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Chapter 1

Future Directions for Assessment in Music

Don Lebler

Abstract After drawing attention to some of the key literature on the importance

of assessment for learning, this chapter provides a brief outline of some of the topics

and approaches that are included in this publication. The role of self-assessment and

peer assessment is discussed, along with the common practice in higher music

education of assessment by juries or panels of experts. The importance of external

factors such as national, professional and institutional regulations is discussed in

both the European and Australian contexts. Holistic assessment is discussed,

including the established practice of relying on predetermined criteria as well as

using the specific strengths and weaknesses of each assessment activity as the basis

for grading and feedback. A range of practices are introduced that provide examples

of assessment in music that will be of interest to all those working in higher music

education and assessment in the creative and performing arts more broadly.

Keywords Assessment criteria • Assessment rubrics • Criteria and standards •

Higher music education • Music • Teacher feedback

1.1 The Importance of Assessment

A publication such as this book provides a sound platform on which to consider the

future of assessment in music. The broader education literature includes strong

support for the notion that assessment has a substantial influence on what and how

students learn. As David Boud and Associates put it:

Assessment is a central feature of teaching and the curriculum. It powerfully frames how

students learn and what students achieve. It is one of the most significant influences on

students’ experience of higher education and all that they gain from it. The reason for an

explicit focus on improving assessment practice is the huge impact it has on the quality of

learning. (Boud & Associates, 2010, p. 1)
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Getting assessment right is therefore vital if students are to develop the attributes

and skills an educational experience is intended to develop: we must ensure that

assessment practices align well with the learning objectives of a program of study.

This provides particular challenges for the assessment of complex creative tasks

such as music performance, where musical excellence is the primary goal for

students graduating from music programs.

However, the development of the ability in students to assess their own work

while it is under development is also important because “students themselves need

to develop the capacity to make judgements about both their own work and that of

others in order to become effective continuing learners and practitioners” (Boud &

Associates, 2010, p. 1). Self-assessment is not unusual in music students, particu-

larly performers who do much of their practice alone, monitoring their own

progress towards goals set by their teachers and identifying the strengths and

weaknesses of their work in progress (see for example, Monkhouse, Chap. 6), so

it is surprising that self-assessment and peer assessment are comparatively uncom-

mon in higher music education.

Self-assessment is used to a greater or lesser degree in a number of instances

reported in this book: the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) requirements

for graduates of bachelors degrees could be seen as an encouragement for such

participatory assessment practices as self-assessment and peer assessment, requir-

ing graduates to be able to demonstrate “cognitive and creative skills to exercise

critical thinking and judgement in identifying and solving problems with intellec-

tual independence” (Australian Qualifications Framework, 2013, p. 16) and to be

responsible and accountable for their own learning.

1.2 Assessing Music

As higher music education has moved increasingly into the broader higher educa-

tion context and conservatoires have become regulated independent degree-

conferring institutions or colleges of established universities, a range of assessment

methods can be found in courses that support the central study which in most

bachelor of music programs is music performance: these assessments would typi-

cally include exams, tests, quizzes, assignments and projects, all of which are

mentioned in this book. But it is the assessment of music performance that is

characteristic of higher music education, and the future of this form of assessment

is in the hands of higher music education institutions which will need to respond to

all kinds of pressures including increasing interest in comparability of standards

between countries and institutions, various national requirements for structures and

standards of education programs, the institutional policies of host universities, the

established practices within institutions, the need to induct students into assessment

to enhance their abilities as self-directed learners, and the core requirement of valid

and reliable assessment.

2 D. Lebler

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-10274-0_6


Assessment by juries or panels of experts is the dominant method for assessing

music performance in higher music education. The use of external examiners is

common for graduating or post-graduate performances, and this could be seen as a

process by which standards could be shared between institutions. For those insti-

tutions that are part of universities, benchmarking between institutions or among

groups of institutions is a common practice, and benchmarking of some music

assessment has taken place in this context, certainly in Australia. In Chap. 6,

Heather Monkhouse situates Australian Bachelor of Music programs in the context

of similar programs in America and Europe, in terms of their content and duration,

but importantly, in terms of their assessment practices through a summary of

international guidelines for such degree programs. Her analysis demonstrated that

Australian requirements aligned with international expectations, though the collec-

tion of additional evidence to support international comparability is needed.

1.3 Sharing Standards

At the international level, the ICON project conducts international seminars regu-

larly, and assessment is a recurring theme (ICON – Innovative Conservatoire,

2014): some of these sessions have included assessment exercises using a variety

of assessment methods including holistic assessment as well as criteria-referenced

assessment at various levels of specificity. While limited in scope, these seminars

serve to develop shared understandings of standards as well as appreciation of the

variety of practices included in the jury or panel system. One of the variables in this

system is the degree to which examiners work collaboratively, how much discus-

sion takes place and at what stage that occurs. There are also several methods for

calculating marks including presenting individual examiner’s marks but averaging

them to calculate a grade, negotiating among examiners to agree on a marks range,

or to agree on a collective mark taking all examiners’ views into account.

The European Polifonia Working Group on Assessment and Standards has also

conducted workshops on assessment of music performance for participants from a

range of European conservatoires. These have included exercises in assessment as

described by Mary Lennon in Chap. 3, which describes the activities of the

Working Group, highlighting the challenges of developing a shared understanding

of standards across the diverse range of policies and practices to be found in the

European Community, where each country cherishes its individuality but also

strives to simplify the complexities student mobility within the European Higher

Education Area through enhancing transparency and comparability of standards

between institutions and countries. Their work has indicated that there is a wide

variety in assessment practices, including variations in the composition of panels or

juries, though the use of panels to assess at least graduating students’ performance

seems ubiquitous. These kinds of activities that develop international and inter-

institutional sharing of standards will be an important aspect of quality assurance

compliance for those institutions who are required to be able to demonstrate

comparability with international equivalent programs.
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1.4 Criteria

Like many in the higher education field, the Working Group has been influenced by

the work of Royce Sadler who writes eloquently in Chap. 2 about the customising of

criteria in response to the work submitted for assessment, so that appropriate weight

is given to those aspects of the submission that are particularly noteworthy. This

process bears striking similarity to the holistic assessment of music performance,

which is more common in practice than criteria-referenced assessment of music

performance. He also drew attention to the desirability of inducting students into

this way of assessing, developing their ability to monitor the quality of their own

work while it is under production. In Chap. 11, Eve Newsome describes holistic

assessment as traditionally applied in the assessment of music performance along

with criteria referenced methods in common use elsewhere in academic life, and

some located in the field of higher music education. She proposes a combination of

these methods, with the holistic assessment being explained by the selection of

points on a scale for each of a number of criteria statements.

Elsewhere (see for example, Sadler, 2009, 2010) Sadler has written convincingly

about the positive aspects of holistic assessment, and provides support for much

existing practice in the assessment of music performance from the point of view of

an eminent assessment scholar who is not from the music discipline. Holistic

assessment is not uncommon in music: it is a firmly established norm for the

assessment of performances, and often takes place in parallel with more structured

criteria referenced assessments when the latter processes are required, as described

by Newsome in Chap. 11. In Chap. 9, Diana Blom, Ian Stevenson, and John

Encarnacao describe their experiences of using rubrics to enhance the transparency

of assessment, finding substantial positive aspects including benefits for the provi-

sion of feedback.

1.5 Some Possibilities

In Chap. 5, Katie Zhukov draws attention to the range of types of assessment

possible in the music performance, and to the apparently low uptake of alternatives

to the established assessment of performance by panels of experts. Possibilities

include engaging in a broader range of evaluation tasks, engaging students in the

development of assessment criteria, using technology and recording for self- and

peer evaluation, and helping students to develop graduate attributes appropriate for

the twenty-first century, and in at least some locations, required by regulations.

It would seem that holistic assessment of music performance has support in

current practice as well as from the assessment literature (see for example, Lebler,

Harrison, Carey, & Cain, 2013). The challenge for the future of this form of

assessment will be the need to demonstrate rigour, reliability and validity, as well

as a degree of comparability of standards within and between institutions and
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countries. The Assessment in Music project has developed a collection of record-

ings of assessment performances for internal use in consensus moderation exercises

as well as for sharing with other institutions, and other organisations and institutions

maintain similar collections. Being exposed to the standards that apply in other

places contextualises our local standards in a broader field: while it is not necessary

that standards are identical in all locations, practitioners should be aware of any

differences and these differences should be transparent and acknowledged. This

project is described in Chap. 4.

In Chap. 3, Lennon describes the overarching goals and challenges for European

higher music education institutions in the post-Bologna era, with an emphasis on

internationalisation and leadership for the sector being provided largely through

projects associated with the European Association of Conservatoires. Jonathan

Holmes led the process of developing the Threshold Learning Outcome statements

for the Creative and Performing Arts, and together with colleagues, he describes the

Australian context in Chap. 4, highlighting the role of recent regulatory changes

relating to the assessment of program learning outcomes.

These changes have generated responses from institutions including those men-

tioned in Chap. 13, where Annie Mitchell describes her process for embedding the

teaching and learning of many traditional skills in new contexts, and the manner in

which their assessment aligns with a variety of learning outcome statements. In

Chap. 17, Diane Hughes describes assessment processes in vocal studies units of a

contemporary music program that use reflective writing to enhance abilities to be

self-monitoring and formative feedback produced using a levels of achievement

rubric. Similarly, in Chap. 12, Hughes and Sarah Keith describe an assessment

process that is designed for a varied student cohort in a non-auditioned program and

the alignment between course assessment items and various learning outcome

statements as developed over time as learning outcome requirements have changed.

This process demonstrates the extent to which institutions must be able to report the

demonstration of learning outcomes in the current Australian context. In these

cases—and others—new regulations have provided a focus on program level

learning outcomes and discipline threshold standards, and mapping course learning

objectives and assessment activities in this context has become a necessary aspect

of the design of learning and assessment in some locations.

The Assessment in Music project team describe their process for mapping

assessment to a range of learning outcome statements including program learning

outcome statements for Australian bachelor degrees in Chap. 4. In Chap. 7, Melissa

Cain reports on participants’ perceptions of assessment through focus group dis-

cussions. The student participants had strong views and were interested and

informed about assessment: though they relied heavily on micro instruction from

teachers as part of their learning, they acknowledged the importance of holistic self-

assessments for their future development. Their preference was for holistic assess-

ment elaborated on through reference to criteria. In Chap. 18, Jessica O’Bryan,

Scott D. Harrison and Paul Sabey report on teacher participants’ perceptions of a

continuous assessment process used in a Musical Theatre program. Teachers award

marks for up to 20 sub-categories of activities, and students are given access to
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these results three times each semester, along with other routine formative feed-

back. As is often the case with complex assessment processes, teachers drew

attention to increased workload while acknowledging that the benefits for students

justify the additional work. The reporting of such activities as these in the academic

literature is an important aspect of the continuing development of assessment

practices: by sharing evolving practices, we can avoid reinventing the innovations

of others.

1.6 Sound Practices

The assessment literature provides strong support for the development of learning

ability in students: eminent scholars including Boud and Sadler argue convincingly

for an increased focus on the development of the ability to be self-monitoring. A

number of assessment practices are included in this book that address this issue. In

Chap. 8, Ryan Daniel and Kelly Parkes describe the nature of assessment in the

routine (usually weekly) performance lesson, which typically includes frequent

formative assessment by the teacher. They proposed a shift from the teacher as

primary or sole provider towards a focus on developing the student as a self-

directing and monitoring professional. In Chap. 10, Richard Vella and Helen

English describe processes by which creative and critical thinking has been

included in a variety of courses and how it has been assessed. The critical reflec-

tions included as assessment items develop self-assessment abilities and will

therefore have a lasting benefit. In Chap. 14, Gerardo Dirié gives an account of

three variations he has used in the assessment of music theory courses to enhance

student learning. Self- and peer assessment are included, and music analysis

portfolios include works chosen by the students, demonstrating the intent to

develop autonomy in students. The development of the ability to be self-assessing

is common to the learning objectives of all of these activities.

In Chap. 15, I describe an assessment process in a popular music degree which

combines the development of creative and technical skills with the study of the

history and analysis of popular music, along with opportunities to undertake

broadening courses as part of the degree. This complex assessment process is

central to learning in this program, and includes self-assessment, peer assessment

and assessment by teachers: it is accommodated in a bespoke online application that

has automated many of the submission processes in a context that emulates the

design of popular social media applications. In Chap. 16, Jim Chapman describes

what he calls his marking machine, a process in which two or more markers are able

to assess a number of students simultaneously as they perform various roles in a

musical ensemble. Assessment includes a range of four roles required in profes-

sional music performance: playing a melody, soloing, accompanying and band

leading. Each student performs all roles at various times during a performance

before an audience of peers. He also describes the development of spreadsheets that

have enabled efficient presentation of information to markers as well as quick

delivery of results to students. Both of these instances of assessment in music
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have embraced technological solutions to the challenges of scaling-up effective

practices: rapidly developing interactivity and sophistication of processes in tech-

nologies of all kinds will continue to provide solutions to existing and developing

problems, and in future, they will enable practices we have not yet imagined.

1.7 Looking to the Future

In Chap. 19, Diana Tolmie and Duncan Nulty describe assessments used in a

sequence of courses called “My Life as a Musician” in which students are prepared

for their university studies as well as their professional lives after graduation. These

courses responded to an emerging awareness that there was insufficient connection

between Conservatoire studies and the demands of professional careers after grad-

uation. This alerts us to the need to remain relevant to our communities, to prepare

our graduates for their likely futures, which are increasingly going to involve a need

for well-developed abilities to act as a self-monitoring professional in a rapidly

changing environment.

As stated at the beginning of this introductory chapter, assessment has a major

impact on learning and the nature and quality of students’ assessment experiences

will influence their development as self-monitoring professionals. This book pro-

vides stimulus for thinking about assessment in music and examples of how

practices have accommodated new contexts, including the changing demands of

community and student expectations as well as regulations. To serve our future

students well, their experience of assessment should include a range of methods and

practices in which they can justifiably have confidence, and it certainly should

include the development of self- and peer assessment abilities. This experience is

likely to be technologically enhanced in some way, and it is likely to be highly

targeted for learning, while providing appropriate certification of achievement.
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Chapter 2

Backwards Assessment Explanations:

Implications for Teaching and Assessment

Practice

D. Royce Sadler

Abstract A common approach in assessing student achievement is to advise

students before the event of the criteria that will be used in judging their levels of

performance. There are strong grounds for being wary about that approach. The

main reason is the impossibility of accurately anticipating all the criteria that will

turn out to be important in arriving at a sound judgment before actually scrutinising

individual student works, which are all more or less different from one another. If,

instead, a judgment is made first, taking on board whatever aspects of the work or

performance seem to be relevant to the judgment being made, the intellectual

processes involved in scrutinising the work are radically changed. Not only that,

but the explanations for the judgments will not only differ from one another but also

be more tailored to each student work or performance. If students can themselves be

inducted into this type of thinking and practice, they will become better able to

monitor the quality of their own work while it is under preparation and production.

Keywords Assessment criteria • Creative and performing arts • Assessment

rubrics • Criteria and standards • Criteria based assessment • Teacher feedback

2.1 Introduction

The title of this chapter may initially seem curious and perhaps a little awkward, so

some explaining is in order. The three key words are backwards, assessment and
explanations. Starting with the middle one, this chapter is about assessment,

predominantly as it is practiced in many taught courses in higher education institu-

tions across a number of countries. Some of the material is applicable to other levels

of education as well, but they are not the first priority. As in all areas of education,

This chapter is based on a Keynote Address to the Assessment in Music Conference held at the

Queensland Conservatorium, Griffith University, Brisbane on Tuesday 16 July 2013.
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assessment practice has been steadily transformed over recent decades, sometimes

with insufficient scrutiny of the conceptual or philosophical bases of developments

and a lack of sensitivity to side effects. The same could be said of older ways of doing

things as well. It is now possible to look back at some of the newer practices with the

benefit of hindsight, reflect on what is happening and see whether and why some

rethinking might be necessary. That is what this chapter is about.

However, the “backwards” in the title does not refer to retrospectivity alone—

looking back, say, at the changes in assessment practice over the last years.

Backwards also refers to two particular aspects of assessment practice which, if a

key characteristic is reversed from the orthodox direction, can lead to improved

learning. These two aspects have been identified by a close examination of certain

pedagogical processes and authority relationships evident in interactions between

teachers and learners. The third term, explanations, is in the title because

constructing explanations for why certain decisions or judgments have been made

or why certain events occurred requires focused thinking. The act of formulating

and expressing an explanation in words changes the thought patterns of the com-

municator, usually by way of increased precision. It also produces a communication

which can be analysed, challenged (if necessary) and refined so that it leads to

changes in the ways other people think about things. Articulation provides a tool for

consolidating understanding and learning.

2.2 Terminology

Some common terms used in discussions about educational assessment have a

variety of meanings (or just nuances), so a few of these are now clarified for

purposes of this chapter. The first of these is learning. A person will be said to

have learned something when they can do, or now know, something they were

unable to do or did not know before. In general, the person should be capable of

demonstrating their learning by being able to perform a relevant task on demand

(that is, whenever called for), independently of particular others, and to a satisfac-

tory level. Learning results in a person’s increased or improved capability, and their

learning is something they “possess” and carry around with them. Capability

normally decays over time—sometimes slowly, sometimes quickly—but if circum-

stances are conducive, it may be regenerated or restored to the full level previously

held without huge cost or effort. “Independently of particular others” means that a

person’s performance can be demonstrated without support, coaching, scaffolding,

prompting or editing by the teacher or another student. The person can operate in a

self-determining way. Of course, in many real-life activities, people actually

perform in their field of expertise in the company of and with the contributions of

others, as in bands, ensembles, orchestras, film and screen productions, sporting

teams and industry work groups. The term achievement follows on from and

expands the third element in the definition of learning—“to a satisfactory level”.

Achievement denotes a certain level reached, accomplished or attained
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successfully, or a task brought to a successful end. High-level achievement is

usually attained through exertion, effort, skill, perseverance and practice.

Learning and achievement are fundamental concepts in education, and it might

be thought that there is little need to labour the point. That would be true except for

the way achievement is being assessed in many higher education contexts. The pure

concept of achievement has become corrupted by the practice of adding into a total

mark, score or grade a variety of elements that are not part of achievement itself.

This includes credits for participation in various learning activities (such as class

discussions, contributions to online forums, and journals or logs of activities

engaged in). These may all assist learning to occur, but they themselves are not

the learning. Similarly, demerits or penalties for occurrences of non-achievements

(such as late arrival or late submission of a piece of work) may reduce what purports

to be a measure of learning, but do not reduce the learning itself. It is, of course,

important for students to be punctual, cooperative and diligent, but adjusting the

achievement score or grade is not the way to do it. Other incentives must be used. In

any case, it is not uncommon for certain patterns of behaviour to change rapidly

when the stakes are high. For example, a musician who misses out on a critical gig

because of lateness quickly gets the message. Punctuality is simply a volitional

behaviour which can be changed at will; it is not part of achievement. Assessments

of achievement should reflect the “status” or “level” reached, regardless of the

process, learning pathway, or time taken to acquire that level. The common practice

of adding marks or scores during a learning period (such as a semester) distorts

what should be an assessment purely of the level of achievement reached by the end

of the learning period. This issue is explored thoroughly in Sadler (2010a). In

passing, note that the concept of “achievement” may go by other names in different

contexts, including attainment, accomplishment, capability, competence (but not

competencies or competences), or performance (but not “a” performance). Finally,

in this chapter, “appraisal” and “judgment” are used interchangeably.

2.3 Preset Criteria, Rubrics and Scoring Sheets

The first of the two aspects of assessment practice for which reversal is needed is

the practice of specifying the criteria for appraisal at the same time students are

given an assessment task. The special interest is in assessment tasks that require

students to construct complex student works or performances. Appraising the

quality of such responses typically involves multiple criteria, often interlocking

or overlapping. The assessor’s brain is the main “instrument” for what is clearly a

“qualitative” judgment, meaning that it involves no quantification—aspects that are

counted or measured. There are no formal rules or routines which would allow a

person new to a particular type of response to make consistently sound judgments.

Judgments are also involved when criteria are specified in advance; the appraiser

needs to have knowledge of what the criteria mean and imply, and how to apply

them to works or performances of the relevant type and in a given context. Criteria
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are usually formulated and presented in the form of rubrics (cross-tabulations of

criteria and standards); grade descriptors; or detailed scoring schemes. The ratio-

nale for advising students before they begin working on their responses is quite

straightforward. It is to achieve greater transparency for students (no surprises

sprung on them after the event); improvements in the quality of works students

submit (because they can be guided by the criteria during their production pro-

cesses); and greater objectivity in marking. In short, the aim is to make the

assessment experience fairer, more open and more ethical.

Few would disagree with the spirit of these intentions and what may appear to be

persuasive logic. Yet despite those, there are strong grounds for being wary about

deciding criteria and standards first and then applying them meticulously to arrive

at a judgment. But if the order is to be changed, what happens to fairness and

transparency, and what could substitute for using explicit criteria to guide produc-

tion to create high quality works? Another initial concern could be that an alterna-

tive might be more labour intensive for teachers and markers, or that the change

would precipitate appeals from students that their work was judged unfairly

because they were in the dark about the criteria to be used. Criteria-based marking

is not universal practice of course; holistic judgments are common in many areas of

the creative and performing arts, but there has been a trend in recent years in a

substantial number of institutions to require, as part of their assessment policies for

all assessments, that explicit criteria and standards be stated in advance.

Mention has been made of improving the objectivity of appraisal. The issue of

subjectivity-objectivity has been hotly debated in philosophical and academic

circles for a very long time. It has an enormous literature, complicated by the fact

that the terms do not have the same meanings in different fields. Technically, some

would classify a judgment by an individual in relative isolation as “subjective” by

definition. For some reason, it is often spuriously assumed that a judgment reached

through quantifiable processes makes them objective. A particularly useful contri-

bution to this issue is a chapter by Scriven (1972), even though it was not written

specifically in relation to assessing student achievement. Scriven pointed out that

the quality of a judgment made by a single assessor is not automatically suspect and

deserving of dismissal merely because it was made without collaboration and

without the help of formal algorithms or instrumentation. Many professionals in

the practice of their professions constantly have to rely on their own professional

judgments as well as those of others from time to time. Many of their decisions are

not independently verified by accurate measurements using a standardised labora-

tory tests, even though it may be possible to carry out such tests. For some people,

only actually carrying out formal tests would make the judgments “objective”. To

say that subjective judgments can be soundly based and consistently trustworthy is

to imply that they would be similar to those made by comparably qualified and

experienced practitioners. Professionals who consistently arrive at sound judgments

are effectively “calibrated” against their competent peers and also, in professional

contexts, against any relevant socially constructed external norms. However, sub-

jective judgments by individuals can also be poorly based, erratic and unreliable.

12 D.R. Sadler



Another twist is that in some circumstances quite different judgments may be

equally appropriate for different purposes.

In many educational contexts, including music and other creative and

performing arts, the quality of a work or performance simply cannot be subjected

to measurement, standardised analyses and tests. The sole appeal is to complex

human judgments. Appraisals are treated as trustworthy when it is known (or has

been verified) that several expert appraisers in the field making judgments about the

same diverse collection of works or performances show relatively small variations

in their decisions. It would surely then be reasonable to trust solo appraisals by one

of those experts because their judgments would be known to have a validity

extending beyond that of the individual judge. Another way of expressing that is

to say that each judge’s personal “decision space” has significant overlap with the

personal decision spaces of other competent judges, even though the boundaries

might differ slightly. When subjective judgments are treated with suspicion because

they are inherently unreliable, it is often said that research proves that is

so. However, a significant proportion of the research studies have treated the judges

as if they were already well tuned to each other even when no attempt has been

made to find out if that is the case or to bring consensus about through training,

discussion and collaboration on judgments. In academic environments, a full range

of attitudes and conventions exist in relation to consensus moderation processes. At

one extreme, each academic is regarded as expert in their field, and on that ground

alone is competent to make judgments about the quality of student works without

further ado. Highly performing or highly qualified individuals have the “right”

accorded to them to judge as they see fit. At the other extreme, professionals in

many fields as part of their normal practice are constantly consulting about their

judgments, and are more likely to be tuned to one another’s values, aesthetic

sensibilities and norms.

The debate between holistic versus criteria-based judgments (the latter have also

been called “analytic” since the early 1900s) has similarly been a long-term issue, at

least since Socrates tried to insist on being told the characteristics of piety, so that

these characteristics could be converted into rules to determine whether or not a

particular person was pious (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1984). Applying a fixed set of

criteria is no doubt systematic, but to equate the resulting appraisal to being

objective is a mistake. Subjective judgments are denigrated in many quarters as

being basically matters of taste or preference, whereas the use of formal criteria has

the appearance of being more objective, and perhaps more scientific. It is true that if

a batch of essays is given to a group of markers who each mark each essay,

disagreements are common, even radical disagreements. The results of such trials

are then often generalised to attack subjective judgments in general. This then leads

to the “conclusion” that standardising the criteria and then training appraisers in the

meaning and use of the criteria leads to objectivity. However, as indicated in the

preceding paragraph, many of the trials carried out have made no prior attempt to

“tune” the judges to a common understanding of what high and low quality works

are, and the grounds for appraising them as such. An underlying assumption seems

to be that if a large-scale complex judgment is “decomposed” into a battery of
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smaller-scale judgments, the judgments become more robust and reliable across

judges. What in fact is happening is that a large-scale subjective judgment is being

replaced by smaller judgments which are also subjective. Does combining these

automatically make a less subjective judgment? If so, what is the logic behind this,

and how could it be demonstrated in practice?

Holistic appraisal, on the other hand, leaves the set of criteria open. When a

musical performance is being appraised, it is listened to as a whole. Particular

aspects may be noticed as especially finely nuanced and performed whereas other

aspects may jar and detract from the performance. Aspects that are routinely

expected and present do not call for special noting or comment—they are implicitly

regarded as within normal bounds, tolerances or variations and are, and safely can

be, taken for granted. Only aspects that affect the quality of performance call

attention to themselves. What have just been referred to as “aspects” match the

appraisal criteria that are evoked—both are related to observed properties and in

effect offer slightly different angles on the same process. The more expert the

listener-critic is, the better their powers of detection and discrimination, which is to

say, the greater their sensitivity to the cues that matter. This type of high-order

appraisal capability does not come without a great deal of practice. Practice requires

exposure to different levels of overall quality, and exposure to equivalently valued

variations. A further characteristic of this sort of holistic appraisal is that the

features or aspects can be meaningfully discussed, and discussion is possible only

when the same terms are attached to the same cues. Learning the vocabulary of

appraisal descriptions and explanations is a key necessity. In practical music-

learning settings, so much of what has just been described is normal and accepted;

openness to criteria, and appraisals using non-identical sets of criteria for different

interpretations of the same musical composition are taken for granted.

That thinking needs to find its way into judgments of other types of works as

well. Whenever a rubric is made up, a set of criteria is settled upon. In practice, this

set always represents only a small sample of criteria out of all the possible criteria.

This larger pool may be up to ten times greater than the number selected (Sadler,

1989). Most of the possible criteria are never collected together in one place, but

they are there. To choose 10 even from a pool that is, for the sake of argument, only

20 in size makes it fairly likely that some student works of the same generic type

and being evaluated at the same time for the same purpose will “need” to draw from

the other 10 to properly assess their quality. Which ones they turn out to be cannot

be decided in advance; they can be discovered only when appraisals are actually

under way. The situation is quite different with mass-manufactured objects where

strict conformity to the design is the mark of good quality control. Education in

general, and music and the creative and performing arts in particular, are not like

that. This is a major flaw in the policy of mandating fixed sets of criteria. Other

flaws exist as well, but for these the reader is referred to Sadler (2009).

Holistic appraisals allow the person making the judgment to observe the whole

performance through eyes that have a strong “appreciation” element to them.

They can see or sense how the whole work is coming (if it is a live performance)

or has come (if it is an artefact of some kind) together. If it fails to come together as
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whole, or alternatively comes together brilliantly, astute judges know why and the

proper way to remark on that. Aspects that are instrumental in reaching a decision

about quality are noticed, experienced or felt. Most may well be identifiable, have

labels, and be communicated in words to others who understand the context. In

some cases, it may be impossible to say exactly why a particular judgment is made

or a conclusion reached. Does that make it purely a figment of the judge’s imag-

ination? Competent judges tuned in to the context and tuned together on judge-

ments simply may not be able to communicate the full extent of their appraisal

knowledge, yet they may agree consistently. In that case, it can be deduced that the

judges concerned evidently possess some subtle “knowledge” which they are not

able to articulate. Sadler’s (1980) exploration of the issue of the domain of a

person’s fullest knowledge and the domain bounded by their powers of articulation

are not necessarily coextensive. This means that they do not necessarily have the

same boundaries or map exactly on to each another. Sharing of capability in

judgments is improved when judges share not only similar linguistic frameworks

but also similar frameworks of experience.

What does all this have to say about assessment in higher education? It is this. It

is unfair to give students the impression that a set of criteria, specified in advance,

will do justice to appraisals of all student works which are responses to the same

assessment task. Apart from the issue of justice, the practice also encourages

students to focus on scoring well on all the nominated criteria, so that they score

well overall. However, it can also inhibit their ability to see and appreciate their

own work as a whole. That in turn slows down the rate at which they can learn to

engage in continuous monitoring of the quality of their own works during

production.

If experienced judges in any field can come to a point where their subjective

judgments about quality and the reasons for those judgments are in broad agree-

ment, they exhibit what is known as “intersubjectivity”. This has two implications.

First, there is no determination of quality, value or worth that can be based on

anything more fundamental than that. If someone asks for proof that holistic

judgments are fuller and more authentic than can be achieved with sets of criteria,

or the reverse, the immediate question has to be: What is the true or accurate

appraisal with which the result of applying the two approaches can be compared? In

many fields, the definitive judgment is and can only be the collectively tuned

subjective judgments of experts. There is no benchmark more fundamental than

that. That might tempt some in music and the arts to simply proceed as normal, but

instead, it should be seen as highlighting a clear obligation to engage in the tuning

process among academics themselves, and to figure out how to induct students

methodically and deliberately (as producers and budding practitioners) into the

same capabilities.
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