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lassroom assessment leC'hniques (CA Ts) are conducive to inl'reasing and enhan<"ing lParning outcomes 
in classroom settings. The lilerature pertaining to classroom assessment techniques is not limited 
to higher education, as secondary-level edueation also advocates the use of CA Ts in middle and 

high school environments (Jett & Schafer, 1992). Classroom assessment, if approached correctly, 
can enhance learning outcomes for both student and teacher. 

In the past, the teaching or professing paradigm contributed to the "sage on stage" classroom 

environment that kept students in spectator mode during their learning prol'ess and only providf'd 
summati\"e types of traditional learning assessments (Barr & Tagg, 1995). The learning paradigm 
shifts the focus of attention to student learning outcomes instead of the teaching approach (Barr & 
Tagg, 1995). In the lt>arning paradigm, students actively participate in the learning proct>ss. The 

environment becomes interactive between student and teacher, and student anrl student. The students 
de\•elop a sense of responsibility for their own learning experience and, through the use of classroom 
assessment techniques as outlined by Cross and Angelo (among others), students recf'ive formative 
assessment that affirms their participation an<l responsibility in the learning process (Steadman & 
Svinicki, 1998; Catlin, Kalina, & Napa Valley Coll., N., 1993). 
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The need for formative assessment is revealed through studies that 
demonstrate national trends in the scholar~hip of teaching, which 
show the traditional mode of teaC'hing, lecture, is not successful in 

student long-term learning (Eisenbach. Golich, & Curry, 1998). 
Additionally, traditional summative assessment only reveals 
what students "know" at that moment in time but does not reveal 
anything about how the teaC'her is teaching, which is intimately 
related to how and what students learn (Richlin, 1998). 

Classroom assessment techniques have particular characteristics 
distinguishing them from traditional assessment methods that 
are directly related to student perceptions of learning (Fabry, 
Eisenbach, Curry, & Golich, 1997). These characteristics include 

being learner centered, teacher directed, mutuaJly beneficial, 
formative, context specific, ongoing, and rooted in good teaching 
practices (Angelo & Cross, 1993). CATs, as outline<l by Angelo 
and Cross (1993), are based upon the following assumptions: (1) 

the quality of student learning is directly related to the quality 
of teaching, (2) a teacher has a goal to improve effectiveness 
in teaching, (3) teachers need to make their teaching goals 
explicit, (4) the need to give appropriate and focused feedback 

is essential to student learning, (5) the assessment tool that will 
most likely help a teacher improve is the assessment approach 
designed by that teacher, (6) CATs are systematic and provide 
intellectual challenge, (7) CATs do not require any specialized 

training to employ, and (8) CATs permit teachers to collaborate 
with colleagues and invite students to be vocal about their 
own learning experiences. CATs have been compared to tot_al 
quality management (Soetaert, 1998) an<l they have been used 

and found beneficial across disciplines as well as in a variety 
of educational settings (Steadman, 1998; Girgin & Stevens, 
2005; Beekes, 2006; Goldstein, 2007; Nelson & Hauck, 2007; 
Ribhens, 2007; Isaksson, 2008; Morling, McAuliffe, Cohen, & 
Dilorenzo, 2008). 

However, classroom assessment techniques are not without 
criticism. Girgin and Stevens (2005) found that some teachers 
report learning about and preparing to conduct CA Ts takes time 

away from preparation of regular class content. Additionally, 
CATs might initially confuse students, so class time is nee<led 
to explain the CAT. Girgin and Stevens also found that it is 
challenging to maintain the active learning environment, and 
teachers tend to give up some control they have in the structure 
of the learning t>nvironment. Another criticism found by Girgin 
and Stevens is that some students still prefer the lecture, or "sage 
on stage," environment, which demonstrates their preference for 

the role of spectator rather than partiC'ipant. This preference may 
inhibit successful administration of CA Ts. Finally, Girgin and 
Stevens found that by using CATs, the added stress increased 

l 'H \CTl<) \ Fll ~ ~ l' f \ 

for students who used to worry only about performance on sum
mative assessments (tests). With student concern over grades, 
students now have an added concern about how they ought to 
participate in their performance of CA Ts. There are also some 
criticisms of the methods used in some of the studies that support 

the use of CA Ts. These include the lack of control groups and 
no long-term or follow-up studies that can actually measure the 
learning outcome. These criticisms are not limited to formative 
CATs a they can also be appropriate judgments about other 
summative-focused assessment methods. 

Any teaching situation or grade level can benefit from utilizing 
formative CATs. Contemporary studies confirm that training 
for high school teachers in the employment and application of 
formative CATs is far less than it ought to be (Jett & Schafer, 
1992; Centre for Educational Research and Innovation [CERI] 

, 2005; Elwood, 2006; Neill, 2006; Whitehead, 2007). Jett and 
Schafer (1992) found that one in five high school teachers had no 
training in classroom assessment. In studies such as Latchaw's 
(1995), formative assessment is advocated, but the assumption 

inherent in the study indicates this is primarily for higher educa
tion. Somescholars explicitly argue that pedagogies and formative 
assessment techniques at the secon<lary education level fail to 
reflect the importance of these thinking tools (Whitehead, 2007). 

A comprehensive study from CERI (2005) argues that there are 
barriers to the wider implementation of formative assessment at 
the secondary level. More attention needs to be given to training 
teachers at the secondary level, as well as more focused research 
pertaining to secondary education and formative assessments 
(Elwood, 2006). 

CATs in a Music Classroom 

Angelo and Cross (1993) identify at least fifty classroom assess
ment techniques that can benefit the college teaching situation. 
Most of these formative assessment techniques can be utilized or 
adapted for use at the secondary education level. We chose three 
techniques that can be easily used at the secondary education 
level and we specifically situate them in the music classroom 

setting. The three CATs selected for this discussion are the 
muddiest point, the background knowledge probe, and the minllle 
papPr. We first identify the implementation of the CAT and then 
discuss heuristic considerations for the use of CATs in grades 
six through twelve. 

Muddiest Point. The first example of a classroom assessment 
technique conducive for a sixth-grade general music class is 
referred to as the muddiest point. This class meets daily for forty
five minutes over a nine-week period. This is a beginner-level 

course, with little or nu knowledge in music. Learning obji>ctives 
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for this course includr learning how to rewl noles in the treblt> 
and hass clef, orchestral instrument families (string, woodwind, 

brass, an<l percussion), and music time periods starting from thr 
baroque period lo present day music. Learning tools used in 
leaching this course inclu<le handouts, po!:>lers, recordings, and 
movies. Traditional summative assessment techniques includf' 
nightly homework and weekly testing. 

In the sample general music course under consideration, the 
class will be learning about the baroque period through handouts 
and recordings and by comparing stylistic traits among thr e 

composers: Johann Sebastian Bach, Hrnry Purcell, and Antonio 
Vivaldi. In the lesson, posters of the composers and instruments 
used in this period will be on the blackboard. Each student will 
read a section from the baroqut> packet handout and, after all 

is read, there will be a discussion on the musical style of this 
period. Following the discussion, students will listen to record
ings of the three composers. The class will use the handouts to 
discuss the musical style. 

At the end of the lesson, students will write dm1 n on index !'ards 
what the muddiest (unelear) point was of the day's lesson. At 
the next class, the teacher will address the three "muddiest'' 

comments of the baroque lrsson. To revirw the muddy points, 
the class will be broken into three groups and each group given 
an index card indicating one of the muddiest points. Students 
will have five minutes lo disl'uss and conw to a eonsensus about 

an answer and tlwn share tlwir responsr with the whole class. 
If nrcessary, th!' teacher will facilitate discussion toward a eor
rect response. 

Inviting students lo identify what they do not understan<l can br 
their first step toward their own awarenrss about how they lrarn·. 
It can also serve as a chrckpoint as subject matter is introduc d 
and concluded. Asking students about what they do not under

stand also provides a voice to otherwisr shy or quiet students. 
These are just a few of the benefits of using the muddiest point 
classroom assessment technique. 

Background Anowledge Probe. The second example of a elassroom 

assessment technique, used for a high school band rehearsal, is 
referred to as the background knowledge probe. This class meets 
daily for forty-five minutes over an eighteen-week period. This is 
a moderate-to-advanced-levrl course, with medium knowledge 

in music. Learning objectives for this course includf' learning 
rhythmic exercises, scale studies, performance in a band, melo<lic 

and harmonic studies, listening to others, and basic music theory. 
Learning tools usf'd in teaching this 1·ourse include handouts of 
rhythmic sheets, posters, rrcordings, an<l band musil'. Traditional 

(,~ TllE \~."II \\IP'>llllH. JOl R\ \I.Of EDLl \TIO\ 

summative assessment techniques include nightly practicing 
and weekly performanl"e testing. 

Tllf' following is a sample lesson plan for a high school band 
rehearsal on the first day of school: Thr !'lass begins with stu

dents answering the short-answer questions noted on the board. 
Thf' questions will ask how long they have been playing their 
instruments. what otht>r ensembles they perform in outside of 
their high school band, and how often they practice. The students 
will hand in their answers lo their teacher, who will briefly look 
through all of the papers. 

At the next class, the teacher will address the responses to the 

shorl-answer questions and statr what is expectt>d of the students 
in the class as an ensemble and individually. The information 
received will help the tPacher know the musical ability of eaC"h 
student, including how much time is put into praC"licing anrl what 

other ensembles they perform in as well as how much general 
knowledge they have in music. Having an umif'rstanding of what 
kind of prior knowledge a student has regarding a partil'ular subject 

f"an help teachers find starting plaC'es for discussion. Assessing 
background knowledge can also help teacht>rs identify pt>dagogical 
strategies that fit the particular teaching situation. 

Minute PapPr. The third f'xamplf' of a classroom assessnwnt 
techniqut> C'onducive for a high school music theory class is 



rt'forred to as the minute paper. This class meets daily for forty
five minutes over a nint>-Wet>k period. This is a lwginner-lt>vel 
C"Ourst', with little or no knowlt>dge in music theory. Learning 

objectives for this course include learning whole and half steps, 
reading music in trt>ble and bass clef, basic music notation, 
pitches, articulations, rhythmic values, tempos, dynamics, major 
and minor scales, and common chords. Learning tools used in 

leaching this !'ourse include handouts, posters, recordings, theory 
workbooks, conductor scores, and sheet music. Traditional sum
mative asst>ssment techniques includt' nightly honwwork, weekly 
testing, and a final e>.am. 

The class will start by learning what whole steps and half steps 
are and applying them to the C-major scale. They will he asked 
to determine betwet>n earh note how hig the step is (whole or 

Inviting students to identify what 
they do not understand can be 
their first step toward their own 
awarene.ss about how they learn. 

half). Once the pattern is determined, they will analyze other 

major scales to see how each scale is composed. The next part 
of this lesson is to analyze the A-minor scale to receive the pat
tern. Once the pattern is acquirt>d, the class will analyze other 
natural minor scales to make sure the pallern is <"orreC't. The class 

will discuss the differences between the patterns for major and 
minor scales. The class will end two to three minutes early for tht' 
students to answer two questions: What was the most important 
thing lt>arned in today's lesson? and, What important question 
remains unanswered? The students will hand in their answers 

to the teacher as they leave the class. 

At tlw next class, the tead1er will discuss the responses to the 
two questions answered in the previous class. The information 
received will help the teacher know how well each student is 

learning and if the teacher should change or adjust his or her 
teaching or course outline. The time it takes to introduce or 
explain and then execute the minute paper is minimal compared 
to the information gained from the technique. It can identify 
many diffnent things, such as individual understanding, 
accuracy of learned information, and students' ability to recon

struct information. The minute paper also provides a rhetorical 
space for an individual student who is otherwise reluctant to 
contribute during class. 

l'H IL'f'IO \ El!S:->l'E \ 

Heuristic Value of Classroom Assessment 

It is important to assess what students are learning during the 
pro<"ess of learning rather than at the end of a particular module 
or course. This way, teachers can have a clearer understanding 

about whether their students art' actually learning and, if so, 
what it is that they are learning. Formative assessments are 
extremely hdpful in that they provide information about levels 

of learning during the learning pro\"ess that can permit tearhers 
to change an approach or re-teach material that students still 
need lo learn. Formative assessments permit learhers lo check 
how students are learning in the middle of leaching/learning 

instead of waiting until the em!. 

Collt>ge and secondary levels of leaching art' similar as both 
strive to leach students to lt>arn new things. College professors, 
as well as middle school and high school teachers, use summalive 

assessmt'nls lo see if students understand the lesson. Formative 
assessments like CATs are increasingly being employed in col
lege classrooms across the nation, but they should be equally 

employed al the secondary level. Utilizing CATs at the secondary 
level can leach students lo be more active participants in their own 
learning experiences by helping them identify what to look for in 
their own learning processes. Utilizing CATs al the secondary 

level can help students not only to know that they are confused 
about a particular aspert of a lesson, but also lo identify what it 
is that rnnfust>s them. 

By integrating formative classroom assessment, faculty can 
heeonlt' "better able lo understand and promote learning and 
increase their ability lo help the students themselves become 
more effective, self-assessing, self-directed learners" (Angelo 

& Cross, 1993, p. 4). This t>xperience empowers students and 
teachers in an inviting and interactive classroom experience. 
Teaching, learning, and formative classroom assessment should 
begin early in a student's academic career because the earlier 

a student participates in his or her own learning process, the 
sooner a successful learning approach may be developed and 
cultivated. In this article, we based the CATs in the middle/high 
school music selling, but CATs really ean be usell in any selling. 
A II students and teacllt'rs can benefit from these assessments. 

Therefore, formativt' classroom assessments should continue 
to be more fully integrated into teaching and learning at the 
seconllary educational level. 

Christina M. Trivelli is the i11strumental music director for 
Gorham To11•11ship School District. 

An11Plle M. Holba is assista11t professor i11 commzmication and 
media studies at Plymouth State Universit)'. 
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