Assessment in Music Performance

By Chris Archer (National Facilitator, Secondary Music Education) 

Purpose: to be informed as to performance assessment development in secondary music education.

Stimulus for Action

Over the last 6 years, the consistent comment that student representatives have consistently made reference is the ‘woolly’ nature of assessment information shared with them with respect to music performances. 

The result being, that they are a little unclear with regard to:

· How a mark/grade is arrived at

· What to do with conflicting comments made by tutors in written feedback

· Perceived lack of feed-forward

· Performance assessment process

Background to the Secondary Picture

With the implementation of NCEA occurring in secondary schools over the last four years, teachers and students are now more assessment savvy, and those students, who in turn may choose to study at a tertiary institution, will ask more questions about assessment tasks, outcomes and information, so that they can be fully prepared and informed – students if adequately prepared for an assessment should not receive any big ‘surprises’ – a final assessment decision should confirm what both teachers and students are aware of and fully informed about much earlier in the process. 

So what is assessment?

What is Assessment?

Assessment in education is the process of gathering, interpreting, recording, sharing observations - e.g. in a teaching situation, particularly in Music, instant teaching and feedback decisions will be made to move the student on to the next step and using information about students’ responses to an educational task to provide the next learning step. Assessment is primarily concerned with providing teachers and/or students with feedback information.

(Harlen, Gipps, Broadfoot, Nutthall, 1994.) Research evidence shows strong connections between clear goals for learning, feedback linked to criteria, motivation and improvement. Clear expectations focused on learning and high, but attainable, expectations raise achievement. The commitment generated through setting goals is the glue that holds teaching and learning teams together. (Curriculum Update, Issue 47, August 2001.) 

NCEA is an outcomes-based (standards-based) qualifications system. Assessment criteria consisting of descriptions of what students should know and be able to do to demonstrate achievement, merit or excellence are provided in achievement standards. In unit standards, these criteria are referred to as performance criteria. 

Assessment criteria provide guidance to assessors and students as to the type (e.g. live performance setting) and level of performance required. (e.g. NCEA L1 group performance states that for achievement students must ‘present a performance which demonstrates technical skills, general accuracy, and appropriate stylistic awareness and presentation skills.)

Assessment criteria are written so that achievement at a higher grade (eg excellence) encompasses the evidence required at lower grades. i.e. criteria are cumulative.

What are the features of good assessment?

Good assessment:

· Motivates students

· Provides feedback to students in aspects that they have done well with and aspects that need further consideration

· Provides feed-forward on what to do next in order to improve their performance

· Assists students in setting targets

· Provides outcomes explicit to the learner early in the teaching programme – i.e. expectations are fully understood by students

· Judges performance against stated criteria which are known to the learner

· Evaluates what students know and can achieve

· Assesses the skills and knowledge we want to assess and not something else or hidden – ie valid assessment

· Has a positive impact on learning strategies and motivation for doing well

· Provides meaningful results which are descriptive, indicating what the student knows, understands and is able to do

Assessment Criteria:

· Is designed to achieve consistency of judgement between different assessors

· Provides guidance on the minimum evidence, and quality of evidence, required for the awarding a grade

So much for the mumbo jumbo – what does this mean for assessing music performance?

Students need to have assessment dates early in the year, and need to be fully aware of the context and conditions for assessment. (e.g. performance music involves two contrasting pieces, the performance will be recorded (how?), students will perform to assessors and/or other students/ public etc)

Students need to have had performed under assessment conditions prior to the real thing. This gives them an opportunity to ‘feel’ what it’s like, and allows their peers to give feed back and feed forward to them (i.e. peer assessment). Students need to be encouraged to self assess as well, perhaps keeping a performance journal which records what is going well, and articulates what they need to work on. Any comments from tutors need to be thought about carefully and students need to think about what strategies they will put in place to address these.  

Assessment Schedules used in NCEA focus teachers/assessors and students on what exactly is being assessed. In performance, the aspects considered are:

· Technical skills - refers to techniques specific to the instrument being used for the performance appropriate to the level (eg Stage 1).

· Accuracy - refers to the degree of precision as communicated from the written score or the aural transcription, with the understanding that performances are seldom completely accurate.

· Musicianship - refers to musical awareness and understanding of the musical style.  This includes phrasing, dynamics, rhythm and feel.

· Presentation - refers to the sense of performance appropriate to the genre and style of the music, appropriate posture and stagecraft, and (for achievement with excellence) communication skills.

· Communication skills - relates to presentation skills and refers to rapport with the music, instrument and audience.

· Ensemble awareness - refers to individual contribution to the cohesive sound of the group, including awareness of intonation, blend and balance, tempo and style.

The following Assessment Criteria is used for NCEA L1 group performance:

	Achievement
	Achievement with Merit
	Achievement with Excellence

	· Perform generally accurate music, demonstrating some technical skills, appropriate ensemble awareness and presentation skills.
	· Perform fluent and mostly accurate music, demonstrating a range of technical skills, effective ensemble awareness and presentation skills.
	· Confidently perform fluent and highly accurate music, demonstrating secure technical skills, convincing ensemble awareness and presentation skills.


Often, teachers will further break this down into an assessment schedule that adds more detail, and contextualises the assessment:

	Achievement
	Achievement with Merit
	Achievement with Excellence

	· Performs music generally accurately, though with the odd slip here and there. This doesn’t affect the overall fluency of the performance. 
· Demonstrates some technical skills on saxophone, with a basic control of intonation from low C – C2, including the keys around the octave key in the diatonic context. There is a good sense of levelling within the range regarding the airflow and sound production. A range of tonguing and non-tonguing is evidenced. 
· Demonstrates appropriate ensemble awareness with awareness of blend, balance, tempo and/or style.
· Demonstrates appropriate presentation skills with attention given to posture and stagecraft.
	· Performs music mostly accurately, perhaps with minor inaccuracies. Fluency is evident.
· Demonstrates a range of technical skills on saxophone, with a good control of intonation from low C – D#2, including the keys around the octave key in the diatonic context. There is an assured handling of levelling and secure cres/decresc in a medium range within the phrasing. Tonguing, non-tonguing, slurring and accenting of notes is evidenced. 
· Demonstrates effective ensemble awareness with some adjusting to blend, balance, tempo and/or style.
· Demonstrates effective presentation skills with some stylistic playing evidenced.
	· Confidently performs music highly accurately. Fluency is clearly and consistently evident.
· Demonstrates secure technical skills on saxophone, with an assured sense of intonation from low B – E2, including the keys around the octave key in a chromatic context. There is an assured handling of levelling and secure cres/decresc in a wide range within the phrasing and some advanced techniques such as sf. A range of tonguing, non-tonguing, slurring, accenting of notes and special playing techniques (eg bending, vibrato) is evidenced. 
· Demonstrates convincing ensemble awareness by adjusting to blend, balance, tempo and style.
· Demonstrates convincing presentation skills by understanding and communicating the intent of the music.


In secondary schools, students either present a number of performances over a year (L2/3) or they have several opportunities to present music, with all the evidence in a portfolio contributing to a summative decision made by the teacher(s) at the end of the year. Most schools use a panel of assessors, and the teacher writes up the final report using comments from all assessors. 

With their being several opportunities for assessment, teachers give progress comments to students throughout the year and in some cases a progress grade is indicated, as below:


NA

        A


     M


     E


A few schools break up the key aspects for performance assessment – i.e. technique/accuracy/musicianship or ensemble awareness/presentation and gives each aspect a weighting of 5 marks each (4 x max of 5 = 20) then multiplies this mark by 20 to get a percentage mark. Each mark has a descriptor however, and there are 5 progressive descriptions for each key aspect. This, in my view, is a mismatch of norm referenced and standards based assessment, though, in this case, the school’s rationale is that they need a ranking system to be able to give awards, otherwise there are ‘clumps’ of students.

Secondary teachers also use exemplars of performances to indicate to students the standard expected for A, M and E at each level. These are used in discussions with students to help clarify assessment expectations, discuss the expected standard and to offer opportunities for students to practise giving critical feedback on performances. It also raises their level of knowledge and understanding about instruments other their own.  

For me the most critical aspect of teaching students to think, analyse and listen critically to their own and others’ performances is to:

· Involve them in the assessment process

· Give them opportunities to give and received feedback/feed-forward with their peers

· Expose them to good performances, getting them thinking critically about what makes them good using key concepts to focus the thinking (i.e. technique, accuracy etc)

· Encourage them to critically reflect on their own performances

· Pose questions that enable them to think deeply about the performance process – eg What is involved with preparing music for performance? How can I better rehearse? When is the best time to practise/perform and why? Why is it that we often can say lots about a poor performance, but less when we here a stunning one – are we inherently critical?

What are some of the key assessment we could address in the future?

