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Assessing Student Learning in the Arts

In general education, there is a national call for improved accountability through high standards and quality assessments. Ohio's educational system responded with clear, publicly articulated content standards for core academic areas including the fine arts, with model curricula and instruction to help students achieve standard goals, and with a comprehensive assessment system of tests and diagnostics to measure and monitor student achievement and progress in English language arts, mathematics, science and social studies.

Accountability and the Fine Arts
Although the fine arts are not formally assessed at Ohio's state level, there are compelling reasons (Note, also, Operating Standards for Ohio's Schools)1 to develop an accountability and assessment process in fine arts at the district, school and classroom levels. If arts educators want policy makers to pay attention to the arts, if they want district administrators to provide opportunities and resources for the arts in the school day, then they should provide useful information that demonstrates how the fine arts assist students to develop multiple ways of knowing and learning.

An accountability and assessment system for arts education should focus on an open exchange of information that helps educational stakeholders understand student learning in the arts, and the quality and direction of fine arts programs. Moreover, the results of an assessment should be used in the best interests of the students assessed. Howard Gardner (1992) defines assessment as "the obtaining of information about the skills and potentials of individuals, with the dual goals of providing useful feedback to the individuals and useful data to the surrounding community." 2
The efforts of schools and districts to develop and implement assessments aligned with Ohio's fine arts standards and local program

goals can produce a level of accountability that encourages school leaders to thoughtfully consider, perhaps even extend, arts

opportunities for students. To account for means "to give reasons, to assign causes, to explain" (Webster). At best, accountability in the arts can be a process in which a district, school or educator engages to examine a fine arts program and explain the impact it has on students.
Local Arts Assessment
Even if arts assessment is not linked to a large-scale accountability system, it holds great value for various members of the school

community. Arts assessment helps curriculum coordinators and school administrators articulate fine arts standards and goals, identify the strengths and weaknesses of local academic programs and target areas for the allocation of resources. For teachers, arts assessment provides insight into instructional decisions and how well their classroom practices help students be productive, show artistic growth and grasp arts content. Students benefit most from arts assessment that provides useful feedback about their progress to think creatively, express themselves through the arts and achieve learning goals. For parents and students, arts assessment provides a more complete profile of student learning by revealing artistic intelligences that are not easily measured

by the formal instruments of standardized testing.

Creating an Arts Assessment
Assessing how well students are learning in the arts is an essential and daily part of good arts education. But, assessment takes on new significance and new demands in Ohio's standards-based movement for school reform. The premise is that high standards and appropriate instruction and assessment linked to those standards will greatly improve performance for all students.

Designing a fine arts assessment at the local level—district, school or classroom—involves important conceptual and technical decisions.

Among the most important decisions are:

• Determining the purpose of the assessment. A fine arts assessment should have clear priorities. The reason for the assessment 
  may vary depending on the level at which it is conducted.  Different kinds of   evidence and test data must be gathered to suit 
  different purposes. The assessment should produce information useful to a variety of audiences—students, teachers, 
  administrators, local and state policy makers and parents and other interested community members.

• Determining the content of the assessment—the knowledge and skills to be assessed. Ohio's fine arts standards, local courses of 
  study and arts curricula establish clear expectations for student learning by specifying what students should know and be able to do
  in the arts.  The content of an arts assessment should be linked to these state and local goals.

In the arts, students demonstrate their learning and understanding of content—knowledge and skills—through the processes of

creating, performing and responding. For this reason, the three processes offer a helpful framework or blueprint for guiding the

development of an assessment. A process-based framework was originally developed and effectively used in the 1997 National

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Arts Assessment.3 This large-scale assessment involved students in responding to,

creating or performing works of art to show evidence of how well they applied the knowledge, skills and understandings embodied

in The National Arts Standards. In the same manner, the artistic processes can guide the development of a district or classroom arts

assessment. To demonstrate their understanding of concepts and skills identified in Ohio's five art content standards and local

courses of study (i.e., improvising a dance movement; comparing and contrasting elements of dramatic works; reading and notating

melodies or solving a visual art problem) students would engage in creating, performing or responding tasks in the arts discipline

being assessed.

• Determining the methods and format of the assessment. Arts educators and advocates have always valued assessment methods 

  that go beyond traditional paper-and-pencil testing and honor aspects of the artistic experience such as engagement, imagination 

  and creativity. In fact, long-standing assessment methods used by the arts, such as portfolios and performances, are now used by 

  other academic areas. Termed "authentic" assessment and based on rich performance tasks, these methods are well-suited to 

  documenting students' artistic processes and products and the modes of expression characteristic of the arts—dancing, acting, 

  singing or painting. Students' knowledge of other standard goals such as aesthetics and historical, cultural and social contexts of art 

  works can best be assessed through constructed response formats such as open-ended questions requiring short or extended 

  written responses and selected response formats such as multiple-choice items.

Notes

1. Ohio Department of Education, Operating Standards for Ohio's Schools, Ohio Administrative Code, Rule 3301-35-04(B)(5)(a)(v), December, 2001, p. 14.

2. Gardner, Howard, "Assessment in Context: The Alternative to Standardized Testing," in Multiple Intelligences: The Theory in Practice (New York, N.Y.: Basic
    Books, 1993), Chapter 10.
3. National Center for Education Statistics, The NAEP 1997 Arts Report Card (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, 1998), p. 3.
	Summit County Fine Arts Assessment System

	Assessment Types
	Basis of Content
	Purpose

	Classroom Assessment
	Local Course of Study
and Fine Arts Standards
	· Provide feedback on students’ progress and artistic growth.

· Assess student performance and achievement in the arts.

· Articulate curricular, instructional and assessment decisions.

· Inform and improve arts instruction.

· Provide assessment information to students and parents.


	School-level Assessment
	Local Course of Study
and Fine Arts Standards
	· Assess student performance and achievement in the arts.

· Inform and improve classroom arts instruction.

· Determine professional development needs.

· Provide assessment information to students and parents.


	District-level Assessment
	Local Course of Study
and Fine Arts Standards
	· Assess student performance and achievement in the arts.

· Determine the effectiveness of a fine arts program,

· Establish district profiles of student achievement in one or more arts disciplines.

· Determine professional development needs.

· Articulate fine arts program goals for the public.




* Performance in the context of assessment refers to student demonstrations of their understanding related to the full range of what is involved in creating or performing a work of art.
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