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Towards enhancing student learning and examiner reliability with
criterion-referenced assessment in the creative arts: the case of
music

Adrian Thomas and Brad Millard
Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Queensland

For the past 30 years or so, various attempts have been made to develop criteria from which to judge the quality of
solo performances in music. The laudable rationale behind almost all these attempts has been to mitigate against
excessive examiner subjectivity, and to do so by defining the criteria against which performances are to be judged.
However, until relatively recently there has been relatively little consideration given to specifying appropriate
standards associated with each criterion and consequently negligible thought given to enhancing student learning
through interaction with the criteria and standards.

This paper reviews and analyses recent approaches to criterion-referenced assessment in the creative arts. It uses
the undergraduate music course at Queensland University of Technology as a case study in the development of
criteria and standards, tracing the evolution of practice there over a ten-year period. Gaps in the effectiveness for
the triangulation of student learning, academic grading and assessment criteria are identified and analysed. From
these, a set of governing principles for developing and setting of standards in creative arts units are proposed, and
approaches to enhancing student learning through interacting with these standards are outlined.

Introduction

A major preoccupation in the Australian university sector in recent years has been the attempt to write highly detailed
descriptive criteria and standards for assessment tasks. This has proved especially problematic for the creative arts
sector, and music in particular. A music performance, or indeed any visual and performing arts creative activity, is
multi-faceted with many interlocking variables, inhibiting the writing of an explicit and meaningful range of objective
standards against which to measure student performance. Indeed, there are suggestions that ‘[their] alleged explicit
clarity, precision and objectivity is largely spurious’ (Hussey and Smith, 2002, p. 232), and that ‘a single-minded
focus on explicit articulation falls short of providing students and staff with common and meaningful knowledge of
standards and criteria’ (O’Donovan, Price and Rust, 2004, p. 333).

Assessing solo music performance according to pre-determined criteria is a well-established practice. From the early
1970s (Abeles, 1973; Fiske, 1977) and consistently since then, various attempts have been made to develop criteria
against which to judge the quality of music performances. The laudable rationale behind almost all these attempts
has been to mitigate against excessive examiner subjectivity, and to do so by defining the criteria against which
performances are to be judged. However, until relatively recently there has been relatively little consideration given
to describing the standards associated with each criterion and consequently negligible thought given to enhancing
student learning through interaction with the criteria and standards. Indeed, Johnson (1997) contends that “[while] it
is desirable that students and their teachers have sight of the criteria, they are primarily for the use of the examiners”.
(p. 273) However, if that is the case, then it is probably not worth the hours put into the development of criteria and
standards, because in practice examiners tend to refer obliquely to the text-based criteria and rely principally on their
own opinion of standard (Stanley, Brooker, & Gilbert, 2002).

Even when attempts were made to construct rubrics for music performance, the approaches used to describe levels
of performance and/or to derive an overall result from the levels achieved by the student were open to question.
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In particular, the standard practice in criterion-referenced assessment of matching the student performance in each
criterion with the relevant published standard, then arriving at an overall result by adding together the various
standards, was often incongruent with the intuitive global judgement made by the assessor. In particular, the practice
of marking performance quality against criteria such as rhythm, pitch, dynamics, phrasing, tempi and the like, then
adding to achieve a result, seemed often at odds with the actual experience of the performance itself. And, as Stanley
et al (2002) found, examiners far preferred to address a relatively small set of criteria comprising global statements
of achievement rather than focus on a wide range of variables.

The more recent practice of providing detailed text descriptors of standards equating to “outstanding”, “very good”,
“good” and “pass”, for each criterion (Dunn, Parry, & Morgan, 2002), while apparently a step forward in creating
transparent standards for students and clear guidelines for assessors, may actually have been a retrograde step.
Assessors still marked the student achievement measured against each criterion then “added” to arrive at a result.
However, assessors often found considerable difficulty in matching what they had heard to the fixed-text descriptors
on offer in the ‘Standards Schema” (Stanley et al., 2002). As a consequence, the standard they circled in the schema
was only an approximate description of the actual quality of the performance. Table 1 below shows a possible

Standards Schema for a student performance on piano:

Criteria

Outstanding

Very Good

Good

Pass

Fail

TECHNIQUE
Desired attributes:
A performance that
demonstrates
control of and
accurate response
to:

Rhythm

Pitch

Dynamics
Articulation

Tone quality

You displayed

a consistent

and compelling
command of all
the technical
attributes needed
to realise the
music.

You displayed

a consistent
command of all
of the technical
attributes needed
to realise the
music.

You displayed a
command of most
of the technical
attributes needed
to realise the
music. Attributes
requiring attention
to enable you

to mover to a
higher standard
of performance
are marked in the
Technique column
and detailed in the
attached report.

You displayed a
command of some
of the technical
attributes needed
to realise the
music. Attributes
requiring attention
to enable you

to mover to a
higher standard
of performance
are marked in the
Technique column
and detailed in the
attached report.

You displayed

an insufficient
command of the
technical attributes
needed to realise
the music. A
detailed report is
attached.

ARTISTRY
Desired attributes:
A performance
that is expressive,
stylish, and

well characterised

The music you
performed was
exceptional in

its artistry: it
was expressive,
appropriate to

its style, well-
characterised and
compelling

The music you
performed was
consistently
expressive,
appropriate to its
style and well-
characterised

The music you
performed was
mostly expressive,
appropriate to its
style and well-
characterised

The music you
performed was
sometimes
expressive,
appropriate to its
style and quite
well characterised

The music you
performed was
insufficiently
expressive, stylish
and characterised

Table 1. Possible Standards Schema for piano performance

Although such a schema is concise and provides a summative précis of a performance, there are inherent problems.
For example, In an actual performance situation, an examiner may view the technique displayed as “Outstanding”,
but lacking a little in intensity/ imagination/ involvement, thus rating artistry as “very good”. Another performer
presenting the same music might be rated “Very Good” for technique but ‘Outstanding” for artistry. The performances
have the same rating outcome, but are of quite different quality. Now it may be appropriate to use an additive
method to calculate tennis player rankings—based on the number of tournaments they played, their results in these
tournaments and the rating of the tournaments themselves , but it is problematic to assess something as complex as a
music performance in this manner (Swanwick, 1996).

To an extent, this problem in music and across the creative arts can be modified by allocating a different weighting
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to Technique and Artistry as the student progresses through the course. That is, strong technical skills should be
an assumed part of the student’s armoury as the course nears its end, so greater weight can be given to artistry.
And if achieving an appropriate balance between technique and artistry is the most difficult task facing the expert
examiner (Johnson, 1997), depending as it does on judgement and experience (p. 279), communicating this to students
effectively is doubly difficult. Indeed, it is highly doubtful if text-based criteria alone can hope to achieve in students
an understanding of the complexities of a performance. As well, the usual requirement of universities that examiners
give a numerical or letter grade to the performance tends to exacerbate their relative disregard for text descriptors
of standard. If progress is to be made, the experience at QUT and elsewhere (Blom & Poole, 2004; McPherson &
Thompson, 1998) would suggest that far more needs to be done in interrogating the criteria and standards, and that
students and staff need to be equally involved in this interrogation.

Assuming that the examiners return the schema with the standard achieved clearly indicated, the student is then
aware of the grade achieved and the components that contributed towards it. However, in tertiary music performance
examinations, the difficulties of reporting via a standards schema such as that above are exacerbated when the norm
is for students to present a number of pieces of different style and character. A solution tried and abandoned at QUT
some years ago was to rate each piece separately, then award an overall grade based on the mean. This caused a
raft of problems, ranging from disputes about the relative difficulty of pieces to student expectations that short
pieces would be valued less than longer ones. Clearly, as a recent study at the Sydney Conservatorium of Music
found, “procedures...need to be established to facilitate examiners’ use of criteria where the standard of a student’s
performance varies widely during a recital” (Stanley et al., 2002).

A similar situation applies to student work in the visual arts and in music composing, where students present a folio
of disparate works completed during the semester.

Criterion-referenced assessment of music performance at QUT

At Queensland University of Technology, all end of semester solo performance music examinations have been
criterion-referenced since the mid-1990s. Influenced by research that questioned the previously mentioned additive
approach to judging music performance, (Mills, 1991; Swanwick, 1996), which takes the view that a performance is
more than the sum of its parts, QUT adopted a global model for assessment, drawing closely on Swanwick’s eight-
level criterion statements for music performance (1996). These were reduced by two to match the grading levels
required by the university. Table 2 shows the resultant schema, with “A” = outstanding, “D” = pass level and “F” =
fail.

CRITERIA FOR THE ASSESSMENT OF SOLO PERFORMANCE MUSIC EXAMINATIONS AT QUT
FACULTY OF CREATIVE INDUSTRIES 1996-2000

Overall, an air of confident mastery of technical, musical and interpretive elements is conveyed. The performance is A
stylistic and compelling, with refinement of expressive and structural detail and a sense of personal commitment.

There is a developed sense of style and an expressive manner drawn from identifiable musical traditions. Technical, B
expressive and structural control are consistently demonstrated.

A secure and expressive performance that contains some imaginative touches and which indicates deliberate C
attention to detail. Dynamics and phrasing are deliberately contrasted to or varied to generate structural interest.

The performance is generally secure technically and there are instances of effective expression . Melodic and D
rhythmic patterns are repeated with matching articulation, but the interpretation is fairly predictable.

Control is sometimes inconsistent and there is not much evidence of expressive shaping or structural organization. E
The performance is erratic and inconsistent. Forward movement is unsteady and variations of tone colour or F

loudness appear to have neither structural nor expressive significance.

Table 2. QUT first adaptation of Swanwick's Criterion Statements for Music Performance

These criteria were used by staff and students unchanged until 2000. Feedback to students after their recitals included
amarked copy of the criteria with their result clearly shown, either by circling the relevant statement and/or the grade.
As well, a detailed report on each piece presented was appended.
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Discussions with examiners and students over the years revealed a range of issues. A major difficulty for examiners
in particular was the limiting aspect of the criteria. In practice, the only criteria statements they found to reflect an
actual performance were the A and F standards, and the latter to a lesser degree. Of concern were the qualifying
statements in the other criteria. For example: “...dynamics and phrasing are deliberately contrasted to or varied to
generate structural interest” was either found to be not applicable to the performance, or an incomplete reflection of
other aspects of the performance that led to the grade. Further, the use of the singular “performance” was problematic,
given that one piece might be performed considerably better than another. For students, the standards schema did not
serve its intended specific purpose of guiding them towards excellence in performance; rather, it was treated as an
incidental. Accordingly, as shown in Table 3 below, the schema was revised in 2000 and used until 2003.

CRITERIA FOR THE ASSESSMENT OF SOLO PERFORMANCE MUSIC EXAMINATIONS AT QUT
FACULTY OF CREATIVE INDUSTRIES 2000-2003
Overall, an air of confident mastery of technical, musical and interpretive elements is conveyed A+ A A-

throughout the recital.
An outstanding level of performance.

There is a developed sense of style and an expressive manner drawn from identifiable musical B+ B B-
traditions. Technical, expressive and structural control are consistently demonstrated throughout the
recital. A very high level of performance.

A very high level of performance.

Secure and expressive performance(s) that contain some imaginative touches and that indicate C+ C C-
deliberate attention to detail.
A high level of performance.

Performance(s) are generally secure technically and there are instances of effective expression . D+ D D-
Instrument control is occasionally inconsistent.
A satisfactory level of performance.

Control is often inconsistent and there is not much evidence of expressive shaping or structural E+ E E-
organisation in the performance(s).
Just below a satisfactory level of performance.

Performance(s) are erratic and inconsistent. An unsatisfactory level of performance. F

Table 3. QUT second adaptation of Swanwick s Criterion Statements for Music Performance

Examiners found this schema, with many of the qualifying statements from the first iteration removed, more
suitable for assessment purposes. They regarded the reductive standards as more clearly expressed and, importantly,
comparable to statements educated musicians might make about a professional performance. The ability to indicate
whether the performance was at the lower, mid, or high range of the relevant standard gave them a greater degree
of flexibility to exercise subjective judgement, which they were able to justify in the detailed written comments on
each piece. Further, the use of the plural “performances” enabled them to take a more holistic view of the recital.
However, despite these improvements from the examiners’ perspective, the change in criterion statements had no
marked improvement in student performance, or a reduction of unhappiness with results.

To provide a greater degree of information to students prior to and after assessment, the criteria and standards were
revised once more, aimed at striking a balance between specificity and global description. In this iteration, current to
the present day, the variants on the Swanwick criteria (1996) have been abandoned, for three principal reasons. First,
the various statements shown in figures 2 and 3 are not criteria; rather, they are statements of standard, with criterion
implications. Second, the standards do not compare like with like, which is in opposition to recent research (Tierney
& Simon, 2004) which indicates that attributes should be addressed consistently from one level to the next across
the scale. Third, students indicated that the statements were too summative in nature; they provided little formative
guidance to them as they proceeded with the preparation of their program during the semester. Accordingly, the
schema in figure 4 below, based to a degree on criteria promulgated by Stanley et al, (2002), was constructed and is
in current use:



Towards enhancing student learning and examiner reliability with criterion-referenced assessment in the creative arts

Adrian Thomas and Brad Millard

U9)LIM ‘UONBITUNTIWIOD UINOdS JO SSoUaAI0aJe pue ssaudjerrdordde ‘Ajrre() “juowoSeSuso/uoneorunuwod 9OUIIPNE — UONBIUIWNIO(] PUL UOTJBIUISAI]
UIRWOP UOSOYD JNOA UIYIIM AJ[ENPIAIPUL ONSIIIR PUE AJIATJBAIO [BOISNU JUAIOMJIP A[Sunsaiojur ‘onbrun — Kj1anear)

uonedIuNWWOd ‘@ouenu pue uonddford ‘wononpoid punos ‘uoreonsiydos [einjonns pue dnSIAlS ‘9A1ssardxs :ojerrdordde se sopn[ou] - SSOUSAIIOOMS [BOISNIA
orsnw oy} ur parmbai se sonbruyod) 107)0 ‘ojeIqIA ‘9ords INO[0 JUO) ‘SOTWERUAD ‘UONR[NONIE ‘QdoUR[Rq ‘UOIIBUOIUL

2OUDULIOf1D] DISNIN LOf SJUDUWIDIDIS UOLIDILL) JULIND N0 '+ 2]qVL

‘SpI0M (00T - 0S.L 29 prnoys dn-ojuipn -ooudsard o3e)s pue (01098 015w 3o3ys Jo Adoo pue  dn-ojum,, parjddns) uoresrunwwos

s1ouwojrod 10yjo ym

‘gond ‘asindyeaq ‘wrpdyl ‘odurey Surpnjour ‘uretwrop udsoyo ok urim oerrdordde se sjuowofd [BOISNW JO [0ONUOD UT AOBINDIE - JUSWALIYIR [BOIUYID],

syred
owos ur joedwr aanisod
' yum uoneuasaid e

syred
jsowr ur 3oeduwr aAnsod

joedwr 9[qeIopISU0D
ym uonejuasaid e ur

uonejuasard Furjodwoo
& Ul 3un[nsaI ‘saynqune

1oedwr aanisod oIy UOISBIO0 ur Junynsal ‘saynqre e y1m uonjejuasaid e Sunnsar ‘saynquuje 9S9Y) Ul [[INS pue 2%0¢ Sunysrom
YA ‘saIngLIie 9say) ut uo joedwr oanisod 9SOy} U [[IYS pue ur Sunynsar ‘soynqruie 9s9Y) Ul [[IS pue Surpuejsiopun
[I[S pue SulpueISIOpUN | JIM ‘SAINQLIIE ASAY) UI Surpuejsiopun 959y} Ul [[IYS pue Surpuejsiopun aA1suoya1duwood uoneIUAWNI0(
SOJEIISUOWdP | [[IS pue SulpuejsIdpun S9)1B1SUOWAP Surpue)sIopun | [eUEBISQNS SAJRISUOWIP $9JeNSUOWAP pUE UONBIUISI]
IOAJU 10 AJorey S9JeNSUOWAP WOP[AS SowIRWoS sojensuowdp Ajjensn) skempe K[1eON Apuojsisuo) b
UOLIOILID UOLIOILID UOLIOILID SIY) UOLIOILID SIY} %0¢ Sunysom
SIY} Ul SOUIOI)NO SIY} Ul SOWI0)NO UOLIdILID STy} UOLIOILIO SIY} | UT SUWI0IINO SUIDUIAUOD | Ul sawodIno Surjodwod
SurAsiyes sojensuowop | JulkJsnes soJenNSUOWAP | Ul SOW09IN0 JuIAJSnes | Ul SOWOodINo FUIOUIAUOD S9JENSUOWOP S9JENSUOWOP Kyanyear)
IOAJU 10 AJorey A[1euo1sesd0 A[uQ | sorensuowdp A[eIoudn) S91BNSUOWAP UdPYO skemje K[1BdaN Apuolsisuo)) €
uoISed20 syred owos sooueuLIofIod
[Te1oA0 sooueunioyrod | uo JurAysnes Afjeorsnw | ur Jurkysnes A[jeorsnu sured jsowr sooueuriojrad | Surjjodwos Ajjesrsnwu
SurAjsnesun Ajjeorsnw aI1e Jeyp soouewIofIod a1e Jey soouewtojrod | ur Surkjsnes Aqeorsnu Surourauoo Ajjeorsnwt ur Junnsal ‘saynqrye
ur Sunnsal ‘sanquye ur unnsar ‘Ajuo ul unnsal ‘sanquIe e Jey)) soouewopad ur 3unnsai ‘synquire JSaY) Ul [[I3S pue 9%0¢€ Sunysrop
9Say) Ul [[INS pue 9suds peoIq B Ul 9Soy} Ul [[I3S pue ur Junynsal ‘saynqruie 9s9Y) Ul [[IYS pue Surpuejsiopun
Surpuejsiopun | s9NQLIIER 9SAY} UI [[IS Surpuejsiopun 9S9Y) UI [[IS pue Surpuejsiopun aatsuoya1duioo SSOUOAIORJJO
S9)BIISUOWIAP JOAU pue Surpuejsiopun S9)E1ISUOWIP Surpue)sIopun | [BNUEBISANS SAJRIISUOWIP S9JBNSUOWAP [eaIsni
10 A][eu0ISL220 A[UQ SojENSUOW(] SOWIAWOS sojensuowap Aqjensn) skem[e A[1eaN Apuo)sisuo)) T
[013U00 uoissaxdwr
JO ssof JueoyIugis 10 uorssardur [erouad sawn ye uorssarduwn [[eI2A0 U} WOLJ
s10119 “sdIys Jo roquunu oY) pAjode A[9SI9APE [e10ua3 oy} PajdAye 1BYMIWOS PJORNIP
931 ® JO WO oY) UI 9q [OIYM [0JIUOD JO SSO] | A[OSIOAPE YIIYM [0U0D | yoIym ‘sooe[d ur [o1u0d [013U0d 9%0¢€ SunyIrop
Kew SIy} JO 90UIPIAY J10/PUB JUIPIAD IIM Jo ssof Jo/pue sdifs Jopun A19391dwod jou Jopun A10391dwod jou
“SJUQTURS [BIIUY] JO | sdI[S 10 SIOLID snolownu 10 SIOLID JO SodueISUl 2IoM S[IeIap Jourur 2IoM S[Ieap Jourul
[013U0D JUIISISUOdUI £q g ‘A[uo 9suas peoliq [BIOADS QIOM Q1Y) INq ng onuod I9pun A[TeuoIsesd0 nq 309dsar A19A9 JUOWIOADIYOR
paoayge Appueoyiugis ® Ul [0JJU0D Jopun [[eIQAO0 [013UOD Jopun sAem[e A[1eou sem | ‘SSoimep) sAem[e A[1edu | Ul SSo[mep AJJUd)SISuod [eoruyd9],
sem ooueuLojrad oy, sem doueuLofrad oy, sem doueuLIofIad oy, soueurograd oy, sem 9oueuIofad oy, sem 9oueuwoprad oy, T
d MIVANVLS H AAVANVLS d AAVANVLS D MIVANVLS 4 GAVANVLS V MIVANVLS VIIALIID




Towards enhancing student learning and examiner reliability with criterion-referenced assessment in the creative arts
Adrian Thomas and Brad Millard

“But I still don’t understand why I received that grade...”

QUT students are able to access the criteria and standards documents from the start of each semester, and their
end-of-semester examination attempts to replicate a public recital situation. This is particularly so for final year
students, who are required to venture beyond the safety of the music department milieu. They hire performance
venues around the city, dress for the occasion, run a box office to extract money from obliging parents and friends,
and generally perform at their very best. Two examiners are seated discreetly and separately among the audience
and provide extensive written comments on each piece presented. The audience response is unfailingly enthusiastic,
and the experience is nearly always a positive one for the students—until the release of results. Then, some students
are unable to reconcile the acclamation they receive at the public performance with the detailed written report that
accompanies the grade awarded by the examiners. Attempts at explanation and conciliation are usually brushed
aside. The student feels let down. Clearly there is a lack of congruency between the meaning of the published criteria
and standards, the student understanding of the quality of his or her performance, and the standards of the examiners.
With respect to the latter, it is futile to expect examiners to be totally objective in their assessment of performance.
Laming (1990) observed that

Assessment of ability in musical contexts is normally subjective .... Judges, who are often music
professionals, listen to prepared performances and then rate these according to implicit or explicit
criteria. It is well established that such assessments, even if offered by experienced and trained judges,

have limited reliability. (p. 241)

Summary: writing and using graded standards in units with high creative/ re-creative/
artistic components

To enhance student learning, achievement and examiner reliability, a three-pronged approach is suggested. First, the
criteria and standards should be written in clear, unambiguous language. Each standard should be expressed concisely,
but free of the myriad variables and wordy descriptors that make accurate and/or meaningful reporting difficult. This
is not easy to do, and it is a truism that “making expectations clear and explicit is problematic in ... interpretive and
applied fields where grading criteria cannot be too precise or they will constrain student performance” (Parry, Hayden
and Speedy, 2000, p. 4). The current criteria sheet in use at QUT (Table 4, above) is an attempt to provide clarity of
standards and expectations to students and, at the same time, to allow for the exercise of professional judgement by
staff.

Second, and most importantly, students must constantly interact with the criteria and standards throughout the
semester, so that gradually a clear notion of ‘quality’ and ‘standard’ is embedded in consciousness. To assist in this
process, peer assessment of student work in a non-threatening environment has been identified as contributing to an
appreciation of the assessment process itself and to assist in understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of their
own performance (Blom & Poole, 2004; D. Hunter, 1999; D. Hunter, and Russ, M, 1996). By itself, however, the
peer assessment process may lead to ultimate disappointment when the student finds that examining staff do not share
the assessment standards. To help address this difficulty, QUT plans for students to view videotaped performances
approved for training purposes by past students at the same year level. Referring continually to the published criteria
and standards under staff guidance, students will discuss the qualities of the relevant performance and interact with
examiners. In this way, they should begin to understand the meaning of the criteria and standards and be able to
assess their own performance standard. The degree to which students are made aware of criteria and standards has
been identified as “ an important component of improving performance, and of alleviating some of the conflicting
perceptions that can occur between evaluators and musicians, and also between teachers and students (McPherson &
Thompson, 1998).

Last, examiners should undergo training sessions with the criteria and standards prior to the examination period.
Where possible, they should also engage in dialogue with students in workshop sessions. For example, making
frequent reference to the criteria and standards to be used in examination, they could lead sessions in non-threatening
situations—such as the video seminars proposed above.
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