even though they enjoy a song, another song would fit them better and you get you 

more options when it comes to RSL. They give you a completely wide, huge list and 

they don’t give you any rules to follow regarding it as long as it is in that grade level you 

can sing it and that really has become useful as a training tool for teaching the girls how 

to memorise more efficiently, how to select songs for a programme for their exam on a 

whole years worth of work instead of just focusing on three songs because it was in a 

book, you know. So that’s why I prefer RSL. 

I: You said earlier that you thought that the R&P was a bit more structured? 

P: Yes, so, it is more structured in the sense that you receive your book, and they give 

you the information in the book as to why these songs were selected. The improvisation 

and the aural skills for each grade is a little bit more thought out whereas in the 

RSL....look, and I’ve needed to query that a lot more... just because...especially if you 

are teaching both syllabi, you want both to be consistent. And I’ve found that I struggled 

a little bit with that with the RSL, but I still prefer it because most of their marks and the 

important thing would be the repertoire that they use. If R&P structure came with RSL’s 

widened repertoire opportunity that would be the perfect contemporary syllabus for me. 

I’d probably still find something wrong with it, but both have their perks it’s just I rather 

prefer the repertoire....because that’s where the meat of the marks lie in the exam as 

well. A lot of students would say as long as my songs are good its fine and it doesn’t 

matter if you do contemporary or classical, people would struggle with sight-reading or 

struggle with improvisation, but they won’t mind as much because they’ve worked really 

hard on their repertoire. Whereas Trinity has a full balance of that, but it allows students 
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to stress a lot more about those things and then also not focus on improving them as 

much. 

I: Okay, thank you: 

Q4: What is your opinion of the song selections for each grade?  

P: I...okay is this for RSL or for RP or for both 

I: Both 

P: So for R&P, sometimes I’m very confused. I currently have a girl who is doing grade 

6, and she is doing R&P, and her technical pieces were extremely, extremely difficult. 

But then the other pieces that she’d need to do are almost comparable to RSLs grade 

3. And I get that it’s difficult to gauge challenging pieces especially in Contemporary 

music but “Saving all my Love for you” that’s quite a big piece. That would be a grade 4 

piece, and I think that should be a grade 6, grade 7 piece. I can actually say, even 

though I prefer it, RSL is the same. “Roar” by Katy Perry, difficult song, shouldn’t be in 

grade 244. I understand that ...so you’d look at it theoretically, and you’d think, okay well 

there are repeated phrases, ja but these repeated phrases are really difficult, staccatos 

and you’re expecting 12-year-olds to sing these. But a lot of the time I feel like they’ve 

taken songs that are very, very popular and brought the lower grades, this is for both 

R&P and for RSL, the lower grades are songs that definitely kids who would be doing 

grade 1–4 would sing and they are still songs that are doable but sometimes 

questionable, like, that’s not a song that should be in there. “I need your Love” by Ellie 

Goulding, that is a grade 1, grade 3 song and I get it because its repetitive, it’s not that 

high up there, its sung by a singer... because especially you can’t forget the importance, 

and I think the people selecting these songs shouldn’t forget the importance of these 

students listening to the original singers sing them [their songs] and then trying to 

emulate them. [It] is a big problem that we deal with in the classroom so Ellie Goulding 

perfect singer for grade 3 but why is her stuff also in Grade 7 then? Why is Whitney 

Houston’s stuff in grade 2 for R&P and grade 6 for ABRSM (participant meant RSL). It 

doesn’t make sense. So I feel like maybe the theoretical aspect and the vocal aspects 

should be more carefully considered in the new syllabus that they’ll be bringing out. And 

in these queries, they know! R&P does now, ABRMS (participant meant RSL) does 

know, we have asked. You know they do know that they need to focus on this but they 

need to balance the marketing and the appeal of singing these exams in the lower 

grades where they hook the students into doing these exams because everyone wants 

                                                            
44 Participant evidently meant Grade 1 in this context, as she was very clued up with regards to syllabi contents. 

She clearly had a slip of the tongue 
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to and actually giving them challenging enough songs to move forward in a very logical 

way into the higher grades. Which I feel, they’re not quite there yet, but they’re going to 

get there. At least I hope so. Another point that I wanted to add was...when you are 

selecting pieces... when these syllabi select pieces for each of their grades. I find it very 

disconcerting that they would choose songs where...in the original song, there has 

definitely been a recording (Influx) in studio the singer would finish a verse and the 

chorus would start at the same time. I think the example I gave you was “Counting Stars” 

by One Republic and Chandelier by Sia as well. You know there are a lot of these songs 

that sound extremely good because its layered vocals and spiced vocals and they 

expect these students to sing these songs like that. But it will always sound 

underwhelming because it’s done live and it’s done by one voice and not multiple voices, 

over-tracked in a studio. I find that then that also puts a hindrance on the grades 

because then students won't sing with as much confidence because they don’t sound 

like whoever they’re emulating, the artist they’re emulating and then, that falls flat and I 

think that they really need to consider more pure songs because there will always be 

other songs that can be sung in the same difficulty and in the same grade level that 

doesn’t need to deal with that kind of phrasing problems during the teaching of the 

songs. So that’s the one thing. The second thing is, when it comes to both RSL and 

R&Ps resources, they don’t do enough they haven’t figured out the balance between 

marketing their syllabi to students yet and actually giving us enough information and 

especially when it comes to how to approach songs and what they’re looking for in 

songs. Because a lot of the time we work based on the assumption of prior marks or 

prior experience without actually getting it verified or confirmed by R&P. Even if you call 

and actually ask them, they will say....”obviously they need to have good vocal 

technique, but we’re also looking at the message”. They don’t have that structured as 

well as they do in their classical syllabi yet, in ABRSM classic or Trinity classical vocals. 

I don’t think these songs are being selected by vocalists because no vocalist would do 

that to another vocalist in a live setting. So that’s the end of question 4 then. 

Q5: What do you feel could be improved about the proffered session skills in Trinity 

Rock & Pop? 

P: Playback is not a skill! Playback is not a skill....actually they need to over-write it a 

little bit. I feel like improvisation should be a lot more important and the playback where 

they give the girls, sorry, I teach at a girls school. They give the students certain 

exercises that they need to perform back in a certain style. That doesn’t work for vocal 

technique. I don’t even know where to place that. I don’t even know what to take from 
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it. Because when I was doing it, and I was singing those session skills, I would rather 

think, teach song structure. Why isn’t general musical knowledge a little more important? 

Why don’t we teach the girls why bridges exist? How you can use bridges in songwriting 

and maybe, a lot of people could debate that that could be a technical or a compositional 

or a theoretical thing and has nothing to do with singing but I do think that that is 

extremely important so triad these students can take their own skills and realise why 

improvisation can....where it would be effective in a piece. Instead of just going, okay 

here’s four bars let’s try and do something over this because a lot of my students find 

that very easy to do and then they’d still receive bad marks because they didn’t really 

practice it at home because they didn’t really care that much. So I think that maybe a 

little general musical knowledge about the songs that they’re singing is important and 

should be considered, rather than....even if you‘re doing jazz session vocals, playback 

is not something you do that often. Improvisation yes, but also then the structure of the 

improvisation is different, you’re in a live setting, and it’s not pre-recorded it's not pre 

listened to and the fact that you get those and you practice with those, by the time they 

do the exam, that’s not improvisation anymore. So that’s...I think it needs a whole 

rewrite, it needs a whole overwrite, and it actually goes back to...I actually don’t think it 

was done by a vocalist. It would have worked perfectly for a saxophonist or a guitarist 

because it then shows their technical skills but as a singer, it’s more about your own 

vocal strengths and what you bring to any session later on whether you’re doing 

Contemporary music or if you’re working with live musicians you’re bringing your own 

vocal strengths and with that comes a lot of aural skills, which comes from general 

musical knowledge, it’s not practised. It’s a case of 12 bar blues. Singers need to know 

12 bar blues, and actually that hasn’t been a placement in any session skills. Even if 

you are going into Pop music, 12 bar blues is important, you can do anything with it as 

a singer and it is the basis for a lot of session work later on if these girls aspire to become 

musicians in the future, when they grow up and why is that not part of it? And I don’t 

think that was taken into consideration because it’s not singers writing the syllabus.  

I: What do you feel could then be added in the RSL...you’ve kind of broached both but 

RSL does have the....they’ve got the scales, and they’ve got a few more technical 

elements. 

P: They do, but I feel like those need to be a little bit more sequential. So warming up 

correctly is something that is ignored and in very few...I know that RSL does do this 

recently, but they ask how would you prepare for a song and the phrasing so for 

technical aspects exercises that are curated by RSL that they can tell us definitely will 
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help with; phrasing or breathing or being able to take longer phrases exercises that will 

challenge the students in order to find their higher strengths within their own range. 

Those are exercises that need to be made. It’s not going just magically improve with 

improvisation because I feel like improvisation in these syllabi are seen as the ultimate 

technique where they’ll be able to freely find themselves, and I’ve spoken to examiners 

that say things like that, and I’m just like “no”. There needs to be a little more thought 

put into that, and I think they can take a page out of... I am biased because I did start 

with Classical music...but they can take a page out of the Classical music books for that. 

Take those stupid, boring triads and arpeggios and make them work in a Contemporary 

setting, which ... .Playback isn’t going to do that. You need to make sure that the 

students understand why that is going to help, and then push them. Make them sing 

that a little slower, they can sing that a little faster. They can sing it a little higher, a little 

lower and you’ll find then that that will allow them.....and it will get stuck in their heads, 

and it will then also solve a lot of the problems of emulation. Because if you give a pop 

singer, a pop singing student, a triad and you tell her “okay sing it a bit slower, sing it a 

bit faster, okay take it a bit higher and then sing that note a little bit longer, see how long 

you can hold that note for; stuff that we show off within session work and in live 

performances. Then she’ll find her own voice, and she won’t emulate as much anymore. 

So I think that they should really just look at their syllabuses that have been working, 

classically, which aren’t as popular but could still be a fun groundwork for making these 

students realise that they have a voice of their own. They don’t need to sound like Katy 

Perry. 

Q7: Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric?...Their Matric IEB exam 

P: Okay, let me just make sure that I understand that (rereads question). To quite a 

good competency level, it does. All my girls that are doing music in Matric, grade 10, 11 

and 12 or doing it in Grade 8 and 9 and have been working with me since grade 5 so 

that they can do it in grade 10 are doing these exams, and for IEB, they do trust...IEB 

puts a lot of trust into the ABRSM, the R&P and the Rockschool exams, so a lot of the 

time, these exams that they do are basically the same in structure as the R&P and RSL, 

so it does. And the work ethic, obviously that’s just going to change their score. If they 

go in and they don’t know their piece they are going to be scored...but I actually found 

that....I’ve never examined the IEB. Even though I teach it, I don’t examine it, but I found 

it very interesting to see that the ABRMS (means RSL) and R&P marks are always 
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similar to their IEB marks. And why wouldn’t they be, they’re structured basically the 

same. The singing exam for IEB is structured on R&P, that’s what its structure on 

because it’s the most cohesive and the most similar to classical music exams, for both 

singing and for instrumentation, so...and they will always do their three songs and their 

aural skills. However, singing from score and sight-reading, those classical pieces that 

people need to do, is nowhere to be found so you will always need to do that Vaccai 

because IEB still stands by the classical music technique first, primarily, even though 

it’s not popular. So the repertoire and the improvisation work, that is cut and paste 

exactly the same as what the IEB expects as in TRL and in RSL, but I need to work with 

the girls on Sight Reading, good old normal fashioned, we all hate it Sight Reading and 

especially vocalists, we all just hate it, but that’s something that’s missing. Which, “is it 

a problem? “No”. Because as a teacher at an IEB school, you should know that that’s 

what they need and you should be able to go through that with them and actually there 

was another part of that question. For their work ethic and their ability, not only does it 

affect their grade, obviously but if you have a slower student who works slowly or has a 

capacity for perfectionism or something like that, she would then struggle with anything 

else outside of her R&P book. So then I need to give her a Vaccai because IEB expects 

it, I need to give her a Sight Reading because IEB expects it, and she’ll work in on it, 

but there’ll still be a gap because in her mind her R&P exam is more important and holds 

more value than the IEB because it’s just a school exam, but that has to do with the 

student mindset in general. But mostly it will just affect their marks and not even to the 

extent where it’s worrisome, not even to the extent where people would notice it would 

be two, three per cent difference because IEB would be more lenient than R&P. 

Q8: In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare 

students comprehensively for their respective music graded examinations? 

P: A lot of the information is in the student books itself, which I like, however if I look at 

the grade books (means guide books) it’s they tell you what is expected in the exam, 

but I don’t find a lot of...I still make the assumption that “this is what is important”. You 

know they would say “okay, well we’re going to give 30 points a song” great, 30 points 

a song and what about that. Where do those 30 points go? Is it 10 points for technique, 

is it 10 points for stage presence is it 10 points for pronouncing the words correctly if 

English is not their means of language... What is it? I have asked, and I have called and 

emailed RSL about this last year, and they said, “that is to the discretion of the 

examiner”...”What?” (laughs). That just gives me the impression of, even though these 
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guidebooks exist and they tell you the structure of these marks, I still feel like they need 

to give us more details. They still need to tell us, what is more important and I feel like 

they’re trying to do that. They’re trying to do that in the newer stuff that I’ve been looking 

at online but “You sing good” Is not a good enough basis to give a student marks on for 

their exam, and I feel like if they give just a little bit more insight on where these marks 

go and what should be prioritised, according to their syllabi, what should be the priority 

in each grade. That would make me a little bit more comfortable because right now I’m 

working on the assumption of what I believe as a singer it would be more...of more 

priority in grade 6 versus grade 3. So in grade 3 technique is definitely important and 

smiling on stage is probably going to get you an extra few marks. In grade 6 and 7 you 

need to start performing, you’re an actor who sings. You need to be able to be 

emotionally provoking because that’s the point of pop music and that’s why it’s popular 

in the beginning. Obviously the technique needs to be grounded and solid but then is it 

50/50 is it 40/60 and where in the grades does that transition take place?  They’re not 

clear enough about that in the teachers' guides.  

I: I’ve experienced, for example, that my student will get 80% and their feedback is all, 

it’s all positive. 

P: Where did they lose the 20%? 

I: Exactly, then why didn’t they get 100%? 

P: Because they’re not Whitney Houston, that’s not good enough! 

I: I want to learn....also for myself as a teacher, how could I have got the student 100%? 

So I’m not learning anything, the student isn’t learning anything, and ultimately these 

are about... 

P: And also when it comes to these exams, it’s very important to realise and it’s 

frustrating, to think about it but music exams are always going to be about perspective, 

music exams are always going to be about the opinion of the examiner so when they 

say jarring things like “it’s up to the discretion of the examiner” unfortunately that’s true 

because you might have an examiner in there that’s had a bad day, hates Katy Perry 

(laughs) and that’s all you’re singing today for him, and you might have a runny nose 

and even though your breathing is perfect, and your phrasing is perfect, even though 

you’ve got a blocked nose and you didn’t forget any of your words, and you sang your 

heart out and you did a good performance, maybe just because of your natural 

voice...maybe.... some people do that...especially in the Pop industry...you see it in 

eisteddfods all the time and competitions all the time, “this song doesn’t suit your voice”, 

“this song isn’t this”, “this song isn’t that”, and that’s opinion based. It’s very opinion 
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based....it’s not necessarily scientifically objective, and that is always going to cause 

mark drops, especially in the R&P exams where there is a firm belief that you can never 

reach 100%. I’ve got 97% in and exam once, and I was like...”3%? where does it 

go”...just because they can’t give it to you, because no one’s perfect. It’s unfair, but also 

there is no better way to judge these things other than personal opinion and personal 

stance on what good technique is and that will always change even if it’s just by a little 

bit between examiner to examiner and teacher to teacher. But it does cause a real 

inconsistency between all of the syllabi and maybe that’s just a musical thing in general 

because all music is objective-based and also obviously, R&P would definitely be stricter 

because they want to keep a good high mark and they won’t give you a hundred per 

cent cause they know...no one can be that good. So politics will always be involved but 

even so, even if it is opinion based, at least give us a little bit more detail as to what is 

expected 

I: Explain your opinion (examiners opinion) 

P: Ja, explain it just a little bit more. Make sure that those examiners are...I don’t doubt 

that the examiners know what they are doing at all, but I feel like there is a gap in 

communication between how they come to their opinion, how they formulate it, what 

they think is most important, versus what we’re assuming in class because we weren’t 

told. 

Q9: Which specific session skills (for R&P)/technical exercises (for RSL) do you feel 

develops the voice the most?  

P: Currently, and unfortunately, because...I’ve talked smack about it before...but 

currently it’s just improv because it’s the skill that’s the most lacking in most of my 

students, because playback, I can’t deal with that at all. Improv is always going to be 

the most real-life needed skill, and that’s the one that currently gives the most....well I 

see the most advantage to my students. Do I feel like they should be doing more? Yes, 

and they should be improving their improvisation as well, but it’s still the most 

important... I wouldn’t say its revolutionary, but it is the most important session skill 

currently in Contemporary syllabi and always will be there because that was how 

Contemporary music began. But I do feel like there should be a little bit more foundation 

behind it, there should be a little bit more knowledge that they’re implementing into the 

syllabus that the student should know, cause that’s the one that is going to help them in 

the long run. I do think that they should be...I actually think that this is not part of the 

question, but I do think that they should place more effort on the explanation of how to 

read the scores. The scores are there, the girls get the scores but that’s the first thing 
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that I need to struggle with them with because they are just going to read the words, 

they’re not going to read the score...that musical knowledge is just lost on them and the 

only reason why they know that ever is because of a teacher who told them. Which is 

fine but if you’re looking at the syllabus in general, cause we’re talking about a syllabus, 

some people just buy these books, go home, register themselves for an exam, do not 

have a teacher and then where do they stand? Where do they stand? So improvisation 

definitely but there needs to be a little bit more foundation than just that. 

Q10: How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

P: It depends on the student. Most of my girls on average, 4 months...it’s a three-term 

school so, one and a half terms, two terms most, then they’re ready for the exam. But 

I’ve got girls who start with their exam stuff in January then they only sing their exam in 

November and the reason they want to do that is because they have other priorities but 

even in their music, they’ll want to do eisteddfods so then we’ll work on eisteddfod stuff 

in September for the eisteddfod season and we’ll still start with their stuff well in advance 

so that they are comfortable with it later on. So for me, 4 months is average, 6 months 

is also average for my younger students and a lot of the time we’ll take a whole year 

and go through [the syllabus]..and then you get star students who have done two exams 

or three exams in a year and its one term, so, 8 weeks, two months and they’re ready 

for the exam they go and they do it then 8 months (means weeks) again, they get ready 

and then they go and do it. And a lot of people criticise students for doing that, I say if 

it’s part of their capability and they’re clocking those marks, and they’re working that 

consistently, who am I as a teacher to stop them. I also find a lot of teachers would 

say...this is a problem that I have with other teachers that I have worked with, only do 

one grade year. That’s okay and standard, and you can do that, and there is no problem 

with doing that but a lot of my students who only need two months....its Pop music. If a 

child listens to Pop music all the time and she listens to her songs all the time, she is 

going to know them. And if she has a very good natural acting capability for her stage 

presence and she has that and all she has to focus on is her staging and her phrasing 

and her diction and her pronunciation and her memorisation and actually just learning 

the music from a technical perspective, it will definitely take her a lot less time than 

someone who needs to work on technical perspective and stage presence and 

sometimes struggles with memorisation. So, 2 months for star students, 4 months on 

average, 6-8 months for students that want to take a long time, mostly just because they 

work very slowly and have perfectionistic things that they deal with or they have other 

things that they want to do. But most of my students are now doing 4 months. 
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I: This would lead on to my next question... 

Q12: What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for a specific exam?  

P: So for me personally, I do feel like the technical elements do need to come first even 

if they are doing a grade 7 exam where they become secondary, in my assumption, to 

the acting capabilities and stuff. If you start a new song, you will always start with the 

melody line first, or the structure of it first. So, in a lesson where we have just got the 

new book, and it's fresh out of the plastic, and we’ve just selected the songs. We would 

take a look at the improvisation and playback first, and after looking at that because 

that’s something that you can’t hone in on and drill that, it’s something that you have to 

do consistently every day. So then she would go and practice that, and we would mark 

that consistency through her practice. Technical, if you start approaching a song then I 

would say that you look at breath marks, then you look at dynamics, then you look at 

the melody line. Because you already know the melody line cause you’re listening to 

the demo track, but you need to be able to mark that out first. And as soon as we’ve 

marked that out, you create basically like a Dance, Dance Revolution in your score for 

yourself, where you say “okay that’s where I would breathe” and you need to breathe 

there because if you don’t breathe there, to that beat, you are not going to get through 

your next phrase. So that the girls would know, line by line, why they do or why they 

sing or why they breathe exactly there, for that amount of time because there is always 

going to be a logical process to that. As soon as they understand why they need to 

breathe in those areas or why that word needs to be more important than another. As 

soon as they’ve got that down, then the practising of that can take place, and I don’t tell 

my girls “Go and learn your words!” because if they go through their score and they think 

of those things, eventually you can close your book and you will know it. That’s one 

thing that I hate about the pop syllabi in general, even though I love teaching it and it's 

all I teach right now, a lot of it is sometimes just....well the faster I can learn this song, 

the better. Don’t worry about that. Know why you are doing everything you want to do, 

first, know why you want to everything in your song first, mark it out first, and then you 

will memorise it accordingly with understanding of what you are doing. After the 

technical, and that usually would take about two to three weeks on average, it takes a 

long time to practice breathing and especially if you’re going into more challenging 

songs, you will forget to breathe and you will find yourself thinking forward into your 

phrases but “Oh I forgot to do this” and “oh I forgot to do that” and that’s okay, you need 

to be able to continue on after that but the more comfortable...it’s like building up muscle 

memory for them to be able to do that without struggling and eliminating shortness of 
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breath or forgetting to breathe or pronunciation issues. As soon as that’s done, then we 

scratch is all, cause now she knows the song, she knows it off by heart, and we go 

“okay, whets this song about?” and you’d be surprised cause its pop music, but you’d 

be surprised after three weeks of singing the song they still don’t know what it’s about 

cause they never thought that far. So then you’d need to...”okay forget about everything 

you know about this song, look at the words, let’s find out what it’s about then we can 

start working on-stage presence. And if you work like that, an hour a week with a student 

and you go 20 minutes each song, and you do that, in three weeks time, in a month’s 

time, she’ll know her song, shell know them off by heart and shell know what they’re 

about and after that you’ll always find that you’ll take two, three weeks to start actually 

saying “yes” cause you’re breathing where you’re supposed to be breathing, your 

technique is now solid for the song, congratulations. Now we need to not look like a 

blank computer screen. We need to be able to evoke that emotion that is needed in that 

song which is difficult to do if you didn’t do the groundwork for the technical stuff first. 

Because you’ll be...” I need to look really sad while singing this song but I’m running out 

of air” because that wasn’t something that was thought of beforehand. So it’s really 

important to structure learning the songs in a certain way that works for that student. 

Some people want to work on acting first which is fine but then that character can 

sometimes get in the way of technique later on so it’s really important to...eventually in 

the higher grades you can do both at the same time...”You need to take it so that you 

can get through to that phrase in that certain way and you need to take it at that beat 

otherwise you’re not going to have time to start singing on beat three. All of that’s logical 

but also how are you going to take that breath, cause if you take it audibly, that is 

emotional, and if you take it silently, that is jarring, and then they can start interlocking 

that a little bit more. But it will always be technique first then acting and presentation 

and then just becoming more comfortable with it. 

I: Putting these external exams aside for a second, how do you usually, well you can 

include the exams, how do you usually structure a lesson? So, I mean if you’re also 

working on Vaccai for the [IEB] or sight singing... 

P: It really does depend on the student, because I’ve got students who don’t do exams, 

and just do competition work, I’ve got students who just sing because they want to learn 

how to sing and I’ve got students who do exams. But my basic structure would always 

be warm-up first my older girls warm-up beforehand, they take 15 minutes and go into 

a practice room next to my classroom, and they will warm up beforehand so that I don’t 

need to ...cause they know how to warm-up, I’ve been teaching them. So I’ll always 
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teach them to warm up, the importance of warming up, that takes about 15 to 20 minutes 

depending on how long the lesson goes. After that I will go either into singing or into 

aural skills, aural skills I do every week. It takes about 10 minutes, and it’s concise, and 

it’s something that we need for them to do, especially for IEB even if they’re in grade 3, 

aural is important. Then we start tackling songs. Songs can take depending on the 

lesson time, 20-40 minutes and we would be working in the time-frame of whatever they 

have coming up, the competition, the exam, the informal concert at the church because 

they don’t care about exams or competitions. We will take the song and work in that 

structure of technique, and then that will be the end of the lesson. We’re not going to do 

technique and acting in the same lesson...”here’s the song” and 40 minutes later all of 

it's done. It's needs to be a bit more of a slower progression than that. Not so slow that 

you’re still working on pronunciation 6 months down the line but in the span of a month, 

the student should have a good gauge of the technical abilities of the song and then 

acting. That would be how I place it. If we did songs first, aural would always come 

afterwards I cannot let my child leave without at least touching all of that. 

I: What do you do for aural exercises? 

P: Aural exercises, especially my younger kiddies, I go back to the Classical Trinity. I 

go back to call and response and major and minor. It’s important that they...especially 

a lot of the contemporary girls, especially if you go from younger, it’s important that you 

have that classical training that we all did and then if you’re going into exams if you’re 

going into contemporary exams and stuff like that then improvisation becomes more 

imminent. Obviously the sight-reading becomes a little bit more complex and also jazz 

sheets become a thing and they don’t really know where to set by in that. So I take them 

to band, at least at my school...I am privileged enough to work at a school that has a 

band so I’ve got vocalists who can work with other student drummers and singers and 

guitarists, and they can have an improvising set in there which is really fun for them, 

and they know how to do that, so I always go back to the classical aural stuff, and then 

I move forward into the jazz and that kind of improv and then for my older girls I do stuff 

that I think the syllabus should be doing. I teach them about the score I teach them 

about...I have it on the tip of my tongue....it’s gone. We go through the score I teach 

them why...logical thinking as to why they use their voice. “Why would you improvise in 

a higher register here, you hate your high register, you feel uncomfortable singing in 

falsetto, rather do something different” and then I structure it like that and this doesn’t 

really count as aural skills but for my older girls as well, songwriting skills which are 

really important if you want to do session work. Because even if you’re just doing gigs 
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and stuff like that, knowing the basic structure of the song, especially if you’re going to 

go in to South African circuits where bands sing really completely weird wacky structures 

a lot of the time, it’s really important that they know how to do those structures in their 

own head for themselves and be able to jot that down in a real-life setting. So then I 

would do that kind of skill with them as well. 

 

Q13: What would you add to the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus to assist with vocal 

technical development? 

P: I’m not sure because playback and the session skills currently as is stands is not 

good enough, and I don’t think that there is a set solution because warming up 

techniques and stuff like that should be in taciturn but is it R&P related or is it truly 

popular music-related in order to give the child a Vaccai or something like that. That 

have technical [focus] pieces, but I don’t understand why the technical pieces are 

technical pieces. You get ridiculously difficult technical pieces next to “Streetlife” or 

NSYNC, and they’re all considered technical pieces. I think you really can’t...I don’t know 

what I would add if I were to rewrite this syllabus. I don’t know what I would add because 

I don’t think the technical pieces are good enough in order to be like “oh this is what 

we’ll be working on in technique” but I don’t think that there is anything in the playback 

or the Session Skills right now that that could do the same either 

I: So you feel like something needs to be developed 

P: There needs to be a standardised piece in classical music, the Vaccai’s were 

composed for technical purposes. We don’t have something like that for...at least you 

can debate that we don’t have something like that for R&P. You can always say, but 

there’re Jazz standards. Jazz Standards weren’t written for technical ability I think that 

that is one thing that can be considered. They can write new pieces, original to these 

syllabi, meant for technical ability and then you can take into consideration, what would 

be the focus in grade 1 and grade 2 all the way up to Grade 6, 7 and 8. What should be 

the focus for the technical piece then? Should it be the range, should it be phrasing 

should it be long phrases which are very popular in the higher grades. And those new 

pieces would then have a much more clear advantage as to what could be developed, 

but right now, we don’t have anything like that, and I’m not sure if taking a jazz standard 

or taking a difficult piece that seems to be in that grade is good enough. And I’m sure 

that....you know am a young teacher and I have been singing for a long time, but I would 

accept that maybe I just do not see the absolute genius that is Bjork as a technical piece 

in grade 6 and I can accept that. But if it was a little bit more standardised by creating 
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original songs, meant just to work on technical pieces without needing to work on acting 

or presentation that would be more beneficial I think. 

I: The same question would be then for RSL, but I think that the answers kind of overlap 

P: The answers do overlap. I think that both if they had to think of a composed solution 

that is original to the syllabi which you can say, this is the technical study. Here is the 

backing track and the demo because it’s fine, then give us a backing track and a demo 

to the technical study, but it’s a piece designed to test what is considered by the syllabus 

the most important technical aspect for that grade. That would make sense to me. That 

would be appreciated and it would also....it’s a solution that would also take a lot of 

confusion out of the information that they put into teachers guides. 

I: And do you think that would solve or contribute towards the development of actual 

vocal technical development? 

P: If it...if these pieces were designed to specifically work on pronunciation, or phrasing, 

or length of breath, then of course yes. It’s not easy to say...”Someone like you” is 

definitely a song that can work on long phrasing and breathe control. It’s a perfect, 

perfect song but for what grade? Grade 6, because it’s emotional? Grade 3 because it’s 

not that high? So if there are neutral topic pieces that don’t need to have to have a lot 

of stage presence presentation because they’re working strictly on the technical aspect, 

it would work. But there is so much contemporary music, how are you going to find those 

pieces out there that everyone will agree on is a good technical piece, appropriate for 

this grade... it doesn’t exist. You’ll need to design them, compose them and then 

implement them into the syllabi separately.  

 

Q15: What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 

P: A great deal, as I said, IEB has a huge trust in the music syllabus. This is the syllabus 

for the educational purpose. This is what gets a lot of people into university, this is what 

gets people into certification spaces for them to become, competitive or professional 

singers or musicians. So it gives structure to that, it gives a purpose of what should be 

regarded as good singing, but at the same time, they don’t do enough, they don’t give 

us enough information. There is a structure there, and the structure works, and it works 

very, very well for a progression for learning how to become comfortable in your 

instrument or your voice, and I really do appreciate it for that, I just think that there is 

room for improvement. If we had to take graded music exams out of schools, out of 

music schools we’ll still as teachers revert back to that kind of structure anyway, even if 

we aren’t doing that exam we are going to warm up our kids, we are going to do aural 
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skills with them, we are going to approach songs with our students in a certain way. So, 

that structure is there, and we’ve learnt from that structure, and it’s learnt from us and 

its progressing, which is good, but I can’t really imagine schools without it. It has room 

for improvement, but it plays a really big deal. I can’t think of one school that would be 

“Oh we don’t need R&P exams, we don’t need RSL exams, we don’t need ABRSM or 

UNISA ‘cause that’s just not true. It’s a good bench march to have, and otherwise we’d 

all just be singing for the fun of singing, which is also fine, but even then it’s nice to have 

a structure cause then you’d know, then you’d know how to sing for fun properly and 

healthily. 

 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION 

Participant 10 

• Interview date: Monday 30th July 
• Interview time: 11:00 
• Interview Location: Coffee Shop, Pretoria 
 
I: Hi, thank you for joining me today 

P: No problem 

Q1: Explain to what degree it is necessary for a singer to have good vocal technical 

ability in order to complete a Trinity Rock & Pop or Rockschool exam. 

P: To what degree? 

I: So do they really need to have good technique to do one of these exams? 

P: Specifically, in the R&P syllabus? 

I: Yes, or both. 

P: Okay, I think that it’s a little bit broad, the syllabus isn’t really as detailed as what I 

feel it should be. I think also having studied classical music changes your perspective a 

little bit on how technical you can get. And I think that sometimes some of the stuff is 

left out. They’re not as strict as I would like them to be. Does that answer your question 

vaguely? 

I: Yes, and just for the record, you don’t teach RSL, and you’ve not actually heard of 

RSL before today. 

P: Yes, that’s correct. 

I: Yay, now you’ve got something to explore. Okay, so 

 

Q2: What are the reasons why you choose to use the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus? 

P: The main reason is it’s actually because it’s what students need as a requirement to 

get into university cause they can’t take it as a subject in high school. Obviously, you 

can do it through UNISA or ABRSM, but they don’t really have a very good 

Contemporary syllabus to use, so this is basically the only option that they have if they 

don’t take it as a subject in high school. 

I: So question 3 for the record is about RSL, but you don’t use RSL so moving on. 

 

Q4: What is your opinion of the song selections for each grade?  

P: I think that sometimes I feel that they are not as good as they should be. I feel that 

sometimes they are too advanced and sometimes they are really easy. I think maybe if 

they could have some sort of voting system amongst teachers that would probably make 
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it a lot better. Because some of the song choices are really, really, bizarre to me, for 

example I think in the grade 3 syllabus they’ve got the one song there “Crazy” by Patsy 

Cline which is grade 3. And I feel like that has actually got a lot of tonal quality changes 

and muscle mapping and sort of thing with singing and I feel like that isn’t really...you 

don’t really see that in the exam. They don’t really focus on those technical abilities. It’s 

actually quite a difficult song. 

I: Thank you 

 

Q5: What do you feel could be improved about the proffered session skills in Trinity 

Rock & Pop? 

P: Specifically the playback and improvisation?  

I: Ja 

P: I feel that personally, sight-singing is crucial to me. I really feel like that should be 

something that is included and a bit more aural training. I also feel like they don’t give 

enough content in the book, so they only give you two examples, and when you look 

online I think there is I think another four or five? So my biggest issue with the R&P 

syllabus is that there actually isn’t enough for the kids to do exercises in aural training, 

session skill-wise, there isn’t enough, they don’t gain enough. I have to give them extra 

content material, create content as well. 

I: They also have...their big thing is that they have the technical focus songs, how do 

you feel those work. Are they beneficial? 

P: To a certain extent, some of them. As I said, some of the songs that are chosen are 

either too advanced or not advanced enough for the kids but also everyone having 

different vocal styles...I don’t know...some of the techniques are...I don’t know, I don’t 

think that they’re very good. Personally, I don’t think that they are that beneficial. I don’t 

think that they really learn techniques from a song. You can learn to sing a technique 

within a song, but those techniques actually need to be taught from various exercises. 

 

Q7: Allowing for differences in student work ethic and ability, to what levels of 

competence, in general, does working through these syllabi prepare students for 

examination requirements for matric? 

I: Oh...so this question is about preparing students for matric, so if you don’t prepare 

students for matric, then what kind of kids do you teach this R&P to? 
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P: Private students who come in who want to further their studies in music who don’t 

really have an option to study it at school so at most public school they don’t really offer 

music as a subject there.  

I: Okay, and how old are they in general? 

P: The students partaking in these exams are from the age of 12, 11, 12 all the way up 

to obviously taking the grade 8, usually in the matric year so 17, 18 

I: So is that your oldest student, matric? 

P: No, I teach adults as well who do still take these exams; I’m not sure why...they just 

want qualifications. 

I: So your high school kids, they don’t have music options at school? 

P: Not at all. 

I: Shame! 

Q8: In what way do the syllabi materials (including teachers’ guidebooks) prepare 

students comprehensively for their respective music graded examinations? 

I: You’ve spoken a little bit about it before; do you feel like everything they give you is 

enough? 

P: No. So...definitely not. Specifically for the students themselves so the teachers' 

guidebooks there’s a bit more info obviously, but I feel like the actual content that the 

students get within their textbooks is not extensive enough. I also think they could 

include more stuff. I think in their last books that I see they have a little bit of history 

about the song and the songwriter or artist. I feel like that is something that they should 

really have gone into a little bit more. Not just learning to sing so much but also just 

appreciating culture as a whole is quite important to me anyway. I feel like the whole 

syllabus could be a lot more extensive and add in a whole bunch of other work. 

I: You referred earlier to going online and looking up some tips that R&P gave you. What 

about those kinds of materials, I know they’ve got the YouTube videos... 

P: Again, I don’t think they’ve got enough info. I don’t think they’ve got enough content 

at all. Most of the stuff I’ve done, I’ve done on my own. I’ve gone and done my own 

research and asked in forums and asked other teachers who have done the R&P 

actually if they have any extra resources and that kind of thing. 

I: Okay, that’s nice that you have a forum. 

P: I don’t have one; I just find them online and ask questions 

I: Well it’s good that you do that...some people don’t. 

Q9: Which specific session skills/technical exercises do you feel develops the voice the 

most?  
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P: So, the ones that they offer obviously, playback or improv? 

I: Ja 

P: I suppose playback, I suppose that you need to have a bit of an advanced ear to 

actually remember how to do things. I think a lot of people can just do improv naturally 

and so the skill behind it often falls away. A lot of people can just do it. So I feel like the 

playback will probably be a bit more beneficial, technically speaking. 

Q10: How much of a preparation period do you allow for each examination? 

P: SO, in other words, how long they prep overall? Um, it really does depend on the 

student. Because a lot of the stuff is quite easy for them, most of them choose to do 

improv. I try and get them to do playback, but most of them do improv, essentially its 

three songs and doing some improvisation, it’s really not that difficult to prep for that. A 

lot of them have a very high technical ability naturally obviously they’ve done training 

with me for a couple of years. So the technical ability is already up there so some of 

them as early as to months...some of them start prep from when we register them for 

the exam, so exam registration is done either in November or February and then for that 

next session so 6 or 7 months I think that is? 

I: and on average, do your students do one exam per year or two exams per year? 

P: Most of them do two. A lot of them also don’t do them consecutively, so they skip 

grades as well. I’ve got a student for who went in and did grade 8 having never done a 

formal exam and got a distinction for it. 

 

Q12: What are your teaching strategies when preparing students for a specific exam?  

P: So I do analysis with students first where obviously you listen to the original song and 

try and understand it from a technical perspective what exactly they’re asking for, trying 

to understand what they’re trying to have you focus on, especially the technical focus 

songs, so trying to see what they’re talking about there. Analysing and explaining each 

song does but also doing analysis on the songs that are not technical focus songs, even 

if it’s their own choice. Analysis goes as far as all 7 elements of music, really breaking 

down the structure and form and all those things, dynamics and all of those... and 

ensuring that they understand it from not just a practical level but also from a theoretical 

side. Most...all of my students do theory as well, so they can learn to read music. So 

that’s what I do to try and prep them, and we break it down into little segments, the parts 

that they specifically struggle with and then break it down using different methods 

depending on what they’re struggling with, what their technical needs are. 
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I: In terms of working on the songs and then the specific session skills, how much time, 

within your lesson, do you give to each? 

P:  So, I focus on session skills more but not from what R&P has given. I give extra stuff 

on my own. I try and implement as much as I possibly can as a whole rather than just 

what the exam expects, so my students are a bit more rounded, so all of them do 

singing, all of them do playback, all of them do improvisation. Their strongest skill they 

have for the session is what they will use, but I want for them to be able to do any of 

those things. So I focus on that because I feel again, you can learn how to sing a specific 

song very well, but that doesn’t make you a good vocalist. So you for the skill behind 

those things, it’s far more important to (give them?) technical abilities. 

I: Okay, wait....there was one more question. 

P: Sorry, the time that you said...so how I usually split it. So if it’s a half-hour lesson I 

usually do I usually give them 20 minutes technical, ten minutes practical. That’s just a 

norm for me. 

I: Okay, great. 

Q13: What would you add to the Trinity Rock & Pop syllabus to assist with vocal 

technical development? 

P: I definitely think that there should be more technical exercises. So bringing in scales 

and arpeggios and really trying to advance the aural training with the intervals and that 

kind of thing. I saw there (gestures to RSL book lying on the table) that is was a little bit 

in the RSL syllabus there, which is cool. But that definitely should be included. Maybe a 

few more options as well for song choices, I feel like sometimes they are a bit limiting 

and because it’s not just Rock, because it’s Pop, maybe bringing in a couple those 

elements that really are a bit more difficult to perform. So a lot of the pop songs have 

got a lot more weird phrasing and quick timing, and I feel like some of the more modern 

Pop songs are not really being introduced into the syllabus they’re kind of old and 

outdated. 

I: I feel like there’s something.... (Wants to ask a question)...no, gone. The last 

question... 

 

Q15: What purpose do you think graded syllabi serve in music education in general? 

P: Literally the only reason that I make my students take it is that so that they’ve got 

something in black and white and so they can get into Varsity if they want to study or 

further their studies in music. Other than that, if it didn’t offer something in black and 

white, I would never have them doing this. I don’t think it’s as beneficial as what it should 
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be and I don’t really think it’s a true reflection on whether or not a student can 

actually...you know, whether their skill is at a high enough level to perform. Ja. 

I: Just out of interest ‘because I know you studied classically, did you ever do a classical 

exam yourself? 

P: Yes 

I: How do you feel they compare? 

P: Classical was a whole other ballgame. It was really, really difficult. For those exams 

we would prep almost a year and a half in advance, choosing songs. So we would be 

working on the grade 7 syllabus two years before you were even at the grade 7 level 

you were already starting to educate yourself and choose songs. And there it really was 

a lot more detail. That’s why I speak about the cultural side and really introducing a bit 

more of the history stuff. You had to do full-blown viva voce analysis on all of those 

pieces for you know that...and the exam wasn’t very long, well obviously longer than the 

R&P obviously the pieces are so much longer. But technically speaking we did vocal 

Vaccai's where an exercise is a page and a half, two pages long as an exercise that you 

have to present in as exam. Whereas with the R&P stuff its eight bars and supposedly 

that’s enough skill for you to go out and be a contemporary vocalist which I don’t think 

it is. 

I: Then one more question which I am just curious about. Do you think...So the big thing 

that R&P advocate is the fact that you don’t need a teacher, you can kind of learn 

yourself with these books. Do you feel that’s valuable? 

P: No not at all because I have had to do so much research and because I have had to 

include so many external sources for my students down to even finding apps that my 

students use for aural training and that kind of thing. The syllabus definitely ... someone 

coming up to me and telling me that they have their grade 8 R&P doesn’t make me think 

that they are an incredible vocalist at all and even if they did it on their own that’s great, 

but I feel like maybe the exams weren’t graded that strictly specifically against classical 

which is really quite strict. In comparison, they’re miles apart. 

I: Thank you so much 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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