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THE CHANGED LANGUAGE OF ASSESSMENT 
IN MUSIC EDUCATION

Lost in translation 

MARTIN FAUTLEY

ssessment in music 
education has long been 
the subject of multiple 
translations – of what 
assessment data means, 

of uses to which it is put, and of ways 
in which different interpretations 
can be understood. In this article 
I wish to argue that many of the 
subtleties of formative assessment, 
at which music teachers used to 
be profi cient, have in recent times 
become lost in translation. This is 
because music teachers have been 
compelled to learn new languages, 
with the complication that although 
some old familiar words have been 
retained, many have a new and altered 
meaning.

Before we begin to discuss 
assessment in detail, let us go back to 
fi rst principles. There are essentially 
three purposes for assessment. These 
are:

 Summative – documenting and 
certifying achievements 

 Formative – supporting the 
learning of pupils

 Evaluative – assessments which 
are designed to hold schools to 
account

In music education we can clearly see 
examples of summative assessments 
in the form of GCSEs, AS and A2 
examinations, and in Associated Board 
Grades. Formative assessments are 
very different, and take place when, 
for example, an instrumental teacher 
listens to a pupil play a passage, 
and then plays it back to them to 
show them what they need to do; or 
a classroom teacher listens to some 
composing work, and discusses 
ideas for development of the piece 

with the composing group. Evaluative 
assessment occurs in, for example, 
OFSTED reporting on a school. 

Formative assessment dialogues, also 
known as assessment for learning 
(AfL), occur on a daily basis in the 
classroom and instrumental lesson. 
These dialogues form the bread-
and-butter interactions of the music 
lesson, music teachers have been 
making them for years, and not giving 
the matter a second thought. Yet these 
very focused, targeted conversations 
can make all the difference between 
a successful learning outcome and an 
adequate one. Many music teachers 
will recognise the feelings expressed 
recently by one colleague who was 
discussing this:

“… I think it’s important that we are 
all aware that by what we say, and 
how we say it, [pupils can achieve] if 
not their potential, then greater than 
we hope they can, and I found that 
in my own teaching. You can say one 
tiny little nugget, even if it is a very 
informal thing, and they [the pupils] 
just go away, and come back [and 
perform], and you think, if I hadn’t 
said that or given you that individual 
input, if I hadn’t had the thought to 
actually say that, you wouldn’t have 
achieved or seen the potential of what 
you were able to do”.

‘Tiny little nuggets’ fall from our lips 
every lesson, and we think little if 
anything of them, or the processes 
through which they were made. Yet 
these dialogues are assessments, 
and as the authors of the ‘Black Box’ 
publications (Black et al., 2004; Black 
& Wiliam, 1998) observe, formative 
assessment can make a tremendous 
difference to pupil achievement. 

All classroom and instrumental 
teachers are likely to be thinking “yes, 
and so what …” at this point, but this 
seemingly obvious statement, that the 
little nuggets make a difference and 
are vital formative assessments, is in 
danger of being lost in translation to a 
language in which these concepts are 
absent. 

There was a time in the not-so-distant 
past when music teachers were 
highly skilled in the art of formative 
assessment. Conversations with 
pupils were the backbone of the music 
lesson, and were so obvious that, like 
Molière’s Bourgeois Gentilhomme 
who found he’d been speaking 
prose all his life without realising it, 
music teachers thought there was 
nothing special about making them. 
Some years ago, one music teacher, 
surprised that she was always 
assessing in her lessons, asked:

“Can I tell Ofsted that I’m making 
formative assessments every lesson, 
and for evidence they just need to 
watch me?” 

Well, yes! And that’s the point of 
formative assessment. So good 
were music teachers at formative 
assessment that when the makers 
of the government-funded Key Stage 
3 (KS3) Strategy were looking for 
video examples of good practice to 
show teachers of all subjects, they 
used music. This raised the status 
of music, as normally it is a subject 
likely to be found lurking in the wings 
of centralised initiatives, here it was 
centre-stage, and the music lesson 
chosen for the video example was a 
perfectly normal one which music 
teachers would recognise. It came as 
a bolt out of the blue for teachers of 
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other subjects though, as one non-
music teacher observed:

“Do you mean I have to have 
conversations with my pupils, I’m not 
used to doing that in my subject.”

Hard to imagine in music education! 
However, at this point, feeling smug, 
music teachers went back to their 
classrooms and carried on doing 
what they always had, confi dent in 
the knowledge that the KS3 strategy 
supported their work. 

What happened next was that the KS3 
strategy produced more materials on 
AfL, and secondary schools, sensing 
that perhaps this might be a good way 
of improving pupil learning, embraced 
these wholeheartedly. In order to 
implement these new reforms, 
schools needed a person to spearhead 
and manage change. Music teachers 
are normally far too busy for these 
sorts of initiatives, and so, as a result, 
teachers of other subjects who had 
little direct experience of using AfL on 
a daily basis were promoted to newly-
created posts of school assessment 
managers. At the same time as these 
reforms were being operationalised, 
schools were trying to improve 
the numbers of students obtaining 
enhanced National Curriculum levels 
at the end of each key stage, partly in 
order to improve their performance 
in the league-tables. Somehow 
these two messages got confused 
and mixed-up. As a result the three 
separate purposes detailed at the 
beginning of this article of formative, 
summative and evaluative purposes 
of assessment became confl ated. The 
new assessment managers then told 
music teachers that their previously 
perfectly good AfL strategies of 
having conversations with pupils, 
giving targeted feedback about how 
to improve their performances, 
and engaging in meaningful 
dialogue, were not good enough, 
or “not scientifi c” as one reported 
conversation went. 

Music teachers had evolved their 
AfL practices through a form of 
unconscious intuition of ‘rightness’, 
and so, faced with pressure from 
heavyweight curriculum subjects 

telling them they were wrong, became 
convinced that they must have been 
in a state of ‘false consciousness’, did 
what they were told, and altered their 
practice. We can see with hindsight 
that something had been lost in 
translation between the original 
intention and the way it came to be 
implemented. 

The synthesis of formative, 
summative and evaluative practices 
espoused by the new assessment 
managers required data. To show 
an improvement, it is necessary 
to show some form of progression 
over time. To do this methodically, 
schools wanted to know what National 
Curriculum levels pupils were at, and 
how these were to be improved upon. 
This manoeuvre requires the use of 
NC levels in a way which was never 
intended, and teachers of all subjects 
were asked to provide level data for 
pupils on a regular, often half-termly, 
basis. The National Curriculum level 
descriptors were originally intended 
ONLY to be used at the end of a key 
stage, and, as it still says on the 
National Curriculum website: “Please 
note, level descriptions are not 
designed to be used to ‘level’ individual 
pieces of work” (www.ncaction.org.
uk/subjects/music/targets.htm). But 
this is exactly what the assessment 
managers were asking music teachers 
to do! The upshot of this was that 
music teachers stopped thinking that 
the conversations they were having 
with pupils about what they needed 
to do to improve their work were 
assessments, and instead started 
telling the pupils that “that was a 
level 4 performance”. What was 
happening here was that instead of 
undertaking formative assessments in 
the appropriate ways detailed above, 
teachers were making summative 
assessments, and then using them in 
a formative fashion. In KS3 strategy 
parlance this is the ‘formative use of 
summative assessment’, and involves 
evidencing progress from one level 
descriptor to the next. 

This altered stance then became 
an example of the assessment tail 
wagging the curriculum dog. The 
desired outcome was an improvement 
in National Curriculum levels at the 

end of a key stage, and paradoxically 
the tool that was chosen was one 
which focused on measuring the 
levels, rather than one which might 
help improve them. Had the attention 
shifted in the way the authors of the 
‘Black Box’ materials had suggested, 
to proper, targeted formative 
assessment, in the ways that music 
teachers had been doing previously, 
then these improvements would very 
likely have happened anyway. By 
shifting attention to measurement, 
rather than improvement, an 
opportunity to develop learning 
was missed. This is rather like car 
manufacturers concentrating on 
making better speedometers in the 
hope that these will make their cars 
go faster! 

Under pressure from assessment 
managers to produce NC level 
information for their pupils on a 
regular basis, music teachers turned 
their attention to the wording of the 
levels themselves. A feature of this 
move to a summative assessment 
methodology was that music teachers 
re-wrote the level statements into 
pupil-friendly language, a laudable 
task in itself, but one which led to 
problems. What often happened 
subsequently in many instances 
was that the teachers used these 
translated versions as the basis for 
their judgements. As an example, the 
NC level 5 statement includes the 
following text:

“Pupils identify and explore musical 
devices and how music refl ects time 
and place. They perform signifi cant 
parts from memory and from 
notations with awareness of their own 
contribution such as leading others, 
taking a solo part and/or providing 
rhythmic support. They improvise 
melodic and rhythmic material …” 

The re-written version of this level 
descriptor in some schools could be 
as simple as “can play the keyboard 
with two hands”. If a pupil could, 
they were ‘awarded’ a level 5, if they 
couldn’t, they weren’t. This may be an 
extreme (but not fi ctitious) example, 
and it is plain to see that this is yet 
another example of something being 
lost in translation.
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them. As one newly qualifi ed teacher 
put it recently:

“… something that has occurred to me 
actually, having been doing this for a 
while, we engage in using the national 
curriculum framework to try and 
raise standards, and say ‘elements 
of this are level 4, elements of this 
are at level 5, can we get all of your 
elements up to level 5’. I hate using 
this terminology, but the more able 
students engage with that and they 
want to do it and they are keen, ‘Oh Sir 
what level am I now, what do I need to 
do to get a level 5? How do I tick that 
off?’ ” 

Here the levels are being used for 
aspects of musicianship within 
a piece, a far cry from single 
employment at the end of a key stage. 

So, what are the results of this state 
of affairs? As one of the authors of the 
‘Black Box’ materials observed: “We 
started out with the aim of making 
the important measurable, and ended 
up making only the measurable 
important” (Wiliam, 2000). We now 
have assessment data which is able to 
tell the level of everything, but, sadly, 
the value of nothing. 

In defence, though, it should be 
remembered that this is not all the 
fault of music teachers, who are, 
after all, only doing what they have 
been asked. Having started out 
being in the vanguard of good AfL 
practice, music teachers have been 
bludgeoned into conformity by those 
in curriculum areas who knew little of 
the fi ner points of focused dialogue. 
The early promise of the possible 
developments heralded by the use of 
AfL interventions will be of little use 
when the main mode of assessment 
is the summative used in a formative 
fashion.

Can anything be done about this? 
Yes, hopefully. Music teachers need 
to be empowered to stand up for 
themselves, possibly alongside 
colleagues from other subjects, 
and say that levelling in the manner 
described is inappropriate in the way 
that it is required of them. In a half 
term a maths teacher might see a 

class in excess of twenty times. In the 
same half term music lessons will 
have been counted in single digits. 
This would be the equivalent of the 
maths teacher providing NC level 
information showing improvement 
every six days, patently ridiculous. 
This empowerment needs to come 
from top-down, music teachers 
are likely to be easily threatened 
by pseudo-scientifi c assessment 
strategies, they need help in 
reclaiming the dialogues they had 
previously as being quality formative 
assessments. They need to cherish 
the subtleties of human interaction, 
and value the verbal. Hopefully it is 
not too late to un-translate recent 
affairs, and return to the original 
mother-tongue of the professional 
music educator.
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The next instance of translational 
loss came when a number of the 
heavyweight curriculum subjects 
realised that it took quite a while for 
a pupil to progress from one level 
to the next. This was a problem for 
their half-termly review of progress, 
as a pupil could remain at level 4 for 
some months, apparently showing 
no movement. Statistical progression 
needed to be shown, and the level 
statements – remember they were 
never intended for this – were too 
broad to show any. The solution 
arrived at, based on extant practice 
elsewhere, was to subdivide the 
levels, often into three, labelled A-C, 
but in one case observed recently, 
into tenths. This subdivision needed 
some sort of re-engineering of the 
level descriptors, so having embarked 
upon a project of translation, many 
teachers took poetic licence with 
the National Curriculum levels text, 
and produced their own non-canonic 
subdivided versions. Others adopted 
the ‘working towards’– ‘working 
at’ – working beyond’ from earlier 
incarnations of the National 
Curriculum. 

As the saying goes ‘when all you have 
is a hammer, everything looks like a 
nail’, music teachers began to lead 
a blinkered existence and view all 
music learning in terms of what the 
levels (or the re-written translations) 
said, and only what the levels said. 
This meant ignoring a richness of 
expression, affective content, and 
moments of aesthetic appreciation, 
as they were too complex and 
problematic to be recognised as 
‘nails’. Instead music teachers 
favoured very nail-like atomistic 
performance indicators to be hit with 
their large hammers of re-written and 
much-translated level statements. 
The upshot of this was that the rich 
dialogues aimed at improving and 
developing the musical compositions 
and performances of the pupils 
which existed in the past, became, 
by-and-large, abandoned in favour 
of the blunt instrument of catch-all 
translations of levels. 

Levels are ubiquitous, and from 
widespread use elsewhere in the 
school pupils have come to expect 


