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In the landscape of string education, consistency and measurable progress are the hallmarks of a successful 

pedagogical approach. The ASTA Certificate Advancement Program (ASTACAP), established by the American

String Teachers Association, stands as a premier framework designed to provide string teachers and students with

a non-competitive, structured, and highly detailed curriculum. This program addresses the fundamental need for a

unified standard across various string instruments, including violin, viola, cello, and double bass. By integrating

scales, etudes, and solo repertoire into a tiered leveling system, ASTACAP ensures that students achieve a

balanced mastery of technical proficiency and musical expression.

The Theoretical Framework of ASTACAP

The core philosophy of ASTACAP is rooted in the belief that every student deserves a clear roadmap for their 

musical development. Unlike competitive festivals that focus on ranking, ASTACAP focuses on individual attainment 

of specific playing goals. This criterion-referenced assessment model allows students to be evaluated against a 

set of predetermined standards rather than against their peers. The program is divided into eleven graded levels, 

starting from the Fundamental Level (F) and progressing through Level 10, which represents a high degree of

artistic and technical maturity.

The Role of the American String Teachers Association (ASTA)

ASTA serves as the governing body for this program, providing the research, resources, and professional network 

necessary to maintain its high standards. The organization utilizes its publication, Stringendo, and various 

handbook updates to refine the curriculum. These updates ensure that the repertoire lists remain relevant and 

inclusive, reflecting modern pedagogical shifts such as the inclusion of diverse repertoireand underrepresented

composers. For the senior technical writer or educator, understanding the ASTA ecosystem is vital, as it provides

the legitimacy and administrative backbone for the certificates awarded to students.

Structural Mechanics: Levels, Fees, and Administrative Workflows

The administrative side of ASTACAP is as rigorous as its musical requirements. Teachers must navigate a specific

application process, often managed by local chapters (such as the ASTA MD/DC Chapter). Registration involves

selecting the appropriate level for the student, which must be done with precision to ensure the student is neither

overwhelmed nor under-challenged.

Financial Breakdown and Level Hierarchy

The fee structure for ASTACAP is tiered to reflect the increasing complexity and duration of the examinations. As

students progress to higher levels, the time required for the examiner to evaluate their performance increases,

necessitating a higher administrative fee. Below is a detailed breakdown of the common fee structure as of recent

program iterations:



Level Range Complexity Status Estimated Fee (USD) Duration Allowance

Fundamental (F) – Level 3 Beginner / Elementary $35.00 10–15 Minutes

Level 4 – Level 6 Intermediate $40.00 15–20 Minutes

Level 7 – Level 8 Advanced Intermediate $45.00 20–25 Minutes

Level 9 – Level 10 Advanced / Pre-
Professional

$50.00 25–30 Minutes

This graduated fee system ensures that the program remains accessible to young beginners while providing the 

necessary resources for comprehensive senior-level examinations. For students in 11th or 12th grade, reaching 

Level 8 or higheris often a significant milestone that can be included in college applications, even for non-music

majors, as it demonstrates long-term commitment and disciplined skill acquisition.

Technical Analysis of Core Curriculum Components

The ASTACAP curriculum is divided into three primary technical pillars: Scales and Arpeggios, Etudes, and Solo 

Repertoire. Each pillar is designed to test specific mechanical and artistic competencies.

1. Scales and Arpeggios: The Foundation of Intonation

Scales in ASTACAP are not merely exercises in finger speed; they are assessments of pitch accuracy, tonal

consistency, and bow control. At lower levels (F-3), students focus on one and two-octave scales in first position. As

they move to the intermediate levels (4-6), three-octave scales and varied bowing patterns (e.g., slur 4, slur 8,

martelé) are introduced. By Level 10, the technical requirements demand total mastery of the fingerboard, including

scales in thirds, sixths, and octaves.

2. Etudes: Applying Technical Concepts

Etudes serve as the bridge between pure technique and musicality. The ASTACAP handbook lists specific etude 

books recommended for each level. For example, a student at the Level 4 violin stage might be expected to perform 

etudes from Wolfhart Op. 45, Book 2 or Kayser Op. 20. These works target specific issues such as shifting, string

crossings, and double stops. The examiner looks for the functional application of these techniques within a musical

context.

3. Solo Repertoire: Artistry and Performance

The solo repertoire is the centerpiece of the ASTACAP exam. Students must choose pieces from the approved 

repertoire list that represent the technical demands of their level. A student at Level 10 might perform a major 

concerto movement (e.g., Bruch G Minor or Mendelssohn E Minor) or a substantial solo work by Bach. The 

selection process is critical; teachers must ensure the repertoire meets the specific criteria outlined in the 

ASTACAP Handbook to avoid disqualification or loss of points.

Integration of Diverse Repertoire

A significant recent development in the ASTACAP framework is the emphasis on diverse repertoire. Historically,

string pedagogy has relied heavily on the "Canon"—primarily Western European male composers. However,

sessions led by educators like Claire Allen at ASTA conferences have highlighted the pedagogical value of works



by women, composers of color, and contemporary writers. For example, integrating a G Major piece by a

contemporary composer for a student at Suzuki Book Level 4-5 allows the student to explore first, second, and third

positions while engaging with a broader musical narrative. This approach not only broadens the student's cultural

horizons but also addresses specific technical goals in fresh, engaging ways.

Step-by-Step Procedure for ASTACAP Preparation

For a teacher or program coordinator, executing an ASTACAP cycle requires a meticulous 12-month workflow.

Below is the recommended operational timeline:

1.  Level Assessment (Month 1-2): The teacher evaluates the student’s current technical standing using the 

ASTACAP handbook rubrics. This ensures the student is placed in a level that allows for a "reach" goal without 

causing frustration.

2.  Repertoire Selection (Month 3): Selection of the scale requirements, one etude, and one or two solo pieces 

from the approved list. This is also the time to check for the availability of piano accompanists, which are often 

required for the exam.

3.  Technical Development (Month 4-7): Focused study on the mechanical requirements (bowing styles like 

spiccato or sautillé, and shifting accuracy).

4.  Mock Examinations (Month 8-9): Performing for peers or in a studio class to build stamina and manage 

performance anxiety.

5.  Final Registration (Month 10): Submitting the ASTACAP application form and paying the fees. Double-

checking that the repertoire titles and composers are listed accurately as per the MD/DC Chapter or relevant local 

guidelines.

6.  The Examination (Month 11-12): The student performs for a qualified adjudicator. The focus is on providing a 

professional, polished presentation of all prepared materials.

Comparative Analysis: ASTACAP vs. Traditional Competitions

It is essential for parents and students to understand how ASTACAP differs from standard orchestral auditions or

solo competitions. The following table highlights the key differences:



Feature ASTACAP Evaluation Traditional Music Competition

Goal Certification of Skill Levels Ranking and Prize Distribution

Feedback Detailed Rubric & Comments Ordinal Rank (1st, 2nd, etc.)

Atmosphere Educational & Encouraging High-Pressure & Competitive

Curriculum Standardized (Scales + Solo) Repertoire-Specific Only

Outcome Certificate of Achievement Winner's Plaque or Monetary Award

Technical Challenges and Troubleshooting in Exam Prep

Even with thorough preparation, students often encounter specific technical or administrative hurdles during the

ASTACAP process. Addressing these proactively is the hallmark of an expert educator.

Common Technical Failure Modes

•  Intonation in High Positions: Students often struggle with the physical spacing of fingers as they move past 

5th position (common in Levels 7-10). Solution: Implement "shifters' scales" and specific exercises targeting the 

thumb's movement around the violin neck's heel.

•  Bow Distribution in Slurred Scales: In Level 6+, students must slur 8 or 12 notes per bow. Solution: Practice 

"son filé" (long tones) to increase bow speed control and save bow hair for the end of the stroke.

•  Memorization Lapses: While some levels allow music, memorization is often encouraged or required for solos. 

Solution: Use formal analysis (identifying A-B-A patterns) and harmonic mapping to create a mental blueprint of the 

piece.

Administrative Errors

•  Ineligible Repertoire: Selecting a piece that is "too easy" for the declared level can result in a student not 

receiving their certificate. Solution: Always cross-reference the ASTACAP Repertoire List. If a piece is not listed, 

teachers should contact the chapter chair for approval well in advance.

•  Improper Form Filling: Misidentifying the opus number or movement of a work can lead to confusion during 

the adjudication. Solution: Copy the exact wording from the professional score into the application form.

The Impact of ASTACAP on College Admissions and Beyond

A frequent question among high school students, such as those in 11th grade, is whether ASTACAP Level 8 or 10 

matters for college. For those pursuing music performance or education majors, Level 10 is almost a prerequisite 

for entry into top-tier conservatories. However, for non-music majors, achieving Level 8 demonstrates a high level of 

grit, executive function, and cognitive discipline. Colleges value the ASTACAP certificate because it represents

a standardized, national benchmark of excellence. It proves that the student has been vetted by an external

examiner and has met the rigorous demands of a multi-year curriculum.

Case Study: Transitioning to Advanced Levels

Consider a violin student transitioning from Level 7 to Level 8. At Level 7, the student might be performing the 

Accolay Concerto in A Minor. To move to Level 8, they must increase their scale proficiency to include three-octave 

scales in all keys and tackle more complex etudes such as Mazas Etudes Brillantes. The jump involves not just 



faster notes, but a deeper understanding of vibrato variety and dynamic nuance. The ASTACAP handbook

provides the specific markers for this transition, allowing the teacher to diagnose exactly what is missing—be it

rhythmic integrity or tonal beauty—to bridge the gap successfully.

Synthesizing the ASTACAP Experience

The ASTA Certificate Advancement Program is more than just a series of exams; it is a comprehensive

pedagogical ecosystem that fosters long-term musical growth. By providing a clear structure through its 11 levels,

ASTACAP demystifies the path to string mastery. It empowers teachers with a standardized curriculum, provides

parents with a clear metric for their investment, and offers students the immense satisfaction of earning a nationally

recognized certificate. 

As string education continues to evolve, the integration of diverse repertoire and the refinement of technical

standards will ensure that ASTACAP remains the gold standard for student assessment. Whether a student is

preparing for a professional career or simply seeking the lifelong joy of music-making, the journey through the

ASTACAP levels provides the discipline, technical foundation, and artistic insight necessary for true excellence on

the stage and beyond. The meticulous nature of the program—from the $35 Fundamental application to the

complex Level 10 concerto requirements—reflects the dedication required to master a string instrument and the

American String Teachers Association's commitment to excellence in every note played.
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