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Competition, an integral thread in the fabric of Western society, is tightly woven 

into the American educational process.  Many educators, however, question the effect 

that competitive educational activities have on the self-efficacy beliefs of students.  Self-

efficacy, defined as a self-evaluation of one’s ability to pursue a course of action which 

achieves a goal (Bandura, 1977), has been shown to be a key indicator of student 

involvement, engagement, persistence, and achievement (Schunk, 1995).  Studies have 

shown that a competitive classroom environment, rather than enhancing a belief in the 

ability to achieve, has a tendency to diminish the student’s sense of efficacy 

(Zimmerman, 1995).  

This research is concerned with the effect participation in competitive music 

events has on the self-efficacy beliefs of student musicians and how competition results 

impact their future involvement, engagement, persistence, and achievement in music 

performance.  This research seeks to corroborate or contradict the educational validity 

of the competitive audition process and to arrive at a consensus definition of an ideal 

all-state chorus audition procedure.  Previous educational research has focused on 
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competition in the classroom, in sports, or in music ensembles such as marching band 

or show choir contests.  There is a lack of substantive literature on the effects of 

competition on individual student musicians in a public education setting, especially in 

the highly personal area of singing. 

An embedded form of mixed method design was used, with both qualitative and 

quantitatively data collected simultaneously and analyzed independently.  The 

secondary quantitative data provided support, additional information and generalizability  

for the themes developed from the primary qualitative data.  Interviews and focus group 

discussions provided in-depth insight from a small group of informants.  Results were 

compared to indicate support or contradiction between the two datasets, with 

triangulation of data establishing validity.  Participants were drawn from students 

currently auditioning for the Iowa all-state chorus (n=47), graduates who had 

participated in the all-state process in previous years (n=13), choral directors (n=8) and 

adjudicators (n=6).  Quantitative and qualitative data as well as a review of current 

audition procedures of all fifty states were analyzed, leading to recommendations for 

changes in the current audition procedures.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Society is competitive.  From the beginning of time, humankind has competed in 

the evolutionary game of survival of the fittest.  American culture celebrates getting 

ahead, reaching the top, capturing the prize, and winning at all costs.  In school, athletic 

events proclaim winners, valedictorians go to the head of the class and students are 

ranked in everything from test scores to physical fitness. Competition, an integral thread 

in the fabric of Western society, is tightly woven into the American educational process. 

Although competitive activities permeate the American educational process, 

competition and music education have been uneasy bedfellows.  While competitive 

music events are routinely used to motivate students to perform at high levels of 

excellence, educators wonder if the essence of musical expression is lost in a 

competitive environment.  This essence is a unique form of communication which can 

act as a conduit for self-expression, creativity and emotion.  It transforms the sound that 

permeates our everyday lives into something significant and meaningful (Reimer, 

2012).  The complex language of music, according to Reimer (2003), “affords 

humanizing self-knowledge of feeling” (p. 21) that cannot be as effectively accessed 

through any other means.  David Elliott (1995) elaborates that the study of music 

promotes “self-growth, constructive knowledge, and a higher order of consciousness 

that can be experienced as enjoyment and self-esteem” (p. 16).  All of these meanings 

speak to music’s power of personal expression, which is highly subjective and unique to 

each individual.  In the music education setting, students work diligently to hone the skill 

of expressing music as young performers.  In this formative stage of their musical life, it 
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is important to provide experiences which will enhance its development rather than 

arresting or even halting it.  The question of whether competitive music events are a 

positive or negative influence in this development is valid and of critical importance. 

Within the realm of music education, myriad forms of competition exist: marching 

band and show choir competitions, jazz band and vocal jazz festivals, and state 

contests for concert ensembles, small groups and soloists.  Most of these events, 

sponsored by state music associations, colleges or universities and private companies, 

have both summative (rating or ranking) and formative (scoring and/or feedback) 

components.  Another form of competition in music education, well entrenched in 

secondary school system tradition, is the audition process for All-State 

ensembles.  Honor ensembles such as the All-State chorus have existed for a 

significant portion of the history of secondary school music ensembles.  Auditioning for 

All-State ensembles, a process considered rigorous even for the most advanced 

students, remains a “rite of passage” for outstanding high school musicians, with a 

significant amount of time, money and effort invested in the audition process by both 

music teacher and auditioning student.  This investment is meant to reap benefits for 

both the individual student and the student’s choral program in terms of increased 

performance skill, musical knowledge and self-efficacy.   

The increases in skill, knowledge and self-efficacy that a student gains as a 

result of the audition preparation process are certainly worthy of considerable effort and 

have often been used to justify the cost of the process.  A successful audition can build 

a student musician’s confidence and bolster a sense of competency in music 

performance.  An unsuccessful audition, on the other hand, can be traumatic and can 
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lead a student to doubt his/her musical ability and to reconsider a musical career choice 

(Austin, 1990).  As this study will show, audition results can permanently alter a 

student’s appreciation of music and their perception of their ability to perform music.   

Purpose of the Study 

With the stakes so high, a close look at the All-State audition process as a form 

of student assessment in music education is warranted.  The aim of All-State auditions 

is to increase student performance skill, musical knowledge and self-efficacy by 

providing a concrete reward for exceptional performance. These are worthy goals, but it 

is not clear that the outcome of the audition process matches the festival’s original 

educational intent.  It is also not clear that all-state auditions provide an effective form of 

performance assessment for today’s students.  In this age of heightened educational 

accountability, it is imperative that assessments inform student learning in a meaningful 

and appropriate way, providing measurement tools that are as effective as those used 

by any other academic discipline (Heller, 1990, Radocy, 1989).  

Lathrop (1970) found that a quality music education assessment experience 

should  

1. provide an effective music learning experience, 
2. motivate students to want to make music part of their lives,  
3. facilitate student learning, and  
4. serve as a diagnostic and critical evaluation of student musical effort (p. 47). 

 
In a similar study, Crooks (1988) determined that the type and quality of assessment 

affects student perception of music performance, in terms of:   

1. what is important to learn;  
2. motivation and self-efficacy;  
3. response to curriculum; and  
4. commitment to lifelong learning.  
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This mixed-method inquiry is concerned with the effectiveness of the competitive 

All-State audition process in meeting the above criteria, and how competition results 

impact a student musician’s future involvement, engagement, persistence, and 

achievement in music performance.  The researcher will utilize the study’s resulting 

themes to corroborate or contradict the educational validity of the competitive audition 

process, and to arrive at a consensus model of an effective all-state chorus audition 

procedure.  To accomplish this, the study will delve into the high risk/high reward world 

of all-state chorus auditions to measure the effectiveness of the auditions in meeting the 

criteria of a quality music education assessment as determined in the Lathrop and 

Crooks studies.  The short-term and long-term effects of participation in this competitive 

music performance audition on the students’ future involvement, engagement, 

persistence, and achievement in music performance will be evaluated as well.  Previous 

educational research has focused on competition in the classroom, in sports, or in 

music ensembles such as marching band, chorus or show choir.  There is a paucity of 

literature on the effect of the audition process on individual student musicians in a public 

education setting, especially in the highly personal area of singing.  There is no 

literature that seeks to validate the All-State audition process from an assessment 

standpoint.   

The study utilizes the Iowa All-State Chorus audition process, a purely 

competitive event for high school choral music students.  This researcher is intimately 

familiar with the Iowa All-State Chorus, having experienced the audition process as a 

student member, an accompanist, a choral director and as an adjudicator.  A mixed 

method design was chosen, allowing the researcher to “systematically gather enough 
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information about a particular person, social setting, event, or group to permit the 

researcher to effectively understand how it operates or functions” (Berg, 2001, p. 225) 

for the qualitative side of the study, and to utilize surveys and structured interviews to 

construct a broader and more quantitative picture of the experience’s impact. 

Research Questions 

The study addresses the following research questions: 

1. Does the current Iowa all-state chorus audition procedure effectively assess 
student achievement in singing and performing and communicate the results of 
that assessment to the participating students and their choral directors? 

2. What is the effect of the all-state audition process on a student participant’s 
feelings of musical self-efficacy? 

3. What is the effect of the all-state audition process on a student participant’s 
feelings of personal self-efficacy? 

4. What is the effect of the all-state audition process on a student’s lifelong 
involvement in musical performance? 

5. What is the effect of the all-state audition process on a student’s future 
achievements as a musician and performer? 

6. What is the effect of the all-state audition process on a student’s persistence in 
achieving musical and performance goals? 

7. What would an ideal all-state audition procedure entail? 

Assumptions 

In completing this study, the researcher made several assumptions: 

1. Adjudicators for the Iowa All-State Chorus auditions are experts in the field of 
choral music. 

2. Students who have successfully auditioned for the Iowa All-State Chorus have 
reached a significant level of achievement as a singer and performer. 

3. Students who were not chosen for membership in the Iowa All-State Chorus are 
not assumed to be unsuccessful or low-achieving singers.  Various factors may 
have impacted their audition result; therefore, a negative assumption cannot be 
made. 
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Limitations  

The sample chosen for this study comprised students, graduates and choral 

directors from fifteen high schools of diverse size and geographic locations throughout 

the state of Iowa.  The participant students and choral directors came from music 

programs who had participated in the audition process for the Iowa All-State 

Chorus.  The results of this study may have been different if students and choral 

directors from programs who had chosen not to participate had been included.  The 

sample size was necessarily small because of the qualitative component of this study, 

so it is difficult to generalize the results of this research. 

Definitions 

 All-state camps:  summer camps held by colleges, universities or high schools to 
prepare students for all-state auditions 

 All-state chorus:  a massed chorus made up of school-aged students selected 
from the population of school-aged children throughout a given state. The 
method of selection and specific age for a chorus varies from state to state  

 Assessment:  collection, analysis, interpretation and application of information 
about student performance 

 Authentic assessment:  an activity in which a student demonstrates the ability to 
apply learned skills  and knowledge in a real world context 

 Audition:  a short trial performance in which a musician’s skill is judged according 
to an established criteria 

 Center:  a room where auditions are held 

 Competition:  an event in which individual performers or ensembles compete and 
are ranked from first to last place 

 Contest:  an event in which individual performers or ensembles compete for 
ratings 

 Contest-festival:  an event in which musicians compete to be chosen for 
membership in an ensemble which then presents a cooperative performance 
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 Criteria:  a description of the standard of performance 

 Cuts:  short selections taken from a selected piece of choral music literature 

 Descriptor:  specific written definition what is expected for a given level of 
proficiency 

 Dimension:  an aspect of a musical performance, such as tone quality, rhythm or 
musicianship, that can be measured and evaluated 

 Festival:  an event in which musicians perform together in a noncompetitive, 
cooperative environment 

 Formative assessment:  an evaluation for learning which is designed to improve 
student achievement by providing feedback which can be used by the teacher 
and student to guide future learning 

 Recall:  a second level of auditions in which a smaller pool of musicians are 
judged according to an established criteria 

 Rubric:  a set of scoring criteria used to assess a student’s performance.  The 
criteria is used to inform the student what should be practiced to improve future 
performances. 

 Self-efficacy:  a self-evaluation of one’s ability to pursue a course of action which 
achieves a goal 

 Standard:  the level of performance expected by students 

 Summative assessment:  an evaluation of learning which evaluates the student’s 
development at a particular point in time by comparing it to a standard 

Outline of the Study 

The following chapters discuss and investigate the effect of competitive activities 

on music students’ self-efficacy as evidenced by their future involvement, engagement, 

persistence and achievement in music performance, and the effectiveness of the Iowa 

all-state chorus auditions as an assessment instrument.  Chapter 2 contains a review of 

literature related to issues of competition in music education, evaluative techniques for 

music performance, and assessment reform. This chapter also presents a brief history 

of all-state choruses, a history of the Iowa all-state chorus, and a summation of current 
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all-state chorus audition procedures for the 49 states that currently offer an all-state 

choral festival experience.  Chapter 3 describes the research methods utilized in this 

study, both qualitative and quantitative, and discusses the processes of data collection 

and analysis that were utilized in completing this research.  Results obtained from the 

collection of data are shared in Chapter 4.  Drawing upon results from Chapter 4, 

Chapter 5 discusses strengths of the current audition system and recommendations for 

change based upon research and the results of this study.  
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Background 

This study examines the effect of participation in competitive music events on 

individual student musicians through the lens of the All-State Chorus audition 

process.  The focus will be on the effect of the competitive events on the student’s 

musical and personal self-efficacy, and how participation in the competitive All-State 

audition process impacts a student’s future involvement, engagement, persistence, and 

achievement in music performance.  This research hopes to support or disprove the 

educational validity of the competitive audition process and to arrive at a consensus 

definition of an ideal all-state chorus audition procedure.  

 This review of literature begins at the most basic level, highlighting arguments for 

and against the use of competition as a motivational tool in music education.  The 

review then outlines research into the validity and reliability of the performance audition. 

This includes a summary of summative verses formative assessment procedures, as 

well as current trends in assessment reform.  The histories of all-state choruses in 

general and the Iowa all-state chorus specifically are summarized. Audition procedures 

in all 49 states that offer an all-state chorus festival opportunity are then listed.  Finally, 

gaps in the research are identified and recommendations for future research are 

discussed.  

Competition in Music Education 

 Music education has struggled from its inception to reconcile the creative, 

humanizing and emotive qualities of music with the competitive drive of Western 

culture.  Miller (1994) states the problem well: “Art is a reflection of the human 
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condition.  One of the most insidious examples of this in our contemporary society is the 

obsession for competing that has permeated all venues of our society, including our 

artistic environment” (p. 29).  Austin (1990) agrees, arguing that competition interferes 

with the type of cognitive function in music that engages higher-order 

thinking.  Competition can be emotionally devastating to those who do not come out on 

top.  Says Austin, “Failure in competition leads the less talented, the less confident, and 

the less fortunate down motivational dead-end streets” (p. 23).    

 Regelski (1966) further states that a student who excels in music performance 

competitions may not have a corresponding understanding or appreciation of the music 

he performs, for the summative nature of contest assessments does not encourage in-

depth understanding or appreciation of the music.  Many educators also question the 

effect that competitive educational activities have on the self-efficacy beliefs of 

students.  Self-efficacy, defined as a self-evaluation of one’s ability to pursue a course 

of action which achieves a goal (Bandura, 1977), has been shown to be a key indicator 

of student involvement, engagement, persistence, and achievement (Schunk, 

1995).  Studies have shown that a competitive classroom environment, rather than 

enhancing a belief in the ability to achieve, has a tendency to diminish the student’s 

sense of efficacy (Zimmerman, 1995).   

 Brown, Roediger and McDaniel (2014) found that students who have a fear of 

failure have poorer test results.  The study found that a significant portion of these 

students’ mental energy was spent in self-monitoring and self-evaluation, leaving less 

mental capacity available for problem-solving.  A study by Temple (1973) compared 

high school bands who participated in state contest events with bands who were non-



 

23 

competitive and found that the non-competitive groups scored significantly higher on the 

Colwell Music Achievement Test, indicating that participation in competitive events 

might limit a student’s level of musical achievement.  An overly competitive environment 

can lead to a fear of failure, and a resulting aversion to the type of risk-taking that can 

lead to intellectual growth.   For these reasons, many professionals feel that competition 

has no place in music education. 

 Others, however, posit that competition improves music performance and builds 

character. In “Point of View” responses to Miller’s condemnation of competition, several 

music educators point out positive benefits.  Romano writes, “It is not the winning that 

creates the learning, but the element of having something to strive for that instills the 

values of self-improvement, teamwork and perseverance.”(Romano, Rogers, Wiggins 

and Worthen, 1995, p. 46)   Rogers agrees that “the advantages of increased interest 

and motivation far outweigh the drawbacks.” (1995, p. 48)  The extra-musical benefits of 

motivation and perseverance are not the only pluses of competition, according to Revelli 

(1972), who claims that a student’s technical progress is accelerated by the strong 

sense of purpose that contests imbue.   

 Student musicians have agreed with the notion that competition is positive.  In a 

2006 study involving motivation and achievement, undergraduate music education 

majors named competition as “a significant influence in their (musical) development.” 

(Schmidt, Zdinski and Ballard, 2006, p. 140)   In another study of elementary band 

students in which one group received comments only in a music contest and the other 

group received comments and ratings, the rated group was the one that gained 

significantly in achievement, and seventy percent of the students participating in the 
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study stated that they would choose to participate in a rated contest (Austin, 

1988).  From the viewpoint of both teacher and student, competition often seems to be 

a welcomed and productive part of the learning process. 

The true question seems to be whether competition motivates or demoralizes 

students.  Dweck (2008) finds the student’s mindset to be a key factor, and asserts that 

students must be taught to thrive on challenge.  While failure can be a painful 

experience, it can also be transformed into a problem which can be faced, dealt with 

and learned from.  The huge effort that goes into audition preparation carries a 

corresponding emotional risk.  A student prodigy puts it well: “If you go to an audition 

and don’t really try, if you’re not really prepared, if you didn’t work as hard as you could 

have and you don’t win, you have an excuse...Nothing is harder than saying, ‘I gave it 

my all and it wasn’t good enough.’ (p. 42).”  This can be devastating if the student 

equates success with being chosen or being smart.  Instead, the student should be 

guided to define success as reaching a learning goal, and to value the growth they 

achieved regardless of the outcome (Dweck, 2008).  Kryza, Duncan and Stephens 

(2011) agree that this growth mindset is key in helping students to achieve personal 

goals and become life-long learners.  Competition can provide a challenging, 

meaningful goal which inspires students to create a plan of action.  The feedback from 

competition results can help students to evaluate and adjust their plan.  Students can 

take control of their own learning, successfully defining goals and monitoring their 

progresses toward achieving them.  

Music educators want their students to be effective, efficient, independent 

learners.  Sherman (1985) studied the skills that lead to this mindset and found that 
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students who recognize their own capabilities, understand what is expected of them and 

coordinate their personal capabilities with the task at hand have the greatest chance of 

success.  These high-achieving students purposefully select the skills needed for a 

specific purpose and combine the needed skills into a performance plan.  In doing so, 

students accept the external motivation of a competition event and transform it into a 

learner-controlled opportunity.  

McTighe and O’Connor (2005) found that students were motivated by 

competitive events that provided three essential elements:  Students 1) clearly 

understood the task at hand; 2) found the goal relevant and worth learning, and 3) 

believed there was a potential for success.  These researchers concluded that 

summative assessment only is insufficient; the descriptive feedback of formative 

assessment clarifies standards and provides a meaningful reason for learning. 

These studies seem to indicate that the effectiveness of competitive events in a 

music education setting is dependent largely on the mindset of the students 

participating in them.   

Competitive and Noncompetitive Performance Opportunities in Music Education 

In today’s music education scene, there are three primary types of secondary 

(high school) festival performance events: 

1. In a contest, individual performers or ensembles compete for ratings, often 
designated by Roman numerals.  Common Roman numeral designations are 

 I:  Superior:  represents the highest level of performance in that 
classification; 

 II:  Excellent:  reflects sound training in fundamentals but with observable 
defects in the performance; 

 III:  Good:  reflects potential but with weakness in certain fundamentals 
and essential qualities; 
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 IV: Fair:  reflects obvious weakness with numerous errors; and 

 V:  Poor:  reserved for a performance with serious, fundamental flaws and 
rarely assigned. (ARKCDA, 2014) 

In Iowa, the five-level rating system is used for both state solo & ensemble 
contest and state large group contest.  Each solo performance is given one to 
five points in each of six “areas of concern”:  tone quality, rhythm, technique, 
interpretation and musicianship, diction and other performance factors.  The 
points are totaled to arrive at the final rating: I (32-35), II (26-31), III (18-25), IV 
(11-17) or V ( 7-10).  For ensembles or choruses, the area of balance and blend 
is added, which alters the point total needed for each rating:  I (36-40), II (30-35), 
III (22-29), IV (12-21) and V (8-11) (IHSMA, 2014).  Modifiers such as pluses or 
minuses are sometimes added to the scores.   If multiple judges are used, the 
scores are averaged for the final rating. The scoring is recorded on a standard 
ballot. 

Some states and independent festivals have discontinued the use of the I-V 
rating system.  Florida state contest judges give each of three categories (tone 
quality, technical preparation and musical effect) a grade of A, B, C, D or 
E.  Under each category are descriptors which the judge may mark with a plus or 
a minus for each song performed.  A rubric is included which details the skills 
needed for each level of performance.  The final rating is an average of the three 
category ratings (FVA, 2014). 

Most contests offer the adjudicator the opportunity to make written and/or verbal 
comments to each performer or ensemble, which allows formative as well as 
summative assessment.  Educational music contests are most often sponsored 
by state music education associations, and are sometimes a component of 
competitions sponsored by universities or private for-profit music festival 
companies.  In choral music, most states offer contest opportunities for solos, 
small ensembles and large ensembles.  Many states offer jazz choir and show 
choir contests as well. 

2.  In a competition, performers compete for rankings and are ordered from best to 
worst based on that day’s performance.  Competitions most typically involve 
ensembles such as show choirs, vocal jazz ensembles or chamber choirs.  Many 
competitions utilize a standard ballot with point totals in categories such as tone 
quality, rhythmic accuracy, musicality and overall effect.  Multiple judges are 
used, with each judge typically assigned to a specific aspect of the performance, 
such as musical effect or visual effect.  Many competitions offer a clinic 
opportunity with one of the judges following the performance as well as written 
comments, providing formative as well as summative assessment.  Competitions 
are often sponsored by private for-profit music festival companies, theme parks, 
colleges or universities or individual public or private high schools.  In some 
competitions the performances are rated as well as ranked.  Elaborate trophies 
or plaques are often awarded. 
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3. In a festival, student musicians perform together in a noncompetitive, cooperative 
environment.  Colleges and universities and state choral associations often 
sponsor festivals with guest conductors.  No ratings or rankings are given, but 
sometimes participation medals or certificates are awarded.  Regional honor 
choirs are popular, with each choral director choosing one or two quartets of 
students to participate in the mass choir.  These are select ensembles, since the 
members are chosen by their choral directors, providing a measure of summative 
assessment, but there is no audition or formative feedback in the form of scoring 
or comments.  Conference festivals function with either selected quartets or the 
entire membership of each high school’s chorus coming together to perform 
under a guest conductor. 

All-state choruses are a hybrid of competition and festival, where individual 

student musicians compete to be chosen for membership in an ensemble, which then 

presents a cooperative massed choral performance, often with a renowned guest 

conductor.  There is an audition process, either by recording or live, before one or 

multiple judges.  In some states, the all-state audition process has several layers, with 

either a recall process or with both state and super-state or regional and state 

levels.  Summative assessment is given in the form of selection or non-selection.  Some 

states offer limited formative assessment by making the audition scores available to the 

choral directors and students (McCord, 2003).  Some honor choirs and most all-state 

choruses, including the Iowa all-state chorus, are competition-festivals.   

As is true with most competition-festivals, the Iowa all-state audition is a purely 

summative evaluation, a high-stakes assessment which evaluates a student’s musical 

development against a standard at a given point in time (Harlen and James, 1997). This 

evaluation, a seven-minute snapshot of the student’s performance ability, determines 

whether or not the student will be selected for membership in the all-state chorus.  No 

scores or comments, the types of formative feedback commonly used to inform future 

learning, is given. 
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Validity and Reliability of the All-State Audition as a Performance Assessment 

The results of an all-state audition can have consequential effects for both the 

student and the choral director.  In the eyes of parents, a successful audition validates 

the time expended in rehearsal and the money spent on private lessons and music 

camps.  Parents of a successful auditionee would be more likely to encourage a 

continued strong involvement in music.  In the eyes of administrators and the 

community, successful auditions denote a competent director. Community and 

administrative support is crucial for a choral music program to thrive.  In the eyes of 

college admissions officers, a successful audition indicates an accomplished student 

musician, which can enhance the possibility of a music scholarship. In the eyes of the 

auditioning student, a successful audition justifies a continued and intensified 

involvement in music.  With the stakes so high, a close look at the reliability of the 

selection process is merited. 

 Numerous studies have addressed factors that impact adjudication reliability.  A 

1975 study by Fiske researched the impact of the number of adjudicators on a panel 

and recommended at least five for adequate reliability.  Fiske followed up in 1977 with a 

study on the effect of teaching experience on adjudicator reliability, and found that 

teachers with more experience were more reliable adjudicators.  Personal attributes of 

the auditionees, such as physical attractiveness (Wapnick, Darrow, Kovacs and 

Dalrymple, 1997) and ethnicity (MCrary, 1993; Elliott, C.1995)  have been shown to 

affect results.  A study by Winter (1993) concurs that personal preferences have been 

found to enter into performance assessments.  Winter found the reliability of any type of 

such assessment to be questionable, since other than pitch or rhythm errors, the 

judgments must be necessarily subjective.   
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A 2007 study by Bergee measured several sources of variability in music 

performance assessment, including performer, rater, occasion and sequence.  This 

study found that while occasion and sequence variability did not result in significant 

measurement error, raters were a strong source of error.  The study found the one rater, 

one occasion assessment setting to be unreliable; five adjudicators were needed to 

reach the .80 level of reliability.  Certain other factors have been shown to not affect 

performance assessment reliability, including the prior experience of the adjudicator 

(Bergee, 2003), a live or taped audition (Vasil, 1973) and the adjudicator’s performance 

ability (Fiske, 1977).    

On the other hand, some factors have been shown not to influence the reliability 

of performance assessments.  Hewitt and Smith (2004), in a study involving 150 in-

service teachers, upper level undergraduate students and lower level undergraduate 

students, found that career level (experience) and primary instrument had no 

statistically significant effect on the performance assessment of six junior high trumpet 

players. 

While some conditions do not seem to impact assessment reliability, it seems 

that several factors not directly related to the performance can significantly impact the 

results of a performance assessment.  With so much importance attached to the 

audition results, all interested parties need to have faith in the reliability and fairness of 

the system.     

Summative Versus Formative Assessment 

 Competitions excel at providing summative assessment, an evaluation of the 

student’s musical development at a particular point in time, reached by comparing it to 

an accepted standard. Some contests also offer formative assessments, feedback 
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which can be used by the teacher and student to guide future learning, in the form of 

written or verbal comments.  In her article on “Rethinking the Roles of Assessment in 

Music Education,” Scott (2012) asserts that “there is a need to move beyond the 

summative use of assessment...to examining the roles of assessment in supporting and 

enhancing learning.” (p. 31) She advocates “assessment for learning” rather than just 

“assessment of learning”. (p.31)  Wesolowski (2012) finds that summative assessment, 

with its emphasis on a “quantification of errors” (p. 37), does not give the type of 

feedback necessary for improved instruction.  He advocates a more formative type of 

assessment to enable music educators to shape instruction in response to the 

assessment. Carless (2007) and McTighe and O’Connor (2005) agree that the timely 

feedback provided by formative assessment gives a student a concrete path toward 

improvement by framing meaningful goals and clarifying performance 

standards.  William and Black (1996) stress that, in order for the assessment to be truly 

formative, the feedback must be used to close the gap between the student’s 

performance and the accepted standard.  Asmus (1999) advocates a combination of 

summative and formative performance assessment to provide feedback on what has 

been learned, strategies for future learning and “motivation to improve in the art of 

music.”(p. 20)  

 Outside of the music education realm, current research on how students best 

learn also supports a summative/formative approach.  In their book “Make It Stick: The 

Science of Successful Learning,” Brown, Roediger and McDaniel advocate effortful 

learning, which is deeper and more durable than learning which comes easily.  Testing 

or summative assessment is a powerful tool in encouraging active retrieval, a key 
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ingredient of effortful learning.  However, students must be given formative post-test 

feedback so that incorrectly learned material is not retained.  This summative/formative 

combination of assessment sets up a three-step learning process:  retrieving knowledge 

from memory, connecting that knowledge to new experiences, and rehearsing what to 

do differently next time (2014).   Rici (2013) agrees that formative assessment is 

essential in developing a growth mindset in students, while a summative assessment 

provides appropriate challenges.  Students who are thus motivated show the fastest 

gains in knowledge or skill.   

A broad range of current educational literature seems to have found that a blend 

of summative and formative assessments is most beneficial for students, both from a 

learning standpoint and from a motivational perspective.  The Iowa all-state audition in 

its present form, purely competitive and summative in nature, does not follow this 

model. 

Models of Assessment Reform 

NAfME, in their Performance Standards for Music, set forth a criteria for 

measuring the reliability of assessment instruments for performing ensembles.  For an 

assessment instrument to be reliable,  

1. measurement of the same skill or knowledge must produce the same result, 
2. an identical procedure must be used for each performance evaluation, and 
3. each adjudicator must share the same level of expectation (MENC, 1996). 

 
In recent years, a significant amount of research has been undertaken to 

evaluate and revise the traditional adjudication methods for performance ensembles to 

ascertain whether each of these criteria were being met.  The traditional contest 

ensemble adjudication form addressed sets of performance dimensions such as 

intonation, tone quality, rhythm and musicianship, giving scores for each dimension 
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which were then combined to arrive at a single composite score.  While each dimension 

might have a general descriptor, adjudicators were given minimal guidance in arriving at 

a score or rating (Latimer, Bergee & Cohen 2010).   

Several groups of researchers (Abeles, 1973; Bergee, 1988; Horowitz, 1994; 

Smith and Barnes, 2007; Zdzinski and Barnes, 2002) worked to develop and test an 

enhanced performance assessment ballot utilizing constructed evaluative 

scales.  These scales divided each performance dimension into items that represented 

the dimension.  Adjudicators were asked to rate each item using a Likert-type scale 

response.  The ratings of each item were combined to arrive at a dimension rating, and 

the dimension ratings were averaged for a final score.  This was an improvement over 

the traditional adjudication form in that more detailed information within each dimension 

was provided, providing feedback about which aspects of each dimension needed 

improvement.  A study by Saunders and Holahan (1997), however, found the 

constructed evaluative scales, which provided an adjudicator response to general 

statements about each dimension, to be an improvement over traditional evaluation 

instruments but still lacking.  These researchers felt that even more information could be 

offered by adding descriptors of the various levels of mastery capable within each 

dimension. 

Saunders and Holahan (1997), along with other researchers (Barnicle, 1993; 

Rutlowski, 1990; Wesolowski, 2012) developed criteria-specific rating scales, better 

known as rubrics.  Rubrics were not a new concept; the original rubrics were proposed 

in by Ernest C. Noyes (1912) as a standardized measurement of creative writing, 

asserting that the “present methods of measuring compositions are too controlled by 
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personal opinion, which varies with the individual.  What is wanted is a clear-cut, 

concrete standard of measurement which will mean the same thing to all people in all 

places and is not dependent upon the opinion of any individual” (p. 534).  The 

subsequent decades saw the development of an evaluative instrument that included 

models of work at differing levels.  A well-developed rubric guides evaluation by defining 

the important elements of the work being evaluated and the skills needed to attain 

various levels of proficiency within each element.  This leads to more consistent 

evaluation results.  The criteria for success are clear-cut and published in advance, with 

examples of each level of proficiency (McTighe and O’Connor, 2005).  When 

researchers applied this approach to music performance, the Likert-type constructed 

evaluative scales were expanded to include written descriptions of ascending levels of 

performance proficiency within each dimension.  The scoring instrument included 

specific expectations for the mastery of each dimension and provided a detailed 

description, called a descriptor, of each level of proficiency.  These descriptors 

prescribe a clear, concise and comprehensive summary of what will be assessed.  The 

descriptor should be “detailed enough to limit subjectivity” but “concise enough to avoid 

confusion” with “clearly defined cut points” (Wesolowski, 2012, p. 38).  According to 

Asmus (1999), these descriptions of expectations are a key ingredient of the music 

performance rubric.  Gordon (2002) agrees.  He found that the more descriptors (up to 

five) included for each dimension, the more reliable the rubric.  Rubrics were found to 

provide a more authentic evaluation with both summative and formative components 

and strong in both reliability and validity (Latimer, Bergee and Cohen, 2010). 
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The rubrics were tested and validated in further studies.  Ciorba and Smith 

(2009) measured undergraduate juries using a multidimensional assessment rubric that 

included three performance dimensions with five descriptors each.  The study found 

inter-rater reliability to be moderate to high, an improvement over the traditional jury 

form.  In 2007, Norris and Borst compared a traditional performance assessment to a 

rubric-based assessment, both using the same six dimensions but with the rubric 

providing five levels of descriptor proficiency.  The study showed that the rubric-based 

form yielded stronger correlation coefficients for every dimension except rhythm as well 

as stronger interclass correlations in the score totals and overall ratings.  A 2010 study 

(Latimer, Bergee and Cohen) validated these findings.  This study tested the 

effectiveness of a multidimensional weighted performance assessment rubric in the 

Kansas State High School Large-Group Festival.  Results of questionnaires distributed 

to adjudicators and directors indicated that the rubric-based assessment was perceived 

as more pedagogically useful, a better instrument for the justification of a given rating, 

and more detailed in describing levels of performance. 

Rubrics are not without detractors.  Turley and Gallaghar (2008) contend that 

rubrics created and imposed by forces outside the individual classroom will generate 

numbers for comparison but also “constrict and constrain” student creativity (p. 

89).  These researchers contend that, in order to be truly formative, rubrics must be 

created cooperatively in the classroom by both students and teachers. 

All-State Choruses 

A History 

Non-competitive festivals have been a part of the educational scene since pre-

Revolutionary War days, first springing up as informal festivals organized by the singing 
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schools of the Northeast.  The first official school music festival was non-competitive as 

well, held in Boston in 1858 with singers from several schools within the city 

participating (Cory, 1951).  Massed choruses became popular in American culture in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with a parallel growth in popularity in the 

schools (McCord, 2003). 

Competitive choral contests have been a part of music education since the early 

twentieth century.  The national choral contest debuted in 1923 but almost immediately 

came under fire for its fiercely competitive approach which designated one first-place 

award in a winner-take-all mentality.  The contest was discontinued in 1932, partially 

because of the onset of the Great Depression and partially as a reaction against 

competition.  It was replaced in 1933 with a rating-criterion format of adjudication 

(Burdett, 1985).  Burdett cited Keller’s 1931 study, which reported that forty-four of the 

forty-eight states had instituted some form of school music contest, including the 

increasing popular combined chorus festival.  The balance of the competitive aspect of 

auditioning for membership and the cooperative aspect of preparing and presenting a 

performance was an attractive compromise in the debate on the merits of competition in 

music education.  Most present all-state chorus programs follow some variation of this 

format. 

Sources disagree on which state may claim the first all-state chorus.  Early 

entrants were Florida (1927), Georgia (1931), Connecticut (1936), Indiana (1938), and 

Texas (1940).  The concept caught on, and by 1950, sixteen states had adopted some 

form of the all-state choral festival.  Today all fifty states participate, although selection 
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criteria and types of ensembles vary greatly from state to state (McCord, 2003; Raynor, 

1957; Cory 1951).   

In Iowa, an all-state music festival jointly sponsored by the Iowa High School 

Music Association and the Iowa Music Educator’s Association was authorized in 1947 

with funding of less than $1,000.  The festival did not have a positive cash flow until 

1953.  The choral side of the  festival utilized a competitive audition for a large festival 

chorus that came together to rehearse for three days before presenting a concert in 

conjunction with the all-state band and all-state orchestra.  Originally, students 

auditioned in quartets and the entire quartet was either selected or rejected.  By the 

1970’s, students still auditioned in quartets but were selected individually.  In the 1990’s, 

the recall or second-round auditions were changed from a quartet to a solo format.  Also 

in the 1990’s, auditions became entirely a cappella.  Prior to that time, songs with 

written accompaniments could be accompanied on piano in the auditions, and a 

cappella songs were sung without accompaniment.  In the 2000’s, schools were allowed 

to enter trios or duets as well as quartets.  In 2013, the possibility of a solo audition was 

added (IHSMA, 2014).  All of these changes were intended to level the playing field and 

make the audition process more accessible to students from smaller school districts. 

An Overview of Audition Procedures 

 A 1996 survey of MENC and ACDA state presidents questioned All-State 

selection and audition processes, scheduling of auditions and festivals, adjudication 

qualifications, and overall impressions.  The survey found great diversity in audition 

procedures, with the number of requirements ranging from one to seven categories, 

including performed solo, tonal memory, sight-reading, ranking by director, theory 

(written or aural), and quartet performance.  The audition requirements were found to 
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have a direct effect on choral music curriculum, as choral directors trained their students 

to be successful in auditions (Wine, 1996). 

More than twenty different types of All-State ensembles exist, according to a 

2003 study by McCord.  At the high school level, mixed choruses in various grade 

combinations and women’s choruses were the most popular; men’s choruses were 

much less prevalent.  All-State jazz choirs and show choirs are increasingly common. 

Audition formats also vary widely.  In McCord’s study, twenty-nine states reported 

holding a live regional audition.  Four states audition at both the district and regional 

level, and nine states audition at one central site.  Eight states use taped 

auditions.  Three states allow membership in the All-State Chorus by director 

recommendation (McCord, 2003). 

 The composition of the adjudication panel was diverse.  One state utilized a 

panel of five judges in a central location for all auditionees.  Fifteen other states employ 

three or more judges per audition center, and twelve states use two judges.  This 

contrasts with the nineteen states that employ one judge per audition center.  Judges 

are culled from the ranks of in-state directors, retired teachers, university/college 

professors, voice teachers, church musicians and out-of-state teachers (McCord, 2003). 

Other procedures vary as well.  Students may audition facing the judge, behind a 

screen, or to the back of the judge.  Auditions may be a cappella, accompanied live, or 

accompanied with a Music Minus One track.  Judges may make the selections 

independently or send recommendations to a committee.  Scores from the audition may 

be made available to the student or not.  Results may be available at the end of audition 

day or may be relayed to the director at a later date (McCord, 2003). 
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 As part of this study, this researcher updated the all-state audition information 

provided by the previous studies.  The audition criteria and process varies greatly from 

state to state, with no two following the same procedure.  Following is a brief description 

of each state’s audition system.  

Alabama offers three choruses:  a 314-voice SATB choir open to grades 10-12; a 

224-voice SSA choir, and a 169-voice TTBB choir.  Live auditions are held at six sites, 

using excerpts from the concert music which can be accompanied or a cappella at the 

discretion of the adjudicator.  Memorization is not required, and practice compact discs 

are available.  The adjudication form rates student knowledge of each of the seven all-

state pieces, with a maximum of ten points given for each selection.  Singers are also 

rated overall on tone quality (5 points), diction (5 points) and intonation (5 points).  A 

total of 85 points are possible.  No descriptors are given.  Judges give an “overall 

impression” of strongly recommend, recommend, use if needed or not recommended, 

and can also write comments.   Selection results are mailed to the choral directors two 

weeks after auditions are held.  Comments and scores are not shared with the students 

or directors.  Alabama All-State Chorus is governed by the Alabama Vocal Association 

(Alavocal, n.d.).   

Alaska selects an 88-voice SATB choir and an 86-voice treble choir.   Auditions 

are recorded and submitted with a student-signed oath stating that the recording was 

“made without using any electronic keyboard, electronic enhancement, headphones 

with pitches being played, etc.”  The audition is sung a cappella, with pitch given once 

before each exercise.  Students sing two single-octave scales using solfege syllables, 

an arpeggiated vocalise on the words “I love to sing,” in seven ascending half steps 
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(only initial pitch given), and the first verse and chorus of America, the 

Beautiful.  Female auditionees go through two rounds of auditions before two judges, 

and males go through one.  Students may audition for more than one voice part and are 

first considered for the part on which they score the highest.  The process required 

twelve round one adjudicators and four round two adjudicators, for a total of sixteen.  In 

some years, two judges listen to all of the entrants of one voice part.  If there are too 

many entries, only one judge hears each voice part.  In 2014, due to extremely large 

numbers in the alto I and soprano I categories, these parts were heard by three judges.   

The first two judges each listened to half of the entries in a voice category.  They chose 

a “top twenty” who were sent on to a third judge who listened to the “top forty” and made 

the final selections for the chorus.  Students prepare the festival music after being 

selected for the chorus.  The Alaska School Activities Association sponsors the Alaska 

All-State Festival (ASAA, n.d.; L. Davenport, personal communication, January 7, 

2015). 

Arizona chooses one 200-voice SATB chorus.  The audition is live and must be 

accompanied by either live or recorded piano.  There is one judge for each solo voice 

part and twelve sight-reading judges.  Scoring is based on a six-dimension rubric, 

measuring pitch, rhythm/meter and vocal technique, musical detail, vocal tone and color 

and diction, with each dimension linked to one of the Arizona State Music 

Standards.  Each dimension has five generally described levels, with a two-point 

variation possible within each level for a total of ten points per dimension (60 points 

total).  For the sight-reading portion, singers read three single lines of eight measures 

each and a contrapuntal exercise.  They are rated on correctness of starting pitch, 
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intervals, rhythm and metrical flow.  The sight-reading portion is worth 40 total 

points.  Results are sent via email and postal mail to each choral director; no results 

may be posted by the Arizona Choral Educators online or through any social media. (AZ 

Choral Educators, n.d.; A. Van Winkle, personal communication, November 25, 2014).   

Arkansas divides all-state singers into three choruses: an 80-member SATB 

chorus, a 50-member SSAA chorus and a 50-member TTBB chorus.  The auditions are 

live, and audition material includes two concert selections from the SATB chorus folder 

plus one selection from either the SSAA or TTBB folder, depending on the gender of the 

auditionee, plus sight-reading.  Auditions are sung to a recorded accompaniment.  A 5-

judge panel hears the concert selection auditions, while 2 judges hear the sight-reading 

component.  The concert selection scoring rubric measures proficiency in four 

dimensions:  knowledge of music, musicianship, tone quality and diction.  There are five 

levels, from “poor” to “superior” within each dimension, complete with 

descriptors.  Three cuts are heard, and points within each dimension are assigned for 

each cut.  The dimension of knowledge of music can receive up to 40 points per cut, 

musicianship and tone quality can receive up to 25 points per cut, and diction can 

receive up to 10 points per cut, for a total possible score of 300 points.  A four-measure 

sight-reading exercise is performed to a click track.  Singers are awarded “bonus” points 

if they begin and end in the correct tonality and maintain a steady tempo in sync with 

the click track.  They also receive one point for each half-measure of correct pitch and 

one point for each half-measure of correct rhythm, for a total of 18 possible points.  The 

audition results, including the judge’s scores, are made available to the directors.  The 
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festival is governed by the Arkansas Choral Directors Association (ARKCDA, n.d.; T. 

Street, personal communication).   

California selects three all-state choruses: a 135-140-voice SATB choir, a 

women’s chorus of 110-115 voices and a men’s chorus of 85-90 voices.  The live 

auditions include a solo, tonal memory, sight reading, scales and triads.  Two judges 

hear each audition, which can be live or recorded.  Students must successfully audition 

at the regional level before being allowed to audition for all-state.  The California Choral 

Directors Association sponsors the event (ACDA Cal, n.d.; J. Lanterman, personal 

communication, December 2, 2014). 

 Colorado allows only grades 11 and 12 to audition for a 184-voice SATB chorus, 

a 129-voice men’s chorus and a 184-voice women’s chorus.  The live audition, taking 

place at one of four regional sites, includes a solo which may be accompanied by 

piano.  Audition material includes a solo, sight-reading (melodic and rhythmic), intervals 

(sung and identified), triads (major, minor, diminished augmented) and scales (major, 

harmonic minor, melodic minor).  No Broadway, jazz or pop literature may be used for 

the solo portion.  The solo is evaluated in five briefly defined areas (tone 

quality/technique, intonation, accuracy, diction, musicality), each of which receives up to 

ten points for a total of 50 points.  Ten points each are allotted to scales/triads and 

intervals, and the sight-reading portion is worth 30 points.  There are 100 possible 

points.  Results are determined by a Z-score formula and are mailed to the directors 

within four weeks after auditions.  The Colorado All-State Choir Board oversees the 

event (ASCHOIR, n.d.; P. Gilbert, personal communication, November 25, 2014).   
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Connecticut selects voices for one 200-voice SATB chorus.  The live auditions 

include a prepared solo, sight-reading of single-line melodies, scales and 

triads.  Students are given 60 seconds to practice and may sing solfege, numbers or 

neutral syllables.  The solo portion of the auditions are accompanied by Music Minus 

One tracks.  The Connecticut Music Educators Association sponsors the Connecticut 

All-State Chorus (CMEA, n.d.). 

 Delaware selects a 139-voice SATB chorus and a 75-voice women’s 

chorus.  Students sing “Gloria” in quartets for a live audition before a blind panel of 

judges.  Directors are notified of the results after all auditions are held.  The festival is 

sponsored by the Delaware Music Educators Association (Delaware MEA, n.d.). 

Florida selects four choruses:  a 108-member reading chorus, a concert choir, a 

women’s chorus and a men’s chorus.  Students must pass a musicianship test and 

sight-reading test to advance to the next level of auditions, which includes vocalise, a 

solo and concert music excerpts.  The auditions are recorded at the district level and 

accompanied by choral tracks.  Adjudicators use a rubric to determine results, which are 

announced on the Florida Vocal Association website and include scores (FVA, n.d.; R. 

Todd, personal communication, December 3, 2014).   

Georgia holds live auditions in five regions for three all-state choirs: a women’s 

chorus of 280 voices, a men’s chorus with 200 members and a mixed chorus, open only 

to 11th and 12th grade students, of 240 voices.  The first audition has three components:  

solo/scales, before two judges, sight-singing, before two judges, and theory, with two 

monitors.  The second audition, also performed for two judges, examines music 

readiness.   Audition material includes major, minor and chromatic scales (9 points) ; 
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accompanied solo (33 points); sight-reading (16 points for each of three examples); 

error detection; audiation and theory.  The solo is sung to a recorded track and is 

judged according to the seven dimensions of intonation/pitch accuracy (5 points), 

rhythmic accuracy (5 points), tone quality (5 points), diction (5 points), breath 

control/phrasing (5 points), dynamics/appropriate style (5 points) and overall 

performance (3 points).  Comprehensive descriptors are provided for levels 0-5.  There 

are three sight-reading examples of four measures each.  One point is given for each 

correct half-measure, and one point each is given for correct intonation and correct 

tempo for each of the three examples.  Each of the three scales are given one point for 

ascending, one point for descending and one point for intonation.  Results are 

communicated through email notification and the GMEA Opus web program.  The 

Georgia Music Educators Association sponsors the event (GMEA, n.d.J. Funderburk, 

personal communication, December 2, 2014); J. Odom, personal communication, 

December 2, 2014).   

Hawaii no longer has an all-state chorus; however, the state does sponsor 

several non-competitive festival choirs. (Hawaii ACDA, n.d.; M. Felipe, personal 

communication, December 2, 2014). 

 Idaho sponsors a 250-voice mixed chorus and a 125-member treble 

chorus.  The recorded auditions are unaccompanied; material includes two scales the 

arpeggiated vocalise “I love to sing,” and “America the Beautiful.”  Two adjudicators 

score singers in the areas of range, tone and intonation, with each area receiving ten 

points. No rubric is used.  Results are posted on the Idaho Music Educators Association 

website.  (IMEA, n.d.; W. Millett, personal communication, December 6, 2014). 
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 Illinois sponsors an SATB choir of 300 and an honor choir of 300.  The state 

holds a live a cappella audition which includes required selections, scales, sight-

reading, and tonal skills, and is adjudicated by one person.  There is a total of 100 

points possible.  Forty possible points are allocated for the two passages taken from the 

required selections, based on 8 points each for note accuracy, rhythmic accuracy, 

intonation, diction, and musicianship.  Performance descriptors for superior, good, fair 

and poor levels are included.  Two sight-reading exercises of 4 measures each yield a 

maximum of 16 points.  Students may use a neutral syllable, solfeggio, numbers or 

letter names, but may not hum.  Two points each are given for singing a major triad and 

two of the other three root position triads (minor, diminished, augmented).  Up to eight 

points are given for singing a major scale and one of the three forms (chosen by the 

adjudicator) of the relative minor scale.  Tone quality, which is also described in five 

levels of superior, excellent, good, fair and poor, is awarded a maximum of 28 

points.   Results are transmitted digitally via the ILMEA Registration Nomination 

System.  This event is sponsored by the Illinois Music Educators Association (ILMEA, 

n.d.; D. A. Nendza, personal communication, December 2, 2014). 

Indiana chooses one chorus of 250 singers.  The live auditions include a required 

selection plus rhythmic and major/minor melodic sight-reading.  Auditions are 

accompanied by Music Minus One and adjudicated by one judge.  It is sponsored by the 

Indiana Choral Directors Association (IN-ACDA, n.d.). 

Kansas chooses an SATB chorus of 256 voices. Auditions are in two levels; a 

district festival is held in the fall, and then a more select state concert is held in the 

spring.  A standard adjudication form is used for audition, and singers are rated on a 
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scale of 1-9 in eight categories:  tone, range, breath control, intonation, diction, pitch 

accuracy, rhythmic accuracy and expressivity.  Basic descriptors are given for each 

category.  All auditionees sing the same cuts from three of the festival selections to a 

recorded accompaniment.  Kansas is divided into six districts, and audition procedures 

vary greatly from district to district, from the number of judges hearing the auditions to 

when the cuts are released to the students.  Some districts have blind auditions, with 

the choral directors adjudicating their own students, and some include sight-reading in 

the audition. Scores or comments are not released to the students or their directors. 

The Kansas all-state festival is hosted by the Kansas Music Educators Association 

(KSMEA, n.d.; J. Vanderhoff, personal communication, December 8, 2014). 

Kentucky limits All-State membership to students in grades 10-12 and chooses 

three choruses: SATB, men’s and women’s choruses, each with 190 members.  Fifteen 

percent of a school’s total choral enrollment are allowed to audition.  According to state 

choral chair Owens, this rule was enacted in order to give smaller schools a better 

chance to get students admitted to the all-state chorus and reflects the state vision of 

inclusivity, not competition above all things.  Students audition live, a cappella, in 

quartets before four judges, one for each voice part.  Students must audition in quartets, 

but schools with small choral programs may “borrow” students from another school to fill 

out their quartets.  Material for this part of the audition comes from the all-state concert 

selections.  Singers are judged in five areas with brief general descriptions of each 

area:  voice quality, pitch accuracy, rhythm, ability to stay on part in quartet, and ability 

to stay on part alone/solo.  Eighteen points are possible in each area, and judge’s 

comments can be added.  Students then go individually before a fifth judge to sight-
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read, with that score added to the total.   Results are emailed to directors from the state 

choral chair.  The festival is hosted by the Kentucky Music Educators Association 

(KMEA, n.d.; M.B. Owens, personal communication, December 19, 2014).   

Louisiana selects a 131-voice women’s chorus and an 83-voice men’s 

chorus.  Membership is limited to students in grades 10-12. Each LMEA district holds a 

first-round audition to determine which students qualify for the state level auditions.  The 

audition, consisting of two of five required selections and two scales, is recorded and 

uploaded to a website. The audition is evaluated in seven areas:  intonation (20 points), 

tone quality (20), part accuracy (20 points), diction (10 points), technique (10 points), 

interpretation (10 points), and sight-reading (10 points).  The second level is a live blind 

audition with a required selection sung to a Music Minus One track and a sight-reading 

exercise.  The same judging criteria and point system is used in both rounds.  No 

descriptors are given for any of the categories or levels.  Results are posted on the 

Louisiana Choral Directors Association website (LAACDA, n.d.; F. Hebert, personal 

communication, November 25, 2014). 

 Maine chooses one SATB chorus of 244 voices.  The live audition consists of a 

required solo selected from Twenty-four Italian Songs and Arias, a choral selection sung 

to a Music Minus One track, unaccompanied scales and sight-reading.  There are 120 

possible points.  The solo art song performance receives 60 possible points, with 10 

each given in the areas of posture/support, intonation, tone/placement, diction, 

dynamics/phrasing and notes/rhythm.  In the choral assessment, 35 points are possible, 

with 5 points each awarded in the areas of posture/support, intonation, tone/placement, 

diction, dynamics/phrasing and part independence.  Five points are possible for the 
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scale.  In the sight-singing category, 5 points are given for rhythm and 5 points for 

correct pitches/intervals.  Overall presentation can be awarded up to 10 points.  There 

are no descriptors given in any of the categories.  Two adjudicators hear each audition, 

and directors are notified of the results soon after audition day.  The Maine Music 

Educators Association sponsors the event (Maine All State Chorus Auditions, n.d.).   

Maryland sponsors high school SATB and women’s choruses which are open to 

students in grades 10-12.  There are three audition sites for the live audition,  which  

includes a required a cappella solo, a required accompanied solo, sight-reading and 

scales; it is heard by one judge.  Evaluations are based on vocal quality, blendability, 

performance accuracy of sung selections, and the ability to read and sing accurately on 

pitch.  Sight-reading is divided into two four-measure rhythmic exercises, for which the 

student may clap, tap or say syllables and two four-measure melodic exercises, which 

the student can sing on numbers, syllables or a neutral vowel.  The event is sponsored 

by the Maryland Music Educators Association (MMEA, n.d.). 

 Massachusetts selects a 250-voice SATB chorus and a 200-member women’s 

chorus.  The live audition consists of a required piece sung to a Music Minus One track, 

sight-reading and a major scales.  One adjudicator hears the audition.  Rubrics are used 

for the solo and sight-reading portions.  The solo evaluation rubric consists of six 

dimensions (melodic accuracy, rhythmic accuracy, intonation, tone production, 

technique, interpretation), each of which receives up to ten points for a total possible 

score of 60.  Sight-reading is judged in two dimensions (melodic accuracy, rhythmic 

accuracy) which each receive five points.  The major scale can receive up to five points 

and is judged on intonation.  There are 75 total points possible on the ballot.   The 
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festival is sponsored by the Massachusetts Music Educators Association (MassMEA, 

n.d.; M. Lapomardo, personal communication, November 24, 2014). 

Michigan employs a three-tiered process for selecting all-state singers, selecting 

a 120-member SATB chorus (which performs at the Michigan Arts Festival), plus three 

honor choirs including an SSAA chorus of 96, a TTBB chorus of 88 singers and an 

SATB chorus of 96.   In the first tier, regional honor choir members (four regions) are 

selected from a video-recorded audition that includes a required selection and sight-

singing.  Those chosen for the regional honor choir can then perform a live a cappella 

sight-reading audition for the all-state chorus while attending the regional event.  There 

are 12-13 judges to cover the four sites.  Points are given in the areas of tone quality 

(30 points), memorization (20 points), pitch accuracy (15 points), rhythmic accuracy (15 

points), intonation (10 points), interpretation (10 points) and sight-reading (10 

points).  No descriptors are included on the ballot, but there is a small comment 

section.  Directors are notified by mail of the results.  Regional honor choir members 

can also choose to be considered for the chorus portion of the Michigan Youth Arts 

festival, a celebration of the finest students in various arts disciplines, which takes place 

in May. The Youth Arts chorus is considered the most select of the three. Singers must 

memorize the all-state music, and are tested individually during the first all-state 

rehearsal to ensure compliance. The only feedback that students receive is whether 

they are selected or not selected.  The Michigan School Vocal Music Association 

sponsors all three events (MSVMA, n.d.; V. Kerwin, personal communication, 

December 2, 2014; A. Gippert, personal communication, December 3, 2014).   
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Minnesota selects an SATB chorus of 96 voices, an 80-voice women’s chorus 

and a 72-member men’s chorus.  The recorded audition consists of a required a 

cappella solo (Alma del Core), an accompanied solo of the student’s choice and a one-

octave scale.  Each audition is heard by two judges, and there are separate judges for 

each voice part (S1, S2, A1, A2, T1, T2, B1, B2).  The ballot is divided into three parts:  

solo, scales and concert excerpt.  Under the solo category, singers are judged on tone 

quality (15 points), vocal technique (10 points), rhythmic technique (10 points), diction 

(10 points), intonation (10 points), musicianship (10 points), and appropriate literature (5 

points) for a total possible score of 70.  Five points each are given for the ascending 

and descending portions of the scale, for a total of ten.  He concert excerpt is judged on 

rhythmic accuracy (10 points), note accuracy and intonation (10 points) and diction (5 

points). The total possible score is 105 points. No descriptors are given for the judging 

categories.  The judge can then check one of four categories:  highly recommended for 

all-state, makes standard for participation in all-state, alternate—possibly ready for all-

state, or not ready.  Minnesota Music Educators Association (MMEA, n.d.; M. Schaefle, 

personal communication, December 4, 2014; A. Roisum-Foley, personal 

communication, December 4, 2014).   

Mississippi has an all-state SATB chorus of 130-150 and a women’s chorus of 

60-80 singers.  The live audition is comprised of required selections that can be 

accompanied or a cappella as the music requires.  Two adjudicators travel to three 

audition sites.  Singers are scored in the areas of tone, musicality, diction, technical 

accuracy, pitch and rhythm on a sliding scale of poor to excellent.  General descriptors 

are given in the areas of tone, technical accuracy, pitch and rhythm.  A transparency is 
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placed on top of each scoring sheet so that the scale results can be calculated into 

scores.  Results are emailed to the students.  The Mississippi Choral Directors 

Association sponsors the event (MSACDA, n.d.; D. McCommon, personal 

communication, December 11, 2014).  

Missouri selects one SATB 192-member chorus which is limited to students in 

grades 11 and 12.  To audition, students must be a member of an all-district choir.  The 

auditions are live and adjudication is blind.  Students audition in quartets accompanied 

by an audio file track to test part-singing ability; additional audition material includes a 

solo, key identification and sight-reading.  Three adjudicators judge the solo and quartet 

components.  One adjudicator hears the sight-reading auditions.  Each of the eleven 

districts selects 16 members, with the exception of Kansas City Metro and South 

Central districts, which each select 24. The festival is sponsored by the Missouri Choral 

Directors Association (MOACDA, n.d.) 

 Montana selects one chorus of up to 160 singers; auditions are open to students 

in grades 9-12. The audition is recorded and submitted online using opusevent.com and 

is comprised of required materials that change yearly.  The audition may be a cappella 

or accompanied as the music requires, and must be unedited.  There is one adjudicator 

per voice part.  Montana uses the rubric provided by Opus Events; each category can 

be given a point total between 10 and 100.  Recordings must be submitted by June 

12th, and results are communicated to the students by August 20th.  The event is 

governed by the Montana High School Association (MHSA, n.d.; J. Austin, personal 

communication, December 3, 2014).   
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Nebraska selects one 440-voice chorus from students in grade 10-12.   The state 

is divided into eleven regions, representing the geographic areas of previous live 

audition sites.  The online process “Acceptd” is now being used.  This format requires 

students to make an individual profile and upload a video recording of their audition in a 

single take with no cuts in the recording.  From that point judges access the recordings 

and adjudicate online.  After the judges are finished the choral chair combines their 

accepted lists, sorts by score and region and selects the choir based on percentages by 

site.  Audition material includes two scales (one accompanied, one a cappella), two 

arpeggios, etudes and selected cuts, which are announced the day before the 

auditions.  The judging form evaluates singers in the areas of scales (rhythmic 

accuracy, intonation), arpeggios (rhythmic accuracy, intonation), and three selections 

(rhythmic accuracy, intonation, score accuracy, vocal quality), on a scale of 1 - 5 in each 

subcategory within an area.  A rating of “1” is superior, while a rating of “5” is poor, so a 

low score is best.  No descriptors are given for the areas or subcategories. There is one 

adjudicator per region, and results are given to the choral director two days before 

public release.   The event is sponsored by the Nebraska Music Educators Association 

(MEANEBRASKA, n.d.; E. Lee, personal communication, November 25, 2014).  

Nevada holds a live audition with students organized into octets, and selects a 

240-voice mixed chorus.  The students sing a solo, rhythmic and melodic sight-singing, 

intervals, a chromatic scale and tonal memory.  The solo and overall performance is 

evaluated using a four-dimension rubric.  Comprehensive descriptors are included for 

each of the five levels, with each dimension being awarded a maximum of 15 

points.  Rhythmic and melodic sight-reading are each judged on a ten-point scale with 6 
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levels of descriptors.  For the aural memory portion, each auditionee sings major and 

minor triads, intervals of a perfect 4th, minor 7th and tri-tone, and a chromatic 

scale.  One point is given for each correct interval and triad, for a total of 5 points, and a 

maximum of 5 points is given for the scale.  There is a grand total of 100 points.  An 

accompanist is provided, and there are six judges for the event.  Results are posted on 

the NMEA website (NMEA, n.d.; K.B. Ritzer, personal communication, December 2, 

2014).   

New Hampshire sponsors two chorus: a 140-voice SATB chorus and a 60 voice 

women’s chorus.  The live, single site audition is in two parts.  In one center, students 

perform a required piece and a Bach chorale.  Singers then move to a second center for 

rhythmic and melodic sight-singing.  There are three judges for sopranos, three for altos 

and three for tenors/basses in both the performance and sight-reading centers. A 

standard adjudication form is used, with the vocal solo comprising 60% of the total 

score, the harmonic exercise (chorale) receiving 20% and the sight-reading exercise 

receiving the remaining 20%.  The vocal solo portion is divided into six categories 

(diction, interpretation, intonation, rhythm, technique and tone), each receiving ten 

points. Basic descriptors are given for each category.  The harmonic area is divided into 

intonation and technique (10 points each) and the sight-reading area is divided into 

rhythmic and tonal (10 points each).  The highest possible total score is 100.  A scoring 

guideline is included for the adjudicators: Outstanding by any standard: 10; outstanding 

section leader: 9; well qualified: 6-8; marginally qualified: 3-5; not qualified: 1-

2.   Results are communicated via email.  New Hampshire Music Educators Association 
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sponsors the festival (NHMEA, n.d.; S. Lounsbury, personal communication, December 

1, 2014).   

New Jersey fields a 360-voice SATB chorus and a 160-voice women’s chorus, 

open to students in grades 9-11 only.  Singers audition in February and rehearse and 

perform the following fall. The live audition features low, high and chromatic scales, a 

solo, quintet singing using Music Minus One and tonal memory/sight-singing.  Each 

scale is evaluated in terms of quality and intonation on a scale of 1 - 9, with 1 being 

“highly superior” and 9 being “poor.” No descriptors are given for the categories.  The 

solo is evaluated in the areas of quality, intonation and musicianship, also using a scale 

of 1 - 9.  No descriptors are given for the levels or the areas. There are three 

adjudicators per room, and the results are communicated online by audition number.  

The New Jersey Music Educators Association governs the event (NJMEA, n.d.; K. 

Spadafino, personal communication, December 1, 2014).   

New Mexico selects an SATB chorus of 244 voices and a women’s chorus of 154 

voices.  Audition materials include a music selection accompanied by Music Minus One 

and a prepared solo.  There are six adjudicators, one for each part, who travel to each 

of three sites.  The judging sheet is divided into solo performance, ensemble 

performance and sight-reading categories, with a total possible score of 100.  Solo 

performance is divided into the categories of tone quality, breath support, pitch 

accuracy, rhythmic accuracy, phrasing accuracy, interpretation, attention to score 

markings and diction, with each category receiving up to five points.  Ensemble 

performance is divided into the same eight categories.  Sight reading is divided into the 

categories of pitch accuracy and rhythmic accuracy with a total of 10 points possible for 
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each.  There are no descriptors given for any of the areas or categories.  Results of the 

auditions are posted on the New Mexico Music Educators Association website 

(NMMEA, n.d.; D.L. Amend, personal communication, December 2, 2014).   

New York chooses two choruses: a 280-voice mixed chorus and a 128-voice 

women’s chorus.  Students who sing a NYSSMA Level 6 solo at the spring state solo 

contest are considered for membership by a committee who meets in early summer to 

make the selections.  Selections are made by reviewing the adjudication forms from the 

state contest.  All singers of the same voice part (all S1, all S2, etc) are heard by the 

same adjudicator; scoring is accomplished using the standard NYSSMA adjudication 

form.  The form rates singers in seven categories (tone--20 points, intonation--10 points, 

technique--15 points, diction--10 points, accuracy--15 points, interpretation--20 points, 

sight-reading--10 points), each of which has several subcategories. The categories and 

subcategories are briefly defined. These definitions are made available to students to 

help them understand the basis for their evaluation.  The subcategories receive plusses 

or minuses which inform the point total for each category, which add up to 100 points 

possible.  Comments can be added.   Students and their directors receive the point and 

comment portion of the ballot, and a confidential recommendation section is detached 

and sent on the committee. Students are notified of the results by mail in August.  This 

festival is administered by the New York State School Music Association (NYSSMA, 

n.d.; S.E. Schopp, personal communication, November 25, 2014).   

North Carolina sponsors four all-state choruses:  SATB (grades 11-12), SATB 

(grades 9-10), women and men.  Singers are nominated by their choral directors; each 

school’s allotment is determined by the size of the choral music program.  The select 
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choir is the North Carolina Honors Chorus, which performs at the state NCMEA 

conference in November.  The North Carolina Music Educators Association sponsors 

these events(NCMEA, n.d.; B. Alt, personal communication, December 1, 2014). 

 North Dakota chooses an SATB chorus and a women’s chorus by live 

audition.  Students sing vocalises, a prepared solo and sight-reading 

exercises.  Accompanied portions are provided by CD, and one judge hears the 

auditions.  The judging sheet is divided into the areas of solo performance, all-state 

vocalise and sight-reading.  The solo performance area contains the categories of tone 

quality (5 points), breath support (5 points), pitch accuracy (5 points), rhythm accuracy 

(5 points), phrasing accuracy (5 points), interpretation (5 points), attention to score 

markings (5 points), diction (5 points), quality (4 points) and difficulty (4 points). The 

vocalise area evaluates the categories of tone quality (5 points), breath support (5 

points), pitch accuracy (5 points), rhythm accuracy (5 points), phrasing accuracy (5 

points) interpretation (5 points), attention to score markings (5 points) and diction (5 

points).  In the sight-reading area, singers receive .5 points for pitch and .5 points for 

rhythms for each measure of a sixteen-bar exercise.  A grand total of 104 points are 

possible.  There are no descriptors and no option for comments.  The North Dakota 

Music Educators Association oversees the event (ndall-state, 2010).   

Ohio selects an all-state chorus of, on average, 160 singers from a recorded 

audition of any vocalization and a solo from the OMEA Class A or B lists.  It may be 

accompanied or a cappella at the discretion of the student.  There are four to eight 

judges; the number varies year to year.  No rubric or scoring formula is used.  Directors 

are notified of the results within three months of the submission deadline.  This event is 
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sponsored by the Ohio Music Educators Association (OMEA, n.d.; M. Beavers, personal 

communication, December 3, 2014; R. Hall, personal communication, December 3, 

2014). 

 Oklahoma selects an SATB chorus of 100 and a 70-voice women’s chorus.  The 

live quartet audition includes 50 to 60 second cuts from three of the four required 

pieces.  The auditions are a cappella, and there are three adjudicators per center. There 

are judging guidelines for the areas of rhythmic accuracy (20 points), note accuracy (20 

points), voice quality (25 points), phrasing (5 points), dynamics (10 points), intonation 

(10 points) and diction (10 points).  Comprehensive descriptors are given for each level 

within the categories of voice quality, dynamics and diction, and general category 

descriptors are given for phrasing and intonation.  One hundred points are possible.  

Results are communicated both through written communication (regular mail) and 

email.  The regular mail has only the results for that school.  The email is sent to all 

directors who entered students and is a complete list of those selected. The festival is 

organized by the Oklahoma Music Educators Association (OKMEA, n.d.; A. Mash, 

December 8, 2014, personal communication, January 1, 2015).   

 Oregon alternates between a mixed chorus of approximately 150 one year and 

men’s and women’s choruses of 200 students each the next.  The a cappella auditions 

are recorded.  Students sing two scales, the arpeggiated vocalise “I Love to Sing,” and 

one verse of “America.”  The recordings are divided by voice part, and one or more 

judges listen to each voice part’s recordings to rank the students.  There is no formal 

rubric or scoring sheet.  Students are tested in quartets during rehearsals to ensure that 

music is well-prepared (K. Kroeger, personal communication, December 8, 2014).   
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 Pennsylvania chooses one SATB chorus of 240 voices, 30 in each of 8 voice 

parts.  Two student accompanists are selected to accompany the chorus.  Audition 

material for the live audition is chosen from the concert selections, and auditions are 

held the evening before the all-state festival begins.  Pennsylvania is considering going 

to the ACCEPTD online program (already used for all-state vocal jazz auditions) 

because of the difficulty in finding facilities to hold the auditions all on one night.  The 

blind auditions are a cappella before four judges, one for each voice part.  There are 

typically 2-3 auditions cuts, each 15-25 measures in length.  The judge’s sheet 

evaluates singers in the five areas of tone, intonation, accuracy, technique and 

interpretation, with a general description of the criteria for each area.  A total of fifteen 

points can be earned in each area, for a total of 75 points.  The point totals are links to 

ratings (I through V) and letter grades (U through A+).  Results are announced to the 

students just before the first rehearsal of the all-state festival.  The names for each 

section (1-30) are read in order.  This festival is governed by the Pennsylvania Music 

Educators Association (PMEA, n.d.; M.L. Peters, personal communication, December 3, 

2014).   

 Rhode Island selects two all-state choruses: an 83-voice SATB choir and a 67-

voice women’s chorus.  The live audition is comprised of four required selections, tonal 

memory and sight-reading.  The selections are accompanied by Music Minus One.  This 

chorus is open to students in grades 10-12; a junior chorus is open to students in 

grades 7-9.  A seven-dimension rubric (tone quality, rhythm accuracy, pitch accuracy, 

technique and intonation, interpretation, tonal memory and sight-singing) is utilized for 

scoring, with four-level descriptors included in each dimension.  Each dimension is 
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worth up to 10 points, for a total of 70 points possible.  The judge can check a box if the 

student should not be considered for all-state. Results are posted online; sponsoring 

teachers receive an email notifying them that the results are posted.  This event is 

sponsored by the Rhode Island Music Educators Association (RIMEA, n.d.; S. Toro, 

personal communication, December 19, 2014; T.J. Harper, personal communication, 

December 19, 2014).   

South Carolina chooses a 225-voice SATB choir, a 125-member women’s chorus 

and a men’s chorus of 100 voices from students in grades 10-12.  The live, a cappella 

auditions, all of which take place at a single site, include required selections and sight 

reading.  Students audition on the required selections in quintets; if a school cannot fill 

their quintets, they can borrow singers from another school.  There are six judges for 

the required selections portion and one judge for the sight-reading portion, which is 

done individually.  A five-dimension (pitch and rhythmic accuracy, intonation, diction, 

tone quality, musicality) judging rubric is utilized for the first portion, with three levels 

(poor, proficient, advanced) for each dimension. Each level contains a description; the 

“poor” level can be assigned 1 - 4 points, the “proficient” level can receive 5 - 7 points, 

and the “advanced” level can receive 8 - 10 points.  This festival is sponsored by the 

South Carolina Music Educators Association (SCMEA, n.d.; H. Hammond, personal 

communication, November 24, 2014).   

South Dakota choral directors nominate students for their all-state 

chorus.  Directors can nominate quartets of students, with an allotment based on the 

size of the school. This results is a nearly 1,000 member choir representing over 150 

schools.  There is no ballot that is used.  The South Dakota High School Activities 
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Association governs the event.(SDHSAA, nd.; J. Weaver, personal communication, 

December 9, 2014) 

 Tennessee’s all-state festival fields three choruses:  SATB (180 voices), 

women’s (120 voices) and men’s (96 voices).  Material for the live, a cappella audition is 

selected from the all-state festival music.  For the auditions, singers are divided into 

three choirs who rehearse the cuts once.  Those choirs are then divided into octets or 

quartets (site chair’s choice), with students who have already auditioned filling any holes 

in the later groups.  There is at least one adjudicator per two voice parts, and students 

are told immediately if they pass or fail.  A basic rubric of three dimensions (pitch, 

rhythm, entrances) and three levels (superior, excellent, failure) with descriptors is 

used.  Both superior and excellent levels are considered passing.  This event is 

sponsored by the Tennessee Music Educators Association (TNMEA, n.d.).  See Figure 

2-36. 

Texas has a luti-level audition process, first choosing district and regional honor 

choirs before students may audition for a 224-voice SATB chorus, a 168-member 

women’s chorus and a 112-voice men’s chorus.  Live auditions occur at seven sites 

(zones) across the state.  Audition material includes cuts from required selections and 

sight-reading.  Three hundred points are possible.  Music Minus One is utilized for the 

required selections.  Students are given an identification number and are heard 

anonymously by five judges, whose scores are averaged.  There is no rubric or 

descriptor given; judges give a numerical score with comments.  The top four singers in 

all sections advance to the all-state mixed chorus.  Singers 5-8 in the tenor and bass 

sections advance to the men’s chorus, and singers 5-10 in the soprano and alto 
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sections advance to the women’s chorus.  Two alternates are chosen for each 

section.  Directors receive a results form that shows the scoring and ranking from each 

of the five judges.  The posted results rank each singer; students are listed in rank 

order.  The festival is governed by the Texas Music Educators Association (TMEA, n.d.; 

R. Floyd, personal communication, December 5, 2014).   

Utah choral directors nominate quartets of singers for one SATB all-state 

chorus.  Allotments vary according to school size. The school choral director is charged 

with choosing suitable members and ensuring proper preparation.  A rubric is not 

used.   At the festival, students are tested on memorization of the music (called a pass-

off), and are given two chances to sing the music correctly before being dismissed.  The 

pass-off includes memorization, pitch and rhythmic accuracy.  The Utah Music 

Educators Association sponsors the festival (A. Tawa, personal communication, 

November 25, 2014). 

Vermont chooses a 96-voice SATB chorus, an 86-member women’s chorus and 

a 72-voice men’s chorus.  The live, a cappella audition features cuts from a required 

selection sung in quartets, followed by solo passages for each voice.  If a school has an 

incomplete quartet, there are several options:  the appropriate adjudicator(s) can sing 

the missing part(s), another student from that school can sing the part, or a student from 

another school can fill in. Individual sight-reading auditions follow.  There is one judge 

per voice part plus one sight-reading judge.  The Vermont vocal audition form contains 

a grand total of 115 points, with 75 points allocated for the quartet performance, 15 

points given to the solo performance and 25 points for sight-reading.  An eight-

dimension rubric (diction, tone, intonation, blend & balance, melodic accuracy, rhythmic 
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accuracy, phrasing & dynamics and presentation) is utilized for the quartet performance, 

with four levels described within each dimension.  Each dimension can receive between 

four and ten points.  Subcategories under each dimension can be given a + or a - to 

indicate an area of excellence or an area that needs improvement.  The solo 

performance rubric contains three dimensions (melodic accuracy, rhythmic accuracy, 

tone), described in four levels that can receive between two and five points.  The sight-

singing evaluation has three dimensions (scale and arpeggio, sight-reading--melodic 

accuracy, sight-reading--rhythmic accuracy) with four described levels that can receive 

between three and ten points.  Comments can be added at the bottom of the judging 

sheet.   Results, including the adjudication forms, are mailed to the students.  The 

festival is sponsored by the Vermont Music Educators Association (VMEA, n.d.; S. 

Parker, personal communication, December 1, 2014).   

Virginia’s SATB all-state chorus is comprised of 128 twelfth-graders.  The live 

audition includes “If Music Be Love’ by Henry Purcell and sight-reading.  This 

accompanied audition is heard by two adjudicators.  A scoring rubric with six 

dimensions (vocal quality, intonation, rhythmic accuracy, interpretation, diction, sight-

reading) is utilized, with descriptors for five levels of proficiency within each 

dimension.  Up to twenty points can be given in the areas of vocal quality, intonation, 

rhythmic accuracy and interpretation.  The areas of diction and sight-reading can 

receive a maximum score of ten, for a grand total of 100 points.  There is no “comment” 

section on the ballot.  Scores from the audition are posted on the VMEA website 

(VMEA, n.d.; M.T. Horanski, personal communication, November 25. 2014).   
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Washington selects two choruses: a 300-member mixed chorus and a 150-voice 

women’s chorus.  The audition is recorded under the supervision of the school music 

teacher and uploaded to an online audition/application system.  Material includes 

scales, the arpeggiated vocalise “I Love to Sing” and “America the Beautiful.”  One 

person screens and ranks all applicants in each voice category, and results are emailed 

to the choral directors. There is no judge’s form; singers are simply ranked from best to 

least best.  The festival is governed by the Washington Music Educators Association 

(WMEA, n.d.; B Gutgesell, personal communication, November 25, 2014). 

West Virginia selects one SATB chorus of 100 voices, open to students in grades 

10-12, which is chosen by an allotment system.  Members are nominated by their choral 

directors, and each participating school has the opportunity to request up to a maximum 

of 8 singers, one on a voice part, SSAATTBB.  Each director's request is usually 

granted.   While each school is allotted a minimum of one a mixed quartet, a complete 

SATB voicing is not required.  If a school cannot send an SATB quartet, they can 

choose to send 1, 2 or 3 voices.  A live seating audition, based on accuracy in pitch, 

rhythm, intonation and dynamics, takes place once students are at the festival.  Each 

school's singers audition as a group, with their own director conducting.  Individual 

singers may be asked to sing their part, as well.  The singers are responsible for 

learning all of the literature before the audition.  Immediately prior to the audition time, 

the singers and directors are informed of the cuts to be performed for the 

audition.  Though the singers perform as an ensemble, they pass or fail as 

individuals.  There is no rubric or scoring ballot.  Singers who know their music and hold 

their own part will pass the audition. There are three judges for each audition:  the all-
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state chorus chair, the regional chair, and one other qualified choral director (often a 

local college professor or retired public school director).  The all-state chorus chair 

travels from one region to another during the course of the week to be the unifying, 

consistent factor in the judging.  When a consensus cannot be reached by the three 

judges, the all-state chair has the final word.  West Virginia’s Vocal Music Association is 

in charge of this festival (WVACDA, n.d.; G. Mitch, personal communication, November 

25, 2014).  

Wisconsin chooses members for two choruses: a men’s chorus and a women’s 

chorus with 100 voices each.  Directors nominate students for selection, using a short 

rubric, and students are notified within two weeks if they are chosen.  The Wisconsin 

Choral Directors Association organizes the event.  Wisconsin also sponsors a State 

Honor Choir, which is run through the NAfME chapter with a formal live audition.  The 

entry form for the all-state choirs, designed through Drupal CMS, utilizes a formal rubric 

with the dimensions of tone, vocal technique, intonation, aural memory, interval 

awareness, musical independence,  sight-reading and rehearsal 

manner/cooperation.  The scale is 1-4, with 1 being the highest rating and 4 being the 

lowest.  Therefore, a low score is best.  No descriptors are given for each level of the 

dimensions.  Directors are also asked to rank their nominated students, 1 – 8 

(WISCHORAL, n.d.; M. Wanner, personal communication, December 3, 2014).  See 

Figure 2-42. 

Wyoming selects one chorus of 150-200 voices by recorded audition.  The         a 

cappella audition includes two scales, a vocalise, two excerpts and sight reading.  There 

is one judge for each set of recordings, which are divided by voice part (S1, S2, A1, A2, 
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T1, T2, B1, B2).  Each singer is evaluated in eight dimensions (scale 1, scale 2, 

vocalise, excerpt 1, excerpt 2, sight-reading, tone quality, intonation), with five points 

given for each area (40 points total possible).  A rubric is used with descriptors of each 

level within a dimension, 0-5.   Students are given the rubric when the all-state music is 

released, so that they know the method of evaluation.  Results are made available to 

the choral directors first and later published on the web.  The Wyoming High School 

Activities Association sponsors the festival (WHSAA, n.d.; B. Rose, personal 

communication, December 3, 2014).  See Figures 2-43 and 2-44. 

In summary, 49 of the 50 states sponsor an all-state chorus festival.  Of those, 44 

states hold some type of audition and 5 states select their choruses by choral director 

nomination.  Of the states that audition, 51% (23 states) include a sight-reading 

component.  Four states (10%) require a written theory test.  The size of all-state 

choruses ranges from the Arkansas chorus of 80 members to the South Dakota non-

auditioned chorus of nearly 1,000 members.  The next largest is Nebraska with 440 

members.  Forty-seven states sponsor an SATB chorus, 31 have a women’s chorus 

and 15 states offer a men’s chorus.  There are multiple choruses in 32 states.  Live 

auditions are held in 32 states while 12 states utilize recorded auditions.  Fourteen 

states use some form of recorded accompaniment with two additional states allowing 

either live or recorded accompaniment.  Twenty-three states use a rubric with defined 

levels of proficiency to inform the adjudication process.  Of those, nine states (Arizona, 

Arkansas, Massachusetts, Nevada, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, 

Wisconsin) use a rubric with comprehensive descriptors.  Four states (Colorado, 

Mississippi, New York, Vermont) use basic descriptive language to define each 
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dimension.  Twelve states (Alabama, Illinois, Louisiana, Maine, Michigan, Nebraska, 

New Hampshire, New Mexico, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas, Wyoming) have little or no 

descriptive language to define each dimension or adjudication category. 

 In whatever form it takes, auditioning for All-State is a popular activity.  The 

number of students auditioning for all-state choral events range from 300 to 14,000 per 

state.  The number of students selected per state ranges from 120 to 1,450 students 

(McCord, 2003).  The competitive all-state audition process impacts the musical 

education of a large number of students, and can influence these students’ future 

involvement, engagement, persistence, and achievement in music performance. 

Conclusions 

 Kimpton and Harnisch (2008), strong advocates of performance assessment 

reform, offer compelling reasons to bring music performance assessments such as all-

state auditions in line with assessment practices in other academic disciplines: 

 assessment in education is here to stay; 

 state and national standards for music exist; 

 the clock is ticking on the performing arts and its continued place in American 
education; 

 music educators are not advocating assessment for the arts but are instead 
ignoring it; and 

 assessments can and must be used to directly improve and inform instruction. 

As music educators advocate for the inclusion of music in core curriculum, 

methods of assessment  based on objective as well as subjective criteria must be 

developed.  Assessment tools, in the form of rubrics or multi-dimensional rating scales, 

when thoughtfully and intelligently developed, can provide a structure for the learning 
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experience as well as both formative and summative feedback to both the student and 

the choral director.   

The above review of audition practices in all fifty states indicates that a significant 

number of states have moved to a form of rubric-guided adjudication.  Several states 

provide additional feedback to students in the form of comments or scores.  Over half of 

the states now include a music literacy component to their all-state auditions in the form 

of sight-reading exercises or theory tests. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to examine and richly describe the effect of 

participation in competitive music events on individual student musicians through the 

lens of the all-state chorus audition process, and to evaluate the all-state chorus 

audition in its role as a performance assessment procedure.  The study focuses on the 

effect of this competitive event on the students’ musical and personal self-efficacy.  The 

effectiveness of the audition procedure is scrutinized through the eyes of current music 

students, past all-state audition participants, choral directors and all-state adjudicators. 

 This research analyzed multiple data sources, including surveys, practice 

journals, in-depth interviews, online discussion forums, and in-person focus group 

discussions to take a comprehensive look at the competitive audition process, evaluate 

its educational validity, and arrive at a consensus definition of an ideal all-state chorus 

audition procedure. This chapter outlines mixed method research design and how this 

format was utilized to investigate the many facets of the audition process.  The data 

analysis procedure, including examples of coding and measures taken to ensure 

credibility, are then described. Finally, this chapter outlines how data was specifically 

examined to determine the effectiveness of the audition procedure and how 

participation in the competitive all-state audition process impacts a student’s future 

involvement, engagement, persistence, and achievement in music performance.  This 

analysis will be further developed in Chapter 4.   
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Mixed Method Design 

Mixed method research design utilizes both quantitative and qualitative data to 

investigate a research problem, collect and analyze data, and answer research 

questions (Creswell, 2014), leading to a more complete understanding of both the 

problem and its solutions than either type of design by itself.  This integration can build 

on the strengths of each type of data, utilizing the statistical analysis of specific numbers 

to measure the frequency and magnitude of trends with quantitative data, while using 

the focused and in-depth interviews of qualitative analysis to provide a comprehensive 

and humanistic perspective on the topic.  Each type of data enhances and complements 

the other (Greene, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989).  

This study utilized the embedded form of mixed method research design.  Both 

qualitative and quantitative data were collected simultaneously, with the secondary 

quantitative data providing support and additional information for the themes developed 

from the primary qualitative data.  The quantitative data from the pre- and post-

experience surveys completed by a larger number of students provided generalizability 

while the qualitative interviews and focus group discussions provided in-depth insight 

from a small group of informants (Creswell, 2014).  The quantitative and qualitative 

datasets were collected simultaneously, analyzed independently and then used to 

address different components of the research questions.   Outcome analysis was used 

for the quantitative data and the qualitative data was analyzed for themes.  The results 

were compared to indicate support or contradiction between the two datasets.  Table 3-

1 lists the type of data collected and its function within the study:  
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Iowa All-State Chorus Audition Procedure 

 For this study, the audition process for the Iowa All-State Chorus was chosen. 

Iowa has 374 school districts divided into four size classifications for its high schools. 

Class 4A is comprised of 47 schools with an enrollment of 600+ students in grades 9-

11.  Class 3A, with 72 schools, enrolls between 275 and 599 students in grades 9-

11.  Class 2A (118 schools) has a grade 9-11 enrollment of between 150 and 274 

students.  The largest number of schools (148) fall into Class 1A, with an enrollment of 

149 students or less in grades 9-11.  Twelfth grade enrollment is not counted for 

classification purposes because so many seniors are dual-enrolled in college classes 

and therefore not considered full-time high school students (IHSMA, 2014).  

The Iowa All-State Festival features one mixed chorus consisting of 600 voices, 

150 per voice (SATB) part.  Auditions are held the third Saturday in October.  The music 

used for the auditions and ultimately the All-State concert is released each year on July 

25th. The maximum number of entries for any one school, regardless of size, is 28 

students—7 singers per voice part.  This size limit means that in the larger choral music 

programs, students must compete for an audition spot, causing another layer of 

competition. In 2014, registrations for Iowa all-state chorus auditions totaled 1080, an 

increase of 80 entries from the previous year.  The breakdown by voice part was 696 

sopranos, 664 altos, 452 tenors and 533 baritone/basses.  By percentage, 22% of the 

sopranos who auditioned were chosen, 23% of the altos who auditioned, 33% of the 

tenors were chosen, and 28% of the baritone/basses were chosen. 

Each all-state chorus audition entry consists of one, two, three or four singers 

auditioning on one of four voice parts:  soprano, alto, tenor or bass.  No duplication of 

voice part within an entry is allowed.  Most schools, if they have enough students 
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auditioning, opt for full quartet entries, since the music is written for 4-8 parts and is 

difficult to navigate with less than four singers. The state is divided into six audition 

districts, with a complex quota system based on the number of entries determining how 

many singers are chosen from each district.  Auditioning ensembles are identified only 

by a school numerical code, and auditioning singers may not wear or carry anything that 

can identify their school to the auditor. 

 For the first round, the seven-minute audition is presented live before one 

judge.  The audition material is made up of “cuts” from the All-State song set, and is 

posted online at 5:00 a.m. the morning of the auditions.  All auditions are a cappella, 

and only the judge, the auditioning quartet and a student to play beginning pitches are 

allowed into the audition room.  Students are not allowed to restart a cut once they have 

sung a significant portion of it.  They may stop, get pitches, and then continue if the 

performance breaks down to the point that this action is warranted.  Students are 

judged in the areas of tone quality, rhythm, intonation and musicianship.  The 

adjudicator may award up to ten points in each of the four categories, with the score 

total determining which students are recalled and accepted.  Scores are not published 

or made available to the students or choral directors.  Adjudicators may write comments 

on the audition form to help them better remember the audition, but these comments 

are not shared with the auditioning student or the choral director. 

At the end of the first round of auditions, two lists are posted: students who are 

accepted into the chorus and singers who are recalled for a second round of 

auditions.  Students who are not on either list are not accepted.  Recalled students must 

quickly prepare for the next three-minute audition, which will consist of a different set of 
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“cuts” from the first round and will be sung before two or three judges.  All of the recalls 

are solo auditions, which differs from the morning ensemble audition for most 

students.  At the end of the recall audition process, the adjudicators choose enough 

singers to fill the quota for each voice part in that district (IHSMA, p. 14).  The final list of 

accepted students are posted in a central area, and everyone returns home. 

Participants 

The researcher built a comprehensive picture of the effects of participation in the 

competitive process of the Iowa All-State auditions through surveys, individual 

interviews, focus group sessions and online forums, utilizing input from present audition 

participants, past audition participants, choral directors and adjudicators. 

Current Students 

Current high school students auditioning for the Iowa All-State Chorus (n=79) 

comprised the primary focus of the study.  These participants were invited into the study 

through purposeful sampling (Creswell, 1998) from six high schools of varying 

size.  Student population varied from 125 in the smallest high school to 1,050 in the 

largest.  Class rank ranged from freshman to senior, and previous All-State audition 

experience ranged from zero to three years.  The participants represented a diverse 

range of additional music training, from experience only in choir to extensive 

instrumental or piano backgrounds.   

To recruit the students, the researcher contacted choral directors from across the 

state of Iowa and gained permission to discuss the research project with their students 

and request their participation.  The researcher traveled to each school and spoke to 

the students in groups during one of their choir rehearsal periods.  Students could 

choose to not participate, to participate in pre- and post-experience surveys and focus 
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group sessions only (n=47), or they could choose to be interviewed in-depth (n=12) as 

well.  As students agreed to participate, they were given copies of the student assent 

form and parental consent form.  The students’ choral directors assisted in reminding 

students to ask their parents to complete the form and collecting the signed forms.   

Upon receipt of the signed consent forms, students were asked to complete the 

pre-experience written survey, which elicited both Likert-type rating scale responses 

and short-response qualitative answers.  Students were asked to keep a practice 

journal as they prepared for auditions, recording their thoughts as they navigated the 

process.  Following audition day, students completed a post-experience written survey 

and participated in a focus group session during which themes of the experience were 

identified.   Following is a brief description of the in-depth student participants: 

 “Colton” was a sophomore auditioning as a baritone.  This was his first year of 
auditioning, but he had a strong musical background with piano lessons and 
band, as well as multiple choir experiences.  Colton was not recalled or selected, 
but his director indicated that he was a strong candidate for the all-state chorus. 

 “Natalie” was a senior soprano who auditioned for the second year.  Natalie’s 
only music experience beyond choir was two years of piano lessons.  She was 
recalled but not selected.  Her director did not consider her to be a strong 
candidate. 

 “Georgia,” a junior soprano, auditioned for the first time this year and was 
selected.  Georgia had extensive choral experience as well as piano lessons, 
voice lessons and band.   

 “Kaley” is a senior alto who auditioned for the second year.  She had choir and 
band experience, but was not selected or recalled.  Her director considered her a 
strong candidate. 

 “Arthur,” a sophomore bass, auditioned for the first time and was selected after 
being recalled.  Arthur only had experience in choral music. 

 “Olivia,” a senior, auditioned as an alto for the third time and was selected.  Her 
prior musical training included band and piano lessons as well as musical 
theater. 
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 “Alexa,” a senior alto, auditioned for the third year and was again not 
selected.  She had a background in instrumental music and piano as well as 
choral music.  Her director felt that she had a strong audition (listening through 
the door). 

 “Noah” was a senior auditioning for the second time on tenor.  Noah had taken 
voice lessons and was in band through the eighth grade.  Noah was selected. 

 “Gabbie” was a senior soprano who was selected as a sophomore, was not 
selected her junior and was recalled but not selected her senior year.  Gabbie 
had a band background as well as extensive choral music experience. 

 “Juan” was a freshman baritone who auditioned for the first time and was not 
selected.  Juan’s only musical experiences had been choir and show choir. 

 “Jacob” was a freshman tenor, auditioning for the first time, who was 
selected.  Jacob had studied piano and played in band in addition to his choir 
experience.   

 “Riley” was a sophomore tenor, auditioning for the first time, who was recalled 
and selected.  Riley had piano and band experience in addition to choir. 

Graduates 

For the past audition participant (n=13) portion of the study, individuals were 

purposefully selected who had previously auditioned for All-State Chorus in the state of 

Iowa and had since graduated from high school.  A snowball sampling technique was 

employed, with present and past Iowa high school choral directors identifying former 

students who would be relevant to the topic and the initial participants themselves 

identifying additional contacts.  The interview process continued and data was collected 

until theoretical saturation was achieved.  The participants proved to be a rich data 

source which mirrored the general demographics of the Iowa All-State Chorus audition 

process in terms of gender, ethnicity, voice part, and success or failure in the 

auditions.  Graduation years of the participants ranged from 1994 to 2008.  Graduates 

from four high schools who worked with nine different choral directors were studied.   
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These participants were invited to participate by phone and were emailed a copy 

of the research consent form.  Those who chose to participate printed the form, signed 

it, scanned it so their signature was visible, and e-mailed the signed form back as an 

attachment. Following receipt of the signed consent form, each of the graduate 

participants were again contacted by phone for an in-depth interview, each of which 

lasted approximately thirty minutes.   

The graduates were also encouraged to participate in an online wiki discussion 

board so that they could connect with other former all-state audition participants to 

discuss the experience.   A "wiki" (www.wikispaces.com) is a private online, password-

protected website through which participants can discuss topics by typing messages, 

attaching files or providing links to other sites. Participants can initiate their own topics 

or respond to questions or comments from others.  Participants received an email 

invitation to join the wiki once their signed consent form was received by the 

researcher.  To join the wiki, they each created a user name and password which 

served to protect their anonymity on the site.  Upon accessing the site, the participants 

were asked to write a short autobiographical posting, greet the other members of their 

online “community,” and provide a description of their all-state experience.   Most 

autobiographical postings written by the participants included a description of their 

school and choir background, personal information, such as hobbies and interests, and 

what role music was currently playing in their lives.   Autobiographical postings and the 

responses to them were meant to serve as an introduction among the wiki members, 

and to help them develop a sense of camaraderie and common purpose (Mann & 

Steward, 2000; Preece, 2000).  

http://www.wikispaces.com/
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 Upon completion of these initial tasks, participants were encouraged to answer 

the initial questions posed by the researcher and initiate discussions of their own.  The 

discussion board tab, located on the right side of the homepage, was the primary 

means of direct communication and online dialogue among the graduate 

participants.  Use of the wiki was encouraged through its convenient and easy access; 

participants could access the wiki at any time from any computer or mobile device and 

could participate as much or as little as they chose.   

A brief description of the thirteen graduate informants follows: 

 “Gary” graduated in 1994 from a 4A public high school.  He sang tenor, 
auditioned for All-State all four years of high school, was recalled his sophomore 
year and was selected his junior and senior years.  Gary earned a bachelor’s 
degree in music performance from an Iowa college but now works in the financial 
sector.  Gary lives in South Dakota. 

 “Matt” graduated in 1995 from a 4A public high school.  He sang tenor, 
auditioned for All-State all four years of high school, was selected all four years 
and also was selected as an All-State soloist his senior year.  Although Matt 
performed extensively and competitively at a university in Colorado, his degree is 
in marketing and he now works as a college recruitment coordinator.  Matt lives 
in Iowa. 

 “Elsa” graduated in 2000 from a 3A public high school.  She sang soprano, was 
selected for the All-State Chorus her freshman, sophomore, and junior years and 
was an All-State soloist her sophomore year.  She auditioned and was recalled 
but not selected her senior year.  Elsa began her college career as a jazz 
performance major but switched to elementary education after her freshman 
year.  She attributes the change to depression which was partially caused by her 
senior All-State experience.  Elsa lives in Michigan and is a stay-at-home mom 
who directs her church’s children’s choir and composes children’s musicals.  

 “John” graduated in 2001 from a 2A public high school.  John auditioned as a 
tenor for All-State three years and was selected his junior and senior years. He 
was a solo finalist his senior year but was not chosen.  John graduated from an 
Iowa university with a degree in finance.  He is an entrepreneur and lives in 
Minnesota. 

 “Chris” graduated from a 3A public high school in 2002.  Chris auditioned as a 
tenor for All-State three years, was recalled his sophomore and junior years and 
was selected his senior year.  Chris attended a community college and then went 
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on to earn a four-year degree in music education from an Iowa university.  He is 
now a middle/high school choral director in Iowa. 

 “Kathy” graduated from a 1A public high school in 2004.  She auditioned as an 
alto for All-State Chorus her sophomore and junior years and then auditioned for 
the All-State band her senior year, attributing the change from choir to band to a 
negative choral audition experience. She was selected for the Chorus her 
sophomore year, but was not selected or recalled her junior year.   She was 
selected for the all-state band her senior year.  Kathy attended several colleges 
in South Dakota and Iowa before earning a radio broadcasting degree.  She 
works at a public radio station in Iowa. 

 “Steve” graduated from a 4A public high school in 2005.  He only auditioned as a 
baritone his junior year and was not selected or recalled.  A family event 
prevented him from auditioning his senior year.  He did not continue any formal 
music training at his university in Colorado, but still likes to sing karaoke and play 
the guitar.  Steven is a petroleum engineer in California. 

 “Katie” graduated from a 2A public high school  in 2005.  She auditioned three 
years but was never selected or recalled, despite having an extensive musical 
background.  She did not participate in any musical activities at her university in 
Wyoming and has not performed in any capacity in the years since her college 
graduation.  Katie now works for a petroleum company in Oklahoma. 

 “Annie” attended a 1A public high school and graduated in 2006.  She auditioned 
three years as a soprano and was chosen her sophomore and senior years but 
not her junior year.  She began a music performance degree but switched after 
her sophomore year to art education.  She still performs when opportunities 
arise, and she teaches elementary art in Iowa. 

 “Nick” graduated in 2006 from a 3A private high school.  Nick auditioned as a 
bass during his junior and senior years but was never chosen or recalled.  He 
attended a private college in Iowa, majored in music education and is now an 
Iowa high school choral director. 

 “Danielle” attended a 4A high school, graduating in 2007.  She auditioned as an 
alto her last three years of high school.  She was never selected but was recalled 
her senior year.  She majored in business at an Iowa university and continued to 
perform actively in collegiate choirs.  She recently moved to Germany and is 
pursuing a work visa. 

 “Callie,” a 2007 graduate of a 2A high school, auditioned as a soprano during her 
last three years of high school.  She was selected her sophomore and junior 
years but was not selected or recalled her senior year.  She attended a college in 
Nebraska and continued to sing while she earned an education degree.  She 
now teaches special education in Wisconsin. 
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 “Mike” graduated from a 4A public high school in 2008.  Mike was selected as an 
All-State baritone during his first three years of high school.  During his senior 
year, he auditioned and was recalled but not selected.  He attended a private 
college in Iowa and majored in mass communications while continuing to 
perform.  He has since returned to college and is in his final year of a music 
education degree. 

Choral Directors 

A random sample, culled from the Iowa Choral Directors Association directory, of 

past and present Iowa high school choral directors (n=8) were invited to participate in a 

telephone interview. The directors were emailed a copy of the consent form, which 

included a description of the study. Those who chose to participate printed the form, 

signed it, scanned it so their signature was visible, and e-mailed the signed form back 

as an attachment. Following receipt of the signed consent form, each of the choral 

director participants were contacted by phone for an in-depth interview which lasted 

approximately twenty minutes. The directors, six males and two females, represented a 

wide range of teaching experience, from seven years to twenty-five years, and varying 

degrees of success in helping their students gain admittance into the Iowa All-State 

Chorus. A brief description of each of their backgrounds follows: 

 Director A is a 12-year veteran teacher with a master’s degree who has taught in 
two schools in Iowa.  He teaches in a 3A school and has 230 students in his 
choral music program.  Five of his students were selected for the all-state chorus 
out of 19 who auditioned. 

 Director B has taught for 22 years, including 19 years in Nebraska and 3 years in 
Iowa.  Her choral music program involves 180 students in a 3A school.  Four of 
her students were selected out of 15 who auditioned. 

 Director C has taught for 7 years, including 5 years in South Dakota and 2 years 
in Iowa.  His choral program involves 70 students in a 1A school district.  Four 
students auditioned from this school, and none were chosen. 

 Director D has taught for 9 years, including 2 years in Illinois and 7 years in 
Iowa.  His choral program involves 120 students in a Class 3A school district with 
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a total student population of 525.  This director took 22 students to auditions, and 
8 students were selected. 

 Director E has taught for 25 years at the same 1A school in Iowa.  Out of 148 
students in the high school, 90 are in the choral music program.  Of the 17 
students who auditioned for all-state, 3 were selected. 

 Director F taught at the high school level in Iowa for 10 years in a 4A high school 
with a student population of 1,247, and has since retired. Her choral music 
program served 225 students.  This director often auditioned the maximum 
number of students allowed, with a high percentage of her students selected 
each year. 

 Director G is a 15-year veteran high school choral director who now heads a 
private college performing arts division.  He taught three years in South Dakota, 
one year in Minnesota and eleven years in Iowa.  There were 400 students in his 
high school program in a 4A high school of 1250 students.  This director routinely 
had 15+ students selected for the Iowa all-state chorus. 

 Director H has taught twenty-one years at four different high schools in Iowa.  He 
is currently at a 3A high school with a student population of 655 and directs 170 
students in his choral program.  Twenty-four of his students auditioned for all-
state this year and five were selected. 

Adjudicators 

Iowa All-State Chorus adjudicators (n=6) were invited to complete an email 

survey. The adjudicators were emailed a copy of the consent form, which included a 

description of the study. Those who chose to participate printed the form, signed it, 

scanned it so their signature was visible, and e-mailed the signed form back as an 

attachment. Following receipt of the signed consent form, each adjudicator participant 

received a written survey by email attachment.  The survey asked for qualitative 

responses to several questions meant to help discern their opinion of the current 

audition process and their ideas of ways to improve the experience.   The combined 

adjudication experience of the six adjudicator participants was 81 years.  Three were 

male and three were female.  Two were high school choral directors, one was a retired 

high school choral director, one was a middle school choral director, and two were 
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college music professors.  Following is a synopses of each adjudicator informant’s 

background: 

 Adjudicator A, female, had 39 years of experience as a  high school choral 
director in 1A, 3A and 4A schools.  She had served as an all-state adjudicator for 
10 years.   

 Adjudicator B, male, had 24 years as a middle school choral director in a 4A 
school district and had judged all-state auditions for 18 years. 

 Adjudicator C, male, served as a high school choral director in a 2A school for 33 
years and had served as an adjudicator for 31 years. 

 Adjudicator D, female, has been a university voice teacher for 35 years and an 
all-state chorus adjudicator for 14 years.  

 Adjudicator E, female, has judged the Iowa all-state auditions for five years.  She 
taught high school for thirteen years in Missouri and Iowa.   

 Adjudicator F, male, has been a university and college choral director in Iowa 
and a high school choral director in Ohio.  He has served as an Iowa all-state 
choral adjudicator for three years. 

Building Rapport 

It was essential to establish good rapport with each group of participants and to 

build that rapport into a relationship of trust and forthright communication.  I utilized my 

connections with state music educators to establish my credentials with participant 

students, choral directors and adjudicators as someone familiar with the Iowa all-state 

auditions and someone who is genuinely interested in validating and improving the 

process.  I endeavored to listen sensitively and reply thoughtfully during interviews and 

discussions, both online and in person, and I worked to minimize the time commitment 

required, since all musicians, both students and educators, are busy people.  Rapport 

was enhanced as I worked with participant singers and choral directors as they 

prepared for auditions.  
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The Role of the Researcher 

 As a long-time participant in the Iowa all-state chorus audition process, first as a 

student accompanist, then as a student participant, vocal coach, voice teacher, choral 

director, and finally as an adjudicator, this researcher has a unique depth of knowledge 

of the subject.  Although this familiarity with the subject could introduce biases that the 

researcher would need to guard against, it also established the researcher’s credentials 

as an authority on the subject when interviewing students, former students, choral 

directors and adjudicators.  This familiarity helped the researcher to establish rapport 

with all participants and aided in understanding, evaluating and interpreting the resulting 

data. 

The researcher acted as the facilitator of both the student focus groups and the 

graduate online wiki.  This created the dichotomy of an insider/outsider role, with the 

insider role of asking questions to guide the discussion and the outsider role of 

recording the conversations and collecting the data. 

Data Collection 

The researcher used Creswell’s (2014) five process steps in collecting data: 

1.  Gain necessary permissions to conduct the study; 
2.  Select sites and participants; 
3.  Decide which type of data to collect; 
4.  Develop a means for recording the data; and 
5.  Administer the data collection process.   

 
After obtaining permission to conduct the study from the University of Florida 

Institutional Review Board (IRB), the researcher identified and recruited participants 

from four categories:  present all-state audition participants, graduate all-state 

participants, high school choral directors and all-state adjudicators.  The researcher 

determined that a mixed method approach would best serve the needs of this research 
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project; therefore, both quantitative and qualitative data would be collected.  Data 

sources for this study ranged from pre-experience and post-experience questionnaires 

to observations, online journals, in-person interviews, telephone interviews, focus group 

sessions and online discussion boards.   

Interviews 

A primary source of data consisted of personal interviews with informants from 

each of the targeted populations (present audition participants, graduate audition 

participants, choral directors and adjudicators).   Interviews with the present audition 

participants and choral directors were conducted in person, while interviews with 

graduate audition participants and adjudicators were conducted by telephone and 

email.   The semi-structured interviews, taking place from July through November 2014, 

followed an interview guide to ensure that specific topics were covered while keeping 

flexibility in the process.  The interviews were recorded using a Zoom H4 digital 

recorder and transcribed soon after each interview took place.  The goal of the interview 

sessions was to capture each participant’s feelings and opinions about the process and 

to gain a sense of how the audition process affected each participant as a musician and 

as a person.   

Focus Group Sessions 

Present audition participants participated in focus group sessions conducted in 

each of the participant high schools within two weeks following audition day (October 

25, 2014).  The focus group sessions included all students from a participating high 

school who auditioned for the all-state chorus.  Six different sessions were held, and the 

number of students in these sessions ranged from twelve to nineteen.  During these 

sessions, themes of the audition experience were identified and explored.   
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Online Discussion Board 

The graduate informant cadre participated in a Wiki site developed by the 

researcher for this project.  The site was active during July and August of 2014.  On the 

site, the graduate informants told their all-state audition stories, responded to questions 

concerning the audition process posted by the researcher, and commented on the 

experiences and reflections of other participants.  In this way the Wiki became an online 

focus group, yielding themes which were then further explored with the present student 

participants. 

Observations 

 The researcher as a nonparticipant observed three choral directors as they prepared 

students for the audition, taking field notes concerning the procedures and techniques 

used and student responses to the rehearsal process.  The researcher as a participant 

worked with students in the three targeted schools as an all-state clinician, building 

rapport with the students that allowed the students to feel comfortable in discussing the 

preparation process in focus group sessions. Observations occurred during four 

separate occasions during September and October of 2014. 

Online Journals 

 Student participants were encouraged to keep an online journal as they navigated 

the audition preparation process.  In the journals, students recorded their perceptions of 

their progress toward the goal of a successful audition, accomplishments and 

challenges along the way, and their outlook as audition day approached.  The students 

wrote about their feelings and impressions of the audition after it was completed.  Eight 

students chose to participate in the online journaling activity, which was open from 

August through October of 2014. 
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Questionnaires 

 Student participants completed pre- and post-experience questionnaires which 

provided quantitative data in the form of responses to Likert-type questions and 

qualitative data in response to open-ended questions.  The pre-experience 

questionnaire collected factual data about each student informant, established baseline 

information concerning the student’s perception of different facets of their musical 

ability, and collected initial impressions and feelings about the audition process.  The 

post-experience questionnaire again collected information about the student’s 

perception of their musical ability as well as thoughts and comments about the audition 

process.  All 47 student participants completed both the pre- and post-experience 

questionnaire.  The pre-experience questionnaire was administered in August of 2014 

and the post-experience questionnaire was given in late October and early November of 

2014.   

Documents 

 An important facet of this study was the analysis of the assessment instruments and 

audition criteria that are currently being used by other states for all-state chorus 

selections.  These documents were obtained from all-state websites and by contacting 

the all-state chairs of states who did not publish this information online.  The 

adjudication forms and rubrics were analyzed and compared using the criteria obtained 

through this study’s review of literature.  Audition requirements were coded and 

compared to arrive at a consensus of an ideal audition. 

Timeline of Research 

April 2014.  Received approval for dissertation proposal, wrote consent 

documents and interview protocol, submitted IRB forms 
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May 2014.  Received IRB approval, contacted graduates for pilot study, sent IRB 

paperwork to graduate participants and collected completed IRB paperwork, created 

wiki website and tested for workability 

June and July 2014.  Interviewed graduate informants and transcribed 

interviews, emailed wiki directions and guidelines for use, posted wiki introductions and 

requested participants to post introductions, observed online conversations and 

interactions, received feedback on workability from the graduate informants  

August 2014.  Wrote pilot study paper using qualitative data from graduate 

informants, recruited student informants, sent IRB paperwork to student participants and 

collected completed IRB paperwork, distributed pre-experience survey to student 

participants and collected completed surveys, set up guidelines for online journals, 

began observations of all-state ensemble rehearsals 

September 2014.  Continued observations of all-state ensemble rehearsals, 

monitored and commented on online journals, sent IRB paperwork to choral director 

and adjudicator participants and collected completed IRB paperwork, began choral 

director and adjudicator interviews, transcribed interviews and journals 

October 2014.  Continued observations of all-state ensemble rehearsals, 

monitored and commented on online journals, continued choral director and adjudicator 

interviews, began to collect information on all-state procedures and assessment 

instruments from other states, distributed post-experience questionnaires and began 

focus group sessions, transcribed interviews, journals and focus group sessions 



 

85 

November 2014.  Continued focus group sessions, contacted state chairpersons 

to gather information on all-state procedures and assessment instruments not available 

on the web, transcribed focus group sessions 

December 2014.  Final interviews, analysis of data 

Analysis 

 Qualitative data was analyzed as it was collected, using a framework approach 

through which recurring topics indicated patterns that were organized into themes. Once 

the entire set of data was gathered, the transcriptions were read in their entirety to 

assist the researcher in grasping the full scope of the data, reflecting on its meaning, 

and looking for thematic patterns. Transcripts and recordings were revisited multiple 

times resulting in an initial list of themes and memos. As a visual representation of the 

data, concept maps were created to further organize data and generate themes, and 

spreadsheets were utilized to document frequency of similar comments.  Text segments 

were bracketed and assigned a code phrase.  After a text was coded, the code phrases 

were listed and grouped by topic.  The resulting codes were reduced to five 

themes.  Themes from the informant interviews, focus group sessions, observations, 

journals and online forum discussions were compared to see if similar results were 

found.  This in-depth collection of data from multiple sources gave a unique context and 

perspective to the results.  Using this methodological triangulation, validity was 

established. These themes indicated possible answers to the study’s research 

questions and offered insight into the effectiveness of the present All-State audition 

process as well as the overall effect of competition within the field of music education.   

Data from the Likert-type answers in the student informant questionnaires was 

organized into variables.  Descriptive statistics were used to plot the central tendency of 
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student ratings of personal music and performance skills from the pre-experience 

survey to the post-experience survey.  An inferential analysis compared students who 

were selected in the first audition round for the all-state chorus, those who were recalled 

and then selected, those who were recalled but not selected, and those who were not 

selected in the first round.   

 Both qualitative and quantitative datasets informed the answers to the study’s 

research questions.  Utilizing these answers, recommendations for the development of 

an ideal all-state audition process were formulated. 
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Table 3-1.  Types of data and methods of collection 

Quantitative Data  Qualitative Data  

Method of Data 

Collection 

Data Method of Data 

Collection 

Data 

Pre-experience 
Survey 

Likert-style 
Rating Scale 
 

Pre-experience 
Survey 

Text Data  

Post-experience  
Survey 

Likert-style 
Rating Scale 

Post-experience 
Survey 

Text Data  

  In-depth 
Interviews 

Text Data Transcribed 
from Interviews 

  Focus Group 
Sessions 

Text Data Transcribed 
from Sessions 

  Practice Journals Text Data 

  Wiki Discussion 
Posts 

Text Data  
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Figure 3-1.  Iowa Judging Form 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 This research project examined the effectiveness of the Iowa All-State chorus 

audition as an authentic performance assessment, and studied the effect of participation 

of the audition process on individual student musicians. The focus was on the effect of 

this competitive event on the student’s musical and personal self-efficacy, and how 

participation in the competitive All-State audition process impacted the student’s future 

involvement, engagement, persistence, and achievement in music performance. This 

research hoped to support or disprove the educational validity of the competitive 

audition process and to arrive at a consensus definition of an ideal all-state chorus 

audition procedure.  

Themes 

Patterns in the data related to three central themes:  (a) the effect of competition 

on self-efficacy beliefs as it impacts future student involvement, engagement, 

persistence, and achievement in music performance; (b) fairness, effectiveness, validity 

and reliability of the Iowa all-state audition as an assessment process; (c) peer support 

and social interaction among all-state audition participants; and (d) the role the singing 

plays in the lives of student musicians.   This section presents a summary of the 

findings as it relates to each theme, along with specific supportive evidence.  Related 

literature connections are included. 

The Effect of Competition on Self-efficacy Beliefs 

A significant portion of the music education community strongly feels that student 

musicians should not be subjected to competitive events.  Miller (1994) denounces the 
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“obsession for competing that has permeated all venues of our society, including our 

artistic environment.”  Austin (1990) argues that competition interferes with the type of 

cognitive function in music that engages higher-order thinking while emotionally 

devastating those who are not selected.  Austin categorically states, “Failure in 

competition leads the less talented, the less confident, and the less fortunate down 

motivational dead-end streets” (p. 22).   

Other music educators find musical competition to mirror the natural competition 

that is a part of everyday life.   A Burnsed and Sochinki survey found that a strong 

majority of students, parents and administrators approved of competitive music events 

and indeed would likely rebel if the directors removed competitive events from the 

performance schedule (1983).  Austin, a leading critic of competition in music, authored 

a 1988 study which found that elementary band students gained in achievement, self-

concept and motivation by participating in a music contest, whether it was rated or not, 

and  seventy percent of the students stated that they would choose to participate in the 

rated version (Austin, 1988).  

Qualitative evidence of self-efficacy   

The all-state chorus audition is clearly a competitive event, but most informants 

of this study agree with the latter view:  

Gary  While it was intimidating the first year to audition, the process helped me 
to grow faster as a musician, and being chosen to audition reaffirmed the 
feeling that I was talented. When I didn’t make it my sophomore year, it 
really bothered me. It made me work harder the next two years, because I 
didn’t want that feeling again. (graduate, interview July 2014) 

Nick agrees: 

Nick  Musically, it was a challenge and a stretch. It was less safe than singing in 
choir because we were one to a part, and I had to own my deficiencies. 
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Even though I was disappointed that I wasn’t selected, the true reward 
was pushing myself to be better. (graduate, interview July 2014)   

Callie  The process taught me to take criticism and to learn and grow. I had to 
accept peer feedback and not be defensive. (graduate, interview July 
2014)    

Matt found that the skills he learned in preparing for auditions have served him 

well throughout his professional life:  

Matt  I can talk in front of any group and do a presentation of any length. I have 
the ability to read people, and to finish something really difficult. All-State 
gave me that. (graduate, interview June 2014) 

Annie concludes: 

Annie  It was exhilarating. When the quartet really comes together and reaches 
the highest level of performance, it is such an amazing feeling. (graduate, 
interview August 2014) 

Several from the student focus groups and interviews agree that audition day 

was exhilarating, while recognizing “it was the most nerve-wracking event in my life so 

far.” (focus group, November 2014) The students recognized that it is a valuable 

experience to sing in a high-pressure situation.  

Juan  It could get very stressful at times, but I went through it without giving up 
on myself. There will be many auditions in life, and I will need to know how 
to deal with successes, failures, and nerves throughout my life. (student, 
interview November 2014)  

Colton  You learn how to work hard and not always succeed, but to appreciate the 
work it takes to improve through the process. You never know how strong 
you are until it’s the only option you have. (student, interview November 
2014) 

Zach anticipated personal growth from the process: 

Zach  It will give me an opportunity to test my abilities and will help my self-
confidence. It will give me better control of my voice and will increase my 
musical ability. As a student, it will give me practice on time management. 
(student, pre-experience survey September 2014) 
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Several students focused on the idea that all-state audition preparation built 

leadership skills. Noah observed: 

Noah  This process challenges me with more difficult music and helps me to 
improve the sound of my voice. It makes me more confident in my singing, 
more independent in learning music, and it makes me a better leader. 
(student, journal October 2014) 

Laura highlighted the musical progress that she made as well as the growth in personal 

skills: 

Laura  Reading this difficult music has helped me with my rhythm and music 
reading skills. I have learned how to work well with a smaller ensemble 
than I am used to. Through the audition process, it has helped me learn 
how to stay committed to something and committed to other people. 
(student, journal October 2014) 

Jack focused on the gains in musical skill as well: 

Jack  Auditioning for all-state chorus helped me to gain more skill at reading 
music, blending, and becoming a better soloist. It gave me greater 
confidence in my performing ability. I learned to show emotion and share 
feelings through music. (student, focus group November 2014) 

Devin liked the “do or die” aspect of the auditions best:   

Devin  I liked being in the (audition) room and knowing this is it. It all came down 
to how that performance went. After it was over, even if I didn’t make it, I 
could say I did it. I gave it my all. (student, journal October 2014) 

Students valued working together toward a common goal and treasured the 

opportunity to meet singers from other schools across the state at all-state camps, 

workshops, auditions and the festival itself.  

Danielle  Quartet rehearsals were challenging and rewarding. We would work 
together, and when it clicked, it was so cool. (graduate, interview July 
2014) 

Steve  I liked building that bond. We became a family that supported and 
encouraged each other. (graduate, interview July 2014) 
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Matt  We had to become a family. We ate together, rehearsed together, laughed 
and cried together. We were there for each other. (graduate, wiki entry 
July 2014) 

Elsa found that the audition preparation process helped her to become less 

introverted and to share with others:  

Elsa  I was so shy, and my emotions were all bottled up. The music helped me 
to express some of those feelings, and to share an emotional experience 
with the others in my quartet. Through All-State I learned to work with 
others and lead less experienced singers. (graduate, interview July 2014) 

Connecting with singers from other schools was important as well. Callie 

(graduate, interview July 2014) liked being around other people with a shared interest. 

Annie remembered the first moment she sang with the All-State chorus in rehearsal:  

Annie  I was overwhelmed by the music. I had worked so hard to get there, and I 
was singing with people who cared about this as much as I did. It was very 
emotional. (graduate, wiki entry, July 2014) 

The informant choral directors highlighted several positive aspects of the 

process, emphasizing, as the students had, the benefits of meeting a difficult challenge.  

Director D  I believe it helps the student involved grow immensely as an individual 
musician. I believe the process pushes their individual abilities. I have 
never had a student that did not come out the other end of the process 
improved in some way. (interview, November 2014) 

Director C, who has had only a few students successfully navigate the selection 

process, nevertheless saw significant benefits:  

Director C  Exceptional students need more challenge than what they get in their 
choral program, and they learn literature that they may not be exposed to 
in their local high school. The audition process itself allows students 
exposure to a real-life audition in front of a judge who is probably hearing 
them for the first time. (interview, November 2014), 

Director E, who taught at a 1A high school, listed multiple benefits:  independent 

learning, teamwork, individual accountability, improved leadership, and improved 

singing technique and confidence.  
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Director E  The process is definitely worth it. So many students have grown and are 
leading in such a positive way. I know we are a better choir because of the 
growth in the students that took part in the all-state process. This is my 
favorite process of the year. (interview, November 2014), 

Director G felt that the quality of the all-state audition experience is directly tied to the 

ability and experience of the student’s choral director: 

Director G  All-State can be a vehicle to build incredible voices if the director is 
knowledgeable enough to give that sort of training. It rockets those 
talented singers forward quickly by providing concrete motivation to 
improve. It affords the opportunity to work on true artistry and advanced 
techniques, and gives students autonomy in the creation of music 
performance. They learn to tear apart the music and study it in-depth, 
going far beyond just notes and rhythms and vocal technique. (interview, 
December 2014)   

Director H agreed that the way the director handles the experience has a huge impact: 

Director H  I think the process is very important. I make sure my kids know that 
whether they make it or not, it will not be a life or death situation for them. I 
work really hard to help them understand the benefits of going through the 
process – making it is just icing on the cake. This process provides a great 
opportunity for those advanced students who desire more challenging 
literature. (interview, December 2014) 

Adjudicators also found many strengths in the current audition system.  

Adjudicator A  It (the all-state chorus) is a unique way of affording an elite 
opportunity to those with special talents. It is life-altering, particularly if 
they make it. Iowa has a heritage of strong choral music programs, and 
we should never lose that. (interview, November 2014) 

Adjudicator D  The all-state audition process builds stronger student musicians, 
because they must work on cooperative singing, and it emphasizes 
intonation, choral blend and ensemble singing. (interview, November 
2014)   

Adjudicator F  It is a rigorous process, and being selected takes hard work; 
students should learn that they have to work hard to be the best. It does 
the job of winnowing down to the students who are best qualified. It is set 
up so that all regions of the state are represented and students from small 
schools have a shot as well as students from the large schools. (interview, 
December 2014) 
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There were many positive comments, both from informants who were selected 

and from those who were not. All participants identified positive lessons that were 

learned through auditioning. However, the audition process does exact an emotional 

cost, especially for those who are selected early in their high school career and then are 

not selected in a subsequent year. Students who were not successful were more likely 

to pull back from full choral music participation in high school or abandon it completely 

later in life. This corroborates the study by Green and Hale (2011) on assessment 

practices that foster lifelong learning. These researchers renounce “an exclusive diet of 

constant competition” and “social comparison judgments (p. 46),” finding that an 

emphasis on summative assessment without formative evaluation hinders a lifelong 

learning orientation among students.  “Evaluation and recognition practices that 

decrease emphasis on competition and emphasize effort and enjoyment will broaden 

students' positive experiences with music during their school years, even for those who 

are not the strongest performers (Hale & Green, 2011, p. 50).” 

Mike  Making it three years and then not my senior year really messed with me. I 
questioned whether I was meant to be a singer, and I went into another 
field of study before coming back to music education. I had to overcome 
my ego and realize that the music was what was important. (graduate, 
interview July 2014)  

Elsa had a similar audition experience, being chosen her first three years of high 

school and even being selected as an All-State soloist her sophomore year. She was 

recalled but not selected her senior year.  

Elsa  My confidence was shaken. I went on to major in jazz performance in 
college but changed my major to elementary education after my freshman 
year. I battled depression and didn’t have much hope in my life. (graduate, 
interview July 2014)   
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Annie, who was chosen her sophomore and senior years but not her junior year, was 

also badly shaken when she was not selected:  

Annie  There is such an emphasis on being selected for All-State. It was hard to 
understand not making it. I cried, and then was ashamed that I wanted it 
that badly. I questioned why they didn’t like me. It felt like a personal jab. 
(graduate, interview July 2014),   

Katie, who had an extensive musical background and was selected for other prestigious 

honor choirs but not All-State, remembered strong negative feelings, even after 10 

years: 

Katie  It was embarrassing. I was a good enough musician to sing solos in my 
school choir and church, and to give piano lessons, but I couldn’t seem to 
make all-state. Other obviously less-musically inclined singers were 
chosen, but I never was. It felt bad. (graduate, interview, July 2014), 

Even though she was extremely active in choral music in both her high school and her 

church, singing has no part of Katie’s current life, and she doesn’t see that changing. 

Student informant Gabbie, who was selected her sophomore year, but only 

recalled her junior and senior years, is puzzled:  

Gabbie  I know I am a better singer and better musician than I was two years ago. 
It drives me nuts that the process just lets you wonder. (post-experience 
interview, October 2014)  

Director F has experienced having students not being selected after having made 

it previous years, and she agrees that the emotional cost is high: 

Director F  The process is very cutthroat. Auditions are in October, and if the result is 
not good, it can take until January or February to put them (the students) 
back together. Some never really recover. Even though we emphasize the 
process over being selected, they work so hard to attain the goal that it 
knocks them flat if they don’t achieve it. (interview, November 2014) 

Students attach importance to the audition results.  It can affect future decisions 

about a career choice in music or participation in music performance activities later in 

life.  It can positively or negatively influence how a student sees himself as a musician 
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and as a person.  Judging decisions cannot be capricious.  Results must be carefully 

considered, and students need to understand why they were selected or not selected. 

Quantitative evidence of self-efficacy 

As part of the pre-experience and post-experience questionnaires, students 

(n=94) were asked to rate their confidence in their ability in the areas of tone quality, 

reading music, performance ability, part independence, expressiveness, intonation and 

rhythm.  Students rated themselves on a Likert-type scale in each of the seven 

categories on a scale of one to five, with one being “not confident” and five being “very 

confident.”  Scores on the pre-experience and post-experience questionnaires were 

compared to determine what, if any, gains were made in student self-efficacy in each of 

the areas.   

Table 4-1.  Mean self-evaluation scores 

 Pre-Experience Post-Experience % Improvement 

Reading music 3.894 4.106 5.4 

Performance ability 3.894 4.106 5.4 

Expressiveness 3.83 4.0 4.4 

Part independence 3.979 4.191 5.3 

Intonation 3.936 4.043 2.7 

Tone quality 3.851 4.213 9.4 

Rhythm 4.149 4.085 -1.5 

Total 27.532 28.723 4.3 

 

Significant gains were recorded in all areas except rhythm, which showed a 1.5% 

decrease in self-efficacy.  The largest gain was in tone quality (9.4%), followed by 

reading music and performance ability (both 5.4%), part independence (5.3%), 
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expressiveness (4.4%) and intonation (2.7%).  The median score in each category was 

4, and the median total score increased from 27.532 (pre-experience) to 28.723 (post-

experience).  

Student responses were divided into groups of selected for all-state chorus, 

recalled and selected, recalled but not selected and not selected categories.  All 

categories of students showed an improvement in self-efficacy from pre- to post-

experience.  Students selected for the all-state chorus (n=9) showed a 3.8% 

improvement, with 55.6% of the students recording an improvement in self-efficacy in 

the observed categories.  Of the selected students who are eligible to audition next 

year, 85.7% report that they will audition again. 

Table 4-2.  Students self-evaluation by audition result type 

  Pre-Audition Post-Audition Improvement % Improved 

S  29.111 30.222 3.8 55.6 

RS  28.5 30.5 7 100 

RNS  27.455 29.636 7.9 72.2 

NS  26.92 27.64 2.6 70.1 

S=Selected             RS=Recalled and Selected  
RNS=Recalled Not Selected           NS=Not Selected 
 

Among students who were selected for the all-state chorus after being recalled 

(n=2), there was a 7% improvement in self-efficacy in the observed categories.  Both of 

these students, a freshman and a sophomore, plan to audition again. 

Students who were recalled but not selected for the all-state chorus (n=11) show 

an average improvement in self-efficacy of 7.9%, with 72.2% of these students 

recording improvement in at least one category.  Of the students who will be eligible, 

100% plan to audition again next year. 
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Students who were not selected for the all-state chorus (n=25) showed an 

improvement of 2.6% in self-efficacy.  Improvement or the same score was shown in 

70.1% of the students.  Of the students not selected, 70% of those who are eligible to 

audition again will do so. 

These results indicate a significant gain in student perception of their musical and 

performance ability, as measured by their Likert self-rating scores.  Improvement was 

highest among students who were recalled, both among those ultimately selected and 

those not selected.  This could be caused by the extra effort of the recall audition or the 

fact that this audition is performed as a soloist before multiple judges.  However, 

significant improvement was recorded even among those students not selected or 

recalled.  This indicates that students recognize the personal and musical growth that 

can occur as a result of the audition preparation process, regardless of the audition 

result. 

Even though the participants recognized and acknowledged that the ultimate 

value of the process was the musical and personal growth, the audition results 

mattered.  The comments recorded by graduates, students and choral directors all 

indicate that being selected or rejected was personal.  However, it was easier to accept 

not being selected if they perceived the process as fair. That was not always the case, 

however. 

Fairness of Assessment 

Performance assessment is an essential ingredient of a student musician’s 

education. As Geringer, et al. states, it is “paramount to utilize an efficient yet fair and 

accurate audition process to assess large numbers of performances in a short period of 

time” (2009, p. 41). However, achieving an unbiased assessment seems to be a difficult 
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task. McPherson and Thompson report that extra-musical biases such as the judge’s 

personality, mood and attitude can impact ratings (1998). In a 1978 study, experienced 

musicians were asked to rate the performances heard on two recordings. Even though 

the musicians heard the same recording twice, there was an alarmingly low correlation 

between the ratings of the two performances (Fiske, 1978). Judging a musical 

performance is subjective, even when specific assessment criteria is used. 

The Iowa High School Music Association has modified its audition procedures 

through the years in an attempt to eliminate bias. The auditions are completely              

a cappella, so that schools with professional accompanists do not have an advantage. 

Auditioning ensembles are identified only by number, and ensemble members may not 

have any clothing or music folders that identify their school. Only students are allowed 

in the audition room, so that choral directors known to the judges do not affect 

decisions. The audition cuts are heard in the same order for each ensemble. Recall 

auditions are by individual singer so that the performance of other members of the 

ensemble cannot affect the outcome (IHSMA, 2013). 

Adjudicator E acknowledges the work of the IHSMA and the All-State chair: 

Adjudicator E  The people who came up with the audition process, and those who 
are now in charge of it, have done the best they could. It isn’t perfect, but 
no system is. The changes which allow solos, duets and trios as well as 
quartets have had a big impact in helping small school students to have a 
chance. (interview, December 2014) 

The informants, however, felt that more can be done, and some of the changes 

may have actually increased the stress level of the process. For example, the graduate 

informants from the 1990’s were recalled under the original rules, where the entire 

quartet sang the recall audition before multiple judges if the morning audition judge 
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recalled any individual member, and the quartet did not know which member was 

recalled. Matt liked this system:  

Matt  It was good that we didn’t know who was recalled, because none of us felt 
singled out. The support of my fellow quartet members going into the 
recall was tremendous. The minute we walked out of the audition, I knew 
we all had made it. (graduate, wiki entry July 2014)   

Contrast that with graduate informant experience from the 2000’s, under the solo 

recall system, which has one singer singing short cuts before two or three judges.  

Mike  It was frightening, like a firing squad, with ridiculous cuts. It was torture, 
nerve-wracking and intimidating. (graduate, wiki entry, July 2014) 

Danielle  The stress level was amplified. It felt like they were peeling away layers of 
support, because it was all up to me. (graduate, interview August 2014) 

The consensus among both graduates and present students was that management of 

nerves played a larger role in a successful recall audition than actual preparation or 

ability. 

Comments and Feedback 

The informants also felt that the lack of formative feedback from the judge made 

the experience less educational. All but one graduate informant felt that audition scores, 

both the total score and each category score, should be made available to the choral 

directors and auditioning students, along with the cutoff score for acceptance. Feelings 

were mixed on this topic among the current student informants, while the choral 

directors and adjudicator informants were against it. Unlike several other states, the 

only feedback that a performer receives in Iowa is whether they are accepted, recalled 

or not accepted. Informants in all categories of this study would like more information. 

Steve  I would have liked to know how close I was, and which categories were 
weak and which were strong. How was I supposed to grow as a singer if I 
didn’t know what my problem areas were? (graduate, interview, July 
2014):  
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John  Kids have worked hard, and deserve to know how to improve. This could 
be a teaching moment. If your score was low on tone quality, then let’s 
work on that. (graduate, interview July 2014)   

Kitty  Having such a strict list makes the whole thing very black and white. It 
would be nice to see my rank so I would know how close I was and how 
much harder to work next year. And since I didn’t make it this year, I 
would’ve loved to have heard what I can do better next time. I find it kind 
of ridiculous that we don’t get feedback. (student, focus group October 
2014) 

Erica  I want to know the score for future reference, to see if I improve year to 
year. It’s very frustrating to not know how well I did, or what I did wrong. I 
don’t know what to improve. (student, focus group October 2014) 

Taylor  Yes, I would like a published score. I want to know how I did compared to 
others; any feedback would be excellent, really. I want to know what 
landed me a rejection and what I can do to improve instead of playing a 
guessing game. (student, interview November 2014) 

Devin  It would improve my chances for next year if I knew what to work on. I 
want to know exactly what the judge wanted to hear. (student, journal 
October 2014) 

Natalie  YES!! I would LOVE to know what I did wrong, why the judge didn’t pick 
me, and what I can do better or fix for the future. (student, post-experience 
survey, October 2014):   

Grant  Criticism is worth more than compliments but feedback in general is 
infinitely helpful. It’s good to know where you stack up against others. 
(student, post-experience survey October 2014) 

Colton  I could see it be helpful but also unhelpful in some situations. I don’t think 
we need to see other people’s scores. However, I think it would be 
extremely beneficial to see what the judges want and not have to guess. 
You could correct bad things. (student, interview November 2014 

 

Other informants did not find value in information about scoring:  

Zach  Maybe I would have liked to receive comments. It might help me 
understand or confirm how the audition went, whether it was good or bad. 
With that said, it doesn’t really matter at that point how you did because 
it’s over and done with. (student, journal, October 2014) 

Noah  If you thought you did really well but you didn’t, or if you were only one 
person away from making it, it would make you feel like crap. (student, 
post-experience survey, October 2014) 
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Gary  For me, I was already hurt. Learning what my score was would have 
opened the wound back up; it would have become a negative. Instead, 
hurt fueled the fire to succeed. (graduate, wiki entry, July 2014) 

In the ensuing wiki discussion, Nick disagreed with John:  

Nick  The lack of feedback goes against the values of IHSMA (Iowa High School 
Music Association), which has an emphasis on the educational value of 
any contest or festival. (graduate, July 2014)   

Choral directors were mixed in their reaction to the notion of audition feedback in 

the form of comments or scores, from Director A (interview, November 2014), who 

responded that he wanted “FEEDBACK ON THE AUDITIONS!!!!!!!” to Director D 

(interview, November 2014), who simply responded “No” when asked if comments or 

scores should be provided.  This topic generated lively discussion. 

Director C  No, I don’t think scores would be beneficial. However, I do think some sort 
of comment sheet would be beneficial to students. It need not be 
elaborate, but maybe two specific strengths and weaknesses. (interview, 
November 2014) 

Director G  Feedback is a great idea. Choral directors, both new and experienced, 
need it as well as the students. How many times do you have a student 
who didn’t make it, who wasn’t even recalled, and you don’t know what to 
tell them? They prepared well, they feel they performed well in the 
audition. What was lacking? How can they improve?  These are students, 
still in the process of learning what a great performance is. They need to 
know what the next step is. (interview, December 2014) 

Director B would like written feedback made available to the choral directors, who could 

then show comments to the students.   

Director B  It’s hard for students to understand if they are not chosen. Comments 
would help them to understand that the decisions weren’t capricious. 
(interview, November 2014) 

Director H and Director D disagreed: 
 

Director H  The process is long enough as it is. There is not time for judges to provide 
useful feedback. This is not the place for comments--solo and ensemble 
contest is designed for that very purpose. And knowing the scores would 
mean next to nothing. Seeing a card that tells me soprano X received 36 
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out of 40 points means only one thing; all the sopranos who were 
accepted or recalled scored higher than a 36. So what? (interview, 
November 2014 

Director D  The process is about choosing the best singers for all-state. The choral 
directors provide the formative feedback as they prepare their students. 
(interview, November 2014)   

Most of the adjudicator informants agreed with Directors H and D. 

Adjudicator C  I feel that knowing the numbers would only create a firestorm of 
director commentary. Every judge has his/her own personal opinions. 
Unless the same judge hears all the singers, it can’t be a set-in-stone 
result. Also those singers that miss it by one point would be the next round 
of controversy. I feel it would create much more stress and a longer 
audition process if feedback were provided. I always felt that when a 
student got finished auditioning and was pleased with their performance 
and the effort they gave, then that was feedback enough. I feel that 
directors need to be “schooled” more on what to expect with the whole 
process and the purpose of the whole process. Not every singers is all-
state quality, even if it’s your school’s best singer. (interview, November 
2014) 

Adjudicator H  Giving pointers would be too unwieldy. There is very little time, and 
anyway, I think the kids know. Even though there are times when you 
really do want to talk to them, tell them how to improve, doing so would 
completely change the process. Contest is for comments, not all-state. I 
would never judge again. (interview, December 2014) 

 

Adjudicator F  All-State has a different mission than solo and ensemble contest 
(which provides written and verbal feedback comments). We are looking 
for the best singers--period. (interview, November 2014)   

Adjudicator D  No, I don’t think there should be scores or comments available to 
the students. The scores I assign are for me, as I look only for the best 
singers. If I had to take the time to give scores that would make sense to 
students, it would be totally different. More time would have to be given for 
each audition. It’s not solo & ensemble contest. This has a different result, 
and a different purpose. It’s about finding the best singers. Period. 
(interview, November 2014) 

Adjudicator A  I would worry as a judge. The scores would have to make sense to 
the students, and so many extraneous things can enter in. Instead of 
points, I think it makes sense to indicate areas of strength and weakness, 
and those who are on the edge of making it. It is frustrating from a music 
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education point of view that students don’t get anything formative. 
(interview, November 2014) 

Adjudicator B also has a mixed opinion: 
 

Adjudicator B  I have mixed feelings on if I think that the audition scores should go 
back to the singers...one judge’s 8 out of 10 might mean the same thing 
as another judge’s 6 out of 10 does.so from judge to judge, numbers may 
not be comparing apples to apples.  Now, having said that, this happens 
all the time in show choir where each judge has his/her own “standard,” 
but that system works because they are evaluating the SAME 
PERFORMANCE, and not just one of many performance centers, like in 
All-State auditions. Publishing the scores would NOT make my job more 
difficult; it may, however, be harder for teachers/students to interpret the 
points. I DO feel like the students should receive feedback on their 
audition...if we just cut off the top numbers section, and they were 
provided with a menu of EXCELLENT, ABOVE AVERAGE, AVERAGE, 
BELOW AVERAGE, etc., that could at least provide some understanding 
to which captions they were strong or weak in. (interview, November 2014 

Adjudicator E feels the idea has merit but that it is not practical: 

Adjudicator E  If there were individual auditions, then yes, I can see the value of 
feedback. But there is just not enough time--it is impossible the way it is 
currently set up. But in the best of all worlds, publishing feedback would 
make the adjudicator feel more accountable. (interview, December 2014) 

 

Mike, a graduate, touched on this last point as well:  

Mike  I know that it is a difficult job. They hear a lot of singers that day. But some 
of the decisions seem capricious. They should be accountable for the 
score they assign. (graduate, interview July 2014) 

The scoring and feedback issue sparked a lively debate and ignited strong 

emotions.  All of the focus groups initially liked the idea of knowing their audition scores, 

but ultimately concluded that publishing the scores, even by student ID, would have 

more negative than positive consequences.  The consensus was that the actual 

performance scores should still be kept confidential, and that comments on how to 

improve would be highly beneficial.  Focus Group A included these thoughts:   
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Focus Group A We want a system that creates the best singers, and how can you 
be the best if you don’t know how to improve?  Show me what my 
strengths are and what I need to change.  Spoken comments, maybe one 
suggestion to each singers, right after the performance, would be helpful. 
As far as scoring, knowing where I fall would be helpful, but I wouldn’t 
want that score published. (October, 2014) 

Focus Group B If you thought you did well and you didn’t, that would hurt a lot.  But 
feedback about what to improve would be so helpful.  It would make us 
stronger.  You would know what you would have to do next year. 
(October, 2014) 

Clearly, students and choral directors are frustrated by a lack of feedback from 

the auditions.  There is a genuine desire to know how to improve, and a corresponding 

wish among many students to know how they placed within their voice 

category.  Adjudicators, however, are not sure that ranking information would be 

handled appropriately by directors, students and parents, and while they acknowledge 

the benefits of providing written feedback, they do not feel that it is possible to give high-

quality comments in the time or format presently allowed. 

Consistency 

Both students and directors seem to feel that the center in which the student 

auditions can greatly affect the outcome of the audition.  Comments about consistency 

between centers seemed to focus on three areas:  judging preferences, the distribution 

of good singers among the centers and quotas. One area that students felt lacked 

consistency was how the judges interpreted the criteria needed to be accepted, such as 

what good tone quality actually entails.  

 Kelsie  Some judges like pure tone and some don’t, and the opinion of only one 
person is what counts.  It’s completely subjective. (practice journal 
October 204) 

Natalie  Some judges like different things about singers than other judges, so they 
are not judging on the same basis.  For example, some judges like a big 
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voice or a lot of vibrato.  I think they should be looking for the same 
qualities in all singers. (interview, October 2014) 

Sarah  I feel like all the judges look for something different, and it all depends on 
the judge you get.  If you sing the way he likes, then you will make it.  It 
doesn’t matter if you have a good voice if he doesn’t like the way you sing. 
(student, journal, October 2014)  

Director D found the level of judging variation to be acceptable: 
 
Director D  I believe it is as fair as it can be.  The actual audition remains fairly 

subjective as to what kind of sound the judge prefers, but I cannot think of 
a better system at this time. (interview, November 2014) 

Students and directors mentioned the problem of auditioning in a “hot” center, 

when one center seems to have more strong singers than the others.   

Jacob  You could be a bad singers and get put in a bad center and still make it, 
or you could be a really good singer and get put in an awesome center 
and not make it. (student, interview October 2014) 

Erica (student, interview October 2014) agreed: 
 
Erica What center you are in could determine whether you get in or not.  For 

example, Center 5 may have eight good sopranos but can only accept 
five.  Center 4 could have only three sopranos with good scores, but can 
still accept five.  Weaker singers will be accepted from Center 4, and good 
singers from Center 5 won’t make it. (student, interview October 2014) 

Director B I would like to see a more equal comparison of like voices.  The best in 
one center may not be the best in another center.  A far superior alto from 
my school is not called back, an inferior one was.  Equal basses, and one 
is called back and accepted, one is not even called back.  There must be 
a way to make it less subjective. (interview, November 2014)   

Each center has a quota of each voice part that can be accepted or 

recalled.  Students are aware of the quotas and some feel that the quotas negatively 

impact audition choices.   

Gabbie After a while, I think some judges ignore the voice parts that they already 
have filled.  So if you audition in a later time slot, you don’t have much of a 
chance. (student, interview October 2014) 

Casey (student, interview October 2014) had a similar view: 
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Casey If they already have the spots filled and you are last, you won’t get in, no 

matter how good you do in the audition. (student, interview October 2014 

Alex (student, interview November 2014) also referenced the quota system: 
 
Alex I like how the judge cannot know what school you are from, but I dislike 

that all of the big schools constantly have way more people make it.  It 
also frustrates me that the central Iowa center accepts way more 
people.  (Actually, the highest percentage of altos, tenors and basses 
accepted are from the southeast  district.  The highest percentage of 
sopranos is accepted from the north central district.  The lowest 
percentages of each voice part auditioning is accepted from  the northeast 
district.) (student, interview November 2014 

Other students accepted the process as is: 
 
Zach It is natural selection.  If you can handle the pressure and you are a good 

singer, you get in.  If not, you don’t. (student, interview November 2014)    

Olivia There is nothing that I can think of that is unfair.  We get the music and the 
cuts at the same time as everyone else.  The judges don’t know what 
school we are from.  We have the same chance as everyone else. 
(student, interview November 2014 

 

 While most acknowledge that organizers of the all-state audition process have 

endeavored to create a fair and impartial adjudication process, the perception of unfair 

quotas, inconsistency between judging criteria and an imbalance of talent between the 

audition centers has led to frustration among both choir directors and students. 

Participants appreciate the anonymity that students have with the judges and the level 

playing field in terms of when music is released. The problem seems to be a perception 

that the judging criteria varies significantly from judge to judge, and that judges don’t 

listen to later auditions if their quotas are filled.  Within each district, students of the 

same voice part will sing for one of several judges, and each judge is given a quota to 

fill.  It is possible that one center could have better singers and therefore tougher 
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competition than another.  Since a given school’s entries are spread between the 

centers, singers of the same voice part from the same school can be judged by different 

subjective criteria and against varying levels of competition.  This can create inequities 

in the selection of the choir, and problems of adjudication reliability.  In investigating the 

adjudication practices of other states, the researcher found several practices that could 

positively impact judging reliability.  A look at these practices could provide insight into 

solutions to the problems of consistency and reliability within the Iowa all-state audition 

process. 

Eight states reported using multiple judges to hear each audition.  Since at least 

two ratings are assigned to each entry and the results are averaged, inter-rater reliability 

is established.  A high level of consistency between two adjudicators can indicate that 

the scale is measuring what is intended.  A high level of agreement between two 

competent adjudicators, using a high quality rating scale, achieves a measure of quasi-

validity (Walters, 2010).   Seven states use the same judge or set of judges for an entire 

voice part.  This consistency of judges for the same voice part means that the judging 

criteria will not vary from audition to audition.  Three states report that auditions are 

“blind,” with students performing behind a screen so that adjudicators cannot see them, 

to further reduces the possibility of bias. Twenty-nine states utilize some form of rubric 

or rating scale, which could increase consistency and create more objective 

comparisons. 

Rubrics 

Other states have addressed the fairness and the consistency issues by 

implementing the use of a rubric to guide judges in scoring the auditions.  The purpose 

of a rubric is to give a succinct definition of the expected standard for a given task, 
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indicating where the performance fits on a continuum, enabling a higher level of clarity 

in understanding the level of performance which students are trying to achieve 

(Callison, 2000; McCollister, 2002; Shaw, 2004; Phillip, 2002). Says Clark (2002):  “Well 

constructed rubrics can provide a way to grade student performances easily and 

equitably, without compromising divergent qualities of individual performances” (p. 32).  

This clarity of expectation could help to demystify the audition process and give both 

students and directors the information needed to improve for the next performance. 

Several adjudicators agree that students and directors need more information: 

Adjudicator E  A rubric does have the possibility to make things more 
consistent.  It might be more limiting, but that is not necessarily a bad 
thing.  The way we currently do things, teachers perceive that each judge 
looks for something different, a different type of tone or a different 
performance style.  That’s really not the case, and we need to eliminate 
that perception.  If we give a description of what we are looking for to the 
students and the directors in advance, then we are all on the same game 
board. (interview, December 2014) 

Adjudicator C I think a rubric would be the most beneficial to beginning directors 
and to the students.  It would possibly be more helpful for adjudicators and 
I feel it would help in selecting the recall voices and helping to separate 
these second round voices. (interview, November 2014) 

Adjudicator A  I love rubrics as a teacher.  But in theory, we are all judging 
according to the same criteria now, even if it isn’t spelled out.  Having 
different judging opinions is good, because singing is not an exact 
science.  There is not much consistency now, and I’m ok with that. 
(interview, November 2014) 

Adjudicator D agreed that a rubric might help teachers, but warned that it would hinder 

the judging process: 

Adjudicator D A rubric would be good for educating teachers, but it is not needed 
for the adjudicators.  Performance has the human factor of 
communication, of emotion, and that cannot be quantified. (interview, 
November 2014) 

Several choral directors liked the idea of a rubric:  
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Choral Director A  Students are used to rubrics in their other subjects, so having a 
rubric in music would make it more legitimate as a core subject.  It would 
spell out what is expected, take the mystery out of it.  As an academic 
discipline we need to be accountable for what we are teaching, how we 
are teaching it, and how we are assessing it.  That should include every 
process, including all-state. (interview, October 2014): 

Director F The process is too subjective.  While there will always be human 
variables, it needs to be less of a crap shoot, where which judge you get 
can make the difference of whether you get in or not.  A rubric would be 
wonderful, because it would make the judging more consistent. (interview, 
November 2014 

Director C Only having four categories with no description makes it difficult to keep 
things  consistent among judges at a single audition location, and you can 
forget trying to keep it consistent among the various audition locations 
across the state. (interview, November 2014) 

Director D liked the rubric idea as well: 
 
Director D It would take some of the subjectivity out of the process, and students 

would  understand what is expected. (interview, November 2014)   

 

Director G  A rubric would only make the process better by setting a clear standard in 
each judging category.  If you know what the judges are looking for, if you 
know what is wanted in the end, then the path to improvement is 
clearer.  The process as it  is now has too much guessing, and too many 
directors focus on aspects of the  audition that are not musical--what the 
students wear, eye contact with the judge, etc.  That might impact the 
performance, but the core teaching has to be on tone  quality, intonation, 
musicianship and rhythm.  I think we’ve lost sight of that, and having it in a 
rubric, in black and white, might bring back some focus. (interview, 
December 2014) 

 

The student focus groups thought a rubric would be beneficial:  
 
Focus Group A Getting the rubric ahead of time would focus my rehearsal and 

would show me the level that I have to shoot for.  Then if I received 
feedback on where I placed on the levels (of proficiency), I would know 
exactly what to work on. 

Focus Group B Having the rubric would mean that you would know what you had to 
do, and what the judges would be looking at when you perform.  We 
spend so much time preparing, and there are a lot of other demands on 
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our time.  We need to spend the time on the areas that really will count in 
the audition. 

In her interview, Alex expressed a similar frustration: 
 
Alex I don’t feel we get enough information about what the judges want.  The 

fact that it is so subjective is the thing that stinks.  Some people could be 
more deserving and even be better vocalists and not get in.  I have no 
idea what the judges wanted. (October 2014) 

 The consensus among students and choral directors was that the current 

audition process was too subjective and inconsistent from adjudicator to 

adjudicator.  The introduction of a judging rubric could introduce a more consistent 

judging criteria and could serve to make both students and choral directors aware of 

what the accepted levels of proficiency for each dimension would be.  It could serve to 

demystify the process.  If students were given feedback based on the rubric, that could 

inform their future study of singing.  As Lavender (2000) stated, “Planning backward is 

the key to designing a meaningful music assessment (p. 8).”  Task criteria is described, 

students are aware that they are responsible for their own learning, and what the 

students should be able to demonstrate at the end of the process is clearly 

delineated.  This type of clearly defined assessment could diffuse some of the 

frustration that is felt with the present system by making it more transparent and more 

consistent.  

The Audition as an Effective Form of Performance Assessment 

The educational community is being held increasingly accountable for grades that are 

assigned and evaluations that are given.  Music education is not exempt from this 

scrutiny.  Lavender quoted Howard Gardner, who asserted that accountability for music 

education is here to stay: 
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I believe that arts education--music education--should be its own 
reward.  However, the reality is... that that’s not going to be enough 
anymore.  In education in this country, and in education in other parts of 
the world, there’s tremendous competition for time and resources.  If 
you’re not accountable, if you can’t demonstrate that your kids are 
learning something that’s important, you aren’t even in the conversation 
(Lavender, 2000). 

Every activity, every assessment, in all subject areas must be designed to optimize 

student learning.  Performance simply for the sake of performance is not educationally 

justifiable and damages music education’s standing as a core subject.  Every facet of 

music education activities should be justifiable both educationally and musically. 

The Iowa all-state chorus audition has seen several changes through the years:  

 the number of students required for an audition (from four to a flexible 1-4),  

 accepting individual singers rather than only full quartets 

 solo rather than ensemble auditions for recalls, and  

 a completely a cappella audition (formerly accompanied/a cappella as the music 
indicated)  

 totals in each judging category changed from 5 points each to 10 points 

These changes were instituted to make the audition more fair and impartial.   

Students from small schools would have fewer handicaps when competing for all-state 

selection with students from larger schools.  However, the overall form of the all-state 

ballot, with four basic, undescribed categories of tone quality, rhythm, intonation and 

musicianship, was designed in the 1950’s and has not been altered.  The audition 

material--cuts from the all-state concert selections--has also not changed.  It is time to 

re-evaluate these aspects of the audition process to see if they positively contribute to 

the audition as an authentic assessment instrument for today’s music students. 
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The Audition as an Assessment Instrument 

In gauging the effectiveness of the all-state audition as an instrument of 

educational assessment, the researcher referenced Lathrop’s 1970 study, which found 

that a quality music education assessment experience should  

 provide an effective music learning experience,  

 motivate students to want to make music part of their lives,  

 facilitate student learning, and  

 serve as a diagnostic and critical evaluation of student musical effort (p. 47). 
 

The qualitative evidence gathered from graduates, students, choral directors and 

adjudicators as part of this study all point to the value of the all-state chorus experience 

and its lasting impact on students’ education and lives.  Auditioning for all-state 

motivates students to rehearse and perform at the highest level possible, and to study 

the audition music for nuance and artistry.  Graduates cite skills learned through the 

audition process that have helped them in their professional lives and personal 

struggles.  Graduates also point to the friendships forged during the audition process 

that have survived through time, and their continued interest in music and 

performing.  This evidence shows the effectiveness of all-state auditions as a musical 

learning experience and a facilitator and motivator for life-long music involvement.  It is 

the fourth point--the audition as a diagnostic and critical evaluation tool--that is the focus 

of this portion of the study. 

 As part of the post-experience questionnaire, students were asked to rate their 

performance in the all-state audition on a scale of one to five, with one being a failed 

performance and five being outstanding, their best possible performance of the audition 

cuts.  The majority of students rated their audition performance at 4 or above.  There 
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was no statistically significant difference between the self-rating of students who were 

selected versus students who were recalled or not selected. 

Table 4-3.  Student self-rating of audition performance 

 Mean Rating Mode 

Selected 4.22 5 

Recalled/Selected 4.00 4 

Recalled/Not Selected 4.27 5 

Not Selected 3.96 5 

All Students 4.10 5 

 

Student comments about their audition underscored the ratings that they gave: 

Zach We nailed it!  The audition was definitely our best performance of the 
music.  Everything clicked and we were so together. (post-experience 
questionnaire, October 2014):  

Zach was part of a trio.  None of the members of this group were recalled or selected. 
 
Andrew Yes, it was by far our best performance.  I think it went very well, so I 

would like to know what went wrong. (post-experience questionnaire, 
October 2014) 

Andrew sang in a duet, and neither was recalled or selected. 
 

Colton I thought the entire audition went really well.  We looked at each other and 
at the  judge, and we had a really good time.  Absolutely we sounded the 
best we ever  had. (post-experience questionnaire, October 2014) 

Colton’s quartet was not recalled or selected, even though their director felt they  
 

had an excellent chance. 
 

Jacey  I was really nervous.  My knees were shaking, and I hoped the judge 
wouldn’t notice.  I felt fine in the warm-up room, and I really think that was 
a good performance of the music.  In the audition room, it felt we rushed 
the tempos because we were nervous. (post-experience questionnaire, 
October 2014) 
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Jacey was recalled and selected.  Two others in her quartet were selected as well. 
 

In a recent article in the Sioux City Journal, Gallagher (2014) describes an 

outstanding young college singer who has been chosen to sing the national anthem for 

several university and professional events after graduating from Spirit Lake High 

School.  In a sidebar entitled “Never an All-Stater,” Gallagher relates how the young 

lady auditioned for the Iowa all-state chorus as both a junior and a senior in high school.  

He quotes the young singer: “The whole group I was with expected to make it.  We 

walked out thinking we did a great job.  We thought we had it.  We didn’t make it either 

time.” 

A comparison of student self-ratings and comments compared to the actual 

audition results would indicate that students do not have an accurate perception of how 

they performed.  Whether selected or not, many students felt that their performance was 

outstanding and the best that they could have done. This contrasts with the adjudicator 

perception of the quality of student performances in the all-state auditions.  Five of the 

six adjudicators who were interviewed indicated that selection of the chorus was an 

easy task because many students could not successfully navigate through the 

audition.   

Adjudicator B  It is relatively easy to choose the top singers.  Most kids can’t even 
get through the audition cuts without serious intonation issues, 
inconsistent musicianship, or rhythmic errors. 

Adjudicator A  I don’t have any problems picking the top singers.  It’s pretty black 
and white, and there is a big gap between the few students that can sing 
the audition well and the many who barely make it through.  Recalls can 
be difficult--a singer must be pretty perfect to be chosen from a recall 
audition. 

Adjudicator D  Selections are a piece of cake.  I sit for hours before I hear a good 
audition, and I know immediately if a singer has what it takes to make 
it.  Many students just can’t do the audition, can’t sing from cut to cut. 



 

117 

Adjudicator C I feel that all-state adjudicating is the easiest of all judging 
opportunities that are available.  The top singers are going to always sort 
themselves out.  The difficult selections come in recalls, in picking the final 
five or so voices in each voice part.   

Adjudicator F held a dissenting opinion: 
 
Adjudicator F  Judging all-state is tedious, but it’s not that difficult.  The top 

choices are very obvious.  It’s the bottom of the top group of singers 
where you have to make choices.  But the percentage of students who 
shouldn’t be at auditions at all is small.  Those students are winnowed out 
in their individual schools, and they never make it to the actual audition. 

It is difficult to conclude that the all-state chorus audition serves as an effective 

diagnostic and critical evaluation of student effort if students do not gain a clear 

understanding of what entails a good performance and cannot accurately evaluate their 

own performance.  When a majority of the students who audition cannot sing the series 

of cuts without serious errors, it is quite possible that the system is flawed. 

Audition Material 

To determine what should be assessed in the audition, the researcher looked at 

both the practices of other states and the NAfME Performance Standards for Music 

(NAfME, 2014).  These documents can point to current trends in audition criteria and 

relate these trends to performance standards that are nationally accepted.  

The NAfME performance standards.  The National Association for Music 

Educators has identified Achievement Standards for students in grades 9-12 which 

relate to the first content standard of “singing, alone and with others, a varied repertoire 

of music.”  There are three achievement standards related to the first content standard: 

 Students sing with expression and technical accuracy a large and varied 
repertoire of vocal literature, 

 Students sing music written in four parts, with and without accompaniment, and 

 Students demonstrate well-developed ensemble skills (NAfME, 2014) 
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Within each achievement standard, three levels of proficiency are defined:  basic, 

proficient and advanced.  For the first achievement standard, singing with expression 

and technical accuracy, advanced level singers in grades 9-12 should be able to 

accomplish the following when performing music with a difficulty level of 5: 

 sing the pitches with no technical difficulty, 

 sing the rhythms accurately with a steady beat, 

 sing responsively to dynamics, tempo, style, and expression as indicated in the 
music or as indicated by the conductor, with satisfactory contrasts between loud 
and soft, between legato and staccato, and among musical styles, 

 exhibit familiarity with the major stylistic characteristics of the literature 
performed, with an obvious effort to perform each work in an idiomatically 
appropriate manner, 

 demonstrate excellent tone quality, 

 demonstrate excellent intonation and breath support, 

 consistently demonstrates correct formation of vowels and consonants and the 
ability to vary pronunciation, depending on the text and the context, 

 demonstrates a high level of familiarity with the repertoire performed, including 
knowledge of the composers, knowledge of the traditions of each work or genre, 
and detailed knowledge of how the various elements of music are used in each 
work, 

 perform at least three major vocal works as well as works associated with at least 
four ethnic, cultural, or national groups; and works representing at least four of 
the styles, periods, or categories of music typically associated with that type of 
ensemble or that repertoire, and  

 perform at least three works performed from memory.  (NAfME, 2014) 

For the second achievement standard, singing four-part music with or without 

accompaniment, students at an advanced level of proficiency should be able to 

accomplish the following when performing music with a difficulty level of 5: 

 sing the correct pitches and rhythms, maintain a steady beat, and sing with 
appropriate dynamics, phrasing, and expression, and 
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 maintain his or her part in four-part music. In performing music with a level of 
difficulty of 4, the student should be able to maintain his or her part in eight-part 
music. (NAfME, 2014) 

 

 For the third achievement standard, demonstrating well-developed ensemble 

skills, students at an advanced level of proficiency should be able to accomplish the 

following when performing music with a difficulty level of 5, one student to a part: 

 maintain his/her part independently, 

 sing the correct pitches and rhythms while maintaining a steady beat, and singing 
with appropriate dynamics, phrasing, and expression,  

 blend his/her voice with the ensemble in a unified sonority to such an extent that 
no individual voices can be discerned by the listener, 

 work with the ensemble to maintain excellent balance among the parts, and 

 work with the ensemble to consistently attack and release together, regardless of 
the dynamic level, tempo, or style of the music, phrasing together and staggering 
breathing as appropriate. (NAfME, 2014) 

 The fifth content standard, reading and notating music, also contains an 

achievement standard that directly relates to students of performing ensembles: 

“Students who participate in a choral or instrumental ensemble or class sight-read, 

accurately and expressively, music with a level of difficulty of 3, on a scale of 1 to 6 

(NAfME, 2014).”  The advanced level of proficiency for this achievement standard 

includes sight-singing music with a difficulty level of 4 with 

 correct pitches, 

 correct rhythms, steady beat and an appropriate tempo, and 

 demonstrated sensitivity to dynamics, phrasing, expression, and style. (NAfME, 
2014). 

 The seventh content standard, evaluating music and music performance, also 

contains an achievement standard that directly relates to students of performing 



 

120 

ensembles:  “Students evolve specific criteria for making informed, critical evaluations of 

the quality and effectiveness of performances, compositions, arrangements, and 

improvisations and apply the criteria in their personal participation in music (NAfME, 

2014).”  The advanced level of proficiency for this achievement standard includes the 

following components: 

 The student’s evaluation of the technical qualities of the performance deals with 
almost every relevant aspect and is based on well-defined criteria. 

 The student’s evaluation of the expressive or musical qualities of the 
performance deals with almost every relevant aspect and is based on well-
defined criteria. 

 The student’s evaluation of the overall effect of the performance deals with 
almost every relevant aspect and is based on well-defined criteria. 

 The student’s evaluation is consistent in every major respect with the teacher’s 
evaluation (NAfME, 2014). 

 Both qualitative and quantitative data from this study would indicate that 

proficiencies from the first content standard, “singing alone and with others, a varied 

repertoire of music (NAfME, 2014)” are being addressed within the framework of the 

Iowa all-state chorus audition process.  The audition adjudication categories of tone 

quality, rhythm, intonation and musicianship address proficiency in singing correct 

pitches and rhythms as well as singing with appropriate dynamics, phrasing, expression 

and style.  Part independence, balance and blend are addressed through the ensemble 

format of the audition.   

However, the fifth content standard of reading and notating music and the 

seventh content standard of making informed, critical evaluations of their musical 

performance are not adequately addressed within the present Iowa all-state chorus 

audition system, or in any aspect of the state contest system.  In Iowa, students are not 
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asked to sight-read as part of the all-state audition process or as part of state solo and 

ensemble or large group contest.   

Many informants of this study felt that sight-reading is an important skill which 

should be a part of the all-state audition criteria.  Inclusion of a sight-reading component 

could lead to the selection of students who are excellent musicians as well as 

outstanding singers and it would convey the message that music reading skills are 

important.   Members of Focus Groups C and D felt strongly on this subject: 

Focus Group C  Anyone can learn those few cuts from the songs.  Shouldn’t it be 
about finding the top musicians, not just the best singers?  Sight-reading is 
a good way to distinguish who can read the music from those who just 
learn it by rote.  That should factor in. (October 2014) 

Focus Group D Sight-reading should be a part of the audition.  It would be less 
subjective, and it shows how good a musician you are.  It would mean we 
would have to work on that more, because right now we don’t work on 
reading music very much in choir.  But it would be good to have that skill. 
(October 2014) 

Graduates also thought that sight-reading deserved more emphasis.   
 
Katie  Performance skills and learning the music are important, yes.  You want 

people who can blend and be musical.  But I would like to see more on-
the-spot testing of skills like sight-reading or theory.  When you get out 
into the real world, past high school choir, and you want to sing in a group 
that isn’t going to spoon-feed you the notes, those sight-reading skills 
become really important. (graduate, interview July 2014)    

 Choral director informants also liked the idea of a sight-reading component in the 

audition:   

Director G My biggest frustration is that there is not some sort of musicianship piece 
in the  audition.  I have had students who could sight-read like beasts sit 
next to singers in the all-state chorus who couldn’t even follow whether the 
notes were going up or down in the music.  It’s so important, and a lot of 
directors don’t even touch it because it is never tested. (interview, 
December 2014)   

Adjudicator D So the students can sing six songs at a very high level.  Can they 
transfer that  knowledge to other songs?  Are we creating independent 



 

122 

musicians or  parrots?  If a student is all-state caliber, they should be able 
to demonstrate that  they can read music as well as they can perform it. 
(interview, December 2014)  

Adjudicator A  All-staters get to the college level and major in music because, after 
all, they were stars in their high school choruses and they made all-state 
several times.  And they are frustrated because they get into a theory 
class and they struggle, because they haven’t learned to read music.  If 
sight-reading was tested, they would learn how to do it, and be better 
prepared to continue music after high school. 

Research has shown that competition standards directly affect curriculum and 

what is taught in the schools.  If reading music and evaluating music performance are 

part of the national standards, then it is logical to include those skills in assessment 

activities that are sanctioned by the state music association.  The exclusion of sight-

reading and performance self-evaluation from all-state and contest judging criteria could 

send the message that these skills are unimportant to the development of competent 

student musicians. 

A Comparison of Audition Criteria 

 Audition criteria for all-state choruses vary widely.  Eighteen states require some 

type of ensemble audition or a solo audition sung to a Music Minus One track.  Ten 

states have a required song such as “America the Beautiful.”  Fourteen states have a 

required solo audition.  Fifteen states ask for scales, triads or intervals.  Six test tonal 

memory.  Five states require a vocalise such as the arpeggiated “I Love to 

Sing.”  Twenty-three states test rhythmic and melodic sight-reading ability, and four 

states have a theory or music literacy component.  Thirty-one states include some type 

of music literacy exercise (scales, sight-reading, tonal memory, theory) while ten states 

only require excerpts from the festival concert music or a solo.  Three states have 

required materials that vary from year to year. 
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The trend is clearly moving toward a more comprehensive testing of musical 

proficiency beyond the ability to sing a required set of music.  This aligns with current 

educational trends of instructional accountability and comprehensive 

musicianship.   According to Lavender (2000), an evaluation of a student’s musical 

progress must be derived from a combination of music assessments in order to be 

meaningful, accurate and fair.  Including an evaluation of all applicable National 

Achievement Standards within the audition will bring it closer to a fair and accurate 

picture of the student musician’s proficiency. 

Another aspect of the audition that varies from state to state is whether the 

audition is live or recorded.  Thirty-one states report a live audition situation, while 

twelve states record the audition.  Many of the states who record auditions are more 

sparsely populated, such as Alaska and Montana, but the trend toward a recorded 

audition is increasing.   

The study’s participants were staunch defenders of the Iowa system of live 

auditions:   

Director D I think the audition should be live.  I believe that part of being one of the 
top performers in the state is your ability to perform well under pressure. 
(interview, November 2014) 

Director C I think it is good for students to have the chance to prove himself or herself 
in front of a judge.  I don’t think it’s fair to the students or the director to 
have to do multiple takes of an audition recording.  Recordings can have 
so many other factors that are not consistent--background noise, 
recording quality, equipment quality, etc. (interview, November 2014) 

 

Director H Definitely the audition should remain live.  Unfortunately, we live in a world 
where many people have little to no integrity. There are countless stories 
out there where people have found ways to alter their students’ auditions 
to try to get them into honor choirs.  Online auditions can lead to 
finagling.  The live audition keeps it honest and aboveboard. (interview, 
November 2014   
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Focus Groups C and D pointed to the excitement of the live audition:  
 

Focus Group D There is a feeling of anticipation with a live audition.  It’s exciting, 
and I care about the results in a more intense way than I would if a sent in 
a recording and waited for the results.  When it all happens in one day, 
there is a sense of immediacy. (October 2014) 

Focus Group C  Even though it would be less stressful to record the audition, it’s 
better to have one shot rather than multiple takes.  It does matter how you 
perform as much as how you sing.  If you are all-state caliber, you can 
take the pressure. (October 2014) 

Participants felt that performing live was a necessary part of the audition 

experience.  Even though it was stressful, it was a vital part of the process and a 

positive aspect of the event.  Many of the students and all of the choral directors had 

experienced recorded auditions as part of the Iowa Opus Honor Choir audition process, 

which has traditionally been recorded.  The preference for the live audition was an 

informed choice. 

The Role of Singing in the Lives of Students 

A central theme that emerged from the data was that singing was a major force 

in the lives of student choral musicians who chose to compete in all-state auditions.  

All informants characterized choral music as something that had a positive 

impact on their educational experience and their lives. When asked if singing had made 

their lives better, an affirmative answer was universal: 

Callie Singing makes me happy.  It enables me to just let myself go sometimes 
and not worry about a lot.  It feels great to sing. (graduate, interview July 
2014): 

Nick Music is my passion.  It is why I do what I do. When you sing onstage, it’s 
almost nirvana. (graduate, interview July 2014): 

Annie Singing is a gift that allows you to use your mind, body and soul. Nothing 
is as beautiful. (graduate, interview July 2014) 
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Laura I’ve realized that singing is helpful when I need to let go of things.  Songs 
have different meanings and emotions so when I have feelings all pent up 
inside of me, singing has helped me vent it out. (student, journal 
September 2014):   

Jordan Singing has kinda become my life.  It has made me come out of my shell 
and really know how to express myself.  It takes place wherever I go, and I 
love it.  It makes me happy, really happy. (student, journal August 2014):   

Natalie Singing inspires me.  The variety of songs have a different impact on me 
depending on the theme of the song.  Music changes your life. (interview, 
September 2014)  

Grace Singing makes me happier every day.  I’ve gained so many friends 
through choir and I feel the best when I get to sing. (student, journal 
September 2014)   

Kaley Singing is very important to me.  It definitely has given me way more 
respect for musicians and the creative process they use.  Music is 
everything to me. 

These positive responses resonated throughout the interviews. Singing in general and 

the all-state audition process in particular was memorable for the informants, as this 

graduate concludes:  

Gary The friendships I made because of All-State have sustained over time. I 
stay in touch with the others in my quartets; we get together every once in 
a while, and we talk about old times. I wouldn’t change a thing. (graduate, 
wiki entry July 2014)   
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

The purpose of this mixed method study was to investigate and richly describe 

the experiences of high school musicians as they navigated through the all-state chorus 

audition process, how participation in the competitive audition process affected student 

self-efficacy, and the effectiveness of the audition process as a form of authentic 

performance assessment. Drawing upon the findings reported in Chapter 4, the role that 

competitive auditions play in the musical and personal development of student 

musicians is addressed. The benefits and drawbacks the present Iowa all-state chorus 

audition system are discussed, along with suggestions for change based both on results 

of the study and an examination of the all-state audition procedures of other 

states.  Implications for practice and recommendations for future research are also 

proposed.  

The Iowa All-State Audition Process 

 The mission statement of the Iowa High School Music Association speaks to the 

goals that the organization has for students and for music education in Iowa:   

 To foster and perpetuate music as an art form and an essential component of the 
secondary school curriculum; 

 To organize and regulate festivals that assure fairness and equity and also 
stimulate students to their greatest possible potential; 

 To establish criteria and standards for musical performances that insures the 
musical/educational integrity of Iowa high school music programs; 

 To encourage member participation in Association-sponsored events, assuring 
all participants of a non-biased evaluation of their performances; 

 To develop programs that bring due recognition to outstanding musicians and 
performances; 
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 To provide musical opportunities that will enrich the lives of high school students 
and aid in the development of a life-long appreciation of music. (IHSMA, n.d.)  

Several of these statements pertain to the all-state audition experience and the impact 

that the experience should have on students. The goal of all music education events in 

Iowa is to foster the involvement, engagement, persistence and achievement of high 

school music students.  This study sought to determine the success of the all-state 

audition process in meeting those goals. 

Strengths of the Current Audition System 

Participants in this study agree that there are many positive benefits of the 

present audition system.  In the words of Director A: 

It is my favorite process of the year.  It gives an outlet to students who want to go 
 above and beyond, and it means a lot to those kids.  I don’t think that the all-state 
 audition process is broken, but it could be improved.  

 

 Certainly students are motivated to improve and to perform at a high level of 

excellence.  Musical skills of intonation, tone quality, breathing, expressiveness and part 

independence are honed.  In rating their skill level in seven different areas of musical 

performance, students in this study consistently rated their skills higher after completing 

the all-state audition preparation process.  Significant gains were recorded in the areas 

of reading music notation, performance ability, musical expressiveness, part 

independence, intonation and tone quality.  The only category rating that indicated a 

decrease was rhythm. 

 Students and their directors also reported gains in personal skills such as 

leadership, accountability, working with others, communication, and the value of 

practice and hard work.  Students pointed to the life lessons that were learned about 

valuing the process regardless of the result and not always achieving the outcome that 
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one desired.  Several graduates compared the all-state audition process to job 

interviews, where the outcome is a similar:  selected or not selected with little formative 

feedback. 

 Students appreciated the opportunity to work closely with other students toward a 

common goal.  Several spoke of music’s ability to help them express their emotions and 

become less shy and more outgoing.  The opportunity to meet and work with students 

from across the state who shared a similar passion for singing was another 

acknowledged benefit.  Students made connections with students from other schools 

not only at the festival itself, but also at all-state camps, workshops and during the 

audition day itself.   

 All-state auditions are an intense process.  Even after several years or even 

more than a decade had passed, graduates expressed strong feelings about how the 

process had impacted their lives.  Most felt that the process had made them stronger 

both musically and personally, and music was still an important force in most of their 

lives.  Most pointed out that competition is a part of life, and auditioning for all-state was 

a good training ground for the rigors of life’s competitive elements.   

 The Iowa all-state audition process is evolving, and changes have been made to 

make the process fairer, especially for students from small choral programs.  It has 

been recognized that smaller choral programs may not be able to organize a full quartet 

of singers.  Therefore, recall auditions were changed in the 90’s from a full quartet 

audition to a solo performance.  In the 2000’s, trios and duet entries were allowed for 

first round auditions, and in 2013 solo entries were added.  Cuts and their sequence are 

standard throughout the state.  Quotas are based on the number of students who 
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actually audition rather than on entries.  Students are identified by name and school 

number only; no school identifiers or adult personnel other than the judge are allowed in 

the audition room.  All of these changes and structural additions have been made in an 

attempt to level the playing field for all students who audition. 

Recommendations for Change 

 While the strengths of the current all-state audition system are many, problems 

do exist.  Some of these issues relate to procedures that have been in place throughout 

the history of the all-state festival.  Others have come about as assessment procedures 

and expectations have changed through time.  Both types of problems lead to a 

significant amount of frustration on the part of students and choral directors. 

 The audition ballot has not been substantively changed since the all-state festival 

was initiated in 1947.  Point totals within each category have increased from five to ten, 

for a total possible score of forty rather than twenty, which allows for greater flexibility 

and fine-tuning when assigning a score.  However, each of the four categories--

intonation, tone quality, rhythm and musicianship--are without 

descriptors.  Interpretation of what constitutes proficiency within each category is left to 

the discretion and experience of the adjudicator.  There is a section for comments, but 

neither the comments nor the score is shared with the student or his/her choral 

director.   

 This lack of clarity in the audition categories has led to the perception among 

some students and choral directors that all-state adjudication is too subjective.  For 

example, because there is not a standard definition of outstanding tone quality, students 

and directors sometimes feel that judges are biased toward a certain type of tone and 

accept only singers who fit a narrow parameter of sound.  Students are confused about 
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what constitutes outstanding tone quality, and they wonder what the judge wants to 

hear.   

To counteract claims of excessive subjectivity and to make judging more 

consistent and transparent, several other states (Arizona, Arkansas, Georgia, Nevada, 

Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Tennessee, Vermont, Virginia, Wyoming) 

have instituted the use of a rubric for all-state auditions.  In a rubric, descriptors of levels 

of proficiency within each category “keep the assessor listening or watching for the 

achievement of specific objectives, and it is by the comparison of a performance to 

those objectives that assessments contribute to their primary function:  improving 

instruction.” (Walters, 2010)  An effective analytic rubric  

1. contains descriptions that are brief, specific and mutually exclusive, 

2. arranges descriptions on a continuum of achievement from the lowest level to the 
highest, and 

3. expresses levels in parallel language (Walters, 2010). 

 Typically, the rubric is provided to students and choral directors at the beginning 

of the audition preparation process, so that there is no confusion regarding what the 

judges will be using as criteria within each dimension.  Students have a description of 

what constitutes excellence within each dimension and can measure their progress 

against that ideal.  Adjudication should be more consistent between centers because 

judges have a description of varying levels of achievement within each 

dimension.  Utilization of rubrics is prevalent in all academic areas, so students are 

familiar with and comfortable with their application.  As Walters (2010) states, “any 

systematic, objective-driven measurement tool will lead to more valid assessments than 

will off-the-cuff judgments.  Valid assessments not only improve instruction, but they 
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offer rationale to students, parents, and administrators for the decisions that are made 

(p. 103).” 

 If a rubric is adopted by IHSMA as a guide for all-state adjudication, it would be 

the recommendation of this researcher that a committee of experienced choral directors 

and adjudicators be formed to create a rubric that will best fit the Iowa all-state process 

and best serve choral directors and their students.  The inclusion of music education 

professionals in the development of any proposed rubric will help to ensure support 

once the rubric is adopted for use in the audition process.  Several states have rubrics 

that can serve as excellent resources for this process; for example, the rubrics from the 

states of Georgia, Nevada, Wyoming, and Arkansas (see Chapter 2 tables) contain 

language that is concise but exact for a clear and easily understood rubric.  The rubric 

below incorporates features of rubrics from several states.  It could serve as a starting 

point for the creation of the Iowa all-state audition rubric. 

Scoring Rubric: (total points out of 10):   Intonation   ____   
      Rhythm      ____ 
      Tone Quality  ____ 
      Musicianship  ____ 
      Diction  ____ 

Total (50 points possible) ____ 

 

Figure 5-1.  Proposed Rubric 
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Figure 5-1. Continued 
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The proposed rubric adds a dimension which is not currently part of the all-state 

adjudication process in Iowa: diction.  The addition of diction is supported by a survey of 

dimensions included in other all-state forms; additionally it addresses a concern 

expressed by adjudicator informants: 

Adjudicator F The categories that are currently being used do not address everything 
that should be a part of the audition, such as diction.  I end up arbitrarily 
making it a part of the musicianship category, and I know other judges 
who make it a part of tone, in terms of vowel formation.  I feel that diction 
deserves to be its own category (interview, December 2014). 

The use of a rubric could also address another area of discontent with the all-

state audition process:  the student’s desire for feedback.  This desire mirrors the trend 

in education toward offering formative feedback as well as a summative evaluation, 

known as authentic assessment.  While reaction among students, graduates, choral 

directors and adjudicator participants about the use of comments in auditions was 

mixed in this research study, most felt that the huge amount of effort expended by 

students to prepare for all-state auditions deserved a more formative type of 

feedback.  Students wanted to know their areas of strength, where they needed to 

improve and what they needed to do differently for the next audition.  A check system 

indicating areas of strength and areas needing improvement could be based on the 

rubric format.  The majority of informants felt that point totals should not be made 

available to the students or directors, but that comments would be extremely 

helpful.  Any type of feedback system would have to be streamlined and basic so that it 

could be accomplished within the time allotted for each audition. 

Whatever type of feedback form that is eventually adopted for all-state auditions 

should be the product of discussion among choral directors and adjudicators who are 

directly involved in the process.  The format of this form should be determined by a 
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consensus of interested, involved participants in the reform process.  The proposed 

audition feedback form, based on the audition rubric, is in a format that can be easily 

understood by choral directors and students and quickly and easily completed by the 

adjudicators.  

 

Figure 5-2.  Proposed adjudication feedback form 

Several student, graduate and choral director informants expressed concern that 

adjudicators stop seriously considering singers for all-state selection once they have 

found enough students to fill their “quotas.”  This quota refers to the number of singers 

of each voice part that a judge is allowed to accept or recall.  The quotas are based on 

a percentage of the number of entries in each district, and is calculated the day of the 

auditions so that entries that scratch (do not perform) are not included in the calculation.  

Whether or not the perception is accurate, several informants expressed frustration over 
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the quota process and how it affects the adjudicator’s focus on entries that they hear 

toward the end of the first round.  Other states have solved this issue by taking the 

actual selection duties away from the adjudicator.  The judge’s task is simply to evaluate 

and score each entry.  Actual tabulation and selection is completed by the all-state chair 

or site manager, who uses the judge’s scores to determine the top entries from each 

center.  Adopting this process in Iowa would eliminate this perceived problem and would 

allow the adjudicator to focus on evaluation and feedback.   

Another issue of the all-state audition process is that only one judge hears each 

first round audition, and adjudication of each voice part is split between several 

judges.  It would be more consistent to have one judge hear all of a single voice part, 

but under the present ensemble audition format with an afternoon recall, time 

constraints do not allow for it.  It would also be beneficial for more than one judge to 

hear each first-round audition, so that selections for the all-state chorus are made by 

consensus rather than by one individual judge.  Under the present system, each judge 

can hear up to four voices in a single first-round audition and must assign points 

individually to each singer in each of four categories:  intonation, tone quality, rhythm 

and musicianship.  The afternoon recall (second round) audition combines centers and 

allows two or three judges to hear each solo recall performance.   

This system has both strengths and weaknesses.  As an example of a strength, 

the consensus of the informants of this study favored the ensemble audition, with its 

emphasis on blend, balance and intonation.  Students are being chosen to sing in an 

ensemble; testing ensemble skills as a central part of the audition is extremely 

logical.  However, it is difficult for a judge to adequately adjudicate four voices in four 
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dimensions in the span of a seven-minute audition.  If feedback was added to the 

audition, the task would be even more onerous.  For a solution to this problem, some 

states who host ensemble auditions utilize four judges, one per voice part.  The result is 

still the opinion of only one person, but at least the judge is focused solely on that one 

singer.  A logistical factor would be that this system would require more judges, and 

since auditions are held in all districts on the same day, it is already a difficult task to 

find enough competent adjudicators. 

Another issue is the flexibility in the type of ensemble that may audition, with 

students being able to sing in a quartet, trio, duet or solo format.  Because of the           

a cappella requirement, students will sometimes audition on a cut from a piece that is 

meant to be sung by up to eight voices, accompanied.  If the student is auditioning as a 

soloist or in a duet, it is difficult to get any sense of the style and form of the piece, and 

impossible to make sense of the piece’s harmonic structure.  Other states with an 

ensemble audition require that singers perform in quartets, and if a school does not 

have enough singers to form a quartet, they may “borrow” singers from another 

school.  This is an interesting concept, because it does level the playing field in the 

sense that every participant auditions in the same type of ensemble.  However, one of 

the advantages of the quartet audition system is the process of students rehearsing and 

working together to prepare for the audition.  If students simply sing with students from 

another school on the day of the audition, that advantage is lost.  Additionally, students 

would have to rely on the substitute singers to competently perform their parts and use 

proper balance and blend.  It would be a shame if a student’s opportunity to be selected 

for the all-state chorus would be negatively impacted by the performance of a substitute 



 

137 

singer in his/her quartet.  However, a substitution system would allow students from 

larger choral programs who do not have the opportunity to audition under the “28 

maximum entries” rule to work with and audition with students from a school with a 

smaller choral program, thus gaining an opportunity to audition.  The opportunity for 

students to work with singers from other schools would be an opportunity for 

cooperative learning and collaboration.  If each audition ensemble was a full quartet, 

four adjudicators could be used in each center, allowing each judge to focus on a single 

voice part and to give appropriate feedback to each individual singer. This practice 

merits further study and discussion.   

Currently, the second round (recall) audition is a solo audition before multiple 

judges, which results in a highly stressful experience for the participant singers, 

according to several participants in this study.  The recall audition uses cuts from the 

festival performance songs, so again, the singer is performing music that was never 

intended to be sung as a solo.  Iowa is the only state that has a same-day second round 

audition.  Doing away with the recall audition and substituting a separate sight-reading 

component for all auditionees could allow for fewer centers, since each center could 

schedule a full day of ensemble auditions instead of a half day.  With the same number 

of judges per site, this could allow for multiple judges to hear each audition, allowing for 

consensus decisions and the possibility of adding feedback.  This change would also 

add a new component to the audition—sight-reading—which is one of the National 

Standards for Music Education and is currently not evaluated in any of the major 

contest/competition formats sponsored by IHSMA.  This change would encourage more 

schools to make sight-reading a part of their choral curriculum. 
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Twenty-three states have an established process for sight-reading as part of the 

all-state audition.  Some states separate rhythmic and melodic sight-reading.  Some 

states utilize a holistic sight-reading rubric which describes various levels of sight-

singing proficiency.  This researcher would recommend a version of the Arkansas 

system, as described in the figure below. 

 

Figure 5-3.  Proposed sight-reading audition form 

This form integrates rhythmic and melodic sight-reading, which accurately mimics 

the type of sight-singing required in a choral rehearsal.  Rhythmic accuracy, melodic 

accuracy, a strong sense of tonality and steady tempo are all evaluated.   

The proposed rubric and sight-reading ballots would change the point total from 

the current 40 to 70 points:  50 points for the quartet (ensemble) performance and 20 

points for solo sight-reading.  The addition of a performance rubric, diction dimension 
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and a sight-reading component would make the all-state audition more comprehensive 

and a clearer reflection of the National Standards for Music Education. 

Summary 

This qualitative, in-depth study of the All-State audition process can add a unique 

perspective to the debate of the value of competitive events within the field of music 

education by giving voice to students who have undergone the process, who have 

“walked the walk.”  Participants of this study cited many positive aspects of the audition 

process.  It is evident that auditioning for all-state is an intense and life-changing 

experience which can enhance a student’s musical progress.  It can also lead to 

frustration from a lack of understanding of the adjudication process.   

The informants of this study freely shared their opinions of the Iowa all-state 

audition process.  Their ideas of the strengths and weaknesses of the system can 

provide guideposts down a path to an improved system which provides formative 

assessment for all as well as a festival experience for the most outstanding.  A close 

look at the practices of other all-state festivals can give insight into both the strengths of 

the Iowa system and possible solutions to remaining challenges that must be met to 

provide an optimal audition experience for Iowa student singers. 

Limitations of the Study 

The researcher endeavored to triangulate the results of this study by collecting 

data from a diverse population of students, graduates, choral directors and 

adjudicators.  Because of the in-depth, qualitative nature of the study, the sample size 

was necessarily small.  A quantitative study utilizing more extensive survey data would 

provide a more diverse perspective.   
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Recommendations for Further Research 

Based upon this research study, competitive activities appear to have a 

constructive place within the field of music education. However, more research within 

the topic is warranted.  Recommendations for future research follow that focus on 

specific topics such as the effect of changing audition requirements on the quality of the 

audition, the effect of changing audition requirements on curriculum, the  effect of the 

number of judges on the reliability and consistency of audition results, and the effect of 

implementing an all-state audition rubric on judging consistency and student self-

evaluation of their audition performance. 

Changing Audition Parameters 

Each change in the Iowa all-state chorus audition process has caused 

repercussions, both intended and unintended.  Of particular import has been  

1. the shift from an accompanied audition to a completely a cappella audition 

2. the allowance of a flexible number of students needed to form an audition 
ensemble, from a required four to admittance of trios, duets and solos, and  

3. the change from quartet to solo recall auditions.   

The change to a completely a cappella audition, which took place in the 1990’s, 

was instituted mainly to ensure that quartets would remain completely anonymous to 

the judges.  If the choral director or a paid adult who was known to the adjudicator 

accompanied a quartet, then the judge might have some indication which school that 

quartet represented, and bias could be introduced.  Also, gifted accompanists could 

influence audition results, as adjudicator B recalls:  

Adjudicator B  I taught when the accompanied audition was in place.  I feel like the 
a cappella format places ALL the responsibility for intonation and 
musicianship on the singers, but I also enjoyed the accompanied audition 
because I am a competent piano player and I was “part of the audition” 
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when I played for the kids in an audition.  I could actually lead them a bit 
with my own musicianship. (interview, November 2014): 

That “leading” could help a slightly marginal singer make the cut.  Conversely a 

struggling accompanist could actually hinder the singers.  As Adjudicator B states, the   

a cappella format shifted responsibility to the singers.  Another consequence of this 

change, however, is that student performance in the audition in many cases is not as 

strong.  Many more students struggle to navigate the audition in the current format, 

especially when performing music that was never intended to be a cappella.  Further 

study of adjudicator perception of the effect of the change from accompanied/a cappella 

auditions to totally a cappella auditions would be worthy of exploration. 

The change from a required quartet entry to the flexibility of entering trios, duets 

and solos is more recent, with the addition of the solo possibility occurring only two 

years ago.  The change was instituted to allow students from smaller choral programs to 

have the opportunity to audition for all-state.  Sometimes a small choral program can 

have only one or two truly strong singers, and the audition of those singers could be 

negatively impacted if they were required to audition with quartet members who were 

less proficient, or they may not have been able to audition at all if singers of the other 

needed voice parts could not be convinced to audition.  Unintended negative effects of 

this ruling include the fact that small programs no longer need to recruit members of all 

voice parts, so some choral programs have moved to all-female choruses.  Research 

into the effect of the change from quartet auditions to a flexible grouping format on male 

participation in Iowa choral programs is warranted. 

The change from quartet to solo recall auditions also occurred in the 

1990’s.  This change was instituted to allow adjudicators to better hear individual voices 
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and to allow talented students from small schools to sing a second-round audition 

without the possible negative impact of less-talented quartet members.  An unintended 

effect mentioned by the informants of this study was that recall auditions became much 

more stressful as students performed without the musical and emotional support of their 

fellow ensemble members.  Performing as a soloist music intended for four or more 

accompanied voices, students who had spent months rehearsing as an ensemble were 

now asked to sing cuts of the music as a soloist before multiple judges.  It is the 

suggestion of this researcher that the recall audition be eliminated (No other state has 

one.)  and instead require all students to sing both an ensemble audition and a sight-

reading audition.  This change would create a much-needed increase in emphasis on 

sight-reading skills, which is one of the National Standards for Music Education.  It 

would also allow first-round auditions to be scheduled throughout the day, facilitating the 

possibility of four judges per center, with one judge per voice part. With one judge 

focusing on a single voice part, limited formative feedback could be offered.  If these 

changes occur, future research could be utilized to measure the effectiveness of the use 

of a rubric in raising student awareness of audition requirements and their own 

performance level.  Studies could also be undertaken on the effect of a new sight-

reading requirement on choral music curriculum in Iowa. 

The Iowa High School Music Association endeavors to provide quality music 

experiences for students of both small and large school districts.  The IHSMA 

recognizes the challenges that small, rural districts have in competing with large, urban 

programs.  One of the concerns currently facing the Iowa all-state chair is the 

disproportionate number of students from 4A schools that are selected for the all-state 



 

143 

chorus.  This year, approximately 400 of the 600 students chosen were from a 4A 

district.  Five hundred of the 600 students were from 3A or 4A districts.  This means that 

only 100 members of the chorus came from the 266 schools that have a 1A or 2A 

designation; the remaining 500 members were chosen from the 119 schools with a 3A 

or 4A designation.  Much discussion has ensued concerning ways to give small school 

students a better opportunity for selection; one of the solutions is a proposal to create 

separate 3A/4A and 1A/2A all-state choruses.  Adjudicator E, who is retired from 

teaching in a 2A school, did not like this idea: 

Adjudicator E  I feel that separating the small schools into their own all-state 
chorus would result in a lower-quality experience for them.  If a student is 
all-state quality, they should have a chance at the best chorus available. 

Another possible solution would be to create multiple ensembles: a mixed 

chorus, a women’s chorus and a men’s chorus.  The mixed chorus (320 singers) could 

be made up of the top 40 singers of each voice part (S1, S2, A1, A2, T1, T2, B1, B2), 

regardless of school size.  A women’s chorus of 180 members would be chosen from 

the next highest-ranking singers from 1A or 2A schools.  A 180-voice men’s chorus 

would be selected from the next highest-ranking singers from 1A, 2A or 3A schools.  

This would give the most talented singers regardless of class size the opportunity to 

perform together.  It would enhance the opportunity for students from small schools to 

be chosen for an all-state ensemble.  Equity in the audition process is a topic of crucial 

importance which deserves further discussion. 

Toward an Improved All-State Audition Process  

Joybell (2010) stated, “The only way that we can live, is if we grow. The only way 

that we can grow is if we change. The only way that we can change is if we 

learn.”  Change is difficult, but it is a constant in education.  Students have different 
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learning styles and different expectations than they did in the 1950’s.  The Iowa all-state 

chorus audition process has been modified through the years in an attempt to give each 

deserving student an equitable chance at being selected for the Iowa all-state 

chorus.  This study offered valuable insight into the effect that the audition process has 

on a student musician’s future involvement, engagement, persistence, and achievement 

in music performance.  It also helped to identify both the strengths of the present 

system and possible improvements for future years.  The end result can be an improved 

process which will continue to serve the needs of Iowa’s student musicians for many 

years to come.  In this way, we will learn; we will change; we will grow. 
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APPENDIX B 
CONSENT AND ASSENT LETTERS 

Student Assent Form 
 

Department of Music Education 
130 MUB P.O. Box 117900 

Gainesville, Florida  32611-7900 
 

 
Dear Student, 
 
I am a doctoral student in the Department of Music Education at the University of 
Florida, conducting research on the role of competition in music education.  The 
purpose of this study is examine the role of competition in music education by 
investigating the positive and negative consequences, both musical and personal, that 
can occur when a student musician participates in a high stress/high reward audition 
situation such as auditioning for the All-State Chorus. The results of this study may not 
directly benefit you today, but may benefit future students.  I would like to ask you to 
volunteer for this research. 
 
You will be asked to document your progress and feelings as you negotiate the All-State 
Chorus audition preparation process, which begins August 1st and continues through 
audition day on October 18th.  You will be interviewed at the beginning of the audition 
preparation process to establish background information and you will be asked to keep 
a journal of your reflections throughout the audition process.  You will also be asked to 
participate in a private on-line forum which will allow you to connect with the other 
student participants to share discussions of the process and rehearsal techniques and 
strategies.  You will not know the identity of the other schools or students, and only first 
names will be used on the forums.  I will also only know your first name, and you will be 
given a special email address by your choral director which will be used solely to log 
into the forum and submit your journal.  This will preserve your anonymity as a 
participant in the project.  Following audition day, the researcher will again interview you 
and will ask you to participate in a focus group session to identify common themes of 
the experience.   
 
Your participation is completely voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any 
time without consequence.  You do not have to answer any question unless you wish to 
do so, and your participation will not affect your grade in any way. 
 
Would you like to participate in this research study?  If so, please sign and date the 
assent form below.  Thank you! 
 
Jean Hickman 
 
________I have read the procedure described above and would like to participate in 
this research. 
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________I have read the procedure described above and would not like to participate in 
this research. 
 

______________________________________________  ____________ 
Student Name       Date 
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Department of Music Education 
130 MUB P.O. Box 117900 
Gainesville, Fl   32611-7900 

 
Parental Consent Form 

 
Dear Parent/Guardian: 
 
I am a doctoral student in the Department of Music Education at the University of 
Florida, conducting research on the role of competition in music education under the 
supervision of Dr. Russell Robinson.  The purpose of this study is examine the role of 
competition in music education by investigating the positive and negative 
consequences, both musical and personal, that can occur when a student musician 
participates in a high stress/high reward audition situation such as auditioning for the 
All-State Chorus. The results of this study may provide a deeper understanding of the 
effects of competition in music education on the student participants, and the potential 
benefits and drawbacks for students as they strive to achieve the goal of being 
accepted for the All-State Chorus.  Understanding the effects of the audition process is 
crucial in making the audition experience as educationally constructive for students as 
possible, and for understanding the effects of a competitive experience on a student’s 
musical and personal growth.  These results may not directly help your child today, but 
may benefit future students.  With your permission, I would like to ask your child to 
volunteer for this research. 
Student participants will be asked to document their progress and feelings as they 
negotiate the All-State Chorus audition preparation process, which begins August 1st 
and continues through audition day on October 18th.  Students will be interviewed at the 
beginning of the audition preparation process to establish background information and  
will be asked to keep a journal of their reflections throughout the audition process.  
Participants will also be asked to participate in a private on-line forum which will allow 
students to connect with the other participants to share discussions of the process and 
rehearsal techniques and strategies.  Participants will not know the identity of the other 
schools or students, and only first names will be used on the forums.  I will only know 
the students by their first names.  Upon receipt of signed parental consent and student 
assent forms, each student will be given the web address and password for the private 
online forum as well as an email address which will only be used for this project.  These 
procedures will preserve the anonymity of each student who participates.  Following 
audition day, the researcher will again interview each student participant and will ask 
the students to participate in a focus group session to identify common themes of the 
experience.  With your permission I would like to audiotape this interview and the focus 
session.  Only I will have access to the tape which I will personally transcribe, removing 
any identifiers during transcription.  The tape will then be erased.  Information collected 
from the interviews, journals, forum and focus sessions will be accessible only to me.  
At the end of the study, all electronic and hard copies of the information will be 
destroyed.  Although the student participants will be asked to give their names for 
matching purposes, their identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law.  
I will replace their names with code numbers.  Results will only be reported in the form 
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of group data, along with anonymous quotes from the collection of information.  
Participation or non-participation in this study will not affect the student’s grade or 
placement in any program. 
You and your child have the right to withdraw consent for your child’s participation at 
any time without consequence.  There are no known risks to the participants.  Students 
may benefit by reflecting on the audition preparation experience and by sharing those 
reflections with other students who are also negotiating the process.  Students may alos 
benefit by receiving on-line feedback and suggestions from other student participants.  
No monetary compensation is offered for participation.  Group results of this study will 
be available in May 2015 upon request.  If you have any questions about this research 
protocol, please contact me at          or my faculty supervisor, Dr. Russell Robinson, at          
.  Questions or concerns about your child’s rights as a research participant may be 
directed to the IRB02 office, University of Florida, Box 112250, Gainesville, Fl  32611, 
(352) 392-0433. 
Jean Hickman 
 

 
I have read the procedure described above.  I voluntarily give my consent for my child,  
 
__________________________, to participate in Jean Hickman’s study of the role of 
competition in music education.  I have received a copy of this description. 
 
______________________________________________  ____________________ 
Parent/Guardian                               Date 
 
 
 
______________________________________________  ____________________ 
2nd Parent/Witness      Date 
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Department of Music Education 
130 MUB P.O. Box 117900 
Gainesville, Fl   32611-7900 

 

Adjudicator Consent Form 
 
Dear All-State Adjudicator, 
I am a doctoral student at the University of Florida.  As part of my dissertation I am 
conducting research to examine the role of competition in music education by 
investigating the positive and negative consequences, both musical and personal, that 
can occur when a student musician participates in a high stress/high reward audition 
situation such as auditioning for the All-State Chorus. I will also ask you to participate in 
an interview to give your insights about the audition preparation process.  I am asking 
you to participate in this research because you are a successful music educator and 
experienced All-State Chorus adjudicator 
I will ask you to participate in an interview that should take no longer than 15 minutes.  
The schedule of questions is enclosed with this email.  You will not have to answer any 
question you do not wish to answer.  Your interview will be conducted by phone or you 
may choose to complete the attached questionnaire and email it back to me along with 
a copy of this signed consent form.   Your answers will not be shared with anyone, and 
will become a part of the anonymous research data of the study.  Your identity will be 
kept confidential to the extent provided by law and your identity will not be revealed in 
the final manuscript. 
There are no anticipated risks, compensation or other direct benefits to you as a 
participant in this interview.  You are free to withdraw your consent to participate and 
may discontinue your participation at any time without consequence. 
Please sign and return this copy of the letter either by mail or by scanning and emailing 
it back to me. By signing this letter, you give me permission to report your interview 
responses anonymously in the final manuscript to be submitted to my faculty advisor as 
part of my dissertation. 
If you have any questions about this research protocol, please contact me at            or 
my faculty supervisor, Dr. Russell Robinson, at              Questions or concerns about 
your rights as a research participant may be directed to the IRB02 office, University of 
Florida, Box 112250, Gainesville, Fl  32611, (352) 392-0433. 
 
Jean Hickman 
 
 

 

 

I have read the attached procedure.  I voluntarily agree to participate in an interview as 
part of Jean Hickman’s study of the role of competition in music education. I have 
received a copy of this description. 
 
____________________________________________________  ______________ 
Signature of Adjudicator  
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Department of Education 
130 MUB P.O. Box 117900 
Gainesville, Fl   32611-7900 

 
Choral Director Consent Form 

 
 

Dear Choral Director, 
 
I am a doctoral student at the University of Florida.  As part of my dissertation I am 
conducting research to examine the role of competition in music education by 
investigating the positive and negative consequences, both musical and personal, that 
can occur when a student musician participates in a high stress/high reward audition 
situation such as auditioning for the All-State Chorus.  I would like to ask you to 
participate in an interview to give your insights about the audition preparation process.  I 
am asking you to participate in this research because you are an experienced, 
successful music educator. 
 
I will ask you to participate in an interview that should take no longer than 15 minutes.  
The schedule of questions is enclosed with this email.  You will not have to answer any 
question you do not wish to answer.  Your interview will be conducted by phone, or you 
may choose to complete the interview form and email it back to me, assuming I have 
received a copy of this signed consent from you either in the mail or scanned and 
returned by email.  Your answers will be anonymous and will not be shared with anyone 
else.  Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law and your 
identity will not be revealed in the final manuscript. 
 
There are no anticipated risks, compensation or other direct benefits to you as a 
participant in this interview or your students as participants in the study.  You are free to 
withdraw your consent to participate and may discontinue your participation and your 
students’ participation at any time without consequence. 
 
Please sign and return this copy of the letter either by mail or email. By signing this 
letter, you give me permission to report your interview responses anonymously in the 
final manuscript to be submitted to my faculty advisor as part of my dissertation. 
 
If you have any questions about this research protocol, please contact me at           or 
my faculty supervisor, Dr. Russell Robinson, at          .  Questions or concerns about 
your rights as a research participant may be directed to the IRB02 office, University of 
Florida, Box 112250, Gainesville, Fl  32611, (352) 392-0433. 
 
Jean Hickman 
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
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I have read the procedure above. I voluntarily agree to participate in an interview as part 
of the study.  I have received a copy of this description. 
 
 
____________________________________________________  ______________ 
Signature of Choral Director       Date 
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Pilot Study Consent Form 
 

Protocol Title:  The Role of Competition in Developing Student Musical and Personal 
Self-Efficacy  

Please read this consent document carefully before you decide to participate in 
this study. 

Purpose of the research study: 
The scientific purpose of this study is to examine the role of competition in music 
education by investigating the positive and negative consequences, both musical and 
personal, that can occur when a student musician participates in a high stress/high 
reward audition situation. 
What you will be asked to do in this study: 
You will be asked to recall and reflect upon your experience in auditioning for the Iowa 
All-State Chorus.  I will ask you to participate in an interview that should take no longer 
than 30 minutes.  The schedule of questions is enclosed with this email.  You will not 
have to answer any question you do not wish to answer.  Your interview will be 
conducted by phone or at your school following All-State audition day, assuming I have 
received a copy of this signed consent from you in the mail.  With your permission I 
would like to audiotape this interview.  Only I will have access to the tape, which I will 
personally transcribe, removing any identifiers during transcription.  The tape will then 
be erased.  Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law and your 
identity will not be revealed in the final manuscript.   You will also be asked to take part 
in a private on-line forum which will allow you to connect with the others who 
participated in All-State auditions to share discussions of the process and how that 
experience affected your appreciation of music and performing, and how it affected your 
musical and personal development. Only first names will be used on the forums, and 
you will not know which schools the participants attended.   
Time Required: 
Interview:  30 minutes 
On-line forum:  30 minutes 
 
Risks and Benefits: 
There is no risk or personal benefit involved in your participation in the study.  
Compensation: 
You will not be monetarily compensated for your participation in this study. 
Confidentiality: 
Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law.  Your input into the 
study will be assigned a code number.  The list connecting your name to this number 
will be kept in a locked file in the researcher’s office.  When the study is completed and 
the data has been analyzed, the list will be destroyed.  Your name will not be used in 
any report. 
Voluntary participation: 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  There is no penalty for not 
participating. 
Right to withdraw from the study: 
You have the right to withdraw from the study at any time without consequence. 
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Whom to contact if you have a question about the study: 
Jean Hickman, PhD student, Department of Music Education, University of Florida, 130 
MUB P.O. Box 117900, Gainesville, Fl   32611-7900; phone  
Whom to contact about your rights as a research participant in this study: 
IRB02 Office, Box 112250, University of Florida, Gainesville, Fl  32611-2250; phone 
352-392-0433. 
Agreement: 
I have read the procedure described above.  I voluntarily agree to participate in the 
procedure and I have received a copy of this description. 
Participant:____________________________________  Date:_______________ 
Principal Investigator:_____________________________  Date:______________ 
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APPENDIX C 
INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

Student Interview Questions 
 
Name_________________________________     High School 
____________________________________ 
 
 

Background Questions 
 
Year in School:  Freshman     Sophomore    Junior    Senior    
 
Voice Part:   Soprano    Alto     Tenor     Baritone/Bass 
 
Audition Ensemble Composition:  Solo     Duet     Trio     Quartet 
 
How many years have you audition for the All-State Chorus? 
 
Have you been previously chosen for membership in the All-State Chorus?   Yes     No 
If yes, which year(s)?____________________ 
 
What year will you graduate from high school?___________ 
 
Describe yourself. 
 
 
What are your top two reasons for participating in your school’s choral music program? 
 
 
Other musical training and experience (Choir, Band, Show Choir/Jazz Choir, Church 
Choir, voice lessons, piano lessons, etc.):  
 
 
The following elements all contribute to a successful All-State Chorus audition.  On a 
scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being “not confident” and 5 being “very confident,” please rate 
yourself in the following areas: 
 
Reading music notation     1     2     3     4     5    
 
Performance ability    1     2     3     4     5 
 
Musical independence 1     2     3     4     5  
 
Musical expressiveness 1     2     3     4     5 
 
Part independence  1     2     3     4     5 
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Intonation   1     2     3     4     5 
 
Tone    1     2     3     4     5 
 
Rhythm   1     2     3     4     5 
 
 
How confident do you feel in your ability to learn music independently?  Why? 
 
 
How confident do you feel in your ability to perform music independently?  Why? 
 
 
Why are you auditioning for the All-State Chorus? 
 
 
How will auditioning for the All-State Chorus help you as a student musician? 
 
 
How will auditioning for the All-State Chorus help you personally? 
 
 
Approximately how much time each week do you plan to spend practicing 
independently for the All-State auditions?_________________ 
 
Approximately how much time each week do you plan to spend in rehearsals at school 
for the All-State auditions?________________ 
 
 
Did you attend All-State camp?     Yes      No 
If so, do you think this experience was helpful? 
 
Was it a benefit or a hindrance that the auditions are a cappella? 
 
Was it a benefit or a hindrance that you audition in an ensemble? 
 
What do you like most about the audition process? 
 
What do you like least about the audition process? 
 
What is the most difficult part of the audition process? 
 
Are you a good singer?  Why or why not? 
 
Are you a good student?  Why or why not? 
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What are your future plans?  Will music performance be a part of your life after high 
school? 
 
How has singing made your life better? 
 
How important is making All-State to you? 
 
How important is it to your choral director that you make All-State? 
 
Do you feel pressure to do well in the auditions?  From whom? 
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Post-Audition Student Interview Questions 

 
Name_________________________________     High School 
____________________________________ 
The following elements all contribute to a successful All-State Chorus audition.  On a 
scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being “not confident” and 5 being “very confident,” please rate 
yourself in the following areas: 
Reading music notation     1     2     3     4     5    
Performance ability    1     2     3     4     5 
Musical independence 1     2     3     4     5  
Musical expressiveness 1     2     3     4     5 
Part independence  1     2     3     4     5 
Intonation   1     2     3     4     5 
Tone    1     2     3     4     5 
Rhythm   1     2     3     4     5 
 
What aspect of your musical skills improved most during the audition preparation 
process? 
 
Do you feel stronger as a person for having gone through the audition process? Why or 
why not? 
 
Did you feel confident going in to the audition? 
 
What went well? 
 
What could have gone better? 
 
Was the audition your best performance of this music?   
 
Would it have been helpful to have received a published score which indicated your 
placement among those who auditioned in your center? (Explain.) 
 
Would it have been helpful to have received comments/feedback? (Explain.) 
 
Do you think the all-state audition process is fair?  Why or why not? 
 
What do you like most about all-state auditions? 
 
What would you change? 
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Graduate Interview Questions 
 
Name_________________________________     High School  
Year of Graduation______________    
Voice Part:   Soprano    Alto     Tenor     Baritone/Bass 
Audition Ensemble Composition:         Solo        Duet        Trio        Quartet 
 
How many years did you audition for the All-State Chorus?___________ 
 
Were you selected for the All-State Chorus?_____________ 
 
If yes, which year(s)?____________________ 
 
Describe yourself. 
 
What were your top two reasons for participating in your school’s choral music 
program? 
 
Other musical training and experience (Choir, Band, Show Choir/Jazz Choir, Church 
Choir, voice lessons, piano lessons, etc.):  
 
The following elements all contribute to a successful All-State Chorus audition.  On a 
scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being “not confident” and 5 being “very confident,” please rate 
yourself in the following areas: 
Reading music notation     1     2     3     4     5    
Performance ability    1     2     3     4     5 
Musical independence 1     2     3     4     5  
Musical expressiveness 1     2     3     4     5 
Part independence  1     2     3     4     5 
Intonation   1     2     3     4     5 
Tone    1     2     3     4     
Rhythm   1     2     3     4     5 
 
How confident do you feel in your ability to learn music independently?  Why? 
 
How confident do you feel in your ability to perform music independently?  Why? 
 
Why did you audition for the All-State Chorus? 
 
How did auditioning for the All-State Chorus help you as a student musician? 
 
How did auditioning for the All-State Chorus help you personally? 
 
Approximately how much time each week did you plan to spend practicing 
independently for the All-State auditions?_________________ 



 

162 

Approximately how much time each week did you plan to spend in rehearsals at school 
for the All-State auditions?________________ 
 
Did you attend All-State camp?     Yes      No 
If so, do you think this experience was helpful? 
 
Were the auditions a cappella when you auditioned?  __________ If yes, was it a 
benefit or a hindrance that the auditions were a cappella? 
 
Was it a benefit or a hindrance that you auditioned in an ensemble? 
 
What did you like most about the audition process? 
 
What did you like least about the audition process? 
 
What was the most difficult part of the audition process? 
 
Are you a good singer?  Why or why not? 
 
Was music performance a part of your life after high school?  If so, in what way? 
 
Do you still perform?  If so, in what types of ensembles or venues? 
 
How has singing made your life better? 
 
What was your biggest challenge as a student musician and singer? 
 
How important was making All-State to you? 
 
How important was it to your choral director that you make All-State? 
 
Did you feel pressure to do well in the auditions?  From whom? 
 
What aspect of your musical skills improved most during the audition preparation 
process? 
 
Do you feel stronger as a person for having gone through the audition process? 
 
Musically, what did you learn as a result of auditioning for the All-State Chorus? 
 
Do you feel you were emotionally prepared for the audition experience? 
 
Describe your audition day experience. 
 
How strong musically were the other members of your quartet? 
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Did the other singers in your quartet help your performance?  Hinder your performance?  
 
What were the results of your morning audition?     

Accepted     Recalled     Not Accepted 
 
If you were recalled, describe that experience.  Was it more stressful or less stressful 
than the initial audition? 
 
Did you feel prepared to sing the cuts as a soloist instead of with your ensemble? 
 
How hectic was the warm-up process? 
 
How long did you have to wait to sing the audition after you had warmed up? 
 
How many students from your school were recalled? 
 
How did it feel to sing before multiple judges?  How many judges did you sing for? 
 
Would it have been helpful to have received a published score which indicated your 
placement among those who auditioned in your center? 
 
Would it have been helpful to have received comments/feedback? 
 
Did you clearly understand the process through which students are chosen for the All-
State Chorus? 
 
What was the most positive aspect of the All-State audition experience? 
 
What should be changed about the All-State audition process? 
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Adjudicator Interview Questions 

 
How many years have you served as an adjudicator for the Iowa All-State Chorus? 
Have you served as an All-State adjudicator in any other states?  If so, how did that 
experience differ from your experience as an Iowa adjudicator? 
What is your experience as a choral director?   
From an adjudicator’s perspective, what are the strengths of the Iowa adjudication 
system? 
What should be changed? 
How difficult is it to choose the top singers in each voice part? 
 
Do you like the a cappella audition?  Did you judge in the days when auditions were 
accompanied?  In your opinion, which is better? 
 
Do you think audition score results should be made available to the students’ choral 
director?  Would publishing the scores make your job more difficult? 
 
Do you think students should receive comments/feedback about their audition 
performance?  Why or why not? 
 
If a rubric was devised which described the varying levels of proficiency within each of 
the adjudicated categories, would that make the judging more consistent between 
centers?  Would it make judging easier or more difficult? 
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Choral Director Interview Questions 
 

Name______________________________ 
 
How many years have you taught? 
 
In what school districts have you taught? 
 
How many years have you been at your present school? 
 
How many students are in your choral program?  What is the size of your high school? 
 
What are the benefits of the All-State audition process? 
 
Is the audition process fair?  Why or why not? 
 
Are the best singers chosen for the Iowa All-State Chorus?  Why or why not? 
 
What would you change about the process? 
 
Should students/directors receive feedback/comments about the student’s audition? 
 
Should the student’s total score and score in each of the four categories be made 
available to the choral director? 
 
Is it important for the auditions to be live? 
 
If a rubric was developed which described the varying levels of proficiency within each 
category, do you think this would make the judging more consistent?  Why or why not? 
 
How important is the All-State process to your choral music program? 
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APPENDIX D 
WIKI SITE HOME PAGE 

WIKI Online Learning Community  
Composition of Site 

Home Page 
 Welcome and Introduction 
  Hello and welcome to the 2014 Iowa All-State Chorus online learning 
community!  You are part of a research project that will take an in-depth look at the 
audition preparation process.   As a result of your input into this study, both strengths 
and areas of concern of the process will be identified, and recommendations for 
improvement will be formulated.  Auditioning for the Iowa All-State Chorus is a capstone 
experience for student singers in Iowa, so it should be the best possible experience for 
all involved.  Thank you for playing an important part in the future of the All-State 
process! 
  This WIKI is for you.  There will be student members from three high 
schools in three different audition center districts.  You will not be competing against 
students from the other high schools represented on this site.  I encourage you to learn 
from each other and support each other as you navigate through the All-State audition 
process.  I have given the site a basic form, but if there are additions or changes that 
you feel would be effective, please suggest them.  The idea is to create a learning 
community that will support and benefit you. 
 Rules and Guidelines 
  Honest feedback is encouraged.  Everyone has strengths, and everyone 
has areas that need improvement.  If you are complimenting someone, try to be as 
specific as possible—that will be much more helpful than just saying “good job.”  If you 
are pointing out an area that needs improvement, again, be specific and be sure to 
suggest a way to fix the problem.  Be constructive, not destructive. 
WIKI pages: 
Homepage 
Bios and Introductions (first names only, no school names) 
Discussion Board 
Practice Videos and Feedback  
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APPENDIX E 
SURVEY DATA 

This figure shows student self-rating of skill in each of seven musical dimensions, 

on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being “not confident” and 5 being “very confident.”  The first 

line of each student number is pre-experience.  The second line of each student number 

is post-experience.  

 
 
Figure E-1.  Student self-rating, pre- and post-experience 
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Student Number               Reading Music      Performance ability    Expressiveness    Part Independence       Intonation     Tone    Rhythm   Total 

 
Figure E-1. Continued 
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     Student Number             Reading Music     Performance ability      Expressiveness      Part Independence       Intonation   Tone   Rhythm    Total 

 

 
 
Figure E-1.  Continued 

 



 

170 

 
Figure E-2.  Comparison of pre- and post-audition perceptions 

 
Key:  
NS:  not selected 
RNS:  recalled but not selected 
RS:  recalled and selected 
S:  selected in the first round 
 
Audition Perception:  On a scale of 1-5, the student perception of their performance in 

the audition 
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# Auditions:  the number of times that a student had auditioned for the all-state chorus, 
including the present year 
 
Audit Again?:  the student’s response when asked if he would audition again.  Y 

indicates “yes” and N indicates “no.”  X indicates that the respondent was a senior and 

therefore not eligible to audition again.  
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APPENDIX F 
EXAMPLES OF STATE AUDITION FORMS AND RUBRICS 

 
 
Figure F-1.  Alabama judging form  
(C. Davis, October 23, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-2.  Arizona judging rubric 
(A. Van Winkle, November 25, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-3.  Arizona scoring form for solos 
(A. Van Winkle, November 25, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-4.  Arizona scoring form for sight-reading 
(A.Van Winkle, November 25, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-5.  Arkansas scoring rubric 
(Arkda.org, n.d.) 
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Figure F-6.  Arkansas sight-reading score sheet 
(Arkda.org, n.d.) 
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Figure F-7.  Colorado audition score card 
(P. Gilbert, November 25, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-8.  Georgia solo rubric 
(J. Funderburk, December 31, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-9.  Georgia scale and solo scoring sheet 
(J. Funderburk, December 31, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-10.  Georgia sight-reading score sheet 
(J. Funderburk, December 31, 2014, personal communication) 
 
 
 

 
Figure F-11.  Illinois performance descriptors for prepared solo 
(ilmea, 2015) 
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Figure F-12.  Illinois performance descriptors for tone quality 
(ilmea, 2015) 
 
 
 

 
Figure F-13.  Kentucky adjudication form 
(kmea, 2015) 
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Figure F-14.  Louisiana judging categories 
(F. Herbert, November 25, 2014, personal communication) 
 
 
 

 
Figure F-15.  Maine judging score sheet 
(Maine all-state chorus auditions.com, n.d.) 
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Figure F-16.  Massachusetts scoring form 
(M. Lapomardo, November 24, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-17.  Michigan adjudication form 
(msvma, n.d.) 
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Figure F-18.  Minnesota audition form 
(M. Schaefle, December 4, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-19.  Mississippi rating scale 
(D. McCommon, November 30, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-20.  Montana judging criteria 
(J. Austin, November 25, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-21.  Montana audition certification 
(J. Austin, November 25, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-22.  Nebraska adjudication form 
(E. Lee, November 25, 2014, personal communication) 
 
  



 

191 

 

 
Figure F-23.  Nevada scoring rubric 
(NMEA Music, n.d.) 
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Figure F-23.  Continued 
(NMEA Music, n.d.) 
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Figure F-24.  Nevada score sheet 
(NMEA Music, n.d.) 
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Figure F-25.  New Hampshire adjudication form 
(NHMEA, n.d.) 
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Figure F-26.  New Jersey adjudication form 
(K. Spadafino, December 9, 2015, personal communication) 
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Figure F-27.  New Mexico adjudication form 
(D. Amend, December 2, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-28.  New York adjudication definitions 
(S. Schopp, November 25, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-29.  New York adjudication form 
(S. Schopp, November 25, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-30.  North Dakota adjudication form 
(B. McIntyre, December 2, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-31.  Oklahoma judging guidelines 
(A. Mash, January 1, 2015, personal communication) 
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Figure F-32.  Oklahoma judging rubric for dynamics and diction 
(A. Mash, January 1, 2015, personal communication) 
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Figure F-33  Pennsylvania Ballot 

 

 
Figure F-33.  Pennsylvania evaluation areas 
(M. L. Peters, December 3, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-34.  Rhode Island adjudication rubric 
(RIMEA, n.d.) 
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Figure F-35.  South Carolina adjudication rubric 
(scmeachoraldiv, n.d.) 
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Figure F-36.  Tennessee adjudication rubric 
(B. Russell, January 13, 2015, personal communication) 
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Figure F-37.  Texas tabulation form 
(F. Coachman, December 5, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-38.  Texas director’s results form 
(F. Coachman, December 5, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-39.  Texas sample posting form 
(F. Coachman, December 5, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-40.  Vermont adjudication rubric 
(VMEA, n.d.) 
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Figure F-40.  Continued 
(VMEA, n.d.) 
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Figure F-41.  Virginia adjudication rubric 
(VCDA, n.d.) 
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Figure F-42.  Wisconsin nomination form 
(Wischoral, n.d.) 
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Figure F-42.  Continued 
(Wischoral, n.d.) 
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Figure F-43.  Wyoming selection criteria 
(B. Rose, December 3, 2014, personal communication) 
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Figure F-44.  Wyoming rubric descriptors 
(B. Rose, December 3, 2014, personal communication) 
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