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Assessment in Musc Edcaton
Assessment
in Music Education

MUSICASSESSME
CONCEPTS
A discussionofassessment
and modelsfor studentassessment
introduces
concepts
this specialfocus issue.

or many teachers, assessment
simply means grading. However, assessmentis much more
comprehensive than that in
today's educational world.
From a teaching perspective, assessment involves not only objectively
measuring acquired knowledge and
skill over time in order to assign a fair
grade, but also identifying appropriate
future learning experiences that the
teacher may offer to enhance student
learning. Greater precision in assessment will provide better information
to both student and teacher,becauseit
can help the teacher evaluate instructional strategiesof the past and select
appropriate strategies for the future.
Educational reform and associated
accountabilityissues have made music
educators aware of the need to perform assessments that precisely and
substantively document what a student has learned in the music classroom. While this article focuses mainly on student assessment,teachersand
entire programsmay also be assessed.

Assessmentis an integral
part of the instructional
processthat can inform
boththe teacherand
the learner.

For some music teachers, the very
idea of objectifying music is to be
shunned. Yet, there are substantive
means for accurately evaluating the
music learning of students without
sacrificingthe quality of their musical
experiences.If the teacher has a thorough understanding of the musical
knowledge to be taught and can accurately present it to students, then the
essential building blocks of assessment
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of graduate
studies are alreadyin place. From this foundaandmusiceducation
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It should be understood that assessment is not an add-on to instruction.
Rather, it is an integral part of the
instructional process, and it can
inform both the teacherand the learner. The teacher is provided information for selecting appropriatematerials, experiences, and methods. The
learner is provided information about
what has been learnedand what strategies foster learning, as well as the
motivation to further improve in the
art of music.
Some music educators believe that
music teaching and learning are very
difficult, if not impossible, to assess.
Usually,such beliefsstem from an insufficient level of detail as to exactlywhat
the student is to be able to do or know
after music instruction. Well-specified
learningtargetsinform the teacherand
the student about what is to be learned
and point toward specific means for
assessingthe learning.Forexample,educatorsfrequentlyuse the term "musically"when describinghow a student is to
be able to sing or play.A learningtarget
for the goal of "thestudentwill be able
to sing the phrase musically"could be
"thephrasewill be sung with appropriate use of breath,dynamics,tempo variation, and tension and release." The
assessment would cover these specific
aspectsof performance.
19

Typesof Assessment

Various types of assessment exist
for determining the status and needs
of many differing aspects of education. Two of these types are student
and program assessment. Student
assessmentis the evaluationof students'
learning, which provides a basis for
planning future instruction. Program
examinesa particulareducaassessment
tional program, such as a choral program, a districtwide reading program,
or the like, to determine its effectiveness in meeting student, parent, and
community needs. (See the Glossary
of AssessmentTerms sidebarfor definitions of terms relating to different
types of assessment.) Although music
teachers are primarilyconcerned with
student assessmentin their daily interactions with students, they probably
have more involvement at the programmatic level than teachers in any
other curricular area. Music teachers
not only assessthe learningof students
in their charge, but they must also
determine the efficacy of a music program's course offerings, ensembles,
performance opportunities, and special events (field trips, music festivals,
and similaractivities).
Authentic assessment is used to
determine student progress while the
student is involved in real-worldactivities where learned knowledge and
skills can be applied. Music educators
have an advantage over educators in
other curricular areas in that, when
their students perform music, they are
involved in a public activity by which
they can demonstratetheir learning.
Portfolio assessment is a tool for
recordingprocessand product-tangible evidence of a student's learning
collected over time. Ideally, an individual's portfolio contains items such
as musical programs,teachers'written
evaluations, recordings, and written
self-evaluations. The results of objective, periodic reviewsof the portfolios'
contents provide feedback to students,
teachers,and parents.
Discussions in music education circles about assessment may frequently
Eduassessment.
referto standards-based
catorsusing this tool drawon local, district, state, or nationalstandardsas criteriafor studentperformance.
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a Modelfor
Establishing
StudentAssessment
Any type of assessment must
address the great diversity of instructional settings that exist in music education. Classesrange in age level, from
preschoolersto senior citizens; in size,
from small performanceensembles to
full-size orchestrasand bands; and in
course content, from music instruction and performance to theory, history, and other areas.All of the learners in these settings can benefit from
assessment if it is a consistently
applied, ongoing process.
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While music learningmay be greatinfluenced
by the context in which
ly
instruction occurs and the entering
characteristicsof the students who are
to receivethe instruction, three factors
are inherent in all music teaching and
learning: (1) the music instruction
content and process, (2) the ongoing
assessmentduring instruction, and (3)
the outcome of instruction.
Music, maybe more than any other
school subject matter, operateswithin
extremely long time frames that can
last all thirteen years of a student's
involvement in the public schools. As
they teach, educatorsincorporateboth
short-termand long-term learningtargets. Within any given instructional
one meeting of a
sequence-even
short-term
class-numerous
learning
targetsare the focus of the instruction.
These short-term targets influence

what materials a teacher selects and
what methodologies he or she applies.
Feedbackreceived from assessinghow
the student interactswith the materials and methods will influence what
the teacher does next. When teaching
musical performance, educators constantly receivefeedbackas to how well
the students are performing. That is,
they are provided with information
that indicates how well the students
have achieved their short-term learning targets. Not only does the shortterm learning target influence instruction, it also influences the assessment
that is made. If the short-term learning target is the ability to distinguish
the treble from the bass clef, a teacher
would probably not ask students to
clap their hands to a rhythm.
Attainment of a seriesof short-term
learning targets should contribute
to the acquisition of defined longterm learning targets.One outcome of
a music instruction sequence is
increased student motivation, which
can enhance knowledge and skills.
Another important outcome of many
music instruction sequences is a musical performance. The music performance is one of the most authentic
assessment opportunities available in
schools. The pre-performanceanxiety
and the stress of performing music
publicly place students in a setting
comparable to that faced by professional musicians. A music performance is informative to the teacher,
the students, the community, the parents, and the school.

Sourcesof Learning
Targets

Good learning targets provide the
basis for effective assessment. District
music curricula,state curriculumstandards, and the National Standardsfor
Music Education can all provide
teachers with learning targets for
music instruction. Three MENC publications that provide a basis for determining long- and short-term learning
targets are The SchoolMusic Program:
A New Vision; Opportunity-to-Learn
Standardsfor Music Instruction:Grades
PreK-12; and PerformanceStandards
for Music: Strategiesand Benchmarks
for AssessingProgresstowardthe National Standards,GradesPreK-12. Publications that provide more course-specific

MUSIC

EDUCATORS

JOURNAL

Glossaryof AssessmentTerms
Alternative Assessment: Any assessment technique other than traditional paper-and-pencil tests that uses strategies

for collectingand analyzinginformation.
Assessment: The collection, analysis, interpretation, and application of information about student performance or

programeffectivenessin orderto makeeducationaldecisions.
Authentic Assessment: Assessment techniques that gather information about students' ability to perform tasks that

arefound in real-worldsituations.
Benchmark: A description that provides information for measuring the student's progress toward an established

standard.
Criterion-ReferencedeDeterminingthe value of a student'sperformanceby referringto a requirementthat was
specifiedpriorto the student'sperformanceof a task.
Criterion:A descriptionof the standardof performancefor a particulartask.
Evaluation:The collectionand use of informationto makeinformededucationaldecisions.
Formative Assessment: Ongoing assessment within an educational program for the purpose of improving the pro-

gramas it progresses.
Measurement: The use of systematic methodology to observe musical behaviors in order to represent the magnitude

of performancecapability,taskcompletion,and conceptattainment.
Norm: The midpoint in a set of scores taken from a large number of representative individuals where 50 percent of

the scoresareabovethe point and 50 percentarebelow.
Norm-Referenced. The value of a student's performance determined by referring to a norm established from a large
number of representative individuals; this value indicates how a student performed in relation to other individuals'

previousperformances.
PerformanceAssessment:An assessmentthat determinesa student'sabilityto performassignedtasksratherthan his
or herabilityto answerquestions.
Performance Task: A student demonstration that shows ability to handle complex material in real-world situations.
Portfolio Assessment: An analysis of a collection of student work used to demonstrate student achievement in a content area; student progress is determined by reviewing the collected works in light of previously established criteria.
Program Assessment: The determination of an educational program's strengths and weaknesses through a well-con-

ceivedand well-implementedplanof datacollectionand analysis.
Reliability:The consistencyof an assessmentinstrumentto obtainsimilarscoresacrosstime.
Rubric: A set of scoring criteria used to determine the value of a student's performance on assigned tasks; the criteria
are written so students are able to learn what must be done to improve their performances in the future.

SelfAssessment:Analysisof one's own performanceor abilities.
Standards The content, level, or type of performance expected of students at a particular point in time or stage of

development.
Standards-Based Assessment: Assessment established from school, district, state, or national standards of content

and performancein a subject.
Student Assessment: The determination of one or more students' capabilities in a subject, made from information
gathered on meaningful performance tasks that are referenced to well-defined, educationally sound performance criteria.

SummativeAsessment Assessmentperformedto determinethe overalleffectivenessof an educationalprogram.
Validity: The effectiveness of an assessment instrument in measuring what it is supposed to measure; also relates to
the appropriate use of assessment information and results.

SEPTE

M BER

1 999

21

memorization, pitch, and style are the
attributes of singing that should be
assessed.These attributesare placed in
a grid on a single sheet of paper, as
shown in figure 1, Choral Rating
Form, and this form is placed on a
clipboard. Once the choir has started
singing, the teacher can walk among
the chorus members and rate them as
he or she passes near each student. No
extra time inside or outside of class is
used, the students are singing within
the framework and support structure
of the choir, and the situation of a
rater evaluating the performance is
similar to the one that the students
will encounter with the judges at the
festival. This procedure also has the
benefit of providing the students with
an opportunity to enhance their musical independence by occasionally
singing without a conductor.

knowledge of performance practices.
learning targets are available in
MENC's thirteen-volumeStrategiesfor Valid, reliable measurements can be
obtained by following a few simple
Teaching series. This series covers
K-4
music,
general rules:
prekindergarten
* Clearly define what is to be meamusic, middle-level general music,
sured.
school
music,
beginning
general
high
* Clearlydefine the rules, or rubric,
and intermediate band, high school
for characterizingthe attribute to be
band, elementary and middle-level
chorus, high school chorus, strings measured.
* Be as consistent and objective as
and orchestra, middle-level and high
school guitar, middle-level and high possible.
* Use a recordingsystem that minischool keyboard, specialized ensemmizes
bles, and music methods classes.
disruption to the ongoing classroom activities.
If the specifics of what will be
taught are known, it is a relativelysimple matter to determine the most
appropriatemethods for assessing the
learning.The assessmentmust be congruent with the actual learningtargets.
If band students are taught how to
play the B-flat concert scale, they
should not be assessedon their ability
to notate the B-flat concert scale,
because they were taught to play, not
notate. As most music teachers are
well aware, moving from playing to
notating is a giant conceptual leap for
numerous music students, and that
transfer of learning is not as easy as
many would believe.

Assessmentmust
necessarilyinvolve
Purpose
recordingobservations Assessnmeit's
Assessment in the music classroom

madeabouttheteaching has been brought to the forefront by
and learningprocess.

PracticalSuggestions

Assessmentmust necessarilyinvolve
recording observations made about
the teaching and learning process.
Tangible information about the musical knowledge and skills a student possesses must be gatheredaccuratelyand
objectively. Whether it is a collection
of materialsin a student'sportfolio or
marks in a teacher's grade book,
impartial observation addresses
whether or not the student meets
learning targets, and this observation
allows the teacher to make measurements. "Measurement"can be defined
as the assignment of a numeric value
that characterizesa particularattribute
of interest. Observation is made more
consistent when a set of rules is used
to define how the attribute is characterized.
Musical performance is regularly
rated, or measured,at solo and ensemble festivals. How it is measured is a
point of concern for many music
teachers. Measuring can be done in a
way that promotes student growth in
both musical performance skills and
22

One simple strategy for evaluating
musical performance in the music
classroom is to employ a rating scale
with categories such as Excellent,
Good, Fair,and Poor. These categories
could be assigned the numeric values
of 4 for Excellent, 3 for Good, 2 for
Fair, and 1 for Poor. The meaning of
each of these categories would be
based on the musical and educational
standardsof the teacherand his or her
school district, many of which use the
National Standardsfor Music Education as a guide. The teacher would
then apply the rubric (the rating scale
and its defined categories) fairly,
focusing on exactly what is being
rated. With this approach, any number of performanceattributescould be
assigned.
Consider, for example, a choral
teacherwho wishes to assesshis or her
students' ability to sing their parts for
a work that the chorus is preparingfor
a festival. The teacher determines that
posture, breath support, diction,

education reform efforts. The need for
teachersto document student learning
in music has become critical for
demonstrating that learning is taking
place in America's music classrooms.
Assessment information is invaluable
to the teacher, student, parents,
school, and community for determining the effectiveness of the music
instruction in their schools.
While the ultimate purpose of
assessmentis ensuring the most effective instruction possible to enhance
student learning in music, assessment
can also be used to determine the
effectiveness of the teacher and the
instructional program. Clearly identified learning targets and tangible
assessment methods demonstrate the
teacher's efforts to promote student
learningin music.
Assessment is one of the music
teacher's professional responsibilities,
and the importance of teacher assessment competence has been recognized
by a number of professionalorganizations, including the American Federation of Teachers,the National Council
on Measurement in Education, and
the National Education Association.
The Guidelines for Teacher Competence in Student Assessment sidebar
lists characteristicbehaviors that have
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of a ChoralRatingForm
Figure1. Example
Rating Scale: 4 = Excellent
Name

Posture

3 = Good

2 = Fair

Breath Support

1 = Poor

Diction

Memorization

Pitch

Style

Total

-- CGuidelines
for TeacherCompetencein StudentAssessment
* Choose assessmentmethods appropriatefor instructionaldecisions.
* Develop assessmentmethods appropriatefor instructionaldecisions.
* Administer the assessment,and score and interpret the results of both externallyproduced and teacher-produced assessmentmethods.
* Use assessmentresultswhen making decisions about individual students, planning teaching, developing curriculum, and working towardschool improvement.
* Develop valid gradingproceduresthat use student assessments.
* Communicate assessmentresultsto students, parentsand other community audiences,and other educators.
* Recognize unethical, illegal, and otherwise inappropriateassessmentmethods and uses of assessmentinformation.
Note: These guidelines are based on "The Standards for Teacher Competence in the Educational Assessment of Students" by Joint
Committee: American Federation of Teachers, National Council on Measurement in Education, and National Education Association.
EducationalMeasurement:Issuesand Practice9, no. 4 (1990), 29-32.
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Sites
InternetAssessment
ArtsEdge Curriculum Design Studio
http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/cs/design/
Contains links for assessmentresourcesimportant to the arts and information about assessmentin the arts.

been agreed upon by many of these
organizations. The Internet Assessment Sites sidebaralso provides information and resources for teachers.
Additional reading can be found in
the Resourcesfor Assessmentsidebar.

Assessment Resource Center
http://tiger.coe.missouri.edu/-arcwww/
Offers a wealth of information on assessment,including a special focus
on performanceassessment.
Center on Learning, Assessment, and School Structure
http://www.classnj.org/
Provides information, how-to's, news, an idea exchange, and practical
tips for implementing assessmentin educationalsettings.
ERIC Clearinghouse on Assessment and Evaluation
http://www.ericae.net/
Featuresa large selection of how-to articles, numerous links to other
assessmentsites, and accessto ERIC contents relatedto assessment.

is oneof the
Assessment
musicteachers
professional
responsibilities.

National Assessment of Educational Progress
http://nces.ed.gov/naep/
Contains results, policies, reports, and information about the largest
school assessmentundertakingsin the United States.
National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing
http://crest96.cse.ucla.edu/index.htm
Provides numerous technical reports that focus on K-12 educational
testing; also includes useful guidebooks for setting up various forms of
assessment.

ResourcesforAssessment
Airasian, Peter W. ClassroomAssessment.New York: McGraw-Hill,
1997.
Boyle, J. David, and Rudolf E. Radocy.Measurementand Evaluationof
MusicalExperiences.New York:SchirmerBooks, 1987.
Chase, Clinton I. ContemporaryAssessmentfor Educators.New York:
Longman, 1999.
for Teachers.Upper Saddle River,
Gallagher,Jo D. ClassroomAssessment
NJ: Merrill, 1998.
Gredler, Margaret E. ClassroomAssessmentand Learning. New York:
Longman, 1999.
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ThisSpecialFocusIssue
This issue of Music EducatorsJournal featuresarticlescovering a range of
assessment-relatedtopics that provide
substantive information useful in the
music classroom. Sandra Stauffer
addresses general music assessment
issues in "Beginning Assessment in
Elementary General Music," which
covers techniques for assessing the
music learningof elementary-levelstudents. "Assessment in Instrumental
Music" is the focus of Thomas Goolsby's article, which offers strategies for
assessing the diversity of learning
opportunities in instrumental music.
In "Assessment and Strategic Planning," an article that brings two
important elements together, Hoyt
LeCroy looks at program assessment
from the districtwide perspective as a
means for implementing districtwide
strategicplanning. All the writers present practicalapproachesto foster and
enhance assessmentin music. ?
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