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Effective assessment in music takes account of the practical workshop nature of the subject in which information is collected and stored while pupils are involved in acquiring and applying musical skills. Teachers, therefore, have to apply a range of formative and summative assessment strategies that are appropriate to learning and achievement in music. The most effective assessment strategies are all carefully linked with national curriculum requirements and expectations in Key Stage 3 and with examination requirements in Key Stage 4 and in post-16 courses. Where the subject assessment is secure, there is a clear effect on the quality of lessons and units of work and pupils know what is expected of them.

Day-to-day assessment

Effective day-to-day assessment in music makes good use of relevant ways of collecting assessment information, so as to capture important evidence about different aspects of pupils’ progress and achievement. These include:

· audio and video recordings of work in progress

· audio and video recordings of completed work

· pupil evaluations of units of work

· computer disks containing pupils’ work.

In addition, teachers use a variety of assessment strategies. For example, in Key Stage 3 pupils often work in small groups to compose and perform pieces of music. Teachers therefore assess both pupils’ individual progress, as well as their contribution to group work. Guidance from the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority linked with its schemes of work are supporting the development of effective assessment strategies. 

Building in sufficient time for pupils to listen to their work, whether individual or group, is an important part of teachers’ planning for assessment. Effective planning for assessment ensures that what is to be learned in each unit of work is made explicit to pupils, with details about what pupils will have to do to demonstrate their learning. For example:

At the beginning of each unit of work, Year 8 pupils are given written details of the topic, the activities, the resources and what they are expected to do and to learn. The musical focus is made clear, for example, to work in pairs and compose a piece of music using computer software. Also the learning and achievement are specific: to construct a layered piece, arranging a well-known song melody using chord sequences and rhythmic devices which are new to pupils. The melodies for the arrangement have been carefully selected by the teacher and choices given to pupils. Likewise the range of chords to be used gives choice and leads to good differentiation within the task, with guidance from the teacher.

Marking and providing feedback to pupils

Although the quality of internal marking and grading of pupils’ work, particularly in Key Stage 3, are too variable, there are some notable examples of good practice. In these cases, marks are linked to clear criteria, shared with pupils. Tasks are explained carefully so that pupils understand the musical focus and the skills, knowledge and understanding which need to be demonstrated. This is more helpful than complex tasks demanding individual keyboard playing and decoding notation, as well as composing and performing in a group. In the last aspect, pupils are often unclear about what is to be learned and are confused by the sequence of separate activities. However, the combination of clearly defined tasks and timely feedback can be very powerful as in the following example:

Clear targets are set for each stage of the topic and the teacher works with each pair of pupils every week, to monitor their progress and discuss the musical effects they are creating. During each session, the teacher uses pupils to demonstrate their pieces to the whole class and gives them an opportunity to gain feedback. The class discussion is lively, since several pairs have found new facilities on the software and are eager to show them. The task sheet contains the criteria on which both the ideas, the use of software and the structure and content of the final piece of music will be evaluated. The criteria also take into account pupils’ listening and appraising skills. This complex task is well sequenced for the pupils, paired organisation works well and there is clarity at each stage, both in what is to be learned and how achievement will be assessed.
The use of informal assessment is an important feature of work in music. For example, teachers observe and listen to pupils individually, in groups and as whole classes. Pupils also are given opportunities to listen carefully to their work before discussing how music making can be improved and developed. The development of secure listening skills is essential if pupils are to contribute to evaluation of their work. Good teachers judge carefully when to interrupt or intervene, so as not to disturb the flow of activities; it is often appropriate to listen or to participate, rather than use verbal discussion to gain evidence of progress.  

In the best practice, teachers find effective ways to log this evidence of progress, usually by using audio or video recording facilities, or by saving the evidence on a computer disk. In these ways, pupils too, can review the evidence of their work, using the recordings to discuss with their peers, as well as with their teachers, ways of measuring their progress and achievement. These strategies for formative assessment are essential in developing pupils’ skills in critical evaluation of their work in music. Good teachers ensure that pupils have regular and sufficient opportunities to develop critical listening skills, in order to evaluate and improve their work. If pupils cannot accurately hear and analyse the pieces they are composing or performing, then they do not have the required skills to evaluate them, improve them, or write about them.

Using assessment to inform teaching and learning

Some schools make good use of information about pupils’ achievement to contribute to curriculum review and development. In particular, where classes or year groups’ achievement has been lower than teachers planned, the content of units of work is reviewed and adjusted. Also, tasks are redefined or redesigned when teachers find too little evidence for the assessment focus. 

In established good practice, GCSE results over time are used in a number of ways. Reviews between music staff and senior managers have been helpful in requiring close analysis of data. For example, the analysis of results according to gender, overall grade profile for the music cohort, match with predictions and pupils’ performance in other subjects.

Using external criteria to grade coursework

The formal assessment requirements in music for pupils in Key Stage 3 were introduced in 2001. A range of work from individual pupils is assessed against the level descriptors, with the national expectation that in Year 9 the span will be from level 3 to level 7. The most effective practice involves pupils in evaluation of their own work throughout the key stage and not merely in Year 9, and storing work for later judgements about progress and achievement over time.  

Music staff usually teach large numbers of pupils in Key Stage 3 and the management and organisation of end of Key Stage 3 assessment is a demanding task. Some of the best practice involves well-managed termly or yearly assessments using national curriculum descriptions. In some cases, departments find it helpful to sub-divide levels, or to provide sub-level descriptors for assessing work in Years 7 and 8. In these cases, assessment is a secure and integral strand of the curriculum, clearly understood by pupils. In the best practice, assessments are carried out when pupils are ready, rather than ‘bunching’ at the end of the year, or at the end of each unit of work.

In GCSE and in post-16 courses, it is common for pupils to undertake considerably increased amounts of individual work, rather than group work which is a more common feature of Key Stage 3. In this way they can accumulate a portfolio of evidence of their achievement, which can take the form or recordings, disks, printed music notation, and written responses to listening tasks. Good assessment strategies ensure that, although working individually, pupils do not become isolated and teachers provide opportunities for peer assessment. For example:

Pupils' work is stored on a disk so that access can be provided to the compositions in progress, as well as the final piece. Pupils are encouraged to discuss their composing and performing tasks with each other as well as the teacher. Together they evaluate them, and then judge them against the criteria for the award of marks and grades. At the end of this topic, the teacher prints out the music, using other software and then uses the pieces for the next unit, which concentrates on performance.

In the most effective schools, assessment procedures have been improved in order to give more helpful and secure feedback to pupils about their progress and achievement. However, there have been few training opportunities for teachers in small music departments to moderate with colleagues in other schools, or to meet to discuss and improve their practice in Key Stage 3. Most music teachers have developed their assessment procedures internally, using school policy, the influence of work in other subjects and national guidance documents. There need to be more secure procedures for the moderation of teachers’ judgements, particularly at the end of Key Stage 3, so that assessment in music can improve still further.
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