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Tom Snyder, MPA Coordinator

• Has served PMEA in this role since 2004. 2024 is his 19th MPA ‘season’.

• Retired in 2021 at the end of his 40th year of teaching, the last 37 at West Allegheny SD in the 
western suburbs of Pittsburgh. His first 20 years were as a HS band director along with elementary 
instrumental lessons and as music department chair. His last 20 years were as District Arts 
Coordinator along with 6th grade Band and MS music classes. Currently continues with WA 
musicals as assistant producer. Also subs for band and orchestra from grades 4-12 in the Seneca 
Valley SD, where he lives. 

• Has been active in the community band setting since 2009 as Associate Conductor of the West 
Hills Symphonic Band. 

• MPA experience includes participating as a HS director in numerous ‘Adjudication’ festivals, 
hosting several instrumental and choral adjudications at WA, and adjudicating both ‘in the hall’ 
and sight-reading at instrumental MPA’s since 2006. Related adjudicating experience includes 20+ 
years as a marching band judge (music).



Music Performance Assessment 
across the U.S.

• Almost all states have ‘Music Performance Assessment’, also commonly known as ‘Adjudication’, 
for most of the common performance areas-- Band, Orchestra, Chorus, Jazz Ensemble, and Solo & 
Small Ensemble. 

• In most other states, adjudication has been well-established for decades, entrenched as a 
fundamental component within the music education culture. 

• States differ widely in what organizations sponsor performance assessment:

- In 21 states, adjudication is administered by state level Activity Associations under the auspice of the 
National Federation of State High School Associations (NFHS). If that was the case in PA, the PIAA would 
also include an array of other activities, including music festivals (District through State) and adjudication.  
PMEA would administer everything else. 

- In 16 states, festivals and adjudication are administered by separate Band, Orchestra and Choral 
associations working or separate organizations under the auspice of the state MEA, 

- In 10 states, including PA, festivals and adjudication/performance assessment are directly administered by 
the state MEA itself – PMEA! 



Music Performance Assessment in PA

• ’Adjudication’ began in PA in 1986-87 with 15-20 large ensemble ‘festivals’ sponsored by PMEA 
and held mostly at colleges and universities throughout the state. Solo & Small Ensemble festivals 
soon followed. By the mid 1990’s, festivals were also held at high schools as college hosting 
dwindled but soon declined to around 10 festivals per year.

• The most participation since 2004 was in 2018 with 18 MPA’s and 139 participating ensembles.

•  The current 2024 season by its completion is projected to include a PMEA record 22 MPA’s----15 
for Band & Orchestra, 5 for Chorus, and 3 Solo & Small Ensemble. At least one MPA is scheduled in 
every PMEA District except 6 and 11.  

• Comprehensive guides to participating and hosting for each current MPA area---Band & 
Orchestra, Chorus, and Solo & Small Ensemble---are available within the MPA area of the PMEA 
website along with all forms and documents involved. To get started, read the appropriate guides 
and feel free to contact me with ANY questions! 



What is the PMEA MPA Program 
intended to accomplish? 

• Formerly known as ‘PMEA Adjudication’, the ‘PMEA Music Performance Assessment’ 

program provides formal, educational assessments within which any instrumental or 

vocal music student from Pennsylvania schools who is sponsored by a PMEA member 

may participate. 

• Program goals include fostering outstanding musical performance, recognizing 

musical achievement, and serving as valuable director resource for materials, 

consultation, and professional development in addition to the performance assessment 

itself. 



Why should I participate in an MPA? 

• Participating in an MPA involves ALL the students in an ensemble compared to the few per school 
who can participate in PMEA festivals and other honors festival settings. Directors can involve as 
many students in a Solo & Small Ensemble MPA as can be scheduled by the host. 

• Participating in an MPA involves a formal assessment process through PMEA, our professional 
arts/music education organization, that can be considered roughly parallel to PSSA’s---something 
that students, parents, other teachers, administrators and school board members can understand.

• Participation in an MPA results in feedback from the adjudicators through audio commentary in 
real time at large ensemble MPA’s along with the scores, ratings, and written comments on the 
assessment forms at all MPA’s to enrich student learning, enhance the professional growth of 
directors, and support effective implementation of the school’s music curriculum



Are MPA’s only available for 
high school ensembles? 

• NO! This is a common misperception. 

• Ensembles, soloists and small ensembles from elementary and middle/junior high 

schools are both eligible and encouraged to participate. 

• When younger students and ensembles experience the performance assessment 

process, they are much more informed and ready to benefit at a higher level upon 

reaching high school. 

• Younger students are often more willing to participate as soloists or in small 

ensembles for the first time! 



What is the event called in 
Pennsylvania?

• The events themselves are ALSO known as ‘MPA’s’, or ‘Music Performance 
Assessments’, and are currently available for the following:

Band

String Orchestra

Full Orchestra

Mixed Chorus – larger ‘choirs’ as well as medium-size chorales/select choirs/madrigals

Treble Chorus

Tenor/Bass Chorus

Jazz Ensemble

Solos & Small Ensembles: Winds, Percussion, Strings & Vocal

• MPA’s are not currently available for Marching Band, Jazz Combos, Show Choir or Jazz 
Choir. 



When are MPA’s normally held 
in Pennsylvania?

• MPA’s are usually scheduled on a weekday between early 

March and mid-May with hosts able to choose dates that work 

best for their programs and facilities.

• Most Solo & Small Ensemble MPA’s are held on Saturdays due 

to the facility needs for classrooms as assessment areas. 



How much time is involved at 
an MPA? 

• BOC ensembles usually plan to arrive about 60-75 minutes before their scheduled on-stage 
performance, providing enough time to load-in and prep in the Holding Area before the 30-minute 
Warm-up slot. The on-stage performance slot is 30-minutes. Bands and Orchestras then have a 30-
minute sight-reading slot in a separate room. 

• Hosts have the option to do assess the Prepared Pieces and the Sight-reading on stage in one 
45-minute slot preceded by a 45-minute Warm-up slot. 

• Ensembles are free to leave after their assessment, usually only waiting for directors to receive 
their tabulated assessment forms. Total time on site for an ensemble usually ranges from 2 to 2½ 
hours. Ensembles are encouraged to watch other performances as time permits. 

• The time on site for a soloist or small ensemble depends on the overall performance schedule for 
the students traveling together from a given school. A single soloist or small ensemble could be on 
site for an hour or a few hours while waiting for everyone from their school to finish and for the 
director to receive the tabulated results. 



What does the ‘performance’ aspect of 
‘performance assessment’ include? 

• Large Ensembles that choose to participate in the ‘Traditional’ performance context 
perform Prepared Pieces at a declared grade level that are assessed in five Evaluation 
Areas---Tone, Intonation, Accuracy, Technique, and Interpretation---receiving scores, a 
summary rating, written comments, and audio comments recorded throughout the 
performance from three adjudicators.

• Bands and Orchestras perform two Prepared Pieces and participate in a sight-reading 
component with a separate adjudicator. Choruses perform three Prepared Pieces. 

• Soloists and Small Ensembles perform one Prepared Piece for one adjudicator that is 
assessed using the same five Evaluation Areas, receiving scores, written comments, 
and a Final Rating along with verbal comments from the adjudicator immediately 
following the performance. 



Are options available for directors 
new to performance assessment? 

Yes! Band, Orchestra and Choral directors new to MPA’s or who feel that the ‘Traditional’ context 
doesn’t meet the needs of their program at that time may choose for their ensembles to perform 
in the ‘Festival’ performance context. 

This option permits directors to customize the assessment experience by:

• performing any Prepared Pieces from music of any style or grade level already being rehearsed for 
spring concerts 

• choosing between sight-reading or a clinic by one of the adjudicators reflecting on the performance

• choosing between receiving scores and ratings along with the written and audio comments or the 
comments without the scores and ratings 

22% of directors have selected the Festival option since its launch in 2016! 

Hosts have the flexibility to hold an ‘all-Festival’ MPA.



SOLO & SMALL 
ENSEMBLE MPA’s



Who can participate in a PMEA 
Solo & Small Ensemble MPA? 

• Students in grades 3 -12 who are enrolled in a band, orchestra or chorus class are 
eligible to participate at an MPA in any PMEA District.

• Each participating student must be sponsored by a PMEA member. The PMEA member 
may be a student’s director, private teacher, youth ensemble director or section coach, or 
a retired PMEA member. 

• The private teachers working closely with students on their solos might want to sponsor 
them to participate in a Solo & Small Ensemble MPA but must be a PMEA member. Private 
teachers do not need a music education degree to be a PMEA member, as active 
membership is open to persons engaged in music teaching or other music-related 
educational work. 

• The most common scenario is that private teachers are the most involved preparing 
students for the MPA with the student’s school director serving as the official ‘sponsor’. 



Who can participate in a 
Solo & Small Ensemble MPA? 

• Cyber students may participate if they are sponsored by a PMEA member. 

• Home-schooled students may be sponsored by a private teacher who is a PMEA 
member or a PMEA member director in their school district of residence. 

• Parents cannot sponsor the student but may transport the student to and from the MPA. 

• Small ensembles are defined as ranging from a duet of two students through a small 
ensemble of up to 12 students. 

• Students may participate in a maximum of three performances at a given MPA; a 
maximum of one solo and two small ensembles or up to three small ensembles. Hosts 
may permit a student to participate in more than three performances if time slots are 
available.



What happens at a 
Solo & Small Ensemble MPA? 

• Soloist and Small Ensembles perform one Prepared Piece for one adjudicator whose 
instrumental or vocal background is aligned to the students scheduled for assessment. 

• The student will receive written comments, scores in five Evaluation Areas, and a 
summary Final Rating communicated using the PMEA Assessment Form

• After the performance, the adjudicator will provide verbal feedback during the 
remaining time. 

• No sight-reading is required for Solo & Small Ensemble participants.



What happens after a Solo 
& Small Ensemble MPA? 

• Scores and ratings for soloists and small ensembles are released ONLY 
to the sponsoring member. Many states post MPA results on their 
websites. PMEA does not. 

• Each student soloist or member of a small ensemble will receive 
extrinsic recognition through a PMEA MPA medal: 
 - a Blue/White ribbon for those earning a ‘I’
 - a Gold/White ribbon for those earning a ‘II’
 - an all-White ribbon for those earning a rating lower than ‘II’ or 
                     participating for ‘Comments Only’. 



PMEA 
ASSESSMENT 

FORMS 



Features of the PMEA Assessment Forms

1. A Rating Scale from 1-15 is used with a range of 
three numbers at each achievement level.

A rating scale from 1 to 15 permits the adjudicator to identify the 
achievement level in which the performance falls with three options---
‘low’, ‘middle’, and ‘high’---within the given level that permits more 
flexibility in assigning the ‘right’ score. 

With a range of 1-15 available, the resulting score for each category 
should be more representative of the performance level of the ensemble. 

2. The Rating Descriptors include the traditional 
Roman numerals and terms along with letter grades 
and adapted PSSA terminology.

Evaluating performances on any numeric scale is challenging, especially 
when all ratings should reflect consistency and validity regardless of the 
number of ensembles being evaluated that day and throughout the entire 
‘season’. Adding letter grades and adapted PSSA terminology to the 
descriptors helps all involved differentiate among achievement levels 
more easily and accurately. 



3. Five overall Evaluation Areas that are broad and 
comprehensive

Managing too many evaluation areas is challenging for the 
adjudicator and often negatively affects the assessment itself. 
We chose five as the fewest number that best covers the 
essential performance aspects to be assessed and to facilitate 
more effective numbers management within areas that remain 
significant and distinctive in both scope and depth.

4.  Additional ’snapshot’ feedback possible within 
each Evaluation Area through ‘+’’ and ‘-’ . 

Adjudicators have the option to include a ‘+’ or a ‘-’ for each of the critical 
attributes listed within each Evaluation Area. This component of the 
Assessment Form enables adjudicators to provide quick, focused, direct 
feedback beyond the score itself, readily recognizing a particular critical 
attribute(s) that was an area of strength throughout the performance 
and/or identifying one or more that stand out as needing to be 
addressed. 



5. Comments 

The adjudicators are strongly recommended to provide additional input 
through written comments within each Evaluation Area that are clear, 
concise, direct, and relevant. These comments should identify strengths 
and areas of concern along with appropriate suggestions for 
enhancements or solutions.

6. Other Factors  (not scored; does not affect Final 
Rating)

The adjudicator may provide additional feedback through pluses and 
minuses that is not scored or part of the Final Rating. While these 
attributes are certainly important, they are inherently ‘non-musical’ and 
therefore not part of a ‘music performance assessment’.



7. Additional Terminology is included on the back of 
the form.

This area came into being by accident when we encountered a variety of 
terminology from assessment forms procured from throughout the 
country and chose to include many of them on the back of our revised 
PMEA form as an additional reference. We found that these additional 
attributes for each Evaluation Area were helpful as a resource for many 
teachers and their students as well as in providing more ‘talking points’ 
for oral and written comments by the adjudicators. 

8. The current PMEA Region & State Festival 
Audition Forms were revised in 2015 to align in 
philosophy, structure, and process with the PMEA 
MPA Assessment Forms. 

As directors become increasingly familiar with using the PMEA Region & 
State festival audition forms themselves, we hope that they become 
more comfortable with how ensembles and students are evaluated in the 
MPA context with the MPA Assessment Forms. That familiarity should 
enable directors to be more comfortable when participating, to better 
understand and benefit from the ratings received, and to possibly 
motivate some to become adjudicators themselves in the future. 



Is sight-reading part of the 
performance assessment? 

• Yes, for Bands and Orchestras. After performing the Prepared Pieces, 
they sight-read a piece at a lower grade level than the Declared Grade Level 
of the Prepared Piece. 

• The process involves a 2-minute period for directors and students to 
silently peruse the piece, followed by a 3-minute period for the director to 
best set up the students for success through instructions, counting, 
singing, clapping or any other means other than playing.

• During the sight-reading performance, directors can call out rehearsal 
numbers and stop/resume as needed to best support the ensemble. 

• Sight-reading is assessed by a fourth adjudicator using the same 
Evaluation Areas with the Summary Rating earned factored into those 
received from the other adjudicators to determine the Final Rating. 

DECLARED GRADE 
LEVEL OF THE 

PREPARED PIECES

GRADE LEVEL OF 
THE PIECE USED 

FOR SIGHT-
READING

6 4
5 3
4 2
3 1 ½
2 1
1 ½ 

We plan to develop and pilot a sight-reading component for choruses soon that reflects 
best practices in other states and provides similar benefits for choral programs in PA. No 
sight-reading is required for Solo & Small Ensemble participants. 



What happens with MPA 
results? 

• Scores and ratings for bands, orchestras, choruses, soloists and small ensembles are 
released ONLY to the director involved before they depart from the MPA. Many states 
post MPA results on their websites. PMEA does not. 

• A list of all BOC ensembles and directors that participated within a given season is 
posted within the MPA area of the PMEA website. That list includes a ‘#’ identifying 
each ensemble that earned a Rating of ‘I Superior/Outstanding’ from all the 
adjudicators. 

• Note that ensembles that earn ‘straight 1’s’ also qualify to apply for the performance 
slot dedicated to the MPA program at the next year’s PMEA Conference. Four 
ensembles are performing this year that earned straight 1’s in a 2023 MPA:  Brookville 
Area HS Concert Band (D3), Cedar Crest MS Falcon Ensemble (D7), Lincoln Park 
Performing Arts Charter School Women’s Choir (D5), and Warwick HS Symphonic Band 
(D7).



Using PMEA Assessment Forms 
to inform pedagogy 

• Use the form to convey to students what adjudicators are looking for and how 
adjudicators would evaluate a PMEA large ensemble MPA, a solo or small ensemble 
MPA, or even  Honors/District/Region/State Festival auditions. PMEA festival audition 
forms are similar to MPA assessment forms are similar, as I led the revision of festival 
audition forms in 2015.

• Use the form for a ‘practice assessment’. 

• Use recordings of ensembles, soloists and small ensembles and use the form for 
evaluate their own performances.

• After students participate in an MPA, review the Assessment form received to interpret 
the scores, ratings and comments received-----both for identifying and improving upon 
strengths and identifying and addressing areas of concern. 



HOSTING AN MPA



Who can host an MPA? 

•  Potential hosts are recommended to participate in at least one PMEA MPA before 

hosting a band/orchestra or choral MPA. 

• However, significant experience participating in or hosting a performance assessment 

event, competition, or festival of any kind likely enables a first-time participating and 

prospective first-time host director to be comfortable enough to host a PMEA MPA. 

• Any interested director is welcome to host a Solo & Small Ensemble MPA. The 

infrastructure has been completely updated for this season. 



What are the benefits of 
hosting an MPA? 

•  Hosts choose the dates within the school year that best work for their ensembles and facilities 
as well as the starting and ending times that meet the needs of their own and the other 
participating ensembles.

• The convenience of students from throughout the host’s district NOT needing to travel to 
participate, thus minimizing time out of class and bus expenses. 

• The benefit of including as many of the host’s own district’s ensembles as they wish AND 
setting the performance schedule to best meet intra-district travel or ‘out of class’ restrictions.

• Since a minimum of 6 ensembles are needed for a given MPA to be financially viable, hosts 
should, hopefully, be able fill a full day with their own district’s ensembles and those recruited 
from surrounding schools, especially with elementary and middle school/junior high ensembles 
encouraged to participate and the availability of the ‘Festival’ option. 



What are the benefits of 
hosting an MPA? 

•  Hosts choose the adjudicators who they feel will best meet the needs of the participating 
ensembles and may consult with the MPA Coordinator for recommendations as needed. 

•  An honorarium is paid to the host’s school activity account or parent booster group or can be 
applied to registration fees owed. 

•  There are no significant costs for the host. PMEA reimburses host expenses such as a meal 
and beverages for the adjudicators and hosting personnel. 

•  The intrinsic satisfaction that comes from contributing above and beyond your classroom to 
advance music education in PA through meaningful performance assessment. 



Hosting Format Options
Unique to Pennsylvania is that hosts have considerable flexibility in determining the large 
ensemble setting that best reflects their interests and priorities in meeting the needs of the 
students involved.

While the typical MPA where a mix of middle and high school bands and orchestras, or choruses 
from throughout the area convene at a given site for the performance assessment experience 
remains the most common, several other options are available: 

• ‘Internal’ MPA’s where all the participating ensembles are from the host’s school district, 
prioritizing the opportunity for ensembles from grades 6 (or younger) through middle and high 
school to participate. Ensembles can often watch the other ensembles perform to reinforce 
exposure to support recruiting, retention, and program cohesion. Adjudicator time can also be 
maximized for post-performance clinics. 

• ‘All-Festival’ MPA’s where all ensembles participate in the ‘Festival’ performance context. 
Particularly attractive for directors and programs new to performance assessment, ensembles 
can simply perform music being prepared for spring concerts without concerns for grade 
levels or choosing from selective music lists. Bands and orchestras often choose a post-
performance clinic from the adjudicators instead of sight-reading to receive additional focused 
feedback while eliminating the need to prepare for a sight-reading component.

•



Hosting Format Options

• ‘All Middle School MPA’s where all the participating ensembles include students from as 
young as grade 5 through even grade 9. The MPA could be ‘internal’ with all ensembles from 
within a given school district or be more typical by inviting other middle school ensembles 
from throughout the area. This also opens the opportunity for middle school and junior high 
directors to host. A common misconception is that MPA’s are only for high school ensembles 
hosted by high school directors. High school directors can certainly help their colleagues with 
planning and provide high school student volunteers to assist throughout the event. 

• ‘All String Orchestra MPA’ where all the ensembles are middle and high school string 
orchestras. It could be easily structured as all ‘Festival’, all ‘Traditional’, or a mix of the two. An 
additional benefit would be that all the adjudicators should have strong orchestra 
backgrounds. 

• ‘All 6th Grade MPA’ where all the ensembles are sixth grade or a combination of 5th  and 6th  
grade students. Adjudicators should be contracted who have significant experience at this 
level. Given that the Prepared Pieces are shorter in length, ample time remains for on-stage 
adjudicator clinics whether or not sight-reading is included.



WEBSITE



On the PMEA home page,

https://www.pmea.net/

 click on Conferences and 
Events on the main menu bar.

Then, click on Music 
Performance Assessments 
within the sub-menu to 

access the MPA area.

Where can I find more information about 
PMEA Music Performance Assessment?

https://www.pmea.net/


MPA 

‘HOMEPAGE’ 
Current MPA Calendar

Info & Essential Resources 
Directors

 Hosts

 Adjudicators
Articles about MPA
Participating Ensembles & 
Directors in the Last  5 Seasons 

https://www.pmea.net/adjudication/


CURRENT MPA 
CALENDAR

Essential MPA Info

Registration Info
   Links to Online Forms
 Registration

            Declaring Prepared        
        Pieces (BOC)

               Declaring Participants &      
       Repertoire (S&SE)



NEXT STEPS



NEXT STEPS! 

• Continue to reflect and improve all processes and systems involved within the MPA Program
• Continue to research common and best MPA practices in other states
• Finish the Selective Music List – String Orchestra  that is about 2/3 finished
• Finish the Selective Music List – Treble Chorus and Selective Music List – Tenor/Bass 
Chorus
• Subsequent steps involving the Selective Music Lists include the following:
 - Develop grading criteria
 - Develop approval criteria to be added to the list
 - To systematically research which titles are 'OOP' (Out of Print) or available only as rentals
   - To establish a network for borrowing a piece that is out of print 
        - Identifying which of the titles included in the PMEA SML’s are indeed ‘masterworks’ or 
    'core repertoire’ as an additional resource for new and veteran directors alike



MORE NEXT STEPS! 

• Update the Guide to Hosting a Jazz Ensemble MPA and Guide to Participating in a Jazz 
Ensemble MPA

• Develop and pilot a structure for a Marching Band MPA

• Develop and pilot a Sight-reading component for Chorus

• Update the Assessment Forms for Large Ensemble (BOC) and Solo & Small Ensemble 
MPA’s (Developed in 2009)
 - Develop a separate form for Orchestra

 - Review Evaluation Areas on Chorus and Vocal Solo & Small Ensemble forms

 - Review Attributes under Evaluation Areas on all forms 



EVEN MORE NEXT STEPS! 

• Develop a Guide to Adjudicating a PMEA MPA as a resource for adjudicators and to 
better communicate the core philosophies, approaches and expectations involved in 
adjudicating MPA’s in Pennsylvania for PMEA as well as the processes involved with 
using the formal assessment forms, all within the goal of improving consistency within 
performance assessment at MPA’s throughout the state. 

• Develop a roster of directors interested in going into schools as a resource to provide 
feedback on pieces being rehearsed to perform at an MPA, to do a ‘practice MPA’ on a 
single piece, or to do a ‘practice sight-reading MPA’. 

• Continuing to update and maximize the MPA area within the PMEA website.

• To continue to communicate with and maximize feedback from all stakeholders ---- 
PMEA members, adjudicators, students and anyone interest in performance 
assessment!



QUESTIONS?

Thank you! 

Tom Snyder
MPA Coordinator

mpa@pmea.net

(724) 816-0420

mailto:mpa@pmea.net

