
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the exam you will be asked to name different 
instruments that you can hear playing. If you do not 
play one of these instruments it can sometimes be 
quite difficult to pick out what each one sounds like. 
You will need to know what the different 
instruments of the orchestra sound like, what 
popular musical instruments sound like and what 
some world instruments sound like (sitar). It is 
worth you visiting www.dsokids.com or 
www.compositionlab.co.uk where you will be able 
to hear these instruments individually.  
 

Name The Musical Instrument 
 

For some questions in the exam you will need to 
describe what is happening in the music, in detail! 
If you are asked to comment on what is happening 
in the music you may need to describe what a 
particular instrument is doing, for example: ‘The 
left hand of the piano is playing ascending 
arpeggios. The more detail you can provide, the 
better! 

 

Describing Musical Sounds 

You may be asked to describe what is happening in 
the melody of a song. Remember, this means the 
main tune. In popular music this is often the vocal 
line or in instrumental music it can be described as 
the instrument that has the main tune (the bit that 
you could whistle). It could move by STEP; this 
means it moves to the note next to it. It could move 
by LEAP; this means that the melody jumps from 
one note to another but misses some notes out in 
between. This could be a low note jumping to a high 
note or vice versa. A melody line could also 
ASCEND, which means getting higher note by note, 
or DESCEND, going down note by note.  
 

Melodic Movement 

During the exam you will be asked to identify different musical devices that you can hear. 
Remember, a musical device is NOT an instrument. It is something that the instrument is 
playing/using/doing that is of significance.  
 

 Imitation: this is when a melody is played and then another instrument ‘copies’ 

it. For example, a flute may play a small tune and then it is copied by an oboe.  

 Pedal: This is when a note is sustained (held on), usually in the bass. This can 

often be used by a piano or an organ. It can normally be found in classical music 

or Indian music.  

 Drone: A drone is a bass note that is held throughout a passage of music. 

 Modulation: this is when a piece of music changes key. 

 Riff/Ostinato: This is a repeated pattern of music. The term ostinato is used in 

classical music, a riff is used in popular music (but they mean the same thing!). 

Any instrument can play a riff but this will most likely feature in the guitar or 

bass part of popular music.  

 

Musical Devices 

It is crucial that you understand the difference between the different types of texture that will appear in the exam! Remember, 
texture means how many instruments are playing at once and what are they doing! 
 
MONOPHONIC is when there is only one instrument or sound playing. Not two, or three, or four, but one! 
 
HOMOPHONIC is when there is a single melody but there is an accompaniment. This can mean that someone is singing (the melody) 
to block chords (the accompaniment). It can also mean that there is one instrument playing a melody with lots of other instruments, 
but the other instruments are playing the same rhythm (an example of this could be a pop band with a singer).  
POLYPHONIC is when there are lots of different rhythms all playing together at the same time. A good example of this is Steve 
Reich’s third movement of electric counterpoint. If something is polyphonic it is usually difficult to work out which instrument is 
playing the melody line.  
 
ANTIPHONY means call and response. This is where an instrument plays and another instrument ‘answers’ the first. It is also called 
call and response and sounds like a question and answer session between two instruments or different groups of instruments.  
 
CANON: This is when two or more voices/instruments sing or play the same music but at different times. A ROUND is a type of 
canon but each voice, when it is finished, can then begin playing again (so it goes round and round).  
 
 
 

You will also be asked to work out the structure 
of different songs that you listen to. Different 
sections of music are normally described by a 
letter, for example section A, section B etc. 
Here are the most common forms of structure: 
 
BINARY FORM – This type of structure has two 
sections, section A followed by section B. Both 
of these sections can be repeated. Dances from 
the BAROQUE SUITE are in Binary Form.  
 
TERNARY FORM – This type of structure has 
three sections, ABA. This means that you will 
hear section A, followed by section B, and the 
section A is repeated. A good example of 
Ternary Form is Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.  
 
RONDO FORM – In Rondo form section A is 
always repeated. So the song will begin with 
section A, then there will be a new section 
called B, then section A is repeated, then a new 
section called C etc. Rondo form can be written 
like this: A – B – A – C – A – D – A . . . It can be 
longer or shorter than this.  
 
THEME AND VARIATION – This is when there is 
a theme (melodic ostinato) played and it keeps 
on returning but in different forms.  
 

Structure / Form 

A cadence is a term used to describe how complete a piece of 
music sounds. Cadences can be found at the END of a song or at 
the end of a section of the song. The most likely ones you will 
hear are PERFECT and IMPERFECT cadences, but you should also 
know what a PLAGAL cadence is and how to identify it.  
 
PERFECT CADENCE – this is when the music sounds complete. 
This will typically be found at the end of a song or section of a 
song and normally means the last note played is the root note.  
 
IMPERFECT CADENCE – this is when the music DOES NOT sound 
complete and it sounds like something needs to be added to 
finish the music off.  
 
PLAGAL CADENCE – A plagal cadence is often used in hymns or 
religious music. A plagal cadence is often described as the ‘a-
men’ part of a song (usually found at the end of a song). Plagal 
cadences should also sound ‘finished’.   
 

You will be often asked to name the TONALITY of an excerpt. 
This is a word to describe the type of key the song is in. We often 
describe sounds in two ways; either happy or sad. MAJOR means 
the music sounds happy, MINOR means the music sounds sad. 
If you are answering a question and you are not sure of the 
TONALITY, then you NEED!!!! to write down either MAJOR or 
MINOR.  
Tonality can also be described as ATONAL. This is where the 
music does not have a definite key. The best way to remember 
this is that almost all horror music is ATONAL. Experimental 
music is often ATONAL too (it can often like someone is playing 
any old random thing).  
 

Tonality 
 PERFORMANCE TECHNIQUES are the way in which different instruments can be played. Make 

sure that you DO NOT get this mixed up with EFFECTS, as they are two completely different 
things! Here are some common performance techniques that you will come across: 
 
Guitar: Guitars can be STRUMMED, this is often a technique used to play chords. They can also 
be FINGER PICKED/PICKED, where individual notes are played either with a plectrum or the 
performer’s fingers. Another technique you may hear is a PALM MUTE, where the palm of the 
hand is used to stop the sound of the guitar. This is often used in Blues music. Guitars can also 
be played with a PITCHBEND. This is where the note being played is literally bent by the 
performer, to create a very slight change in pitch. 
 
Strings (this includes violins, violas, cellos and double basses): Strings are often either played 
ARCO (with a BOW) or PIZZICATO (PLUCKED). If you hear a double bass being played in popular 
music, such as jazz or a pop song, it is most certainly being PLUCKED/PIZZICATO (not picked).  
 
Electric bass guitar (different to double bass): The bass guitar is often either PICKED (played 
with a plectrum) or SLAPPED. SLAPPED BASS is often a technique that is used in funk music. For 
an example of this listen to some music by Flea from the Red Hot Chili Peppers or Victor 
Wooton. 
  
There are also some common performance techniques that are often used by a wide range of 
different instruments: 
 

 GLISSANDO: This is when there is a slide in the music between notes, usually played 

on a string instrument.  

 LEGATO: This is when the song or a phrase of music is performed smoothly (fluently). 

 STACCATO: This is when the notes that are being played are short and spiky.  

 TRILL: This is when there is quick movement between a note and the one above it.  

 APPOGGITURA: An APPOGGITURA leans on the main note taking part of its value. 

 ACCIACCATURA: An ACCIACCATURA is played as quickly as possible before the note 

that follows it. It is sometimes called a crushed note.MORDENT: 

 MORDENT is formed by playing a note, the note above and then back to the starting 

note.  

 ARPEGGIO: This is a type of broken chord where the notes of the chords are played 

individually but one after the other. They can often be repeated. A good example of 

this is Clocks by Cold Play. 

 BROKEN CHORDS: This is where the notes of a chord are broken up, but they are 

played quickly. An example of this would be Happens by Sampha. This technique is 

often used in piano or guitar. 

Texture 

Performance Techniques 

You will often be asked to describe the 
DYNAMICS of a song. DYNAMICS simply 
means the VOLUME. If you can, you need to 
write the appropriate Italian term: 

 FORTE – Loud 

 FORTISSIMO – Very loud 

 PIANO – Quiet 

 PIANISSIMO – Very quiet 

 SFORZANDO – Suddenly loud 

(sometimes this can sound like an 

accent) 

 FORTE-PIANO – Loud then suddenly 

soft 

 

Dynamics 

You will also be asked to use the correct term 
when talking about the TEMPO of a song. 
TEMPO means how fast or how slow the song 
is being played.  

 PRESTO: This means very fast 

 ALLEGRO: This means fast 

 MODERATO: This means relatively 

fast, but not as fast as ALLEGRO. 

 LARGO: This means slowly  

 

Tempo 

Cadences 
 

Effects are the different things that have been added to instruments to change or manipulate the sound. These often appear in 
popular music! 
 

 DISTORTION: This is usually found on guitars in rock or heavy metal music. It makes the guitars sounds heavy 

and not very clear.  

 REVERB: This is usually added to vocals to make them ‘ring out’. REVERB is when the sound is bouncing 

slightly. Imagine being in a multi-storey carpark and shouting.  

 DELAY: This is when the thing you play is repeated. It may be straight away or after a short period of time. It 

will often get quieter as well. 

 WAH: This is when there is a ‘wah’ sound added to an instrument. A good example of this is on the keyboard 

part of Superstition by Stevie Wonder. 

 

Effects 
 

http://www.dsokids.com/
http://www.compositionlab.co.uk/

