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Formative assessment and differentiation

by Jane Werry

INTRODUCTION

It’s essential that we make every effort to cater for the needs of every student in our classes, and plan for 

maximum progress to be made. However, sometimes it becomes difficult to see the wood for the trees.

Here I present some ideas about how best to organise formative feedback and differentiation for maximum 

efficiency – that is, the greatest return for the least teacher faff.

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT: WHAT IT IS 
AND WHAT IT DOES
Formative assessment is anything that tells the student what they need to do to improve (and how to go about 

this). It is, as Dylan Wiliam once memorably remarked, ‘a view through the windscreen rather than a glance 

in the rear-view mirror’. It is concerned about what will happen in the future, not what has already happened.

In order to give a student advice on what they need to do to improve, the teacher needs to have an excellent 

understanding of where that student currently is in their learning. The good news is that not only is this perhaps 

easier to determine in music than in other subjects, but also that music teachers are generally extremely 

good at it.

This is, to a great extent, because the things that happen in KS3 music lessons are mostly about skills, and it’s 

easier to observe how good a student is at doing something than how well they understand something. While 

musical understanding is an indispensable part of the whole business, a lack of understanding will generally 

manifest itself in the form of a visible and audible symptom.

The various forms of assessment and feedback that happen in schools are for different purposes and different 

audiences. Some forms of assessment and feedback are for school systems, observers, or parents (for 

example, end-of-year reports, and termly/half-termly data drops). Others are for teachers and students, to 

keep everyone abreast of how things are going, and what needs to happen next. Formative assessment 

comes right in this category: it exists purely to be of use to the student and the teacher. The student, so that 

they know what to do next; and the teacher, so that they can plan subsequent teaching based on accurate 

knowledge about where the student is in their learning.

DIFFERENTIATION: WHAT IT IS, AND ITS 
DIFFERENT GUISES
Put simply, differentiation is what teachers do to enable all learners to make progress, whatever their differences 

are. These may be differences in their needs, their readiness to learn, or their interest in what’s being taught. 

Differentiation can take different forms:

 � By task: setting different tasks for different students.

 � By grouping: carefully planning how students work together to cater for each student’s skills.

 � By resources: the level of complexity of the resources used by the students.

 � By pace: allowing some students to work faster than others.

 � By outcome: everyone does the same task, but understanding that the results at the end will differ significantly.

 � By dialogue and support: changing the way you talk to or support students in order to maximise their progress.
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These categories are not absolutely discrete, and there may be significant overlap between them in terms of 

what’s going on at any one time.

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT AND 
DIFFERENTIATION: MYTH-BUSTING
As we move into thinking exactly how these ideas can be applied in the music classroom, it might be helpful 

to shoot down some misconceptions. These have arisen largely because senior leaders in many schools 

have been preoccupied in recent years with ‘what Ofsted want’, and many assumptions have been made that 

are often deeply unhelpful to music teachers. Ofsted have repeatedly stated that they are not looking for any 

particular features or styles of teaching other than that which is effective for the students involved.

Here are some of the most unhelpful assumptions, and why they are wrong:

 � Feedback does not count unless it is written. This myth causes endless problems for music teachers. 

Assuming that students are engaged in practical music making, verbal feedback that is in the moment, and 

in the same medium as the music (ie sound) is always going to be the most effective. Telling a student to 

use their thumb while playing a triad on the piano, and to keep their fingers curved (and possibly modelling 

how this is done) will bring about an immediate improvement in what the student is doing. Having to write 

something down to prove that this feedback has happened – or use a ‘verbal feedback given’ stamp – is 

clearly nonsense. The proof of the feedback is in the improvement in the student’s work.

 � Students have to do writing to show that they understand. Again, this is clearly nonsensical. Students 

will demonstrate their musical understanding through their music making. The forms this takes may vary 

– and a finished performance or composition may well not be what is assessed – but writing about music 

is a different skill from making music. It may be important to cultivate correct use of language, and looking 

ahead to KS4, skills in writing about music may need to be developed. But any amount of writing cannot 

‘prove’ musical understanding any more than Cristiano Ronaldo can prove he’s a good footballer by writing 

an essay. In addition, there is a bare fact that when students are writing, they cannot be making music: with 

precious KS3 curriculum time, we have to prioritise.

 � Differentiation must be planned in advance: if it’s not on the lesson plan, then it’s not there. Much of 

the differentiation that happens in a music lesson will happen ‘on the hoof’. You might notice that a student 

is struggling with something that is, at the present time, beyond them, and suggest an easier version of the 

same thing. At the opposite end of the scale, if you notice that a particular student is able to play the chords 

fluently with their right hand, you might suggest that they put a bassline in with their left hand. It is likely that 

you make these kind of interventions numerous times in every lesson. This is differentiation in action – but 

cannot be planned for in advance. Not having this on your lesson plan does not take away from the immense 

value that this kind of differentiation has. You may, however, need to educate any observers of your lesson 

about the way that things work (see below).

 � Differentiation should be based on students’ benchmarks. To be effective, differentiation needs to be 

based on your knowledge of what the student knows and can do. It is likely that their benchmarks (unless 

you work in an extremely enlightened school) are based on KS2 English and maths results anyway, and 

bear no relation to their musical ability whatsoever. Resist all demands to differentiate in this way, using the 

justification that you are adopting a personalised, responsive approach that is based on what you see and 

hear in lessons, not on benchmarks or any other form of data.

 � Learning objectives should be differentiated. Success criteria, and the ways in which students might 

work towards the objective, should be differentiated. However, the learning objective should be the same for 

all students. This is a good way of ensuring that your learning objective is really a learning objective, and not 

just a shopping list of activities. For example, ‘to perform piece X with accuracy, fluency and style’ is a broad 

learning objective that students might work towards in varying ways: a less able student might be playing 

chords on just the first beat of the bar, but concentrating on getting the chord changes correct and in time, 

while a more able student might be playing chords with an idiomatic strumming pattern and singing at the 

same time.

Ofsted’s latest myth-
busting publication 
can be found here.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-from-september-2015/ofsted
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FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT: HOW IT WORKS IN 
THE MUSIC CLASSROOM
As mentioned before, a lot of feedback in music lessons is instant: you say something like ‘use your thumb’ 

or ‘two frets higher up’, and the student immediately improves what they are doing. This is powerful and 

incredibly useful feedback: the only issue with it is defending its validity in a feedback landscape dominated 

by differently coloured pens and evidence fixation.

But there is another kind of formative feedback that requires a bit more planning. This takes place when 

students are engaged in group work, or perhaps whole-class work, and you want to take a look/listen to their 

work in progress in order to see what they need and give them some guidance. How you go about this depends 

on the way that your classroom is set up, particularly with regard to technology. The ultimate question is this:

 � How are your students going to access your feedback at the time they’ll be responding to it and acting on it?

The time for acting on the feedback may well be in the next lesson, and a week is a very long time in a school 

– certainly enough time to forget what was said last lesson.

To consider this question, we need to think about the practicalities of the form your feedback takes, and how 

you will record students’ work for future review and archiving.

THE THORNY PROBLEM OF EVIDENCE, AND SOME IDEAS ABOUT ‘MANAGING UPWARDS’

Unfortunately, many music teachers work in schools where a great emphasis is placed on providing 
evidence of what goes on in their lessons. Evidence that feedback has been given, evidence that 
differentiation has occurred, evidence that learning has taken place. It could be argued that this 
preoccupation with being able to prove what has happened is founded on a fear of what Ofsted might 
be looking for, or perhaps a mistrust of what teachers are doing.

Sometimes, being able to provide evidence becomes a priority for teachers: it actually becomes more 
important than choosing the best strategies for students. This needs to be watched out for, as clearly 
it is a very unbalanced state of affairs. Nothing can be more important than the effect that teaching 
has on students’ learning.

In music, our problems can be compounded by the fact that it’s not possible to determine a student’s 
progress by looking in a book: this is simply not where their music is. A student’s music needs to be 
heard to be experienced, and if being there at the time when they are performing it is not possible, 
then audio or video recordings need to be used. Some senior leaders find this difficult to cope with, 
and insist that students need to have work in books in order that scrutiny be carried out. This needs 
careful handling, and a way needs to be found to explain that this simply does not work for music. 
Inviting senior leaders into music lessons, explaining what is going on and the thinking behind it, and 
demonstrating what musical progress really looks and sounds like: these may be the only way forward.

Ultimately, if you find yourself doing something purely to provide evidence for someone else, stop 
immediately, and ask yourself (or your line manager) how it benefits your students.
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How student work 
is recorded

Pros Cons How it can work

Audio  y Easy, using a handheld recorder 
such as a Zoom H1, or via 
your phone to an app such as 
Audioboom, or directly into an 
online sharing platform such as 
OneNote.

 y mp3s do not take up much 
space.

 y Students can make their own 
sound recordings (this works 
especially well if they are in a 
practice room) and send them 
to you or upload them to a 
shared area.

 y It can get confusing having 
lots of mp3 files, and you 
need to have a meticulous 
system for naming them.

 y Students also need to be 
able to access the recordings 
when they come to review 
them and respond to your 
feedback.

 y Unless you record directly 
into somewhere that students 
can access, you will need to 
spend time uploading.

 y Getting students to say 
their names at the start of 
each recording can help 
enormously with making 
sure you know what belongs 
to whom.

 y If the audio is available 
online for students to access, 
listening to it and reflecting 
on it can be a very useful 
homework task.

 y Otherwise, students will need 
to access the recordings 
during your lesson. You can 
play them to them, perhaps in 
their groups as they work, or 
to the whole class.

 y You could provide them with 
the recordings on mobile 
devices to listen to as they 
work, or (if school policy 
allows) they could access 
the recordings from their own 
devices.

Video  y Increasingly easy using 
smartphones and tablets.

 y You can see exactly who’s doing 
what, even in a whole-class 
performance where you might 
not be able to pick out individuals 
in an audio recording.

 y More difficult to upload and 
share owing to the size of the 
files. OneNote, for example, 
does not allow for upload of 
files that large, and emailing 
can be difficult too.

 y Large amounts of video will 
take up a lot of space.

 y The same applies for online 
access as it does for audio 
recording. As long as any 
online storage for the video 
is secure, and students can 
access the video at the point 
where they need to use their 
feedback, then everything will 
work well.

 y There are more and more 
ways of making this possible 
(see below).

Things have moved on considerably since schools first adopted Moodle and other similar VLE (Virtual Learning 

Environment) systems 15 years ago. It is now infinitely easier to upload material and use it in a meaningful way. 

The proliferation of smartphones and tablets, even among students, has opened up the possibilities still more. 

Here are a few of the many platforms that teachers use for storing and sharing recordings and feedback with 

students using ICT:

 � Showbie and Edmodo are both systems that teachers can set up for themselves if their schools are 

unwilling to go for a whole-school account. Both are essentially online classrooms that allow sharing of 

material, collaboration, and the setting of assignments. Showbie, in particular, has ardent devotees in the 

music education sector.

 � Google Classroom has a lot of really great features, and links in with the whole range of Google apps 

(Gmail, Forms, Docs, etc). For full benefit, you will need a school account.

 � Office 365 is the Microsoft equivalent of Google Classroom. Again, it needs your school to have an account. 

Possibly the most useful part of it for our purposes is OneNote, where you can easily set up a class notebook 

to share things with your class and set tasks.

 � YouTube is extremely useful in conjunction with other platforms, especially if uploading video directly to 

them is made impossible by file size restrictions. Many schools are wary of teachers using YouTube, but 

if videos are uploaded as ‘unlisted’, they will not be visible to anyone who does not have a direct link. 

Uploading videos from your device to YouTube in this way allows you to delete the video from your device to 

free up space, and then share it via OneNote, email or any other means, by using the link.
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Creating feedback for students: finding the most streamlined method

This depends on how students will be given the feedback, your personal preferences, what the feedback is 

on, and perhaps also your school’s policy. A good rule of thumb is that producing the feedback should take no 

longer than listening/watching the recording of the work once. Anything taking substantially longer than this is 

too much, and needs attention to streamline it further. If creating the feedback can be done in the lesson, as 

the recording is made, that’s even better.

Here are some ideas for creating feedback:

RECORDING VERBAL FEEDBACK AT THE END OF THE AUDIO/VIDEO

This involves simply leaving the recording running while you give verbal feedback. It does, of course, rely on 

there being a set-up whereby students will be able to listen back to the recording while they’re working during 

the following lesson. However, it’s about as easy as giving feedback can get.

An excellent extension to this idea is Apple Clips. This free iOS app enables you to overlay a video recording 

of students’ work with real-time captions using voice recognition. You speak over the recording as you watch 

it, and the app converts this to text that appears on the screen. There is a more detailed explanation, with 

examples, on Steven Jackman’s blog here.

USING A SPREADSHEET OR RUBRIC THAT IS SHARED WITH STUDENTS

While students are performing, or perhaps when watching a video recording after the lesson, grade students 

with a simple grading system, making notes where necessary. This really does not need to be complex: 

indeed, the simpler the grading system, the easier it will be to use and for students to understand.

A three-point system of ‘not yet’, ‘can do’ and ‘can do very well’ works extremely well, as it does not require 

any descriptors. Create a spreadsheet where you can list and evaluate the skills that you’ve seen students 

demonstrate. It might look something like this:

The numbers here are not levels or 9-1 grades, but they do serve a dual purpose. First, the spreadsheet has 

been set up to automatically colour the cells according to the number awarded, so typing in 3 is a shortcut to 

turning the cell green, to show that the student has demonstrated doing that particular thing very well. Secondly, 

the numbers add up to give a total in the column on the far right, which is useful for making comparisons 

between students, or even deciding on grades for a review or data drop.

This particular spreadsheet shows students’ progress while working on Musical Futures ‘Just Play’. This is a 

band skills project that focuses on playing chords and basslines in a variety of songs, with students gaining 

experience on guitar, ukulele, keyboards and bass guitar. By filling in the spreadsheet periodically (by videoing 

https://mymusiced.wordpress.com/2017/05/28/feedback-in-music-using-apple-clips
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students performing and watching it back to make notes) it’s possible to give feedback simply by displaying 

the spreadsheet on the board next lesson.

This can also be used for some self-assessment: the simple 1-2-3 grading system allows students to easily 

give themselves a rating, which can then be moderated by peer or teacher assessment.

While this provides feedback on how students did in a lesson, it does not in itself give them information on 

what they need to do to improve. This can be provided verbally by the teacher at the start of the next lesson. 

There are nearly always particular things that some or most students need to focus on, and it is easy enough 

to make these a focus through guidance and modelling. Any specifics for individuals can be passed on once 

the instruments are out and students are practising.

A rubric be used in a very similar way. This rubric was made using the iDoceo app:

Once the rubric is set up, all you need to do is tap on the descriptors that fit each student’s performance. 

Rubrics can be shared between teachers, and the app gives an overall score (in a range of formats) in your 

grade book. The rubrics could easily be used by students for self-assessment or peer-assessment, although 

sharing your own assessment with a class is made a little more difficult by not having all the details on one 

page, making it less practical for sharing on the board. However, if you are using other electronic means of 

sharing, it could work very well.

CREATING SHEETS FOR STREAMLINED WRITTEN FEEDBACK

With all the excellent technological options available, it may seem Luddite to espouse the use of actual pieces 

of paper that the teacher writes on. However, there are times when this really is the most efficient way of 

providing students with ongoing feedback at the time and place that they really need it, particularly if your 

classroom set-up does not include use of individual devices.

iDoceo is an iPad 
app that functions 
as a teacher 
planner, diary and 
grade book, with 
lots of extra features 
such as seating 
plans and random 
name pickers. 
There is a one-off 
charge for the app 
(currently £11.99) 
but subsequently 
there are no costs, 
and updates 
bring frequent 
improvements.

http://www.idoceo.net/index.php/en
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Here is an example of a group feedback sheet:

There is one diagram for each student in the group, and one sheet for each group. The radar diagrams work on 

the same three-point scale previously described: ‘not yet’, ‘can do’ and ‘can do really well’. The points around 

the edge of each diagram relate to the things that are being assessed in this particular project. The sheet 

stays with the groups as they work during lessons, and then is looked after by the teacher between times. 

The teacher can write on the sheet as they visit groups during lessons, or when work in progress is recorded, 

and uses a different coloured pen each time, so that progress over time is easily visible. There is no attempt 

to mark every aspect of the work every lesson, just as and when they are relevant. As well as the blobs on the 

radar diagrams to show assessment, the teacher can add general comments in the middle of the sheet, or 

specific ones next to a student’s own radar. Homework tasks can also be assessed and given feedback using 

the sheet.

This system involves very little work outside of lessons, and provides a simple but effective lo-tech way of 

giving feedback and keeping track of what groups are doing. It is also self-explanatory for any observers that 

happen to visit your classroom.

DIFFERENTIATION: HOW IT WORKS 
IN THE MUSIC CLASSROOM
Whatever kind of school you work in, it is likely that your classes will feature a wide variety of abilities even if 

they are not ‘officially’ mixed-ability. The differences encountered by other subjects may manifest themselves 

even more widely in music, where you may have a number of students who have had significant individual 

tuition on an instrument. Enabling all of these diverse students to make progress in your lessons may seem 

like an overwhelming task.

However, music itself is infinitely differentiatable: it is always possible to simplify things, or make them more 

complex, and often this is possible to achieve without spending hours on a score-writing program making 

multi-difficulty arrangements. We will consider a range of options, all of which can be mixed and matched in 

whatever permutation suits your task and your students.
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Differentiation by task

Many pieces that you will perform in class will have parts of varying difficulty that can be assigned to or chosen 

by students as appropriate to their needs. Aside from that, here are some ideas for making existing parts more 

or less challenging:

 � Play only on the first beat of the bar, but make sure that what is played on that beat is correct.

 � If playing a chordal part, play just one of the chords, but ensure that it is played at the correct time.

 � Play only the root note of the chord.

 � Play two (or more) of the parts at once, or play and sing at the same time.

 � On keyboard, play the chords in inversion to minimise hand movement.

 � Play chords with a stylistically appropriate figuration.

 � Transpose the piece to a new key, or change it from major to minor.

 � Compose a bassline or add an accompaniment.

 � Play it on a different instrument.

Differentiation by resource and support

There are various ways that resources can be altered to provide more support for students that need it. These 

may include:

 � Writing note names onto music that uses staff notation.

 � Writing note names onto keyboard keys, or having a card that slips behind the keys to identify the notes.

 � Using chord cards to help students find chord notes on keyboards (a wide selection can be found here).

 � Using coloured stickers on guitar and ukulele to show finger positions for common chords.

 � Using a washing-up sponge under strings 4, 5 and 6 of a guitar to mute them, simplifying chords down to 

three-string affairs.

The place of student choice in differentiation

There will be times when students will, when presented with a choice of options, be able to choose the most 

appropriate tasks for themselves with no problems whatsoever. There will be other times, though, when you 

need to be quite specific about what individual students should do. It’s impossible to prescribe any particular 

course of action here, as it depends entirely on the self-awareness and understanding of your individual 

students.

One way of simplifying the choice for students involves putting tasks into a rough order of difficulty. So, you 

could display something on the board that looks like this:

This makes the different options clear to students, and they could, if appropriate, work from the bottom to the 

top. An alternative to this used by many teachers is to colour-code the tasks, so that the easiest are red and 

the hardest are green, and students work through the traffic lights.

http://jamzone.littlekidsrock.org/teachers/jam-cards/
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It would also be possible to use more columns on the feedback spreadsheet to give specific advice to students 

about what they should do next. Here is an example:

Here, students are directed to the instrument they should use in this lesson, as well as being given something 

specific to focus on. This particular class needed quite a lot of direction, as many students lacked the self-

awareness to make the best choices for themselves. A different class might be trusted to make sensible 

decisions for themselves about the same things.

Another way to structure choice for classes that have a good level of self-awareness is to give a choice of 

objective, such as:

1. Play chords on beat 1 but make changes fluent.

2. Play on every beat, but make changes fluent.

3. Play with correct strumming/comping pattern.

4. Play keyboard with two hands.

5. Get to grips with a new instrument.

6. Play and sing at the same time.
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You can then record the student’s chosen objective on the spreadsheet at the start of the lesson, and compare 

student self-assessment and teacher assessment at the end:


