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Music Tests

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Educational Measurement, Music Education

1. Core Definition

Music tests constitute a specialized category of standardized psychological instruments

developed specifically for the objective measurement of musical aptitude and the prediction of

potential success or failure in formal musical study or instruction. These assessments are

characterized by their consistent administration methods, often utilizing recorded media such as

phonograph records or digital tapes, which ensures uniformity of presentation and allows for highly

efficient group administration. While these tools aim to quantify inherent musical potential or

acquired achievement, research has generally indicated that their greatest utility lies in effectively

identifying individuals at the extremes of the ability spectrum--that is, those exhibiting exceptional

promise or, conversely, those possessing deficiencies significant enough to render musical study

unprofitable. They are typically less effective, however, in accurately measuring the subtle

gradations of ability that exist between these two extremes (Freeman, 1962).

The evolution of standardized music testing reflects distinct philosophical approaches to

understanding musical ability. Early tests, exemplified by the pioneering Seashore Measures,

adopted an atomistic approach, seeking to isolate and quantify discrete sensory components

necessary for music perception. Conversely, later developments, such as the Wing Standardized

Tests, moved toward a more holistic view, attempting to measure a unified concept of musical

intelligence that integrates aesthetic judgment alongside basic sensory perception.

2. Key Characteristics of Standardized Music Testing

Standardized Auditory Stimuli: To ensure high reliability and enable equitable comparison

across diverse test populations, test items are presented through consistent recorded formats. This

method eliminates variability inherent in live performance by an examiner, which could otherwise

compromise the integrity of the measurement.

Group Administration Focus: The majority of established music tests are designed for group

administration, making them highly practical instruments for screening large groups of students in

educational settings, ranging from elementary schools to college music departments.

Aptitude vs. Achievement: Tests generally fall into two categories: those measuring aptitude

(innate potential for future learning) and those measuring achievement (knowledge, skills, and

discrimination acquired through previous training or exposure). The application of the test depends

heavily on this distinction.
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Profile Score Reporting: Many comprehensive aptitude tests, particularly those relying on the

analysis of multiple isolated sensory components, avoid calculating a single composite score.

Instead, results are frequently delivered in a profile format, detailing the subject's percentile

ranking across specific musical dimensions (e.g., rhythm, pitch memory).

3. Major Standardized Music Tests

Seashore Measures of Musical Talent

The Seashore Measures of Musical Talent, developed by Carl Seashore, represents the first

widely used standardized music test, applicable to subjects from the fourth grade through

adulthood. This test is fundamentally based on an atomistic model, measuring six distinct sensory

capacities deemed essential for both the appreciation and execution of music. These six capacities

are assessed through paired tones or tonal sequences, covering pitch, loudness, rhythm, time,

timbre, and tonal memory. For example, in the rhythm section, the subject determines whether

two tonal patterns are identical or different.

Individual scores are presented exclusively in percentile profile form against norms established

for various grade levels (4-5, 6-8, 9-16). While highly useful in identifying serious sensory deficits,

attempts to establish the test's validity by correlating scores with observed musical achievement

and teacher ratings in music academies were consistently disappointing. This outcome highlighted

the limitation that success in music studies requires complex cognitive and motor skills far beyond

basic sensory discrimination. Nevertheless, the Seashore tests demonstrated validity in predicting

performance for non-musical roles that rely heavily on these precise sensory capacities, such as

that of a radio telegrapher.

Kwalwasser-Dykema Music Tests

The Kwalwasser-Dykema Music Tests were designed for use in elementary and high school

settings. This series incorporates measures of the six core Seashore functions while also including

subtests focused on reading musical notation and certain aspects of musical appreciation. The

series became widely adopted in educational environments, largely due to its efficient

administration time, typically requiring less than one hour to complete. However, subsequent

studies raised serious concerns regarding the test's psychometric qualities. Specifically, many of

the subtests were found to have low reliabilities because they were insufficiently lengthy and

lacked discriminative power, rendering the resultant scores of questionable diagnostic or predictive

value.

Wing Standardized Tests of Musical Intelligence

The Wing Standardized Tests of Musical Intelligence, available for subjects aged eight years to

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seashore_Measures_of_Musical_Talent
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3385732
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wing_Standardized_Tests_of_Musical_Intelligence
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=41090
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


MUSIC TESTS 4

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

adult, was explicitly created to address the criticism that the Seashore approach fragmented

musical ability unnecessarily. Wing's methodology views musical ability as a unitary aptitude,

which he termed "musical intelligence." The stimuli employed consist of meaningful piano music

segments rather than isolated tones. The results from the seven subtests are combined into a

single, comprehensive score. These subtests assess dimensions favored by music examiners and

teachers: rhythmic accent, memory, pitch change, chord analysis, harmony, intensity, and

phrasing. The Wing tests demonstrate notably high reliabilities for the total scores and strong

correlations (at least 0.60) with independent teacher ratings, proving especially effective in

assessing aesthetic judgment and identifying talented older children and adults who would benefit

from advanced instruction.

Drake Musical Test

The Drake Musical Test, suitable for subjects eight years and older, is engineered to measure two

essential musical functions, both of which have reported high reliabilities. The first component

assesses melodic memory and comparison. The subject listens to a two-part melody and

subsequently compares it from memory against various modified versions, stating whether the

variation occurs in the key, time, or specific notes. The second function is a rhythm test, which

specifically measures the subject's internalized sense of tempo by requiring them to silently

maintain a metronome beat. Scores from the Drake Test have shown substantial validity as

predictors of future ratings in practical musical study and performance.

Aliferis Music Achievement Test

The Aliferis Music Achievement Test is distinctive in its target population, being specifically

designed for use with entering college freshmen who plan to enroll in formal music courses. This

test operates as an achievement measure rather than a pure aptitude test, assessing

competencies acquired through prior training. The functions tested include complex auditory-

visual discrimination of core musical elements and idioms, such as melodic, harmonic, and

rhythmic structures. Studies on the test's validity indicate reasonable predictive power, with

correlations typically ranging from 0.50 to 0.60 between the test's total scores and the subsequent

grades earned by students in their college music courses.

4. Validity, Reliability, and Limitations

A persistent challenge in the field of music testing is ensuring high predictive validity--the extent

to which test scores correlate with success in actual musical performance or educational

progression. Early tests focusing strictly on atomized sensory components, such as the Seashore

Measures, often failed to account for non-sensory variables critical for musical excellence. It is

widely understood that factors like motivation, discipline, teaching quality, and complex aesthetic
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judgment heavily influence musical achievement, leading to the disappointing validation results for

purely sensory-based instruments.

Furthermore, ensuring high reliability, or the consistency of scores upon retesting, has been a

critical flaw in some instruments, notably the Kwalwasser-Dykema series, where subtests were too

short to yield stable, dependable measurements. Consequently, contemporary application of music

tests emphasizes their use as initial screening tools for identifying extremes of ability, rather than

as definitive predictors of moderate success. Educators are often advised to integrate standardized

test scores with qualitative data, such as teacher evaluations and performance audits, to formulate

a more complete and accurate prognosis of a student's musical potential.

Further Reading

Musical Aptitude (Wikipedia)

Seashore Measures of Musical Talent (Wikipedia)

Aliferis Music Achievement Test: Technical Review
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