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There are several basic principles that teachers can apply to improve the way they assess their music students, for the purposes of 
both verifying musical learning and assigning grades.  Often, teachers’ current assessment practices can be adapted to make them 
more instructive to students and more indicative of musical achievement.

5 Purposes of Assessment

1. Preliminary Assessment - an informal “feeling out” of something.
2. Placement Assessment - usually formal determination of prerequisite skills.
3. Diagnostic Assessment - informal and formal efforts before instruction to anticipate hindrances to learning and during 

instruction to establish underlying causes for failures to learn.
4. Formative Assessment - informal and formal efforts to determine adjustments to instruction.
5. Summative Assessment - usually formal, after instruction to certify achievement and assign grades.

5 Questions For Teachers to Ask Themselves

1. What are my objectives for students?
2. Am I actually teaching what I am assessing?
3. What do I want grades to mean?
4. Are my grading practices appropriate for an academic subject?
5. Am I using student assessments to learn about my teaching and assessment?

5 Tips For Making Sound  Assessments

1. With every assessment, specify the knowledge or skill that it is supposed to measure (validity check).
2. If you have any reason to doubt the reliability of an assessment, find a way to increase:  more items, more observations, 

more judges, etc.
3. Make observation notes to use as documentation of student performance and behavior, being sure to separate objective 

observations from subjective interpretations.
4. Make up checklists, rating scales, and rubrics to use for performance assessments (e.g., playing or singing tests).
5. For assessments using “holistic” scoring (e.g., essays, final projects, performances), write scoring plans that document the 

qualities you are looking for.
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