Judging for the Complete Klutz…

Or

How to Judge Things You Know Nothing About

(A Guide for Novice Judges and Experts Alike)

  One of the rarest and most valuable commodities in any Kingdom is a good A&S Judge.  Every Kingdom has its share of Arts and Sciences, but few people ever want to judge.  And why?  Because people don’t feel comfortable judging stuff they don’t know much about.  Hopefully, this article will change all that.  All a good A&S Judge really needs is an opinion, a sense of fairness, and some level of consistency.  Beyond that, everything else is cake (mmmm… cake….)

  The first rule of judging is “Never be afraid to ask questions.”  Nobody knows everything about everything, and the fastest route to an answer is asking a question.  Find someone more knowledgeable than you, and ask him or her questions.  Don’t ask for their opinion, just ask specifics: “Is this stitched properly?”  “Is this material appropriate for the period?”  These kinds of probing questions still allow you to use your own opinion in determining the score, without leaving you completely in the dark.

  The second rule is, “Never, ever be afraid of your own opinion.”  You not only have a right to an opinion, you’ve been asked for it, so give it!  This is not carte blanche to write everything into “this thing I like, but this other thing sucks” categories.  While personal opinions are indeed important, you should learn to differentiate your personal opinion from your opinion on the quality of something.  (“Flails suck, but this one is well made.” “I would never wear a cape made of velvet, but this one is exceptional!”)  As far as your personal opinion of the creator, should you happen to know who that is, it should go without saying that you should never let that cloud your judgment – leave that on the sidelines, and judge fairly.  Of course, no matter how partisan you are, ultimately your opinion will always have a lot to do with the final score.

  The third rule is, “Be fair and consistent in your judging.”  This means that you should judge each entry on it’s own merits, and not against the other entries in the competition.  A very unfair, but common, practice, is to give higher scores to shorter written works or performances – but this is not fair to the author or performer. Likewise, giving one really nice piece a lower score because you’ve already seen 14 just like it is also not fair. Judge each piece in its entirety, and give equal time and consideration to each piece that you judge.*

  There is no fourth rule of judging, so let’s move on to some basic pointers.

  When judging things you don’t know much about, you should keep three things in mind at all times:  1) How does the item appeal to you; 2) How much effort appears to have been put into it; and 3) Is there any way you can think of to make this item better?

  It is that simple.

   A&S entries can be very subjective, but should always be made with the intent to please someone besides the creator.  Hopefully most of the entrants understand this concept, so feel free to feel.  That is, use your basic, gut instinct on whether or not the item is something you’d like to have, or wear, or eat, or fight with as a good foundation.

  Effort is very important as well.  Does it look like a lot of time, hard work and love went into making the item?  This can be tricky, because some items can look poorly made, and yet be the results of hours and hours of work, while others look fabulous, but came out of a kit from the local craft store four hours ago.  When in doubt, try to let your sense of fair play prevail.

  The final thing to look for, and often a good determiner as to whether an item should get a “5” is whether or not there is any way to improve on it.  That doesn’t mean creating a basket hilt for an already perfect weapon, which might, arguably, improve it, or playing an instrumental solo in the middle of an aria that is already quite lovely.  It means that, as the item currently is, was there anything reasonable in the construction process that could have been done to make this item better than it already is.  This is a very subjective method, but one that I’ve found keeps me from judging every wonderful entry as a 5.  Perfect scores should be reserved for perfect entries.

  No judging method is perfect, and this one may not be the best for you, but taking the time to be fair and consistent, asking questions, and examining things thoroughly should help you come up with fair assessments of each piece that you judge.

Minstrel Snicker Furfoot, Esq.

*I have found that judging items out of order helps me judge fairly – I am much less likely to compare one item against others in the same category.

