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Challenges of assessing music performance: 
teachers’ perceptions

Elizabeth Oltedal

ABSTRACT
In recent years assessment discourse has given prominence to issues of meas-
urement and accountability, despite the fact that it is principles of individually 
tailored goals and feedback that characterise the paradigm of educational 
assessment. It seems that teachers may experience conflicting values involv-
ing the dual roles of teacher and assessor, particularly in subjects with larger 
interpretive scope. Performance on main instrument at upper secondary school 
is a case in point, having strong traditions for individualised teaching, indi-
vidually selected repertoire, and a broad range of instruments and genres. 
Instrumental teachers, who often have different views on knowledge and skills, 
informed by different discursive practices, are nonetheless part of a school-
based assessment practice and accountable to the same curricular goals. 
This article draws on Wenger’s (1998) concept of communities of practice, in 
which he highlights “the inseparable duality of the social and the individual”, 
to explore the perceptions of instrumental teachers concerning assessment of 
main instrument. Analysis of data from two semi-structured dyadic interviews 
at Norwegian upper secondary schools reveals tensions between responsibility 
to the student, loyalties to personally held conceptions of musical quality, and 
accountability to the professional mandate. While expressing scepticism to 
assessment because of the difficulties of attempting to make a fair judgement, 
and the detrimental effects assessment can have on students, the inform-
ants have confidence in their own assessment practices on the basis of their 
professional knowledge and participation in social moderation. They value 
school-based moderation for its functions of providing quality assurance and 
development of assessment expertise.
Keywords: music performance, assessment, communities of practice, teacher 
identities
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Introduction

Assessment discourse in recent years has given prominence to issues of measurement 
and accountability (Stobart, 2008; Torrance, 2007) despite the fact that it is princi-
ples such as individually tailored goals and feedback that characterise the paradigm 
of educational assessment (Gipps, 2012). Assessment is a major factor for students’ 
learning and motivation (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Harlen & Deakin Crick, 2002), and in 
light of its ‘double duty’ to fulfil both formative and summative purposes (Boud, 2000), 
teachers may experience conflicting values involving the dual roles of teacher and 
assessor (Reinertsen, 2014; Yung, 2001). Where grading is involved, studies indicate 
that teacher judgements are often based on evidence not only of students’ achieve-
ment, but also their effort and attitude (Brookhart, 2013). Summative assessment 
might be particularly challenging for subjects with larger interpretive scope (Prøitz 
& Borgen, 2010), and a case in point is performance on main instrument at upper 
secondary school, having strong traditions for individualised teaching, individually 
selected repertoire, and a broad range of instruments and genres. Although formative 
assessment is held to be an inherent feature of music teaching (e.g. Colwell, 2003; 
Nerland, 2003; Swanwick, 1998), requirements of assessment documentation, includ-
ing summative judgements, place teachers of creative and artistic subject domains 
in a vulnerable position (Zandén, 2010a). The diversity and unpredictability of such 
activities make attempting to measure these by concrete learning outcomes problem-
atic (Constantino & Bresler, 2010; McPherson & Schubert, 2004; Sadler, 2009, 2015), 
yet various alternative approaches to assessment, such as the application of criteria 
suitable for the individual’s work, from a pool of potential criteria (Sadler, 1989); the 
practice of holistic assessment from a position of connoisseurship (Eisner, 2003); and 
the consensus of ‘appropriate judges’ (Amabile & Hogan, 1983), place emphasis on 
the expertise and autonomy of assessors. Instrumental teachers, while operating in 
the ‘private room’ of individual tuition, are nonetheless part of a school-based assess-
ment practice and accountable to the same curricular goals. Assessment, seen as a 
situated, socio-cultural activity, thus involves “the inseparable duality of the social 
and the individual” (Wenger, 1998: 14), where local practices are shaped by individual 
‘participatory identities’. Using this aspect of community of practice (Wenger, 1998) as 
a conceptual frame, this article explores the perceptions of four instrumental teachers 
in Norwegian schools about assessing performances on main instrument. With the 
aim of contributing to knowledge of teachers’ perceptions and practices of assessment 
on main instrument, the following research questions are asked:
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 • How do teachers perceive the task of assessing performances on main instru-
ment at upper secondary level?

 • Based on Wenger’s (1998) axis of identity and practice, how might different 
identities of participation affect assessment?

The Norwegian context

In Norway, elective music programmes at upper secondary level offer a broad 
range of instruments and genres, and tuition in main instrument is individualised. 
Objectives for the subject in the National Curriculum for Knowledge Promotion (LK06) 
(Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2006) range from preservation and renewal of the musical 
life and heritage of the local and broader community, to the individual’s development 
of “qualities important to master for a musician” (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2011). 
While it is competence, and not participation or effort, that is the focus for assessment, 
the competence goals include performing a varied repertoire, mastering elementary 
techniques, making independent choices, and developing personal expression (ibid.). 
These goals reflect values of student growth and the European ideal of Bildung (Klafki, 
2001), conceptualising an “entrepreneurial learner-citizen” who is both a producer and 
a consumer of culture (Finney, 2013: 149). In line with a central aim of the Knowledge 
Promotion Reform to enhance teachers’ awareness of assessment (Hodgson, Rønning, 
Skogvold, & Tomlinson, 2010), the steering documents provide only general descrip-
tors for quality, placing responsibility for the concretising of criteria and standards, as 
well as the organising of formative and summative assessment, at the level of the local 
school (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2014). Thus teachers assessing performance on main 
instrument, though accountable to government steering documents, have consider-
able room for autonomy. Yet assessment of performance on main instrument carries 
complex challenges for a number of reasons. Instrumental teachers at various levels 
often have different views on knowledge, skills, and educational intentions, informed 
by discursive practices (Angelo, 2012; Asp, 2015; Georgii-Hemming, 2005; Nerland, 
2003; Schei, 2007). In the context of individualised teaching at upper secondary school, 
complex relationships are forged between student and teacher, e.g. teachers may have 
strong empathy for their students but also expectations that students prioritise their 
main instrument (Ellefsen, 2014), and assessment might involve roles as different as 
‘companion’ and ‘policeman’ (Yung, 2001). At the same time, students entering the 
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upper secondary music programme1 themselves have a range of intentions for the 
subject as well as different levels of competence in instrumental skills and related 
subject domains (Ellefsen, 2014). Also, given that assessment is normally school-
based until the public examination in the final term2, there is room for considerable 
variation in the ways assessment might be locally organised and understood, e.g. in 
combinations of the cumulative observations made by the main instrument teacher, or 
judgements of individual performances involving social moderation (Adie, Klenowski, 
& Wyatt-Smith, 2012).

There is a long tradition in Norway of scepticism to formalised assessment and grading 
(Lysne, 2004), and in particular for music teachers to rely on experience and routine 
rather than engaging with new curricula (Johansen, 2003). Nevertheless, there are 
indications that teachers focus more after the Knowledge Promotion Reform than 
previously on assessment and documentation of assessment (Hodgson et al., 2010), 
and this tendency is also noted in music as a subject at lower secondary school (Vinge, 
2014). In what ways the subject of main instrument at upper secondary level might 
be affected, has not been investigated. However, the particular challenges for assess-
ment of performance on main instrument might differ significantly from some of 
those experienced in other subjects. For instrumental teachers, the problem is not 
likely to be the requirements of formative assessment, e.g. finding time for individual 
student-teacher conversations and feedback (Hodgson et al., 2010), but rather, the 
requirement to provide qualified, comprehensive and comparable evaluations of 
students’ competences in a context of infinite variables.

Perception and assessment of music performance

Perception of music involves a range of ‘interpretive moves’, involving musical and 
extra-musical associations simultaneously (Feld, 1984). According to Green (1988, 
2005), these ‘inherent’ and ‘delineated’ meanings depend on historical and sociocul-
tural mediation, yet music has autonomy as a perceptible object, since it “cannot be 
whatever people say it is” (2005: 90). Tensions inhabit this dialectic understanding 

1 MDD – Musikk dans drama is a combined performing arts programme for the foundation year, specia-
lising in one subject domain for the remaining two years.
2 Although there is the possibility of random selection for external examination of main instrument in 
year 12, most students have no experience of external assessment in music performance until the final 
summative performance examination.
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of musical perception, since while music has certain characteristics affording mean-
ings that can be agreed upon, to recognise those meanings requires knowledge that 
is socially situated. The goalposts of musical meaning are therefore negotiable, and 
this has implications for assessment in light of teachers’ professional expertise and 
identity. Emphasis might be placed on performance affording reproduction of music 
according to genre-specific criteria, or on the communicative activity of musicking 
(Small, 1998), where relationships between participants, whether performers or 
audience, are as meaningful as the sounds produced. A further focus is the understand-
ing that performance affords the mediation of a ‘persona’ (Auslander, 2006), with 
possibilities for signifying various forms of authenticity (Gates, 1988; Moore, 2002; 
Weisethaunet & Lindberg, 2010), and recent research into the physiological, embodied 
aspects of music performance (Davidson, 2001, 2012, 2014; Leman & Godøy, 2010; 
Liao & Davidson, 2015) may have made it more admissible to talk about physical and 
visual elements for all genres. Indeed, where there has been a tendency for popular 
genres to be judged against the norms of classical genres, preserving hegemonies of 
Western aesthetic values (Danielsen, 2006, 2016; Green, 2005; Middleton, 2000), 
the pool of potential criteria for performance may not only have expanded, but even 
shifted in favour of new hierarchical categories (Dyndahl & Nielsen, 2014). Within 
this broad spectrum, to use universalising criteria (Green, 2014), such as ‘expressivity’ 
or ‘innovation’, can lead to misunderstandings when their meanings within different 
genres diverge considerably, and when recognising such idiosyncrasies depends on 
genre-specific knowledge (Danielsen, 2016).

However, the extent to which it is conformity to criteria from within a given musical 
practice that will be emphasised, or other, more student-centred principles, can be of 
great importance for assessment. According to Allsup and Westerlund (2012), each 
of these approaches can hold moral dilemmas. The former, representing values of 
praxial music education (Elliott, 1995), places the yardstick for assessment with the 
teacher’s expertise and may restrict her imagination to ‘accepted’ boundaries for the 
genre in question, while the latter, influenced by Green’s work (2008) on informal 
learning strategies, may give the student motivation and autonomy, but go no further 
than these “deliberate but limited starting points” (Allsup & Westerlund, 2012: 134). 
Applying Deweyian concepts, they argue that education should be a moral enterprise 
where the educational aims are wider than mere disciplinary knowledge, and warning 
that the arch-enemy of teachers’ professionalism is an assumption that musical ends 
are ends in themselves, unrelated to other values. Amid concerns that the perceived 
demand for transparency has led to criteria compliance (Torrance, 2007), and a 
“trivialisation of teaching and learning” (Zandén, 2010a: 140), the aforementioned 
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competence goals for main instrument in LK06 do not in themselves tie teachers down 
to technical rationalities, but can be interpreted widely. It is at the level of teacher 
and teacher community that these goals are operationalised in assessment of the 
individual student’s work, and it is in teachers’ actions and choices that values, or 
the lack of them, are manifested (Allsup & Westerlund, 2012). Defining ‘what counts’ 
(Bernstein, 1971) as a valid realisation of the knowledge implicated in curricular 
goals, thus depends not only on the types of knowledge with which teachers identify, 
but also on underlying educational values. Furthermore, what counts within a school-
based assessment practice, in the absence of detailed criteria or descriptors, must 
to a large extent depend on the ability of teachers to articulate and share their views 
(Zandén, 2010a). In this respect, the community of practice (Wenger, 1998) offers a 
useful frame within which to discuss assessment practices.

Community of practice

According to Wenger (1998), it is in sustained pursuit of a joint enterprise that the 
practices of a social community are formed and continually renegotiated by its indi-
vidual members, developing “a shared discourse reflecting a certain perspective on 
the world” (1998: 125–6). With emphasis on the roles of practice and identity, Wenger 
describes how members of a community of practice develop ‘identities of participa-
tion’, whereby their experience and competence is shaped by, and can contribute to 
the continuous shaping of, the practice. Since participation is also a constituent of 
identity in the broader context of membership in other communities, participation 
in one community is informed by those memberships, and vice versa. Repertoires 
of meanings and processes that are formed and negotiated in a community can thus 
reflect specific backgrounds of particular members, and power relations are implicated 
within this duality of the social and the individual. For newcomers, participation might 
initially be peripheral (Lave & Wenger, 1991) or involve a role of brokering between 
insider and outsider perspectives (Wenger, 1998), affecting the balance of explicit 
and tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 2009) characteristic of the ‘economies of meaning’ 
developed in practices.

In professional life, “it is the collective construction of a local practice that, among 
other things, makes it possible to meet the demands of the institution” (Wenger, 1998: 
46). However, even when a community of practice arises in response to a mandate, the 
practice will evolve as that community’s response to the mandate, and the institution’s 
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power over the practice will only be experienced indirectly (Wenger, 1998). Thus rela-
tions of mutual accountability, developing over time through negotiation of the joint 
enterprise, can lead to particular interpretations of standards, and to certain aspects 
of the mandate being given higher priority than others. In this article, the concept of 
community of practice is used to explore assessment practices as described by four 
Norwegian instrumental teachers. The possibility of a range of educational values and 
artistic discourses impinging on identities of participation and shared repertoires, 
makes Wenger’s (1998) conceptual approach particularly apt.

Researching teachers’ perceptions

The term ‘perceptions’ is used in this study to include beliefs and conceptions relating 
to assessment practices. A commonly held view of the individual and subjective beliefs 
of teachers is that they are both value-laden and relatively stable mental constructs, 
having significant impact on classroom practice and interpretations of it (Skott, 2015: 
19), although there is also considerable research showing discrepancy between beliefs 
and practice (Fives & Buehl, 2012). While beliefs can be viewed as “the single most 
important construct in educational research” (Pajares, 1992: 329), both beliefs and 
conceptions of knowledge are dependent on subjective judgement (Pajares, 1992). 
Skott (2015) sees a need for research into how teachers’ engagement in educational 
meta-discourses relates to their educational experiences, also concerning “the teacher’s 
participation in a range of other practices at and beyond the school and classroom in 
question” (p. 26). In the current study, exploration of instrumental teachers’ percep-
tions about assessment can give insights into how different ‘participator identities’ 
might contribute to assessment practices and potential challenges.

Relevant research

Much of the research in the field of music performance assessment has involved evalu-
ation of performances by independent raters, focusing on two aspects: the develop-
ment of tools for assessment in the form of rubrics and descriptive statements; and 
influences on judgements and inter-judge reliability. A third branch of research with 
relevance for this article focuses on teachers’ perceptions in relation to the contexts 
for assessment. A summary of relevant findings is given in the following.
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Development and validation of assessment tools

The large number of studies identifying variables for performance in classical genres 
traditionally emphasise aurally perceived factors of expressivity and technical accu-
racy (e.g.Bergee, 1995; Russell, 2015; Saunders & Holahan, 1997; Wesolowski, 2015). 
Technical skills are understood to be fundamental to both perception of musical expres-
sion and overall performance quality in classical genres (Russell, 2015), and to ‘crea-
tive development’ in jazz improvisation (Smith, 2009). More obviously visual factors 
are incorporated in studies involving live vocal performance (Coimbra, Davidson, & 
Kokotsaki, 2001; Davidson & Da Costa Coimbra, 2001; Gynnild, 2015), e.g. posture, 
charisma, scenic presentation and staging (Gynnild, 2015). Descriptive statements 
developed for criteria-based assessment across instruments by Stanley et al. (Stanley, 
Brooker, & Gilbert, 2002) include fidelity to the composer’s text, ensemble skills 
where appropriate, “musical creativity, artistic individuality and effective audience 
communication” (54). This underlining of performers’ autonomy and responsibilities 
to both co-musicians and audience is also found in criteria involving popular genres 
that are largely ensemble-based, e.g. jazz (Barratt & Moore, 2005) and rock (Blom 
& Encarnacao, 2012), bringing a series of ‘soft skills’ into alignment with the ‘hard 
skills’ of technique and stylistic accuracy (ibid.). Research investigating the negotiated 
development and use of criteria in authentic contexts suggests that implicit knowledge 
plays an important role in assessment (Davidson & Da Costa Coimbra, 2001; Gynnild, 
2010, 2015; Stanley et al., 2002).

Influences on judgements and inter-judge reliability

Multiple factors are found to have importance for judgement, including performers’ 
gender and race (Davidson & Edgar, 2003; Elliott, 1996), physical appearance and 
attire (Davidson & Da Costa Coimbra, 2001; Griffiths, 2010; Howard, 2012; Ryan & 
Costa-Giomi, 2004; Wapnick, Darrow, Kovacs, & Dalrymple, 1997), facial expressions, 
body movement and gesture (Juchniewicz, 2008; Lehmann & Kopiez, 2013; Platz & 
Kopiez, 2013). The question of whether holistic judgements or segmented protocols 
give more dependability for assessment has not been conclusively answered (Bergee, 
2007), but different factors may come into play with the two procedures (Ciorba 
& Smith, 2009). In a study investigating the effects of introducing criteria-based 
assessment in a conservatoire setting (Stanley et al., 2002), examiners expressed 
ambivalence to the use of criteria since, while providing useful focus for assessment 
and feedback, this could impose limitations on examiners and constraints on holis-
tic assessment. Similar findings are reported by Gynnild in a study involving vocal 
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teachers at a Norwegian conservatoire (2015). Research relating to assessors’ own 
level of expertise and principle instrument seems inconclusive (Hewitt, 2007), but 
there are indications that both expertise and familiarity with presented repertoire 
are salient influences on assessment (Kinney, 2009), and that perceptions of iden-
tity connected to instrument and previous experience in assessing have importance 
for assessment practice (Maugars, 2006; Persson, 1994; Vinge, 2014). Research on 
assessment of performance on main instrument at upper secondary school is scarce, 
but an exception is Rui’s (2010) study involving Norwegian instrumental teachers. 
Comparisons between individual teachers’ allocated grades and written statements 
concerning video recordings of student performances suggest that, where there is 
consensus on grades, there are nevertheless discrepancies between what dimensions 
are valued in assessment. In addition, Rui suggests that expressivity is considered less 
in performances at a lower technical level, supporting existing research (e.g. Prince & 
Hallam, 1996; Young, Burwell, & Pickup, 2003), but also that teachers who emphasise 
expressive aspects of performance are less severe in assessment than those who focus 
more on technical aspects (Rui, 2010).

Where several assessors are involved, although not needing to be experienced per-
formers on the instrument in question, a background in the same general family of 
instruments is found to increase reliability (Bergee, 2003, 2007; Fiske, 1975). These 
findings align with those of Amabile and Hogan (1983) concerning the consensus of 
‘appropriate judges’ in assessment of creative work. In addition, stability is found to 
improve with increased panel size (Bergee, 2003; Fiske, 1975, 1977), while a panel 
size of two or three is not recommended (Bergee, 2003). Assessment using social 
moderation, however, holds complex issues. Despite perceptions that assessment and 
assessment competence are strengthened by the use of moderation (Vinge, 2014), 
several studies find that communities of music teachers have difficulties in verbalis-
ing and exchanging conceptions of quality, and that implicit understandings can be 
problematic (Asp, 2015; Davidson & Da Costa Coimbra, 2001; Gynnild, 2015; Vinge, 
2014; Zandén, 2010a, 2010b).

Teachers’ perceptions and assessment practices

Research investigating various aspects of instrumental teachers’ professional identity 
and practice reveals different values for performance as a subject domain (e.g. Angelo, 
2012; Asp, 2015; Georgii-Hemming, 2005; Nerland, 2003). Values of building a positive 
self-image, personal enjoyment and enabling of active participation in the community 
are important in general music programmes (Angelo, 2012; Georgii-Hemming, 2005). 
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Similarly, in Zandén’s (2010b) study concerning popular music ensembles in Swedish 
upper secondary schools, teachers placed high value on authenticity in the form of 
students’ autonomy, enjoyment and physical expressivity (Dyndahl & Nielsen, 2014; 
Zandén, 2010b). In contrast, Asp (2015) identifies both instrumental skills, breadth 
of repertoire and deep knowledge of individual genres among learning objectives 
for ensemble work. Research concerning main instrument at upper secondary and 
conservatoire level emphasises the appropriation of conventions of performance 
practice and repertoire in preparation for a professional career (e.g.Angelo, 2012; 
Ellefsen, 2014; Nerland, 2003; Persson, 1994), and a discourse of ‘specialisation’ is 
identified within the Norwegian upper secondary programme, where a trajectory 
towards expertise at a professional level is assumed (Ellefsen, 2014: 258).

There is little research exploring the perceptions of instrumental teachers about 
assessment, but one study (Maugars, 2006), investigating the attitudes of music 
teachers to examination of their students by external jury at French conservatoires, 
found that teachers criticised the assessment system in light of personal experience 
as students, yet perpetuated the same system when they themselves became teach-
ers. The possibility that teachers feel prestige reflected in results is suggested since 
they felt uncomfortable if their students failed, and proud when they succeeded. In 
Vinge’s (2014) study of music teachers in Norwegian lower secondary school, the task 
of allocating grades is experienced as a particularly challenging aspect of assessment 
work, and teachers avoid giving low grades to students who do not score highly in 
tests, but demonstrate effort and participation in class activities.

In summary, diverse studies indicate tensions involving various types of criteria and 
implicit knowledge in assessment, but there is little research exploring how instru-
mental teachers themselves perceive their interactive and locally situated practices. 
Furthermore, none of these studies addresses issues of assessment of the broadly 
different types of performance regarding genre, repertoire and instrument in the 
context of upper secondary school. The purpose of this study is therefore to contrib-
ute to knowledge on the perceptions of instrumental teachers about assessment of 
performance on main instrument at upper secondary level, and to gain insight into 
the interaction of different ‘identities of participation’ (Wenger, 1998) in assessment 
situations.
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Research design and method

Taking the perspectives and accounts of individuals as a starting point (Ritchie, Lewis, 
Nicholls, & Ormston, 2014), the present study uses qualitative methods with the 
intention of exploring phenomena ‘from the interior’ (Flick, 2009). Central to quali-
tative research is that meanings and events will always be subject to interpretation, 
placing agency with the researcher, and making the context in which data is generated, 
interpreted and presented of crucial importance (Ritchie et al., 2014). However, an 
interpretative stance does not preclude discussion of realities as more than individual 
constructions. Drawing on the ontological principles of critical realism (Bhaskar, 
2008), this study explores the statements of four instrumental teachers in order to 
identify possible underlying factors informing their perceptions about assessment 
as a professional practice. This approach acknowledges the difference between the 
observable events in empirical data, and structural factors that might underlie them 
(Danermark, Ekström, Jakobsen, & Karlsson, 2002). Rather than a realist approach, 
which assumes the existence of an external reality independent of any observer, 
critical realism assumes such realities initially as a hypothesis in order to ‘scaffold’ 
the research, preserving a more or less ‘agnostic’ position throughout. Nonetheless, 
qualitative research has the ultimate goal of explanation (Miles & Huberman, 1994), 
setting out to clarify the nature and interrelationship of different factors contributing 
to a phenomenon (Ritchie et al., 2014). Bearing in mind that actors can give no more 
than accounts of their experiences, their communication of these using the ‘intellectual 
tools’ of their situated practices (Säljö, 2005; Vygotsky, Cole, John-Steiner, Scribner, & 
Souberman, 1978) is the key for interpretation. To contextualise these accounts within 
a conceptual frame and a systematic and reflexive procedure conduct is therefore 
essential, and it is this which gives authority to the findings of the qualitative researcher.

In this study, semi-structured dyadic (i.e. with two informants) interview was consid-
ered to be an appropriate instrument for an exploration of teachers’ perceptions about 
assessment. While the asymmetric relationship between researcher and informant is 
often referred to concerning interviews (Kvale, Brinkmann, & Anderssen, 2009), dyadic 
interviews are claimed to give informants more control over the situation, allowing 
them to ‘co-construct’ their version of the research topic, and to stimulate ideas that 
might have gone unrecognised or forgotten (Morgan, Ataie, Carder, & Hoffman, 2013). 
Dyadic interviews are valued “for providing a measure of the depth and detail available 
in individual interviews at the same time that they provide the interaction present in 
focus groups” (Morgan et al., 2013: 1283). However, the possibility of multi-faceted 
power dynamics (Hammersley, 2012) between any combination of actors should be 
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taken into account, e.g. sympathy or antipathy between colleagues, causing individu-
als to feel inhibited or censor their participation, or trying to meet the researcher’s 
assumed expectations. This form of interview might also be regarded as “a meeting 
between professionals of different fields” (Bruun, 2015: 139) where different types 
of knowledge might be accorded higher status, functioning in its turn as a commu-
nity of practice. In this study, the researcher’s professional background as a teacher 
educator with classical piano as main instrument, but scant experience from upper 
secondary school, might be seen in various ways, e.g. as credentials for sharing pro-
fessional understandings, or as peripheral legitimacy (Lave & Wenger, 1991), placing 
the informants in a position of expertise from which to initiate the researcher.

Two semi-structured dyadic interviews were conducted at upper secondary schools 
in different geographical regions of Norway. Examples of teacher perceptions were 
sought, rather than typicality, as well as the possibility of variation at comparable 
institutions. This was a non-equivalent group design, using stratified purposive 
sampling (Creswell, 2013) to find schools of similar size offering the elective music 
programme, and teachers representing several instruments and at least five years’ 
teaching experience at upper secondary level. At each school, teachers were informed 
of the aims of the study and volunteered to participate. While an advantage of this 
form of recruitment is the likelihood of finding informants who have particular inter-
est and engagement for the topic of assessment, this must be weighed up against the 
possibility of imbalances in certain variables. At School A, two female song teachers 
(A1 and A2) were recruited, with respectively 10 and 19 years’ teaching experience. 
Both of these have a background of studies in classical genres, but teach both classi-
cal and popular genres. At School B, recruits were a male teacher of bass guitar (B1) 
with background in popular genres and five years’ experience, and a female teacher 
of classical piano (B2) with 18 years’ experience. The imbalances in gender, instru-
ment and professional experience are acknowledged, yet it is not atypical for the 
domain studied that e.g. bassists are male, or that singing teachers are a large group, 
accommodating demand.

Twelve questions were prepared for the interviews, designed to cover key issues for 
the research questions on the basis of a literature review, and incorporating learn-
ing outcomes in LK06 (Appendix). With the purpose of giving more autonomy to 
the informants, creating an informal tone and reducing the role of researcher, the 
prepared questions were drawn by informants at random from a box. This method 
of selection meant that there was no set order of sequence of questions or of which 
informant might answer first, precluding an organised progression of topics with a 
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particular thematic chronology. One advantage of this method was giving the inform-
ants control of the time used for topics as they accorded them importance, within the 
time they had available. Nevertheless, the researcher’s situated role as interviewer 
(Kvale, 1996) involved engaging in the conversation with purposes e.g. of clarification, 
eliciting more information on a topic, or reminding participants of the time remain-
ing. Due to logistical constraints such as timetabling and commuting distances, there 
were differences in the practical circumstances of the two interviews. For informants 
from School A, the interview took place at a higher education institution after working 
hours, lasting 91 minutes. For School B, the interview took place at the school itself 
between teaching commitments and lasted 51 minutes. Although all twelve questions 
were drawn at both interviews, answers were longer and there was room for more 
anecdotal exchanges for informants from School A.

Audio recordings were made of the interviews, giving the possibility of repeated re-
listenings (Psathas, 1995), and the recordings were transcribed verbatim employing 
elements of the Jefferson system (2004) in order to document pauses, laughter or 
other non-verbal elements which might communicate meaning. Acknowledging that 
the process of listening and transcribing is itself “an act of interpretation and repre-
sentation” (Bucholtz, 2000: 1463), transcriptions of the interviews were sent back to 
informants for verification. The subsequent analytical strategy was abductive, involving 
a zigzag movement of mutually influencing elements of research (Layder, 1998), and 
coding in Nvivo according to principles of thematic analysis (Attride-Stirling, 2001), 
using topics from the interview questions as well as open coding. This led to new 
readings of literature, in particular focusing on the work of Lave and Wenger (1991) 
and Wenger (1998). Through subsequent readings and revisions of the coded material, 
three categories were developed in light of Wenger’s (1998) concept of participa-
tory identities. These were perceptions of the individuals as (i) teacher-mentor, (ii) 
instrumentalist, and (iii) participant in a school-based assessment practice. Findings 
relating to these three aspects are presented and discussed in the following three sec-
tions. Numerical codes are employed in order to preserve informants’ anonymity. All 
citations are translated from the Norwegian data to English by the author.



254

Elizabeth Oltedal

Findings and discussion

Perceptions of assessment as teacher-mentor

All four informants express scepticism to making assessments of music performance, 
concerning both the fundamental problem of whether trustworthy assessment is 
possible at all, the difficulties of verbalising implicit knowledge, and the effects of 
assessment on students. Discomfort in taking the role of assessor is evident, for 
example, when B2 describes how students sometimes select repertoire which, for 
various reasons, seems inappropriate, saying:

it feels as though one is judging somebody’s musical taste, in a way, and you 
shouldn’t do that!

A view that formalised learning objectives are inappropriate for performance on main 
instrument emerges when A1 claims the goals in LK06 are

first and foremost for the theoretical subjects. Things you can measure on 
paper.

She perceives the goals as broad, pointing out that a student with “a very narrow talent” 
cannot achieve a top grade despite outstanding achievement within his specialism. 
This kind of assessment problem might be felt particularly keenly by instrumental 
teachers, in view of possible strong mentor relationships to their students (Ellefsen, 
2014). It might therefore be equally problematic to make an assessment when a 
student who struggles with schoolwork generally, nevertheless manages one narrow 
aspect of music performance quite well. All four informants emphasise that assess-
ment, and in particular grading, can have negative effects on students. It is suggested 
that the grading system may actually limit a student’s progression, particularly for 
weaker students, causing fear and a narrow focus on specific learning outcomes, as 
in A2’s remark:

As soon as they’ve got their first grade, it’s as if a hierarchy is established; 
it’s hurtful.

A1 and A2 describe how they try to ‘reduce the damage’ of normative aspects of assess-
ment by telling students that a test reflects neither a student’s all-round competence, 
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nor the quality of single aspects of performance. As such, they clarify the boundaries 
of the assessment, but nevertheless also call into question its validity.

These statements are interpreted as demonstrating values of teachers’ responsibility 
to students, not only to be fair, but to nurture students’ growth and motivation, giving 
support to existing findings of tensions in the dual role of teacher-assessor (e.g. Yung, 
2001). The informants’ descriptions of the negative effects of summative assessment, 
aligning with established research (Harlen & Deakin Crick, 2002), and their criticism 
of curricular goals, combine in a picture of the teacher-mentor who wishes to protect 
the student from detrimental forces, and to encourage student autonomy—even to 
the extent of ratifying choices considered inappropriate. The task of assessment, in 
this perspective, is fraught with considerations connected to students’ development 
as autonomous individuals unfettered by curricular constraints.

Perceptions of assessment as instrumentalist

Statements which can be related to types of knowledge, skills and traditions of parti-
cular instruments give a different picture of how the informants perceive assessment, 
and in particular criteria and standards. The notion of what characterises a ‘top mark 
performance’ for the two singers, A1 and A2, compared with that of the bass guitarist, 
B1, has less to do with keeping a rhythmic nerve than with communication and perso-
nal expression, but this is not to say that timing and technical issues are not essential, 
for all three instruments. A fuller description of expertise is given by B2, a pianist:

You have a superabundance of energy to communicate music well, everything 
is in place, it is like—that moment when you feel the student is just at one 
with the material, has made it her own, and can feel it’s easy to play, fun to 
play, goes in for it with her whole self.

Issues of technique are here subsumed by a holistic criterion that to a high degree 
reflects the praxial music discourse (Elliott, 1995), and its recognition is dependent 
on the assessor.

Another factor mentioned for demonstrating competence is breadth of repertoire. 
The singers claim this is important, and there might be several reasons for this. These 
teachers have a classical background, yet teach across genres. If students have a 
preference for popular genres, their teachers might nevertheless recommend clas-
sical repertoire because of a conviction that working with this will provide the best 
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grounding for good voice production. Indeed, A1 claims that there are some universally 
accepted criteria for the craft of singing, governed by current conceptions of healthy 
technique, which carry more importance than curriculum requirements:

I don’t think singing as a subject will change just because the curriculum does, 
because there are some criteria for learning to sing, that just are accepted 
as the craft itself, about what is currently seen as healthy and good.

Nonetheless, the singers also warn that an assessor who lacks broader genre compe-
tence might emphasise features of technical mastery in classical genres, missing 
important aspects like «feeling and timing and all that», which the informants say 
they have gained through exposure to rhythmic and popular genres. The bassist, too, 
recommends his students to present a certain breadth of repertoire, but his rationale 
is different:

It’s to do with what life is really like out there. It’s unlikely you’ll be playing 
in a band that’s ‘gonna make it’, that will never play in any other genre. So 
I stress this, especially for the bassists—don’t play four songs in the same 
genre, right?

Reasoning that students have small chances of a future in a successful band and keeping 
to one genre, his requirement to present a varied repertoire reflects a discourse that 
considers future musical enterprise beyond the school context. However, the possibil-
ity that the presentation of a varied repertoire may not fulfil intended goals is raised 
by the pianist, who suggests it is more important to demonstrate a broad ‘repertoire 
of expression’ than mastery of several styles. This comment might be a reflection of 
tensions between views of classical and popular genres (Danielsen, 2006), concerning 
the possibilities for dynamic and timbral nuance and variation of mood within even 
a single classical piece. With this in mind, demands for both breadth of repertoire 
and a certain length of programme might be experienced as different for classical 
and popular genres.

While breadth of repertoire is given importance, conformity to norms for performance 
practice for particular repertoire is discussed for all three instruments. For the pianist, 
there are limits for how much freedom in tempo and phrasing can be tolerated in 
music by a composer like Mozart. The singers, on the other hand, while claiming that 
an unconventional performance might elicit the reaction, “Hallo, you can’t sing Mozart 
like that”, concede that there is room to consider the student’s own intentions. But it is 



257

Challenges of assessing music performance: teachers’ perception

not only certain classical genres that are stringently judged according to performance 
traditions. The bassist, representing popular genres, claims there is a high risk factor 
involved if students make changes to repertoire that has acquired an ‘iconic’ position, 
and that innovations will be tolerated only if the performance is exceptionally good. 
These views about conformity are connected to assessors’ familiarity with reper-
toire or genre, and seem to be more stringent for the bassist and pianist, than for the 
singers. In cases where students perform their own material, the singers claim that 
students’ compositions are often “well within [their] own comfort zone”, but that a 
convincing performance is likely to be rated highly. In contrast, the bassist refers to a 
culture among pop and rock students where there is prestige in composing detailed 
and challenging music. Students’ compositions might thus function as two types of 
‘shop window’ for exhibiting their skills: one where there is comfortable mastery of 
the material, and the other where virtuosity is stretched to its outer limits.

For assessment, these examples suggest that a complex web of different factors can 
be claimed to be specific to particular instruments and repertoire, and that instru-
mental teachers might ‘point’ assessment in quite different directions. An emphasis 
on universal criteria of musicking and personal expression over technique and voice 
quality, as suggested by the singing teachers, stands in contrast to advice given to a 
bass student to avoid taking risks regarding standard repertoire. The former can be 
said to reward student autonomy, while the latter focuses not only on performance 
preserving the ‘work’ itself, but on a form of criteria compliance (Torrance, 2007), in 
which future real-life opportunities for performance are envisaged. Individualised 
teaching contexts throw into relief the professional identity of the teacher as musi-
cian (Angelo, 2014; Nerland, 2003), since it is the very specificity of knowledge and 
skills of the instrument in question that legitimises this form of teaching. In this way, 
various discourses of music performance, such as the autonomy of certain repertoire 
or genres, or appropriate vocal technique, might function as mechanisms of gatekeep-
ing as teachers draw up the boundaries for their subject domain, and the informants 
in this study suggest that these might count more than various learning objectives of 
the National Curriculum. That these tensions have a bearing on power relations within 
the duality of social and individual when the qualities of performances are discussed, 
is likely. Wenger (1998) notes that “different forms of power in a society interact, 
sometimes reinforcing each other and sometimes creating spaces of resistance” (p. 
284). In this way, the question of what types of knowledge teachers emphasise for 
a particular instrument or repertoire can have great significance for the shaping of 
assessment in the localised context.
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Perceptions as a participant in a school-based assessment practice

Despite the scepticism expressed by the informants to assessment, and to grading 
in particular, all four seem to perceive themselves as competent assessors with the 
ability to make independent qualitative judgements of students’ performances. They 
describe how expertise is accumulated over time, enabling them to make decisions 
in tests or examination situations more rapidly and holistically, and no longer taking 
personal responsibility for students’ results. For example, A1 comments:

I think I’ve become less rigid, and it’s not because I’m not the same person 
– but now it’s not important for me to have the best student […] So, in the 
beginning you almost feel it’s you getting the grade.

The importance of the community of practice (Wenger, 1998), both for assuring reli-
ability and for providing experiential knowledge equipping teachers better to assess 
both within and outside their main instrument domain, is emphasised. A2 describes 
a learning trajectory through 19 years of teaching and assessing, including various 
in-service courses, which has involved a shift in focus:

In the beginning I was much more concerned with [firstly] good technique, 
and secondly voice material, one’s point of departure. But then the perform-
ing and personal expression has come in much more, for my part, since we 
began doing assessments in the team.

Assessing term tests by moderation is practiced at both schools. At School A, it is 
usual for all fulltime instrumental staff, and the relevant part-time staff, to be present 
at each performance and assessment discussion. At School B, the teachers assess in 
teams of 3–5, based on instrument group. At both schools, lists of local criteria for the 
various instrument groups have been drawn up, but are experienced to have limited 
value. The two informants at School A value the large team practice they are part of, 
depicting the development of a holistic assessment practice where, as mentioned, the 
universal criteria of “feeling and timing” are emphasised (‘feeling’ here interpreted 
as appropriate stylistic expression). They present it as a functional and effective 
vehicle for trustworthy assessment, and as a learning forum where a shared reper-
toire of implicit knowledge is developed. At the same time, the informants say that 
when novices or outsiders are introduced into the team there is a healthy incentive 
to ‘unpack’ the discussion and articulate meanings more fully. Although admitting 
that there is a possibility of teachers being swayed against their better judgement, 
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it seems that the advantages of social moderation outweigh this. When asked by the 
researcher what they would change, they call for better preparation of undergradu-
ates for assessment work, as well as recommendations that novice teachers should 
not participate fully in assessment, but first observe and learn.

At School B, the advantages of social moderation are nuanced slightly differently, with 
more emphasis on aspects of control: here, the informants stress how professional 
bonds between fulltime and part-time staff are strengthened, and how development of 
individual “regimes” can be prevented. The use of lists of instrument-relevant criteria 
is seen as pertinent, both as an assurance of covering prescribed learning objectives, 
and to avoid basing assessment on “feelings” (here interpreted as ‘emotions’), yet 
teachers’ inherent assessment skills have ‘the last say’. The informants’ criticism of 
social moderation is that agreement might be reached on very general terms, leaving 
out important detail or aspects of performance, and in turn leading to inadequate 
feedback to students. It is acknowledged that teachers’ prestige may play a role in 
assessment discussion, and the call for more thorough guidelines seems to reflect 
an awareness of challenges to assessment. At both schools it is claimed that there is 
seldom dissonance between internal and external assessors at the public exam, but 
examples of exceptions are given in contexts of one examiner and one teacher assess-
ing student performance. While B2 (School B) notes that teachers can experience a 
battle of prestige over results, A1 (School A) reports having felt the need for support 
from likeminded members of her team in discussion with the examiner.

Thus, participatory identity connected to the school-based assessment practice, as 
depicted by the four informants, is nuanced. While the possibility that individual teach-
ers’ judgements might be influenced by the group is acknowledged, the informants 
claim to have gained increased self-efficacy and independence through membership. 
Bearing in mind that the two informants from School A are both female singers, and 
probably work in close cooperation, this might have contributed to a certain picture 
of a harmonious collegium easily finding consensus in assessment. Nevertheless, 
the basic message from both interviews about social moderation is that this is an 
advantageous system for assessment, not least for its function of building teachers’ 
assessment competence in the school. For all the informants, gaining experience as 
assessors seems to have involved a movement towards more holistic assessment 
where implicit knowledge is foregrounded.
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General discussion

The three projected types of participatory identity identified in the analysis were, 
firstly, the teacher-mentor demonstrating responsibility to individual students, empha-
sising student autonomy and resisting formalised plans. The second type was the 
instrumentalist exhibiting loyalties to received instrumental discourses and career 
paths. The third was the participant in a local assessment practice, emphasising the 
community of practice as a source of knowledge and a path to consensus. In the state-
ments analysed, it seems the ‘goalposts’ for assessment might be in traction between 
these potentially conflicting values. As suggested by Rui (2010), although teachers 
might come to the same conclusion with regard to grading, assessment might contain 
quite different rationales, for example using reactive, hegemonic patterns to preserve 
professional instrumental ideals, or diluted, ‘trivialised’ discourses (Zandén, 2010a) 
which stop with the praxial ideal (Allsup & Westerlund, 2012; Elliott, 1995). At the 
very least, there is potential for localised interpretations of the mandate (Wenger, 
1998). While one purpose of the moderated assessment is to provide feedback (Adie 
et al., 2012; Harlen, 2007) for the individual student and his teacher, if moderation is 
geared towards effectivity as well as emphasising holistic assessment, the feedback 
generated to take back to the student is likely to be sparse. Equally, where the appli-
cation of instrumental and genre-specific criteria are emphasised, certain conform-
ing principles might lead to constraints for students, and a discouragement to go 
outside the frame of accepted performance practice. Ultimately, if the experience of 
success in the form of finding consensus reinforces teachers’ selection of strategies 
and perspectives in assessment tasks e.g. which elements of a situation to treat as 
important or which to ignore, assessment is in danger of becoming strongly biased. 
Looking at the findings as a whole, the space located between an understanding that 
reliability depends on attunement within the assessment group (Sadler, 2015), and the 
concession that teachers experience various tensions concerning their participatory 
identities, is a black box demanding the exegesis of authentic assessment situations.

Conclusion

This study sheds light on how four teachers from two Norwegian upper secondary 
elective music programmes perceive tasks of assessing performance on main instru-
ment. In light of Wenger’s (1998) concept of participatory identities, three types of 
participatory identity were used to frame interview data: the teacher-mentor with 
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responsibility to individual students; the instrumentalist with loyalties to received 
traditions and projected career paths; and the participant in a school-based assessment 
practice. Bearing in mind that it may only take a few interviews to demonstrate that 
a phenomenon is more complex or varied than previously thought (Becker in Baker 
& Edwards, 2012), these data are valuable in giving examples of issues that exist in 
the current Norwegian education system. Findings from this analysis are instances of 
challenges for assessment of music performance in the context of Norwegian upper 
secondary school, where identities of participation are informed by the conflicting 
value systems of responsibility to the student, loyalties to personally held conceptions 
of musical quality, and accountability to the professional mandate. While expressing 
scepticism to assessment because of the difficulties of attempting to make a fair judge-
ment, and the detrimental effects assessment can have on students, the informants 
indicate that they have confidence in their assessment practices on the basis of their 
professional knowledge and participation in social moderation. They value school-
based moderation for its functions of providing quality assurance and development 
of assessment expertise.

These inferences carry implications for further study, where investigation should focus 
not only on what teachers say and intend, but also what they actually do (Pajares, 
1992), in authentic assessment contexts. In a field where students need dependable 
assessment and feedback to help their further development, but where parameters 
for artistic performance are in constant change, more knowledge is needed on how 
instrumental teachers meet the challenges of assessment.
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