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Abstract 

Utilizing Grounded Theory based in phenomenology this study attempts to answer the 

question “Why should music educators use reassessment practices in their ensembles and how 

does it work utilizing a standards-based grading model?”  This study focuses on the student’s 

perspective of transitioning to a standards-based grading model in the choral classroom, 

specifically asking the students if they believe using this method benefited them as students of 

music and if they preferred the method of assessment over previous forms of grading done in the 

music classroom and core classes. The students responded positively to the standards-based 

grading model and most students believed the system worked in their best interest. The student 

responses were coded using a Grounded Theory method of initial coding, sub-theme coding, and 

major theme coding over three rounds of analysis. The data analysis revealed three major themes 

resulted from the students answers to a Likert Scale questionnaire and a focus group with a 

smaller sample of volunteers. The participants revealed that the three areas that were most 

impactful as a result of using standards-based grading were: 1) Clear Communication from the 

Teacher, 2) Student growth mindset, and 3) Room for Everyone (Differentiation). 

Keywords: standards-based grading, choral music, assessment, reassessment, student 

improvement 
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I. Introduction 

 

 

In the 2017-2018 school year Barker’s school district announced the district-wide 

transition, over several years, to standards-based grading which would change the way teachers 

assess students and the way those assessments would be reflected in the gradebook. At the 

beginning of this process, Barker experienced much discomfort and struggled with how to apply 

the ideals and concepts of standards-based grading to his ensembles, but having gone through the 

process, Barker does not believe he will ever return to the previous methods used in his 

ensembles. As result of this study, it has become Barker’s belief that using the standards-based 

grading method is a more effective way to assess musical skills and that the members of the 

music educator community will benefit from learning more about standards-based grading and 

how it can be used.  

 

Purpose Statement  

 

The purpose of this thesis is to provide insight and practical suggestions for choral 

directors, and all music educators, working to implement standards-based grading to their 

ensembles, and to defend the theory that students have a clearer understanding of what they need 

to improve on if given the ability to reassess through the standards-based grading assessment 

and reassessment model. The specific research questions this thesis seeks to answer are: why 

should music educators be reassessing in their classrooms and how does it work through the 

standards-based grading methodology?  
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Importance of the Study  

 

The information this thesis provides will be of value to anyone interested in learning 

more about standards-based grading or implementing standards-based grading practices in their 

classroom, by providing an overview of what standards-based grading is and what its core values 

are. This thesis will benefit practicing music educators by providing relevant and practical 

information as to how the use of assessment and reassessment through standards-based grading 

system affects how information is provided to students, how students process and use the 

information, and how teachers determine what is most valuable to their music programs.  It will 

also be beneficial to the community of music educators, and teachers of music educators, by 

attempting to change the methods regularly used in music ensembles and how information is 

relayed to students and their parents via the gradebook. This will happen by changing the 

emphasis of grading from participatory elements of the choir classroom and instead focusing on 

skills required for making choral music. Ultimately, by being able to reassess as a result of 

practical suggestions from this thesis, students will be given the ability to assess on specific, 

clearly communicated skills, and give them the ability to grow in these areas based on each 

students’ individual needs and ability in a way that only standards-based grading can offer. 

 

Definition of Terms 

 

This section will cover definitions of terms that are used throughout this study for the 

ease and understanding of the reader. The first term coined by the author and his band cohort, 

Kristin Albright, is the assessment of ‘Ensembleship’ skills. ‘Ensembleship’ skills, or just 

‘Ensembleship’ is the collection of skills and expectations upheld by an ensemble that are 

necessary for the group to be successful such as, respect for the members of the ensemble, 
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professionalism, preparedness, or general work ethic. ‘Ensembleship’ is less an expectation of 

the director, instead is about the members of the ensemble upholding the expectations necessary 

for success for one another. Another term used frequently throughout this study is “summative 

assessment”, or an assessment that is meant to track what has been learned over the course of 

time and is meant to be formally graded and logged in the gradebook. These summative 

assessments might stereotypically look like tests at the end of chapters or milestone markers 

within a class during which the teacher needs to check for understanding of knowledge or skills. 

The opposite side of the same coin would be the “formative assessment”, or an assessment that is 

meant to be used to practice the knowledge or skills that will be tracked in the summative 

assessment. Formative assessments are meant to help further the process of learning and not be 

the point at which you are checking for mastery. Formative work stereotypically looks like 

homework or practice tests, assignments that help practice skills and can offer insight to what the 

student struggles on or needs help with.   

 Target-based grading is a term that may be used to describe a variation of standards-

based grading that uses district or class created targets that are based on the state or national 

standards, instead of using the state or national standards verbatim. While it is effectively the 

same system and philosophy the difference is changing the language of the standards being 

assessed to be more accessible to the students and their families. Differentiation is a term used 

frequently throughout this study to describe the process of changing elements of your teaching or 

assessments to meet the needs of each specific student. Another term frequently utilized is 

“growth-mindset”, which is the students’ ability to focus on growing as a learner instead of 

caring solely about the numbers in the gradebook. The students are focused on growing 

consistently and worry less about making mistakes, being penalized for those mistakes, and are 
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able to grow from those mistakes. Google Docs and Kaizena are mentioned throughout this 

study, the former is a browser-based word processing software that allows you to electronically 

notate music for the students and distribute it. Kaizena is an app within google that allows you to 

embed voice memos and other recordings into the Google Docs themselves.  

  

To summarize chapter one, information was given on the purpose of this study, this 

studies research question, the importance of the study, and a definition of key terms. Chapter two 

will review literature related to standards-based grading and choral assessment. The literature 

review will cover what standards-based grading is, breaking down the tenants of standards-based 

grading, a review of reassessment practices in non-music courses, and past assessment practices 

in choral education.  
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II. Literature Review of Standards-Based Grading 

in Music Education 

 
In Chapter One, the background, purpose, and thesis statement of this project concerning 

standards-based grading in the choral classroom were outlined, as well as definitions for some 

important terms related to this study. In this chapter, Chapter Two, literature related to this study 

will be reviewed: 1) What is Standards-based Grading?, 2) Assessment Practices in Choral 

Education, and 3) Reassessment. 

What is Standards-Based grading? 

Standards-based grading is a system of assessment and a philosophical mindset of 

educators that began its development around 1956. It gained further attention in 1983 during the 

Reagan administration’s push for “standards-based reform” and has been continuously developed 

since (Lab, 2000). Currently its popularity is growing in the field of education as many school 

districts attempt to adopt it into their schools. Despite this fact, a 2016 study of Wisconsin music 

educators revealed that just 47.92% of teachers were familiar with Standards-Based Grading, and 

more than 25% of those educators demonstrated insufficient understanding of the model (Pierre 

& Wuttke, 2016, p.5). Given that this paper centers on one facet of standards-based grading, it is 

necessary to give a summary of the more important principles found within the discipline to 

assist the reader in better understanding how, and when these methods can be applied to the 

choral classroom. Tom Schimmer (2016), an author and speaker on assessment practices, 

centered his ideas of standards-based grading in three areas: 

1. Give students full credit for what they know 

2. Redefine accountability 
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3. Repurpose the role of homework 

While these elements create a solid foundation for what standards-based grading tries to achieve, 

Ken O’Connor (2018), who has written several books on assessment and standards-based-

grading, has a much more thorough representation of the numerous aspects that make up SBG. 

Many of O’Connor’s beliefs regarding standards-based grading can be broken down and grouped 

into the following:  

1. Clear communication. 

2. Including only what matters. 

3. Assessing process versus product. 

4. Learning as an ongoing process. 

Looking closely at these four areas will best summarize standards-based grading and give the 

necessary context to understand the discussion of reassessments in the choral classroom. 

 

Clear Communication  

When first being introduced to standards-based grading, the authors district’s Director of 

Instruction asked the question: “What are grades actually for? What is their purpose?” At the 

time, there were many responses that came to mind, but Susan Brookhart, author of Grading, 

(2004, p. 5) provides an answer that aligns with a standards-based grading philosophy: “The 

primary purpose for grading … should be to communicate with students and parents about their 

achievement of learning goals.” O’Connor goes a step further to state that we should be 

assigning students grades through a tiered system that relates directly to the level of mastery for a 
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specific national standard. He more deliberately suggests using a four leveled system paired with 

qualitative labels such as beginning, approaching, proficient, and advanced for a 1, 2, 3, or 4 

(respectively) instead of using a traditional A, B, C, D, F system built on a 100-point scale 

(O’Conner, 2018 p. 78). Many schools choose to further simplify this method by using a three-

point scale for beginning, approaching, proficient, and a zero for no evidence provided if the 

student has yet to take the assessment and has not had an opportunity to show their level of 

mastery. To clarify what the student has mastered or what should be improved, O’Connor 

suggests that grades be applied directly to performance standards, instead of assigning grades for 

specific assignments or to the entire class (O’Connor, 2018 p. 38). In most cases, the 

performance standard would be the National Standards or some adaptation of these standards. 

Given that the State and National Standards can be challenging for even a seasoned professional 

to understand, they may not always be the clearest method of communication of what we want 

students to know or do. One local district, Wautoma High School, called their adaptation of 

standards-based grading “target-based grading.” Each department had to look at every National 

Standard and develop a set of targets based on the standards that would be easiest to 

communicate to students and parents. 

The use of National Standards for Music Education, translated in the classroom as 

District Targets, becomes key to this method of reassessment in the choral classroom as it 

requires the use of standards in reporting grades, instead of grades being earned by student 

participation, attendance, or success on a disconnected series of constructed assignments, or even 

on the chronology of grading periods or semesters. This can seem quite peculiar to music 

educators, most of whom are used to inputting grades into the grade book as: 

Attended concert: 100 points, attended voice lesson: 10 points, 
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Or 

Solfege worksheet: 10 points 

 

Instead, music educators should assign grades based on specific skills and knowledge criteria, as 

they should be assessing what students know or can do, not whether they attend or participate in 

given activities. However, it seems that most educators grade in the opposite manner, according 

to Joshua A. Russell and James R. Austin’s research on Assessment Practices of Secondary 

Music Teachers (2010, p.43): “The greatest grade weights were allotted to performance, attitude, 

and attendance assessments. The least weighted assessments involved written knowledge and 

student practice. Grades assigned to music students were based primarily (60% of grade weight) 

on non-achievement criteria.” Through the standards-based model, grade books should look 

something like this: 

Student is proficient (3) at identifying solfege when given a key signature 

or 

Student is approaching (2) at singing in time, 

or 

Student is beginning (1) to sing in tune consistently. 

 

This is where the criteria of clear communication needs to be revisited. If there has not been 

communication with students and families on exactly what standards they are being assessed on 

and criteria for each level of achievement, the system will not work. However, some studies have 

shown that about one in five music educators only provide information regarding the grading 

policy summarized verbally, or not at all, instead of in a written document that lays out the 

expectations (Russell & Austin 2010, p. 43). 



THE APPLICATIONS OF STANDARDS-BASED GRADING IN THE CHORAL CLASSROOM  
 

14 
 

 

Including only what matters 

The second question asked by my Director of Instruction that changed the perception of 

my teaching and how I managed my class was: “If what we assess reflects what we value in our 

classroom, what does it look like you value most according only to your gradebook?” A glance 

at my gradebook would reveal that I found students’ attending concerts and private lessons 

extremely valuable and their ability to identify written music notation minimally valuable. The 

contrary is true, of course, as I care most about my students’ being able to read solfege when 

given a key signature, sing in tune on solfege syllables, and count with correct rhythmic syllables 

given the time signature, and rather hope the student be intrinsically motivated to participate in 

the concerts and private lessons after putting in such hard work. It was at this time that I realized 

I was including elements in the gradebook that were of lesser importance when asking, “What 

can my student do or show me they know when they leave my class?” O’Connor (2010) says 

educators should not include the process of learning in the numeric grade calculation but the 

gradebook should instead show what level of mastery a student has reached towards a given 

Standard. Dueck (2014), author of Grading Smarter Not Harder, shares O’Connor’s philosophy 

“[I] make every attempt to avoid factoring student behaviors into my grading unless I am 

explicitly asked to do so by prescribed learning outcomes. Fairly applied, this approach 

must go both ways: if we decide not to penalize students for negative behaviors then 

conversely, we should not inflate grades on account of positive ones.” 

This means lesson attendance can positively inflate a students grade by rewarding them for 

showing up to a lesson when they do not display the knowledge or skillset desired or may harm 

the students grade who knows and demonstrates the skills expected but chose not to attend the 
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lesson for any number of reasons. The alarming result is captured by Russell and Austin’s 2010 

study: “Of the participants who based grades on attendance, 67% indicated that they reduced 

grades by one letter or more for unexcused absences from major events and daily rehearsals, 

while 30% implemented a partial grade reduction” (Russell & Austin 2010, p 43). 

“When we grade to motivate, punish, or sort students, we do three things: we dilute the 

grade’s accuracy; we dilute its usefulness; and we use grading to manipulate students, which 

may or may not be healthy” (Wormeli, 2006, p. 103). These behavior traits have a function and 

purpose in standards-based grading and should not be ignored entirely, but they are not to be 

included in the grade calculation for academic growth. “We teach self-discipline and hard work 

in many ways, not just through report card correlations.” (Wormeli, 2006, p.103) This is the 

mindset that those who utilize standards-based grading argues works better. Our standards are 

the checklist of what we want our students to do or know once they have finished our class, and 

the behavior traits or work skills are included in other areas of the assessment process. “Specific 

feedback on these factors should be communicated to students and their parents, but it should 

remain a separate column on the report card” (Wormeli, 2006 p. 103). 

Assessing process versus product 

 

The differentiation of assessing process versus product when utilizing the standards-

based grading model is identified, usually, as either formative or summative assessments. 

Formative assessments can be reduced to practicing certain skills or understanding of specific 

knowledge, whereas summative assessments are the demonstration of that knowledge or skill. 

Given that educators want the grades in the gradebook to reflect the level of mastery that 

students have attained, logic dictates that practice has no place in the calculation of the students’ 

academic grade; this includes the use of homework.  
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“Rote practice is out; task complexity is in. In a traditional classroom, students often 

perceived homework as busywork and typically did not see the connection of homework 

to summative assessments. In a standards-based system it is explicit—what do you need to 

master the specific learning targets?” (Vatterott, 2015, p. 65).  

More importantly, the students will begin to view the formative assignments not as mindless 

work they have to complete, but instead as a safe opportunity to practice elements that will be 

tested on the summative assessment. If it is not included in grade calculation, the students are 

less likely to cheat, and the accountability now is on the students’ ability to do well on the 

summative assessment (Vatterott, 2015 p. 65). These summative assessments previously looked 

much like a paper test with a multitude of different skills, assessment methods, and standards 

mixed throughout the exam. Once the test is finished, the grade does not change, the students 

have little or no voice in the process, the test may include a wide array of knowledge that could 

surprise the students, and is only given one time (Vatterott 2015, p. 67). “In the standards-based 

classroom, summative assessment [can be] performance tasks such as a paper, a project, a 

demonstration, or a presentation.” (Vartterott, 2015, p. 67). For the field of music education, our 

summative assessments can include graded evaluation of literature from ensembles, sight-singing 

assessments, counting assessments, literacy assessments of written notation, or peer/self-

assessments. What is necessary, is that the assessment is tied to specific, standard-based criteria 

that have been practiced through formative work, and that the goals and functions have been 

clearly communicated at the beginning of the learning process. 
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Learning as an ongoing process:  

“Learning is an ongoing process and… what matters is how much learning occurs, not when it 

occurs.” (O’Connor, 2018, p. 151). 

As all educators have been taught, no two people learn in the same way or at the same 

rate, yet the methods of assessment rarely reflect this fact. In the standards-based classroom, it is 

the expectation that students can reassess their summative assessments. While the timeline can 

vary widely by classroom, the author has observed anecdotally that many teachers and districts 

allow for reassessment up to two weeks before the end of grading periods. The mission is for 

students to learn from making mistakes and to identify what they need to focus on when 

practicing these skills so on the next attempt they can be more successful. “As we acknowledge 

differences in learning, it is logical – and critical – that we provide opportunities with a flexible 

time for students to demonstrate their knowledge and skills.” (O’Connor, 2018, p. 156). This 

expectation often seems unrealistic to most teachers and causes concern that the student’s 

mentality will be: why do the formative work if I can just retry the summative assessment over 

and over again? There is a solution for this in standards-based methodology as well. “Second 

chances do not just appear; nor do they naturally work out without some evidence [of students] 

using past mistakes to enhance future success. Therefore, reassessment is the opportunity and 

students learn the responsibility” (Ebert, 1992). How this is done is, if a student scores poorly on 

a summative assessment and has not shown that they have an acceptable mastery of the 

information, they can choose to reassess the summative work. In order to reassess, the student 

must complete a series of tasks or requirements that are tied specifically to the summative 

assessments. In other words, if they have yet to complete the formative assignments, they need to 

in order to reassess, yet they may also need to show evidence of other supplemental practice or 
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schedule a tutoring session with the teacher or with a selected peer before they can reassess 

(O’Connor, 2018, p. 157). Some teachers do this by requiring a reassessment ticket, others an in-

person meeting, and still others an electronic form submission with boxes checked indicating that 

the student has met the minimum criteria to be able to reassess. An example is given of a 

particular educator’s classroom:  

“Jeff Harding’s students who don’t demonstrate mastery on a summative assessment can 

take a reassessment only after completing a reassessment ticket. On that form they 

document what steps they have taken to prepare for the reassessment, such as tutoring, 

doing additional work, or demonstrating the targets” (Vatterott. 2015 p. 78). 

The reassessment piece of standards-based grading meets all four areas of O’Connor’s 

criteria mentioned at the beginning of this section; the standards must be clearly communicated 

and the qualifications that indicate mastery explicitly discussed or delivered in writing. The 

reassessment criteria also needs to be clearly stated before any formative or summative work is 

assigned, to ensure the students are aware that they can reassess but also, so they know why they 

are doing the practice work in the first place, since it is not being included in the grading process. 

Only the summative work is being put into the grade book, ignoring behavior and formative 

work, but responsibility is still being directly taught through natural consequences. If they do not 

complete the formative work or take responsibility for their learning, they will not have the 

opportunity to reassess until they have done so, making the process of including only what 

matters more effective. Collecting formative work for the sake of feedback instead of including it 

in the grade book keeps the grading process focused on the mastery of the necessary skills. 

Furthermore, the students get to take their time processing the information gained in class and 
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are allowed time to practice and grow at a rate that is fit for them, while also pushing them to be 

responsible for their own learning through reassessment opportunities. 

 

Assessment in Choral Classrooms 

“Without assessment, there can be no realistic planning for change and improvement. Yet 

for more than 175 years, reliable and valid assessment has often eluded American music 

educators, as it has for the education profession as a whole” (Mark & Madura, 2014 p. 203). 

As the discussion of assessment in music classrooms continues, more specifically in the 

choral classroom, it is necessary to ask the difficult question: How have assessment practices 

changed so little since the 1970’s? As Matt Townsley states, 

“In the past century, everything from modern medicine to personal computing has evolved 

and improved; yet our educational system’s grading practices have remained the same, 

despite a lack of supporting evidence. A standards-based system of assessment seems to 

be a significant and defensible improvement over traditional grading practices” (Townsley 

& Buckmiller, 2016). 

One answer to this question is what Marrisa Pollock calls the “Newtonian theory” of education, 

which states that “an object at rest stays at rest.” Simply stated, educators are likely to teach the 

way they were taught and assess in the ways that they were assessed rather than design 

something new (Pollock, 2017). As will be discovered in this chapter, this trend has prevented 

music educators from finding a system of assessing choir that is truly effective, consistent, 

competency-based, and capable of differentiation. Like in any discipline, without growth comes 



THE APPLICATIONS OF STANDARDS-BASED GRADING IN THE CHORAL CLASSROOM  
 

20 
 

stagnation, and it becomes clear that the methods of old are no longer suitable for the longevity 

or continuation of music education. 

The results of the first true large-scale assessment of music in America, administered by 

the National Assessment of Educational Progress in 1971, may have been an indicator of the 

long and arduous path assessment in music education was destined to travel. 

“The results of the music assessment were dismal and cast American school-based music 

education in an extremely unfavorable lights. . . newspapers across the nation ran articles 

heralding the bad news. Titled ‘America Is Singing-The Wrong Notes’ in the Los Angeles 

Times, the news release implied that the nation’s children were musically illiterate. The 

opening paragraphs indicate the tone of the article: Listen. You will hear America singing-

badly. That sour note comes in a report released this week by the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress, a group that previously reported on the progress, or lack of it, in 

reading, writing, and arithmetic. This first national survey of music performance among 

school children and young adults showed that ‘when it comes to overall ability to perform 

musically, young Americans perform low’” (Smith, 2000 p. 59). 

The focus at the time seemed not about whether students tried their best or if they had shown up 

to the performance, but instead on, whether they had basic music competency. It seemed the 

students being trained by music educators were not measuring up accordingly: “Not more than 

12 percent of any age group was successful in sight-reading pitch and rhythm simultaneously, 

although achievement was higher for reading rhythm and pitch separately.” (Mark & Madura, 

2014 p. 208) and the reason could very well be caused by educators not teaching our students the 

core principals of music making. 
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Many examples of this issue are easily found, several excerpts taken from a choral 

methods book from 1995, a book intended to be used as a checklist of useful guidelines on what 

is necessary to be an effective choral teacher and produce appropriately masterful musicians, 

highlights much of what we have been doing wrong as a choral community for some time. 

 

“NO SECOND CHANCE FOR FIRST IMPRESSIONS… 

4. Make grades dependent not on some God-given vocal gift, but rather on successful 

completion of rehearsal, attendance at concerts, and appropriate concert dress. 

5. Create penalties that affect a student’s grade. Make them fair and easily determined. 

6. Send a student home when concert attire is not acceptable. This needs to happen only 

once for a director to be taken seriously. Keep some very ugly ties in a drawer. Young 

men would sooner not wear them twice!” (Pfeiler, 1995, p. 8-9). 

Reviewing the principles of assessment as they should be applied in the standards-based 

classroom reviewed in the previous chapter: clear communications, including only what matters, 

assessing product instead of process, and learning as an ongoing process. The headline already 

disregards the fourth principle of learning as an ongoing process, with the understanding that 

students only have one chance to do something. Understandably, the authors are discussing first 

impressions and students’ state of dress at a performance, which is undoubtably important, but 

the question must be asked: Does what a student wears to a performance truly reflect what they 

know, or their ability as a musician?  If not, does it belong in the grade book? Item number four 

suggests grading based on the “successful completion of rehearsal, attendance at concerts,” again 

indicating no focus on skills outlined in the National Standards for music education. Item five 
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states that we should “create penalties” for the students’ behavior, whereas the standards-based 

system indicated we should instead be focused on reporting what the students can do and how 

well they can do it, not contriving penalties for the student’s potential actions. All of the 

principles listed above disregard the concepts for including only what matters as well as of 

assessing product instead of process, given nowhere in our National Standards does it mention 

attendance or attire as a core skill expected to be demonstrated in a choral education course. A 

concert may be the presentation to the community, a demonstration of the tools used to guide 

instruction, and a way to externally motivate and excite our students, but the concert is far from 

the final step of honing their skills as musicians. Let us look at another section from the same 

text: 

“Your grade in choir is an earned one. IT WILL NOT be based, in any way, on your ability to 

sing. Rather it will be based upon the contribution you make to the success of the group. Also, 

please remember that you will not be tested as you are in academic classes, your grade will be 

based on your attitude[,] your behavior, your attendance in class and at concerts, and how hard 

you are willing to work for the excellence of our organization. It will not be enough merely to 

SAY that you are interested in the group’s success; you must demonstrate by your actions that 

you are dedicated to that goal. 

 

TO EARN AN “A” IN CHOIR, A STUDENT MUST: 

1. Be in attendance to [sic] all concerts and performances unless illness or family emergency 

should prevent attendance. The student must notify the director BEFORE the event to be 

excused. 
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2. Be on time to class, in the assigned seat and ready to sing. 

3. Having worked on a daily basis on voice parts, demonstrate knowledge of vocal parts and 

have music committed to memory at concert time. 

4. Demonstrate by a positive attitude and by disciplined behavior that the choir’s excellence 

is of prime importance. 

5. Participate in some aspect of solo/ensemble competition during the third quarter. 

6. Show a willingness to cooperate in every way your talent permits. 

PLEASE NOTE: Excessive absences, whatever their reason, will result in a lowered grade. 

Because we have no homework or tests, attendance is VERY important. Because talking is 

disruptive to our group effort, talking in class will likewise result in the lowering of the grade” 

(Pfeiler, 1995 p. 10). 

The first indication for concern happens here:  

“IT WILL NOT be based, in any way, on your ability to sing. Rather it will be based upon 

the contribution you make to the success of the group. Also, please remember that you will 

not be tested as you are in academic classes, your grade will be based on your attitude, your 

behavior, your attendance in class and at concerts, and how hard you are willing to work 

for the excellence of our organization” (Pfeiler, 1995 p. 10).  

This is another demonstration of grades being assigned based on participation instead of being 

based on skills, a foundational conflict with the standards-based grading method. More 

specifically, if the goal of choral educators is to create great musicians who can read and perform 

well, why would grading based on the student’s ability to sing not be more prevalent? This is not 
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to suggest failing a student who may not be naturally “gifted”, but educators should use a system 

that focuses on growth over time, differentiating based on student ability and celebrating the 

important of foundational musical skills. If music educators are frequently frustrated that other 

areas of study in the field of education do not take the study of choral music making seriously, 

why do many music educators assess on such non-musical criteria? Looking at numbers one, 

two, and five, there are more examples of grading students based on their ability to show up 

instead of on what level the students can demonstrate specific skills or knowledge. Numbers four 

and six display a different issue: grading on such obscure concepts such as “positive attitude” or 

“willingness.” The question that arises when these types of components begin to affect the 

students calculated grade in a course are: What would a 100% in “positive attitude” look like? 

How about a 100% in “willingness?” How would these elements be reflected in a grade book so 

a student or parent can look at it and say, “you clearly need to focus on working on these specific 

skills?” If a student is penalized for a bad day in the category of “positive attitude,” could they 

reassess the criteria to show they have since learned the skill or knowledge they are being asked 

to display? These issues are repeated in the following sections of the same text: 

 

“CHOIR GRADE PROCEDURE 

 

FOR EACH STUDENT: 

1. Ten points is earned for each rehearsal SUCCESSFULLY COMPLETED! 

2. 50 points is earned for each concert in which the student participates. 
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3. The above points are NOT awarded when a student is absent from a rehearsal or concert. 

4. Points may be subtracted from a student’s total for inappropriate behavior at a rehearsal 

or concert, e.g., gum chewing, disruptive behavior, tardiness, etc. 

5. Extra points may be earned through written or oral reports, or solo or small group 

performances. 

6. At the end of each quarter, points will be totaled, and the grading scale adopted by the 

high school will be used” (p. 11). 

 

 

“CHORAL MUSIC GOALS 

 

1. We rededicate ourselves to the complete, uncompromising commitment of bringing quality 

music literature to our singers. 

2. Demanding a disciplined professional approach on a daily basis, whether it be in 

rehearsal, performance or listening, is our goal again this year. We know that there is a 

direct link between discipline and the resulting quality. 

3. A well-rounded musical experience includes knowledge of music history, musical 

terminology, ability to sight-read and exposure to listening experiences in a variety of 

musical genres, styles and historical periods. Our goal is to see that our students become 

fine singers and culturally literate citizens as well. 
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4. We accept responsibility for instilling certain values, including manners, in our student[s]. 

As they grow and mature, we encourage personal responsibility, punctuality, tolerance for 

others and others’ ideas. We prepare them for the world outside of [anonymous] High 

School, teaching them appropriate dress and behavior for the world of work. We see this 

a continued goal of our program. 

5. We continue to stress a drug free lifestyle for all of our students, mentioning hazardous 

health decisions and stressing habits which lead to a healthy, productive, long life. 

6. We see as one of our goals the encouragement of each student’s strengths and talents. We 

empower students to develop leadership skills and we care about each of our many students 

as individuals, not just as singers. 

7. We continue to provide many opportunities for personal growth outside the school setting. 

We offer career counseling, make phone calls and write letters to help our students find 

their place in the next rung of the education ladder. While in our program we prepare them 

for special auditions and encourage them to try new musical opportunities and 

experiences. (e.g., Honors Choir, Special Experience Workshops, Kids from Wisconsin, 

musical theatre and voice lessons, etc.)” (p. 12). 

When assessing in this way, the question must be asked if how music educators are assessing 

is in the best interest of the student’s musical education. If music educators continue to assess as 

demonstrated above, do the students gain mastery in musical skill or knowledge? Do the students 

have an incentive to practice? Do the students continually grow to become the best musicians 

they can be? Do the assessments used reflect what educators value the students know when they 

leave the ensemble? Or do the priorities as an educator really start and end with the student’s 
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attendance? This method of grading is common among music educators, and the authors 

gradebook looked no different until beginning to learn about standards-based grading. The truth 

is that there are few resources available to music educators that stand on the principles of 

standards-based grading and on how it should be effectively assessed in our music classrooms. 

For example, the book Contemporary Music Education (2014), by Michael Mark and Patrice 

Madura, is a thorough book of what an aspiring music educator should know about teaching 

music, in which, there is an entire chapter dedicated to the multitude of different ways to 

disseminate, sequence, and otherwise deliver a music curriculum. This chapter features tried-

and-true methods such as the Dalcroze Method, Orff, Kodály, Comprehensive Musicianship, and 

even a list of the National Standards, but none describe a quality method of assessing the 

students’ growth, reflecting this in the gradebook in a communicable way, or reassessing skills in 

a way that fosters growth of necessary literacy and musicianship skills. (Mark & Madura, pp. 97-

129). While all of these are valid and effective methods of communicating musical information, 

there is not a consistent method of communicating to the students’ what skills they must master, 

what they need to improve, or stressing the skills valued in the musical community. By lacking 

such communication, we forfeit any hope to continue growth as a musical community and will 

be forced to watch as more and more students reach the collegiate level of music making without 

the necessary skills to be successful. 

 While many of the examples of these grading systems in this chapter seem to be pulled 

from antiquated sources, the authors anecdotal survey of current syllabi (past 4 years) from ten 

Wisconsin schools shows many of these practices are still quite relevant. All ten of the 

Wisconsin schools included participation as more than forty percent (40%) of their grade as 

participation or attendance grades. Some schools weighted participation, behavior, and 
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attendance up to as high as ninety percent (90%), using language such as: “Concert 

Participation”, “Lesson Participation”, “Effort”, “Behavior”, “Disposition”, “Attendance”, or 

“Classroom Behavior” as grading categories. It is worth noting that two of the ten schools 

included reassessment or retesting practices as part of their grading policy. These syllabi will 

remain anonymous for the sake of professionalism, however, examples of these types of grading 

practice are still in ample evidence in today’s choral community.  
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Reassessments 

 

Why should we reassess?  

The question is more than just why reassessment is important to the choral student, but 

why it needs to be included in the larger discourse of music education at all. As pointed out in 

previous sections of this chapter, reassessment is a system that fosters growth, learning, and the 

expectation that our students will continue to grow as musicians. This holds true in all areas of 

education, and many schools that have implemented reassessment policies in their districts have 

witnessed increased completion of practice work, higher rates of success in learning and 

maintain the knowledge and skills of courses, increased standardized test scores, and greater 

college preparedness (Fischer, Frey & Pumpian, 2011). However, when searching for peer-

reviewed articles, studies (qualitative or quantitative), or books that reference this educational 

tool or philosophy, the resources are scarce. Nearly every other discourse has discussed and 

experienced success with differing models of reassessment philosophies, but the field of music 

education seems to have overlooked this important educational tool. One of the most frequent 

complaints by music educators, both choral teachers and instrumental alike, is the lack of 

practice that students put into their music making skills, but the community seems to have 

overlooked a system that is built on prioritizing the link between why practice is important and 

what specific skills they should be focusing on while practicing. Students frequently practice 

until the songs they are meant to perform are learned to an acceptable degree of success, rather 

than practice honing specific musical skills. Even The Oxford Handbook of Assessment Practice 

Music Education has an entire chapter dedicated to standards-based grading, yet it does not 
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mention reassessment practices, and there is also little mention of the importance of reassessment 

in the nearly two thousand cumulative pages between the first and second volumes (Brophy, 

2019, pp. 651-666). Given the importance of reassessment to students’ growth, as well as the 

lack of material pertaining to reassessment in the field of music education, the following section 

will consider some examples of reassessment in non-music courses. 

 

Reassessment in Non-Music Courses 

A schoolwide implementation of reassessment is discussed in Fischer’s No Penalty for 

Practice and the authors discovered some interesting results through the implementation. First, 

the authors realized they needed to set strict guidelines for reassessment criteria, both as a 

method to get students to complete the formative practice work and to differentiate the students’ 

needs in each class. The first step was to establish a clear window of time in which reassessment 

was allowed: “At HSHMC, students who score below 70 percent have two weeks after the date 

of competency to take care of matters on their own. At the end of the two-week period, students 

who still have an incomplete are assigned lunchtime and after-school tutorials” (Fischer, Frey, & 

Pumpian, 2011). The school also shifted their entire schedule to include more time for 

intervention and differentiation for the students needing to complete practice work or to review 

material before their reassessment. 

One of the criticisms of standards-based grading is that by excluding responsibility as a 

numeric grade in the gradebook educators are creating an environment in which the students will 

never learn responsibility. This school discovered an alternative method to teaching 

responsibility by tying responsibility to extra-curriculars: 
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“If they have not cleared their incomplete within nine weeks, they lose the privilege of 

participating in extracurricular activities. One of the interesting side effects of this policy 

has been the attention paid to the weekly incomplete list, which is distributed schoolwide. 

As students approach six or seven weeks on the list, coaches, extracurricular staff members, 

and peers join the support efforts to ensure that there are participants, players, and audience 

members at events.” (Fischer, Frey, & Pumpian, 2011). 

Rather than reporting the student’s ability to turn in work on time, if they show up to rehearsal, 

or come prepared as numbers in the gradebook, they are being taught to be responsible for their 

success by completing the competencies, lest they risk their extracurricular involvement. 

Another concern frequently stated by critics of reassessment is that students have little 

reason to care about turning in formative and summative work, since they have such a large 

window in which to complete it. In a 2020 study that looks at different courses instituting 

standards-based grading systems, a survey of the student body revealed the opposite was true: 

“The ability to redo problems did not make me lazy. It enabled me to actually learn from my 

mistakes.” In the Statistics course, fifty-eight of sixty-seven students said they did not feel being 

able to revise and resubmit problems “just rewards slackers,” (Selbach-Allen et al., 2020, p. 7). 

The authors also discovered that this new system of assessment and reassessment disincentivized 

cheating on assessments, since students can retake the summative assessments, the stakes do not 

feel as high; students are therefore, more willing to make mistakes. (Selbach-Allen et al., 2020, 

p. 7). 

In this chapter the author has reviewed literature defending the use of standards-based 

grading, but it is necessary to acknowledge literature discussing the perceived downside to a 

standards-based grading methodology. While researching there is very little data regarding the 
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negative effects to standards-based grading, especially in the field of music education, but those 

articles that can be found often are generally not actually arguing against standards-based 

grading itself but pointing out the poor implementation of the system (Hooper & Cowell, 2014), 

issues with transitioning to the system smoothly (Peters & Buckmiller, 2021), or have a 

misunderstanding of the system as a whole (Kratus, 2019). This thesis hopes to contribute to the 

body of literature that provides a solution to these issues and helps clarify the systems core 

philosophy and an appropriate method of implementation.  An example of this would be one 

article by McKeown (2015) and another by Leibowitz and Smith (2020). The former is about the 

issues of using standards-based grading because the teaching of English literature is about 

content not just the skills—that the specific authors are important to learn about not just the skills 

it takes to read and write about them. The latter is about how students with test anxiety will be 

harmed if only their test scores are inputted into the gradebook and how not including practice 

work in the gradebook is “unfair”. There are a series of issues with this mentality that could be 

addressed in another article, but it truly represents a misunderstanding of what the philosophy of 

standards-based grading is attempting to achieve, and a lack of creativity to use the techniques 

offered through standards-based grading to accomplish whatever the goals of your individual 

classroom are. Neither article acknowledge reassessment as a functional part of their model of 

standards-based grading or how it mitigates test taking anxiety because they can try again, or 

about how the homework is meant to help the students prepare for the retention of skills or 

knowledge. In one final example John Kratus (2019) in his article “The McDonalds Metaphor” 

argues that just having standards does not necessarily lead to quality product, much like 

McDonalds has standards for their food preparation but the food is still not of quality caliper. 

The author of this thesis believes the core tenants of standards-based grading were 
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misunderstood by Kratus and that holding musicians to standards in some form is better than 

aimlessly grading on attendance and behavior as the body of music educators have been doing 

for the past hundred years. Lastly, none of the articles provide real research or data to defend 

their opinions of standards-based grading not being affective. They are the authors perspective 

put on paper with no true data to support the claims, as this thesis and many other bodies of 

writing supporting standards-based grading, have.  

In summary, there are several different elements non-music courses have developed to 

make reassessment successful, but in the end its use seemed to benefit the student’s growth in the 

knowledge of skills the course was aiming to develop. Some of those elements included strict 

timelines for reassessments, clear reassessment criteria that is tied to students’ intended 

understanding of course content, and the connection of non-academic factors to extra-curriculars 

instead of the academic gradebook. 
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III: Design and Methodology 

Last chapter reviewed the preexisting literature regarding standards-based grading, 

previous forms of assessment in choral classrooms, and reassessment practices. Chapter Three 

will explain how the research was designed and share the methods of analysis. The following 

subsections have been created for the ease and understanding of the reader: Process, Participants, 

Qualitative Research, Data Collection and Analysis. As noted in Chapter One, the research 

question driving this study is: why should music educators use reassessment in their classrooms 

and how does it work through the standards-based grading philosophy? 

Process 

The process for conducting this research began with attempting to understand how 

students believed standards-based grading benefited or hindered their ability to learn and whether 

the students felt they exhibited more growth as musicians after switching to this new system of 

assessment and reassessment. A questionnaire was designed that focused on how the students felt 

the new standards-based grading system worked in the choral classroom in comparison to other 

classes, whether they believed the system encouraged them to grow as musicians, and if they 

clearly understood and could articulate what is expected of them when performing their 

assessments.  It also felt important to know if the students believed they were more successful or 

exhibited more growth as musicians after switching to standards-based grading, or if they 

preferred the previous grading system and what their rational for that opinion was. After 

designing and administering the questionnaire students were asked to volunteer to participate in a 

small focus group to discuss with one another their experiences using differing methods of 

assessment and reassessment practices and how other educators were applying these same 

concepts to their other classes. For this reason, it seemed necessary to interview the authors 
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students, as they have recently experienced the shift into a standards-based grading system and 

had all experienced the same shift in their other courses.  Forty-two students accepted the authors 

proposal and signed the Informed Consent and Permission of Assent form (see Appendix A & B) 

and returned the survey. Seven students volunteered to participate in the subsequent focus group, 

in which the author facilitated discussion, audio recorded the interview, and transcribed each of 

these recordings for analysis. 

Participants 

Participants were selected using a sample of convenience, a sample of convenience being 

“a type of nonprobability or nonrandom sampling where members of the target population that 

meet certain practical criteria, such as easy accessibility, geographical proximity, availability at a 

given time, or the willingness to participate are included for the purpose of the study” (Etikan, 

2016). Given the goal was to understand how reassessment in a standards-based grading model 

impacted student learning in the choral classroom, and whether the students felt the transition 

into this system benefited their overall ability to learn, a sample of students who had recently 

transitioned to this system of assessment/reassessment was necessary. More specifically, this 

transition needed to be in the choral classroom and have similar transitions happening in the 

student’s other courses. With the number of specific criteria needed, a sampling of convenience 

was the best option available as the students in the authors classroom had experienced the 

transition necessary and could easily collect data from these students regarding the use of 

standards-based grading. With these details in mind, options were limited to the authors 

classroom, the Concert Choir seemed most applicable as there were the largest number of 

students in this ensemble, the course had the most diverse collection of students and the widest 

array of musical ability. The study was explained, and the information was sent home to the 
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students’ parents. After they received an Informed Consent form (see Appendix A & 

B) they consented to being interviewed. 

Qualitative Research  

This study uses Qualitive Research, which focuses on interpreting the research subject’s 

description of their experiences and how that builds a larger narrative of what those experiences 

mean to the individual and to the shared group experience (Willig, 2016). By using qualitative 

research, the author was able to collect data regarding the students experiences with standards-

based grading and reassessment, both in the choral classroom and in their other core classes. 

Qualitative research allows for the research questions to focus on what the students feel, think, 

believe, and many other elements that may be considered to have less measurable answers and 

instead are about understanding the individual or group perceived experience (Willig, 2016). 

This research utilizes qualitative research informed by phenomenology which, when generalized, 

is research that acknowledges that the data being collected in subjective to the participants 

experiences or points of view so it cannot always be easily universally applied. It is also to 

acknowledge that participants in the study do not perceive events in a vacuum and that their 

beliefs or experiences are largely informed by social and cultural interactions with others. The 

following quote from Bucura (2013, p. 140) summarizes this type of research well, 

“All understanding is socially situated, and therefore the context surrounding individuals, 

including different groups of people with whom they are involved and the settings 

associated with them, are important. Social phenomenology examines connections 

between human consciousness and social life or social structures.” 

Conducting a qualitative study allowed for further focus on the student’s experiences 

using standards-based grading compared to other methods of grading, their experience with this 
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type of grading in their other courses, and how they perceive the benefits or pitfalls of the system 

in both music and non-music related content areas. 

Data Collection (Grounded Theory)  

The research process required a Grounded Theory approach to data collection, which 

includes several stages of data collection and analysis. “Grounded Theory methods consist of 

systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing qualitative data to construct 

theories from the data themselves” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 1). Using Grounded Theory means 

gathering a variety of data to compare and contrast against one another, to construct a theory that 

comes from the analyzation of that data. In this study utilizing Grounded Theory Methods meant 

gathering data using large group questionnaires, followed by a smaller -loosely structured- focus 

group that continued to look deeper into the student’s perception of standards-based grading and 

the affect it had on their learning and the in-depth analysis and comparison of the different forms 

of data to arrive at a theoretical conclusion. 

This was done by first administering a questionnaire to volunteers from Concert Choir, to 

get an overview of the students’ initial responses to standards-based grading, and to establish a 

baseline for the student’s perception of standards-based grading. Each question was preceded by 

the option to give a short-written response detailing the students reasoning for their answers.  

This was followed by a small Focus Group that was largely student driven dialogue facilitated by 

the researcher and focused on developing the collective experience the students had undergone 

transitioning from one grading system to the other, and their feelings about this transition. 

The questionnaire questions were answered using the Likert Scale (Strongly Agree, 

Agree, No Opinion, Disagree or Strongly Disagree) and were followed with the prompt “Please 
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explain your reasoning for this answer.” The following questions were included in the 

questionnaire: 

1. I believe this class is graded with my best interests in mind. 

2. Being able to retake the Sight Singing assessment until the end of the quarter is helpful. 

3. Compared to previous years, or other music classes, I feel the method of grading in this 

class pushes me to be a better musician. 

4. When I look at the grade book, I understand what I need to work on to improve my skills 

as a musician. 

5. Do you think having to fulfill requirements (such as completing all written warm-ups or 

attending lessons) is a fair way to determine if you can reassess? 

6. I believe working on the daily written warm-up helps me prepare for my Sight-Singing 

Assessment 

7. I believe that fulfilling the reassessment criteria helps me prepare for the assessment and 

ultimately results in a higher score? 

8. Having a peer and self-assessment helps me identify areas I need to improve on. 

9. I clearly understand what I am expected to be able to do or what I am expected to know at 

the end of the class. 

 

 

The data gathered from this questionnaire was broken down into graphs that will be analyzed and 

discussed in Chapter 4, broken down by the students’ responses. Their written responses were 

collected and coded and analyzed as well, which will also be detailed in Chapter 4. 

Once the questionnaire was done, seven students chose to volunteer in the loosely 

structured Focus Group where the students’ discussed elements of the questionnaire and other 

follow up questions regarding their transition to standards-based grading both in their music 

courses as well as their core studies. The questions originally intended to start the conversations 

are as follows: 
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1. In the survey you were asked whether you like being able to retake the Sight Singing 

Assessment until the end of the quarter. Please discuss what about the Sight Singing 

Assessment you like or dislike. 

2. What are some pros or cons that come with not allowing students to retry the 

Assessment? 

3. What are the pros or cons behind allowing students to reassess? 

4. Why do you believe there are specific criteria put in place before you are allowed 

to reassess? Should the criteria be more or less strict? 

5. Are there any pros or cons to allowing students to reassess without reassessment 

criteria? 

6. Do you think that the reassessment practices done in this class function better or 

worse than the reassessment practices in some of your other classes? 

7. You were asked “when I look at the grade book, I understand what I need to work 

on to improve my skills as a musician”, did you agree with this statement? 

1. What about our rubrics, assessments (sight singing or peer/self-

assessments) do you believe help you understand what you need to work 

on? 

2. Do you believe that you understand what you need to fix in this class better 

or worse than in other classes? 

8. Are there any other elements of this class in particular that you think help push you 

to be the best musician you can be? More specifically, is there anything regarding 

our grading or class structure that you think works well or doesn’t work well to 

push you to be a better musician? 

 

The Focus Group was audio recorded, transcribed, and any identifying information was removed 

from the written transcripts. All Questionnaires were collected anonymously via an electronic 

survey platform and stored in a secure location. 
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Analysis  

This study implemented a data analysis plan utilizing Grounded Theory Coding in 

“Initial” and “Focused” stages progressing over three stages of analysis. “In Grounded Theory 

Coding, we take segments of data apart, name them in concise terms, and propose an analytic 

handle to develop abstract ideas for interpreting each segment of data” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 113). 

The first stage or “initial” stage of coding utilized a combination of “coding line-by-line” and 

“coding incident with incident”: the former being rather self-explanatory, in which the researcher 

goes through the data line by line and assigns a code to each idea presented in that line of data, 

whereas the latter focuses on comparing experiences to one another to derive meaning (Charmaz, 

2014). During the first stage of coding student responses would have multiple ideas within each 

statement, where a line-by-line coding method worked well, and in other cases a statement could 

be summarized as a single idea or “incident” and compared with other, similar, statements. The 

purpose of initial coding is to summarize the data into smaller more manageable pieces, and to 

find emerging trends in the data from which to develop a Grounded Theory. 

The second and third stages of coding begin to become more “Focused Coding,” focused 

coding being “using the most significant and/or frequent earlier codes to sift through and analyze 

large amounts of data. Focused coding requires decisions about which initial codes make the 

most analytic sense to categorize your data incisively and completely” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 138). 

This process entailed grouping initial codes into smaller subsets of codes and going through the 

data a second time to find instances in which those codes were applicable. This process was 

repeated in the third stage of coding to arrive at three overarching themes that highlight the most 

important data collected. 
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Chapter Three described how this research project was designed including the use of 

qualitative data featuring phenomenology and Grounded Theory coding methods. Each step of 

the coding process was explained along with the method of analysis. Chapter Four I will report 

the findings of this data, the grouping of the initial codes, sub-themes and major themes. 
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IV: Findings 

In the previous three chapters I introduced this study about reassessment through 

standards-based grading as well as a review of literature related to the study, a description of the 

methodology and the approach to the analysis. Chapter Four, I will report on the initial codes, 

sub-themes and major themes that emerged from the data. As described in Chapter Three, to 

obtain this data, preliminary data was gathered using a questionnaire that utilized the Likert 

scale, followed by conducting a focus group with a smaller group of students. The results of the 

analysis of this data are as follows. 

Initial Codes 

After completing the first round of coding there emerged eighteen (18) initial codes based 

on the line-by-line and coding instance by instance hybrid method described in Chapter Three. 

An alphabetical list of all initial codes, and the frequency at which they appeared in the coding 

are listed in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Initial Codes arranged alphabetically and the number of times they are mentioned by students.  

Title of Initial Code Frequency  

Assignments show growth over time (formative)  26 

Clearly established targets and goals 63 

Communicating with teacher 50 

 

Differentiation  17 

Effort equates to grade  33 

Encourages assignment completion  16 

Encourages practice  19 

Feedback from teacher  29 

Feels challenged/maintains high expectations  18 

Feels the teacher cares about them  27 
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Grading is based on skills  32 

Grading is fair  10 

Gradebook is specific  27 

Grades inspire growth (summative)  13 

Learning from mistakes  32 

Lower stakes (less feeling of risk and stress 

associated with grades)  
15 

More time to be successful  15 

System leads to better grade (Numeric scores)  18  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The student participants referenced the initial code ‘Assignments showed growth over the 

duration of the course’ twenty-six (26) times by using variations of the word growth/progress or 

as one participant put it, “It’s more so based off of progress for this class, which I think is more 

important tha[n] looking at whether or not you got things wrong.” Another initial code, ‘Clearly 

established targets and goals’ was mentioned sixty-three (63) times by participants. One example 

of how participants phrased it is, “The way he grades makes it easy to see in which areas I need 

to improve and/or seek help.” The code, ‘Communicating with teacher’ came up fifty (50) times 

and included quotes from participants such as, “I usually make small stupid mistakes that I know 

if I mess up, but even if I don’t know what it is, Mr. Barker is always open to talk and help.” 

Student participants referred to the initial code ‘Differentiation’ seventeen (17) times by stating 

that the course was individualized to student needs, one example is differentiation phrased, “This 

class is graded with each student in mind. There are individual opportunities…” The student 

participants referenced the code ‘Effort equates to grade’ thirty-three (33) times and stated this 

using language such as, “I feel that what you put into this class is what you are going to get out 

of it for a grade. If you do not put effort into this class, then you will not have a good grade but if 

you actually work have and complete everything that is asked of you to its fullest then you will 

have a good grade.” 
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The initial code ‘Encourages assignment completion’ was mentioned by student 

participants sixteen (16) times one example being “…you have to do the work to be able to do 

the reassessment.”  Student participants mentioned the system ‘Encourages practice’ nineteen 

(19) times with the student participants stating things such as, “This method of grading 

challenges me a little bit but that makes me have to study the music more and get better at sight-

reading”. The code ‘Feedback from teacher’ was brought up twenty-nine (29) times, student 

participants stated, “you get feedback before…you actually get a grade on it. Which I think is 

cool.” ‘Feels challenged/maintains high expectations’ was an initial code that was commented on 

by student participants eighteen (18) times with phrases such as “your expectations of us are 

high” or “you push each of us individually” being used. ‘Feels the teacher cares for them’ was 

cited twenty-seven (27) times by students using phrases such as “I believe Barker does his best to 

teach us and then help us when we make mistakes” or “This is a very tight knit class and Mr. 

Barker does genuinely care about you as an individual and your grade.” The initial code, 

‘Grading is based on skills’ was stated by participants thirty-two (32) times, student commenting 

“I feel you grade only the things that truly show the skills of the students.” or “It only grades the 

things that show my skills.” 

Variations of ‘Grading is fair’ were stated by the participants ten (10) times throughout 

the data collection specifically using the words fair or fairly such as “Mr. Barker is really good at 

not picking his favorites and just putting them above everyone else. So, I think he grades us 

fairly and doesn’t have a bias” The initial code, ‘Gradebook is specific’ is mentioned twenty-

seven (27) times and is in regard to the actual layout or reporting of grades in the gradebook. 

One student’s response states, “You know what you did wrong specifically.” One of the initial 

codes, ‘Grades inspire growth’ was cited thirteen (13) times with the participations giving 

examples like, “Barker takes in the student into consideration and how well we work and based 

off the grades we can work to better ourselves.” Student participants indicated that they felt they 

were able to ‘Learn from their mistakes” thirty-two (32) times throughout the data collection and 

gave examples such as “…you don’t really know what you’re doing wrong until somebody tells 

you and then you can fix it.” Or “You can fix it earlier and catch the mistakes and we don’t make 

it again”. 



THE APPLICATIONS OF STANDARDS-BASED GRADING IN THE CHORAL CLASSROOM  
 

45 
 

The code, ‘Lower stakes’ was used fifteen (15) times to indicate moments the students 

mentioned that the system made them feel as if making mistakes was acceptable, students used 

phrases such as, “…you don’t have to stress out you can just do it.” Or “we get the ability to 

learn without having to be a slave to your grades”.  Student participants indicated they felt they 

had, ‘More time to be successful’ fifteen (15) times as well, stating, “It gives us a lot of time to 

get it done and not only get it done but do a good job on it.”  Students also stated they believed 

that the ‘System leads to a better grade’ eighteen (18) times, specifically noting the effect on 

their letter grade or their scores in particular. An example of this one student says, “you have a 

chance to improve your grade” another says “[I am] able to get my grade up if I don’t do well the 

first time.” 

Sub-Themes (Second Round of Coding)  

After initial coding was completed, the initial codes were grouped together by doing a 

second round of analysis and coding again, looking for similar characteristics amongst initial 

codes. Seven (7) sub-themes resulted from this second round of coding: Differentiation, 

Encourages completing assignments, Grading is based on skills and criteria, Grading is fair, 

Growth, Low-risk, and Open communication. 

The sub-theme of ‘Differentiation’ incorporates the initial codes ‘Differentiation’, and 

‘More time to be successful’ because they are all related to students as individual learners. 

Participants referenced ‘Differentiation’ in the following ways: “It provides you the time to be 

able to do it before the quarter instead of waiting ‘til the next quarter to do that same thing you 

get the chance to learn and get feedback to do it so you know that you’re ready before the 

quarters up,” or by saying,  

“even with band class, I don’t have any problem or anything, but I’m just saying our check-

ins are all the same for everybody, but we’re not all at the same level. So, Devin could just 

sight read it and he’ll play it and it’s fine, but like I can’t do that. So… It’s not fair. I have 

to put in more work than he does.”  

Another participant said, “…you feel more comfortable because it’s…tailored to you…” The 

initial codes ‘Encourages practice’ and ‘Encourages assignment completion’ are both grouped 
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into the sub-theme ‘Encourages completing assignments,” because they are all referencing 

student skills that are assessed. Student examples of this sub-theme include,  

“It is not easy, but not hard to get a good grade in this class. You just need to be on top of 

your assignments and you will mostly always do well and have a good grade at the end of 

the quarter.” Or “Just in case you may be felt uncertain or not confident, you can practice, 

then go back when you are ready. As long as all your work is done obviously.”  

Another example “It holds me accountable for all my work if I want to retake a major test or a 

sight singing assessment”. 

The sub-theme of ‘Grading is based on skills and criteria’ was developed from the initial 

codes ‘Grading is based on skills’ and ‘Grading is specific’ being combined together because 

they are both related to the measuring of student outcomes. Students referenced the sub-theme 

‘Grading is based on skills and criteria’ in the following ways,  

“Yes, because the written warm-ups are usually counting or writing in your notes, which 

are extremely important things to know how to do when it comes to doing your sight 

singing, they also aren’t too difficult, and are a great way to help us improve our note 

reading skills”, and “It helps us gain the skills we need to do our best for the assessment.”  

and “it’s out of like 3 points. So, you have specific skills for each point. So, it’s like you did only 

one thing wrong. You only get that part off and you tell us which one.” Initial-Code ‘System 

leads to better grade,’ as well as ‘Grading is fair’ and ‘effort equates to grade’ were all collected 

together into the one sub-theme of ‘Grading is fair’ because all of the student examples focused 

on the grading system being functional, positive and balanced. One student participant stated,  

“I feel that what you put into this class is what you are going to get out of it for a grade. If 

you do not put effort into this class, then you will not have a good grade but if you actually 

work hard and complete everything that is asked of you to its fullest then you will have a 

good grade.”  

Another student said, “It is very helpful because if I do badly on it, I can retake it until the end of 

the quarter to get a better grade.” 
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The sub-theme ‘Growth’ was derived from the combining of the initial codes 

‘Assignments show growth over time’, ‘Gradebook inspires growth’, and ‘High expectations.’ 

These codes were combined due to the students focus on a growth mindset. Student participants 

would frequently use phrases such as “I feel it helps you learn what you did wrong and what you 

need to improve on” or “I think they do improve my score in the long run”, and as one student 

put it “Nobody is perfect right now, so it helps to know that you’re doing something wrong.” 

Initial codes ‘Lower stakes’ and ‘Learning from mistakes’ were grouped together into one sub-

theme ‘Low-Risk’ given both the feeling of having ‘Lower stakes’ and being able to ‘Learn from 

mistakes’ made the students feel safe taking risks and felt it positively affected their ability to 

learn. As one student-participant put it, “…you stay on it unless you can do it confidently which 

is good because you can learn from failure, and it gives us the ability to do so without having 

really large stakes.” Another student said, “I strongly agree because then I am able to fix 

mistakes that might usually not be an issue, seek help if needed, and have an equal chance at 

improving as my other classmates.” 

The sub-theme ‘Open communication’ integrates the initial codes, ‘Communicating with 

teacher’, ‘clearly established targets/goals’, ‘feels teacher cares about them’, and ‘feedback from 

teacher’ together. These four codes were grouped together because all of these concepts are 

forms of communication with the teacher, whether about the targets, the feeling of being able to 

approach the teacher, or getting regular feedback from the teacher on target progress and ability. 

One example of this code would be,  

“I had to retake a lot of tests in Mr. P*’s class. I talked to him all the time, but I didn’t have 

to do corrections on my stuff. He would just tell me ‘cause usually I would just get a part 

of a question wrong and… he would write it down so I could study from it.”  

Some students answered stating that many teachers didn’t communicate, and they felt that their 

attempts at implementing standards-based grading would have been more successful had they 

been better at communicating, for example, “She doesn’t answer emails and then she’s…not 

communicating. Just makes me so frustrated because I took the time to email you and you 

don’t—you’re going to ignore it… I am trying to get help and you’re making it harder for me to 

get help. So why am I going to want help in the future?” Finally, many students felt that open 

communication in all areas made them feel the teacher cared about them as a person, “It also 
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shows that you care because, like, you’re seeing these targets and giving feedback and help and it 

makes us feel like the teacher cares as well.” 

 

Major Themes (Final Round of Analysis)   

After sub-themes were assigned, sub-themes were grouped together by doing a third 

round of analysis and re-coding in which I grouped sub-themes according to function. Three 

major themes resulted from this final round of coding. The resulting themes were 1) Clear 

communication from the teacher, 2) Growth mindset of the students, and 3) Room for everyone. 

 

Clear Communication from the Teacher 

The first major theme that emerged from the final round of data analysis was Clear 

Communication from the Teacher. This included the sub-themes ‘Open communication’ and 

‘Grading is based on skills and criteria’ Both of these sub-themes are forms of communication 

from the teacher, the former being focused on interpersonal communication and relationship 

building, where the latter is primarily focused on the communication of expectations and the 

resulting assessments. 

The sub-theme ‘Open Communication’ is focused on the students feeling as if the teacher 

regularly communicates with them personally as well as professionally, gives detailed and 

specific feedback on what they need to work on and how to go about correcting the mistakes. 

Some examples of this type of communication could be in the form of answering emails, having 

discussions with students, reassessment tickets and meetings to keep the student updated on 

specific goals and ways to meet them. The sub-theme ‘Grading is based on skills and criteria’ is 

meant to be focused on the educational forms of communication. Specifically, things such as 

rubrics, gradebook formatting, the descriptions of skills and what success is meant to look like, 

and detailed information regarding what the expectations of the grades mean. 

One example given by a student participant  

“I feel that it is VERY helpful especially with how we are doing school this year. If you 

are feeling like you need more practice with the one you are on, we have time to talk to 
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you about it and ask questions. Until we get it right and feel confident, if we did not do so 

well the first time."  

Some students discussed the importance of Clear Communication from the Teacher as teachers 

not adequately communicating expectation or feedback on assessments, like this example:  

“Everything we do it feels pointless or feels like busywork because we don’t have an 

expectation of: ‘this is what you are going to learn by the end of the year.’ It’s kind of like 

‘here’s a project and then after you’re done with that, here’s another one.’ And then they’re 

graded…”  

The final example given by student participants was, “I picked strongly agree because the 

assignments that we complete go over targets we have learned and show my progress on those 

targets. Then, from there I am able to seek help if needed and get better.” 

 

Student Experience Equates to Growth Mindset 

The second major theme was discovered during the final round of analysis was Student 

Experience Equates to Accessibility or Growth Mindset. This major theme included the sub-

themes ‘Growth’, ‘Encourages completing assignments’, and ‘Low-risk’. Unlike the first major 

theme, which dealt with communication from the teachers, this major theme focused on the 

student’s perspective. As the students use standards-based grading they communicated that they 

generally felt that the system allowed them the freedom to take risks, encouraged them to work 

on the targets they struggled with, and generally helped them grow as musicians in their entirety. 

These sub-themes are grouped together because all three of these sub-themes foster a 

growth mindset over focusing solely on the numerical grades. The sub-theme ‘Growth’ is an 

obvious example but by the students generally feeling like they can take risks without being 

punished academically they are willingly to make more mistakes and grow as a result of those 

mistakes. They are less afraid to ask questions because they aren’t worried if asking those 

questions might result in academic judgement or numerical scoring. Finally, if the students 

believe the system ‘Encourages completing assignments’ they will be more motivated to work on 
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and practice the skills necessary more adequately preparing them for the assessment, during 

which they have to present those skills. 

One student participant phrased it like this,  

“We’re given the chance to learn, with the ability to still do good in school… Instead of 

just learning, but then you get a bad grade, but you can’t do anything about it. Instead of 

learning, but you get the bad grade because you can’t do anything about it after you’ve 

learned what you did wrong…so there’s no point if you can’t do anything about it.”  

Another student focused on feedback and seeing progress over time in the following quote,  

“You’re going into choir with bad experiences from before, and so going in and you’re 

able to get feedback, you’re able to see what you did wrong in the gradebook, and you have 

to do the same work that everyone else has to do, even though it’s tailored to you… It sets 

the example of, yes, you have to do the work, but it’s okay if you mess up and your grade 

doesn’t define who you are, and I think that… shows your progress.”  

Finally, the following student stated it in the simplest of terms, “It’s all about getting better…Just 

get better, like, you don’t have to be the best. Just do. And try.” 

 

Room for Everyone 

The third and final major theme, Room for Everyone, was established as a grouping of the 

sub-themes of ‘Differentiation’ and ‘Grading is fair’. These two sub-themes were chosen to be 

grouped together because both encourage student individual success and individualized learning 

which allows a place where every student can thrive and grow. The major theme Clear 

Communication from the Teacher focuses on the teacher’s ability to communicate, Growth 

Mindset of the Students, is all about the students wanting to grow over time, and Room for 

Everyone is about the system of standards-based grading allowing all students to be successful. 

One student stated, 

“Because the assessments that you give us are unique to you. So, like, if you’re new you 

would just start on the first one, which is easy. But if you’ve been here for a while, you 

keep going and you can go as fast as you want to go. So, if you want to do more 
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assessments, you can and then you can learn you could be better ‘cause you did more so 

that helps me because I have the motivation, you know?”  

and another student participant said  

“You also tailor it to each level, you know? So, I like if you’re, like, more beginner and 

need the basics down like you can work on that and then the people that are more advanced 

can work on more advanced skills like keep at their levels. That way it’s not somebody 

learning the same material that some person might understand easily while the other like 

doesn’t understand it that well.” 

See Figure 1 and Figure 2 for an infographic detailing both how frequently each initial code was 

referenced out of 100, and the grouping of initial code into sub-theme and the consolidation of 

sub-themes into major themes. Figure 3.1-3.4 show the results of the Likert Scale survey 

questions for the entire Concert Choir participants.  
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Figure 1 

Graph charting the number of times each initial code was referenced out of 100 
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Figure 2 

Grouping of initial codes into sub-themes and then sub-themes into major themes 
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Figure 3.1 

Charts showing survey responses utilizing the Likert scale 
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Figure 3.2  

Charts showing survey responses utilizing the Likert scale 
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Figure 3.3  

Charts showing survey responses utilizing the Likert scale 
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Figure 3.4  

Charts showing survey responses utilizing the Likert scale 

 

 

In this chapter the findings from the data analysis were presented. First, the initial codes 

along with the frequency at which they appeared in the data were revealed. Then, the seven (7) 

sub-themes that resulted from the next layer of analysis were outlined, those being: 

Differentiation, Encourages completing assignments, Grading is based on skills and criteria, 

Grading is fair, Growth, Low-risk, and Open communication. Finally, the major themes which 

resulted from multiple layers of analysis were shared, these include: Clear communication from 

the teacher, Growth mindset of the students, and Room for everyone. In the next chapter, chapter 

five, the findings in terms of both impact for music educators and implications that have emerged 

for future research will be discussed. Finally, practical applications of the data and resources 

discussed thus far, and materials used in the authors classroom that utilize these elements will be 

included.  
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V: Discussion and Implications 

In chapter one information was given on the purpose of this study, the research question, 

the importance of the study, and a definition of key terms. In Chapter Two the preexisting 

literature regarding standards-based grading, previous forms of assessment in choral classrooms, 

and reassessment practices was reviewed. Chapter Three described how this research project was 

designed and explained each step of the process and shared the method of analysis. In Chapter 

Four the findings from data analysis including the development of initial codes, their 

consolidation into sub-themes, and the three major themes that resulted from the final round of 

analysis were presented. Here, in Chapter Five, the significance of the data, how it connects to 

the literature discussed in Chapter Two and its implications for music educators and practical 

applications in the choral classroom will be discussed.  

 

Clear Communication from the Teacher 

Student participants throughout this study spoke about Clear Communication from the 

Teacher in two hundred and twenty-eight different instances across the initial codes and sub-

themes that are grouped within this major theme. The participants generally used positive 

language when referring to the use of standards-based grading influencing or encouraging clear 

communication with the teacher. In some cases, however, students also used negative language 

when discussing other teachers who do not appropriately communicate with their students as a 

result of not using, or inappropriately using, standards-based grading. As one student put it, “I 

strongly agree because the assignments that we complete go over targets we have learned and 

show my progress on those targets. Then, from there I am able to seek help if needed and get 

better.” As this statement indicates, the student is pointing out how the assignments given align 

with the targets that have been communicated to the students and parents alike and how the 
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reporting of those targets shows growth over time instead of a one-time grade. The final 

statement this student makes is what feels most key to me as a teacher, “I am able to seek help if 

needed and get better.” The student recognizes that they can communicate with the teacher about 

what they need to improve on and will be given clear instructions on how to progress in those 

areas. Utilizing a system like standards-based grading, that focuses heavily on the 

communication between students and educators, is important for continual growth of our 

students, however, what is perhaps more salient for the students is they are aware that clear 

communication with the teacher is a necessary component of their ability to learn the skills 

successfully. 

The students also mentioned the communication of specific skills and goals and how it is 

cataloged in the gradebook. This student stated, “I chose this answer because the different skills 

are listed in a way that is easy to understand and know what I need to fix, while also 

understanding the function of those skills in the big picture.” Here, the student positively 

responded to understanding what the expectations are, how it is easy to read from the gradebook, 

the function and use of those skills in the larger music-making experience, and how to grasp 

what they need to improve on the next time they try to assess. This is accomplished by 

establishing targets and explaining what the expectations are at the beginning of the year, in 

writing and in verbal communication, and by creating rubrics for each assessment. These rubrics 

should be physically provided before the assessment is to be completed and discussed with the 

class to further communicate the expectations and “what a 3, 2, or 1 looks like” for the 

assessment. 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, studies have shown that about one and five music educators 

only provide information regarding the grading policy by summarizing it verbally, or not at all, 
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instead of offering a written document that lays out the expectations (Russell & Austin 2010, p. 

43). The data in this study has shown that students perceive communication as a core benefit of 

standards-based grading and as a requirement to their successful growth as musicians. They have 

also voiced their frustration when the communication with the teachers is not present in the 

classroom, with one student stating the following, “he sucks at giving feedback, like, on 

formative work we have these tasks every once in a while and he’ll post an answer key and we 

have to fill out a Google Form about what we got wrong,” indicating that the student felt a lack 

of clear communication from the teacher was preventing them from successfully understanding 

the material. Another student had a similar observation about a different educator, commenting, 

“You’re not even getting feedback though because I – it’s almost fourth quarter and she has not 

put anything in the gradebook… She doesn’t talk to us about stuff when we’re doing our 

[assignment].” Both examples show an indication of negative language regarding a lack of clear 

communication with the teacher, further solidifying the student’s perceived importance of this 

category and their belief that the standards-based grading system, when used properly, allows for 

clear communication to happen. 

In Chapter Two the categories of: Clear Communication, Including Only What Matters, 

Assessing Process Versus Product, and Learning as an Ongoing Process emerged out of Ken 

O’Connor’s (2018) writing about standards-based grading. It came as no surprise to me, as a 

teacher, that my students’ focused on the communication aspect of standards-based grading 

when answering the questionnaire or when discussing with their peers during the focus group, 

especially given how much communication was implemented into the regular classroom 

environment. When looking at the following three categories, Including Only What Matters, 

Assess Process Versus Product, and Learning as an Ongoing Process, all three of these categories 
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also can overlap into the area of clear communication. Clear communication is the ability to 

communicate with the students in a general sense, including only what matters equates to 

communicating what skills the students are capable of displaying, assessing process versus 

product could be interpreted as the formative being used to communicate what to improve on 

versus summative being a tool to communicate where the student is currently at when using the 

skills, and learning as an ongoing process is the communication between the student and teacher 

what needs to be done to meet the expectations of the class and giving the student the 

opportunity to implement those changes. Throughout the coding process there were participant 

responses from the questionnaire that could have fit into multiple different major themes that 

ended up being grouped into Clear Communication from the Teacher. For this reason, Clear 

Communication from the Teacher became the most frequently coded major theme. The above 

factors, along with Brookhart’s (2004, p. 5) thoughts on grading stated in Chapter Two, “The 

primary purpose for grading…should be to communicate with students and parents about their 

achievement of learning goals,” and the findings of this study reinforces that students believe the 

same. 

Growth mindset of the students 

After the final round of coding the major theme Growth Mindset of the Students occurred 

in one hundred and fifty-eight instances. As established in Chapter Four, rather than focusing on 

what standards-based grading does for the educator like the major theme Clear Communication 

from the Teacher, this theme focuses on the students developing a growth mindset as a result of 

standards-based grading methodology. Some participants commented on how the use of this 

system allows for them to take their mistakes less personally and more about understanding what 

areas they need to improve on. This student’s comment illustrates this, “Because for me I will 
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hate myself. I did it wrong. I’m terrible. I’m quitting now. But not like it’s definitive like you 

suck now ‘cause you did bad once. I’m like, okay fine I’ll just try again.” The impetus of this 

statement lies in that the student cares less that they made the mistake and more about wanting to 

continue to try, resulting in the desired growth from the student. 

The philosophy that, in standards-based grading, weight is given to the mastery of 

specific learning targets and the formative work is meant to be practice for the summative, the 

students begin to understand the important of practice work as steppingstones to the end goal 

instead of busywork used to determine their work ethic (Vatterott, 2015, p. 65). This is 

confirmed by this participants statement, “If you don’t do the work leading up to the big ‘test’, 

maybe that is the reason you failed.” This quote illustrates the student understanding that the 

formative work is intended to prepare you for the larger, more difficult task, and if you have not 

done the practice before being asked to display mastery of the skills you are not likely to do very 

well. The idea that regular practice when working toward a goal can be effective is what 

educators hope to achieve, especially as musicians but in all of education. Based on the data 

gathered from this study the students understand the value of regular practice more than when 

using my previous method of assessment based primarily on attending concerts and private 

lessons. 

One of the core components of standards-based grading discussed in Chapter Two was 

Learning as an Ongoing Process, which could be interpreted as reassessment in the classroom. 

This study hoped to answer the question of why reassessment is important in the development of 

musical skills. The major theme, Growth Mindset of the Students, includes many different 

subthemes that directly connect to “Learning as an ongoing process” or reassessment. The reason 

why students stated that the standards-based grading system made them feel “Low-risk” was 
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because they were able to reassess after getting feedback on mistakes made and continue 

working in those areas until they were proficient. As stated by this participant 

“if you’ve completely failed something you didn’t fail the whole assignment, you just 

failed the one target and then you can reassess on that one target that you failed. It’s like, 

you know how to do the other ones. You don’t have to redo those ones.” 

The student is pointing out that by having the ability to reassess on specific criteria on the 

assessment they feel less stressed because you do not have to retake the entire test, just retake the 

standards that you did not display mastery of. Another student made similar points when 

discussing their view of standards-based grading  

“We are given multiple chances to turn in all the work we need to have in and our grades 

that matter are mostly based on each individual person’s level of ability with the sight 

singing assessments, which is good because it challenges people and you stay on [that 

level] unless you can do it confidently which is good because you can learn from 

failure…without having really large stakes.”   

Again, this student is pointing out that by being given the ability to try more than once there is 

less at stake because making mistakes is less impactful and you can learn from the mistakes 

made in the first attempt. The subtheme Encourages Completing Assignments is relevant to 

reassessment practices, one student mentioned why they like that the reassessment criteria is 

required before students can reassess a summative assessment, “I think it’s because, if you’re not 

[doing the formative assessments] they think you’re not putting in the effort. Why should you be 

allowed to retake the test?” This student points out that requiring the formative work shows that 

the student has put time and energy into trying to master the skills instead of just being allowed 
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to reassess repeatedly. Another student stated that by being required to complete the formative 

assignments in order to reassess holds them accountable to fix the mistakes that have been made 

instead of just retrying the same assessment repeatedly, “yes it helps me because otherwise I 

would just reassess and probably make the same mistakes.”  These quotes show that 

reassessment impacts the student’s ability to think about growth in the skills being assessed over 

time instead of just checking the minimum boxes to get through the class. The students begin to 

develop a growth mindset that focuses on fixing mistakes instead of just ‘getting the grade’ as a 

result of being able to reassess over time ensuring all students are successfully growing over 

time. In other words, ensuring there is ‘room for everyone’ in the ensemble. 

 

Room for everyone 

The major theme Room for Everyone was coded in one hundred and three different 

instances, with the students focusing on how the differentiation process that this system of 

standards-based grading uses made the grades feel fairer and were tailored to the student’s needs. 

One participant provided the following example of this,  

“Because the assessments that you give us are, like, unique to you. So, if you’re new you 

would just start on the first one, which is easy. But if you’ve been here for a while, you 

keep going and you can go as fast as you want to go. So, like if you want to do more 

assessments, you can and then you can learn you could be better ‘cause you did more 

[levels]. So that helps me because I have the motivation, you know?” 

This student is focusing on how, if you are a driven student, you can continually push yourself 

until you are at a level where you are consistently challenged. Some students stated specifically 

that they liked the challenge that came with the levels progressing over time, for example this 
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participant stated, “As the levels get harder, the more knowledge we know and that makes us 

better musicians overall.” Another student commented,  

“I feel that [being able to reassess] is helpful for those who have trouble and need a little 

bit more help. I feel that it gives students time to better themselves and better prepare them 

to get a better job done by the end of the quarter.”  

The students believe that being able to work at your own pace and having the levels 

differentiated based on their needs allows for them to fix mistakes over time and improve on the 

skills and perform at a proficient ability rather than just worry about the grade. 

Having spent most of this thesis explaining what standards-based grading is, the literature 

regarding standards-based grading, and the student’s perception on using it in the choral 

classroom, the question needs to be asked: How can all of this information be utilized in a way 

that is useful and effective in the classroom? In the following section I will go over how these 

elements work in my classroom, including some overview of the development of the system with 

my band cohort, the organization of information in the gradebook, along with examples of 

materials given to my students (such as the sight-singing assessment and levels mentioned 

throughout this paper), and some classroom routines and technology utilized to hold myself 

accountable as an educator. 

Practical Application 

In the past several chapters of this thesis I have written about what standards-based 

grading is, the literature surrounding the topic today, its use in classrooms that are both ensemble 

based and core curricular courses, the student’s perception of my system and what they view as 

important to their success as musicians. In this section, Practical Application, I will go through 
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how the components discussed in previous sections are implemented into my own classroom and 

why I, and most of my students, believe they are functional and make them better musicians. A 

foreword, this is one educator’s method of utilizing the assessment systems discussed in this 

thesis, that does not mean it is the best application or the only way to effectively apply these 

philosophies to choral education. In comparison to the methods employed in years past, I am 

certain this method has proved more effective, and the students have responded positively to the 

system that has been implemented, and I have documented significant growth even during 

COVID-era music making. 

The first step in designing this program was deciding exactly what I wanted my students 

to know and be able to demonstrate when they left my ensemble and what was expected of me 

from the state or national standards and establish some assessments that fit into those categories. 

My colleague, Kristen, and I decided to start with three large categories: 1) performing targets, 2) 

literacy targets, and 3) respond-and-connect targets. Performing targets were meant to assess the 

skills needed to perform successfully including sight-singing and rhythm counting skills, 

professionalism in performance, and ensemble or rehearsal skills. Literacy targets focus on the 

knowledge it takes to be a musician, focusing on terminology and understanding or interpreting 

musical notation, not necessarily considering how well they use the information in a performance 

setting, just whether or not they know the information necessary to communicate specific 

musical ideas. These assessments might look like a vocabulary test for music terminology or 

note reading quizzes, or anything that asks what the student knows on paper and is not focused 

on how they use the information in performance. The final category of respond-and-connect is 

about evaluating performances and works of art and how they interact with the world outside of 

making music or musical knowledge. These can be performance reflections, artistic connections 
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to different forms of art outside of music, or connections to historical periods. For the purpose of 

this section of writing I am going to focus only on the performance category as it is the most 

important to the discussion of practical application and is the most important in terms of weight 

in the gradebook for my class, and given it is a performance class the performance category 

seemed most important, in my opinion. 

In the performance category (denoted as ‘P.’ followed by the requisite number) I 

currently have four assessments that are regularly assessed in concert choir: P.1 

ensembleship/rehearsal technique, P.2 concert performance self, peer, and ensemble reflection, 

P.3 sight-singing assessment, and finally P.4 rhythm assessment. The P.1 ensembleship 

assessment is a self-reflection on categories established with the ensemble as a whole class on 

what we expect from one another on a day-to-day rehearsal. This rubric changes slightly every 

year depending on what the class decides is most important. Generally, they always focus on 

things like bringing materials to class, being an active participant in the music making 

experience, and being kind and respectful to one another. Each semester the students honestly 

reflect on their ability to fulfil these expectations and they also give an anonymous peer 

reflection on someone else’s contribution to the ensemble. Ultimately, I as the educator make the 

determination on whether or not students have been meeting the agreed upon criteria but the 

process of having the students reflect on their own contribution and others contribution to the 

ensemble allows for the students to practice reflection and make deliberate plans of growth 

moving forward. It is important to acknowledge that this particular assessment seems to conflict 

with some of the tenants of standards-based grading mentioned throughout this study. The 

ensembleship assessment was a relic of the past grading system that was carried over into this 

new model of standards-based grading that was being used at the time of the study and was only 
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approximately 3% of the students total grade. As the district continues to move forward 

implementing the Behavior Skills components of standards-based grading, this assessment will 

be phased into a different category of the grading procedure. Unfortunately, the details of this 

aspect of the grading methodology will need to be reserved for a different paper for the sake of 

brevity.  The P.2 Concert Performance self and peer reflection also ties into a component of 

Literacy skills as I ask the students to listen to concert recordings and give specific feedback on 

what they believe they did well and what they could improve on personally and as a group. I 

assess whether students can use proper musical language regarding their performance, be 

genuinely reflective in their music making and be active listeners. For those educators that 

wonder what consequences there are for students who do not show up to the concert this 

category cannot be completed if they are not at the concert, because they cannot be reflective of 

something they did not participate in. Having noted that, this assignment is worth 3 points out of 

the entire class so it is enough for their grade to be affected, but not enough for the student to fail 

for not being present. The final two assessments are the P.3 and P.4 Sight-Singing and Rhythm 

Assessments. These two assessments make up the most points for the entire course and are what 

most of the class is modeled around them being proficient in. The defense for this is if the 

students cannot read music well enough to be able to sing independently, practice on their own, 

or use notation to make music then they did not learn the skills expected of them to leave my 

class and go on to a collegiate level music making experience. Most of this practical application 

section will focus on these two assessments in the following paragraphs, as it is the most useful 

and the largest element of my everyday class expectations. 

Clear communication has proven to be an important aspect of standards-based grading 

and as mentioned in chapter 2, 4, and the previous section of this chapter, clear communication is 
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necessary from the beginning of the process to be truly effective. In my classroom at the 

beginning of the school year we discuss the sight-singing and rhythm assessments and why I 

believe they are important and the level system that it functions through, which will be covered 

in a later section. I show them an example of the assessment, the rubric on which they will 

graded, what a 3, 2, and 1 looks like in each category, what the students should expect it to look 

like in the gradebook and how the reassessment policies apply up front. They get a physical or 

virtual version of the assignment and rubric well before they ever have to turn in the assignment 

and clearly defined expectations for what they need to accomplish and why it is important. The 

students are expected to complete a minimum of one sight singing a quarter and one rhythm 

assessment per quarter, and they get to progress to the next level of the assessment assuming 

they get threes in each category. If the student does not get a 3 in every category, they are 

allowed to try again at a later date assuming they have met all of the reassessment criteria (this 

will also be further explained in a later section of this chapter). Before the students reassess, they 

will have gotten clear feedback in person, virtually through the gradebook, and directly 

commented in their virtual copy of their assignment as well. More components of clear 

communication are also established in the areas including only what matters, assessing process 

versus product, and learning as an ongoing process. 

The assessed skills of the sight-singing assessment are broken into four different 

categories: solfege accuracy, pitch accuracy, rhythm accuracy, and musicianship. Each of these 

categories are given a separate grade in the rubric, despite them all being demonstrated at the 

same time. Meaning a student could go through and speak the solfege in time and get 3’s in both 

rhythm accuracy and solfege accuracy and get 1’s in pitch accuracy and musicianship. When 

they look at the gradebook and see their grade, they can look to each skill column and see 
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exactly what they need to improve on. Instead of it being 8 out of 12 points for the assignment 

sight-sing level 1, they would see that pitch accuracy and musicianship have 1’s and those are 

the areas they need to work on specifically. For the rhythm assessments there are 3 categories, 

rhythm syllable accuracy, rhythm accuracy, and steady tempo which are cataloged in the grade 

book in the same manner. By logging the grades by standard in the gradebook, instead of logging 

them by assignment is functionally including only what matters in the gradebook. The 

summative assessments of the sight-singing, rhythm assessment and the other summative 

assessments mentioned above are the only things that are logged in the gradebook. No 

attendance or participation points, only the skills necessary for completing each summative 

assessment. 

In concert choir we hold a strict routine, every morning we get our materials, get to our 

seats, and on the board (or virtually during COVID-era educating) there is a written warm-up 

that connects to either the sight-singing or rhythm assessment and the repertoire planned to be 

rehearsed during the given day. These formative assessments are turned in via an online learning 

management system and given a grade of 3, 2, 1 the same as the summative assessments and are 

given feedback on the assessment either physically on the warm-up or verbally in a private 

lesson. These warm-ups usually consist of writing in solfege, counting, indicating difficult parts 

of sections of music or identifying intervals between parts of the music. The difference is, the 

formative assessments do not actually get logged in the gradebook contributing towards the 

numeric grade calculation and instead are used as indicators of what the students need to work on 

before they complete the summative assessments. The formative assessments show the 

connection of the skills necessary from the repertoire prepared in rehearsal and shows the 

consistent work ethic needed to improve over time but do not negatively impact the students if 
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they perform poorly. The formative work is meant to be practice and to be informative to the 

students about what they need to improve on or what they are proficient in before they get 

graded on it for the summative assessment. Most educators ask why the students would do the 

written warm-ups every day if they do not factor into the gradebook calculation, the answer will 

lead us into the following section of this chapter, learning as an ongoing process. 

The students are expected to complete a sight-singing assessment and a rhythm 

assessment once a quarter, but if they do not get a 3 out of 3 for every category they do not get to 

progress to the next level in the progression. The students are allowed to continually reassess as 

many times as they would like in a quarter, assuming they have met the reassessment criteria. 

The criteria required to reassess is completing all written warm-ups from the two weeks before 

the student took the summative assessment, coming to at least two lessons during that quarter, 

and meeting with me at least one time before the reassessment occurs. The purpose of the 

reassessment criteria is to remind the student that the formative work is practice for the 

summative, so if they did not succeed with the summative assessment, it is likely because they 

chose to not do the practice before hand. Coming to lessons is the same justification, if they 

cannot display the required skills well enough then they clearly need to work on those skills in 

lessons with me before they assess again. Finally, meeting with me (whether it is in a lesson or a 

virtual meeting of some sort) is necessary for clear communication of what they did wrong on 

the summative assessment, and how they can work on those skills moving forward to be more 

successful on their next attempt. The leveled system discussed previously was implemented to 

ensure that each student can move at a rate that suited them without punishing them for taking 

more time to acquire the skills necessary to be successful. Secondarily, given choral classes are 

generally multiple grade levels grouped together, and every musician has a different level of skill 
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or drive to learn, the system allows for students to progress ahead of one another. Students who 

are interested can assess as many times as they would like throughout the given quarter and 

continually push themselves to harder and more challenging levels. The students who push 

themselves and are further in levels are allowed audition for section leader positions, audition for 

honors choir, participate in state level competitions, and audition for leads in the musical. This 

also shows that if you want to be a leader in the ensemble that you must put in the work ethic to 

earn it, and display mastery of specific skills in order to be a productive member of the 

ensemble. 

The thing about this system that I believe is most beneficial to me as an educator is the 

level at which I am able to differentiate based on my student’s needs, namely because I know 

exactly what their needs are in this system. For example, in years prior if I had a student with a 

disability or someone who really struggled musically but enjoyed being in choir, I did not have a 

quality system to get that student to improve in skills and document that growth in a way that 

was communicable to the student and their families. Given the assessments are graded by 

specific category and not the entire assignment, if a student is struggling you can just practice 

and assess one category at a time and reintroduce the other categories back into the assessment 

slowly as they improve. While this will mean the student will take longer to progress through the 

levels it makes logical sense that if the student is struggling at reproducing the skills required to 

be a quality member of the ensemble that they should need to work a bit harder to meet those 

expectations. For example, if I have a student who is struggling with the sight-singing 

assessment we might start with the solfege category and exempt the other areas of the 

assessment. We would discuss reading solfege as ‘last flat as fa-last sharp as ti’ and from there 

you walk up or down to find do and write in your solfege. With practice the student should 
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eventually be able to get a 3 in the category of solfege accuracy and begin practicing on the 

rhythmic component. After time has been spent working on the rhythm component you could try 

the two categories together adding another level of difficulty. It will take the student 

approximately four or more attempts at one level of an assessment, but it allows for a 

progression of improvement with clear expectations that I did not previously have for the 

students that struggle. 

In summary, providing rubrics that tie the skills we are assessing to the state or national 

standards physically before the assessment is given and discussing with the students what they 

do well or what they need improvement on after formative and summative assessment is an 

example of practicing clear communication. Logging the assignments in the gradebook by 

standard instead of by assignment, and not incorporating attendance or behavior as a part of the 

gradebook, is a demonstration of including only what matters in the gradebook. By not factoring 

the practice work in the grade calculation but still expecting that it is done every day as part of 

the choir routine we are assessing the product of learning not the process it takes to learn the 

material. Finally, allowing the students to reassess multiple times until the skills necessary for a 

particular level have been acquired, having a leveled system for the student to progress at their 

own pace, and clearly defined reassessment criteria that has been clearly communicated are all 

examples of practicing learning as an ongoing process. More specifically, without being able to 

reassess and take time to grow in each area many of the other systems would not work as 

efficiently. Without the students failing at something it is difficult to communicate to the 

students what they need to improve on. Without having clearly defined expectations that are 

communicated to the students it is difficult to expect them to meet the desired expectations. 

Without the ability to update the gradebook with exactly the skills that are being assessed instead 
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of grading based on each assignment it is difficult for the student to know what to work on for 

the following attempt. The following attempt gives the student reason to continue to practice 

even after the assessment is originally completed. According to the data from this study, most 

students believe that allowing them to reassess opens the door for clear communication with the 

teacher, instills a growth mindset in the students, and provides the means for the students to work 

at their own pace without being punished, ensuring there is room for everyone in the choral 

program. 

Resources 

The following few pages are some of the resources I have created for my classroom use 

as an example of what my students are expected to demonstrate each quarter and how the 

documents are designed and used in my day-to-day classroom. Figure 1 is an example of the 

Sight-Singing Assessment referenced in much of this paper. In every assessment you will find 

there are six (6) different sight-singing excerpts I have created with a specific set of skills as 

listed in Figure 3.1 and 3.2, Level 1 is meant to cover the skills of stepwise motion singing with a 

range of about do to sol and utilizing rhythm values of whole note through quarter note. The 

students can prepare all six of these to whatever level they desire, including writing their solfege 

and counting, identifying the key signature using the ‘last flat is fa and the last sharp is ti’ 

method, or any notes on breathing or musicianship. They have the ability to prepare all six 

excerpts and when they decide they are ready to assess I roll a die to determine what number 

they are singing for their grade. This is because sight-singing is meant to be exactly that, on sight 

with no preparation. However, expecting new students to be able to do this right away would be 

a daunting task with little benefit to the student learning the skills necessary to perform this task. 

Instead, by allowing them to prepare six excerpts and giving them one at random creates enough 
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of a risk scenario to be similar to true sight-singing while still allowing them the scaffolding to 

prepare. A more appropriate label for the sight-singing assessment might be ‘preparing for sight-

singing’, however it felt more concise and practical to label it as simply ‘sight-singing 

assessment’ in my classroom. Each excerpt is in a different key to force the students to practice 

identifying do based on the key signature, and each one is in 4/4 given it is the most common 

time signature. Figure 4 is an example of a rubric given to the students before the assessment is 

required and is linked to the assignment in our Learning Management System. All of these 

assignments are created in Google Docs and utilize an add on called “Kaizena”, an app which 

allows students to create a recording and embed it directly into the Google Doc. When the 

students assess, whether in person or virtually, they submit the assignment with their recording 

embedded for the purpose of documenting the students’ submissions and for proof of growth 

over time. This system is highly effective for a number of reasons one which is if a parent comes 

in, upset about their student’s grade, I can pull up recordings of their child performing the level 

required and list of specific skills they failed to display mastery of with no questions or debate. 

Secondarily, once students have progressed a number of levels, or maybe are finishing your 

program as seniors, you can pull up recordings of them from freshman year through senior year 

and show them objective proof of their growth and the skills they have learned throughout the 

years in your ensemble. Finally, if the students can go back and listen to their own mistakes, they 

have are practicing reflective musicianship skills that can be applied to other areas of music 

making and identify the issues they have on their own. Figure 2 is an example of the rhythm 

assessment, with many of the same components required for the sight-singing assessment and the 

same process using Kaizena and Google Docs is utilized. In Figure 3.1 and 3.2 you will also 

notice there are certain benchmarks required for students to participate in certain events for state 
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competitions, musical auditions, or honors choir auditions. While these expectations are very 

flexible and not always able to be upheld in a realistic classroom setting (for example many of 

my basses in honors choir are not yet at a level five, because I have so few basses) it is good for 

the students to know what the goal for those musicians should be. 
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Figure 4 

Example of Sight-Singing Assessment 
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Figure 5 

Example of Rhythm Assessment 
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Figure 6.1 

Sight-singing levels- page 1 
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Figure 6.2 

Sight-singing levels- page 1 
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Figure 4 

Rubric for Sight-Singing Assessment 
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VI. Implications 

For the Field of Music Education (broadly conceived) 

As discussed in Chapter 2, assessment in the Choral Classroom, the general methodology 

utilized in the choral classroom has not changed much over the past thirty years and relies 

heavily on grading components of attendance, behavior, and non-skill-based criteria such as 

wearing the appropriate attire or bringing necessary materials to class (Russell & Austin 2010, p. 

43) (Pfeiler, 1995). I believe that this study validates the use of a competency-based system that 

focuses on the musical skills necessary to developing to a collegiate level musicianship and 

allows students the ability to reassess given they have met specific criteria. Standards-based 

grading allows for us as music educators to better advocate for our profession based on 

developmental skills that are applied to the performances we give, instead of detractors believing 

we are ‘just singing’ in our classroom. If we explain exactly what skills need to be developed in 

order to be successful musicians and demonstrate our students are working to grow in these areas 

consistently over time, they will begin to take our profession more seriously and, in turn, create a 

discourse that likens to those of the mathematics or science departments instead of focusing only 

on the aesthetic elements of making music or the participation of making music. 

As the data of this study reveals communication is incredibly important to the students 

and that utilizing standards-based grading not only allows us to do this more effectively, but also 

holds teachers accountable for continuing that level of communication consistently. By having 

clear and concise language to define what success looks like, reporting assessments in the 

gradebook in the simplest way possible, and by continually dedicating time and energy to reflect 

with the students on their successes and their needed improvements I believe we as music 
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educators will begin to find our job to be easier. Communicating exactly what needs to be 

improved for every single student and having a documentable way to define where every student 

is at, is a tool that most music educators currently do not have at their disposal. Before the 

standards-based grading system I have been referencing, when asked what a specific student is 

proficient at or is still developing skills in, I would have to think back to the most recent lesson 

or solo material studied and take an educated guess. Now I can cite a specific level that correlates 

to a specific set of skills, look into the gradebook to see which areas need the most work, listen 

to past recordings logged in Kaizena via Google Doc, and give a clear answer and more 

specifically chart a more specific path on how to improve in those areas. This method is 

impactful for every music educator’s craft, every music educator’s ability to advocate for their 

area of specialty and will greatly improve the caliber of musician in our ensembles and the 

caliber of musician we send to post-secondary music making opportunities. It is our job to create 

musicians who can be successful on their own, and this system provides a linear path to this 

success in a way I have not otherwise discovered. Given this concept is relatively new in the 

field of choral education there is not a lot of research on the topic available. In the following 

section I will discuss how I hope to continue researching these methodologies and further the 

body of writing that defends the use of this system. 
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Future research 

To continue broadening the body of work surrounding standards-based grading in the 

choral classroom there are two different areas of study I plan to do soon. The first would be take 

my current method of implementation in the choral classroom and have other choral educators 

implement them into their own classroom and follow up after the first year or so of its transition 

and complete the same type of data collection that I collected in this study and compare it to my 

results and other educators results to see if there are correlations or conflictions with the results 

found in this study. Given this study is largely anecdotal it is subject to biases from my students 

since they are my students and generally like working with me, this could lead to positively 

skewed data. Specifically, I would like to see if other choral departments found their students to 

be as positive about the new system in comparison to the old system as mine turned out to be, 

and if the coding process turned out to be similar in categorization or if new conclusions are 

found with different sets of participants. Following this I would do a longitudinal study to track 

students’ progression through the leveled system over the course of the four years of high school 

to track consistent growth through the system and potentially take surveys from students who 

used this system and participate in choir at the collegiate level to find out if the students felt that 

they were adequately prepared for the collegiate level choral experience. The difficulty with this 

is finding choral educators who are not only willing to try this new system of assessment but also 

implement my choral curriculum into their daily routine. The second complication would be 

whether their districts grading policy aligned with the standards-based system I have outlined or 

if they have their own method of grading, they are expected to follow. Finally, in order to gather 

longitudinal data from students using this system I need to find enough educators to sign on to 

using this system before I can gather enough student participants to merit the collection of data. 
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Assuming these hurdles can be overcome I believe that these following two studies will further 

validate the claims this study makes and continue to encourage the field of music educators to 

begin expecting one another to use skill or competency-based programs with a linear path to 

successful cultivation of necessary musical skills. It is a personal belief that we, as a community, 

will see considerable growth in our programs if the students feel they do not need to be 

“talented” to participate in our programs, and instead that they will learn a set of skills to be 

successful musicians for life after engaging in our programs. 

Conclusion 

In the first chapter of this study introduced the research question, covered the purpose of 

the study and why the focus of the study was important and influential to me, students, and 

music educators as well as defined important terms. In the second chapter existing literature 

surrounding standards-based grading including the core principles of clear communication, 

including only what matters, assessing process versus product, and learning as an ongoing 

process were covered and the current assessment practices in choral education were reviewed. 

Finally, the importance of reassessment practices in non-music courses was established. The 

following chapter included design and methodology of this study including the process, the 

participants, qualitative research, data collection methods and data analysis. In Chapter Four the 

findings and code groupings were established including the initial codes, sub-themes and major 

themes, as well as quotes from the participants. Finally, the practical application of the data and 

information discussed in previous chapters were detailed as they are utilized in the authors 

classroom along with examples of materials provided. The implication of this research is 

provided in the final section of Chapter Five detailing the importance for music educators and 

the research the author would like to do following this study. 
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So, what elements of standards-based grading and reassessment practices do my students 

believe are important to their music education? The data of this study suggests that my students 

believe that by utilizing this grading system they have a way to clearly communicate with the 

teacher about their successes and failures, what the expectations of the class are, and how they 

should improve moving forward. The data also shows my students developing a growth mindset 

regarding their abilities in choir, instead of focusing on the numeric value the gradebook assigns 

them, which in turn encourages the completion of assignments and the development of the skills 

I expect them to demonstrate. Finally, the data shows that my students believe that this system 

allows for a level of differentiation that encourages safe growth at a rate individualized for every 

student ensuring there is room for everyone in the choral department. Ultimately, we as 

educators want our students to want to come to choir, and to leave feeling successful when they 

have completed our class. One student participants response to the questionnaire summarizes the 

consensus of the student opinion regarding the use of standards-based grading: 

“I think it does help in the sense of underclassmen, freshman or sophomore. You’re going into 

choir with bad experiences from before, so going in and you’re able to get feedback you’re able 

to see what you did wrong in the gradebook and go off of that. You have to do the same work that 

everyone else has to do, even though it’s tailored to you, it sets an example of, yes, you need to 

do the work, but it’s okay if you mess up… Your grade doesn’t define who you are… It just shows 

your progress…” 
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Appendix A 

Informed Consent Form 

Mr. Barker would appreciate your participation in a research study designed to determine the 

impact the ability to reassess summative assignments has on students’ growth as musicians, and 

how the transition to a standards-based grading methodology has impacted the student’s growth 

as musicians. You are being asked to complete an anonymous questionnaire that should take up 

no more than 15 minutes of your time followed by a focus group to further discuss your opinions 

on the matter.  Your participation is completely voluntary.  The benefit of this study is greater 

knowledge about standards-based grading and how reassessment can affect the student’s ability 

to learn in the choral classroom. 

 

We anticipate no risk to you as a result of your participation in this study other than the 

inconvenience of the time to complete the survey.  You could, however, experience some 

discomfort if you disagree with the methods that are being used in Mr. Barkers classroom or 

disagree with others during the focus group portion of the study. 

 

While there may be no immediate benefit to you as a result of your participation in this study, it 

is hoped that we may gain valuable information about why teachers choose to assess or reassess 

the way they do or gain valuable information about how students learn. 

 

While this information could be obtained by interviewing you individually, I feel that the 

students may reveal more information regarding their experiences if discussing them with their 

peers. You may also choose not to participate as an alternative. 



THE APPLICATIONS OF STANDARDS-BASED GRADING IN THE CHORAL CLASSROOM  
 

92 
 

 

The information that you give us on the questionnaire will be recorded in anonymous form. We 

will not release information that could identify you.  All completed surveys will be kept in a 

secure location in the work drive of Mr. Barkers and will not be accessible to anyone other than 

Mr. Barker. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you want to withdraw 

from the study, at any time, you may do so without penalty or loss of benefit entitled. Only 

anonymous information provided will be retained. All identifiable information will be removed 

from the study and destroyed or deleted. Once the study is completed, you may receive the 

results of the study.  If you would like these results, or if you have any questions in the 

meantime, please contact: 

Dr. Rachel Brashier 

School of Music Education 

University of Wisconsin – Stevens Point 

Stevens Point, WI 54481 

(715)  346-2227 

rbrashie@uwsp.edu 

 

If you have any complaints about your treatment as a participant in this study or believe that you 

have been harmed in some way by your participation, please call or write: 

David Barry, PhD 

IRB Chair 

Associate Professor, Sociology 

2100 Main St. 
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Old Main 208 

University of Wisconsin, Stevens Point and Extension 

Stevens Point, WI 54481 

715.346.3799 

irb@uwsp.edu 

 

Although Dr. Barry will ask your name, all complaints are kept in confidence. 
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Appendix B 

University of Wisconsin Stevens Point 
Assent to Participate in Research 

Title of Research Study: 

Principal Investigator: 
 

Why am I being asked to take part in this research study? 
You are being asked to take part in this research study because you are a High 

School Student who has experienced a number of different grading, assessment, 
and reassessment practices and specifically have experienced the transition into a 

Standards Based Grading classroom. 
 

What should I know about a research study? 
You do not have to be in this study if you do not want to do so. It is up to you if 
you want to participate. You can choose not to take part now and change your 

mind later if you want. Your decision will not be held against you. You can ask all 
the questions you want before you decide. You will fill out a questionnaire and 

may be asked to take part in a Focus Group following the questionnaire. You may 
choose to do the questionnaire and not participate in the Focus Group. 

 
Why is this research being done? 

Music Teachers have taught a certain way for a long time without much 
discussion of the other methods available. This study hopes to highlight 

information regarding a different type of music classroom and the student’s 
perception on grading or assessing in this way. 

 
How long will the research last? 

I expect that you will take roughly five to ten minutes filling out the questionnaire 
and roughly an hour for the Focus Group if you are asked to participate. 

 
What happens if I say “Yes, I want to be in this research”? 

If it is okay with you and you agree to join this study, you will be asked to answer 
questions regarding the way I teach Concert Choir, that way you are graded or 

assessed in other classes or your perception of growth as a musician. You may be 
asked to further explain or discuss your answers with others in a Focus Group 

later on. 
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Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 

There is nothing bad that will happen to you although you may feel 
uncomfortable with some of the questions that I will ask.  You can skip any 

questions you do not want to answer, and you can stop at any time. 
 

What happens to the information collected for the research? 
Efforts will be made to limit the use of your personal information, including 

research study records. Your name will be removed from the transcripts when 
data is published, and all previous versions of your responses will be destroyed. 

 
 

Who can I talk to? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, about the research, talk to the 
research team at rbrashie@uwsp.edu. This research has been reviewed and 

approved by an Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). You may talk to them at (715) 
346-3799 or irb@uwsp.edu if: your questions or concerns are not being answered 
by the research team; you want to talk to someone besides the research team; or 

you have questions about your rights as a research participant. 

 

I agree I disagree  

_______ ________ 

The researcher may audio or video record me to aid with data 
analysis. The researcher will not share these recordings with 

anyone outside of the immediate study team. 

_______ ________ 

The researcher may audio or video record me for use in scholarly 
presentations or publications. 

 

Signature Block for Child Assent 
 

______________________________________________________      __________________ 

Signature of child                                                                Date 
 

______________________________________________________ 
Printed name of child 

 

mailto:rbrashie@uwsp.edu
mailto:irb@uwsp.edu
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______________________________________________________      
__________________ 

Printed name of person obtaining assent                                                 Date 

 
______________________________________________________ 

Signature of person obtaining assent 
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Appendix C 

Focus Group Questions and Information: 

 

The questions at this stage depend in part on the answers to the survey. All questions may not be 

asked, these are options of guiding focus groups depending on answers to surveys and how the 

focus group progresses. 

 

1. In the survey you were asked whether you like being able to retake the Sight 

Singing Assessment until the end of the quarter. Please discuss what about the 

Sight Singing Assessment you like or dislike. 

2. What are some pros or cons that come with not allowing students to retry the 

Assessment? 

3. What are the pros or cons behind allowing students to reassess? 

4. Why do you believe there are specific criteria put in place before you are allowed 

to reassess? Should the criteria be more or less strict? 

5. Are there any pros or cons to allowing students to reassess without reassessment 

criteria? 

6. Do you think that the reassessment practices done in this class function better or 

worse than the reassessment practices in some of your other classes? 

7. You were asked “when I look at the grade book I understand what I need to work 

on to improve my skills as a musician”, did you agree with this statement? 

8. What about our rubrics, assessments (sight singing or peer/self-assessments) do 

you believe help you understand what you need to work on? 
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9. Do you believe that you understand what you need to fix in this class better or 

worse than in other classes? 

10. Are there any other elements of this class in particular that you think help push 

you to be the best musician you can be? More specifically, is there anything 

regarding our grading or class structure that you think works well or doesn’t work 

well to push you to be a better musician? 
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Appendix D 

Likert Scale Survey Questions 

 

1. I believe this class is graded with my best interests in mind. 

2. Being able to retake the Sight Singing assessment until the end of the quarter is 

helpful. 

3. Compared to previous years, or other music classes, I feel the method of grading 

in this class pushes me to be a better musician. 

4. When I look at the grade book, I understand what I need to work on to improve 

my skills as a musician. 

5. Do you think having to fulfill requirements (such as completing all written warm-

ups or attending lessons) is a fair way to determine if you can reassess? 

6. I believe working on the daily written warm-up helps me prepare for my Sight-

Singing Assessment 

7. I believe that fulfilling the reassessment criteria helps me prepare for the 

assessment and ultimately results in a higher score? 

8. Having a peer and self-assessment helps me identify areas I need to improve on. 

9. I clearly understand what I am expected to be able to do or what I am expected to 

know at the end of the class. 

 

 

 


