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This paper examines the use of musical constructs by practitioners in their assessment of music performance across the five instrument 
families of strings, piano, woodwind, brass, and voice. It outlines the qualitative research methods and results of a recent study aimed at 
determining the constructs employed most frequently by examiners in assessing students’ music performances at the Queensland 
Conservatorium, Griffith University. The commonalities and idiosyncrasies are explored and implications for the assessment of 
performance in music education are discussed.  This study was supported by two Griffith University Quality Enhancement Grants. 

 
 

Introduction 

     Teaching and learning of music has recently been influenced by an accountability imperative for research-based 
performance indicators (Lecouteur & Delfabbro, 2001). Governments have become  “buyers” of education, and education has 
become market-driven (Stanley, Brooker, & Gilbert, 2002). This focus has required universities and music institutions to 
become more internationally entrepreneurial (Poole, 2001), and as a result, to “pay increased attention to demonstrating and 
arguing the quality of their performance” (McWilliam, 2002, p.1). The guild knowledge of academics must be observed, 
measured, and quantified so as to ensure fair and efficient educational services (Leathwood & Phillips, 2000; Swanwick, 
1998). 
 

The desire for accountable learning outcomes in music assessment has seen a move away from informal and intuitive 
forms of assessment to those that can provide increased objectivity and consistency. However, it may be impossible to 
achieve full objectivity, because the act of assessing music performance, like the evaluation of any artistic work, involves 
some judgments that are inherently subjective and intuitive (Boyle, 1992; Stanley et al., 2002).  Kokotsaki, Davidson, and 
Coimbra (2001) have contended that “…music as an art form implies a certain subjectivity in terms of both its production and 
reception” (p. 31). 

 
Nevertheless, music educators, backed by some research, have suggested that the evaluation of music performance has 

suffered from too much subjectivity. As one researcher stated, “it is unacceptable to rely on how we happen to be feeling at 
the time” (Swanwick, 1994, p. 102). Researchers such as Fiske (1977, 1978) have shown that reliability among performance 
adjudicators has been unacceptably low. Davidson and Coimbra (2001) have reviewed research that found racial and gender 
biases affected assessment. Wapnick, Kovacs, and Darrow (1998) even found differences in music performance evaluations 
according to the physical attractiveness of the performer.  

 
The widely accepted method for improving objectivity in assessment has been to use measurement tools that employ 

standardized criteria that are explicit and precise (Boyle, 1992; Boyle & Radocy, 1987; Miles, 1998). This has been achieved 
through research that elicits the valued constructs of evaluators which are subsequently developed into specific criteria 
(Boyle, 1992). Criteria-specific rating scales have been shown to offer useful diagnostic and instructional benefits (Saunders 
& Holahan, 1997). 
 

Qualitative methodology is particularly suited to discovering the specific musical constructs that assessors use when 
evaluating music performance. It allows the researcher to focus on experiential knowledge to investigate “…the whole, 
subjective experience of individuals by examining the way people perceive, create, and interpret their world” (Cote, Salmela, 
Abderrahim, & Russell, 1993, p. 127). It can potentially provide “…deep, dense, detailed accounts…” (Strean, 1998, p. 334) 
which in turn, can make available specific, comprehensive, and detailed evaluative information to be passed onto students to 
aid their learning.  
 

Qualitative research has been used widely in the field of sport, a domain similar to music performance (Strean, 1998). It 
has fostered an idiographic approach that includes “…in-depth interviews and comprehensive content analysis of a person’s 
oral or written records” (Cote et al., 1993, p. 128).  
 

The idiographic approach has also been used by researchers in music performance assessment. They have attempted to 
discover the musical constructs that are in the minds of assessors through the content analysis of transcribed sources such as 
interviews, discussions, written statements, essays, and opinions reported in the literature (Abeles, 1973; Bergee, 1989; 
Cooksey, 1977; Sagen, 1983; Stanley et al., 2002; Wapnick & Ekholm, 1997; Zdinski & Barnes, 2002). Repertory grid 

                                                 
 



  
 

analysis techniques have also been used (Thompson, Diamond, & Balkwill, 1998). “Live” comments from adjudication 
sheets have been analysed in studies of vocal assessors (Cooksey, 1977; Davidson & Coimbra, 2001), and of tuba and 
euphonium assessors (Bergee, 1989). 
 

Despite such qualitative research on performance criteria, Garbrielsson's (2003) review of music performance research 
still claims that “…much work remains to establish adequate criteria for the evaluation of music performance” (p. 257). He 
argues that “…there are hardly any agreed criteria either for what should be judged, or how the judgments should be made. 
Judges may be unaware of what criteria they actually use in their assessments” (p. 255).  
 

One explanation for the difficulties encountered in developing and using performance criteria may be the absence of a 
rigorous and systematic qualitative methodology to elicit the musical constructs that examiners or adjudicators use in their 
evaluation of music performance (Thompson et al., 1998). Too often, the source of the criteria used in studies has not been 
reported (Fiske, 1977; Geringer & Madsen, 1998; Saunders & Holahan, 1997; Sheldon, 1994; Wapnick, Flowers, Alegant, & 
Jasinskas, 1993).  
 

Adopting an approach consistent with interpretative phenomenological analysis (Smith, 1995), Davidson and Coimbra 
(2001) identified emergent themes in interview transcripts from tertiary education vocal examiners. Stanley et al. (2002) 
employed the interpretational and reflective analysis model (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996) with interview transcripts from tertiary 
music staff. They coded and categorized the transcripts and identified emergent themes according to grounded theory (Miles, 
& Huberman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
 

A further explanation for the difficulties in developing music performance criteria may be the lack of attention given to 
instruments from all of the major musical families. Studies that have investigated suitable constructs for the evaluation of 
performance have focused predominantly on woodwind, brass, and voice. Very little research has focused on the criteria used 
by string evaluators. Zdinski and Barnes (2002) described the construction of a string performance rating scale. However 
their criteria were drawn partially from scales for other instruments, namely euphonium, tuba, and clarinet. They also sorted 
the items into the a priori categories used by Abeles (1973), and removed items “that were visual rather than aural in nature” 
(p. 248). Thompson et al. (1998) focused on the core constructs used by adjudicators when judging piano performance. 
However, the generalisability of the results from this study was limited by the small number of participants (n = 5). 
 

Garbrielsson (2003) recommended that music performance should be studied as much as possible “… in musically 
relevant contexts to ensure ecological validity” (p.258). Researchers have tended to gather written statements, adjudication 
sheets, essays, and other documents found in the literature from experts in music or cultural communities removed from the 
actual assessment context, or they have used non-expert evaluators (Abeles, 1973; Cooksey, 1977; Zdinski & Barnes, 2002). 
This practice is based on the assumption that criteria “…can be taken out of context and evaluated as independent 
phenomena” (Bergee, 1995). Criteria derived from variable sources may not reflect the musical norms, tastes, constructs, and 
interpretational preferences of the specific assessor or context in which they are used. Thompson et al. (1998) argued that “… 
because the concerns of adjudicators may depend on the music being performed, the instruments used, and the social and 
institutional setting, standardized criteria should be context specific and regularly updated” (p. 172).  
 

Aim of the Study 
 
     The aim of the present study was twofold: to determine the constructs used most frequently by music performance 
examiners in a major Australian music institution as a preparatory step toward developing a criteria-based measurement tool 
such as a rating scale that could offer the potential for improved accountability.  The study also attempted to address some of 
the shortcomings found in the research to date by using a rigorous, systematic, and context-specific qualitative methodology 
with a broad range of instruments. 
 
 

Method 
 
     The focus of the study was the performance assessment process at the Queensland Conservatorium Griffith University 
(QCGU). Examiners used a blank page on which they hand wrote brief comments about the student’s performance. The 
examiners’ comments were an expression of their intuitive knowledge and no uniform set of criteria was systematically used. 
However, there had been concern among staff and students with the level of accountability and objectivity in the music 
performance examination process. This concern mirrored the changing institutional climate toward the market-driven 
accountability imperative in Australia that called for improved quality assurance practices in the provision of educational 
services (McWilliam, 2002).  
 
Participants 
 
     The study analysed all available performance examination reports of every year level during 1999 from the five classical 
music departments at QCGU – strings, piano, woodwind, brass and voice. A total of  655 reports were analysed, including 
205 string examination reports (violin, n = 111; viola, n = 31; cello, n = 42; double bass, n = 21); 154 reports of piano 



  
 

examinations; 130 woodwind examiners’ reports (flute, n = 48; oboe, n = 10; clarinet, n = 41; bassoon, n = 16; saxophone, n 
= 15); 88 brass examiners’ reports (trumpet, n=22; trombone, n = 37; tuba, n = 4; French horn, n = 25); and 78 voice 
examination reports.  From Year 3 onwards, students usually received individual reports from a panel of three examiners. To 
maintain anonymity, the names and signatures of the examiners, the name of the performer’s teacher, and the name of the 
performer were removed before the reports were given to the researchers. 
 
Procedure 
 
     Although a large number of examiners’ written reports were analysed in the present study, this method was not without its 
limitations. Each written report was not likely to be a comprehensive reflection of the examiner’s conception of each 
performance. Time constraints, the need to hand-write reports and the large volume of performance examinations in one 
session placed restrictions on the examiners’ capacity to communicate all of their thoughts on paper. Also, examiners may 
have had their own biases or “pet” constructs on which they commented repeatedly, or may have included some constructs 
that were simply easier to write. 
 

Nevertheless, the use of a large volume of reports that captured the examiners’ conceptions and application of musical 
constructs in evaluating a large number of live performances would have mitigated against these limitations. It was also more 
likely to have produced a variety of highly specific and definable criteria suitable for improving teaching and learning 
outcomes.  
 
Data Analysis 
 
     The computer program N5 (Richards, 2000), formerly NUD*IST, was employed to store, code and sort each meaningful 
word, sentence and paragraph used in the reports. The verbatim transcripts were examined according to the N5 system of a 
hierarchical arrangement of free and tree nodes. Free nodes were developed by coding each keyword, phrase, or sentence 
according to the main idea being expressed. Where one meaning occurred across sentences, each sentence was coded in like 
manner. The free nodes were then coded into tree nodes according to the constructs they described.  
 

The coding and analysis of the reports for each instrument family followed general qualitative research principles (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994), and occurred independently to avoid cross-contamination. Inductive and deductive interpretational 
analyses of the data provided a classification system in which the categories and patterns emerged from the analysis of the 
data without predetermination (Cote et al., 1993; Patton, 1990). The study followed a multi-stage procedure as follows:  
 

1. The emergent themes of musical constructs were derived by eliciting the free and tree nodes. Each of these nodes 
was assigned the keyword used by the examiners that matched the musical term contained in the text units. Free 
nodes were converted into tree nodes when they contained several text units. Deductive content analysis was used to 
identify all remaining free nodes that could be meaningfully placed with existing tree nodes.  New tree nodes were 
created through inductive analysis of combined free nodes that had a common theme and could not be classified 
within the existing tree nodes.  

 
2. All nodes were then rank-ordered according to the numerical frequency of their text units. Nodes with a higher 

number of text units were considered more important and relevant to the measurement of performance in some way 
because of their more frequent use by examiners. In-depth analysis was conducted to determine the descriptors of 
the most frequently occurring nodes until construct saturation had been reached (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This 
produced a list of between 40-50 higher order constructs. 

 
3. The higher order constructs, together with their associated descriptors, were placed on cards. Individual, structured 

interviews were then conducted in which the cards were sorted into groupings of general dimensions by examiners 
from the strings (n = 6), piano (n = 7), woodwind (n = 7), brass (n = 10), and voice (n = 6) departments. This 
procedure was used to avoid a priori notions in the naming of the general dimensions and in the selection of the 
higher order constructs for the measurement tool. 

 
4. The construct development/improvement was removed from the list because of the institutional view that the 

examination performance should be assessed summatively as a stand-alone reflection of the student’s capabilities, 
and should not be influenced by the extent of the student’s improvement or development.  The term section in the 
music was also removed as it did not reflect a meaningful musical construct.  

 
5. Deductive analysis was used to determine the most common general dimensions chosen by the examiners. A high 

degree of consistency was discovered among the examiners for each instrumental family. The higher order 
constructs for every examiner were then rank ordered according to the general dimensions for each instrument 
family. Some higher order constructs were repeated in other general dimensions.  

 



  
 

6. Consensus validation was achieved in Stages 1 – 4 of the analysis through the use of audit checks between the 
authors which produced general agreement.  The heads of the brass, woodwind and voice music departments also 
provided audit checks with the selection of constructs and their arrangement according to the general dimensions.  

 
Results 

 
     Table 1 lists the dimensions of music performance identified by examiners in the five departments. Although the number 
of dimensions varied from two (strings) to four (voice), some consistency was evident in dimensions across 
instruments/departments. The first of these general dimensions was the student’s technical proficiency, variously referred to 
as Technique, Technical Mastery and Control, and Technical Preparation. A second general dimension was the student’s 
understanding and interpretation of music, referred to as Musical Understanding and Interpretation, and Musicality. Although 
this was considered a single dimension by most examiners, Musicality and Interpretation were viewed as separate dimensions 
by voice examiners. Sound Production Quality was a third dimension of music performance considered by piano, woodwind, 
and brass examiners. Communication emerged as a fourth dimension considered by voice examiners. 
 

The constructs that defined dimensions of music performance differed considerably between instruments/departments. 
All groups of examiners agreed that style/character/interpretation defined the musicality dimension. Most groups of 
examiners considered phrase/shape, confidence, and musical/expressive as constructs defining musicality, whereas memory 
was regarded as contributing to technical proficiency. However, rhythm and tempo, were viewed as aspects of technique by 
piano and brass examiners, but as aspects of musicality by strings and voice examiners. Woodwind examiners regarded 
rhythm as an aspect of technical control, whereas tempo contributed to musicality. Dynamics contributed to the definition of 
Musicality for strings, woodwind, and voice examiners, but was considered as an aspect of technical preparation by brass 
examiners, and as a component of sound quality by piano examiners. The constructs of tone and colour also variously defined 
the technique (strings, voice) and sound production/quality dimensions (piano, woodwind, brass). Confidence was viewed as 
a component of musicality by strings, woodwind, and brass examiners; as contributing to technical mastery and control by 
piano examiners; and as a defining aspect of communication by voice examiners. 
 

Some constructs (e.g., projection, ensemble, notes, articulation) defined performance dimensions for three of the five 
instruments/departments, and others (e.g., free flowing, vitality/energy, register/range) did so for two 
instruments/departments. Constructs that were unique to particular instruments/departments included bow and vibrato 
(strings, Technique), pedal and texture (piano, Sound Quality), reed (woodwind, Sound Production), stamina/endurance 
(brass, Technical Preparation), and text (voice, Interpretation). 
 
     Table 2 shows the relationships between constructs used to define performance dimensions in the present study and 
constructs identified in numerous research studies in this area (Abeles, 1973; Bergee, 1997; Cooksey, 1977; Davidson, 2001; 
Fiske, 1977; Geringer and Madsen, 1998; Jones, 1986; Sagen, 1983; Saunders and Holahan, 1997; Sheldon, 1994; Stanley, 
Brooker and Gilbert, 2002; Thompson, Diamond and Balkwill, 1998; Wapnick, Flowers, Alegant and Jasinskas, 1993; and 
Winter, 1993). All of the main constructs in these earlier studies were apparent in the present study, suggesting that the 
dimensions of music performance may now be more comprehensively defined. The table also shows how frequently the 
constructs have been included in previous studies. Very few of these studies used a majority of the constructs, suggesting 
limitations in previous assessments of music performance.  
  

Discussion 
 

     The present study shows that the constructs used by examiners to assess music performance excellence can be ascertained 
using rigorous qualitative methodology. Relatively few dimensions of music performance excellence were identified, and 
they were fairly consistent across instruments/ departments. High levels of consistency were evident within departments 
when examiners selected constructs that defined the dimensions of performance excellence for each instrumental family. 
However, there was considerable inconsistency between instruments/departments in regard to the construct definition of these 
dimensions. These issues have been discussed with the examiners who participated in the study and will be further addressed 
in professional development workshops.  
 

The nature of performance assessment will always retain some component of subjectivity, but the results of this study are 
being used to improve the validity and reliability of the assessment process within the QCGU. The findings begin to address 
the current concern regarding lack of agreement in the use of criteria to assess music performance (Garbrielsson, 2003). This 
study has shown that substantial agreement can be achieved in an ecologically valid manner within an institution. 
Performance Evaluation Report (PER) scales have been developed and trialled for the different instrument families (Wrigley, 
Emmerson, & Thomas, 2002). By incorporating the criteria used by examiners to assess performance in their specific context, 
and making them more explicit, the assessment process is expected to become more objective, consistent, equitable, and 
accountable.  
 

Finally, the provision of diagnostic feedback on specific music performance criteria is expected to result in improved 
student learning outcomes. Weaknesses can be identified more precisely and addressed through instruction and practice. Just 



  
 

as importantly, strengths can be acknowledged, resulting in increased confidence and performance improvements. These are 
significant outcomes that will be of interest to all engaged in music education. 
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      Table 1.  Constructs Defining Performance Dimensions for each Instrument/Department 

STRINGS PIANO WOODWIND BRASS VOICE 
Technique 

Body: comfortable, at ease or 
relaxed body, technique, lh, 
rh playing  

Bow: high level of control & 
clear articulation 

Tone: full tone, sound quality or 
colour 

Intonation: accurate, secure 
&/or reliable 

Vibrato: appropriate speed, 
flexible width &  expressive  

Memory: secure & reliable  

Musical Understanding & 
Performance 

Tempo: choice well judged & 
steady tempo control 

Rhythm: accurate & secure or 
stable control  

Phrase: well sustained, sensitive 
& imaginative phrase, line 
or shape 

Dynamics: high dynamic 
range/variety or contrast 

Mood/ feeling range: high 
degree of range or contrast 
of expression  

Vitality: high energy, drive, 
buoyancy or vitality 

Free &/or flowing: highly fluent 
or fluid 

Style & character: deep 
awareness & understanding  

Ideas: imaginative musical ideas 
conveyed with conviction 

Ensemble:  high degree of 
balance & collaborative 
awareness 

Confident performance 

Technical Mastery & Control 
Notes: accurate & secure 
Physically: comfortable & 

at ease 
Tempo: choice well judged 

& steady tempo control 
Rhythm: accurate & secure 

or stable control  
Articulation: clear 
Confident: assertive, flair 
Memory: accurate, secure 

& reliable  

Sound Quality 
Tone, colour or dynamics: 

variety or range & 
shading or depth  

Phrase: sufficient phrasing 
or shape 

Pedal: clear, accurate & 
refined 

Energy: high  drive, 
forward movement, 
vitality or verve 

Flowing: highly fluent or 
fluid 

Texture: clear 
Projection: good 

Convincing Musical 
Understanding 

Mood or emotion: well 
conveyed 

Ideas, structure, style & 
character: deeply 
understood 

Musically: very convincing 
 

Technical Control 
Notes: accurate & secure 
Rhythm: accurate & secure 
Articulation: clear 
Memory: secure 

Sound Production 
Tone/colour: clear, even, 

register, vibrato 
Breath/air: efficient 
Reed 
Intonation: accurate, control 

Musicality & Interpretation 
Musical/expressive: mood, 

lyrical, drama, spirit, 
energy etc 

Style/character/interpretation: 
sensitivity 

Phrase/shape: musical, legato 
Dynamics: contrast 
Tempo: steady, secure 
Projection 
Confidence  
Ensemble: balance, interaction 

& knowledge 
 

Technical Preparation 
Notes: accurate & secure 
Rhythm: accurate 
Intonation: accurate 
Dynamics: contrast 
Tempo 
Register/range: upper, lower 
Stamina/endurance 
Memory: accurate 

Sound Production 
Tone/sound: clear 
Airflow/breathing: efficient 
Articulation: clear 
Projection: good 

Musical Interpretation 
Musical/expressive: lyrical, 

drama, excitement etc 
Style/interpretation 
Phrase/shape 
Confident 
Ensemble: balance, 

interaction & knowledge 
 

Technique  
Articulation: Clarity, 

Freedom 
Registration: Low, High, 

Balanced, Tessitura 
Intonation: Accuracy 
Tone/Colour: Chiaro Scuro, 

Vibrancy, Clarity 
Air/Breath: Appoggio, 

Energy 
Tension: Body Alignment, 

Ease 
Freedom 

Interpretation  
Text: Accuracy, Clarity 
Interpretation: Expressive, 

Insightful, Tone Colour 
Characterization: Stage 

Presentation, Convincing 
Insight: Meaningful, 

Imaginative 

Musicality 
Style: Insightful, Musical 

Integrity 
Phrase: Direction, Shape 
Dynamics: Contrast, Choice 
Rhythm & Tempo: 

Accuracy, Choice 
 
Communication 

Communication: Expressive, 
Honest, Committed, 
Engaging 

Poise/Confidence 
 



  
 

Table 2. Constructs in the Present Study Compared with those from Previous Research 

Constructs in the Present Study Constructs from Previous Research 
Frequency 

( /15 studies) 

Tone/Colour tone 12 

Rhythm rhythm 12 

Intonation intonation 9 

Dynamics dynamics 9 

Tempo tempo 8 

Phrase/Shape phrasing 8 

Style/Character/Interpretation/Ideas interpretation 8 

 style 4 

 understanding (in interpretation) 3 
 character 2 

Articulation, Bow articulation 7 

Notes note accuracy 5 

 precision (rhythm, attacks, entrances) 1 

Musical/Expressive/Mood musical effect 5 

 musical production 1 

 musical creativity, individuality 1 

 expressiveness 4 

 mood (in musical effect) 1 

 artistry 1 

 right hand expression 1 

 nuance (Interpretation/Musical Effect) 1 

 rubato 1 

Ensemble ensemble 3 

Text diction 3 

Communication communication 3 

 performing personality 1 

 the body & appeal  1 

Projection projection 2 

Airflow/Breathing vocal support (Technical Control) 1 

Vibrato vibrato 1 

Register/Range registers (Technical Control) 1 
Pedal pedalling 1 



  
 

Table 2 (cont.) 
 

Constructs in the Present Study Constructs from Previous Research 
Frequency 

( /15 studies) 

Physically, Body muscular tension (Technical Control) 1 
 body & hand position 1 
 nerves 1 
 hand independence 1 

Memory memorization of text (part of faithful reading) 1 

Confidence  confidence 1 

 presence 1 

Texture balance of melody and chord 1 

 form/structure 1 

Reed   

Vitality, Energy   

Stamina/Endurance   

Flowing, Free   
 technical 8 
 control 1 
 repertoire 1 
 overall 4 
   
 


