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Abstract 

In a school district in the Southwestern region of the United States, middle school music 

educators did not participate in district-wide initiatives to improve teacher assessment 

literacy, which encompasses the assessment knowledge and practices of teachers in 

support of student learning. The educators varied widely in their grading and assessment 

knowledge and practices. The purpose of this qualitative explanatory case study was to 

explore the middle school music educators’ perspectives of their assessment knowledge 

and practices in the classroom and how they used assessments to evaluate students’ 

knowledge and skills in music. Xu and Brown’s teacher assessment literacy in practice 

framework underpinned this study. Semistructured interviews and assessment example 

documents from twelve licensed middle school music educators who taught band, choir, 

or orchestra were analyzed using a priori, open, and axial coding strategies to derive 

themes. Findings showed that participants assessed student musical performances by 

aligning the assessment purpose to the type of assessment and grading practices, and they 

used grading knowledge and feedback practices to improve student performance. Based 

on these findings, a white paper was developed with three recommendations for music 

educators and district leaders. Implementation of the recommendations may contribute to 

positive social change through the development of music teachers’ assessment literacy, 

which could improve their teaching practice and increase student learning. 
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Section 1: The Problem 

Introduction 

In 2009, the U.S. federal government announced the Race to the Top (RTTT) 

initiative with the goal to increase the accountability of teachers. State departments of 

education were granted monetary incentives to develop policies that held teachers 

accountable for student growth and achievement. At the time this study, state curriculum 

planners and assessment developers used RTTT as a foundation to create teacher 

evaluation programs that encompass student achievement data and teacher ratings from 

formal observation (Robertson-Kraft & Zhang, 2018; Wesolowski, 2015b). In some 

states, regulators have also used student achievement data to determine teacher pay, 

commonly called merit pay, causing anxiety among some teachers (Gilbert, 2016; 

Robertson-Kraft & Zhang, 2018). Teachers are required to hone their skills and align 

their teaching and assessment practices with best practices to qualify for merit.  

Policy makers’ and administrators’ decisions about assessment are a critical factor 

in teachers’ ability to help students grow academically; they affect the planning of future 

classroom instruction, the types of assessments administered, and student learning. 

Teachers’ knowledge, beliefs, and practices related to assessment encompass their 

assessment literacy (AL). AL is defined as “the skills and knowledge teachers require to 

measure and support student learning through assessment” (DeLuca et al., 2016a, p. 248). 

AL is expected to fit into all aspects of professional education culture, teacher identity, 

and classroom practices (Coombs et al., 2018). AL is pertinent to teachers of all subjects, 

including music, physical education, and art, even though assessment in these subjects 
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has fewer implications on a school’s rating or standardized assessment scores.  

In this study, I sought to determine whether middle school music educators 

possess the AL needed for RTTT initiatives. Part of the RTTT initiative is linking student 

achievement data with teacher evaluations. In some states, like Florida, teachers measure 

the academic growth of students; these assessments, in turn, are included in the formal 

evaluations of the teachers (Le & Guo, 2021; Perrine, 2013). Music educators, therefore, 

need knowledge about assessment types, assessment data, and the application of 

assessment in the classroom. Teachers can promote student learning, empower the 

individual learner, and have a positive effect on student achievement when effective 

assessment practices are employed (Christoforidou & Kyriakides, 2021; Christoforidou et 

al., 2014). With greater AL, music educators may be better prepared to meet these RTTT 

requirements. 

In a large mixed suburban and urban school district in the Southwestern region of 

the United States, many middle school music educators meet five to six times daily with 

more than 50 students in each class. Tracking the individual growth and achievement of 

each student is a challenge with multiple classes and large class sizes. Having correct 

knowledge of assessment and effective assessment practices may help music educators to 

facilitate the success of a large student population (Christoforidou & Kyriakides, 2021; 

Christoforidou et al., 2014).  

Administrators at many school districts across the United States have assessed the 

progress of music programs at the group level with annual district and state festivals, but 

there are not adequate procedures in place to assess the individual student (Crochet & 
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Green, 2012; Perrine, 2016). There appears to be a gap in practice in music classrooms 

between the development of valid and reliable assessment methods and the assessments 

that middle school music educators actually create and use in classrooms (Myers, 2021; 

Pellegrino et al., 2015). One example of assessment use is from St. Pierre and Wuttke’s 

(2017) descriptive quantitative study. The authors found that the assessments most often 

used to evaluate a music student’s achievement were based on nonmusical performance 

and did not include an assessment of the student’s achievement in musical knowledge or 

skill. This example is evidence of the support middle school music educators need in 

developing their AL.  

Not only is AL pertinent to student performance ratings, but it also affects 

teachers’ performance ratings. Each state is taking a different approach to linking student 

scores with teacher evaluations as part of RTTT. In Nevada, music educators use 

classroom assessment data to show student growth (Nevada Department of Education, 

2017). A portion of the music educators’ evaluations is based on the results of the 

classroom data. In addition, another portion of the music educators’ evaluations is based 

on how students perform on standardized test scores in mathematics and reading. In New 

York, music educators are required to rate each student at the beginning and end of the 

year on the student’s musical skills on a scale from 1 to 4 (Perrine, 2013). These scores 

are used to show growth at the end of the year and serve as 20% of teachers’ annual 

evaluation (Perrine, 2013). These examples suggest that teachers, including those who 

provide instruction in music, need an appropriate level of AL to increase student 

achievement and guide classroom instruction.  
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The Local Problem 

The problem addressed in this study was minimal AL of middle school music 

educators in a local school district. The site for the case study was a school district in the 

Southwestern region of the United States. The participants for the study were 12 middle 

school music educators. The middle school music educators in this district are varied in 

their AL creating issues in their assessment practices, according to a secondary fine arts 

coordinator. This gap in practice has hindered the district’s music educators from 

assessing student learning and developing strategies to improve classroom instruction. 

Findings from this case study may describe music educators’ understanding of AL across 

the United States. 

Researchers in the field of music education have discovered minimal uniformity 

and consistency among music educators in their assessment and grading practices 

(Pellegrino et al., 2015; Russell & Austin, 2010; St. Pierre & Wuttke, 2017). Two major 

grading practices among music educators are the evaluation of musical achievement 

(knowledge and skills) and the grading of nonachievement tasks (student’s attendance 

and behavior; Myers, 2021; Pellegrino et al., 2015; Russell & Austin, 2010). Teachers 

complete written assessments to measure students’ knowledge and performance 

assessments to assess students’ skills. However, music teachers have typically not 

received training on how to make or create their own assessments (Pellegrino et al., 

2015). Teachers’ minimal knowledge and use of music standards in assessments have 

resulted in invalid and unreliable assessments (St. Pierre & Wuttke, 2017). There was a 

need for music educators to use valid and reliable assessments, effective grading 
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practices (summative assessment), effective formative assessment practices, and 

standards to guide assessments.  

Rationale 

Music programs, school districts, and state music associations have assessed 

music performances for many years. Contest and festival ratings, which are summative in 

nature, include large group and solo performances and are commonplace in many school 

music communities around the United States (Springer & Bradley, 2017). However, in 

the classroom setting, music educators tend to use more subjective grading systems and, 

at times, do not grade based on musical achievement (Pellegrino et al., 2015).  

Evidence of the Problem at the Local Level 

At the beginning of the 2017-2018 school year, the leadership for the target 

school district initiated a balanced assessment system (BAS) for both formative and 

summative assessments, as noted on the website of the district's assessment, compliance, 

and monitoring division. District leaders designed this system to improve classroom 

instruction and student performance by collecting more than one set of data at multiple 

times throughout the school year. Music educators were given a specific time line of 

when assessments should occur and examples of each assessment. The formative 

assessments were grouped as (a) universal screeners, (b) diagnostic assessments, (c) 

progress monitoring and informal classroom-based assessments, and (d) district interim 

assessments. The examples given for each type of formative assessment are specific tests 

or test services and included (a) AIMSweb, (b) WIDA-ACCESS, (c) CORE Phonics 

Survey, (d) iReady Stands Mastery, and so forth; however, none of these examples 
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include any references to music assessment test services or standards. There were general 

examples of formative assessments in the progress monitoring section that could be used 

in any classroom; these included (a) self and peer assessments, (b) checklists, (c) 

observations, (d) rubrics, and so forth. The summative assessments of the BAS are large-

scale, district-wide assessments and large end-of-unit assessments. These included (a) 

criterion referenced tests, (b) end-of-course exams, (c) writing proficiency exams, (d) 

semester exams, (e) the Scholastic Aptitude Test, and (f) the American College Testing. 

The role of teachers is partially defined in the BAS document. In each assessment 

type, classroom teachers are listed as some of the persons responsible for the assessment, 

however, what they are responsible for is not clear. In the assessment cycle of planning, 

the classroom teacher has varying degrees of responsibility for creating and administering 

the assessment and recording and reporting the results, according to the website of the 

district's division that focuses on assessment, compliance, and monitoring. For example, 

in the universal screeners section there are only premade assessments from outside 

sources listed. For those teachers who use the premade assessments, the responsibility for 

assessment development is low. However, for the music educator there are no premade 

screeners made and music educators must create their own; therefore, the responsibility 

for the music educator is greater than that of the teachers who can use the premade 

assessments. The potential problem with having to create assessments is that it relies on 

the teachers’ AL and possession of enough time to create a valid and reliable assessment.  

This problem was also evident in the diagnostic assessments and district interim 

assessments. In the summative assessments, music educators would be responsible for the 
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creation of their semester and final exams. The need for music educators to create their 

own assessments was in fact addressing the larger matter of teachers’ AL. The quality of 

the assessments depends on the AL of the teacher, and the data gained from assessments 

depend on the quality of the assessments. Hence, the AL of the teacher is crucial in 

developing a valid and reliable assessment. Those teachers who used the premade 

assessments are at an advantage over those teachers who must create their own, and the 

vulnerability of the assessments that are teacher made are high because the quality and 

value of the assessment hinges on the teacher’s AL. The purpose of the BAS was to 

collect multiple types of data from every student to monitor progress and guide classroom 

instruction. However, if the AL level of teachers is not sufficient to collect the right data 

or analyze it appropriately, then the instruction that teachers provide may not be 

appropriate. Because the BAS alone may not produce the results the school leaders 

desire, it is necessary for teachers to have adequate AL to create and analyze assessment 

data in a correct and efficient manner. 

A closer look at assessment training opportunities for district teachers further 

established the problem. When searching school district-sponsored professional 

development website for courses using the term assessment, I found 80 courses. Many of 

the courses focused on school leaders administering school wide summative assessments. 

There were a few subject-specific assessment courses for science and mathematics 

teachers to better their assessment skills. There were no courses available for music 

educators to improve their AL. This situation presented a disconnect between what the 

school leaders wanted music educators to do in the classroom and what they offered in 
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terms of training to music educators to meet their expectation. These documents 

demonstrate that there was minimal training for music educators in this school district to 

adequately prepare them for assessing students in alignment with the BAS. 

Evidence of the Problem From the Professional Literature 

Elsewhere in the field of music education, researchers have investigated problems 

like those in the school district study site. St. Pierre and Wuttke (2017) discovered that 

most of the music educators they surveyed were not familiar with standards-based 

grading and those who did use it in the classroom only used it because they were required 

to by administrators. The work of Wesolowski et al. (2015, 2016) and Springer and 

Bradley (2017) also indicates that the problem of inadequate AL among music educators 

was widespread. They investigated problems in music education AL including rubric 

creation, rater fairness, and validating rubrics to counteract the rater unfairness seen in 

research. Denis (2018) also shared this concern about what happens when music teachers 

have less than developed AL and how this can create learning problems for students. 

Because of minimal knowledge of validity or other issues related to assessment, teachers 

may not properly assess students, which may also have a negative impact on instruction, 

Denis noted. The problems of assessment practice in the target school district are like the 

problems being researched in the field of music education. Further investigation was 

needed to illuminate the issues, concerns, and AL of middle school music educators. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative explanatory case study was to explore middle 

school music educators’ AL in the areas of assessment knowledge and practices based on 
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Xu and Brown’s (2016) teacher assessment literacy in practice (TALiP). The exploration 

of the phenomenon may bring about insight in the level of AL this population. In this part 

of Section 1, I described the problem and the specific gap in practice among middle 

school music educators. In subsequent subsections, I will present the research questions 

(RQs) and describe the conceptual framework I used to interpret the data and answer the 

RQs. The outcomes of this study may bolster music educators’ assessment knowledge 

and practices and in turn improve classroom instruction and student achievement. 

Definition of Terms 

AL is the measurement of an educator’s knowledge and practices of assessment 

(Xu & Brown, 2016). It also includes the educator’s decisions within assessment and the 

context in which assessments occur, including outside influences (Xu & Brown, 2016). 

AL is complicated and difficult to measure (Baas et al., 2015), however, it can be used to 

identify what educators are doing in classroom assessments (Xu & Brown, 2016). An 

educator’s AL can increase through reflection, participation in assessment activities, and 

work with other educators. It can change over the career of an educator ultimately 

defining the educator’s assessor identity (Xu & Brown, 2016).  

Significance of the Study 

The results of this study can provide insight into the current assessment practices 

of middle school music educators and their beliefs and attitudes associated with their use 

of formative and summative assessment. The results can potentially contribute to the field 

of assessment and increase school leadership’s awareness of the need to strengthen 

assessment practices. Currently, some middle and high school music teachers use non-
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music-related criteria to assess student performance, which removes the focus from 

musical achievement and development (Myers, 2020; Pellegrino et al., 2015; Russell & 

Austin, 2010; St. Pierre & Wuttke, 2017). This study can provide descriptive details 

about the current state of assessment knowledge and practices of middle school music 

educators. This could include what those practices are, the resources available to 

teachers, and the perspectives of teachers surrounding their assessment practices. 

Ultimately, the students will be the ones to potentially benefit the most from the 

findings of this study. The benefits of school music programs for students are not one 

dimensional, with benefits including many facets of life. Participating in music programs 

benefits students academically, cognitively, socially, and emotionally (National 

Association for Music Education [NAfME], 2014). Students who participate in music 

programs score better on tests, graduate from and attend school at higher rates, develop 

better relationships with others, and demonstrate an increased cognitive development 

(NAfME, 2014). Music programs provide students the skills to become their best selves 

and in turn benefit the community where they live. Students who participate in school 

music programs have higher mathematics proficiency and higher Scholastic Aptitude 

Test scores and perform better on tests measuring temporal-spatial ability (NAfME 

Education, 2014). Schools with music programs have a higher graduation and attendance 

rate than schools without music programs (NAMM Foundation, 2018). Parents and 

students also believe participating in music programs helps students to be more creative 

(NAMM Foundation, 2018). Other benefits of student participation in school music 

programs include positive family relationships and positive behaviors of youth (Dell, 
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2014; Droe, 2014; Guhn et al., 2020; Miksza, 2007). This study may promote positive 

social change by furthering teachers’ knowledge of how they can create a more 

meaningful and successful music program. When students achieve at a high level, they 

will want to continue in school music programs and receive the benefits these programs 

provide (NAMM Foundation, 2018). The study was the basis for a white paper (see 

Appendix A) that includes recommendations that school leaders can implement to bolster 

music educators’ AL. This study may help teachers to provide more meaningful 

feedback, effective lessons, and precise learning targets, which may lead to greater 

overall musical achievement among students.  

Research Questions 

Middle school music educators’ knowledge and practices in AL constituted a gap 

in the literature that required further investigation. Research has shown how this 

population struggles with knowledge of, and consistency in regard to, assessment and 

grading practices (Atjonen, 2014; Myers, 2020; St. Pierre & Wuttke, 2017). In the school 

district that served as the project site, there was little or no support for middle school 

music educators’ AL in knowledge and practices, yet these educators needed to show 

their student growth and achievement over the course of the year to their supervisors. 

Without the needed level of AL, these educators may not be prepared to complete all 

steps of this process proficiently. I developed the following RQs to focus this case study 

of the AL of middle school music educators in the district:  

RQ1. What are middle school music educators’ perspectives of their assessment 

knowledge? 
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RQ2. How do middle school music educators use assessments to evaluate 

students’ knowledge and skills? 

Review of the Literature 

In this subsection, I review studies that relate to the study topic. The discussion 

will encompass the conceptual framework, background of the problem, and current 

discussions in the fields of assessment and assessment in music as related to the problem. 

Xu and Brown’s (2016) TALiP provided a framework with which to explore middle 

school music educators’ assessment knowledge and practices. The framework informed 

the development of the study purpose and RQs, literature review, data collection and 

analysis, and interpretation and reporting of the findings. The studies included in the 

literature review support the purpose of the study and provide an understanding to the 

problem of AL of middle school music educators. As I discuss, the unique nature of 

music classrooms requires that assessments not only be grounded in best AL practices but 

also that their results be applicable to music educators.  

Conceptual Framework 

I used Xu and Brown’s (2016) TALiP conceptual framework as the framework 

with which to understand middle school music educators’ AL. In developing TALiP, Xu 

and Brown drew from assessment standards and 100 peer-reviewed studies that focused 

on teacher assessment skills from 1985 to 2015. Their method for finding peer-reviewed 

studies included searching databases using keyword search terms such as teacher, AL, 

assessment competence, professional development in assessment, and assessment 

expertise as well as locating articles in educational assessment journals. They also 
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reviewed the assessment standards of the National Council of Measurement in Education, 

American Federation of Teachers, and the National Education Association. A 

requirement of the methodology in the literature they reviewed was that teachers were 

listed as the main targets or participants and AL was a theme. There was no mention 

about the exclusion of literature due to content or the level taught by the teacher. The 

authors used a keyword coding process and divided the articles into three main themes 

and 10 subthemes in the creation of the framework. The three main themes were (a) 

knowledge and skills within AL, (b) assessment education and its relationships with 

various mediating factors, and (c) contextual considerations of AL. The subthemes were 

(a) knowledge base; (b) measurement of teacher AL; (c) AL measurement validation; (d) 

assessment courses; (e) assessment training programs and resources; (f) the relationship 

among assessment training, teacher conceptions of assessment, and AL; (g) teacher 

assessment training needs and self-reported efficacy; (h) macro and micro contexts; (i) 

teacher’s identity as assessor; and (j) understanding and development of AL in practice.  

The purpose of the TALiP framework is to show school leaders how to support 

teachers’ AL and for current teachers to see the process by which AL is increased (Xu & 

Brown, 2016). The three levels of mastery are (a) assessment knowledge, (b) perception 

of how assessment should be, and (c) one’s identity as assessor (Xu & Brown, 2016, pp. 

151-153). I aligned the RQs for this study with the first two levels of TALiP: mastery of 

music educators’ perception of their assessment knowledge and assessment practices 

used to evaluate students’ knowledge and skills. 

Xu and Brown (2016) sought to connect the fields of educational assessment and 
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teacher education to redefine teacher AL. The foundation component is the teacher’s 

knowledge regarding (a) content, purpose, and methods of assessment; (b) grading; (c) 

feedback; (d) peer- and self-assessment; (e) interpretation of assessments; and (f) 

assessment ethics. In the classroom, music educators would display this knowledge 

through an understanding of music standards and knowledge about various types of 

assessments. The music educators would be using standards-based grading and multiple 

types of assessments based on those standards. Next in the sequential order are teachers’ 

guiding framework and conception of assessment. These two components have a causal 

relationship, meaning the teacher’s beliefs about assessment shape the teacher’s ideas, or 

conceptions, about the role of assessment in the classroom and for the learner. An 

observer looking for evidence of a music educator who understands the relationships 

among these components will see assessments planned that evaluate the learners’ depth 

of knowledge. Over time, the music educator can increase the rigor of the assessments to 

better understand the needs of the learner. The music educator would match the 

assessment to the learners’ needs and teach with the belief that all students can learn. 

External forces create limits for teachers in classroom assessment. For example, 

music educators in the study district may experience mandated financial limitations, an 

imposed festival schedule, requirements of administrators, or large class sizes. Xu and 

Brown (2016) accounted for these external forces in their framework and labeled these 

components as macro social-cultural and microinstitutional contexts. Both components 

are connected as teachers often must make compromises in their assessment practices 

because of limitations outside of the classroom. Music educators in the target district are 
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not in control of the amount of funds they receive because both local administrators and 

state lawmakers institute decisions that limit the funds and resources available for 

assessment.  

Some music educators have technology to assist the assessment of students’ note 

and rhythm reading skills. This can be a time-saver for a music educator with large class 

sizes, but the technology costs can be too much for some schools, which limits music 

educators from using this time-saving technology. In addition, some music educators 

might have requirements from their school administrators to implement school-wide 

programs that are difficult to fit into music classrooms. Any school-wide writing across 

the curriculum requirement would be difficult in a music classroom. Often there are no 

desks for the students to write on, the teacher has no training in assessing writing, and 

time is taken away from the music learning objectives. These types of external forces can 

create limitations for music educators as they plan their assessment tasks. 

The teacher learning component relates to the themes of (a) assessment training 

programs and resources; (b) the relationship among assessment training, teacher 

conceptions of assessment, and AL; and (c) teacher assessment training needs and self-

reported efficacy (Xu & Brown, 2016). This component is an important step to increase 

the effectiveness of teacher AL. This framework helps teachers and school leaders 

understand the relationship between training, resources, teachers’ conceptions of 

assessment, and teacher-reported efficacy in assessment. For this reason, the framework 

was appropriate for this exploratory case study. By using it, I addressed RQ1, which 

concerns music educators’ perception of their assessment knowledge, and then connect 
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the findings with RQ2 to understand the assessment choices of middle school music 

educators. Xu and Brown (2016) emphasized that without teacher learning teachers will 

continue to use out-of-date practices or less effective assessment methods. They suggest 

reflective practice and participation in community activities as the two main ways 

teachers learn. The final component of the TALiP is assessor identity (re)construction. 

The (re)construction occurs throughout a teacher’s career. The authors argued that there 

is no real ideal assessor identity; instead, there is an individual identity created by each 

teacher through reflection and the addition of others’ perspectives. 

Xu and Brown (2016) observed that teachers’ assessment skills and knowledge 

are dynamic and cyclical. Teachers may understand some aspects of AL and apply these 

in practice but neglect other assessment principles. However, over time, as teachers’ 

knowledge increases about assessment, the number of omitted principles will decrease, 

and the teachers’ AL will increase. The authors recognized that teachers’ learning of 

assessment knowledge and skills is never static and is a continuous learning experience 

for teachers. Xu and Brown acknowledged (a) reflection, (b) participation, and (c) co-

construction and as part of the process of gaining new knowledge in AL through 

experience and collaboration. Throughout the framework, the authors recognize how 

teacher AL practices improve and educational context change occurs. This process is 

directly related to real-life application, wherein teachers recognize their own strengths 

and weaknesses (reflection), work to improve their assessment knowledge and practice 

(participation), and team with other teachers to produce assessments that measure 

students’ knowledge and skills (co-construction). This cycle is repeated throughout 
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teachers’ educational careers. The framework’s dynamic and cyclical nature evidence its 

accurate reflection of reality. The cyclical design can help teachers understand that 

continual learning and growth are necessary, regardless of the content assessed. The 

framework is not subject specific, and although music is unique when compared with 

more traditional subjects, the same assessment principles apply. The AL of middle school 

music teachers can therefore properly be studied using Xu and Brown’s framework. 

Figure 1 provides an illustration of the TALiP framework. 

Figure 1 
 
Teacher Assessment Literacy in Practice (TALiP) Framework 

 

 
Note. From “Teacher Assessment Literacy in Practice: A Reconceptualization,” by Y. Xu 

and G. T. L. Brown, 2016, Teaching and Teacher Education, 58, p. 155 

(https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.05.010). Copyright 2016 by Elsevier Ltd. Reprinted 

with permission (see Appendix B). 

  The TALiP can be used to view middle school music educators’ mastery levels of 

multiple components. In this study, I used the components of assessment knowledge base 

and AL in practice to answer the RQs. I explored participating music educators’ 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.05.010
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perspectives of their assessment knowledge and their use of assessments to evaluate 

students’ knowledge and skills. The interview questions were also based on the TALiP 

framework and were the lens with which the data were analyzed and interpreted.  

Review of the Broader Problem 

Literature Search Strategy 

To understand the current discussion about AL and assessment in music 

classrooms, I conducted a literature review using Walden Library resources and Google 

Scholar. The Education Research Complete database was used as an initial start using the 

search terms assessment literacy, assessment AND music, assessment, NAfME, music 

standards, and assessment practices of music teachers. In Google Scholar, the cited by 

link was used to find articles which cited the article which was useful for this review. 

Also in Google Scholar, the author link was helpful to find other articles which by the 

same researcher. This was helpful in finding researchers who spent time studying AL 

over a long period of time. Many of the DeLuca (DeLuca & Bellara, 2013; DeLuca & 

Bolden, 2014; DeLuca & Hughes, 2014; DeLuca & Johnson, 2017; DeLuca et al., 2016, 

2016a, 2016b) articles and Brown (Kyaruzi et al., 2018; Panadero & Brown, 2017; Xu & 

Brown, 2016) articles were found using this method. Another method for finding articles 

connected with the AL of music educators was to use journals which contained many 

articles about this topic using the journal publisher’s website. Assessment in Education: 

Principles, Policy & Practice and Educational Assessment were two journals which had 

assessment focused issues. Lastly, the referenced works of literature reviews and articles 

which had a strong connection with the problem were searched for any articles which had 
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promising connections. This subsection contains literature from Education Research 

Complete, Google Scholar, journal websites, and referenced works.  

Assessment Policy: Current Context 

Assessment of student learning has been a discussion point in education arena 

since the 1980s starting with the Nation at Risk report which led to the standards 

movement (Smit & Birri, 2014). From this point, the 1990s produced the Goals 2000 Act 

in 1994 which continued the standards focus policy (St. Pierre & Wuttke, 2017) and then 

an increased focus on collecting assessment data in the No Child Left Behind Act in 2002 

(Richerme, 2016). The 2009 RTTT initiative then increased accountability with 

supporting teacher evaluation initiatives partially based on student achievement (Aguilar 

& Richerme, 2014). Over time, national policy makers initiated policies and incentives to 

increase the accountability of teachers for student test scores and thus the focus shifted 

from student scores to teacher accountability. Teachers’ accountability for student test 

scores resulted in intensified pressure on teachers with evaluations that included student 

test scores which were a source of great stress (Gilbert, 2016). 

Current literature about the use of standardized assessments to evaluate teachers 

show it is not beneficial for students or teachers. Heitink et al. (2016) indicated that 

teachers did not use best practices in their teaching when evaluations include 

standardized assessments. These outcomes were evident when state agencies used 

students’ standardized test scores to evaluate teachers’ annual performance. This practice 

resulted in limited student learning (Heitink et al., 2016). Other teachers perceived the 

connection of standardized test scores and teacher evaluation that inhibited their growth 
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of formative assessment skills (Black & Wiliam, 2018). Black and Wiliam (2018) 

contributed three ways to use summative assessments: (a) schools and teachers should be 

evaluated only on the factors which they have control over, (b) summative assessments 

should be developed to support learning, and (c) teachers should take responsibility for 

the summative process. Based on these factors, summative assessments are necessary 

when measuring student academic performance, while at the same time placing teacher 

accountability within the parameters of what teachers can control, such as, how content is 

taught. Currently, there are policies which burden teachers with accountability outside of 

their control (course content, state and district mandates, and teacher/administrative 

turnover) and are not in line with current research. 

Connected to assessments are the standards by which the assessments are based. 

The development of standards has been a companion in the development of the 

assessment of student learning. In the early 2010s, one major discussion was about the 

connection of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) created by a coalition of state 

governments and the Framework for 21st Century Learning (P21) developed by the 

Partnership for 21st Century Learning. The focus of the CCSS is college and career 

readiness standards and K-12 standards created for mathematics and English. Currently, 

41 states, the District of Columbia four territories, and the Department of Defense 

Education Activity (DoDEA) have adopted the CCSS (Common Core State Standards 

Initiative, 2019). The P21 is a collaborative project of educators, businesses, and policy 

leaders. The framework P21 is based is the 21st Century Skills map which is much 

broader than CCSS. P21 includes English, reading or language arts, world languages, 
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arts, mathematics, economics, science, geography, history, government, and civics as key 

themes and essential to student success. These standards also place an emphasis on (a) 

learning and innovation skills, (b) information, media, and technology skills, and (c) life 

and career skills (Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2019a, 2019b).    

The CCSS does not list music as a core subject which places music in a 

problematic situation where the legitimacy of the subject is vulnerable and music teachers 

are required to defend its value to students (Gilbert, 2016). This makes music and the arts 

appear to be less important than other content areas which can make school leaders feel 

justified to neglect or remove music from school curriculum. On the other hand, P21 

supports the arts as part of the necessary education of students and supports students’ 

participation and assessment of skills in the arts. P21 also supports a wider view of 

assessing student achievement, not just standardized tests; that student assessments look 

more like performance tasks, high level cognitive demand tasks, portfolios, media 

presentations, and multiple steps processes (Partnership for 21st Century, 2019). These 

assessment types work well in music classrooms since they measure student progress 

over time and fit into the complexity of music assessment. This is evidence of how P21 is 

a better fit for middle school music educators where the CCSS lacks sophistication. Thus, 

using CCSS to evaluate music educators’ effectiveness would lack content validity since 

the CCSS does not recognize music as a core subject and would base music educators’ 

evaluations on nonmusic criteria (Gilbert, 2016). For the conflicts between CCSS and the 

arts just discussed, Gilbert (2016) supports the use of P21 framework is a better fit for 

music educators’ evaluations.  
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As an alternative teacher evaluation, Orzolek (2018) suggested using a different 

framework for teacher evaluation, which includes teacher personal reflection and self-

assessment as the basis for teacher evaluations and thus bypassing the discussion of 

CCSS and P21. In the process of suggesting this alternative framework, the author shared 

how “the very abstract and complex nature of learning means that the evaluation of 

teachers and their role in the growth of a student is never easy to appraise” (Orzolek, 

2018, p. 48). To help middle school music educators and other arts teachers, the new 

2014 Core Arts Standards were created to provide school leaders with standards that are 

measurable and help effectively evaluate arts teachers (Shaw, 2014). As a companion to 

the new standards, NAfME produced a teacher evaluation workbook in connection with 

the new standards to help music educators and school leaders (Siebert, 2014). The 

discussion about teacher evaluations has many facets and since they directly affect 

teachers, it is important to understand the debate points and the policies which influence 

teachers. However, as will be discussed next, music education programs are not preparing 

music educators to understand the policies which affects them.   

Currently there are national, state, and local governments as well as professional 

agencies that contribute to educational policies. Middle school music educators need to 

understand the various assessment and teacher evaluation policies and, in addition, know 

how to modify their practices in the classroom to provide the desired results of student 

achievement (Aguilar & Richerme, 2014). But as Aguilar and Richerme (2014) found, 

many music education programs do not contain the policies and standards outside of 

music with preservice music educators. From the start of their careers, these new music 



23 

 

educators are behind in assessment policy knowledge and how these policies can affect 

their teaching and assessment practices. With the minimal knowledge about assessment 

policies, middle school music educators are unaware how they will be evaluated in their 

job performance as well as having little or no influence in shaping evaluation.  

Regardless of what standards or framework music educators are used to evaluate 

teachers’ performance, the central issue is middle school music educators’ AL. Due to 

initiatives like RTTT, student assessment data are the data school leaders use to evaluate 

a teacher’s effectiveness. Middle school music educators not only need to produce 

students who are musically independent and perform at a high level, but they also need to 

show student growth through their assessment efforts. However, currently middle school 

music educators are being evaluated not on their students’ growth and achievement in 

music but the students’ growth and achievement in other subjects. 

Assessment 

Assessment has been studied in many contexts with varying definitions derived 

from the results. Kyaruzi et al. defined assessment as “a formal or purposeful attempt to 

determine students’ performance during and/or after a learning phase can be used 

formatively for improving the teaching and learning process, certifying students, 

placement of students in tracks, or for curriculum improvement” (2018, p. 1). Other 

definitions of assessment include the collecting and interpreting of data (Atjonen, 2014; 

Payne et al, 2019); while others include the administering and feedback as part of 

assessment (Christoforidou et al., 2014; Dann, 2019; Hatch, 2020; Martin, 2020). Other 

assessment researchers such as Black and Wiliam, define classroom assessment in their 
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article as “those assessments where the main decisions about what gets assessed, how the 

students will be assessed, and the scoring of the students’ responses, is undertaken by 

those who are responsible for teaching the same students” (2018, p.4). While there are 

differing versions of the definition of assessment, some commonalities are that teachers 

are at the center of assessment and that assessment is an action imposed on students.       

However, Boud et al.’s (2018) case study transformed the definition of 

assessment through their practice theory perspective. Their aim of their case study was 

show that assessment needed to include the context in which the assessment took place. 

These researchers used 33 academics and collected data through interviews. They sought 

to focus on “assessment-as-practiced and how it operates” (p. 4) not only what 

assessments should do. Boud et al. used the framework of practice theory to guide their 

study focusing on the setting and time, the relationship among the players involved, the 

documentation created, what was produced, and the process of production. From the 

findings, the researchers concluded that the definition of assessment needs to also include 

the experience of the assessment.   

Richerme (2016) agreed with Boud et al. (2018), who viewed assessment using a 

practice theory lens, that assessment is defined through the context or setting it is given. 

In her definition of assessment, Richerme (2016) added to the discussion how assessment 

in music is not only the measurement of students’ music-making, but the assessment 

process also changes the students. Students are made and remade through the assessment 

process (Allsup, 2015; Payne et al, 2019; Richerme, 2016), meaning that students’ 

musical skills are perfected through the assessment process. For example, an instrumental 
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music teacher may assess students’ tone quality. As the assessments are administered 

over time the students’ tone quality is refined. This is important in music environments 

since the curriculum is based on the performance of acquired skills which takes place 

over an extended period. 

Another major point Richerme addressed is that many of the assessments which 

are administered in a music classroom are organic and not always planned nor could be 

planned (Richerme, 2016). Music classroom environments are rehearsal spaces where the 

continuing effort to refine students’ musical skills and create a musical product is the 

focus. A music educator cannot always predict what concepts students will perform well 

or need further instruction. A music educator is constantly matching the conceptualized 

standard to the students’ performance and then measuring where the student performance 

is lower than the standard. The music educators then place focus on those determined 

gaps in the student’s performance. Thus, music educators are continually assessing 

student performance with exceptionally prompt decisions based on the recent data and 

then assess again. Musical assessment is the measurement and the evaluation of the 

musical tasks (Richerme, 2016). Musical assessments also promote student learning, give 

the students the opportunity to communicate musical achievement, and provide the data 

needed to guide instruction to improve the quality of the musical program (Myers, 2021; 

Wesolowski, 2015a). Assessments and measured practices can also help students become 

confident in their musical skills (Atjonen, 2014) and allow music making to come into 

existence (Richerme, 2016). 

What is not mentioned in the literature is what the current AL of music educators 
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is or what their assessment practices are. Areas for further research could include how are 

music educators assessing students and what are the factors which influence the decisions 

of music educators. This omission in the literature justifies the need for this study to 

explore the assessment knowledge and practices of middle school music educators.    

Formative and Summative Assessments 

The two major forms of assessment are formative and summative assessments. 

These assessment types are defined by their purpose and not the content of the 

assessment. In their seminal work in 1998, Black and Wiliam defined formative 

assessment as activities by teachers or students which “provide information to be used as 

feedback to modify the teaching and learning activities in which they [students] are 

engaged” (p. 7). Dixson and Worrell (2016) defined the purpose of formative assessment 

as to improve teaching and learning and to discover where students need help. Other 

researchers also include the use of feedback as part of formative assessment (Atjonen, 

2014; Kyaruzi et al., 2018; Martin, 2020). Almost all researchers use assessment of 

learning as a phrase synonymous with formative assessment. Formative assessment, 

usually informal and in low stake situations, meaning assessments which are not for a 

grade, have moderate to low effect on grades, and are confined to the classroom (Dixson 

& Worrell, 2016). Formative assessment occurs throughout classroom instruction and is 

developed by teachers and test publishers and covers a wide range of cognitive level 

questions. Examples of the different types of formative assessments can be observations, 

homework, self-evaluations, reflections on performance, and curriculum-based measures 

(Dixson & Worrell, 2016). Types of formative assessments for middle school music 
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educators are note reading assessments, small performance tasks during the learning 

process, or rhythm counting assessments   

The purpose of summative assessment is the evaluation of learning outcomes and 

for student placement (Dixson & Worrell, 2016). Assessment as learning is synonymous 

with summative assessment. Summative assessments are more formal and occur in 

moderate to high level stakes, meaning the assessments have a moderate to larger 

influence on the grades for students and the results are discussed outside of the classroom 

(Dixson & Worrell, 2016). These assessments are developed by teachers or test 

publishers, take place after instruction, and have moderate to high cognitive level 

questioning. Summative assessments examples can include projects, performance 

assessments, portfolios, papers, in-class assessments, state tests, and national tests 

(Dixson & Worrell, 2016). Examples of summative assessments in music include concert 

performances, portfolios, or solo performances. 

While formative and summative assessments are used to measure student growth 

and achievement, Hayward (2014) reminds us that, “There is, however, a danger that 

these prepositions turn into an unreflective mantra drawing attention away from the key 

construct – assessment is learning” (Hayward, 2014, p. 38). Assessments should be used 

to collect data and to inform decisions to plan the next steps for learning. Learning has 

taken place when the decisions have led to better curriculum alignment with learners’ 

thoughts and actions. However, assessment and learning occur in a complex social 

context which makes it difficult to evaluate. “It is within this complex framing that 

problems of accountability and bureaucracy sit” (Hayward, 2014, p. 38). Students are 
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assessed to increase students learning through data informed decisions which requires 

reflective practices for both teachers and policy leaders. Absent from the literature about 

assessment in music is the discussion about formative and summative assessments. The 

articles about assessment do not differentiate between the two types of assessments. 

Assessment Literacy 

AL is the combination of all factors which effect student assessment in the 

classroom. External factors like assessment policies, time limitations, and the number of 

available resources influence how teachers can assess student learning (Xu & Brown, 

2016). Teachers’ knowledge and conceptions about assessment and teachers’ identity as 

the classroom assessor are other factors which effect assessment of student learning. AL 

is complicated, multifaceted, and therefore difficult to measure (Baas et al., 2015). 

However, Baas et al. (2015) and Heitink et al. (2016) underscored how the success of 

assessment is based on the assessment knowledge and skill of the educator. Gotch and 

French (2014) found evaluations of educators’ AL to be lacking and called for further 

research into the development of AL measurements and how higher AL of a teacher is 

connected to higher achievement of students (Gotch & French, 2014). There is a need to 

identify what gaps educators have in AL to start finding solutions to those gaps to support 

student learning.  

Antoniou and James (2014) concluded from their study that teachers looked on 

formative assessment favorably, but their assessment practices did not match their 

conceptions of formative assessment. The purpose of their study was to discover the 

current assessment practices teacher used, the decision process for using those assessment 
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practices, and developing a framework for the process of assessment decision making. 

Antoniou and James (2014) found that teachers used two types of formative assessment, 

(a) planned and (b) interactive assessment. Teachers did not correctly identify what 

assessment practices they used and often did not include students in the assessment 

process. Antoniou and James (2014) described the teachers’ assessment practices as 

mechanical and not engaging the students. They also concluded the teachers favored 

certain assessment practices over others, such as whole group questioning and correcting, 

and were often at the expense of student learning, such as higher-level questioning and 

individual questioning. Teachers also perceived their own reporting of feedback to 

students as better than what happened. In a music classroom this could happen when 

music educators give immediate feedback to students on how to correct a musical skill. 

However, the music educator is placing all effect of the feedback on the memory of the 

student. A more effective method would be through written feedback that the student can 

refer to.  

Thompson and Penny (2015) found similar gaps in the study of physical 

education (PE) teachers’ AL. They interviewed 18 PE teachers from 18 different primary 

schools in Australia with the purpose to discover the AL of PE teachers. They found there 

is a gap between teacher knowledge about assessment and assessment practices as well as 

problems with assessment tasks validity, knowledge of the connection of assessment and 

student learning, how assessment relates to content knowledge, and how teacher 

perception relates to assessment. A major gap in AL of PE teachers is the lack of teacher 

knowledge about the connection between assessment and curriculum. Without connecting 
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assessment with curriculum, the data gathered from assessments is not a valid as to 

showing if students are learning or have learned. Another important outcome from both 

Antoniou and James (2014) and Thompson and Penny (2015) was the lack of students 

being involved in the assessment process. Both sets of teachers found the students absent 

in the assessment process including any self- or peer-assessment. The assessments were 

teacher decided, teacher created, and interpreted. The study conducted by Wylie and 

Lyon (2015) also found the inclusion of students weak in teacher AL with the addition of 

formative feedback being a weak area for teachers. Across disciplines educators have 

gaps in AL as found by the mentioned researchers. 

In music, there is also evidence of music educators’ lack of correct assessment 

practices. St. Pierre and Wuttke (2017) found a large portion of music educators who did 

not use standard base grading (SBG) or only used it because administrators required 

them. SBG is linking assessments and standards to assess students’ musical achievement 

and providing content validity to assessments. Some music educators from the study (St. 

Pierre & Wuttke, 2017) used attendance, attitude, or participation as grading rather than 

SBG or assessing musical achievement. St. Pierre and Wuttke (2017) argued the SBG 

practices of music teachers should be used to identify the assessment practices of music 

teachers. The teachers in the study who responded they were familiar with SBG used it 

for a variety of reasons including, required by administrators, emphasizing 

learning/mastery, use of authentic assessment, and to help teacher planning and inform 

instruction. Seventy-five percent of those teachers who did not use SBG reported a lack 

of knowledge about SBG and 41.54% of those same teachers reported lack of training or 
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professional development about SBG as a reason for not using SBG in their classroom. 

These results indicate a gap in SBG grading and assessment practices by music educators. 

Juchniewicz et al.  (2014) elicited responses from 131 middle and high school 

band directors who received a Superior rating at 4 out of the last 5 years. The band 

directors were asked to report their most important aspects of musical rehearsals. Among 

the middle school music educators, there were a total of 439 items reported. Out of those 

439 there were only five responses linked with assessment, (a) two middle school music 

educators responded the ability to properly assess was important, (b) two responded 

teaching students to self-assess was important, and (c) one responded with playing tests 

were important. The high school music educators’ responses were similar with the middle 

school music educators. There was a total of 353 items with four responses linked with 

assessment, (a) three responded teaching students to self-assess was important and (b) 

one responded with regular and consistent assessment was important. While the items 

reported included all aspects of teaching, it appears there is a small disproportionate 

number of music educators who recognize a portion of teaching needs to include 

assessment to assist in student growth and achievement and pointing to music educators 

not giving assessment the attention needed. These studies provide evidence there is a gap 

in the AL of middle school music educators, especially in assessment knowledge and 

practice.  

The Knowledge Base for the TALiP Framework 

At the base of the Xu and Brown TALiP framework is assessment knowledge. 

Without it “there would be no standards or criteria by which the appropriateness of 
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assessment practice could be evaluated, potentially causing failed outcomes for teachers 

and students” (2016, p. 155). Under the umbrella of assessment knowledge, Xu and 

Brown include: (a) disciplinary knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge, (b) 

knowledge of assessment purpose, content, and methods, (c) knowledge of grading, (d) 

knowledge of feedback, (e) knowledge of peer and self-assessment, (f) knowledge of 

assessment interpretation and communication, and (g) knowledge of assessment ethics. 

Disciplinary Knowledge and Pedagogical Content Knowledge. Heitink et al. 

(2016) literature review focusing on the prerequisites for assessment for learning in the 

classroom found 15 studies which emphasized the need of assessment being aligned with 

the course curriculum and that there needs to be a close link between the assessment and 

the curriculum; assessment cannot be an add on but integrated into the curriculum and 

instruction. Martin (2020), Myers (2020), and Payne et al. (2019) also insist the need for 

a link between curriculum and assessment.  In his study of the components that effect 

musical assessment, Russell (2015) concludes that his model would assist music 

educators in diagnosing musical components when assessing students’ performances. He 

argued that music educators must focus on the musical components when assessing 

students for valid and reliable data. Then teachers can help students focus on the areas 

needed for improvement and help students move towards improvement in musical 

achievement. What is implied throughout his study is the fact that assessment needs to be 

linked to musical components, especially musical technique and musical expression, and 

how the relationship between the two effect the assessment of the performance. Without 
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this key foundation the assessment would be flawed from the beginning of the assessment 

process.  

Researchers Heitink et al. (2016), Myers (2020), and Russell (2015) support Xu 

and Brown’s (2016) framework which calls for the need for assessment to be grounded in 

disciplinary knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge. Through this foundation, 

students will know what is expected of them (Heitink et al., 2016; Russell, 2015) and 

foster student involved class discussions (Heitink et al., 2016).  

Assessment Purpose, Content, and Methods. Xu and Brown (2016) place 

assessment purpose, content, and methods in the knowledge base of the TALiP for the 

purpose that teachers need to know why they assess, the various methods of assessment 

as it is related to content, and the various assessment methods. Xu and Brown (2016), 

DeLuca et al. (2016a), and Coombs et al. (2018) all define assessment purpose to include 

both formative and summative assessment. In their evaluation of AL of teachers, Coombs 

et al. (2018) and DeLuca et al. (2016a) found that most teachers placed a priority on 

formative assessment. Previously it was mentioned that formative assessment and 

assessment for learning are often used as synonyms, however, not all researchers agree. 

Jonsson, Lundahl, and Holmgren (2015) point to research which states, “formative 

assessment is a purpose, [assessment for learning] is a teaching and learning process” (p. 

106). Others include an additional purpose to assessment, assessment as learning 

(Coombs et al., 2018; DeLucaet al., 2016a; Hayward, 2015). Assessment as learning are 

assessments which place the students in the role of assessor through self-reflection and 
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self-evaluation tasks which can include personal learning planning, document the process 

by which answers were given, and reflect on test preparation (DeLucaet al., 2016a). 

One weakness of teachers’ AL found by Gulikers et al.  (2013) was that teachers 

often did not differentiate between formative and summative assessments and teachers 

did not reflect on the data collected from assessments. Gulikers et al. (2013) conducted a 

collaborative action research study in Dutch Agricultural Vocational Education with 11 

examination secretaries from nine schools. The examination secretaries had 

responsibilities to oversee the assessment practices of the teachers at the school and were 

selected based on their expertise and knowledge of the teachers’ assessment practices. 

Other participants of the study were teachers who were selected by the examination 

secretaries as exemplar of assessment practices along with three educational researchers. 

The question Gulikers et al. asked was, “what conceptual changes are identified as 

prerequisite for changing teachers’ formative assessment practices to be more in line with 

the new outcome-based summative assessment framework?” (2013, p. 117). The 

researchers concluded that teachers had a narrow conception of formative assessment and 

viewed it as a product and not as a process part of improving instruction. 

The TALiP closely connects purpose, content, and methods showing the 

connection between why teachers assess, what the basis of assessments are, and choosing 

which assessments best fit the why and the what of assessment. To better understand the 

teachers’ understanding of the connection of assessment and student learning, the 

curriculum and instruction choices, and how to improve teachers’ assessment capacity, 

Livingston and Hutchinson (2017) studied teachers’ career-long professional learning to 
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increase assessment capacities. They concluded teachers need an individualized plan to 

support their understanding of connecting student learning, curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment. The researchers emphasized how professional learning needs to be viewed by 

school leaders as a process and not as an event. Additionally, they mention how teachers 

need mentors and continual training to increase the teachers’ capacities as an assessor 

who connects students learning, curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Livingston and 

Hutchinson also warn that a one-time single initiative will most likely not provide the 

change policy leaders are seeking and that real change will happen through long term 

sustained effort of supporting teachers. 

Teachers’ knowledge of about assessment purpose, content, and methods as well 

as the connection between these assessment concepts is one of the foundational 

knowledge components of AL (Xu & Brown, 2016). A description of the research of 

assessment purpose and content was provided and a more substantial discussion of 

assessment methods and practices will be described at a later point in the literature 

review. 

Knowledge of Grading. Standards based grading (SBG) is the practice of 

assessing students based on a set of criteria aligned with preestablished standards (Myers, 

2020; Sharma, 2015) which increases the validity and reliability of student assessments 

(Myers, 2020; St. Pierre & Wuttke, 2017). However, as discussed previously, most music 

educators are not using standards-based grading and grading on nonmusical achievement 

criteria (St. Pierre & Wuttke, 2017). Pellegrino et al. (2015) reported that average of the 

responses of secondary music educators in the Southwestern region of the United States 
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based 60% of students’ grades on nonmusical achievement categories such as attitude, 

attendance, and practice charts.  

This gap is problematic for middle school music educators who need to not only 

show student achievement for teacher evaluation purposes but for also the achievement of 

the music student. SBG is beneficial for middle school music educators to know. SBG 

provides the educators with information about where students are on the continuum of 

learning and information for instructional planning and enables students to know their 

own progress (Sharma, 2015). 

Feedback. The knowledge foundation of Xu and Brown’s (2016) framework 

includes the teacher’s knowledge of giving multiple forms feedback to assist student 

learning. One study supporting Xu and Brown is Baas et al. (2015). These researchers 

concluded that the feedback given to students was a predictor of the students’ task 

orientation and planning activities. Furthermore, feedback can inform students about their 

strengths and weaknesses which will make them more aware of the learning tasks they 

need to perform. In their literature review, Heitink et al. (2016) reported nine studies 

which supported the need for feedback that was directly linked to learning goals. The 

results of Lipnevich et al. (2013) study showed how the use of rubrics, exemplars, or both 

rubrics and exemplars improve students’ work. Lipnevich et al., along with Hatch (2020), 

noted how feedback through these methods without a grade can increase the level of 

students’ cognitive thinking since the students “had to decide whether they satisfied the 

requirements of the assignments, figure out what exactly they did wrong, and find ways to 
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fix their work” (Lipnevich et al., 2013, p. 551). The evidence from these studies support 

how informative feedback from teachers can support students in their learning.       

While feedback can be positive to help students learn, not all teachers have the 

same positive outlook about feedback. In a study of four elementary teachers, Antoniou 

and James (2014) found a gap in teachers’ knowledge in what they defined as giving 

feedback. Some comments were described as feedback by the teachers, but the feedback 

was lacking in specificity and quality. The gap was misunderstanding of what quality 

feedback is. In another study some teachers found it difficult to give meaningful feedback 

due to time constraints but found rubrics to be an effect tool to give quick formative 

feedback to students (Doğan & Uluman, 2017; Myers, 2010; Payne et al., 2019; 

Wesolowski, 2018). These studies showed how lack of assessment knowledge and 

minimal amount of time are two obstacles which obstruct teachers providing meaningful 

feedback to influence the students’ learning. 

Self- and Peer-Assessment. Self- and peer-assessment are opportunities for 

music educators to engage students in the learning process (Xu & Brown, 2016; Zaleski, 

2014) and is an important assessment practice for teachers (Kyaruzi et al., 2018). Self- 

and peer-assessment allow students to join with teachers in the learning process and 

produce better results than just teacher centered assessments (Heitink et al., 2016). 

Specifically, in music, peer-assessment and peer-tutoring has shown to have a positive 

influence on both student performance and behavior (Cangro, 2015). This evidence 

supports the need for middle school music educators to effectively use self- and peer-

assessment in the classroom.  
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Valle et al. (2016) reported the use of self- and peer-assessment in a music 

classroom as a meaningful method of formative assessment. This type of assessment 

practice will help students take control of their own learning and work on closing their 

own achievement gaps. The researchers also reported how self- and peer-assessment is an 

“authentic artistic process that are apposite to music-making and important to any 

endeavor that involves rehearsal and redoing” (Valle et al., 2016, pp. 42-43). Through 

this process the students become more self-directed and self-sufficient.   

While self- and peer-assessment practice can have positive effects in student 

learning, Antoniou and James (2014) found some teachers did not want to give up control 

of the assessment process to students. In their qualitative study of four primary school 

teachers in Cyprus, this pair of researchers found through interviews and classroom 

observations that all four teachers were reluctant to relinquish control of assessment to 

the students. Panadero and Brown (2017) found teachers have a positive view of peer-

assessments but used them occasionally. In their study of 1,286 teachers in Spain, 

Panadero and Brown (2017) found that while teachers had a positive view of peer-

assessment, teachers did not receive the training needed to support the use of this type of 

assessment and was viewed as requiring a lot of effort for teachers to use. Both studies 

highlight two obstacles teachers have using self- and peer-assessment, teacher perception 

and minimal training.  

However, the evidence supporting self- and peer-assessment practices to increase 

students taking ownership for their learning and use of cognitive and metacognitive 

strategies (Baas et al., 2015) should encourage teachers to utilize self- and peer-
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assessment in the classroom. From the students’ perspective, there is also a need for 

teachers to teach them proper self-assessment. Hewitt (2015) found that while studying 

the relationship between self-efficacy and self-evaluation the “higher-performing students 

. . . underrated their performance ability while lower-performing students overrated their 

achievement” (2015, p. 307). Both the teachers and the students need guidance to fully 

utilize the self- and peer-assessment practice. 

Assessment Interpretation and Communication. Once assessment data have 

been collected from the students, teachers need to interpret the data, make inferences 

from the data, and make choices about the next steps based on the data (Black & Wiliam, 

2018). Teachers need to know how to correctly interpret the data and communicate 

effectively to stakeholders (Xu & Brown, 2016). This knowledge happens during 

methodical review of data but also “on the spot” interpretation of data as teachers interact 

with students in the classroom (Heitink et al., 2016, p. 56). In their literature review of 

AL, Heitink et al. found assessment data being used for “organizational purposes, for 

identifying specific weaknesses of individual students, for explaining students' thinking 

and problem-solving processes, and for informing teachers' pacing decisions (e.g., 

whether the class could move on to a new unit)” (2016, p. 57). The strength of this type 

of interpretation of data was summarized by Wesolowski who shared what can be done 

with the data collected from the assessment of big band jazz ensembles: 

By highlighting the specific items that most contribute to group 

classification, educators can target specific performance elements that 

correlate to their current achievement level. This may provide a more 
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concrete rehearsal plan tailored to individual ensemble needs. By isolating 

and developing the performance criteria related to each of these items, 

ensembles may demonstrate the most noticeable improvement in 

performance achievement (2015a, p. 13) 

Through correct interpretation of the data, teachers can clearly communicate the evidence 

of student growth and achievement, providing all stakeholders with valid and reliable 

data; and, therefore, eliminating any poorly or convoluted reports. Knowledge in both 

interpretation of data and the communication of the data are contained in the knowledge 

component of the Xu and Brown’s (2016) TALiP framework. 

Assessment Ethics. Another component of the knowledge base in the TALiP is 

assessment ethics. Teachers need to know and understand the legal and ethical 

implications of assessment (Xu & Brown, 2016, p. 156). Teachers need to know and 

understand the need for equity and inclusion in the classroom (Xu & Brown, 2016). 

Research which supports the need for teachers to understand assessment ethics includes 

DeLuca et al. who surveyed over 400 teachers in the United States seeking to understand 

Assessment Purposes, Assessment Processes, Assessment Fairness and Measurement 

Theory (2016). As teachers gained experience, their assessments practices became more 

student centered and fair. The more experienced teachers made assessments fit each 

student’s needs which created a more equitable and fair assessment for each student 

(DeLuca et al, 2019; DeLuca, Valiquette, et al., 2016). In a qualitative study seeking to 

understand early childhood teachers’ approaches to assessment, DeLuca and Hughes 

(2014) identified the teachers’ fairness with students. They indicated all 12 early 
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childhood teachers interviewed shared they “explicitly valu[e] children as people and 

being present to children” (DeLuca & Hughes, 2014, p. 451). This type of attitude 

exemplifies teachers who understand the need for equity and inclusion in the classroom. 

Assessment Methods and Practice 

 Another component of the TALiP framework (Xu & Brown, 2016) is the 

teachers’ AL in practice. This component, along with assessment methods, would be the 

visible aspect of AL. Some of the current assessment methods music educators use are 

portfolios (Baas et. al, 2020; Silveira, 2013; Wesolowski, 2014), rubrics (Wesolowski, 

2012, 2013, 2015a, 2016, 2017; 2018; Wesolowski et al., 2017; Wesolowski et al., 2016), 

and standard based grading (Myers, 2021; Pellegrino et al., 2015; St. Pierre & Wuttke, 

2017; Wesolowski, 2014). Another key area of focus for middle school music educators 

is rater fairness (Hash, 2013; Springer & Bradley, 2017; Wesolowski, 2016; 2018; 

Wesolowski & Wind, 2017; Wesolowski et al., 2015; Wesolowski et al., 2016; Wind et 

al., 2016), or how to address the bias of the assessor. In the following topics, studies 

which highlight each of these areas of assessment methods and AL in practice will be 

discussed along with the connection to middle school music educators’ AL. 

Portfolios. Portfolios are used as pedagogy tool, learning tool, and assessment 

tool (Baas et. al, 2020; Lam, 2016) and are used across all content areas, including music. 

In his literature review of the use portfolios among English language learners, Lam 

(2016) reported how portfolios could lead students to better self-reflection and 

independence in writing. Blom et al. (2014) supported Lam (2016) in their research of 

four Australian universities in music and writing and found that portfolios allowed for 
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student self-reflection, peer evaluation, and essay collaboration. Lam (2016) further 

described in detail how portfolios can be used in assessment as learning, assessment for 

learning, and assessment of learning; thus, portfolios can have multiple uses depending 

on the phase of teaching with feedback of portfolios being a key component. Portfolios 

can be used as a formative assessment with the benefits in six areas: (a) process 

assessment, (b) authenticity, (c) integration and learner centeredness, (d) learner 

autonomy, reflection, and responsibility, (e) motivating, and (f) enhanced writing 

performance (Burner, 2014).     

In the music classroom portfolios can be used to expand learning beyond 

performing (Baas et. al, 2020; Silveira, 2013) and documenting student learning (Baas et. 

al, 2020; Burner, 2014, Silveira, 2013; Wesolowski, 2014). Silveira (2013) encouraged 

the use of portfolios to facilitate the updated 2014 music standards: performing, creating, 

and responding. Portfolios in music classrooms allow for teachers, students, parents, and 

administers to see progress over time of students’ performances (Silveira, 2013). 

Students’ creations can also be documented and collected using the portfolio practice. 

Students can collect their improvisations, composing, or arranging which will allow for 

self-reflection of their own creation (Silveira, 2013). Educators can use portfolios to 

respond to music through analysis, evaluation, relating music to the other arts, and 

relating music to history which will allow for students to see connections with music 

content and other disciplines (Silveira, 2013). 

An important strength of the portfolio practice is the ability to document student 

learning. Educators in many states are having to document student learning and 
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achievement for positive yearly evaluations and the portfolio is a method which can show 

individual student growth (Myers, 2021; Silveira, 2013; Wesolowski, 2014). Wesolowski 

(2014) documented how music educators can use portfolios in the diagnostic assessment, 

formative assessment, and summative assessment of students’ learning. The strength of 

the portfolio is the opportunity it gives for teachers to individualize or differentiate 

learning for students. They also provide music educators to collect various forms of data 

to improve planning and instruction (Payne, 2019; Wesolowski, 2014). While there are 

strengths to the use of portfolios in classrooms, music educators are the least likely to use 

this form of assessment (Wong, 2013, Yan, 2021). The implementation of portfolios is 

perceived as challenging and not suitable for a music classroom (Wong, 2013). This gap 

in music educator knowledge of how the practice of portfolios can increase student 

achievement, document student learning, provide quality feedback, and differentiate 

learning limits the use of portfolios in the music classroom. 

Rubrics. A major problem with assessing musical performances is how to assess 

both the technical and expressive aspects of music (DeLuca & Bolden, 2014; 

Wesolowski, 2012). Rubrics offer a way for music educators to assess both aspects of a 

musical performance by evaluating the complexities of a musical performance in a 

formative way with feedback (DeLuca & Bolden, 2014). Also, many music educators 

have large class sizes which require efficiency and accuracy amid a heavy workload. 

Rubrics also offer music educators a method to score performance assessments quickly 

with quality feedback (Doğan & Uluman, 2017). 

The creation of rubrics is critical for the effectiveness of the rubric and music 
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educators need to know how to select the criteria. Choosing to assess certain criteria of 

music will exclude or minimize other criteria important to music performance (Richerme, 

2016). This can make rubric construction potentially problematic and, therefore, the 

rubric criteria need to be founded in standards with clear descriptions. The rubrics can 

then be used for feedback to students (DeLuca & Bolden, 2014; Myers, 2021; Payne et 

al., 2019; Smit & Birri, 2014). The use of learning goals and purpose of the assessment 

will also ground the rubric with the clarity and specificity needed (Wesolowski, 2012). 

Rubrics can have the same usefulness in all classrooms but as Williams (2015) pointed 

out, there is a gap among teachers using rubrics, who report they are not adequately 

skilled in creating rubrics. Williams (2015) argued for the use of rubrics since they can be 

used for both formative and summative assessments and can be anchored to curriculum 

standards.  

Wesolowski is a researcher who has spent much of his research efforts in studying 

rubrics and rater fairness in musical performance assessments in both the wind band and 

jazz band idioms. Through his work in solo wind band (Wesolowski, 2021; Wesolowski 

et al., 2018; Wesolowski et al., 2017; Wesolowski & Wind, 2017), jazz rhythm section 

(Wesolowski, 2017), jazz big bands (Wesolowski, 2015a), and rater fairness in wind band 

(Edwards et al., 2019; Wesolowski, 2016; Wesolowski et al., 2015; Wesolowski et al., 

2016; Wind et al., 2016), Wesolowski developed rubrics to provide music educators with 

an assessment tool which can be used to guide both instruction and assessments 

(Wesolowski, 2017). Wesolowski observed that “the development of valid and reliable 

assessment tools cannot only improve the teaching and learning processes but can also 
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provide insight into the more elusive aspects of musical behavior” (Wesolowski, 2013, p. 

241). He further gave support for the use of rubrics offering nine benefits of using rubrics 

in a music classroom: 

(a) clear levels of accomplishment by defining tangible measures of individual 

achievement, (b) clear indications of what students need to accomplish in the 

future to improve their individual performance, (c) a learner-centered approach to 

performing, learning, and assessing, (d) a bridge between student learning and 

teacher expectation, (e) versatility in adapting to meet the needs of a specific 

curriculum, student age, ability level, style of music, and type of ensemble, (f) a 

valid and reliable form of individualized assessment and documentation of teacher 

accountability, (g) a quantitative means for evaluating and scoring qualitative, 

performance based tasks, (h) a means for clearly implementing content standards 

and course objectives into the assessment process, and (i) valuable information for 

parents on their child’s progress and needs for improvement (Wesolowski, 2012, 

p. 38).    

Rubrics are an assessment practice which can provide middle school music educators the 

means to provide accurate assessments in a complex and subjective discipline. 

Rater Fairness. There can be difficulties with assessing musical performances 

due to the subjective and complex nature of music (DeLuca & Bolden, 2014; Iusca, 2014; 

Springer & Bradley, 2017; Vidwans et al., 2017; Wesolowski, 2012; 2018). Another 

problem of assessing musical performances is how to control for rater fairness or rater 

bias. These two problems can be solved by the same assessment practice of using quality 
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developed rubrics. However, the problem with rater fairness is the gap between the 

content in the rubric and the observed score (Wesolowski, 2016). If this is not checked, 

the assessment tool is assessing the rater and not the performance (Wesolowski, 2016). 

Incongruence in rater fairness can also lead to “unfair failing and unfair passing” 

(Gerritsen-van Leeuwenkamp, Joosten-ten Brinke, & Kester, 2017, p. 95) causing some 

students to receive a certificate but not performing the necessary skills while others could 

perform the necessary skills but not have the certificate. In their investigation into 

instrumental solo scoring, Wesolowski and Wind (2017) claimed the following factors 

were why there would be negative rater fairness scoring:  

 (a) lack of validity evidence of the functioning of the measurement instrument 

itself, (b) use of scoring procedures based upon Classical Test Theory that 

confuse raw scores for linear measures, (c) lack of empirical evidence of rater 

behavior, (d) lack of standards-based scoring procedures, (e) lack of rater training 

where clarity in the use of the instrument and knowledge of performance 

standards are clear, and (e) lack of rater recalibration throughout continued 

assessment contexts (p. 15) 

These problems are difficult for middle school music educators to overcome on 

their own. However, there are steps that can be taken to ensure a more valid and reliable 

assessment such as (a) an assessment tool based on music standards or benchmarks, (b) 

receive training in assessment, and (c) recalibrate oneself regularly with exemplars 

(Wesolowski et al., 2015). The improvement of middle school music educators’ AL skills 

as rater fairness will provide these educators with reliable data and fair assessments of 
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students (Payne et al., 2019; Wesolowski et al., 2016). 

Music Standards 

In 1994 the national arts standards were part of the Goals 2000: Educate America 

Act of 1994 (Aguilar & Richerme, 2014). By the year 2000, these standards helped 49 

states to develop and adopt their own arts standards (Rawlings, 2013). However, the 

introduction of the standards did not have the desired effect all over the country. Teachers 

did not feel adequate to teach or implement all the standards in the classroom. The 

implementation of the standards was a challenge to the many teachers due to varying 

circumstances such as school location, class size, resources, and community support 

(Aguilar & Richerme, 2014). Some studies also indicated course syllabi were changed by 

the standards but the teaching strategies by professors did not change (Aguilar & 

Richerme, 2014), showing how the standards lacked any meaningful effect. 

In 2007 the Music Educators National Conference (now known as National 

Association for Music Education [NAfME]) surveyed music educators to see they wanted 

updated standards, but the results were indeterminate; however, by 2011 every person 

surveyed in 40 states wanted new arts standards (Rawlings, 2013). A coalition of 

government organizations and educational organizations, including the State Education 

Agency Directors of Arts Education (SEADAE). The current president of SEADAE was 

one of the writers of the 2014 arts standards and mentioned there were three main reasons 

for changing the previous 1994 arts standards: (a) the current techniques for creating in 

the arts has changed, (b) technology has changed, and (c) a response to the common core 

standards in mathematics and English (Rawlings, 2013).  
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Starting in 2012, the National Coalition for Core Arts Standards (NCCAS) had 60 

writers divided into teams of 10-12 writing standards in the disciplines of dance, media 

arts, music, theater, and visual arts (Rawlings, 2013). In 2014 the new standards were 

released. The framework for the standards is based on the four artistic processes of 

creating, performing, responding, and connecting (National Coalition for Core Arts 

Standards, 2014). Each process has anchor standards with the performance standards 

being discipline specific. Within each performance standard, there are achievement 

standards based on grade level creating measurable and specific learning goals (National 

Coalition for Core Arts Standards, 2014). 

For the purposes of this study, the music traditional and emerging ensembles 

strand will be used to understand middle school music educators’ AL. Since the 

performance standard is measurable, middle school music educators can use these 

standards in both formative and summative assessments. While the conceptual 

framework for this study is the TALiP, the music standards middle school music 

educators use will also explain the purpose of assessments and the reasons behind why 

certain types of assessments are selected.  

Model Cornerstone Assessments. The new 2014 core arts standards also include 

Model Cornerstone Assessments (MCA) which provide music educators with examples 

assessments which can be used with each artistic process and anchor standard. These 

MCAs are for educators to use and adapt to their circumstances and are performance 

assessments which will assess the way music educators teach. Tuttle suggested that music 

educators who are forced to make pencil and paper test are losing validity of their 
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assessment (Rawlings, 2013). Tuttle also asserted these assessments which “fails 

consequential validity, because it will change the practice of adults in the classroom, 

away from having students creating in the arts to preparing for the pen-and-pencil 

vocabulary test . . . The answer lies with rich performance/product/portfolio assessment” 

(Rawlings, 2013, p. 161). The MCAs provide music educators with assessments which 

answers Tuttle’s concern about traditional assessment methods.  

McCaffrey is the current state arts consultant for the New Hampshire Department 

of Education, is the current president of the SAEDAE, and part of the team of writers for 

the 2014 Core Arts Standards (CAS). McCaffrey supported the new standards and 

informed the MCAs are examples of how to assess students in alignment with the 

standards. Together, the CAS and the MCAs will help students to see their progress and 

the learning goals (Payne et al, 2019; Shaw, 2014).  

The advantage of the MCAs for music educators is the adaptability for educators 

to fit the assessments to their circumstance (Richerme, 2016). The MCAs can also be 

used as a standardized assessment to enable music educators to collect data on their 

program (Shaw, 2014) or as formative assessments to monitor growth of students 

(Richerme, 2016). These updated model assessments provide teachers with content valid 

assessments, which are adaptable, and will give meaningful data connected with student 

growth and achievement.    

Implications 

The possible outcomes from this research study may show middle school music 

educators’ AL deficient in some areas. With the potential to find a gap in assessment 
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knowledge and practices, the project was a white paper, which supports the development 

of middle school music educators’ AL. I used the findings of the study to inform the 

project goals and objectives of the professional development training. The findings 

guided the decisions to determine which topis to discuss in the white paper.  

Topics included in the white paper were derived from the findings of the study.  

These topics included Alignment of Grading Practices with the Assessment Purpose, 

Grading of Nonmusical Achievement, and Use of Rubrics in Grading Assessments. The 

findings from the research did inform the scope and depth of each area of emphasis.  

Summary 

The focus of this study was the minimal AL skills, mainly the knowledge of 

assessment and assessments practices, among middle school music educators in a local 

school district in the Southwestern region of the United States. Section 1 contained the 

problem with evidence at both the local level in the professional literature and the 

purpose of the study. It also included an explanation of the significance and two guiding 

RQs of the study. The conceptual framework was the TALiP framework (Xu & Brown, 

2016) which describes AL skills of teachers. A thorough literature review was conducted 

and indicated that middle school music educators’ grading and assessment practices was 

not at the level needed to promote student learning and achievement. Research in AL 

indicated that teachers’ knowledge about assessment and assessments practices were low. 

Based on the literature, the possible implications of the study were described with the 

project description. In the next section, the research design, data collection procedures, 

and data analysis procedures will be described. 
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Section 2: The Methodology 

Introduction 

In this section, I describe the methodology that I used to investigate middle school 

music educators’ AL with the focus on assessment knowledge and practices. This section 

includes a discussion of why the qualitative case study research design (Yin, 2009) was 

selected and other qualitative approaches were rejected. Information about the 

participants, data collection, and data analysis is included. I also present the data analysis 

results. 

Research Design and Approach 

The intent of this study was to investigate the assessment knowledge and practices 

of middle school music educators to provide insight that educational leaders can use to 

improve these educators’ AL. As such, a qualitative approach was appropriate. Creswell 

(2012) listed the following reasons for using qualitative research: (a) to learn about the 

views of individuals, (b) to generate theories based on participant perspectives, (c) and to 

obtain detailed information about a few people (p. 64). Qualitative research, Creswell 

added, generally allows for more in-depth inquiry into, and understanding of, the problem 

than other research methods (Sheldon et al., 2010). The strength of the qualitative method 

is that it allows researchers to understand “how people interpret their experiences, how 

they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 5). A major factor in middle school music educators’ AL is the 

decision process each educator uses and why they make the decisions they make about 

assessment. Therefore, the decision to use the qualitative method was based on the need 
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for an in-depth exploration of middle school music educators’ assessment knowledge, 

practices, beliefs, and attitudes.  

I rejected quantitative and mixed methods because neither would adequately 

provide answers to the RQs. Quantitative researchers use a deductive approach and use 

the collected data to support or refute a hypothesis (Shapiro, 1973). This approach is a 

process designed to be objective wherein the results are placed into predetermined 

categories (Shapiro, 1973). Additionally, quantitative survey research can include closed-

ended questions whereas and qualitative surveys feature open ended questions. There was 

a need to explore middle school music educators’ experiences around assessment. I 

determined that open-ended questions would provide for deeper inquiry and greater 

understanding of the study phenomenon (see Patton, 2002). Researchers use the mixed-

methods approach when answering the RQs requires them to collect both quantitative and 

qualitative data or if the problem requires more than one method to fully investigate the 

problem (Shapiro, 1973). The RQs, the problem, and the purpose of this study did not 

require the use of mixed methods. For these reasons, both quantitative and mixed 

methods were rejected.  

I used a case study design for this qualitative research. I heeded Yin’s (2009) 

description of the scope and design of the case study. Case study methodology is an 

empirical inquiry in which a researcher investigates the real-life context of a 

contemporary phenomenon (Platt, 1992). In conducting a case study, the researcher seeks 

to develop a system with boundaries, which is referred to as a bounded system 

(Koosimile, 2002). A bounded system is described as what is “fenced in” (Merriam, 
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2009, p. 40); this can be an event, activity, process, group of people, or individual 

(Creswell, 2012, p. 465). Yin defined this bounding as the “case” and divided the type of 

cases into four major types: holistic (single case), holistic (multiple case), embedded 

(single case), and embedded (multiple case; p. 42). The case type selected for this study 

was a single case study. The case was the AL of middle school music educators in one 

urban school district, and the units of analysis were the 12 individual music educators. 

The advantage of case study inquiry is that it can include more variables than data 

points, rely on multiple sources of evidence, and use theoretical propositions to guide 

data collection and analysis (Platt, 1992). This methodology also illuminates decisions or 

a set of decisions in organizations, programs, processes, and neighborhoods by describing 

how the decisions were implemented and the results of the decisions (Basu et al., 1999). 

Yin (2009) noted that there are four different applications for case study methodology. 

These are to (a) explain presumed causal links that are too complex for survey or 

experimental strategies, (b) describe a treatment plan and the application thereof in the 

conditions it took place, (c) illustrate certain topics within an evaluation in a descriptive 

mode, and (d) enlighten those situations in which the intervention being evaluated has no 

clear set of outcomes. The methodology of case study enabled me to explain in depth the 

complex relationships involved in the AL of middle school music educators.  

I considered other research designs for the study, but I rejected them based on the 

problem, purpose, RQs, and conceptual framework. The type of data needed for this 

study were the “richly descriptive” (Merriam, 2009, p. 16) words and experiences of the 

participating middle school music educators, which fit qualitative methodology. 
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Qualitative researchers relying on the grounded theory design and use comparative 

analysis to develop a theory with the emphasis on inductive strategies; they refrain from 

testing theories (Bunch, 1998). This design provides researchers a framework with which 

to analyze the data, helps researchers contemplate alternative meanings, and brings 

clarity to the development of theories (Chen et al., 2008). I rejected this design because 

the RQs are not focused on a process or the development of a theory but rather on the 

perceptions of the middle school music educators to discover their current knowledge and 

practice of assessment. I considered, but ultimately rejected, the ethnographic design. 

Although I focused on a certain group of educators, I did not focus on the culture in 

which the educators work. An ethnographic approach would focus on the culture of the 

educators and what decisions were made based on the culture which is not the purpose of 

this study (Wainwright et al., 2006).  

In the phenomenological design, the researcher creates meaning based on how the 

participants interpret their experiences (Trotman, 2006). This type of focus would not 

answer the RQs because the study concerned gaps of assessment knowledge or practice 

and the participants cannot provide information they themselves do not know. Historical 

design is a qualitative design in which the researcher uses past experiences to understand 

the present and predict future events. The RQs focus on the experiences and assessment 

knowledge and practices of middle school music educators. Use of the historical design 

would not have allowed me to answer these questions and was rejected. For these 

reasons, the case study methodology was selected to provide the most insight into the 

phenomenon.  
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Participants 

The population for this study was middle school music educators. I drew the 

sample for this study from music educators who teach band, choir, or orchestra from the 

59 middle schools in the local school district. Twelve participants were selected from this 

population to explore the phenomenon. At the time of this study, there were a total of 149 

middle school music educators with 60 band music educators, 50 orchestra music 

educators, and 44 choir music educators in the district. The participants needed to teach at 

one of the local school district middle schools; hold a valid teaching license; and teach 

band, choir, or orchestra. 

Sampling Strategy 

Nonprobability, or purposeful, sampling is the preferred method of selecting 

participants in qualitative research (Merriam, 2009). Purposeful sampling, or what some 

prefer to label as criterion-based selection (Merriam, 2009, p.77), involves the researcher 

selecting participants based on a set of criteria that will most likely provide quality 

insight into the phenomenon being studied. The criteria for participants for this study 

were middle school music educators who teach band, choir, or orchestra with a valid 

license in secondary music. A subcategory of purposeful sampling is maximal variation 

sampling; this technique allows for multiple perspectives in a complex situation 

(Creswell, 2012, p. 307). Following maximal variation sampling, I selected 12 

participants who represented three music categories: band, choir, and orchestra. The 

participants included four band music educators, four choir educators, and four orchestra 

educators from the total district middle school educators.  
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The purpose of this qualitative explanatory case study was to explore middle 

school music educators’ AL in the areas of assessment knowledge and practices using Xu 

and Brown’s (2016) TALiP framework. There is a balance needed between breadth, 

normally meaning a larger the sample size, and depth, normally meaning a smaller 

sample size (Patton, 2002). Twelve participants in this study provided a balance between 

diverse and similar understandings of the phenomenon AL, fit within the limitations of 

resources, and provided the “richness” (p. 245) of information needed in qualitative 

studies (Patton, 2002). Using four educators in each music discipline allowed for breadth 

among the music disciplines and depth within each music discipline, thus yielding more 

data for analysis and comparison. 

Procedures for Gaining Access to Participants 

To gain access to the participants, I requested permission from Walden 

University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the division that focuses on 

assessment, compliance, and monitoring in the local school district. The school district 

required an online application with the submission of a letter of intent and research 

application. After the submission of letter of intent to the division, a research application 

needs to be completed. The review board notified me within 1 week after reviewing the 

research application with permission to conduct my research. When the application was 

approved, I asked permission of the middle school principals using the letter created by 

the school district. From those principals who gave permission, I recruited participants 

for the study.  

Recruitment procedures included a recruitment letter sent to all the middle school 
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band, choir, and orchestra educators in the school district. The recruitment letter 

described the purpose of the research study, the expectations of a participant, when the 

study took place, verification that all information about the participants and their data will 

be kept confidential, and how to contact the researcher. I emailed potential participants a 

copy of the recruitment letter, and they had 7 to 10 days to respond to the recruitment 

letter with a reminder email sent on Day 6. 

Establishment of the Researcher-Participant Relationship 

The relationship between the research and participant is complex. There is a 

power dynamic which lends the researcher to make precise choices to develop a rapport 

with the participants to encourage trust (Merriam, 2009). The researcher works on 

developing trust when the procedures are “systematic and rigorous” which can increase 

the depth of insight of information gained from the participant (Bogdan & Bilken, 2007). 

The participant is a valuable respondent when he or she has knowledge and 

experience about the phenomenon. The relationship between the participant and the 

researcher during the interview process is comprised of three components: (a) the 

interviewing skills and demeanor of the interviewer, (b) the mindset and openness of the 

interviewee, and (c) how each person views the interview (Merriam, 2009). Knowing 

this, as the researcher, I created procedures and established an environment to help 

develop positive rapport and trust with the participant. The procedures helped participants 

to respond to given prompts and have their voices heard (Merriam, 2009). In the 

recruitment email and participant consent form, the participants were notified of the 

expectations of a participant and my duties and obligations to the participant. In these 
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documents the participants were informed of their protections and guarantees from 

myself and who to contact if they had concerns or felt these protections were violated.   

As the researcher, I treated the participants with respect and discretion. I 

developed trust so the participants know I will keep all information confidential (Bogdan 

& Bilken, 2007). I spoke to the participants in a friendly and professional manner, 

managed my emotions, and avoided last minute changes to schedule or protocols. I was 

positive and clearly described the purpose of the study without any deception. I collected 

data without judgment, being sensitive, and respectful of the participant (Merriam, 2009). 

Protection of Participants’ Rights 

Participant confidentiality was protected throughout the study. To protect their 

confidentiality, each participant was given an alpha-numeric identifier which was used to 

store data for easy retrieval and to report the findings. For example, a participant who is 

an orchestra teacher would be labeled as OR01. Prior to participation, each participant 

was emailed an informed consent form. The consent form included the following 

components: (a) the purpose of the study, (b) statement informing the participation in the 

study is voluntary and the participant can leave at any time, (c) the minimal risks 

involved with the study, (d) the potential benefits of the study, (e) promise of 

confidentiality, (f) who to contact with questions, (g) who to contact for questions about 

participants rights, and (h) consent to the interview and sharing of assessment documents. 

Through the consent form, the participants were informed they can decline to answer any 

question and can end the interview at any time without recourse or punitive actions 

against them. Participants were emailed the consent form to me 1 week prior to the 
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interview. Two participants did not send me a signed consent form and I brought a blank 

consent form available at the time of the interview. As a thank you, each participant 

received a $10 gift card for their time in participating in the study. 

All audio files, transcripts, and documents are stored on my password protected 

laptop and backed up using Google Drive password protected cloud storage. All data for 

this study will be stored for 5 years upon completion of the study and then will be deleted 

from the laptop and cloud storage, including the shredding of all paper documents. 

Data Collection 

The qualitative data collection instruments are semistructured interviews and 

document review. Also included in this subsection is an explanation of the sufficiency of 

data, how and when data will be collected, data storage procedures followed by the 

description about the researcher’s role and potential areas of bias. Interviewing is the 

most common form of qualitative data (Merriam, 2009). Interviewing is needed when the 

data needed are not observable or when the researcher is interested in past events 

(Merriam, 2009). Components of the TALiP are concerned with the teachers’ assessment 

knowledge, the compromises teachers make in assessment decisions, and practices. 

Attempting to observe these components did not provide the level of understanding or 

data needed to answer the RQs. Interviewing the participants provided the data needed 

relative to AL. 

A second data set collected was two examples of formative and summative 

assessments from the middle school music educators. These formative and summative 

assessment documents provided support of what the participants say in the interview and 
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give a “snapshot” of what the middle school music educators do in the classroom 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 140). These assessment documents also provided insight into the 

assessment skills, knowledge, and practices of music educators. These standard data 

collection instruments for qualitative studies provided a rich wealth of information into 

the AL of music educators. 

Data Collection Instruments 

Interviews 

Interviews allow for in-depth insight from participants about the RQs (Roulston, 

2014) and documents are valuable source of data since they are stable and unaltered by 

the presence of the researcher (Merriam, 2009). The purpose of this embedded single 

case study was to explore middle school music educators’ AL with a special focus on 

their assessment knowledge and practices.   

Semistructured interviews were used with 13 questions which were asked of each 

participant. The semistructured interview added flexibility in asking additional probing 

and follow up questions to gain more insight into each participant’s AL (Merriam, 2009). 

The interview questions were open-ended and provided for a wealth of data about the 

participants experiences, opinions, perceptions, and knowledge (Patton, 2002) about 

assessment. I created the interview questions using the TALiP framework and related 

literature as a guide (see Appendix C). Probing questions were also used during the 

interviews. These questions were used until the RQs were answered to the extent the 

participant could or there was redundancy in the responses from the participant. 
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Document Review  

The second data type collected was two assessment samples from the participants. 

Pellegrino described two types of “music-making data,” the process of music-making 

data and the product of music-making data (Pellegrino, 2014). For this study, the process 

of music-making data was considered formative assessment, or assessment for learning, 

while the product of music-making data was considered summative assessment, or 

assessment of learning. A worksheet which contains questions pertaining to music note 

identification is a document which shows the process of music-making and was an 

example of formative assessment. An example document of the product of music-making 

data was the rubric used to assess a student on the performance in a concert or solo. Both 

assessment formats provide documentation on student learning but are at different stages 

of the learning process. Pellegrino suggested using these types of data points which 

provided insight into “topics such as pedagogy, curriculum, student learning, . . . and 

music teacher identity” (Pellegrino, 2014, p. 322), all of which are part of the RQs of this 

study. At the end of the interview, the participant was asked to provide a copy of two 

assessments. The documents retrieved from the participants provided an understanding of 

the participants’ knowledge and practices in assessments, which link the TALiP 

framework and the RQs. The document protocol can be found in Appendix D. 

Sufficiency of Data 

Qualitative data collected from middle school music educators gave insight into 

their perspectives about assessment knowledge and practices by telling their “lived 

experiences” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10) that cannot be seen by an observer 
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(Patton, 2002). Their words are data which are full of meaning and were a “special kind 

of information” which yielded a greater understanding into the gap in practice, the local 

problem, and the RQs (Merriam, 2009, p. 88). The participants were interviewed which 

provided data to answer the RQs (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The data collected were in 

the form of words which are intricate and multilayered. Words are “fatter” than numbers, 

have multiple meanings, and “require some processing” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 9 

& 56). The middle school music educators’ interviews yielded a multilayered data set that 

produced the needed amount of data to answer the RQs. 

Documents “constitute a particularly a rich source of information” (Patton, 2002, 

p. 293). The information from this data set can supply information which cannot be 

observed and is an historical record of what has already taken place in the middle school 

music educators’ classroom. Documents confirmed the teachers’ interview data and 

provided insight into what assessment practices were the most important to the middle 

school music educators. Together, the data sets of interviews and documents provided 

sufficient data to answer the RQs. 

Sample size is a factor in determining sufficiency of data. Patton (2002) instructed 

the need to choose between a smaller or larger sample size based on the needs of the 

study. The smaller the sample size the more in-depth data can be collected while larger 

sample sizes help to generate multiple meanings into the problem. The problem and RQs 

for this study required analysis of in-depth data. The gaps in current knowledge about 

middle school music educators’ assessment knowledge and practices require a smaller 

sample size to understand the phenomenon more fully. The data from the 12 participants 
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provided data which were valuable to gaining an understanding into the middle school 

music educators’ AL in the areas of knowledge and practice. 

Processes for Collecting and Recording Data 

After all the necessary permissions were granted from Walden University IRB 

and from the school district leadership data collection occurred. The interviews were 

scheduled within a 4-week period. When scheduling the interviews, efforts were made to 

meet with the participants at their earliest availability at a safe and secure location. 

Participants were emailed three options for an interview date, time, and location with the 

option to propose other options if the ones suggested did not work. Interviews took place 

at the participant’s school in a private room during nonteaching time. Signs were placed 

on the interview room door to secure the room and to avoid disruptions or unnecessary 

pauses of the interview. A reminder email was sent to each participant the day before the 

interview with date, time, and location information.    

The interviews were conducted one on one during a one time 45-60 minute 

interview and were audio recorded on a smartphone. Prior to the first interview, a session 

with a colleague was arranged to rehearse the interview protocol and recording 

procedures. At the time of the interview, I used a script to read to the participant at the 

beginning and end of the interview. In the script I introduced myself and reminded the 

participant of the details of the study, the rights of a participant, and the expectations of 

the interview. The participant was also reminded of confidentiality and what steps were 

taken to protect all data. At the end of the interview the participant was thanked for their 

time, given instructions on the procedures for member checking, and made sure they have 
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my contact information.   

During the interview, there were a set of 13 questions that were asked of each 

participant with additional probing questions as needed to gain further data or 

clarification about the participant’s response. As the interviewer, listening was an 

important skill since this led to better probing questions and, therefore, gathering better 

data (Merriam, 2009). In the first questions, I sought to identify the background of the 

participant and then move to questions about the participant’s assessment knowledge and 

practices. At the end of the interview the participant was asked to provide a copy of two 

assessments which fit the process and product of music-making.   

  Once the data were generated and gathered, the data were stored using the QDAS 

NVivo 12 Pro. In this QDAS, the audio files, the transcripts, documents, and research 

journal were stored. The audio files were transcribed by me using nuance dragon speech 

software and each document was scanned as a pdf file. Both file types were imported into 

NVivo and were password protected. 

Systems for Keeping Track of Data 

All qualitative data were collected and stored in the NVivo 12 software program 

which was used for data management. The project was password protected in NVivo. Yin 

stressed the importance of case studies have “presentable” evidentiary database for future 

researchers to see (Yin, 2009, p.119). To follow Yin’s direction, a cloud-based storage 

folder is used to house all data collected to make the data easily accessible. All audio 

recordings, transcripts, and documents were saved in a folder and labeled using an 

abbreviation of the subject and participant number. For example, an interview conducted 
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with an orchestra teacher is labeled OR01. The data were made presentable by labeling 

transcripts and documents by participant pseudonym and then placed those documents in 

a folder tree to make the data easy to find. This cloud-based storage was password 

protected and would only be shared based on Walden University permission. Also 

included is the researcher’s journal and notes which included decisions made during the 

development of the study and outcomes based on those decisions (Stevens & Cooper, 

2009). Yin suggested the notes and journal of the researcher is some of the most valuable 

data of the database (2009). The collection of data in an organized form will allow 

outsiders to view the data, see the chain of evidence used by the researcher, and is an 

audit trail strategy for increasing the validity and reliability of the study (Yin, 2009). 

Role of the Researcher 

I have been a middle school music educator for 14 years in the school district 

where this study took place. I have taught at the same school my entire professional 

career. As a music educator I have no role of authority over any other middle school 

music educator and my professional role should not affect the collection of data. I know 

some of the teachers in the district; however, with more than 50 middle schools, I do not 

know all the middle school music educators. Many of the relationships I have with other 

middle school music educators in the district is strictly professional and in-person 

interaction with them may occur only a few times a year.  

As an experienced teacher, I have increased in my teaching knowledge and skills 

in many aspects of teaching. In collaborative groups in my school and in groups of music 

teachers, we have discussed assessment in some detail. I have noticed a pattern of 
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assessment beliefs among some teachers but have not had the experience to observe any 

assessment practices. To control for this potential bias, I wrote unbiased RQs. The 

questions were “big, expansive questions” (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012, p. 4) which 

allowed participants to share their experiences without any influence from myself. In 

addition, the question topics were centered on the TALiP framework and current 

literature so that my opinions and beliefs are not included in the question topics and do 

not lead the participant to answer the questions in a way influenced by my personal bias.  

Member checking was used to provide credibility and accuracy of the findings. 

Once the data collection and analysis were completed, a summary of the findings (2-page 

summary) was emailed to each participant who will had 1 week to review the findings. 

The participants were instructed to check the findings for accuracy of their data. This 

process helped detect any unchecked bias or misunderstandings (Merriam, 2009). Internal 

validity and credibility of the study was strengthened using member checking (Merriam, 

2009). 

Data Analysis 

I analyzed the data thematically by employing a priori, open coding, and axial 

coding strategies. The data for coding the audio recordings of the interviews was 

transcribed by me using Dragon Speech software. The use of a NVivo 12 QDAS software 

was used to help organize and store the data. The transcripts and documents were 

imported into NVivo 12 for data analysis.  

The first cycle of coding the data included the a priori and open coding methods. 

As part of initial coding a list of codes (a priori codes) were created beforehand from 
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TALiP framework to align the data with the framework and RQs. The open coding 

method was used, concepts and categories were created based on the data from the 

interviews and documents. 

The second cycle of reading the data used the axial coding method. This method 

uses the first cycle codes to find the most dominant categories in the data (Saldaña, 

2013). This process helped to further define the characteristics and scope of the 

categories. This helped me see the relationship between the categories and subcategories 

and discover links in the data (Saldaña, 2013). Themes emerged from the existing codes 

and categories. 

Evidence of Quality 

 Strategies for promoting validity and reliability in the study are necessary for 

those outside of the study to trust the study was conducted with high ethical standards. 

Decisions around the quality of data and the analysis of the data can help the 

trustworthiness of the findings of the study based on what strategies are used by the 

researcher (Merriam, 2009). 

The level of reliability of the study indicates the consistency of the findings. One 

strategy to increase the reliability of a study is data triangulation where the data from the 

interviews were corroborated with the data from the document review (Patton, 2002). 

Strong evidence appeared in both sets of data, interviews and document review. This 

form of triangulation will also reduce vulnerability in the data and will test for 

consistency in the data which will provide a more in depth look in the relationship 

between the data and the problem (Patton, 2002, p. 248). 
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Treatment of Discrepant Cases 

Discrepant cases are those which data do not fit with the other data, either 

collected by the researcher or from other studies (Patton, 2002). Patton asserted these 

types of cases can help guide the analysis of the data by confirming the findings and by 

placing boundaries around the findings (2002). These cases can help redefine the themes 

and results and make the study overall more robust. Discrepant cases were reported in the 

findings; specifically, how the cases do not fit with the other cases and what the data 

might indicate in the overall findings. 

Data Analysis Results 

In this subsection, I describe the context of the local problem. The data for this 

research study were gathered from the semistructured interviews and assessment 

examples documents from the 12 middle school music educator participants. Data were 

analyzed thematically analysis using a priori, open, and axial coding strategies to derive 

themes. I describe the details of coding strategies along with how the RQs were answered 

in the context of the themes.   

The local problem consisted of middle school music educators having a gap in AL 

knowledge and skills. These 12 educators were interviewed to discover the type of 

assessments used and what their assessment practices are in their classrooms. I 

transcribed the interview data verbatim, reviewed the transcripts for accuracy, and saved 

into NVivo 12 software to store and manage data. The a priori coding strategy was the 

first cycle of data analysis. A total of seven a priori codes were selected from The 

Knowledge Base and Teacher AL in Practice components from the TALiP framework 
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and words and/or phrases were highlighted based on those codes. A sample of the a priori 

codes, participants, and excerpts are contained in Appendix E. This process was 

completed throughout all the interview data. 

Open coding was the next cycle of data analysis. The a priori codes and raw data 

were read to find repetition of ideas, terms, or phrases. Twenty-one open codes were 

discovered, and the data were highlighted corresponding with each code. A complete list 

of the open codes and corresponding excepts and participants are included in Appendix F. 

Following the open coding cycle, axial coding strategy was used to analyze the data. 

Axial coding strategy focused on finding relationships and similarities among the open 

codes, and the excerpts and four codes were derived from this cycle (see Appendix G). 

Upon examining the axial categories, I identified two themes (see Appendix H). The 

themes that emerged are (a) middle school music educators use formative and summative 

assessments to assess student performances while aligning the assessments’ purpose to 

type of assessment and grading practices and (b) middle school music educators use 

knowledge of assessment grading and student involvement feedback practices to improve 

student performance. 

Theme 1 

Alignment of Assessment Purpose to Type of Assessment 

The first RQ is what are middle school music educators’ perspectives of their 

assessment knowledge? The first theme provides insight into how this group of educators 

used their knowledge of assessment (formative and summative) to better student 

performance and concert preparation. The music educators used formative assessment in 
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the classroom rehearsals to improve students’ skills and performance level as well as 

providing student accountability. CHOIR03 shared her perspective about formative 

assessment during classroom instruction,  

…[music educators assess] every day, because you have to be listening. . . 

if you aren't listening the kids are going to be singing or playing the wrong 

notes. . . . you're constantly engaged. You're constantly assessing the kids. 

CHOIR03’s point is that the purpose of the constant use of formative assessment during 

classroom instruction is to correct students’ performance skills and make students 

accountable for their part in the group performance. During this period of instructional 

time, music educators used this type of assessment to guide the students toward a higher 

performance level through the assessment and feedback process. The constant assessment 

in the music classroom fits the purpose of performance improvement. 

The middle school music educators used their knowledge of playing or singing 

assessments to align with their knowledge of music performance standards and used these 

assessments to hold students accountable for their learning. BAND01 reported how 

“[playing assessments] allows me to hear every kid play and keep tabs on how they're 

doing. Because in a large group it's impossible.” This is reaffirmed by ORCH04 who 

stated, “when I start [listening to] students, especially when they’re doing tests, I can see 

[the students] don’t understand this [musical concept].” Play and singing assessments are 

used by the music educators because they believe this is the best way to assess students’ 

knowledge and performance of musical skills and continue to hold them accountable for 

their individual performance. Based on the findings, I concluded that multiple middle 
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school music educators throughout their careers increased their frequency of playing 

assessments to monitor student growth and progress. Both BAND04 and ORCH03 shared 

their belief that increasing the frequency of assessments was more beneficial, as stated by 

BAND04 who “changed to weekly [playing] tests a few years ago and just made a 

tremendous difference,” and reinforced by ORCH03 “[over time] I’ve [changed my 

practice] into very quick assessments more often.” These educators found that quick, 

simple, and frequent assessments provided positive student performance outcomes.   

In addition to accountability and increased frequency, middle school music 

educators used playing or singing assessments to align with the desired outcome. The 

main output for music educators is the performances for their performing groups. The 

“concert[s] are the most important thing” (ORCH02) to these teachers. The view of these 

educators is that “what [students] can do on a paper doesn't really necessarily transmit to 

what we actually do, . . . there has to be playing. That's our purpose” (BAND04). 

Students must demonstrate their abilities through the same medium which the 

performance will occur. This alignment of performance type and playing or singing 

assessments is important to accurately prepare students for performances. BAND03 

mentioned how close to performances “all of [the] assessments are playing checks of [the 

performance] music” to help prepare the students for the performance. This way the 

music educators can make corrections, reinforce good habits, and ensure the students are 

prepared in time for the performance. These middle school music educators assessed 

students using both formative and summative playing or singing assessments to increase 

student accountability and for concert preparation. Additionally, music educators 
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increased the frequency of the assessments to help students increase their musical skills 

and abilities.  

Eleven out of the 12 participants interviewed had developed a routine of how 

often assessments would occur in class. Of these, most created a weekly assessments 

schedule, as mentioned previously by BAND04 and ORCH03 who have weekly playing 

assessments. Other educators also had a schedule of having weekly assessments. 

CHOIR01, CHOIR02, CHOIR04, ORCH02, ORCH04, and BAND03 all have weekly 

assessments with BAND03 and CHOIR04 who developed an assessment or task assigned 

for each day of the week. The purpose for these routines and frequency is used to assist 

the students’ growth in musical skills and prepare them for performances (BAND03 & 

BAND04). A common practice among these music educators is to have weekly 

participation points which are used to assess students’ preparation and attitude. There was 

no standard definition among the participants of how this type of assessment was graded. 

Participants used a series of yes/no questions to assess participation and award 

participation points. For Example, “did you do your job, were you prepared, [did] you 

[have] your instrument?” (CHOIR02), “Do [you] come to class? Do [you] participate? 

Are [you] responsible? [Did you] bring [your] instrument? Do [you] behave?” 

(ORCH03), “[do you] have pencils on [your] stand, shoulder rests for the upper strings, . . 

. [do you have] all [your] music?” ORCH01, and “[Did you] show up with [your] 

instrument prepared to play and . . . actually engag[ed]?” (BAND04). Through the 

routine of weekly assessments, including participation points, these music educators 
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aligned their purpose of regularly assessing students to foster growth and concert 

preparation.     

Alignment of Assessments to Test Purpose and Grading Practices 

At the center of the grading of assessments are the criteria which the music 

educators use to grade the students’ assessments. The ultimate outcome of instruction is 

that students “master . . . the skill[s]” (BAND02). Three of the participants emphasize 

how they “make it so [students] can always retake a test” (BAND02) which places a 

priority on the students mastering the musical skills. This emphasis from the educator 

places the purpose of the assessment at the center of what the educator’s priorities are, “I 

put the importance [or priority] on what I think is important” (CHOIR02) and the criteria 

by which the assessments are graded. One music educator phrased it this way, “I plan 

[assessments using] the backwards assessment [model]. . . I know where I need them to 

go for next year, and so there are benchmarks [I want them to attain throughout the 

school year]” (ORCH01). The purpose of assessments come from what the music 

educators prioritize and in turn it becomes the criteria used to grade the assessments they 

give.       

Grading areas is another practice of the middle school music educators where the 

purpose comes from the educators’ priorities. Grading areas are the types of assessments 

(formative or summative assessments) that are developed and graded. Based on the data, 

there are two groups of educators: those whose grading areas are aligned together within 

their department or school and those who are more independent and not aligned within 

their school or department. Those who are aligned within the school or department 
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worked to have the same gradings areas (playing or singing assessments, formative and 

summative, grading practices for performances, and so forth.). Those educators who were 

not aligned within the school or department did not make an effort or felt it was not 

necessary to align assessment types or other aspects of grading areas. BAND01 and 

CHOIR03 teach at the same school where alignment of grading areas was important to 

them. Their grade books include only summative assessments with written knowledge 

assessments assigned 5-to-49-point value. All playing assessments were assigned a 50-

point value. They also make their winter and spring concerts the semester exam which 

was 10% of their semester grade (the two quarters for the semester were worth 45% each 

of the semester grade). All these decisions were made collaboratively among educators. 

BAND03, CHOIR04, and ORCH03 teach at the same school and aligned their grading 

areas into four major categories: (a) practice logs, (b) participation, (c) playing tests, and 

(d) classroom music knowledge worksheets (BAND03). These educators also received 

special permission from their administration to change the formative and summative ratio 

from the school mandated 80% summative and 20% formative to 60% summative and 

40% formative. These music educators wanted to place the emphasis on the practicing 

and the process of learning which was contrary to the first mentioned group who 

emphasized the performance. 

The other middle school music educators did not place any importance on being 

unified with their music colleagues. ORCH01 and BAND02 both teach at the same 

school but did not choose to unify their grading areas. ORCH02 and CHOIR02 also teach 

at the same school and had differing grading areas and ratios of formative and summative 
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assessments. The other three educators did not have colleagues from their school 

participate in this study, but through the interview process did not share they unified their 

grading areas with other music educators at their school. 

This first theme is about the perspectives of these 12 middle school music 

educators of and how they used their expertise and knowledge to shape their assessment 

choices. They used their knowledge of assessment to align with the assessment’s purpose 

to increase the performance level and skills of their students. These music educators used 

playing or singing assessments, increased the frequency of assessments, and had a focus 

on the public performances to guide the alignment of the assessments. The purpose of the 

assessments was guided by the criteria which was set by educators’ music priorities. 

Grading areas was another piece of evidence by which the priorities of these music 

educators were noticeable. All these data points make discernible the perception of the 

participants and provided insight into research question number one.  

Theme 2 

The second RQ features how middle school music educators use assessments to 

evaluate students’ knowledge and skills. These middle school music educators use their 

knowledge of assessment grading and student involvement in feedback to improve 

student performance. The grading practices of these educators fell within the two main 

areas of rubrics and student-centered philosophy. The feedback practices included 

immediate verbal and written feedback strategies.  
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Knowledge of Assessment Grading 

Central to the grading practices of these middle school music educators’ 

knowledge of grading was the use of rubrics in their grading. Eleven out of the 12 

participants used rubrics when grading playing or singing assessments and would discuss 

with their students the rubric used at the school district sponsored yearly assessment 

festivals. Of the 11 who used a rubric when grading, four used the school district created 

festival rubric, one used a rubric developed by the publisher of a method book, and six 

participants used a rubric which they created. Some of the educators pointed out how 

they used rubrics to help with their grading prior to, during, and after assessments. Both 

CHOIR04 and BAND03 give a copy of the rubric to students beforehand so they knew 

how they would be graded. Other participants mentioned they discussed what is on the 

rubric with the students but did not mention giving the students a copy of the rubric. 

CHOIR04 also asserted, “I've found that if I'm able to really lay it out and explain [the 

rubric] to the [students] beforehand, they have a better understanding . . . about what I 

hope that they achieve.” During the assessment, BAND01 uses the rubric to remove any 

bias she might have as a teacher. By grading using the rubric, BAND01 can remove any 

factors that might deter grading from the intended goal, “[I] grade them based on just the 

rubric and not any sort of extra stuff.” After the assessment, CHOIR03 and CHOIR04 

mentioned how they used rubrics to easily explain to students and parents how a 

particular grade was earned. 

A common foundational idea discussed in each middle school music educators’ 

interview was the philosophy that students were at the center of their educational choices, 
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including grading practice, a student’s musical independence, and musicality. Student-

centered grading practices was exemplified by BAND01,  

…if a student's having trouble with something, I try and give them a way to 

be successful, whether it's coming in and getting help or pairing them up 

with an older student who can work with them, [or] giving them a chance 

to retake tests. 

CHOIR03 and ORCH01 used formative assessments to assist students who were 

struggling with the content and focus on those students with “after school sections” 

(CHOIR03) and “work[ing] individually with [students]” (ORCH01). When grading 

assessments, BAND02, BAND03, and ORCH02 consider the challenges some students 

need to overcome in and out of the classroom as well as the growth and effort students 

make in class. BAND03 stated his philosophy of student-centered grading in this 

statement, “I leave room for subjectiveness [in my grading] . . . I know how far he's 

come; I know his home life, I know all the walls that are up against this kid.” These 

music educators wanted all students to become successful through multiple test retakes, 

formative assessments results, and grading which supported the students’ home life.   

Another way which these music educators placed students at the center of their 

educational philosophy is the desire to see students become a more independent 

musician; meaning students have a set of musical skills which allows them to learn and 

perform music at their level with minimal help from a teacher. These educators show this 

desire through their classroom policy of allowing test retakes. Test retakes focus on the 

student learning the musical skill and continuing to work towards the mastery of musical 
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skills.  BAND02 allows students to retake assessments and mentions why. “[I] want the 

mastery of the [musical] skill . . . I'm going to make it so they can always retake a test.” 

CHOIR03 wants this musical independence to last throughout the students’ lives, “I think 

it's important for the kids to know how to read music by themselves. I don't think they 

need an adult to teach them how to read music their entire life.” Assessments are 

necessary to measure how students are achieving and progressing towards achieving an 

increased musical independence. Music educators achieved this objective by monitoring 

the students’ music knowledge and setting goals. ORCH02 and ORCH04 shared how this 

desire to have the students be independent required individual assessments to “gauge 

where [students are] individually” (ORCH04). Regular assessments, whether weekly as 

with BAND04 and CHOIR03 or every two weeks as with ORCH02, gives these music 

educators the information needed to monitor the students’ musical independence. To help 

students become independent in their learning, CHOIR04 uses goal setting to help 

students create ownership for their learning. CHOIR04 ask the students “how would you 

improve your performance? What personal goal can you set for your future performance 

and then what do you need to reach that goal?” Included with these questions are class 

discussions and teacher input to help the students set and achieve goals. Through 

individual assessments, goals, and music educators who set up their classroom for 

mastery of skills, these music educators focused on their students increasing their musical 

independence.  

The goal of these music educators was for students to use musicality, how the 

musician uses musical concepts to connect with the listener, in their performances. 
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BAND04 emphasized this using the school district festival rubric and discussed the need 

to perform musically,  

We talk about what makes it superior rating [the highest rating a group 

have be given] is beyond the notes and rhythm. . . . What makes [a 

superior performance] that way? Musical expression. . . trying to shape 

[musical] lines. 

CHOIR03 focused on musicality by making sure the students learn musical 

concepts. The students learn “key signatures and vocabulary so that they can really focus 

on making music and musicality.” Once students understand basic musical concepts, they 

are better prepared to perform music in the correct style or mood. The students will also 

have a higher capacity for performing like a professional musician, who uses all musical 

concepts to connect with the audience in a musical experience. BAND01 emphasized 

students’ progress from learning musical concepts to performing musically to performing 

musicality. For example, “advanced band should be based on their musicality” since they 

have worked on “individual pedagogical” musical skills. The concept of musicality is a 

higher performance level outcome which these music educators aspire for their students. 

This is central to the educators’ student-centered philosophy which shapes their goals for 

the students.    

Student Involvement Feedback Practices 

Middle school music educators used immediate feedback in verbal and written 

form on formative and summative assessments to improve student performance. 
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BAND02 thought it was beneficial for the students to hear immediately what went well 

and where corrections need to be made.  

I usually give immediate feedback . . . as soon as they're done. I don't just 

go one right after the other, . . . students [need] to hear immediately right 

after what was good or what was not, what they need to work on and focus 

on for the next time. 

BAND02 believed giving immediate individual feedback was important. This music 

educator provided feedback immediately as opposed to hearing all students play 

individually before giving feedback. “I don't just go one right after the other, I know 

some schools [teachers] do that and that's really efficient use of time but I don't know that 

it's necessarily efficient or helpful for the students.” ORCH04 and CHOIR03 has similar 

beliefs about immediate in class feedback, “I listen while the kids are rehearsing and then 

. . . we fix it right then” (CHOIR03) and “[I] verbally tell the kids how they're doing, 

every day” (ORCH03). Each music educator identified that immediate feedback was a 

positive strategy to help students perform better. 

Although all the participants agreed immediate feedback was important, not all 

teachers used verbal or written feedback. Two participants mentioned that they did not 

use the written feedback method because written feedback takes a lot of time during the 

assessment or outside of class. Most middle school music educators have large classes 

which makes giving written feedback a challenge. It takes ORCH01 a couple of weeks 

outside of the instructional day to give meaning and specific feedback to all her students. 

ORCH03 switched from giving written feedback to students to giving verbal because of 
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the time required to provide written feedback. “Periodically I give them written feedback, 

not very often because it does take a lot of class time to give each kid written feedback.”  

ORCH02 did take the time to give written feedback to the students, “I write 

comments on the rubric if they lost a point . . . I try to write quickly . . . before I move on 

to the next student.” Other participants who gave written feedback on summative 

assessments use Google Classroom. Students submit a video outside of class time to 

Google Classroom and the educator can write feedback for students to view the teacher’s 

response later. This assignment was an example when immediate feedback was not given. 

BAND03 and ORCH01 chose this method to create more rehearsal time with the students 

and give precise feedback to students. BAND03 shared examples of some of his 

comments on Google Classroom assessments, (a) “Great job. . . keep working hard,” (b) 

“come see me at . . . advisory . . . let's work on this,” and (c) “make sure you kick out 

your third valve slide when you're playing low D on this test.” ORCH01 gave specifics in 

the feedback given for students. For example, “at 17 seconds [in your video recording] 

your wrist was caved in [and needs to be corrected]” and treats the feedback and written 

correspondence with the students like a “private lesson” where students would receive 

one-on-one instruction. 

Some of the participants went further in their feedback by providing a class 

discussion about the assessment after verbal feedback was given by the teacher. BAND04 

discussed the assessment results with the class to help students understand the range of 

their performance levels. In many music programs, the performers are ranked by the 

students’ performance of musical skills with the highest-level performer labeled as first 
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chair, then second chair, third chair, and down to last chair. BAND04 would rechair, or 

reorder, the students after every assessment and then discuss this process with the class. 

As a whole class discussion, students explain “Why is this [student] stronger than the 

other one?” After formative assessments during class, CHOIR03 had students discuss 

with each other about the rate of progress. This music educator used prompts to engage 

students in discussions, “Was that good? . . . What was good? What was bad? How can 

we fix that? What do you need to do? What do you need from me [the teacher]?” 

CHOIR04 had students grade themselves and compare their self-assessment of their 

performance with the teacher’s assessment of the performance, “. . . we compare, we talk 

about this is what you saw . . . this is what I saw.” The addition of class discussion was a 

strategy these music educators believed would assist the students to increase their musical 

skills and performance. 

The second theme, the grading and feedback practices of these middle school 

music educators, answered the second research question of how these educators used 

their knowledge of assessments for grading to assist students developing independent 

musical skills and musicality. The feedback practices furthered this purpose of students 

increasing their musical skills and performance level. 

The two RQs were answered in the context of these two themes. The middle 

school music educators used their knowledge of assessment to better student performance 

through aligning the purpose of assessments to the type of assessment and grading 

practices along with their knowledge of grading and feedback. The participants used 

constant formative assessment during class rehearsals to better students’ musical skills. 
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The music educators used playing or singing formative and summative assessments to 

hold students accountable for their learning with an increased frequency to help prepare 

students for performances. Assessment routines were used in the classroom and rubrics 

were used to grade the assessments. The music educators wanted students to obtain the 

necessary musical skills and chose strategies to help the students increase their musical 

skills with a focus on musical independence and musicality. Immediate verbal and 

written feedback along with class discussions were strategies used to focus on the 

students’ learning and increased musical skills and performance level.  

Summary of Findings 

I examined the data from the semistructured interviews and the document 

collection. From the data emerged the following two themes: 

• Theme 1: Middle school music educators used their knowledge of assessments 

by aligning assessment purpose to type of assessment and aligning 

assessments to purpose and grading practices. 

• Theme 2: Middle School music educators use knowledge of assessment 

grading and student involvement feedback practices to improve student 

performance. 

Theme 1 

The music educators of this study used their knowledge of assessment purposes, 

methods, and context during classroom instruction. Formative assessment was 

consistently used during rehearsals to inform both teacher and student about students’ 

music knowledge. These educators also used their knowledge about learning goals, what 
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they wanted their students to know and when, to inform what type of assessment to use. 

Summative performances were often the driving force for educators to choose playing or 

singing assessments as the main choice of assessment type. Teachers needed to hear how 

each student was learning in preparation for the summative playing or singing 

performance as well as to monitor students’ growth of musical skills. These music 

educators viewed these assessments as accountability measures. Some educators viewed 

regular weekly assessments to be the best practice to increase and monitor growth. In 

addition to these assessment strategies and types, 11 out the 12 educators developed a 

routine in administering assessments. Either regular weekly or bi-weekly assessments 

were scheduled along with daily participation points given to assess student preparedness 

and participation in class. 

Alignment of Purpose of Assessment and Formative and Summative 

Assessments. The knowledge and use of formative assessments and the type and 

frequency of assessment used were supported by this study’s framework. Teachers who 

possess AL know which type of assessment to select, the assets of each assessment type, 

and what the results are and how to use them (Xu & Brown, 2016). The assessment types 

frequently used in music education are formative and summative assessments.  Teacher 

benchmark, diagnostic, and pretests are frequently used as formative assessments (Dixson 

& Worrell, 2016). Knowledge of summative assessments is used to provide teachers with 

students’ depth of understanding and an indication of learning goals (Xu & Brown, 

2016). In a music classroom the use of formative assessments occurs continuously during 

the rehearsal providing information to adjust the instruction and assignments for the 
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students. For music educators, this knowledge of formative tests can include not only 

students’ depth of music knowledge, evidence of music learning goals, and music state 

standards. This understanding is supported by the knowledge base in the conceptual 

framework (Xu & Brown, 2016) and from current literature (Dixson & Worrell, 2016).  

Based on the data from formative and summative assessments, teachers used the 

test results to make decisions about instruction, set students’ learning goals, and provide 

feedback to students. This finding is supported by teacher literacy in practice in the 

conceptual framework. Music educators use the data from assessment results to guide 

classroom rehearsals to improve students’ performance level (National Standards). 

Alignment of Grading and Purpose of Assessments. The alignment of the 

assessment purposes with the grading is crucial in the teachers’ AL. Teachers must not 

only know when to use formative and summative assessments but also what grading 

method should be employed to align with the purpose of the assessment (Xu & Brown, 

2016). For example, music teachers want their students to be prepared for a music 

performance would use formative assessments to track the students’ progress or 

assessment of learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Dixson & Worrell, 2016). Those 

assessments would be weighted in the grade book in correct proportion with the 

summative assessments which are based on the final music performance. Likewise, the 

teacher would assess the musical skills needed to perform the selected music and would 

use a rubric with the criteria selected from those musical skills. Most of the participants 

in this study were in alignment with the TALiP framework and scored formative 

assessments in correct relationship with summative assessments. However, there were 
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four participants who did not follow the correct grading practices between formative and 

summative assessments (Dixson & Worrell, 2016). Further professional development is 

needed to train a portion of the teachers correct grading practices to increase the AL of 

teachers.  

Theme 2 

Knowledge of Assessment Grading. Teachers are required to have a working 

knowledge of grading and feedback practices for effective AL. As described in the 

TALiP framework, teachers need an assessment knowledge of varying types of grading 

and feedback practices as well as knowledge when to use each type (Xu & Brown, 2016). 

Teachers who exhibit a high AL have different methods for creating assessments, such as 

criterion-referenced, norm-referenced, and ipsative-referenced assessments (Xu & 

Brown, 2016). In a music education classroom, AL would be evident in the educator 

administering assessments which focus on students’ performing the musical selections 

(criterion-referenced) and then rank students based on the assessment results (norm-

referenced). The educators would have knowledge of how to create assessments which 

focus on the various musical criteria such as intonation, balance, blend, tone quality, and 

so forth. Additionally, they would have knowledge on how to create assessments which 

focuses on one or two musical criteria and then compare students with their peers. 

Overall, participants’ knowledge of grading was evident in this study was broadly 

supported by the TALiP framework; however, there are gaps in participants’ AL. For 

example, the participants used their knowledge of grading to assess students’ 

performance using criterion-referenced assessments as the main form for creating grades 



87 

 

but ipsative-referenced was not used and norm-referenced grading was only used by one 

participant. Knowledge of ipsative-referenced assessments would give the music educator 

an understanding of the rate which students believe they are comprehending the course 

material and in turn direct classroom instruction. The benefit of music educators knowing 

how to use norm-referenced assessments is to group students based on musical 

knowledge and skill. The educator can then help similarly grouped students with their 

specific needs.  

Additionally, teachers need to know whether they are assessing academic or 

affective performances of students (Xu & Brown, 2016) regardless of the content taught. 

Some music educators not only assess musical performance but also grade affective 

performance with daily participation points. Most of the participants did grade affective 

performances of students as daily participation points but without following any standard 

of grading for these types of assessments. All educators, who used participation points in 

formative assessments, emphasized students’ positive attitude and being prepared each 

day by bringing the required materials in class each day. However, researchers 

(Pellegrino et. al, 2015; St. Pierre & Wuttke, 2017) questioned using nonmusical 

assessment criteria to determine music achievement. Unless a set of standards for grading 

are established, assessment validity and reliability and musical achievement are 

questionable.  

Validity and reliability are not the only AL concerns in teachers’ knowledge of 

grading. The principles of creating rubrics and techniques of scoring assessments with 

objectivity and consistency are an essential component to AL knowledge in grading (Xu 
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& Brown, 2016). Music educators use rubrics and scoring techniques which focus on 

grading musical criteria, including criteria which allows for consistent grading with 

objectivity. Based on my study’s findings, the use of rubrics was widely used among 

these participants, but the use of rubrics could be more effective. For example, the 

educators were not explicit in the definition of the criteria for each assessment, and in 

turn students could not make connections between the learning goals and their 

performance to make adjustments. Rubrics also allow for adaptation to meet student 

needs, such as adjusting for ability level of students, type of ensemble or style of music 

(Wesolowski, 2013). Again, the participants used the rubrics in a less effective method 

using the same rubric for all students in all settings. Another advantage for music 

educators to use rubrics is the ability to grade the complexities of musical performance in 

a way that gives meaningful feedback to students (DeLuca & Bolden, 2014; Wesolowski, 

2013). Even so, the participants mostly focused their assessing on the less complex 

components of musical performances, such as correct notes, correct rhythm, and tone 

leaving out the more complex components dynamics, intonation, balance, and blend. 

Rubrics are designed for the educator to choose what criteria to assess (Wesolowski, 

2012); however, in my study most of the participants never changed the criteria. This is 

where the educator can maximize or minimize criteria based on the needs of the students 

through the flexibility of the rubric criteria (Richerme, 2016).  

Rubrics are also a tool by which music educators can grade musical performances 

with objectivity and consistency (Wesolowski, 2015, 2016; Wind, 2016). Music 

educators set the criteria of the rubric and use that rubric to assess each student’s 
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performance based on the predetermined criteria and thus establish practices that are 

objective and consistent. The participants used the rubric as a tool in this way when they 

assessed student performances relying on the rubric as a tool for judging how students 

faired in each criterion.  

Knowledge of Assessment Feedback. To help students learn, teachers need to 

know the principles of feedback which includes the different types and when to use each 

type (Xu & Brown, 2016). In the setting of a music classroom, the music educator uses 

feedback during times of continuous formative assessment, as in large group rehearsals, 

after summative performance assessments, and includes feedback to a large group of 

students as well as individuals. Feedback comes in the forms of verbal and written form 

and includes immediate and differed feedback (Heitink et al., 2016). Music educators 

give the type of feedback which best applies to increasing student confidence and level of 

musical performance. The participants of this study valued immediate-verbal feedback 

since the teachers gave meaningful feedback within the constraints of large class sizes 

and limited time. This group of educators appeared to be highly skilled in giving 

feedback which were both constructive in the artistic process and supportive to student 

motivation and aligned learning with the National Arts Standard MU:Pr5.3.E, which 

focuses on refining musical skills for performance.               

Project Deliverable 

Middle school music educators use formative and summative assessments to 

improve student growth and achievement of musical skills. The outcomes from this study 

are identified as a need to fortify music educators’ AL by aligning their grading practices 
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with the purpose of assessment, modifying how nonmusical skills are assessed, and using 

rubrics effectively to assess student performances. By addressing these three outcomes, 

middle school music educators can more fully develop their AL. 

The project deliverable was a white paper to middle school music educators and 

school leaders who supervise them. The white paper focused on the outcomes from the 

study with recommendations for possible solutions. The white paper will be distributed to 

middle school music educators and presented at one of the annual music teacher 

meetings. The three recommendations are: 

1. Alignment Of Grading Practices with The Assessment Purpose 

2. Grading Of Nonmusical Achievement 

3. Use Rubrics in Grading Assessments 

The middle school music educators and school leaders can use the white paper to 

reflect on their own assessment practices and how they can develop more fully the AL of 

middle school music educators. 

Conclusion 

Section 2 contained the description of the research methodology, the data 

collection, and data analysis. A qualitative case study was used to answer the RQs using 

data from interviews. Two themes emerged from the data analysis and were the basis for 

the outcomes and the type of project for this project study. Section 3 will describe the 

project in detail and will include a literature review linking the type of project and the 

outcomes from the study. 
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Section 3: The Project 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative explanatory case study was to explore middle 

school music educators’ AL in the areas of assessment knowledge and practices based on 

Xu and Brown’s (2016) TALiP framework. I used the findings of this study to write a 

white paper targeted to middle school music educators and their school leaders. The 

findings from this study show that there are three components that middle school music 

educators can strengthen to further develop their AL. These components are the 

alignment of grading practices with the assessment purpose, the grading of nonmusical 

skills, and the effective use of rubrics. These three components are the basis for the 

recommendations in the white paper to support the AL of middle school music educators 

and their school leaders. Section 3 includes the description of the white paper, the 

rationale for using a white paper as the project, a review of the literature relating to the 

recommendations, the project evaluation plan, and discussion of the implementation and 

implications of the project. 

Description and Goals 

The project deliverable for this study is a white paper targeted to school leaders 

and music educators and aimed at improving the AL of music educators. The purpose of 

the white paper is to offer recommendations to middle school administrators and music 

educators for implementation of literacy assessment based on the findings from this 

study. The goals of the paper are to further middle school music educators’ understanding 

of how to improve their AL by aligning the type of assessment with assessment purpose, 
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nonmusical assessments, and use of rubrics. If music educators understand and apply the 

recommendations in the white paper in the classroom, they may be able to provide, 

through their assessments, more accurate data about student growth and achievement of 

musical skills. 

The white paper begins with a discussion of why AL is relevant in the current 

educational context. To explain the relevance of AL, I describe the problem, which is the 

gap in middle school teachers’ assessment knowledge and practice. I include a definition 

of AL featuring detailed descriptions of current assessment knowledge and assessment 

practices from scholars in the field of assessment. The three recommendations are 

explained with evidence from the study and are supported by scholarly literature. I 

provide examples for each recommendation to help music educators apply these 

recommendations to their current situation. I conclude the white paper with a description 

of educational benefits for teachers and students when educators develop their AL. 

Rationale 

A white paper is a position document that is written to give possible solutions or 

policy suggestions to a problem (Hyde, n.d.). It is written to “describe a position on an 

issue and the rationale for that position” (Xavier University Library, 2014, para. 1) and 

should have a clear purpose focused for the intended audience (Dodge, n.d.). For these 

reasons, I selected a white paper to communicate the recommendations to stakeholders at 

the research site. Using a white paper, I sequenced the contents of this project to include 

the problem explored by this qualitative case study, the recommendations, and the 

potential benefits of the recommendations. 
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Hyde (n.d.) stated that a white paper should include needed information that is 

clearly stated and solutions that are presented in an easy to navigate document. In 

developing this white paper, I considered Hyde’s recommendations and displayed quotes 

and diagrams making the document visually easy to navigate. Additionally, I was aware 

of the district leadership’s professional development on formative and summative 

assessments and development of AL of teachers. With this background knowledge of the 

necessary elements of a white paper and the professional development focus, I ensured 

that the contents of this project align with the assessment goals of the school district.  

Review of Literature 

This subsection is a scholarly literature review of white papers and the topics 

connected with the outcomes of my research. I conducted the literature search by using 

Google Scholar and databases through Walden Library. The following search terms were 

used: white paper, white papers in education, assessment policy education, assessment 

policy arts education, rubric secondary music assessment, assessing music performance, 

model cornerstone assessments, and assessment in music education. Other search 

techniques included using “the cited by” feature in Google Scholar, the recommended 

articles on journal websites, author searches, and keywords in the article description. The 

following literature review is divided into topics containing current discussions about 

white papers, grading alignment, grading of nonmusical achievement, and rubrics for 

assessing musical performances. Each of these topics is relevant to the problem studied.  

White Papers 

Researchers compose white papers to make policy recommendations, present 
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data, or propose a solution to a problem (Hyde, n.d.). They are used mostly in business, 

education, marketing, or technical industries (Campbell & Naidoo, 2017; Hyde, n.d., 

Malone & Wright, 2018). There are no standards regarding the format or content that 

authors must meet to define their document as a white paper (Campbell & Naidoo, 2017). 

However, there are common features of white papers, which include medium, 

distribution, length, tone, and perspective (Malone & Wright, 2018). White papers should 

focus on a specific problem with a clear purpose written for a specified audience (Hyde, 

n.d.). It should include visual elements such as charts, tables, bullets, or numbered lists 

and should be easy for the audience to navigate with informative headings. Most 

importantly, the white paper should not only present the problem with data to support it 

but should describe why the solution is important and effective (Dodge, n.d.). 

In 2018, the National Art Education Association published a set of white papers 

on assessment in art education (Etheridge, 2018; Galbraith & Bobick, 2018; Gates, 

2018a, 2018b; Giobbia, 2018; Guenter, 2018; Hu, 2018; Meier, 2018; Ní Bhroin, 2018: 

Sabol, 2018a, 2018b; Sickler-Voigt, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c; Tomhave, 2018). These white 

papers are examples of how white papers can be used to describe the current setting of art 

education. Each one includes the features discussed by Malone and Wright (2018), such 

as section headings and visual graphics; is a brief document; is written in an authoritative 

tone using PDF format; and is user focused. 

Meier (2018) offered recommendations for white papers. The author first gave a 

brief introduction about the need for art educators to use qualitative assessment in the 

classroom to move away from assessments that focus on artistic structure and move 
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towards assessments that focus on ideas. The first page includes graphics along the top 

and left margin with pullout quotes to make the white paper visually appealing. The 

problem is presented and is followed by three recommendations and a conclusion. The 

document is concise and brief and has headings for each section for easy navigation. This 

format is similar to the format used in this white paper project. 

Alignment of Grading With Assessment Purpose 

Xu and Brown (2016) described knowledge of assessment purposes, content, and 

methods as teachers knowing why they are assessing students, whether it be a formative 

or summative assessment. Teachers must also have knowledge about different assessment 

methods and assessment strategies. One of the findings from this study was the wide 

variety in how middle school music educators treated formative and summative 

assessments. The purpose and the types of assessments given by this group of music 

educators did not align correctly creating misalignment in the gradebook. 

Researchers McCallum and Milner (2021) used qualitative methodology to 

evaluate the effectiveness of formative assessments and staff reflections of the data 

gained from the assessments. In two 1st year university courses, McCallum and Milner 

used optional e-formative assessments followed up by a questionnaire about the students’ 

perceptions of the usefulness of the e-assessments. Staff than reflected on the results of 

the e-assessments throughout the semester. The formative e-assessments helped the 

students monitor their own progress, encouraged them to study, and increased the 

students’ perceived level of learning and understanding (McCallum & Milner, 2021). The 

staff benefited from the e-assessments as well. They monitored student understanding and 
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provided support to struggling students as well as gave feedback about the use and 

content of the e-assessments. One drawback from the staff perspective was the time it 

took to create the e-assessments. This study supports the effectiveness of formative 

assessments and how teachers can use the data to monitor students’ growth and adjust 

instruction. When music teachers understand that formative assessment is used to monitor 

student growth and not the final learning product, they may be inclined to correctly align 

their grading practices to place formative assessments as scaffolding toward the pinnacle 

summative assessment.  

For music teachers to align grades with the purpose of assessments, they not only 

need to understand correct methods for alignment but also some of the common mistakes 

made by music teachers. Denis (2018) conducted a literature review which explored 

assessment in the field of music education. Like McCallum and Milner (2021), Denis 

agreed that there is a benefit to students receiving formative assessments with feedback 

but cautioned that when music teachers use formative assessments, they must correctly 

align the assessment purpose with the grading and provide a learning action following the 

assessment or they are mistakenly using a summative assessment. In providing an 

example of potential grade misalignment, Denis warned about the danger of music 

teachers having “deficiencies in practitioner assessment knowledge [which] may lead to 

misuse of assessment strategies, and in turn promote incorrect conclusions and negatively 

influence instruction” (p. 26). Denis also encouraged music educators to use multiple 

forms of assessing musical performances to overcome the subjectivity that can 

accompany musical assessments. Using multiple forms of assessments in this way 
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triangulates the data from the assessments. Teachers can then confirm with multiple types 

of data the correct, or incorrect, alignment of the assessment purpose and grading 

practices.  

Teachers use formative assessments correctly when they assess the learning of 

students, provide feedback, analyze assessment data, and then adjust instruction based on 

the data (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Dixson & Worrell, 2016; Payne et al., 2021). However, 

for these assessments to provide meaningful data they need to be aligned with standards. 

When the assessment is aligned to the content standards and the grading is aligned with 

the assessment purpose, the grades which students receive will be an accurate 

representation of the knowledge and skills of the students. Payne et al. (2019) support the 

need for assessments to be grounded in and aligned with content standards. 

Payne et al. (2019) emphasized that assessments need to be aligned with standards 

and embedded throughout instruction. These assessments should be preplanned and the 

data should be used to document students’ learning. Willerson (2018) claimed that the 

arts educators can align assessments to the National Core Arts Standards (NCAS). He 

further argued that the NCAS are a bridge between nonarts policy and the legitimacy of 

the arts curriculum and practices of the arts educators. For example, the NCAS contains 

the language of assessment policy along with the language of the artistic processes. Using 

this language in the NCAS documents provides legitimacy to nonarts policy makers. This 

language was missing in previous arts standards which brought legitimacy concerns to 

nonarts policy makers (Willerson, 2018). Another element of the NCAS connecting the 

arts standards with nonarts policy makers is the Model Cornerstone Assessments (MCA). 
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Payne et al. viewed the MCAs as a part of the evolution of the assessment culture of 

music education and reminded music educators that an “understanding of and 

competency with effective assessment processes ensures student learning at all levels and 

creates strong and dynamic music programs” (2019, p. 41).  Music educators may have 

stronger AL if they understand the alignment NCAS with assessment. 

Grading of Nonmusical Achievement 

Grading of nonmusical achievement is the assessment of attendance, attitude, or 

perceived student effort as part of the letter grade (Myers, 2020; Pellegrino et al., 2015; 

St. Pierre & Wuttke, 2017). While the intention of grading these areas is worthy, this 

does not reflect the level which students understand and perform musical skills. This type 

of grading is not standards based, does not guide instruction, and may delegitimatize 

grades if students do not need to earn their grades (Denis, 2018; Myers, 2021). Myers 

(2021) promoted the new NCAS to provide guidance to music educators on what skills to 

assess. Assessments direct student and teacher focus (Denis, 2018). If teacher 

assessments are not on musical skills, then students and teachers will not concentrate on 

the must standards, curriculum, or performance. 

In earlier research, Pellegrino et al. (2015) and St. Pierre and Wuttke (2017) 

agreed that secondary music educators’ grading practices were not representing musical 

achievement by including nonmusical skills with the grading of musical skills. This type 

of grading masked the actual musical skills students achieved since assessments of 

attitude, attendance, and preparation were included with musical skills. Myers also agrees 

that this type of grading has been a problem in the field of secondary music education. He 
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emphasized in his literature review that if music educators would place an importance on 

musical achievement by having grades represent what musical skills were achieved, that 

it would help educators “in creating curricula that value skill and learning over showing 

up” (2021, p. 4) Some school districts, like the location of this study, have a citizenship 

grade which can be used to assess the nonmusical achievement categories like attitude, 

attendance, participation, and class preparation.  

These nonmusical achievement categories are important to the success of music 

programs where rehearsals are the main form of classroom instruction (Myers, 2021; 

Orzolek, 2020) like music educators used in this study. However, there are not many 

resources to guide how the grading of these nonmusical categories should be conducted 

by music educators (Orzolek, 2020). In creating a rubric to fill this gap, Orzolek used 

researcher Robert Kelley’s article “In Praise of Followers” as the foundation for how to 

define what these nonmusical categories should look like in the classroom. Orzolek used 

Kelley’s idea of the followership and created the Engaged and Effective Followership 

Rubric music educators can use when assessing nonmusical categories. The rubric 

communicates to students and other stakeholders the definition of daily rehearsal 

participation (nonmusical categories) and how students will be assessed. The drawback to 

this type of rubric is that Orzolek (2020) does not mention how this rubric fits with the 

assessing of musical skills and leaves it to educators to incorporate this in their 

gradebooks. If music educators do have a separate grade given on report cards which 

evaluates students’ citizenship skills, this could be an effective method on how to 

calculate that grade. For this to be most effective, there needs to be a separation of 
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musical achievement and nonmusical achievement in the gradebook so that all 

stakeholders know at what level students are achieving in each category. 

Use of Rubrics for Assessing Musical Performances 

Rubrics were an area of weakness among the music educators interviewed in this 

study. Rubrics are an effective assessment tool for the reason described by Denis (2018) 

in his literature review of assessment in music education. Denis (2018) noted that music 

educators use rubrics to communicate the expectations to the students and to increase 

consistency in students’ performance of musical skills.  When teachers think about and 

plan assessments, teachers can design rubrics to help students know the learning goals 

and what will be assessed. This process can be used to help students become engaged 

with the material from the beginning (Denis, 2018). Payne et al. described effective 

assessments  

…are based on four characteristics: (1) defining the expected learning, (2) determining 

acceptable evidence of learning by designing tasks that require students to demonstrate 

necessary skills and cognitive demands, (3) employing a measuring device that 

differentiates qualities of achievement, and (4) thoughtful analysis and evaluation of the 

results (2019, p. 38).  

When designed correctly, rubrics can be a “measuring device that differentiates” (Payne 

et al., 2019, p. 38) students’ achievement levels. Music teachers can utilize this type of 

assessment data gained from rubrics to make instructional decisions, remediate if needed, 

or monitor learning. 
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When developing a rubric for an instrumental large group performance, Edwards 

et al. (2019) used 20 music educators with an average of 14.2 years of teaching 

experience to evaluate 25 large group performances. The researchers used the four main 

areas from the MCAs for each music educator to rate ensemble performances using an a 

priori list based on research from DeCamp’s study (1980) of creating a rating system for 

high school band performances. From their study, Edwards et al. (2019) developed a 

reliable and valid ensemble performance rubric. During the development of their rubric, 

they removed 14 of the 39 items in the a priori list because “these 14 items caused a 

violation of . . . Rasch measurement and do not appropriately fit the model” (Edwards et 

al., 2019, p. 363). Furthermore, Edwards et al. (2019) pointed out that not all criteria of 

the rubric are of equal value. For example, playing correct notes and correct rhythms are 

basic musical skills. On the other hand, correct ensemble balance and intonation are 

higher level musical skills and that music teachers who place an emphasis on these skills 

will have students who perform at the highest levels. As a result of these changes, the 

researchers cautioned that when using the rubric, music educators should not tally the 

points for the overall rating but understand that some criteria carry more weight than 

others (Edwards et al., 2019). 

Music teachers can use the results of Edwards et al. (2019) when creating their 

own rubrics. Teachers can make choices about the criteria of the rubric knowing that 

some musical skills should be considered more weight in the grading process. 

Understanding that not all musical skills are of equal weight when grading will 
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communicate to the students, they need to prioritize the development of those musical 

skills. 

Another method for creating rubrics as an effective assessment tool was studied 

by Fraile et al. (2017). These researchers concluded from their qualitative study that 

students better internalized the content standards and assessment criteria when they are 

involved in the creation of the rubric. Fraile et al. (2017) concluded that using students in 

the creation of rubrics could improve student self-efficacy and self-regulate learning 

through a discussion about the assessment criteria, standards, and expectations. This 

appears to be more effective than a teacher-imposed rubric where students are less 

involved with the creation of the rubric. This type of rubric follows the first three of 

characteristics of an effective assessment presented by previously mentioned Payne et al. 

(2019). 

During the rubric creation, music educators can use assessment data from 

previously administered assessments to identify which goals are the most important for 

student learning. Myers (2021) stated that music teachers can never assess every skill 

during a student performance. When creating a rubric, music educators must choose and 

prioritize what are the most important musical skills for each assessment. Teachers can 

change or modify the rubric criteria on learning goals. What teachers choose to assess 

and what they choose not to assess communicates their educational philosophy to 

students, parents, and administration (Myers, 2021). They can change the rubric criteria 

according to the needs of the students as they rely on effectively analyze assessment data, 

define learning goals, and develop a set of criteria that allows for various levels of 
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achievement. Music educators effective use of rubrics strengthens their AL through their 

understanding and practices of communicating learning goals, measuring accurately 

students’ skills, and increasing students’ understanding of standards. 

Project Description 

Needed Resources and Existing Supports 

At the time of the project, the local school district offered professional 

development courses and district initiatives that were focused on developing teacher AL. 

However, the intended audiences of these resources are traditional classroom teachers 

and not performing arts teachers such as middle school music educators. Within the 

school district current structure, secondary music is in the Humanities Division, which is 

in the larger umbrella of Curriculum and Instruction Division. I elicited support from the 

humanities director and the coordinator for secondary music, dance, and theatre on how 

to disseminate the white paper in the study school. I also worked with the director of 

research in the assessment, compliance, and monitoring division in the district 

coordinating with all three positions for the approval and distribution of the white paper. 

The coordinator for secondary music, dance, and theatre would be the main 

support since this person has the most contact with school principals. This person advises 

school leaders in matters of secondary music topics and the hire and development of 

music teachers. The coordinator also directs the focus of the music teachers in secondary 

music in district wide trainings by selecting the topics for professional development. If it 

is decided to distribute a printed version of the white paper, there will be a small cost for 

printing and binding the white paper. 
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Potential Barriers and Solutions 

A potential barrier to reaching a large audience for the white paper could be the 

minimal frequency the secondary music educators meet for professional development. 

Most years, there is one meeting at the beginning of the year where the secondary music 

educators come together to discuss the upcoming year and have professional 

development opportunities. Unfortunately, these meetings are not required and happen 

one day before teachers’ contractual start day. This creates a challenge for reaching all 

music educators since some do not attend the meeting. Another barrier is the minimal 

opportunity to physically meet and discuss the white paper with all middle school music 

educators. This district has 51 middle schools with music programs and some schools 

geographically spread out. Reaching all music teachers and the school leaders who 

supervise them would be a challenge. While the documents could be printed and sent 

through the school district mail system, the lost opportunity to discuss the white paper, 

answer questions, and receive feedback is a barrier.  

One possible solution that could work would be to contact the supervising 

administer of the novice music educators of those 51 middle schools to discuss the 

importance of the white paper. Those school administrators could then distribute the 

white paper to those teachers to discuss the contents of the white paper. The process 

could be ongoing, cycling through the music teachers starting with the novice teachers 

through the most senior music teachers. Another possible solution is to distribute and 

discus the white paper at the first of the year voluntary meeting and then contact those 

who did not attend and make a presentation to those teachers separately. 
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Proposal for Implementation and Timetable 

The procedures for distributing the white paper in this school district is to send the 

summary findings and white paper to the director. Once they have reviewed the 

documents, I will arrange a meeting with the director of humanities and with the 

coordinator for secondary music, dance, and theatre to discuss a plan for distributing the 

white paper and answer any questions, comments, or feedback on the recommendations. 

During this meeting, I will present an implementation plan which will focus on 

distribution of the white paper to groups of music teachers starting with the novice music 

teachers and cycling through to the most senior music teachers. It is anticipated during 

the span of 4 months I would meet with 4-6 groups of educators and school leaders. At 

the end of the school year there will be a follow up meeting with the Director of 

Humanities and with the Coordinator for Secondary Music, Dance, and Theatre to report 

on the implementation process.  

Project Evaluation Plan 

A white paper was selected to describe the findings from the study and 

recommendations based on the findings and to share the white paper and its contents with 

the stakeholders. The evaluation of the project will follow school district guidelines and 

follow the adopted practice of formal evaluation, using a Google Form included in the 

project. In this school district, school district personnel are required to submit a Likert 

scale and short answer professional development questionnaire to rate the presentation. 

The questionnaire includes two response choices, disagree or agree, with short answer 

questions about what support teachers may need and if they plan on using the content 
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from the professional development in their classrooms (see Appendix A). This evaluation 

tool will then be used for feedback to see if teachers find the recommendations useful and 

intended to use some portion in the transformation of their AL. 

Project Implications 

Implications for Local Community 

The possible social change implications of this white paper could be an increased 

awareness of music educators’ knowledge about AL. The increased awareness may 

benefit music teachers by helping them to develop their AL more fully. This would create 

a cause-and-effect sequence where students and parents will directly benefit from 

teachers whose AL is more developed. These students will have a better understanding 

how they are progressing, learning goals, and clear communication about teacher 

expectations. Parents, like the students, will also better understand the learning goals and 

the expectations of the teacher. The cause and effect will continue as students will more 

accurately know where they have strengths and weaknesses. Students would progress 

with accurate assessments and feedback and achieve at a higher level. Parents and 

students would benefit from higher student achievement and performance level. 

Implications for Global Community 

This white paper can possibly have social change implications for the global 

community by helping music educators in other school districts and states to use 

assessment methods which more accurately assess students’ musical skills. This can help 

those who develop curriculum to educate preservice music teachers to include assessment 

knowledge and practices that support K-12 student learning. This could help preservice 
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teachers to have a more developed AL when they become licensed teachers and in turn 

could benefit students to have a more accurate assessment of their musical skills.  

Conclusion 

The white paper project provides recommendations based on the findings of the 

study. In Section 3, I described the goals of the project, a review of the literature focused 

on the recommendations, the project and its contents, how the project would be 

evaluated, and the implications of the project. In Section 4, I will present the strengths 

and weaknesses of the project and my reflections of the project and my personal growth 

through the development of the project. 
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions 

Project's Strengths and Limitations 

All projects have strengths and weaknesses. In this section, I discuss the strengths 

and weaknesses of the project that I developed based on the findings from the case study 

that I conducted.  

Strengths 

The project could influence middle school music educators and help them to be 

more aware of their AL and how to develop their assessment knowledge and practices. 

The strengths of the white paper are the universality of the recommended solutions for 

both instrumental and vocal settings, the focus of the recommendations on the middle 

school level, and the ease of implementing the recommendations in a busy music 

educator’s workload. I believe that these aspects may improve assessment in music.  

The assessment recommendations of the white paper are applicable to all 

performing music education genres including band, choir, orchestra, jazz, mariachi, and 

any others that include vocal or instrumental performances. Even though there are 

differences between each music discipline, the recommendations from the white paper 

can be implemented across all performing music disciplines. The recommendations 

focus on applying and improving assessment techniques for the middle school level 

music educator. Most researchers have combined middle school and high school music 

educators (e.g., Myers, 2021). Although there are similarities between the two levels, 

there are unique problems in a middle school music program, namely the large class sizes 

and the maturity of the students. In this white paper, I focus on the assessments needs 
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specific to middle school music educators with large class sizes to support them in their 

unique teaching situation. 

These assessment recommendations can be implemented immediately in two 

ways. Music educators can use the recommendations to support their AL growth, and 

school leaders can use the recommendations to help with school-level professional 

development. For the last 6 years, this school district leadership has focused on 

assessment practices and provided school leaders with resources for teacher professional 

development at the school level. The school district, however, has not provided 

professional development that supports or is applicable to music educators. School 

leaders are not given resources on how to assist music educators’ AL. In my research, I 

found some gaps in assessment knowledge and practice and identified support needed by 

teachers to develop their AL more fully. The recommendations included in the white 

paper may help school leaders to understand what assessment practices music educators 

can strengthen and how to support them in doing so. 

Limitations  

One limitation of the white paper is the assumption that the music educator is 

moderately assessment literate (i.e., possesses knowledge of assessment and how it 

shapes instruction). For example, one recommendation from the white paper is the more 

effective use of rubrics. This recommendation is for music educators who already 

understand rubrics, how to create them, and how to use them in grading and feedback. If 

the educator is not familiar with rubrics and how to grade playing assessments, then 

different strategies would be required before the use of the recommendations in the white 
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paper. 

Another limitation is the type of project. A white paper requires the reader to be 

intrinsically motivated to take the initiative to read the white paper on their own. Another 

project might reach a wider audience through a presentation or professional development. 

However, the receptiveness of the recommendations in the white paper may not be as 

high in a large group meeting as those who read the white paper on their own. One way 

to overcome this limitation could be to use the white paper as a document employed in a 

schoolbook club with music educators and administrators. In this way, this would give 

time for discussion about assessment practices and how to implement the 

recommendations in the white paper. 

Recommendations for Alternative Approaches 

In this study, I focused on middle school music educators’ assessment knowledge 

and practices. I could have conducted a quantitative study and had the participants 

complete a survey about their assessment knowledge and assessment practices. Those 

data would be analyzed to derive AL trends among the music educators or the factors that 

increase music teachers’ AL. Data collected from this type of study could be used to 

identify the most common assessments used and which are used least. The results could 

then be used to help music educators to diversify their assessment practices to develop 

their AL more fully. Another method that could have been used was including student, 

administration, or parent perspectives of the classroom assessments. The data could be 

used to compare the various stakeholders’ perspectives and then identify common 

understandings and misunderstandings of the purposes of assessment. The results could 
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be used to provide recommendations on needed communication between each 

stakeholder and the AL needs of school leaders and music educators. 

Scholarship, Project Development, and Leadership and Change 

Scholarship 

Prior to this project creation, I had only heard about white papers, and I had never 

seen or read one. In my research about white papers, I learned that they are documents 

that present a problem with a proposed policy or solution to a problem (Hyde, n.d.). 

White papers need to clearly define the scope and purpose focused on the intended 

audience (Hyde, n.d.). The author of this type of document should be objective and use 

language that avoids bias (e.g., gender-neutral language). White papers should also have 

a visual appeal using the data from studies to support the position of the author.      

My skills as a writer were challenged in writing a white paper. I learned how to be 

more positive and objective about the problem and recommended solutions. My writing 

skills were developed further through learning how to write a position paper to the 

intended audience using the findings to support my recommendations. Preparing this 

project also helped me to think how I should present the problem and proposed solutions 

to help others understand the problem and recommendations clearly. I learned that I enjoy 

writing position papers and learning skills to make the document clear and 

understandable.  

Project Development 

To prepare for the development of the white paper, I needed to understand the 

role of white papers and the format for these types of documents. I learned that white 
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papers are persuasive and are used to describe a problem, are directed at specific 

stakeholders, and include recommendations to solve the problem (Hyde, n.d.; Xavier 

University Library, 2014). Specific to my project, I needed to include the findings from 

the study for recommendations on how to support and strengthen music educators’ 

assessment practices. In preparing the paper, I needed to have a logical flow to support of 

proposed solutions (Dodge, n.d.). Importantly, in the white paper, I needed to focus the 

argument on the important stakeholders and demonstrate how supporting these 

recommendations is applicable to them. 

Leadership and Change 

The EdD program has been a transformation for me going from a consumer of 

research to a researcher. It has helped me to weave research into my current assessment 

practices. In my own teaching practices, I have added or removed practices that have a 

high effect on student learning. For example, using rubrics more effectively and 

removing the practice of participation points are two changes I have made. Because of 

my current research and understanding, I am confident to speak out in school settings 

when I see something not in line with AL research. The line from “Amazing Grace” “I 

was blind but now I see” represents how I feel about the change that I underwent while 

completing this degree. I understand areas of strengths and weaknesses in my teaching 

and AL. I have volunteered on school district committees and projects to use my insights 

and leadership skills that I have gained during this degree program.  

My leadership style has changed during this time from passive to active, and I am 

now willing to share my opinions. I have actively helped less experienced music 
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educators and student teachers by being a mentor to individual teachers. Among my 

colleagues I have shared rubrics and assessment strategies. I was a committee member 

who developed the district curriculum pacing guides for newer teachers. I am more vocal 

in staff meetings and other trainings offering my insights and knowledge I have gained 

from this degree program. Prior to this experience, I would not have been as active as I 

am now in sharing and supporting others. I was not confident in my skills and knowledge 

about teaching, but this degree program has changed how I view myself, and I now 

realize that I have good strategies to share with my colleagues. 

Self-Analysis 

My personal learning during the process of becoming a researcher was drastic. 

When working on my bachelor’s degree, I focused on the pedagogy of teaching brass, 

woodwind, percussion, voice, strings, and guitar classes. My master’s degree in 

instrumental conducting focused on becoming an artist and refining my musical skills. 

This research degree required large leaps in knowledge and learning to investigate and 

think like a researcher. During the coursework for this degree, I was exposed to new 

ideas and concepts about different research philosophies, how to develop a problem 

statement, and RQs. The most helpful for me in my development to think like a 

researcher was reading research articles and noticing how researchers aligned the various 

components in their research. This skill has helped me not only as a researcher but as a 

consumer of research. I notice when someone’s argument is strong because their logic is 

aligned and when someone’s argument is weak because it is not aligned. 
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Analysis of Self as a Scholar 

Throughout this EdD program at Walden, my identity as a scholar has changed to 

understand ideas and concepts in a more nuanced way. I can see multiple ways of 

analyzing a problem or solving a problem. This was evident during distant learning due 

to COVID-19 restrictions and having to figure out how to teach band in a distant learning 

model. I coupled different methods that were successful for my students and me. I have 

gleaned insights to how good researchers think and problem solve. Through reading 

journal articles and other scholarly documents, and now including my own research, I 

take part in general academic discussions and more specialized ones on AL. The 

coursework and project study have given me insights into how I can be a leader and 

better educator in my home school and school district. Because of the project study, I am 

viewed as a leader among my colleagues in my school and district. Through the 

development of this project, I have increased my skills of synthesizing data into a 

digestible format for those who need information quickly and concisely. Overall, this 

degree created a large positive shift in how I think about my professional skills, how I 

prioritize data, and how I problem solve. 

Analysis of Self as a Practitioner 

The process of conducting this project study has had a profound influence on my 

life as an educator. The reading of research articles and research methodology books 

assisted me in learning how to become a better educator by helping me see and 

understand what practices are most effective. Reading the articles has helped me to 

sequence what I teach in a more logical manner and focus on helping my students to 
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become independent learners. The AL articles helped me to reflect as an educator and 

investigate what my assessment knowledge and practices were and compared them with 

the literature. At times I changed my assessment practices as I gained a better 

understanding of current assessment practices from reading the literature on AL.  

Currently my school district is placing a priority on AL for teachers. This has 

provided me opportunities in my school to share what I have learned about AL with my 

colleagues. My willingness to look at my practices as an educator and reflect on my 

assessment skills and modify them with researched practices make my quality of teaching 

more effective for student learning. Through this reflection I have started to use rubrics to 

grade student performance assessment and use formative assessments correctly in the 

classroom. I now have a solo night as the final assessment of the year where my students 

learn and perform a solo to help them become a more independent musician. I have also 

changed my grading practices by removing any nonmusical assessments from the grade 

book and having those nonmusical assessments be part of the student’s citizenship grade. 

These changes have made me a better educator by helping my students learn more 

effectively.  

Analysis of Self as a Project Developer 

As a project developer, I learned that I have passion for helping other educators. I 

want other music educators to improve their assessment skills and understand AL to help 

them in their classrooms. I have learned about assessment knowledge and practices which 

supported me in the decisions I made as an educator, and I want other educators to have 

the same experience and support them in making better decisions. I also learned as a 
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project developer that I enjoy writing as a form of communicating in a position paper. It 

is challenging and I find that I need a lot of refinement in my writing skills but writing 

helps me to formulate my ideas in a concrete way to help others understand my reasons 

for certain position.  

Reflection on the Importance of the Work 

The findings of this research project have been meaningful to me by giving me an 

outsider’s perspective on the assessment knowledge and practices of middle school music 

educators. This perspective has helped me to reflect on my personal assessment practices 

and adjust how I use assessments in the classroom. I hope that my research and my white 

paper help music educators in a similar way and I hope they are willing to use my ideas 

in their own assessment practices. The work of teacher AL is important since it is integral 

for instruction adjustments and student achievement. Once assessment illiteracy is 

changed to AL, teachers will have a larger positive influence on students learning and 

achievement. 

Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research 

The area of social change this project can influence is on the skills and practices 

of music teachers. One teacher can influence many students over the course of time. If 

teachers are concentrating to better their craft of teaching, their influence over students 

can become more positive. Teachers who improve their craft have more knowledge and 

skills on how to help students learn, help students to overcome obstacles, and help 

students’ self-efficacy in learning new material. Teachers who work to improve their AL 

through the recommendations in the white paper may increase their influence on student 
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learning and in turn may positively affect students in other areas of their learning. By 

helping one music teacher better their teaching craft, they can influence many students 

with positive learning experiences. 

All middle school band, choir, or orchestra teachers can use the white paper to 

reflect on their own practices and improve their own assessment practices. Whether the 

school is urban or rural, the school demographics, the school rating, or the school 

socioeconomical categories, the recommendations can be used by music education to 

better their assessment practices. The recommendations in the white paper are universal 

to all middle school music educators to help improve their AL. When educators are 

assessment literate, they are more reflective in their practices and focus on the 

development of their AL which supports all students’ learning. This white paper has the 

potential to start the discussion among music educators on how to be assessment literate 

and help music educators to create practices that are equitable to all students. All students 

would receive instruction based on their learning needs. Teachers who are assessment 

literate will accurately assess the needs of students, interpret the data correctly, and adjust 

instruction based on those assessment results. Grading will be equitable and based solely 

on the students’ acquired knowledge, skills, and performance level. Teachers may use 

rubrics to communicate clear learning expectations and give feedback that focuses on the 

standards and learning goals for each student. This will help all students feel they have 

the potential for improvement and success through their efforts and the support of 

educators. 

School leaders can also use the white paper to gain insight on how to support 
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music educators’ assessment practices and know what support to give them. Music 

educators are using many meaningful assessment practices in the classroom but can be 

supported in growing their AL in a few areas. School leaders can support music educators 

with professional development or informal feedback focused on grading practices and 

assessment purposes being aligned, the grading on nonmusical assessments, and using 

rubrics more effectively. These are areas of emphasis school leaders can use in 

discussions with music educators to evaluate AL and target areas of weakness.     

Possible areas where further research of music educators’ AL could include 

research about the most recent music standards and the assessments linked with those 

standards. For example, researchers may investigate the effect of the National Arts Core 

Standards Model Cornerstone Assessments have on student performance. These 

assessments were created by a national committee of educators to help music educators 

of all levels have example assessments and student examples to assist music educators in 

assessment reliability. Researchers could use a program evaluation of the MCAs to find if 

the example assessments and student examples are giving the music teachers the help that 

was intended. 

Another area for further research would be how the various uses of student 

involvement in assessments and what effect, if any, does involvement have on student 

performance. Researchers could possibly use a quantitative study with groups of students. 

Some groups would use assessments which involved students in the assessments process 

while other groups would not use student involvement in the assessments. 

A third area could be educators’ conception of assessment and how that 
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influences the decisions and actions music educators make in assessments. Through 

interviews and class observations, researchers can use a qualitative study to inquire about 

teachers’ views of learning, their views about affective dimensions of learning, and their 

views about cognitive dimensions of learning influence teachers’ assessment choices. 

Conclusion 

Assessment literate music educators have foundational assessment knowledge and 

demonstrate assessment practices where decisions and action taking are used to help 

students learn. The students will have a better sense of their learning goals, their strengths 

and weaknesses, and progress. Assessment is at the center of student learning and 

achievement. The recommendations included in the white paper, if followed, have the 

possibility to make this type of scenario a reality. Middle school music educators, who 

are assessment literate, can develop a learning environment where student learning is the 

center of decisions and teachers’ actions in assessment provides direction for 

improvement of musical skills.   
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Introduction 

Starting with the Nation 
at Risk report in 1983 and 
moving through the next two 
decades of educational 
initiatives like the Goals 2000 
initiative in 1994, the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) assessments in 1997, and the 
2010 Common Core Standards for 
English Language Arts and 
Mathematics, the arts disciplines have 
sought to be a core subject in students’ 
curriculum (Helton, 2020; Willerson, 
2019). In the past, there has been a 
separation between the arts disciplines 
and assessment-based practices due to 
arts assessments not being connected 
with clearly defined standards 
(Willerson, 2019). The creation of the 
1994 arts standards was a first step in 
providing standards in the arts and in 
2014 the standards for arts education 
were updated to keep pace with the 
common core standards (Rawlings, 
2013).  

Along with the 2014 National 
Core Arts Standards (NCAS) came 
Model Cornerstone Assessments (MCA) 
to give educators examples of student 
work aligned with the new standards 
(Shaw, 2014). The standards and 
assessments were created to ensure the 
assessments of students remain valid to 
that artistic process (Rawlings, 2014). 
The NCAS were to be an answer to the 
problem of arts assessment not being 

clearly connected to standards. In the 
NCAS, assessment language is used 
throughout the NCAS documents 
including verbiage that would be easily 
identifiable to non-arts policy makers 
such as measurable, outcome based, 
rigorous, and sequential approach 
(Willerson, 2019). The NCAS were 
developed to help arts teachers use 
assessment in their classrooms, to further 
validate the arts as a core subject, and to 
show the arts will prepare students with 
21st century skills (Willerson, 2019). 

The increased interested in 
assessment practices of arts teachers has 
mirrored the increased interest in the 
education policy makers’ community. 
Measuring student learning and growth 
has led the education policy since the 
start of the Nation at Risk. Along with 
the increased interest of student learning 
and growth during this time, there has 
followed an increased desire to hold 
teachers accountable for student 
learning. For this reason, assessment and 
teachers’ assessment knowledge and 
skill have been the center of the last 
national educational initiative, Race To 
the Top in 2009, and included not only 
how students are achieving and growing 
but then using that data to evaluate 

Recommendations centered on the practices of 
middle school music educators to assist with (1) 
Assessment purpose and type alignment, (2) 
Nonmusical Assessment, and (3) Using Rubrics 
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teachers (Aguilar, 2014). 
In this context of heightened 

awareness of assessments and teacher 
evaluations, there is a need to support 
teachers in the development of their 
assessment knowledge and assessment 
practices. First, we must know what the 
current assessment knowledge level of 
teachers are and their assessment 
practices. This white paper is the result 
of a qualitative case study conducted 
with 12 middle school music educators 
to identify their current assessment 
knowledge and assessment practices. 
Based on the findings of my study, three 
recommendations are suggested to help 
music teachers further develop their 
assessment knowledge and practices. 
This white paper is for both the middle 
school music educator and their school 
leaders. In this paper, I outline the 
current problem, define assessment 
literacy, and provide three 
recommendations for music teachers and 
school leaders to implement, followed 
by the educational benefits of an 
assessment literate teacher. 

 
Problem Definition 

In order to examine the current 
assessment practices of music educators, 
12 music educators were interviewed, 
and their responses were analyzed for 
commonalities. The findings from the 
study include three areas where music 
educators reported they could gain 
further knowledge about assessments 
and improve their assessment practices, 

(a) grading practices aligned with 
assessment purposes, (b) grading of 
nonmusical achievement, and (c) using 
rubrics more effectively. 

In addition to these three areas 
for improvement, music educators also 
expressed a need for support from their 
schools’ leaders. Often school leaders do 
not have a music education background 
and district or state teacher evaluations 
do not match what music teachers 
actually do in the classroom (Robinson, 
2017). The challenge for school leaders 
is to support their music teachers during 
classroom observations and formal 
evaluations. They also should know the 
range of assessment practices that are 
observable in a typical music teaching 
environment. Supervisors should provide 
meaningful feedback to help all teachers 
better their craft. If the supervisor 
demonstrates a gap in understanding the 
discipline, then teachers might feel the 
need to “fake teach” or engage in “hoop 
jumping” or inauthentic teaching 
(Robinson, 2017) when observed to 
guarantee an evaluation score of four out 
of four. This type of experience 
decreases the opportunity for growth on 
the part of the teacher, including the 
development of assessment knowledge 
and practices. 

This white paper was drafted to 
address the needs of music teachers and 
their school leaders. The 
recommendations from the study include 
ways for music teachers to align their 
assessment practices with the current 
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literature and gives school leaders a 
“what to look for” when observing a 
music teacher. This approach of both 
teacher-initiated internal evaluation and 
external observations by a supervisor of 
assessment practices will allow music 
teachers to develop their assessment 
literacy by making these practices a part 
of their teaching and not another 
education initiative that loses momentum 
over the long term. 

 
Assessment Literacy 

Assessment literacy is “the skills 
and knowledge teachers require to 
measure and support student learning 
through assessment” (DeLuca, 2016, p. 
248) as well as how these fit into all 
aspects of professional education 
culture, teacher identity, and 
classroom practices (Coombs, 
2018). There are many pieces which 
fit together to create an educator’s 
assessor identity including the 
knowledge base, interpretive and 
guiding framework, conception of 
assessment, macro and mirco contexts, 
assessment practice, teacher learning, 
teacher reflection, teacher participation, 
and reconstruction of assessor identity 
(Xu & Brown, 2016). The purpose of the 
study was to better understand middle 
school music educators’ assessment 
knowledge and assessment practices. 
 
Assessment Knowledge 

Assessment literacy knowledge 
is necessary as it is used to provide a 

standard for good assessment (Xu & 
Brown, 2016). The knowledge base in 
assessment is the disciplinary knowledge 
and pedagogical content knowledge of 
the teacher. The curriculum and 
standards of the discipline are the guides 
upon which assessments are measured. 
Teachers must understand the purpose, 
content, and methods of assessment, 
how to connect assessments to learning 
goals, and why assessments are 
necessary. Assessment knowledge 
includes an understanding of grading 
rationales for grading, and various ways 
of grading assessments with the use of 
rubrics and criteria. Another component 
is the knowledge of feedback which 
includes the principles of feedback and 

the various ways of providing feedback. 
Once assessments are administered, 
teachers need to know how to interpret 
the data and how to communicate results 
to stakeholders. Teachers should know 
how to use self and peer assessment with 
students and how to include students to 
participate in assessment. The final 
component is the knowledge of 
assessment ethics, which is teachers’ 
responsibilities in sharing and storing 
assessment data, how to develop and 
sustain equity, social justice, 

“A teacher's approach to assessment is 
comprised of both conceptual understandings 
and practical knowledge related to student 
assessment within the situated context of their 
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nondiscrimination, and inclusion in the 
creation and administration of 
assessments. The development of a 
teacher’s assessment literacy includes an 
understanding and knowledge of these 
areas to correctly develop the assessment 
practices of the teacher (Xu & Brown, 
2016). 
 
Assessment Practices 

The assessment practices of 
teachers involve the decision making 
and action taking processes teachers 
make in the classroom. This process is 
the teachers’ ability to manage external 
factors—like class size, time, teaching 
schedule, etc.—using the teachers’ 
knowledge, beliefs, and conceptions 
about assessment. For example, a 
mathematics teacher can easily have a 
“ticket out the door” assessment at the 
end of class to find out if new content 
was learned during class. Band teachers 
who have over 60 students in one class 
and teaching up to 10 different 
instruments during that same period 
would have a more challenging task of 
creating an exit ticket which coincides 
with students and their instruments, 
distributing the exit ticket, and then 
grading the exit ticket in a timely 
manner. A middle school music educator 
would use their knowledge about 
assessment to balance the assessment of 
student learning with the context the 
assessments are taking place. Music 
teachers’ assessment practices must take 
into consideration the context which 

assessments are administered along with 
the grading, feedback, and 
communication of the data. 

 
Assessment Recommendations 

The following recommendations 
focus on three areas of assessment 
knowledge and practices and are based 
on the findings from the study. Middle 
school music educators can use these 
three recommendations as a self-check 
to further develop their assessment 
literacy. Teachers can discuss with a 
colleague or reflecting on their own 
assessment knowledge and practices. It 
is important to take into consideration 
that change, and development occurs 
over time and the challenge of change 
must be met with wisdom and balance. 
Change takes patience to create new 
ways of viewing assessment and these 
moments of reflection will help develop 
a new more extensive assessor identity. 

School leaders can use these 
recommendations to support music 
teachers in extending their assessment 
practices. School leaders might also use 
these during the evaluation process when 
discussing goals with music teachers and 
what goals would be meaningful to 
music teachers. School leaders can 
support music teachers by making it 
possible for a group of music teachers to 
meet and discuss assessment literacy, 
sharing assessment ideas, practices, 
positive and negative experiences, and 
seek input from colleagues. School 
leaders have influence to direct the 
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growth of their music teachers and to 
provide a way for them to develop their 
assessment literacy. 
 
Recommendation #1: Alignment of 
Grading Practices with the 
Assessment Purpose 

The first recommendation is the 
alignment of grading practices with the 
assessment purpose. The purpose of the 
assessment determines whether the 
assessment is formative or summative. 
For example, if the assessment is to find 
how students are doing during the unit of 
learning, the assessment purpose would 
align with formative assessment. If the 
assessment is to see what students have 
learned at the end of a unit, that 
assessment purpose would align with a 
summative assessment. It is important 
that the purpose and type of assessment 
are aligned to give the correct weight to 
each type of assessment in the grade 
book, for the data to be interpreted 
correctly by the teacher, and for the 
correct type of feedback being given to 
students. Music teachers need to ensure 
that formative assessment has its place 
of guiding instruction (Livingston & 
Hutchinson, 2017) and to place its 
weighted value in the grade book as 
lesser than when compared with 
summative assessments.  

Some music educators in this 
study wanted to place an importance on 
practicing, a formative assessment, and 
incorrectly weighted these the same as a 
playing assessment, which would be 

summative. This participant shared the 
categories of his grade book as “four 
major categories: practice logs, 
participation, playing tests, and a 
[weekly] worksheet,” which placed 
practice logs the same as playing 
assessments. While practicing and 
creating a practice habit for students is 
extremely important, the activity is 
preparing the students for the playing 
assessment which is a summative 
assessment. The practicing assessment 
should be labeled as a formative 
assessment and weighted less than 
summative assessments in the teacher’s 
grade book. Teachers who wish to place 
an importance on practicing could 
consider other methods, like portfolios, 
that place the importance on practicing 
they desire while correctly aligning the 
purpose with the assessment type.  

An example of how to align 
practice assessments with the correct 
purpose would be to use portfolios. 
Wesolowski (2014) documented how 
music educators can use portfolios in the 
diagnostic assessment, formative 
assessment, and summative assessment 
of students’ learning. The strength of the 
portfolio is the opportunity it gives for 
teachers to individualize or differentiate 
learning for students. They also provide 
music educators the ability to collect 
various forms of data to improve 
planning and instruction (Wesolowski, 
2014). Over time students could create a 
portfolio of recordings each week for 
self-reflection and assess how they are 
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progressing toward their goals. At the 
end of the specific time period, students 
complete a final recording and submit 
their portfolio of recordings. By using 
portfolios, a music teacher can guide 
instruction with formative assessments 
and identify what learning has occurred 
with a summative assessment. In this 
way, the importance of practicing is 
emphasized, and purposes of 
assessments are aligned correctly with 
the assessment type. 
 
Recommendation #2: Grading of 
Nonmusical Achievement 

The second 
recommendation is what 
decision is best for the grading 
of nonmusical achievement like 
students’ attitude, attendance, 
and preparedness (students 
have materials in class like 
music, instrument, pencil, etc.) 
often labeled as participation 
points. The grade a student earns during 
the grading period should reflect the 
student’s musical achievement (Sharma, 
2015). However, some music educators 
use participation points (Pellegrino, 
Conway, & Russell, 2015) in the 
gradebook like a musical achievement 
grade which inflates the real 
achievement of the student.  From this 
study, one music educator placed a high 
importance of participation points by 
making it equal to performances, “a 
concert grade is weighed at 40% of their 
grade and so is participation.” Another 

mentioned, her grade book weight as 
“40% is daily participation and practice 
logs.”  

For accuracy, reliability, and 
validity, music teachers need to use a 
standards-based grading approach for 
student assessments (St. Pierre & 
Wuttke, 2017). Music teachers need to 
place nonmusical assessments as a 
separate citizenship grade since they are 
not musical standards. By doing this, the 
teacher is communicating to the student 
and parents at what level the student is 
achieving musical skills (letter grade) 

and at what level is the student being 
responsible in the classroom (citizenship 
grade). This provides clarity on at what 
level musical skills are being achieved 
by the student and at what level the 
students is demonstrating nonmusical 
skills. 

  
Recommendation #3: Use of Rubrics 
in Grading Assessments 

The final recommendation 
concerns how music educators use 
rubrics in grading assessments. Rubrics 
are an effective way to assess the 

Rubric “criteria that provide qualitative 
descriptions that authentically and accurately 
distinguish performance levels are valuable. 
These criteria enable feedback that will support 
learning and improve performance” 
DeLuca & Bolden (2014) 
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complexities of a musical performance 
(DeLuca & Bolden, 2014) and provide 
music educators a quick method for 
scoring many students with high quality 
(Doğan, 2017). The criteria selected is 
critical for the effectiveness of the 
rubric. Rubric construction needs to be 
founded in standards which are clear and 
useful in assessment and feedback 
(DeLuca & Bolden, 2014; Smit, 2014). 
The use of learning goals and purpose of 
the assessment will also ground the 
rubric with the clarity and specificity 
needed (Wesolowski, 2012).  

Music educators use their 
expertise to select the criteria for each 
assessment. An important aspect to 
selecting criteria is understanding that 
choosing a certain set of criteria for one 
assessment will exclude or minimize 
other musical criteria (Richerme, 2016). 
Therefore, the criteria which music 
teachers select to communicate to 
students what the most important 
musical skill students should focus on int 
their personal practice and diminishes 
the importance of the criteria not 
selected. Also, if a rubric has all 
components of music skills included and 
is the only rubric ever used, it fails to 
place any criteria as important and does 
not communicate to students what skills 
to practice. 

Music educators must understand 
the needs of the students and select 
criteria which focuses on those needs. 
The participants in the study used rubrics 
for grading but had a rubric they used 

throughout the year without changing 
the criteria. Many followed what this 
participant said, “I use the festival rubric 
we have for choir. They have five 
categories and we go through those 
categories [as a class].” Using the same 
rubric for every assessment reduces the 
effectiveness of the rubric. By using the 
same rubric for every playing 
assessment, students do not receive a 
clear message from the teacher what is 
the most important skill or concept to be 
focusing on in their personal practice 
and the growth of the student may be 
hindered. There is a more effective 
method for using rubrics to help students 
get a clear message of what is most 
important to promote growth. 

An example of using rubrics in a 
more effective way would be if a band 
teacher noticed a group of students were 
not articulating notes correctly. That 
teacher could place on the rubric for the 
next assessment criteria such as, correct 
tone, correct start to each note, and 
correct end to each note. Placing this 
focus on each element of articulation 
allows for the teacher to give meaningful 
feedback and for students to know what 
important musical concept needs work. 
This would be communicated to the 
students prior to the assessment and 
gives the students time to focus on this 
concept during their preparation. During 
the next assessment, the band teacher 
notices that executing 16th notes needs 
improvement and will change the rubric 
criteria to match that musical concept. 
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This method focuses on the needs of the 
students, shows the student how the 
passage needs to be performed, and 
communicates what is important. 

 
Educational Benefits of the 

Recommendations 
Using the recommendations from 

the study directly benefit the main 
stakeholders in education, namely 
students, teachers, school leaders, and 
less directly the parents. Music educators 
who integrate these recommendations 
into their practices will further develop 
their assessment literacy which benefits 
students. Students will benefit from a 
teacher who is assessment literate by 
having higher achievement and growth. 
School leaders will increase their 
knowledge of what assessment practices 
are in a music classroom and can then 
give meaningful feedback to music 
educators during classroom 
observations. 

 

 
 

Students will benefit from music 
teachers using the recommendations to 
develop their assessment literacy. As 
teachers reconstruct their assessor 
identity through assessment literacy 
development, they progress through 
three different levels of assessment 
mastery (Xu & Brown, 2016). Teachers 
move from mastery of the fundamental 
principles of assessment to the teachers’ 
perceptions of assessments shaping how 
assessments should be. The final stage is 
a self-awareness of teachers which 
allows them to self-reflect and gain new 
insights in their own assessment 
practices (Xu & Brown, 2016). This 
growth process is important. As teachers 
gain a more developed assessment 
literacy mastery, it enables the teachers 
to have a greater impact on student 
learning, growth, and achievement. 

Teachers will benefit from school 
leaders who use the recommendations to 
better understand the assessment 
practices of music educators. School 
leaders can give more meaningful 
feedback during observing and giving 
evaluations of music educators. Music 
teachers have felt that evaluations lack 
meaning since the school leader was not 
familiar with the expectations of a music 
classroom and this “created tensions that 
manifested in diminished feelings of 
self-efficacy, classroom control, and 
decreases in personal and professional 
worth and value” (Robinson, 2017, p. 
52). Once school leaders are more 
versed in what to look for as they are 
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observing in a music classroom and can 
give meaningful feedback, teachers can 
then receive the support needed to more 
fully develop their assessment literacy.   

 
Summary 

The recommendations from this 
paper are based on the research findings 
of a qualitative study. The 
recommendations of (a) grading 
practices aligned with assessment 
purposes, (b) grading of nonmusical 
achievement, and (c) using rubrics more 
effectively are to help music teachers 
more fully develop their assessment 
literacy. School leaders who know about 
these recommendations and understand 
how assessment literacy is developed 
can support music teachers in their goals 
to become more knowledgeable about 
assessment and effective assessment 
practices. The benefits of following 
these recommendations include an 
increased assessor identity, greater 
student achievement, and school leaders 
who can support the development of 
their music educators. 
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Professional Development Evaluation Survey 

1. Name of professional learning session: 

2. Date of professional learning session: 

3. Name of Presenter: 

4. Your name: 

5. Level: 

6. Employee category: 

7. Name of school: 

8. Select the division that presented this session: 

9. The knowledge learning in this professional learning will support me in effectively 

implements digital learning practices: (Agree/Disagree) 

10. The knowledge learning in this professional learning will help me meet the needs of 

students. (All students/English language learners/Special education students) 

11. The knowledge learned from this professional learning will be utilized in planning 

and instruction. (Agree/Disagree) 

12. Do you plan to implement a strategy that was shared, developed, learned, or planned 

during this session?  (Yes/No) 

13. What strategy covered during the session will you include in your practice within a 

week? 

14. Please add any additional comments or questions below: 

15. What additional support do you need? 

16. What follow-up professional learning would you like to suggest? 
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Appendix B: Permission to Use the Teacher Assessment Literacy in Practice Illustration 
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol 

“Hello! My name is Will Daines and I am an Ed D student at Walden University 

in the curriculum, instruction, and assessment program. Thank you for your participation 

in this study and your willingness to be interviewed today. This interview is part of a 

project study for me to complete my Ed D degree. For the project study I am focusing on 

the assessment knowledge and practices of middle school music educators. The purpose 

of this interview is to learn about assessment knowledge and practices among middle 

school music educators. There are no right or wrong answers, or desirable or undesirable 

answers.  

“If it’s okay, I will be recording the audio of our interview with my tablet and 

later transcribe this interview myself. The transcript will be used only for the purposes of 

this study and will remain private. At any point in time, you can choose to stop the 

interview or choose to not answer a question. Everything you say will be confidential. 

Myself and my committee chair will be the only ones who are aware of your answers. At 

the end of the interview I will collect your two assessment samples we had discussed 

previously. When I have completed the data analysis for this study, I will provide you 

with the findings for your information. What questions do you have before we begin? 

(wait for any questions and answer any questions before proceeding) Again, thank you 

for your participation today and we will get started.” 

During the interview I understand the participant might feel apprehensive. I must 

create an environment which will help the participant to get from apprehension to open 

participation. Methods to do this would be to be friendly and non-judgmental in my 
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mannerisms. Examples of follow up questions to avoid are “what do you mean by that?” 

or “why would you do that?” which have a hidden meaning of being judgmental. As the 

interviewer, listening will be an important skill since this will lead to better probing 

questions and, therefore, gathering better data (Merriam, 2009). Throughout the 

interview, I will use follow up questions which probe for further details help to clarify 

answers or to learn more about their experience around classroom assessment. At the end 

of the interview, participants will be thanked for their time and their valuable input. I will 

make sure the participant has my contact information for any concerns or questions he or 

she may have. 

Interview Questions 

1. Describe your professional background. 

2. What does assessment mean to you? 

3. Throughout your teaching career, how has your understanding of assessment 

changed? 

4. What is the purpose of your music assessment for band, choir, or orchestra? 

5. What outside influences effect your choice of assessment? 

a. Describe a time when you had to change your choice of assessment based on 

an outside influence?  

b. How do you decide which assessment type to select for assessing student 

skills and student knowledge in band, choir, or orchestra?    

6. What are the most common assessments you use in your classroom? Why do you use 

them?  
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a. Describe the formative assessments you developed and use to determine 

students’ knowledge and skills in band, choir, or orchestra. 

b. Describe the summative assessments you developed and use to determine 

students’ knowledge and skills in band, choir, or orchestra. 

7. How do you give feedback to students and parents?  

a. How do you provide formative and summative feedback when assessing 

students’ knowledge and skills in band, choir, or orchestra?  

b. How do you relay this feedback to students’ parents? 

8. What do you do with the results of assessments? How do you use assessment results 

for planning next steps for students’ knowledge and skills in band, choir, or 

orchestra? 

9. How do you use assessment results to determine students’ strengths and weaknesses 

in music knowledge and performance skills in band, choir, or orchestra? 

10. What are your grading practices?  

a. How do you determine your grading practices in band, choir, or orchestra? 

b. Describe how you explain your grading practices to your students. 

11. How might a student describe the assessments you use in the classroom? How do you 

account for bias when grading students? 

12. How do you include students in classroom assessments?  

a. What information have you gleaned from involving students in developing 

classroom assessments?  



162 

 

b. How have you modified your instruction or assessment practices based on 

student involvement in classroom assessment? 

13. Do you use rubrics or portfolios? If so, are they aligned with the national music 

standards? 

a. What steps did you take to ensure the rubrics and portfolios were aligned with 

the national music standards?  

b. How do you ensure you are meeting district and state music requirements? 

 

Sample Follow-Up Questions: 

1. Tell me more about… 

2. You mentioned …, tell me more… 

3. What do you mean by…? 
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Appendix D: Document Protocol 

Document Item #:  Author:  
Type of Document:    
Context:    
Purpose:    
Intended Audience:    
Main Points:    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
Comments:    
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Appendix E: A Priori Codes and Examples 

 
Category and code Participant Example 

The knowledge base   
Knowledge BAND02 We want the mastery of the skill 
 BAND03 . . . a proper assessment tool really helps identify the 

strengths and the deficiencies of a student. 
 CHOIR01 Assessment is basically a test on do they understand 

the knowledge.  
Disciplinary 

knowledge and 
pedagogical 
content 
knowledge 

ORCH02 I will work more on intonation in the classroom . . . 
or I will change what I'm doing in order to help 
them with the intonation.  

 ORCH01 So all violas had to play together. . . Are they all 
playing the right note at the right time and 
teamwork? 

 CHOIR03 I think that as music teachers, we do it [assess] every 
day because you have to be listening, and if you 
aren't listening the kids are going to be singing or 
playing the wrong notes. 

Knowledge of 
assessment ethics 

BAND01 I feel challenged by that because I know we all have 
biases . . .so I try to grade them based on just the 
rubric and not any sort of extra stuff.  

 CHOIR03 Formal testing I take the bias out . . .you either do it 
or you don't.  

 ORCH02 I just grade what comes out of the instrument, what 
the fingers do. I just look at the kid for what 
they're able to do.  

Knowledge of 
assessment 
interpretation and 
communication 

ORCH03 Assessment is finding out how the students are doing 
so that I can change what I'm doing or tweak what 
I'm doing so that they can learn. 

 BAND04 . . . [using assessment data to] guide instruction. Most 
certainly you have to know what they can do and 
what they can't do and what they need to learn.  

 CHOIR02 Assessment, is simply seeing where a student is, 
seeing what have they learned, how far and where 
do I need to take them? 

Knowledge of 
assessment 
purposes, content, 
and methods 

BAND03 Assessment to me, if used properly, should help guide 
students and help show progress over a period of 
time. 

 
(table continues) 
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Category and code Participant Example 
 CHOIR03 I think that as music teachers, we do [assessments] 

every day. Because you have to be listening, and if 
you aren't listening the kids are going to be singing 
or playing the wrong notes. So you're constantly 
engaged.  

 ORCH01 . . . at every kid . . . [Do] they get it, no, they don't, [I] 
must remediate now. 

Knowledge of 
student 
involvement in 
assessment 

CHOIR04 They have to grade themselves before I grade them. 
And then we compare, we talk about . . . this is 
what you saw or you thought, this is what I saw. 

 CHOIR03 We'll record [the assessment] and then I'll let the kids 
listen to it. They can give feedback and see if 
they're hearing the same thing that I've been telling 
[them] for the last three weeks.  

 CHOIR01 I have the different [choir] sections listen to each 
other sing and I say to them “You're listening for 
this proper vowel and… for these notes, tone, the 
blend, the balance. 

Teacher assessment 
literacy in practice 

  

Decision-making ORCH04 I do process work all the time. I break everything 
down . . . to it's . . . core, . . . and then they start 
building everything up from just the fundamentals. 

 CHOIR04 I make sight reading factory an assessment . . . I think 
that's what shows that the students are actually 
learning something in your class.  

 BAND04 That's what creates the quality . . . every week [the 
students] perform in front of each other. 

Action BAND01 If a lot of the kids don't do well on a test, I know that 
there's something that I missed in teaching it to 
them. We need to go back and we need to maybe 
approach it a different way. 

 BAND04 If I'm hearing some weird consistency in the clarinet 
section, I have to pick a warm up that address[es] 
that. It's more like this isn't being done very well. 
We need to include this in a warm up. 

 CHOIR03 I break it up into chunks and then scaffold them.  
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Appendix F: Open Codes and Examples 

 
Code Participant Example 

Academic 
achievement 

BAND01 We're going to try something new this year 
because of the way that they've asked us to 
change the grading. We're going to make our 
winter and spring concerts, their semester 
exams. It's the first time we've done it. 

 BAND03 our classes are broken down into, into four 
major categories. Practice logs, participation, . 
. . playing tests. And then once a week . . . we 
do one worksheet. 

 CHOIR02 My concert is the most important thing . . . so 
that becomes summative and is 300 points. 
When everything else is under 50 points 
I put the importance on what I think is 
important and if that child learns that, then 
that's where their grade comes from. But that 
child earns their grade. I write down what the 
child earns, but I give them this list of this is 
what is required. 

 CHOIR03 All written quizzes are anywhere from five 
points to 49 points. And then all performing 
quizzes are 50 points and that's across the 
board for all three departments 
Our administrator this year has said that our 
concerts can be our semester exams.  So the 
winter concert and the spring concert is 20% of 
their semester grade. 

 CHOIR04 We're required to have at least one assessment 
in our grade books a week at my school. 
They [the students] get a Monday, Tuesday, 
Wednesday, Thursday, Friday paper. Each day 
has something different in it. They fill it out, 
they answer it, we go over the answers, it's 
their job to make sure the answers are correct. 

 ORCH02 they get a practice log, it's due every Monday. 
So that's their homework. And then I try to do 
one assessment per week.  

 ORCH03 I do really quick playing quiz. It usually only 
takes about half the class period and it's just a 
few measures. 

(table continues) 
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Code Participant Example 
Participation points BAND03 Our classes are broken down into, into four 

major categories. Practice logs, participation, 
AKA citizenship, things like book check, 
pencil check, being in class on time. And then 
they're playing tests. 

 BAND04 They show up with their instrument prepared 
to play and they're actually engaged. 

 CHOIR01 Participation, meaning, are they singing in 
class, are they putting forth effort or are they 
sitting there doing nothing? And I assess that 
on an individual, individual basis. 
A concert grade is weighed at 40% of their 
grade and so is participation 40% 

 CHOIR03 Our participation has demonstration of skills, 
which is 25 points a week. And that's band, 
orchestra and choir.  

 ORCH02 one of my assignments is just classroom 
participation. Did you show up, did you do 
your job, were you prepared, you had your 
instrument, your rock stop, your shoulder, rest, 
your music. They get 20 points every day for 
that. 

 ORCH03 And then the 40% is daily participation and 
practice logs. 

 ORCH04 Preparation, if they have pencils on our stands, 
shoulder rests for the upper strings, and then 
books all their books, all their music, I'll check 
it every day. 

Playing or singing 
assessment 

BAND01 It [playing assessments] also allows me to hear 
every kid play and keep tabs on how they're 
doing. Because in a large group it's impossible 
Today's test in advanced band, they played as a 
section the E flat, D flat, F, and chromatic 
scales from the festival sheet as a section. So 
they got a group grade. 

 BAND02 Because it's so much group play all the time. 
It's easy for kids to hide. So individual 
assessment takes that away. 

 
(table continues) 

  



168 

 

Code Participant Example 
 BAND03 Symphonic band who is in festival prep mode, 

all of those assessments are playing checks 
Our classes are mainly performance-based . . . 

if they can play lights out at the concert or 
play lights out a festival . . . that's what's 
most important. 

 BAND04 I assess more often now . . . they have to play 
in front of each other 

They have to play.  What they can do on a 
paper doesn't really necessarily transmit to 
what we actually do, which is a performance 
based class. So there has to be playing. 
That's our purpose. 

 CHOIR01 What I personally try to do is a formal singing 
test assessment individually, once per 
quarter 

 CHOIR02 Every time I ask a question, I'm assessing, 
every time I ask you to do something I’m 
assessing . . . individually, you sing this note 
- all of that is assessment. 

 CHOIR03 For my advanced kids it varies. Sometimes 
there'll be written quizzes, sometimes 
there'll be quartet quizzes, sometimes 
there'll be groups singing quizzes or 
memorization, or ear training 

 CHOIR04 I make sight reading factory an assessment 
because I believe in sight reading. I think 
that's what shows that the students are 
actually learning something in your class 

 ORHC01 We had a test last week and beginning 
orchestra where it was a group test. So all 
violas had to play together. I'm not 
measuring anyone's percent specific tone. 
Are they all playing the right note at the 
right time and teamwork? 

 ORCH02 For the intermediate and the advanced, I try to 
do at least twice a month in individual 
assessment. Because they need to get used 
to playing by themselves and hearing the 
sound that they're making.  

 
(table continues)  
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Code Participant Example 
 ORCH03 I do very quick assessments every week. I 

assessed the kids at the end of the week 
usually. And I do really quick playing quiz. 

I like the quick little assessments that I can do 
very often. Playing tests.  Lot of playing tests. 

 ORCH04 I start hearing students, especially when they're 
doing playing tests and stuff, I can see, okay, 
they don't understand this 

Rubrics BAND01 I modeled my rubric on the festival education 
sheet. I used the same categories and criteria 
based on that.  

 BAND03 My rubric is a combination of former band 
directors, current band directors, myself, 
colleagues back in the Midwest. 

 CHOIR02 I use the festival rubric we have for choir. They 
have five categories and so we go through 
those categories. 

 CHOIR03 For all of my sight-reading quizzes and all my 
vocal testing, yes, I do rubrics. 

 ORCH02 I have a rubric that I use and I write comments 
on the rubric if they lost a point here or there. 
I try to write quickly why they lost the point 
before I move onto the next student. 

I wrote the rubric myself. Some of it does have 
[district] standards and some of it does have 
the national standards. 

 ORCH03 I have a playing test rubric that I use . . . most of 
the time I have a list on the board, I'll just say 
these are the things I'm looking for. 

 ORCH04 I write the rubrics because if my supervisor were 
to come in, she's going to want to see it . . . 
But the basic stuff that we learned from the 
beginning is always going to be on the rubric. 

Weekly 
assessments 

BAND03 . . . symphonic band who all in festival prep 
mode, all of those assessments are playing 
checks . . . We have one every week right now 
until the week before festival.  

our classes are broken down into, into four major 
categories.  

. . . every Friday they are to turn the practice log 
in. They required two hours a week and they 
get 10 points towards their weekly grade. 

(table continues) 
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Code Participant Example 
 BAND04 I changed to weekly tests a few years ago and 

just made a tremendous difference 
  But that's what creates the quality is the, every 

week we perform in front of each other with 
that assessment 

 CHOIR01 Their theory that they do every day, it goes 
into a grade every two weeks. They just 
keep it in their binder for two weeks and it 
gets collected every other Fridays that goes 
in for a grade. 

 CHOIR03 When I first started teaching, I would give a 
quiz every two weeks. And now I'm giving 
one pretty much every week 

 CHOIR04 We're required to have at least one assessment 
in our grade books a week at my school 

 ORCH02 And then I try to do one assessment per week. 
 ORCH03 I've evolved into is very quick assessments 

more often. I do very quick assessments 
every week. I assessed the kids at the end of 
the week usually 

 ORCH04 I do weekly tests every week.  
They [students] have practice logs, their 

guided practice log . . . two hours in the 
week 
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Appendix G: Axial Codes and Examples 

 
Code (Category) Participant Example 
Alignment in 

purpose, type 
of assessment, 
and grading 
(Knowledge) 

BAND01 The very first test to do is just to play their 
mouthpiece . . . demonstrated correct embouchure . 
. . then there's second test is to play the first note 
that they learned. 

 CHOIR03 Our music department is 100% [summative] 
 BAND03 Our classes are broken down into four major 

categories: practice logs, participation, citizenship, 
. . . playing tests. 

Student 
involvement 
in assessment 
(Decision-
making and 
action taking) 

CHOIR04 After they watched themselves . . . they talked about 
how would you improve your performance? What 
personal goal can you set for your future 
performance and what do you need to reach that 
goal? 

 ORCH04 I'll ask students, okay, what did you think? 
 ORCH02 If I don't feel like the kids have done well enough; [if] 

it's not their best, I'll redo it [the assessment]. 
 ORCH03 And then I'll ask the kids questions like, what did you 

hear? What are some things they can improve on? 
Assessment 

routines 
(Knowledge) 

BAND01 I do informal assessments . . . daily with them. I 
know where we are and if they're ready for that 
summative assessment or not. 

 ORCH03 I do very quick assessments every week. 
 BAND03 And every Friday they turn the practice log in. They 

are required [to practice] two hours a week and 
they get 10 points towards their weekly grade. 

Skills-based 
feedback 
(Knowledge) 

BAND02 [I give to students] immediately right after [the 
playing assessment] what was good or what was 
not, what they need to work on and focus on for 
the next time. 

 ORCH01 Written feedback [is] typically on Google classroom: 
[this includes determining] at 17 seconds if the 
wrist was caved in [and needs to be straight]. 

 ORCH04 And they'll raise their hand, they'll say, F sharp is out 
of tune. 
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Appendix H: Themes 

 
Axial category Theme and subtheme 

Alignment in purpose, type of 
assessment, and grading 

Middle school music educators used their knowledge of 
assessments to assess student performances. 

Assessment routines Aligning assessment purpose to type of assessment. 
Aligning assessments to purpose and grading practices. 

Student involvement in 
assessment 

Middle School music educators use knowledge of 
assessment grading and student involvement feedback 
practices to improve student performance. Skills-based feedback 
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