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UNDERSTANDING
ABRSM GRADE
BOUNDARIES: A
COMPLETE GUIDE
FOR MUSIC
STUDENTS AND
TEACHERS

For  anyone  preparing
for  an  ABRSM  music
examination,  the  term
" A B R S M  g r a d e
boundaries"  is  both
familiar  and  crucial.
These  boundar ies
determine  the  final
result  you  achieve,
whether that is a Pass,
Merit,  or  Distinction.
Yet many students and
even  some  teachers

find  them  confusing.
This  article  explains
everything you need to
know  about  ABRSM
grade boundaries, how
t h e y  w o r k ,  w h a t
influences  them,  and
how you can use this
knowledge to plan your
preparat ion  more
effectively.  Whether
y o u  a r e  t a k i n g  a
Practical, Performance,
or Music Theory exam,
understanding  these
thresholds  is  essential
for  setting  realistic
goals  and  interpreting
your results.

WHAT ARE ABRSM
GRADE
BOUNDARIES?

A B R S M  g r a d e
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boundaries  are  the
specific  mark
t h r e s h o l d s  t h a t
separate  different
result categories in an
Associated  Board  of
the  Royal  Schools  of
Music  examination.
Each  exam is  marked
out  of  a  total  score,
t y p i c a l l y  1 5 0  f o r
P r a c t i c a l  a n d
Performance  exams,
and  100  for  Theory
exams.  The  grade
boundaries  define  the
minimum  mark  you
need to achieve a Pass,
a  M e r i t ,  o r  a
Distinction.
Fo r  example ,  i n  a
Practical exam marked
o u t  o f  1 5 0 ,  t h e
s t a n d a r d  g r a d e
boundaries are usually
as follows:

Pass: 100 out of
150
Merit: 120 out of
150
Distinction: 130

out of 150

Fo r  Mus i c  Theo ry
exams,  wh ich  a re
marked out of 100, the
typical boundaries are:

Pass: 66 out of
100
Merit: 80 out of
100
Distinction: 90
out of 100

These are the standard
thresholds,  but  it  is
i m p o r t a n t  t o
u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t
A B R S M  g r a d e
boundaries  can  vary
slightly between exam
sessions,  instruments,
a n d  l e v e l s .  T h i s
variation  reflects  the
difficulty  of  specific
papers  or  pieces  in  a
given session.

HOW ABRSM
GRADE
BOUNDARIES ARE
SET

The process of setting
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A B R S M  g r a d e
boundaries  is  rigorous
and  data-driven.  It  is
n o t  a  r a n d o m  o r
arbitrary  exercise.
A B R S M  u s e s  a
procedure  known  as
"standard  setting,"
which  involves  panels
o f  e x p e r i e n c e d
e x a m i n e r s  a n d
p s y c h o m e t r i c i a n s .
These  panels  review
sample  sc r ip ts  o r
performances  from
each exam session and
d e c i d e  w h a t
constitutes  a  Pass,
Merit,  or  Distinction
s t a n d a r d .  T h e y
consider  the  difficulty
of the exam materials
and the consistency of
candidate performance
across  different
i n s t r u m e n t s  a n d
grades.
Once  the  panel  has
made  its  judgments,
the  raw  marks  are
converted into the final
grade boundaries. This

ensures that a Pass in
one session represents
the  same  leve l  o f
achievement as a Pass
in another, even if the
pieces  or  questions
were  slightly  different.
The  goal  is  fairness
and consistency across
the  ent i re  ABRSM
examination system.
It is also worth noting
that  ABRSM  grade
boundaries  are  not
published  before  the
e x a m  r e s u l t s  a r e
released. This prevents
a n y  a t t e m p t  b y
c a n d i d a t e s  t o
"calculate" their way to
a  c e r t a i n  g r a d e .
Instead, the boundaries
are  determined  after
the  exams have been
marked,  using the full
set of data available.

WHY ABRSM
GRADE
BOUNDARIES VARY
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BETWEEN
INSTRUMENTS

AND GRADES

One common question
among music students
is  why  ABRSM  grade
boundar ies  might
appear  different  for
different  instruments.
Fo r  i ns tance ,  the
boundaries  for  Piano
Grade  5  m igh t  be
slightly  different  from
those for Violin Grade 5
in  the  same  exam
session.  This  variation
occurs  because  the
exam  syllabus,  piece
s e l e c t i o n s ,  a n d
technical  requirements
differ  by  instrument.  A
panel of specialists for
e a c h  i n s t r u m e n t
r e v i e w s  t h e
performances and sets
t h e  b o u n d a r i e s
accordingly.
S i m i l a r l y ,  g r a d e
boundaries  can  shift
across grades.  Higher-
grade exams,  such as

Grade 8, tend to have
m o r e  d e m a n d i n g
r e p e r t o i r e  a n d
technical exercises. As
a  r e s u l t ,  t h e
boundaries  may  be
adjusted  to  reflect  the
increased  difficulty.
However, the standard
for  a  Pass,  Merit,  or
Distinction  remains
equally  rigorous  at
every  level.
Another  factor  is  the
exam  session  itself.
Boundaries  can  vary
between  the  March,
June,  and  November
sessions  because  the
candidate  cohort  and
specific  exam  papers
differ.  This  is  why  you
m i g h t  s e e  s l i g h t
differences  in  the
t h r e s h o l d  f o r  a
Distinction  from  one
session  to  the  next.

HOW TO
INTERPRET YOUR
ABRSM RESULT
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When you receive your
ABRSM  exam  result,
you  will  see  a  mark
breakdown  for  each
section  of  the  exam.
For  Practical  exams,
this  includes  Pieces,
Scales  and  Arpeggios,
Sight-Reading,  and
A u r a l  T e s t s .  F o r
Performance exams, it
i nc ludes  the  fou r
p ieces .  For  Mus ic
Theory,  it  includes
e a c h  q u e s t i o n  o r
section of the paper.
The total mark is then
c o m p a r e d  t o  t h e
A B R S M  g r a d e
boundaries  for  that
specific  session  and
instrument.  If  your
total is at or above the
Pass  boundary  but
b e l o w  t h e  M e r i t
boundary,  you receive
a  Pass.  I f  i t  is  at  or
a b o v e  t h e  M e r i t
boundary  but  below
t h e  D i s t i n c t i o n
boundary,  you receive
a  Merit.  If  it  is  at  or

above  the  Distinction
boundary,  you receive
a Distinction.
It is possible to achieve
a  Distinction  overall
even  if  you  did  not
score  the  h ighest
marks in every section.
T h e  t o t a l  i s  w h a t
matters.  This  is  why
strategic  preparation,
f o c u s i n g  o n  y o u r
s t r e n g t h s  w h i l e
improving  weaker
areas, is so important.

What
About
Near
Misses?
S o m e t i m e s  a
candidate's  total  mark
fa l l s  j us t  be low  a
b o u n d a r y .  F o r
example,  you  might
score 119 out of  150,
which  is  one  mark
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b e l o w  t h e  M e r i t
threshold  of  120.  This
can feel frustrating, but
i t  i s  impor tan t  to
understand  that  the
boundaries are set with
precision.  A  mark  of
1 1 9  g e n u i n e l y
represents  a  Pass
standard,  not  a  Merit
s t a n d a r d ,  i n  t h e
j u d g m e n t  o f  t h e
examiners. There is no
r o u n d i n g  u p  o r
d i s c r e t i o n a r y
a d j u s t m e n t .  T h e
b o u n d a r i e s  a r e
absolute.
However, if you believe
there  has  been  an
administrative error or
a  marking irregularity,
you have the right  to
request  a  review  or
appeal  through  the
official ABRSM process.
This is rare, but it does
occur.  Most  results,
though,  are  accurate
and  fair.

PRACTICAL TIPS
FOR USING ABRSM
GRADE
BOUNDARIES IN
YOUR
PREPARATION

Understanding  ABRSM
grade  boundaries  can
help  you  plan  your
p r a c t i c e  a n d  s e t
realistic  targets.  Here
are  some  actionable
strategies for students
and teachers:

Aim for the1.
next boundary.
If you are
consistently
scoring a Pass in
your mock
exams, set your
sights on the
Merit threshold.
Focus on the
sections where
you can gain the
most marks with
targeted
practice, such as
improving your
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sight-reading or
aural skills.
Know the2.
weighting of
each section. In
a Practical exam,
Pieces are worth
30 marks each,
Scales and
Arpeggios 21
marks, Sight-
Reading 21
marks, and Aural
Tests 18 marks.
Understanding
this helps you
allocate practice
time
proportionally. A
small
improvement in
a high-weight
section can boost
your total
significantly.
Use past3.
papers and
syllabus
materials. For
Music Theory,
working through
past papers

gives you a clear
sense of the
typical mark
distribution and
question
difficulty. You
can then
compare your
scores to the
standard
boundaries to
gauge your
readiness.
Simulate exam4.
conditions.
Practice
performing under
timed conditions,
just as you would
in the real exam.
This helps you
manage nerves
and pace
yourself, which
can prevent
costly mistakes
that push your
score below a
boundary.
Seek feedback5.
from your
teacher. An
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experienced
teacher can
assess your
playing or theory
work against the
ABRSM grade
boundaries and
give you an
honest estimate
of where you
currently stand.
They can also
help you develop
a targeted
improvement
plan.
Don't obsess6.
over
boundaries.
While knowing
the thresholds is
useful, your
primary focus
should be on
musical
development and
understanding. A
high Pass gained
through genuine
musical growth is
far more
valuable than a

Distinction
achieved through
rote
memorization
and anxiety.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT ABRSM
GRADE
BOUNDARIES

There  are  severa l
m y t h s  a n d
misunders tand ings
surrounding  ABRSM
grade  boundaries  that
are worth clarifying:

Myth:
Boundaries are
the same for
every exam
session. In
reality, they can
vary slightly.
While the
standard
thresholds are
consistent, minor
adjustments are
made to ensure
fairness across
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different sessions
and instruments.
Myth: You can
calculate your
exact mark
before results
are released.
This is not
possible because
the boundaries
are not published
in advance. Also,
examiners'
judgments on
elements like
musicality and
expression
cannot be
precisely
predicted.
Myth: A
Distinction is
always 130 out
of 150. This is
generally true for
Practical exams,
but it can vary by
a mark or two in
some sessions.
Always check the
specific
boundaries for

your exam
session.
Myth: If you
miss a
boundary by
one mark, you
can request an
automatic
review. A
request for a
review is
possible, but it is
not automatic.
You must follow
the official
procedure, and
there is a fee
involved. Most
near misses are
accurate
reflections of the
standard
achieved.
Myth: ABRSM
grade
boundaries are
the same
worldwide. For
the most part,
yes. ABRSM
operates a global
standard, so the



10

10 Abrsm Grade Boundaries 2025-10-25

boundaries in
London are the
same as in Hong
Kong or
Johannesburg.
However, local
administrative
factors can
sometimes cause
minor variations.

HOW ABRSM
GRADE
BOUNDARIES
COMPARE TO
OTHER EXAM
BOARDS

If you are familiar with
o t h e r  m u s i c
examination  boards,
such as Trinity College
London  or  LCM,  you
might  not ice  that
A B R S M  g r a d e
b o u n d a r i e s  a r e
structured  differently.
Trinity,  for  example,
uses  a  different
marking  scheme  and
boundary system. This
does not mean one is

easier  or  harder  than
the other.  Each board
has its own philosophy
and standards.
When  choosing  an
exam  board,  consider
the  syllabus  content,
t h e  s t y l e  o f
assessment,  and  the
r e c o g n i t i o n  o f
qualifications.  ABRSM
is  widely  recognized
i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y ,
especially  in  the  UK,
C o m m o n w e a l t h
countries, and parts of
A s i a .  I t s  g r a d e
b o u n d a r i e s  a r e
r e s p e c t e d  a s
r e p r e s e n t i n g  a
consistent  and  high
standard  of  musical
achievement.

THE ROLE OF
ABRSM GRADE
BOUNDARIES IN
UCAS TARIFF
POINTS

F o r  U K  s t u d e n t s ,
A B R S M  g r a d e
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boundaries  have  a
practical  application
beyond  the  exam
room. Grades 6, 7, and
8 in any instrument or
Music  Theory  count
towards  UCAS  Tariff
points  for  university
app l icat ions .  The
number  of  points  you
receive depends on the
grade you achieve and
the level of the exam.
For example:

Grade 6 Pass: 8
UCAS points
Grade 6 Merit: 10
UCAS points
Grade 6
Distinction: 12
UCAS points
Grade 7 Pass: 12
UCAS points
Grade 7 Merit: 14
UCAS points
Grade 7
Distinction: 16
UCAS points
Grade 8 Pass: 24
UCAS points
Grade 8 Merit: 28
UCAS points

Grade 8
Distinction: 32
UCAS points

As  you  can  see,  the
boundary  you  cross
directly  affects  your
UCAS  points.  This  is
why  many  students
a im  fo r  a  Mer i t  o r
Distinction  in  these
higher grades, not only
f o r  p e r s o n a l
satisfaction but also to
s t r e n g t h e n  t h e i r
university applications.

FINAL THOUGHTS
ON ABRSM GRADE
BOUNDARIES

A B R S M  g r a d e
bounda r i e s  a re  a
fundamental  part  of
t h e  e x a m i n a t i o n
process.  They  ensure
fairness,  consistency,
and  c lar i ty  in  how
results  are  awarded.
While  they may seem
like  a  dry  technical
detail,  understanding
t h e m  g i v e s  y o u  a
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power fu l  t oo l  f o r
p l a n n i n g  y o u r
preparation,  setting
goals, and interpreting
your outcomes.
Remember  that  the
boundaries  are  not
arbitrary. They are set
b y  e x p e r i e n c e d
professionals  using
robust  methodologies.
A  Pass  represents  a
genuine  achievement,
a  Merit  signifies  solid
competence,  and  a
Distinction  reflects
outstanding  musical
understanding  and
execution.  Whatever
boundary  you  cross,
take pride in the work
that got you there.
If  you  are  a  student,
use this  knowledge to

focus  your  practice.  If
you are a teacher, use
i t  t o  g u i d e  y o u r
students  with  clarity
and  confidence.  And  if
you are a parent, use it
to support your child's
musical  journey  with
realistic  expectations
and  encouragement.
Ultimately,  ABRSM
grade  boundaries  are
not  the  destination.
T h e y  a r e  s i m p l y
milestones  along  the
p a t h  o f  m u s i c a l
development. The real
reward is the growth in
skill,  expression,  and
love for music that the
examination  process
fosters.  Keep  playing,
keep learning,  and let
the  boundaries  be  a
guide, not a limitation.


