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INTRODUCTION 

Graded examinations have been a feature of the performing arts sector since institutions began 
offering them in the late nineteenth century, as vehicles for the cultural development of young people, 
and a means of embedding the disciplines of music, dance, and speech and drama into lived 
experience.  

Some take graded examinations to achieve technical mastery in their chosen discipline, some to 
pursue it as a leisure or social activity, or as part of a programme of personal development more 
widely. These motivations have perhaps changed little over time, as is also true of the underlying 
structure of the examinations and their means of assessment. 

However, in recent history, the awarding organisations offering graded examinations, many supported 
by the work of CDMT, have had to navigate multiple, and significant changes. Some in the regulatory 
arena, as the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) evolved into Ofqual, and the original 
National Qualifications Framework (NQF) changed over time to become today’s Regulated 
Qualifications Framework (RQF). Some in the world more widely, where events such as Brexit, the 
Covid-19 pandemic, Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, and the ongoing cost-of-living crises, have 
only served to accelerate the pace of innovation and adaptation, against a challenging global context. 

Today, with worldwide entries topping 1.8 million for music, dance, and speech and drama combined, 
graded examinations remain a popular model for assessment in the performing arts, and one which 
continues to deliver value to teachers and learners alike.  

They have, moreover, proved resilient in the face of almost overwhelming change, rising to the 
challenge of adapting their approaches to assessment to continue to offer viable, valid and reliable 
examinations for those who want to take them, offering the well-known international benchmarks in 
the performing arts that collectively form ‘the Grades’. 

The pages that follow summarise the Regulatory Report on Graded Examinations for the Performing 
Arts, which is split into four sections as follows: 

 Section A – The regulatory context of graded examinations to 2020 

 Section B – The regulatory context of graded examinations from 2020 to the present 

 Section C – The UK education landscape and its relationship to graded examinations 

 Section D – Graded examinations statistics and the international dimension 
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SECTION A: SUMMARY OF THE REGULATORY CONTEXT OF GRADED EXAMINATIONS TO 
2020 

Graded examinations in the performing arts were originally conceived as a vehicle for the cultural 
development of young people, with some organisations having offered qualifications since the late 
nineteenth century. They share a common structure, are recognised within the current UK Regulated 
Qualifications Framework (RQF), and are available in the individual disciplines of music, dance, and 
drama. 

Graded examinations are viewed in many ways by both the candidates who enter for them and by the 
sector more widely. Whilst most entries are at the lower grades, up to Grade 3, nevertheless many 
learners do progress through all eight levels, and entry numbers are high, when compared with GCSEs 
and A Levels. Motivation for candidates to enter comes primarily from three drivers: the desire to 
develop technical competence; the pursuit of any given discipline as a leisure or hobby activity, and 
personal and social development more generally. Whilst there is usually no minimum or maximum 
age specified for entry to graded examinations, there are some exceptions, usually in dance, for health 
and safety reasons. It is, however, possible to see some trends, and thereby identify indicative age 
ranges for entry to each grade. 

CDMT has a longstanding relationship with awarding organisations offering graded examinations, 
many of whom are members. It provides support through its Awarding Organisations Committee 
(AOC), whose activities, in addition to regular meetings to discuss various issues of common interest, 
include convening comparability studies, and issuing position papers. CDMT also represents the 
interests of the awarding organisations with the Department for Education (DfE), and formulates 
responses to UK-wide consultations from qualification regulators. CDMT has also for many years 
facilitated meetings of the Graded Examinations Forum, originally set up by the Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority (QCA) in the late 1990s, and coordinated exercises such as that to determine 
Guided Learning Hours (GLH) and Total Qualification Times (TQT) for a range of qualifications. Further, 
CDMT authors and distributes research papers of interest to the sector, and has developed a website 
and booklet devoted to graded examinations. 

Section 7 examines the history of the awarding organisations offering graded examinations as they 
worked to achieve recognition by first QCA, and then Ofqual, migrating their qualifications from the 
National Qualifications Framework (NQF), to the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) before 
ultimately reaching the Regulated Qualifications Framework (RQF) which is the current status quo, 
adapting to different sets of design principles for qualification design along the way. In 2015, 
Qualifications Wales was formed to take devolved responsibility for qualification regulation, and in 
2016 the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA) was formed to do the same 
in Northern Ireland. In Scotland, this role is fulfilled by the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA). 

 

Section A of the report covers the following: 

1. The origins and development of graded examinations 

 

2. The graded examinations model  

 

3. Applications of the graded examinations model 

3.1. Graded examinations in music  

3.2. Graded examinations in dance  

3.3. Graded examinations in speech and drama 
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4. The different uses of graded examinations 

4.1. Technical competence  

4.2. Leisure/hobby activities 

4.3. Personal and social development 

  

5. Candidate age ranges 

 

6. The role of CDMT  

6.1. The Awarding Organisations Committee  

6.2. Consultation responses 

6.3. The Graded Examinations Forum  

6.4. Allocating Total Qualification Times to graded examinations and Diploma qualifications  

6.5. CDMT research reports 

6.6. Graded examinations website and booklet  

 

7. National recognition and accreditation of graded examinations  

7.1. Initial recognition and accreditation by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) 

7.2. Supplementary recognition and the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF)  

7.3. Qualification design principles  

7.4. The withdrawal of the QCF  

7.5. The General Conditions of Recognition 

7.6. The devolution of qualifications regulation 

7.7. Graded examinations in Scotland 

 

 

SECTION B: SUMMARY OF THE REGULATORY CONTEXT OF GRADED EXAMINATIONS FROM 

2020 TO THE PRESENT 

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic was wide-reaching for all awarding organisations offering 
graded examinations, requiring them to develop rapid and innovative responses as they put in place 
arrangements to allow assessment to continue during successive sets of restrictions. This section lays 
out a timeline of key events during the pandemic and outlines the impacts these had on graded 
examinations specifically, and identifies various ways in which CDMT acted to support awarding 
organisations as they navigated complex and sometimes contradictory sets of government guidance. 

This ongoing support was further enhanced in January 2021 with the launch of the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group for Performing Arts Education and Training, for which CDMT acts as secretariat. 
CDMT has produced several bulletins to aid parliamentarians in their work, and also provided 
questions which have been asked in both Houses of Parliament. 

A number of additional factors are having an ongoing impact on the work of awarding organisations 
and accredited schools including Brexit, changes in tax arrangements for the employment of freelance 
personnel (IR35) and the Uber case. Other workstreams CDMT has initiated include: the mapping of 
the content of national curriculum programmes of study to graded examination content, starting with 
that for PE to graded examinations in dance; online comparability exercises; position papers; 
consultation responses, and support with safeguarding. 

Whilst there have been many challenges over the past three years, nevertheless graded examinations 
remain hugely popular in the UK and internationally, continuing to make a significant contribution to 
the cultural development of large sections of the population.  
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Section B of the report covers the following: 

1. Graded examinations and the pandemic 

1.1. March 2020 – first UK lockdown  

1.2. May 2020 – introduction of the Extended Regulatory Framework (ERF) and CDMT 

publication on restarting the graded examinations sector  

1.3. August/September 2020 – introduction of the Extended Extraordinary Regulatory 

Framework (EERF)  

1.4. October 2020 to January 2021 – the impact of tiering, the lockdown in November and the 

introduction of Tier 4 restrictions in December  

1.5. January – April 2021 – lockdown, the roadmap for re-opening and the introduction of 

arrangements for examinations in 2021 

1.6. May 2021 – continued easing of restrictions 

  

2. The work of CDMT from 2021 

2.1. The All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for Performing Arts Education and Training 

2.2. Working with awarding organisations and accredited schools 

 

 

SECTION C: SUMMARY OF THE UK EDUCATION LANDSCAPE AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO 

GRADED EXAMINATIONS 

Various government initiatives have impacted on awarding organisations offering graded 
examinations in England. These include: school performance indicators and Progress 8; the 2016 
Sainsbury report and subsequent introduction of T levels; the review of vocational qualifications at 
level 3, and at level 2 and below; introduction of the English Baccalaureate (EBacc) and subsequent 
reactions, and funding initiatives, including Section 96, post-19 funding and Advanced Learner Loans. 

The education landscape in Wales is broadly similar to that of England, but there are some 
fundamental differences which are outlined here. These include the role of Qualifications Wales and 
its approach to qualifications reform, the Welsh Baccalaureate – unique to Wales and distinct in 
character from its English counterpart – and the introduction of a new national Curriculum for Wales 
and associated qualifications under the ‘Cymwys ar gyfer y Dyfodol (Qualified for the Future)’ 
initiative. 

Oversight of both curriculum and qualifications in Northern Ireland is the responsibility of the Council 
for the Curriculum, Examinations & Assessment (CCEA). CCEA has established an Entitlement 
Framework (EF) which sets out the minimum number and range of courses schools and colleges should 
be offering at Key Stage 4 and post-16, split between those designated ‘general’ and those ‘applied’. 

The education landscape in Scotland is distinctly different to that of the rest of the UK, and is currently 
undergoing a good deal of change following a report by Professor Ken Muir, which has made far 
reaching recommendations for the future of the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA), its sister 
organisation SQA Accreditation, and Education Scotland. 

Whilst qualifications have tended to be treated as separate entities in all existing qualifications 
frameworks, nevertheless they are often linked together in courses of study. There is a relationship, 
for example, between graded examinations and GCSE/AS/A Level specifications, and a wide range of 
potential progression routes to further education and training, and to employment in various roles in 
the performing arts, is open to learners.  
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In 2002, ABRSM and TCL made a joint approach to the University and Colleges Admissions Service 
(UCAS) to establish graded examinations in music within their tariff system. Over the following years, 
graded examinations in speech and drama, and dance also came to be included. Following a review, a 
new points system was introduced from September 2017, and additional awarding organisations have 
also added their qualifications to the tariff, including Music Teachers Board, the Learning Machine and 
Rambert Grades. Further changes to the tariff are being implemented from 2023. 

Section C of the report covers the following:  

1. The education landscape in England  

1.1. 14-19 education and training  

1.2. Government funding initiatives since 2014 

   

2. The education landscape in Wales  

2.1. The role of Qualifications Wales   

2.2. The Welsh Baccalaureate 

2.3. The new Curriculum for Wales   

2.4. Qualified for the future   

 

3. The education landscape in Northern Ireland  

3.1. The role of CCEA  

3.2. Qualification funding through the Entitlement Framework  

 

4. The education landscape in Scotland 

4.1. The role of the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) and SQA Accreditation 

4.2. The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) 

4.3. Scottish curriculum and qualifications reform 

 

5. The relationship between graded examinations and other qualifications including progression 

routes 

5.1. Relationship with GCSEs and A levels 

5.2. Relationship between graded examinations and other qualifications  

5.3. Progression to further training and education 

5.4. Progression directly into employment  

 

6. Graded examinations and the UCAS Tariff 

6.1. Graded examinations and the UCAS tariff  

6.2. Changes to the UCAS tariff from 2016 

6.3. Additional qualifications added to the tariff 2017-2021 

6.4. Changes to the UCAS tariff from 2023 
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SECTION D: SUMMARY OF GRADED EXAMINATION STATISTICS AND THE INTERNATIONAL 

DIMENSION 

All of the recognised awarding organisations offering graded examinations have a significant presence 
outside the UK, with candidates entering from all around the world. One of their unique selling points 
is that they operate the same processes globally, using the same pool of standardised examiners to 
assess all candidates. They have an approximate combined turnover of more than £175M each year, 
of which £120M is directly related to examinations activity in the performing arts. Entry statistics show 
that graded examinations are holding up well in relation to GCSE and A levels. 

Qualification frameworks are in operation in a large number of countries internationally, and they are 
increasingly perceived as an essential mechanism for national planning and reform in education and 
training. This section examines a number of models globally, some within individual countries, and 
some which operate across a group of countries, sharing an overarching set of levels against which to 
reference qualifications. 

In many of the countries mentioned in this Section, awarding organisations offering graded 
examinations have mapped their qualifications to either vocational education or training frameworks 
or enabled the qualifications to be counted towards formal school achievements/credits and 
certification. To support graded examinations awarding organisations that offer qualifications 
internationally, and want them to be included on national frameworks, CDMT has established an 
international directory, detailing the education systems, qualifications frameworks and key agencies 
of a number of countries. 

This section covers the following:  

1. Introduction 

  

2. Graded examination statistics  

2.1. Music  

2.2. Dance 

2.3. Speech and drama 

 

3. European and Global Qualification frameworks  

3.1. The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) 

 

4. Global education systems beyond Europe 

4.1. The development of NQFs internationally 

4.2. Regional qualification frameworks spanning national boundaries 

4.3. Recognising learning in school-based education 

4.4. Graded examinations and global frameworks  

 

 


