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Introduction
These exemplar answers have been chosen from the 
summer 2018 examination series.

OCR is open to a wide variety of approaches and all 
answers are considered on their merits. These exemplars, 
therefore, should not be seen as the only way to answer 
questions but do illustrate how the mark scheme has 
been applied.

Please always refer to the specification http://www.ocr.
org.uk/qualifications/gcse/gcse-music-j536-from-2016/ 
for full details of the assessment for this qualification. 
These exemplar answers should also be read in 
conjunction with the sample assessment materials and 
the June 2018 Examiners’ report or Report to Centres 
available from Interchange https://interchange.ocr.org.uk/
Home.mvc/Index

The question paper, mark scheme and any resource 
booklet(s) will be available on the OCR website from 
summer 2019. Until then, they are available on OCR 
Interchange (school exams officers will have a login for 
this and are able to set up teachers with specific logins – 
see the following link for further information http://www.
ocr.org.uk/administration/support-and-tools/interchange/
managing-user-accounts/).

It is important to note that approaches to question 
setting and marking will remain consistent. At the same 
time OCR reviews all its qualifications annually and may 
make small adjustments to improve the performance of 
its assessments. We will let you know of any substantive 
changes.

http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/gcse/gcse-music-j536-from-2016/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/gcse/gcse-music-j536-from-2016/
https://interchange.ocr.org.uk/Home.mvc/Index
https://interchange.ocr.org.uk/Home.mvc/Index
http://www.ocr.org.uk/administration/support-and-tools/interchange/managing-user-accounts/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/administration/support-and-tools/interchange/managing-user-accounts/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/administration/support-and-tools/interchange/managing-user-accounts/
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Exemplar 1
Vocal and guitar composition 30 marks

Click here 
to listen
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Examiner commentary
This high quality composition fully meets all the criteria of the 26 – 30 mark band. The composition has the traditional “verse chorus” 
structure associated with this genre. The quality of this piece is rooted in the fine vocal line coupled with the wide range of stylish 
vocal techniques that are evident. The pitch range of the voice is nicely exploited, especially through the addition of the backing 
vocal tracks. Melodic motifs within the song are varied and developed as the song progresses. The accompanying guitar part is 
a sympathetic rhythm part, which contains subtle changes to the strum patterns to keep the music alive, and whilst the backing 
melodic parts are little more than motifs based around the chord notes, the skilful control shown in the textural application of these 
to the orchestration significantly enhances the musical outcome.

This type of piece could have been submitted as a solo vocal piece with a guitar accompaniment, in which case it would have 
achieved a mark at the upper end of the 21 – 25 mark band. The candidate has demonstrated a considerably higher level of musical 
understanding through the creation of the orchestration. As indicated in the previous paragraph, none of the individual parts are 
particularly complex, but taken as a musical whole, the overall package and production detail escalates this work to full marks. 

The ICT production element is impressive. The tracks are well mixed and balanced. Some of the automation controlling the vocal 
balance is evident on the screen shot, but there has also been significant addition of additional FX to provide a polished and 
professional feel to the final mix. This attention to detail is further evidence of the candidate’s high level musical understanding. 

The candidate has provided a simple brief. Although the brief is not marked, this provides helpful context to the genre of the 
composition. 

The score evidence is just about adequate. The screen shot of the overall production provides evidence of the structure, timbres, 
textures and vocal automation. The candidate has also provided a written account with the work. This also provides a description of 
a number of the instrumentation and textural features of the composition. Important detail regarding the musical content is missing, 
as there is no information on the chords used in the piece. This could have been easily provided in the form of a lyric lead sheet 
with chords. Beyond this, no further detail on the actual notation of the individual vocal and instrumental lines is necessary as the 
candidate performs all the parts, which makes the screenshot the primary evidence. 

The written account is slightly evaluative in places; there is no requirement for candidates to provide a reflection on the musical 
decisions they made during the composition process. 
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Exemplar 2
Tarentella 2 – Der Prinz (Piano Solo) 30 marks

Click here 
to listen
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Examiner commentary
This is a highly original and imaginative composition that meets all the descriptors of the 26 – 30 mark band. The piece is effectively 
written throughout, and impressively exploits a wide range of pianistic techniques, most notably through the regular changes to the 
textures and figurations of the musical motifs. 

The musical content shows a high level of musical understanding. Many of the musical ideas are based on broken chord patterns. 
Whilst on the face of it, this is quite a simple technique, the underlying sophistication of the harmonic scheme, and the impressive 
exploitation of changing rhythmic emphasis between 6/8 and 3/4 in certain bars (e.g. compare bar 36 and 37) adds excitement and 
interest to the piece. Melodic motifs are developed within the piece with real musical awareness of the musical effect; compare the 
opening four bars with 30 – 33. 

A rich harmonic language is evident within this work. The underlying tonality is however straightforward enough, starting in 
E minor, modulating to B minor, and then back to E minor before the well worked modulation in the coda to end in G major. 
Within this overall scheme a number of secondary modulations are regularly implied, and this again shows the high level musical 
understanding of this candidate.

The musical score is detailed and accurate. Many of the dynamic, articulation and pedalling indications make reasonable musical 
sense for a GCSE submission, although these might come under closer scrutiny in a higher level examination. 

The musical effect of this work is undoubtedly enhanced by the tempo of the computer controlled playback. This disguises some of 
the less convincing chord inversions that are occasionally evident. The piece is probably playable “live” at the recorded tempo, but it 
would require an advanced pianist to pull this off. Nevertheless, this shows the advantage of exploiting the ICT technology available, 
which enables candidates to compose and realise musical ideas to a higher level of sophistication than their practical performance 
skills might otherwise allow. 
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Exemplar 3
Rap style composition 22 marks

Click here 
to listen
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Examiner commentary
This composition meets a mixture of the descriptors from the 21 – 25 mark band, and the 16 – 20 band. However, as a Rap style 
composition the overall impression of the piece (especially on a first listening) is that is musical and stylish, and the temptation 
could even be to mark this work in the top band of criteria. However, the assessment of a composition has to reflect the actual 
level of musical understanding evident in the writing. Musically, this composition consists of chords, drum beats and a rhythmically 
delivered vocal rap. Crucially the element of melody is not present. 

Only the four chords of the Intro, and subsequent verse are defined in the candidate’s written account. The remaining chords of 
the pre chorus and chorus are not provided, but aural evidence enables the listener to hear that a new sequence is used for these 
sections, so there is some harmonic extension to be credited beyond the initial four chords. The candidate has colour coded the 
screen shot; this clearly indicates the structure of the piece and is very helpful from the assessment point of view, as both the 
repetition of the sections, and the occasional slight variations of texture within these repetitions can be clearly observed.

The figurations of the chords show musical awareness, as these go beyond predictable block or broken chord patterns. The 
candidate’s choice of timbres for the chord parts is musically appropriate. 

The drum patterns show some sophistication, and the candidate rightly draws attention to the detail of the varying velocities 
allocated to the individual parts, and explains how this affects and enhances the style of the music. This stylish rhythm part has been 
built up over several tracks, which again provides evidence of good musical understanding.

The vocal rap is stylishly delivered; there is rhythmic energy and understanding in the placement of the words, something that is 
frequently lacking in this style of GCSE composition. The panning of the rap lines is also musically effective, and adds additional 
interest to the piece. 

The limiting factor, beyond the lack of melodic content, is the repetition between the sections. The vast majority of the piece is 
based on repetitions of 2 or 4 bar rhythmic and chordal cells. After the initial statement of the accompaniment material up to 
bar 29, subsequent repetitions are merely repeats of the same ideas. These cells needed to be developed rather than repeated in 
order to access higher marks. This dependence on repetition is a feature of the 16 – 20 mark band. However, the overall outcome is 
musically successful, and typical of the chosen genre; the repetition is effectively disguised by the well delivered rhythmic vocals of 
the candidate. A mark at the lower end of the 21 – 25 mark band is therefore justified, in order to reflect the strong sense of style and 
musicianship evident in this polished production.
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Exemplar 4
Composition 1 (for flute and piano) 20 marks

Click here 
to listen
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Examiner commentary
This composition meets descriptors of both the 16 – 20 mark band and the 21 – 25 mark band. There is some good musical 
understanding shown in the development of the motifs, but the ideas tend to lack imagination, and feel rather predictable. The 
whole piece feels as if it has been constructed around the application of sound composition techniques, but the outcome lacks 
genuine musicality. The principle of “best fit” therefore needs to be applied to the assessment of this work.

The opening section of this piece features significant sections of broken chord patterns in both the melody and the harmony. This is 
a significant feature of compositions in the 16 – 20 band, and below. However, this candidate shows greater musical understanding 
by attempting to develop the accompaniment texture of bars 1 – 4 in each subsequent set of four bars. Whilst this is not always 
particularly pianistic, this use of a sound compositional device as an alternative to direct repetition should be reflected in the 
assessment. There is also some creativity shown in the extension of the melody, although it does not always sit comfortably with the 
harmony. 

Section B begins at bar 21 by introducing a change to the rhythmic character and texture of the piece. Once again, whilst not being 
totally musically successful in terms of the outcome, this does make musical sense.

The music continues in this vein. It has an extended structure with contrasting sections in the dominant key of D Major, and the 
relative minor key of E minor. However modulations to and from these keys aren’t crafted as modulations; the new section simply 
jumps into the new key. This provides a further insight into the musical understanding of the candidate. 

On a positive note, when earlier ideas return, there is always some change or development from the original statement. For example 
the section from bar 69 to 72 is a developed repeat of the material from bars 21 – 25. In bars 73 -76, the same material is further 
developed within the piano accompaniment. There is also regular interaction between the flute and piano parts that goes beyond 
a straightforward solo and accompaniment type texture, which results in an obvious intention to write an interesting and varied 
piano accompaniment that is not solely based on repeating patterns. Likewise, although the melodic patterns of the flute writing are 
rather predictable for much of the piece, the pitch range of the instrument has been exploited reasonably well, and there is some 
rhythmic variation of the melodic motifs to maintain the interest.

The score is accurate in terms of pitch and rhythm, Dynamic detail and articulation has been added to the flute part in a number of 
places. It is not always clear if this applies to the piano part as well. 

There is therefore much to commend in this piece in terms of the attempt to compose a piece that exploits a range of 
compositional devices. Although not always successful in terms of the quality of the melodic and harmonic outcome, the musical 
intent to develop musical ideas within an extended structure is obvious, and this meets the descriptors of the 21 – 25 band. Overall 
though, the musical quality is inconsistent, and an overall mark at the top of the 16 – 20 mark band is therefore appropriate for this 
work.
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Exemplar 5
Jazz in C  15 marks

Click here 
to listen
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Examiner commentary
Compositions based on standard chord patterns such as, in this case, the 12 bar blues are unlikely to justify marks beyond the 10 
– 15 mark band unless there is significant additional creativity shown in terms of the quality of melodic invention and additional 
instrumental orchestration and textures. 

The initial part of this piece is very heavily based on 12 bar blues conventions; there is a simple walking bass line, a predictable 
rhythmic chord accompaniment, a melody based on sequential patterns, and a simple standard rock style drum kit part. After 24 
bars a mark in the 6 – 10 mark band would appear to be the most likely outcome, as so little original creativity has been shown. 
There is however some appropriate application of blue notes.

At bar 24 the beginning of some original compositional ideas is evident through the introduction of additional chords. The melody 
is a development of the melody of the first 24 bars and also includes some basic rhythmic variation. The latter part of this section 
begins to show greater melodic originality. The rhythm chord part is adapted to reflect the new chords, while the drum kit part 
remains unchanged. The bass part is now based on repeated notes. This slight extension of the structure, harmony and texture 
begins to suggest a mark at the lower end of the 11 – 15 mark band. 

The next 24 bars are a direct undeveloped repeat of the opening 24 bars, and by bar 40, a mark of 12 would seem the most likely 
outcome. 

The last section then changes tempo and some genuine creativity is evident. The main tune feels quite stylish and original in terms 
of both the melodic and rhythmic features. The accompanying parts remain fairly basic in their conception, but the chords to this 
last section take a welcome step away from the predictability of the 12 bar blues.  If this quality had been replicated throughout 
the piece, with more variety and development of the accompaniment textures and figurations, this piece could potentially have 
achieved a mark at the top of the 16 – 20 band or beyond.

The score has some limited musical detail beyond pitch and rhythm. The excessively (and unnecessarily) frequent use of the word 
“pizz.” could mean that the part is intended for a Double Bass, despite being written as tab notation. Therefore the score needs to be 
clear about the actual intention by naming the precise instrumentation of each part. There are occasional dynamic markings, but 
nothing that implies significant musical understanding from the candidate. 

This piece “works”, but lacks imagination and originality. The last section provides sufficient quality of musical ideas to justify a mark at 
the top of the 11 – 15 mark band.
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Exemplar 6
Dance Mania (ICT composition on Garageband) 11 marks

Click here 
to listen
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Examiner commentary
Musically, this work is dependent on the repetition of simple musical ideas. The opening textures initially build successfully and 
there is some rhythmic interest in the varying placement of the chord “stabs” of the “Dream Dancer” synth. There are only two chords 
though, over a simple bass riff and simple repeating drum pattern. 

The drum part approaching the second section of the piece has some increased rhythmic interest that is stylish to the genre. 
The second section then returns to more layering of repetitive ostinati. The “Power Fifths” synth plays the riff in fifths, and this 
automatically generated harmony has to be reflected in the consideration of the assessment. 

The remainder of the piece has some slight textural variation, but it is essentially all based on repetition. The layers fit together 
harmonically and rhythmically, and the piece has two defined sections. It therefore clearly meets the descriptors of the 6 – 10 mark 
band, rather than the 1 – 5 mark band. 

This composition just accesses the 11 – 15 mark band due to the successful “dance” feel of the piece. 

The screenshot score enables the structural and textural features of the piece to be easily identified. The candidate has also labelled 
the features of the Garageband screen. The written account mainly consists of an unnecessary description of the composition 
process, which provides little in the way of additional musical information regarding the content of the piece. The information 
provided in the last sentence underlines the musical simplicity of the riffs created.
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