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Grade V Aural 
 
This fact sheet is designed to help students taking Grade V aural (ABRSM). If you are viewing this 
document on your computer and have internet access, you can click the links in blue. 

 
Test A: 
To sing or play from memory a short melody played twice by the examiner. The key-chord and starting note 
will first be sounded and named, and the pulse indicated. A second attempt will be allowed if necessary. 
 
Tips: 

·  The examiner will first play the key-chord and starting note – hum the starting note. 
·  The extract will then be played – keep the beat whilst this is happening and try to spot any patterns 

or repetitions 
·  Ask for the extract a second time - this time hum along with it. 

 
 
Test B: 
To sing six notes from score in free time within the range of a fi fth above and a fourth below the tonic in 
any major key up to two sharps or flats. The test will begin and end on the tonic and will not contain any 
intervals greater than a third, except for the rising fourth from dominant to tonic. The examiner will play and 
name the key-chord and tonic, and, i f necessary, play each note after it has been attempted. Candidates may 
choose to sing the test from the treble or bass clef. 
 
Tips: 

·  Look over the score and spot steps, jumps, and any other signposts (such as repetitions) 
·  Look at the general shape of the music 
·  Sing to the syllable ‘La’ or ‘Da’  so that your answer is very precise. 
·  If you make a mistake, carry on, remebering that the last note is always the same as the first note (the 

keynote or tonic) 
·  Try to sound as confident as possible. 

 
 
 
Test C: 
To identify certain features of a piece played by the examiner. The features will be confined to dynamics 
(p/f), gradation of tone (crescendo/diminuendo), articulation (staccato/legato), tempo changes 
(rallentando/accelerando etc.), recognition of major and minor tonality, and general perception of texture, 
rhythm, form, style and period.  The examiner will select one or two and advise the candidate accordingly 
before playing the piece. Questions on the selected features will then follow. Candidates are encouraged to 
use Italian terms in their answers where appropriate. 
 
Dynamis &  Gradation of Tone: 
p  = Piano = soft 
f = Forte = loud 
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All other dynamics markings use these two as their basis which makes memorising easier. 
 
 

Term Abbreviation Definition 

Fortissimo ff Very loud volume 

Forte f Loud volume 

Mezzo-forte mf Medium loud volume 

Mezzo-piano mp Medium soft volume 

Piano p Soft volume 

Pianissimo pp Very soft volume 

Pianoforte pf Soft then immediately loud 

Fortepiano fp Loud and accented then immediately soft 

Sforzando sfz Loud and accented 

Crescendo Cresc   (<) Gradually/smoothly increase the volume of a 
particular phrase or passage. 

Diminuendo Dim (>) Gradually/smoothly decrease the volume of a 
specific passage. 

 
For Pronunciations see: 
http://www.music.vt.edu/musicdictionary/appendix/dynamics/dynamics.html 
 
 
Tips: 

·  Differentiate between basic answers (“ the piece was Forte at the start” ) and detailed answers (“The 
piece was Fote at the start and there was a gradual Diminuendo in the middle resulting in it ending 
Piano” ).  Obviously, the latter obtained higher marks. 

·  When changes occur, do they happen suddenly or gradually? (gradation of tone) 
·  Don’t forget that all dynamics are relative; they are not a quantifiable measure. 
·  Always use Italian terms in your answer. 

 
 
Typical Questions on Dynamics or Gradation of Tone: 

·  Did the dynamics alter at all?  Tell me what happened 
·  Describe what happened to the dynamics in this piece. 
·  Was the ending louder or quieter than the start? 
·  Did the piece end louder or quieter than the start?   
·  Was there a crescendo anywhere? 
·  Describe what happened in the second half of the piece from the point where the music became quiet 

(this is a very closed question). 
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Articulation: 
Staccato = short and sharp, detached = shown by dot directly above or below a note 
Legato = smooth and connected = shown by a slur (curved line) above the music. 
Accents = (see table below) 
 

Percussive Accents Pressure Accent 

     
Staccato Staccatissimo Strong Accent Normal Accent Legato Accent 

L ight Accents Strong Accent Medium Accents 

Accent Name Descr iption 
Staccato Accent short and separated from the following note 
Staccatissimo 
Accent 

an exaggerated short duration of the note 

Strong Accent generally meant for attacks at loud dynamic levels of forte or louder 
Normal Accent moderately sharp attack that can be used at any dynamic level from pianissimo to 

fortissimo 
Legato Accent this can be used at any dynamic level and is a slight stress without a noticeable attack 

and held to the full duration of the note 
 
 
Tips: 

·  Listen for contrast within a piece (beginning/end, left hand/right hand etc.) 
·  You might find that differences in articulation happen often with only a few notes between changes.   
·  Pick out the obvious things first: (“ the ending was smooth – played legato” ).  Next, go for the more 

complex : (“ in the middle section, the left had played smooth arpeggios whilst the right hand played 
the melody staccato).  Note the amount of vocab used in the last answer!  The detail of your answer 
will obviously depend on whether the question was open or closed. 

 
Typical Questions on Articulation: 

·  Where did you notice staccato playing in the melody? (A closed question) 
·  Was the melody mainly legato or staccato? 
·  Describe the articulation used. 
·  Describe the articulation in the last section. 
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Tempo &  Tempo Changes: 
 

M.M. I talian English 

Larghissimo  

Adagissimo  

40bpm 

| 

| 
Lentissimo  

Extremely slow 

Largo 40-60  

Adagio 66 - 76  

56 

| 

| 
Lento  

Very Slow 

Larghetto 60-66  66 

| Adagietto  

Rather slow 

88 

| 

Andante 76 - 
108 

 

Moderately slow (Walking Speed) 

| 

| 

Moderato  Moderately 

| Allegretto  Rather fast, but not as fast as 
Allegro 

120 Allegro 120- 
168  

Fast; quick, lively 

Vivace  

Vivo  

168 

| 

|  Presto  

Very fast 
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Accelerando (accel.)  Quickening; a gradual speeding up of the tempo 

A tempo  In tempo; reestablishes original speed after accelerando or ritardando 

Rallentando (rall.)  Same as ritardando; a gradual slowing-down of the tempo 

Ritardando (rit.)  Slowing down; a gradual holding-back of the tempo 

Ritenuto (riten.)  Frequently confused with ritardando; means a sudden slowing-down, 
in contrast to the gradual holding-back of rallentando 

rubato  Literally, to "rob" the time values by holding-back or speeding up at 
will to color a phrase 

Tempo primo (Tempo I° )  Original tempo 

 
Tips: 

·  Always use Italian Terms! 
·  Tap your foot to the music to feel the pulse.  When you have the pulse, roughly work out how many 

beats per second.  Work out how many in a minute:  
o 1 a second = 60bpm = Lento;  
o 1.5 a second = 90bpm = Andante/Moderato;  
o 2 a second = 120bpm = Allegro)  

·  Use the three examples above as a guide into more detailed answers. 
·  When tempi changes, does it happen suddenly or gradually (look at the second table above for 

terminology) 
 
Typical questions on Tempo: 

·  Was the tempo fast or slow? (despite this closed question appearing to require an answer in English, 
give the correct answer followed by an Italian term) 

·  Did the tempo change? (one could give a very detailed answer here!) 
·  Tell me about the tempo changes in this piece. 

 
 

Tonality: 
 
Major = sounds happy J  
Minor = sounds sad L  
 
Modulate = to change key 
 
[Atonal = no key centre – sounds random] 
[Modal = based on the ancient church modes – sounds rustic – used often in folk music] 
 
The last two are very unlikely to come up. 
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Tips: 

·  Be prepared for a piece to change tonality as it progresses 
·  Do not confuse tempo and dynamics with tonality – i.e. a loud fast piece can still be sad! 
·  Does the piece modulate? 

 
Typical questions on Tonality: 

·  Tell me where the piece moved from major to minor 
·  Was the last section major or minor? 
·  Was the piece mainly major or minor? 
·  What was the tonality of the beginning? 
·  Describe the tonality of this piece. 

 
 
Texture 
A term which refers to the vertical structure of a composition. That is to say, how many parts or voices there 
are and how they relate to each other. 
 
Thin texture = possible only two notes together at any time 
Thick texture = full of chords in both hands 
Monophonic = one line – literally only one note being played at a time 

 
 
 
 
 

Homophonic = a tune with chordal accompaniment – everything moved together like in a hymn 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Polyphonic = many tunes played simultaneously (as in a Canon, Round, Fugue) 
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Imitation = one part imitates another (also in example above). 
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Tips: 

·  Does the piece sound ‘busy’? 
·  Think in terms of thickness and thinness. 
·  Is the accompaniment made up of chords or does it sounds like another tune or a version of the tune 

played late? 
·  Do all the parts move together as in a hymn? 

 
Typical questions on Texture: 

·  What did you notice about the accompaniment in the forte sections? 
·  Describe the texture of this piece 

 
 
Rhythm 
 
Straight = the rhythm is played strictly 
Swung = paired quavers are altered so that the first is slightly longer and the second shorter – makes it 
sound jazzy – Think ‘Blue Moon’  or ‘ In the Mood’  
Syncopated =  Deliberate upsetting of the meter or pulse by means of a temporary shifting of the accent to a 
weak beat or an off-beat.  Going against the beat.  Nearly all pop and jazz does this. (Think ‘Fascinating 
Rhythm’) 
 
Tips: 

·  Never use terms such as ‘ fast’  or ‘slow’  unless you say that the rhythm used fast note values against 
the main beat.   

·  Does the piece sound jazzy? (possibly swung quavers) 
·  Does the piece have a groove? (possibly syncopation) 

 
Typical questions on Rhythm: 

·  Describe the rhythm used in this piece 
·  Was the rhythm swung? 
·  Did you notice anything interesting about the rhythm? 

 
 
Form 
This simply means the structure of the piece; how it is put together. 
 
Common structures: 

·  Binary = AB = two contrasting themes played one after the other (God Save the Queen) 
·  Ternary =ABA = as with binary, but the first theme returns (Twinkle Twinkle Little Star) 
·  Rondo = ABACA etc. = the main theme keeps coming back 
·  Variations = a single theme and then everything that follows is a variation. 

 
Tips: 

·  Rondo is unlikely to come up as it requires a long extract. 
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·  Listen out for repetition of ideas. 
·  Whatever you hear first has to be ‘A’ 
·  Does the piece have an introduction? 
·  Do the sections relate to one another? (They might have a similar rhythm/dynamic) 

 
 
Typical questions on Form: 

·  What rhythmic feature links the beginning and the ending? 
·  One of the appearances of the main theme was longer than the others.  Where did it appear in the 

piece? 
·  What form is this piece in? 

 
 
Style &  Period:  
This is the topic that has the most information to memorise. 
 
Style is defined as: 

1. Characteristic manner of presentation of musical elements (melody, rhythm, harmony, dynamics, 
form, etc.)  

2. A distinctive compositional manner of an era, country, or particular artist that makes that particular 
music unique.  

In contrast Period refers to the date of composition.  
 
 
For style, consider the purpose of the music.  Is it a dance? Is it for a special occasion? 
 
Dances and others: 

·  Waltz/minuet = in 3 time moderate tempo 
·  Gigue = fast usually in 6/8, skips along Dum de Dum de Dum – usually sounds folk like 
·  March  = steady 4 in a bar 
·  Latin American = heavily syncopated (examples: Tango, Salsa, Bolero) 

 
Occasions: 

·  Does the piece sound ceremonial? If so, use musical elements (tempo, dynamics, articulation) to 
define why.  “The piece was forte (dynamics), in a major key (tonality) with a stead tempo with 
fanfare-like melodies suggesting a Royal occasion.”  

 
The four periods of music history you need to understand are: Baroque, Classical, Romantic, Modern.  Each 
has characteristics that make it identifiable.  With orchestral and non-piano music, it is sometimes easier to 
differentiate between periods but you will be presented with a solo piano piece in your exam. 
 
Baroque (c.1600-1740): 

·  Tempo usually stays the same 
·  No great rhythmic contrast within a piece. 
·  Rhythms drive the music forward in a relentless style 
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·  Melodies often decorated with ornaments (trills, turns, mordents) 
·  Polyphonic textures popular 
·  Dynamics are often terraced – sudden contrast, no gradation of tone 
·  Character tends to remain the same throughout any one piece 

 
Classical (c.1750-1820) 

·  Tempo tends to remain the same, but a little more use of accels. and rits. 
·  Less decoration of melodies 
·  Melodies tend to be in short balanced phrases 
·  Texture is usually homophonic 
·  Changes in dynamics happen often and gradation of tone is popular with cres. < and dim. > 
·  Some Classical pieces tend to sound simplistic. 

 
Romantic (c.1820-1900) 

·  Tempo changes more frequent 
·  Music tends to be highly expressive with use of frequent key changes (modulation) and 

chromaticism (expressive notes that don’t belong to the key) 
·  Harmony (the chords used) sound complex. 
·  Favouring of homophonic textures 
·  Sometimes some romantic music can sound slushy although this is only a rule of thumb. 

 
Modern (c.1900-present) 

·  Unusual changes in tempo, or time signature 
·  Big leaps in melody possible – disjunctive 
·  Harmony very complex – often atonal – no key – sounds almost random or at least very strange. 
·  Mood changes very often 

 
 
Typical questions on Style & Period: 

·  What period and style is this piece? 
·  Give reasons for you answer 
·  What is the style and mood of the piece? 
·  This piece is a dance, what type of dance? 

 
 
Test C: 
To clap the rhythm of a short extract played twice by the examiner from the above piece and state whether it 
is in 2, 3 or 4 time. 
 
Tips: 

·  Try to lock the melody in your head when it is being played.  Think of it as clapping a melody, not a 
rhythm  

·  Feel the stresses in the music and tap your foot to them. 
·  If all else fails, go for gut instinct. 
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