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The ABRSM Syllabus: an analysis of the 
pieces up to Grade 8 in fifteen orchestral 
instruments on July 10th 2020 

by Dr Austin Griffiths 
Address for correspondence: austin@austing.co.uk 

 

This document is a summary of the initial findings from a research project into 

the inclusiveness of the ABRSM syllabus from the Grade 1 though to Grade 8 

for 15 instruments (piano, violin, viola, cello, double bass, flute, oboe, clarinet, 

bassoon, French horn, trumpet, trombone, bass trombone, tuba, harp). For 

some instruments an Initial Grade has been introduced and these pieces were 

included in the study. The instruments included are: 

 
Piano – 2021/2022 syllabus 
Violin/Viola/Cello/Double bass – 2020-2023 syllabus 
Flute/Oboe/Clarinet/Bassoon – 2018-2021 syllabus 
Trumpet/Trombone – 2017-2021 
French horn/Tuba – 2013-2021 
Bass trombone – 2010-2021 
Harp – 2019 onwards 
 

Pieces without a named composer (e.g. Trad. Scottish) were not included. The 

arrangers of pieces labelled ‘Trad’ were not included.  In total, 3166 individual 

pieces were analysed. The composer of each piece was analysed using the 

following criteria: 

• white / non-white 

• Male / female 

• African Heritage (AH) 

The non-white figure included African Heritage (AH) composers, but AH 

composers also had their own count in the data. The AH category included any 

composer with some African, Afro American, or Afro Caribbean heritage 

including mixed heritage composers 
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Four analyses relating to white/non-white composers are discussed here: 

1. All 3166 pieces from all grades 

2. All 1251 pieces from grades 6 to 8 only 

3. Pieces by living composers (1126 pieces) 

4. Pieces by living composers from grades 6 to 8 only (289 pieces) 

The reason for analyses 3 and 4 is to look at how things are today – when it 

would be fair to expect an inclusive and diverse representation. Analyses 2 and 

4 represent pieces that from the more advanced repertoire that might be 

considered more serious and complex than in the earlier grades.  
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The Key Findings:  
 

1. White / non-white / AH composers (all pieces) 

All 3166 pieces 

98.8% of the pieces were composed by white composers 

1.2% of the pieces were composed by non-white composers (37 pieces) 

Less than 0.4% were composed by African Heritage composers (14 pieces) 

All 1251 pieces in Grades 6 to 8 

99.4% of the pieces were composed by white composers 

0.6% of the pieces were composed by non-white composers (5 pieces) 

Less than 0.2% were composed by African Heritage composers (2 pieces) 

 

2. White / non-white / AH composers (living composers only) 

All 1126 pieces 

98.6% of the pieces were composed by white composers (1110 pieces) 

1.4% of the pieces were composed by non-white composers (16 pieces) 

Less than 0.1% were composed by African Heritage composers (1 piece) 

All 289 pieces in Grades 6 to 8 

97.9% of the pieces were composed by white composers (283 pieces) 

2.1% of the pieces were composed by non-white composers (6 pieces) 

None were composed by African Heritage composers (0 pieces) 
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3. The 14 pieces by African Heritage Composers 

 

1. Scot Joplin 

7 pieces (50% by AH composers) were ragtime pieces by Scott Joplin 

 

2. The other 7 composers were: 

Miles Davis 

Duke Ellington 

Fats Waller 

Joe Garland 

James P Johnson 

Percy Mayfield  

Philip Herbert 

 

Of these 7 composers, only Philip Herbert (who has an oboe piece on the 

Grade 5 syllabus) might be considered primarily as a classical music composer. 

Superb musicians as the others are, their primary genres were either jazz, big 

band, rhythm and blues, etc.  Music by African Heritage composers then, in the 

eyes of the ABRSM, is mostly ragtime, or derived from non-classical genres.  

 

One  ‘Trad’ piece (Trad. Ewe (Ghanaian) Tu tu Gbovi, arr. Chapman Nyaho) 

arranged by an African Heritage composer on the Grade 1 Piano syllabus was 

not included in the analysis (see above). 

 

 

The following pages contain copies of the data tables in case anyone wishes to 

examine them further. 
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