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Introduction

The Nature of Arts Education

The modules in Visual Arts 7-9 were developed within the framework of Foundation for Atlantic Canada
Arts Education Curriculum (2001). This document describes the nature of arts education as follows:

The arts have been part of the human experience throughout history and are embedded in daily life.

Dance, drama, music and visual arts are vehicles through which people make meaning of the
complexities of life, and make connections among and between themselves and others. The arts
offer enjoyment, delight, and they stimulate imagination. They provide a common thread of
understanding across generations. In short, the arts describe, define, and deepen human experience
in ways that are both personal and global, real and imagined.

There are key aspects of arts education that are deeply personal and cannot be easily expressed as
immediately measurable outcomes. They do, however, make a significant contribution to the
achievement of essential graduation learnings. The internal experience that is an intrinsic, vital part
of arts learning is something that cannot be demonstrated as a specific product. For example,
learners involved in the creation of a dramatic work that has intensely personal significance,
experience growth that cannot necessarily be demonstrated to others. In this context, whether or not
this work is presented formally is irrelevant. The only way in which this kind of growth and
learning can be measured is by gauging the extent to which it leads to self-awareness and has an
impact on the way individuals come to relate to those around them. The importance of this learning
only becomes apparent with time. Adults often reflect on these kinds of arts experiences as some of
the most important in their early life.

The Nature of Visual Arts

Throughout history, the arts have provided processes that nurture personal growth and celebration of the
universal connections among individuals. Visual arts enables learners to know themselves, experience the
natural and created worlds, and create dynamic new worlds in ways that are both personal and global, real
and magical. The development of aesthetic awareness is intrinsically related to learning in, though, and
about visual arts. However, visual arts also nurtures the development of a broad range of cognitive,
language, personal, and social skills.
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Rationale for Visual Arts Education

Visual arts provide a basic learning tool. Visual arts makes specific and essential contributions to
intellectual and aesthetic development, the education of feeling, the exploration of values, the
development of physical and perceptual skills, and personal and social education.

Visual arts provide ways of knowing and expressing. It is a dynamic part of our life and culture, providing
insights and awareness as well as pleasure and enjoyment. Visual arts also enable a sense of community
within a school, playing a significant role in the development of a vibrant learning culture. Visual arts
simultaneously engage the learner’s mind, body, and spirit.

The fundamental belief that underlies this curriculum is that visual arts provides a range of unique
experiences that are essential for the development for all students. The challenge for schools is to devote
time and resources to visual arts at all levels, so that students may experience a broad range of cumulative
visual arts experiences in a regular, planned, and co-ordinated way.

Intelligence theories indicate that all human beings possess several types of intelligence, each one a
potential way to create meaning. While all learners possess the potential to develop each of these, every
learner has strengths and aptitudes in certain areas.

While visual arts education develops spatial intelligence, it can also develop several other intelligences:
bodily-kinesthetic, linguistic, logical-mathematical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, naturalist, and musical. It
is also important to note that an education in visual arts can contribute to the development of knowledge,
skills, and attitudes that allow students to create, understand, and develop meaning in other areas of the
curriculum.

The Nature of Visual Arts 7- 9

The delivery of an effective visual arts curriculum at the junior high school level is dependent on the
teacher’s understanding of and appreciation for the variety of abilities of the students in the visual arts
class. Visual Arts 7, Visual Arts 8, and Visual Arts 9 were developed for those students who want to
continue their visual arts education beyond grade 6. The junior high curriculum for Visual Arts, therefore,
focuses on

= expanding each student’s knowledge base

= building skills in visual arts to provide students with the necessary tools for self-expression

= extending the range of visual arts strategies each student uses to construct meaning

= extending the range of situations that each student can create, interpret, and respond to

= providing consistent challenge and support to enable students to grow beyond their current level
of creativity to one of increasing experience and maturity
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Key Features of Visual Arts 7— 9

This curriculum is defined in terms of outcomes.

The identification of outcomes clarifies for students, teachers, parents, and administrators specific
expectations of what students should know, be able to do, and value as a result of their learning in visual
arts.

This curriculum is designed to nurture the development of all students.

This curriculum recognizes that learners develop and learn at different rates and in different ways. In
recognizing and valuing the diversity of students, the learning environment should allow for a range of
learning preferences, teaching styles, instructional strategies, and learning resources. Children’s lives are
shaped by issues of social class, race, gender, and culture. Learning contexts and environments must
affirm the dignity and worth of all learners.

This curriculum provides a framework for making connections with other subject areas.

This curriculum recognizes the importance of students working in and through visual arts. As students
develop specific skills, understandings, and confidence in visual arts, they learn to make
connections with other subject areas, thus engaging in a kaleidoscope of learning experiences.

This curriculum emphasizes the importance of students’ active participation in all aspects of their
learning.

Visual arts curriculum engages students in a range of purposeful and inventive experiences and
interactions through which they can develop the processes associated with art making and viewing, and
reflecting on and responding to their own and others’ art.

This curriculum emphasizes the personal, social and cultural contexts of learning and the power that art
making has within these contexts.

This curriculum promotes self-esteem and self-understanding as well as appreciation of the world’s social
and cultural contexts. Students are encouraged to recognize the power of creativity in constructing,
defining, and shaping knowledge; in developing attitudes and skills; and in extending these new learnings
in social and cultural contexts. Since art making is an unmistakable extension of personal identity and a
defining feature of culture, it is critical that the curriculum respect, affirm, understand, and appreciate
personal and cultural differences in all aspects of learning.
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This curriculum provides a basis for assessing learning in and through visual arts.

This curriculum engages students in reflective, analytical, and critical thinking about their learning in and
through visual arts. The use of a variety of assessment strategies will help teachers address students’
diverse backgrounds, learning styles, and needs and will

provide students with multiple opportunities to demonstrate their progress toward achievement of the
designated learning outcomes. This document includes suggestions for a collaborative assessment process
that involves all participants and affords learners opportunities to celebrate their successes and to learn
from their mistakes. This continuous, comprehensive assessment process can be a powerful tool to
enhance student learning when it is an integral part of that learning.

Who Should Teach Visual Arts 7—- 9

Visual arts engage students emotionally, physically, intellectually, imaginatively, aesthetically and
socially. It is a learner-centered approach. Visual arts education provides opportunities for all students to
experience, understand, and value visual arts within a supportive and nurturing environment. Visual arts
require a balance of knowledge, skills and attitudes that stretches the students’ creativity, expressiveness
and human spirit.

Visual Arts must be taught by a teacher who has knowledge and experience in art. Ideally, it should be
taught by someone who has a solid understanding of pedagogy in visual arts, with a background in visual
arts methodology courses. When assigning teachers to teach Visual Arts 7— 9, it is important that
administrators understand that someone who has experience in an art medium may not necessarily be
qualified to teach this course. The teacher who teaches visual arts, regardless of his/her background must
make a commitment to additional professional development to enhance his/her understanding of visual
arts education. Such opportunities include but are not limited to

= workshops offered by visual arts organizations and institutions such as the Nova Scotia Arts
Teachers’ Association, the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, Visual Arts Nova Scotia

= summer institutes

= university courses in visual arts education

= mentorship programs as offered by individual boards

The visual arts teacher must motivate students, thereby enhancing their self-esteem through visual arts.
The teacher encourages students to think, solve problems, act openly, take risks, create from nothing,
question, and learn from what has already been created. The approach is similar to that used in the other
arts disciplines (dance, drama and music). Community resources (i.e. local artists, art galleries, “Artists in
Schools” program) can enhance instruction in Visual Arts 7— 9.
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The Modular Approach

The Visual Arts 7 curriculum comprises three modules
=  Mixed Media (required)
= Painting
= Drawing and Printmaking

These modules are not sequential, although it is strongly recommended that all students begin with the
Mixed Media module. This module reviews and reinforces the concepts and skills taught in Visual Arts
Primary — 6 and prepares students for the learning activities they will experience in the other modules.

The Visual Arts 8 curriculum comprises four modules:
= Introduction to Drawing (required)
= Relief — The Bridge to Sculpture
= Sculpture — Construction and Assemblage

The Visual Arts 9 curriculum comprises three modules:
= Painting With Acrylics
=  Contemporary Art Trends
= Nature and the Built Environment

It is intended that Visual Arts 7, 8, and 9 should be taught for a minimum of two classes per 5- or 6-day
cycle. Ideally, these classes should be at least 40 minutes in length, to allow the necessary set-up and tear-
down time required. Teachers should feel free to determine the length of time spent on each module,
based on the amount of instructional time given, and the progress of the students. It is recognized that this
schedule may not be possible in all schools, and therefore alternate scheduling should be designed. For
example, in grade 7 and grade 8, if only 60 minutes of instruction per week is available, schools may
consider offering

=  Mixed Media and one other module
=  Mixed Media and the first two units of another module

Schools may experience challenges in offering visual arts along with other electives (music, band
instruments, technology education, and family studies). It is recommended that the administration work
with arts teachers and other staff members to ensure a positive and fulfilling experience for all students.
Creativity and flexibility with scheduling will be key, and the following examples provide suggestion for
schools to consider.

= Offering the same module three times to three different groups of students
= Schedule one term each of technology education, family studies, and visual arts
= Have one group of students complete three visual arts modules
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Planning and Implementing

Planning for Instruction

Visual Arts 7— 9 strives for a high level of artistic understanding and achievement. However, because of
the range of abilities of students in the junior high visual arts programs, whose prior experiences may
vary, success should not be measured by making comparisons between students but rather by the
individual accomplishments of the students as they work to achieve the outcomes. The suggestions for
learning and teaching emphasize understanding, practical skills, and the ability to apply knowledge. In
some cases, the program may need to be modified to accommodate students who have special needs.

As teachers prepare these modules, they will discover that the suggestions for teaching, learning and
assessment vary in length and offer a range of ways for students to experience visual arts. Although
suggested times are given for each unit, in some cases it may take longer to complete the unit. In others,
teachers may choose to do only some of the suggested activities. Indeed, often a range of suggestions are
made for a particular learning component and it is intended that teachers select those that are most
appropriate for their students. In situations where students do not have a strong background there may be
a need to spend more time doing preliminary work to ensure success for all. In these situations, teachers
need to be aware that the suggested times, including those given for the complete module, may need to be
adjusted to allow all students to achieve all the outcomes.

Within each module there are units of work that focus on a particular aspect of the subject of the module.
An estimated number of hours for each unit is provided so teachers have a sense of how to plan the
activities. However, teachers must use discretion and exercise flexibility with the length of each unit,
realizing that all outcomes for at each grade level must be achieved.

As teachers plan, they should look for commonalities among the outcomes, and provide opportunities for
the students to make broader connections in visual arts. The learning experiences may be short activities
to review or develop specific skills, or larger projects that take several classes to complete.

Knowledge of the creative process is at the heart of planning lesson sequences. This process focuses on
the expression of ideas and has meaning beyond the final product. It is the means by which students learn.
Though there are many times when a teacher wants students to practice a skill or technique, whenever
students apply knowledge, use techniques, express ideas, or solve design problems, they should engage in
creative problem solving. See Appendix B for a graphic representation of the creative process in visual
arts. Teachers should encourage students to include each stage of this process in their art making.
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Advance Planning

In planning the junior high visual arts program, it is effective if teachers have opportunities to collaborate
with colleagues and discuss the curriculum. Because there is usually only one art educator in each junior
high school, this may not be possible within the school setting. However, it may be beneficial to
collaborate with other arts educators within the region. Often, the best planning takes place informally
when art teachers get together, and is particularly important when implementing a new curriculum.

A planning chart is provided in Appendix E to record information and ideas in eight different areas:

= Essential Questions/Focus: includes the key questions and outcomes upon which instruction is
based

= Essential Terms/Vocabulary: may include the terms and vocabulary identified in the suggestions
for learning and teaching

= Content: includes topics and concepts pertaining to visual arts

= Skills: specific skills and strategies you want students to develop as a result of the learning
experiences

= Assessment: an outline or plan of assessment that identifies how to collect data about students
learning

= Learning Experiences: some of the specific organizational methods of instruction

= Notes for Differentiation: suggestions for ways to differentiate the learning experience in order to
meet the needs of diverse learners

= Resources: resources you plan to use for whole-class instruction

Appendix E: Planning Chart

Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9

Essential
Questions or
Focus

Essential
Terms and
Vocabulary

Content

Skills

In Visual Arts 7-9: Appendices, teachers will find a range of assessment forms, including rubrics and
checklists. It should be noted that these are samples that may apply to a specific module, but that could
be adapted for another module, or another grade level. Once again, teachers should be flexible as they
design strategies for assessment.
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Equity and Diversity

In recognizing and valuing the diversity of students, the education system allows for a range of learning
styles, teaching styles, instructional strategies, and resources. Learning context should be adapted to meet
the needs of students with different backgrounds, interests, and abilities, and to provide ongoing
opportunities for all students to engage in new learning based on their previous success.

The visual arts class can be a safe environment for those students who experience challenges in other
areas of learning. While participation for students with emotional, physical, or cognitive disabilities may
be limited, art teachers should be aware that the experiences they are providing could have a strong
impact on the personal development of these students, although this may not be explicit or measurable.

Students’ development as learners is shaped by many factors, including gender, social and cultural
backgrounds, and the extent to which individual needs are met. In designing learning experiences in
visual arts, teachers should consider the learning needs, experiences, interests and values of all students.

This visual arts curriculum is inclusive and designed to help all learners reach their full potential through
a wide variety of learning experiences. The curriculum seeks to provide all students with equal learning
opportunities. It also recognizes that students develop and learn at different rates and in different ways. It
is important for teachers to build in adaptations for those students who may be experiencing difficulty.
Similarly, there may be students who have a strong background and need additional enrichment
opportunities that allow them to go deeper in their learning. Adaptations may take the form of an
adjustment to the length of the lesson, or extensions to the lesson that will challenge the students.

Differentiating Instruction

Differentiation of instruction becomes very important in a classroom because we know each classroom
has such a diverse range of learners. On the one hand, differentiation will allow students who struggle to
be supported adequately in meeting the outcomes; on the other, differentiation provides greater challenge
for those who need it.

Differentiation is not about creating individualized programs for each student in the classroom. It occurs
within the outcomes themselves. It is also not about establishing permanent homogeneous groups in
which students work. Differentiation is about flexibility and understanding students well enough that
instruction can be responsive to their needs. When students are provided with multiple exposures to a
concept, in multiple ways, there is a greater chance of meeting the needs of more learners, and a greater
chance of students successfully meeting outcomes.
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In recognizing and valuing the diversity of students in the visual arts class, teachers should consider ways
to

= provide an environment and design learning experiences to affirm the dignity and worth of all
learners

= model the use of inclusive language, attitudes, and actions supportive of all learners

= adapt classroom organization, teaching/learning/assessment strategies, time, and learning
resources to address learners’ needs and build on their strengths

= design teaching/learning/assessment strategies that are integrated with each other so that it is
difficult to distinguish each as separate components of a lesson

= design learning and assessment tasks that draw on learners’ strengths and abilities

= provide opportunities for learners to work in a variety of leaning contexts, including mixed-ability
groups

= identify and respond to diversity in students’ learning styles and preferences

= Dbuild on students’ individual levels of knowledge, skills, and attitudes in visual arts

= ensure that learners use strengths as a means of tackling areas of difficulty

= offer students multiple and varied avenues to learn, create, and present their work

= reflect on and offer students diverse opportunities to demonstrate their learning

= celebrate the accomplishments of learning tasks, especially tasks that learners believed were too
challenging for them

The Teaching Process

Learning is not something that happens simply by osmosis. It is not enough to surround students with art
work, materials, and computers and hope that they develop the necessary skills as artists. While students
will develop and learn many things on their own, it is important that in the visual arts classroom teachers
provide explicit instruction in a variety of areas. The level of support this instruction provides will vary
depending on the needs of each student. Ultimately, the goal of the teacher is to decrease the level of
support provided until the student is able to engage in the learning experiences independently and
successfully. This requires supportive instruction that ranges from directed to supported, and finally to
independent learning.

Direct Instruction

Direct instruction is essential in every class. This kind of instruction might be necessary to introduce a
new or difficult concept or to ensure that the entire group receives a common message. Direct instruction
is also helpful in showing students how to exercise a particular skill. It is important, however, that direct
instruction be followed with supported instruction in situations where the student is still developing the
necessary skills or when the concept is difficult. Telling and modeling are two different kinds of
instruction.
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Supportive Instruction

Supportive instruction goes beyond simply telling or showing students how to do something. This kind of
instruction allows you to provide some assistance to students as they work toward independence.

Independent Learning

Independent learning is the ultimate goal. It is at the independent stage that students are able to
demonstrate and apply understanding of concepts and skills. They are able to complete a task without
support from the teacher. The challenge most teachers face is the tendency to move from telling students
what to do to expecting them to complete the work independently. For many students, this leap is too
great, and as a result they experience frustration and a lack of success. By gradually releasing
responsibility, this problem can be alleviated.

The Physical Environment

The visual arts curriculum requires a combination of art-making and viewing space, with adequate
opportunity for both individual and group learning, with easy access to equipment and materials,
including computer technology. The art room must be safe for students and teachers in terms of air
quality, and there must be adequate and effective lighting for art making. Within this context, the
following chart outlines considerations for the safety and effectiveness of the art room itself. These
suggestions are intended to provide flexibility for a range of situations while at the same time outlining
parameters for safe and unsafe facilities. Please see Visual Arts 7-9: Appendices, Appendix D: The Art
Classroom. This appendix also contains additional information on how to set up the art classroom and
lists appropriate materials and supplies.
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Course Design

Essential Graduation Competencies

In 2013, the Council of Atlantic Ministers of Education and Training (CAM ET) launched a review of the
Atlantic Canada Essential Graduation Learnings, the 1995 framework for curriculum development
endorsed by the four Atlantic Provinces. A committee representing each province was formed to ensure
the framework, guiding expectations for completion of public education, responded to the changing
demands of work and life in the 21st century.

What follows is a common vision of the competencies — a set of attitudes, skills, and knowledge — beyond
foundational literacy and numeracy that prepare learners to engage in a lifetime of transitions and
learning. It reflects the regional direction provinces want to take to achieve excellence and provides the
flexibility to design curricula based on provincial priorities and timelines. It is intended to ensure that all
Atlantic Canadian students are prepared to seize opportunities and meet the challenges of the future.

Competencies

= are interrelated sets of attitudes, skills, and knowledge that are drawn upon and applied to
contexts for successful learning and living

= are developed over time through outcomes and a supportive learning environment

= are designed to be integral components of all subjects, at all grade levels and shapes all the
curricula design work

Citizenship

Learners are expected to contribute to the quality and sustainability of their environment, communities,
and society. They analyse cultural, economic, environmental, and social issues, make decisions,
judgment, solve problems, and act as stewards in a local, national, and global context.

Grades 6-8 learners will

= analyse possible consequences of decisions, judgements, and solutions to problems
=  engage in civic activities that support social and cultural diversity and cohesion

= develop skills and practices that support environmental sustainability

= examine issues surrounding human rights and equity

= recognize the principles and actions of citizens that impact society

= recognize the complexity and interconnectedness of factors in analyzing issues
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Grades 9-12 learners will

= evaluate possible consequences of decisions, judgements, and solutions to problems

* engage in civic activities that support social and cultural diversity and cohesion

= develop skills and practices that support environmental sustainability

= examine issues surrounding human rights, social justice, and equity

= examine how the principles and actions of citizens impact society

= examine the complexity and interconnectedness of factors in analyzing issues

» recognize the principles and actions of citizens in a just, pluralistic, and democratic society

Personal-Career Development

Learners are expected to become self-aware and self-directed individuals who set and pursue goals. They
understand and appreciate how culture contributes to work and personal life roles. They make thoughtful
decisions regarding health and wellness, and career pathways.

Grades 6-8 learners will

= develop skills and practices to advance the physical, mental, and social -emotional well-being of
self and others

= develop the skills to build healthy personal and work relationships

= connect learning with personal and career development

= develop skills and practices to learn and work in diverse, evolving environments

= develop strategies to manage career balance and wellness

Grades 9-12 learners will

= develop skills and practices to advance the physical, mental, and social -emotional well-being of
self and others

= build healthy personal and work relationships

= interconnect learning with personal and career development

= develop skills and practices to learn and work in diverse, evolving environments

= develop strategies to manage career balance and wellness

= create personal, education, career, and financial plans to support transitions and achievement of
education and career
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Communication

Learners are expected to interpret and express themselves effectively through a variety of media. They
participate in critical dialogue, listen, read, view, and create for information, enrichment, and enjoyment.

Grades 6-8 learners will

= express and respond to ideas, information, learnings, perceptions, and feelings appropriate to
audience and purpose through multiple media forms

= listen and interact purposefully and respectfully in formal and informal contexts

= engage in constructive and critical dialogue

= evaluate the purpose, audience, and choice of media when communicating

= analyse the impact of information communication technology in relation to social justice and
social equity issues

Grades 9-12 learners will

= express and respond to ideas, information, learnings, perceptions, and feelings appropriate to
audience and purpose through multiple media forms

= listen and interact purposefully and respectfully in formal and informal contexts

= engage in constructive and critical dialogue

= evaluate the purpose, audience, and choice of media when communicating

= analyse the impact of information communication technology in relation to social justice and
social equity issues

Creativity and Innovation

Learners are expected to demonstrate openness to new experiences, engage in creative processes, to make
unexpected connections, and to generate new and dynamic ideas, techniques, and products. They value
aesthetic expression and appreciate the creative and innovative work of others.

Grades 6-8 learners will

= gather information through all senses to imagine, create, and innovate
= take responsible risks

= use constructive feedback, reflect, and learn from trial and error

= use creation techniques to invent and innovate

= collaborate to create and innovate

= recognize how creative processes are vital to innovation

= use strategies to identify problems

= reflect on creative and innovative works and processes

» think divergently, embrace complexity and ambiguity
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Grades 9-12 learners will

= gather information through all senses to imagine, create, and innovate

= take responsible risks

= use constructive feedback, reflect, and learn from trial and error

= use creation techniques to invent and innovate

= collaborate to create and innovate

= recognize how creative processes are vital to innovation

= use strategies to identify problems

= critically reflect on creative and innovative works and processes

= think divergently, embrace complexity and ambiguity

= evaluate the impact of creativity and innovation on social and economic well being

Critical Thinking

Learners are expected to analyse and evaluate evidence, arguments, and ideas using various types of
reasoning and systems thinking to inquire, make decisions, and solve problems. They reflect critically on
thinking processes.

Grades 6-8 learners will

= ask critical and purposeful questions

= analyse information and evidence, suspending judgement and accepting ambiguity

= formulate decisions based on evidence

» recognize that critical thinking is purposeful

= develop curiosity, inquisitiveness and creativity, flexibility, and persistence, open and fair
mindedness

= reflect on personal ideas and opinions relative to the ideas and contributions of others

= communicate ideas, conclusions, decisions, and solutions appropriate to audience and purpose

»  work individually, cooperatively, and collaboratively in problem solving

= synthesize information from relevant and reliable sources

= analyse and evaluate evidence, arguments, and ideas

= recognize that experiences shape points of view (perspectives)

Grades 9-12 learners will

= ask critical and purposeful questions

» analyse information and evidence, suspending judgement and accepting ambiguity

» formulate decisions based on evidence

= recognize that critical thinking is purposeful

= develop curiosity, inquisitiveness and creativity, flexibility, and persistence, open and fair
mindedness

= reflect on personal ideas and opinions relative to the ideas and contributions of others who hold
diverse points of views
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= communicate ideas, conclusions, decisions, and solutions appropriate to audience and purpose
= work individually, cooperatively, and collaboratively in problem solving

= synthesize information from relevant and reliable sources

= analyse and evaluate evidence, arguments, and ideas

= recognize that experiences shape points of view (perspectives)

= reflect on the critical thinking processes used (metacognition)

Technological Fluency

Learners are expected to use and apply technology to collaborate, communicate, create, innovate, and
solve problems. They use technology in a legal, safe, and ethically responsible manner to support and
enhance learning.

Grades 6-8 learners will

= use technology in a responsible manner to create and represent new knowledge
= implement technology effectively as appropriate to the learning experience

= recognize that technology encompasses a range of learning tools and contexts

= examine how technology and society impact and advance one another

Grades 9-12 learners will

= use technology in a responsible manner to create and represent new knowledge
= implement technology effectively as appropriate to the learning experience

= recognize that technology encompasses a range of learning tools and contexts
= evaluate how technology and society impact and advance one another

It must be noted that the term technology is often misunderstood. It does not refer solely to computer-
related materials and processes. Foundation for the Atlantic Canada Arts Education Curriculum provides
the following explanation of the term technology as it applies to the arts:

Technology in the arts is inclusive of those processes, tools, and products that artistic-minded people use
in the design, development, creation, and presentation of their works. It is a means to use skills and
imagination in the creation of aesthetic objects, environments, or experiences. It is also a means of
knowing and understanding our world and the processes we involve ourselves in as we interact with it.
Tools and devices alone do not constitute a technology. It is only when people use these tools and devices
to effect a change that we can call them a technology.
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Since the arts are always about the processes of presentation and representation, they are able to utilize
the most recent technologies, along with those from the entire history of the arts. A technological device
or technological process rarely becomes obsolete to the artist. An artist may choose to use any technology
from any period of history if it is suitable. The final presentation of the artwork is strongly influenced by
the technologies of production. When an artist engages in an art-making process or creates an art product,
choices and decisions must be made about the appropriate technology of production and how an audience
may respond to these efforts.

The Explore Music curricula is a sequenced, integrated, spiral curricula. Below is a table that outlines the
outcomes, rationales, and indicators.

Curriculum Outcomes

The Visual Arts curricula is an integrated, spiral curricula. Below is a table that outlines the outcomes,
rationales, and indicators.

Learners will analyse how a variety of contemporary and historical works of
art across cultures and communities communicate multiple perspectives.

Rationale: By looking at art, learners have opportunities to learn about elements and principles of art
making as well as a rich variety of styles, techniques, and materials used by artists across time and
cultures. They learn about the many reasons why art is created and develop an appreciation for art as an
expression of culture. They can then use this knowledge to develop their own art and share thoughts and
ideas about it. During the looking phase, learners are also reflecting on the myriads of ways in which
people see and respond to their worlds through the art process.

e Analyse how the elements of art and principles of design are used in the communication of
meaning in works of art (COM/CI/TF)

e Compare various media used by artists to create works of art (COM/CI/TF)

e Analyse possible meaning of works of art (CZ/COM/CI/TF)

e Compare ways works of art inform, sustain, and influence culture (CZ/COM/CT/TF

e Investigate ways in which works of art are an expression of culture and identity
(CZ/COM/PCD/CT/TF)

Learners will create purposeful and meaningful works of art.

Rationale: Learners can engage in purposeful exploration of ideas or experiences by making art.
Doodling and sketching as a means to interpret multisensory experiences gives learners the creative
space to generate new ideas. During the creative process, learners make many decisions and choices
around strategies, techniques, forms, materials, and design elements. In creating artwork, learners have
opportunities to work independently and collaboratively, expressing ideas, gaining feedback, looking at
others’ work, reflecting on their progress, and planning for future art making. Art is meaningful in a
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variety of ways. In this context, meaning is in reference to intent and conveying thoughts, feelings,
and/or ideas as intended by the artist, purpose, and/or audience.

e Apply the elements of art and principles of design in works of art (COM/CI/TF)

e Investigate how personal meaning is expressed in works of art (CZ/COM/PCD/CI/CT)

e Compare how media is used in art making (COM/CI/TF)

e Analyse how the creative process is used in creating works of art (COM/PCD/CI/CT)

e Investigate how studio etiquette and safe practices of arts media and tools contribute to the
creation of works of art (CZ/PCD)

Learners will formulate personal responses to a variety of works of art.

Rationale: Appreciating and being aware of art that surrounds us is a lifelong process. It involves
observing and sharing how artists use different materials, processes, tools, and techniques to express
themselves. Through guided, ongoing reflection, it is possible to enter deeper layers of meaning in
artworks and gain richer understandings. In responding to works of art created by themselves and others,
learners will develop the ability to share openly, respectfully and with sensitivity. As learners become
more skilled in this sharing process they will come to understand the feelings of others and be more
empathic.

e Investigate how the language of art (elements of art and principles of design) can be used to
express a response (CT/COM)

e Evaluate the impact of works of art (CT/CZ/COM)

e Investigate how personal responses can be useful in informing the development of works of art
(CI/COM)

e Analyse how viewing and/or creating art influences personal development (PCD/CZ/COM)
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Assessment and Evaluation

Overview

The information in this section provides an overview of the basic principles and understandings related to
assessment and evaluation in the Arts Education classroom and reflects the guiding principles as outlined
in the Principles for Fair Student Assessment Practices for Education in Canada, 1993. More
specifically, these principles might be summed up in a statement of eight “big ideas” (Cooper, 2007):

Assessment serves different purposes at different times

Assessment must be planned and purposeful

Assessment must be balanced and flexible

Assessment and instruction are inseparable

Assessment must be helpful to students, and therefore feedback must be timely and descriptive
Assessment is most effective when it is a collaborative process

Performance criteria are an essential component of effective assessment

Grading and reporting student achievement is a caring, sensitive process that requires teachers’
professional judgment

NG~ E

For teachers, planning how they will get to know their students as learners comprises some of the most
important decisions they will make. Effective instruction flows from strong, recent information about
students’ strengths and needs. The information upon which teachers make instructional decisions should
draw from a variety of sources and should consider students’ interests and learning style preferences.
What teachers decide to assess and evaluate, the methods they use to assess and evaluate, and how results
are communicated, send clear messages to students and others about what is really valued—what is worth
learning.

The curriculum outcomes framework shows teachers, students, and others the knowledge and skills to be
learned, and therefore should form the reference for the gathering of assessment information in the
classroom.
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Making the Distinction Between Assessment and
Evaluation

“Assessment serves different purposes at different times. ” (Cooper, 2007)

Assessment

Assessment is the systematic process of gathering information about student learning. This process should
include a broad range of methods for gathering evidence of learning, including the collection of students’
work samples, observations of students’ learning in use, and conversations with students about their
learning so that a clear and valid picture emerges of what students know and are able to do in the arts.

Teachers need to plan a process for collecting, organizing, and analyzing assessment information so that
they can fairly and appropriately use it for a number of purposes. When the purpose is assessment for
learning, teachers can use evidence of student learning collected to:

= provide descriptive feedback to students concerning their individual learning strengths and needs,
so they can help determine their own learning goals and next steps

» make instructional decisions to guide and enhance student learning

= change their own classroom practice to enhance future student learning

When the purpose is assessment of learning, teachers can use evidence of student learning collected to:
= inform decisions about student achievement of curriculum outcomes for grading and reporting

purposes and is often used to evaluate student learning to a specific point and time with a specific
set of outcomes.

Evaluation

Evaluation is the process of analyzing, reflecting upon, and summarizing assessment information gathered
over time in a variety of ways, then making judgments or decisions based on the evidence of learning
collected. Evaluation serves two different purposes:

1. Teachers need to communicate whether students’ performance of particular tasks, assignments, and
work in progress successfully demonstrate specific curriculum outcomes throughout a reporting
period. A variety of codes, marks and descriptive feedback may be used to record, track, and
communicate growth in student learning to students and others.

2. Teachers need to communicate student achievement to students and parents at the end of a reporting
period, usually using either letter or percentage grades that summarize students’ assessment
information. Professional judgment is applied when summarizing assessment information for this
purpose. The best, most recent evidence, gathered over time in a variety of ways must be used when
determining grades. Refer to the chart From Outcomes to Reporting on the following page.
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Planning for Assessment

Assessment is primarily intended to guide students’ learning. Students need to know how well they are
doing, and what they need to do in order to improve. They need this feedback information while they are
still in the process of learning, not just at the end, and they need this feedback to be descriptive. Feedback
needs to clearly indicate specifically what students are doing well, and what they need to do in order to
improve.

Teachers need to know how well students are doing in order to guide their learning, and they need this
information while students are still engaged in the learning process in order to have a positive impact on
their learning. These are important considerations for teachers as they plan how, and especially when, to
collect evidence of student learning, and also how and when to provide feedback to students.

Backwards Design

“Assessment must be planned and purposeful. ” (Cooper, 2007)

To plan for assessment, teachers need to first identify the Specific Curriculum Outcomes that will be the
focus for each unit of study within a reporting period. Whether the students will be creating, exploring
cultural/historical contexts, or demonstrating their learning through a multimedia performance event,
teachers, students and others should understand which outcomes are being taught and assessed by the
learning experiences throughout the period of study. By engaging in backwards planning, teachers can
plan and then explicitly and intentionally teach and assess specific curriculum outcomes (Wiggins and
McTighe, 1998). Making the assessment process explicit and the criteria for success clear to all involved
from the outset maximizes learning. It also ensures that over the course of a school year, all curriculum
outcomes are addressed.
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Once teachers decide upon a particular approach to instruction or curriculum focus for a unit of study, a
cascading series of decisions is required in order to plan backwards from the outcomes:

= Which specific curriculum outcomes will be the primary focus of assessment and instruction
during this unit of study?

»  Which specific curriculum outcomes are addressed by the various learning experiences with
which students will be engaged within this unit of study?

=  What do students need to know and be able to do in order to successfully demonstrate the
identified specific curriculum outcomes?

=  Which sources of assessment information will best illustrate student learning of these outcomes?

*  When in the unit, or at what point of the students’ learning process, is assessment information
about each identified outcome best gathered?

=  What methods of differentiation need to be considered in order for all students to meet with
success during this unit?

= What will be considered acceptable criteria for the successful demonstration of the identified
curriculum outcomes?

= How will students and others be made aware of the criteria for success?

Co-Constructing Assessment Criteria with Students

“Assessment is most effective when it is a collaborative process. ” (Cooper, 2007)

“Performance criteria are an essential component of effective assessment. ”
(Cooper, 2007)

Co-construction of assessment criteria occurs when students and teachers work together to describe how
the demonstration of a specific curriculum outcome or group of outcomes is judged to be successful.
Teachers can involve students in helping to articulate what an acceptable demonstration of a particular
outcome may look like and sound like. This does not mean that establishing criteria for success is handed
over to students alone. Teachers contribute to the listing and description of criteria; they are the
curriculum experts. Teachers and students contribute to the list of criteria together, clarifying and
categorizing descriptors of success, and aligning them with specific curriculum outcomes. As an active
partner in the co-construction of criteria, teachers can ensure appropriate fit to curriculum outcomes, as
well as maintain sufficient challenge for students (Gregory, Cameron, and Davies, 1997).

Teachers need not be concerned that this process is overly time consuming. Initially it will be, but it is
time well spent. As students engage in the process of co-constructing assessment criteria, they become
involved in a form of explicit instruction. The process helps to clarify what is expected of students and
helps focus the students’ learning. Students are engaged in reflecting on their own learning, becoming
aware of what they already know, and what they will need to learn more about in order to be successful.
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Striking a Balance among Assessment Information Sources

“Assessment must be balanced and flexible. ” (Cooper, 2007)

It is very important for teachers to recognize that the curriculum outcomes are inter-related and are
developed most effectively as interdependent concepts. These outcomes identify what students are
expected to know, be able to do, and value upon completion of study in arts education. When outcomes
and curriculum offerings based on all outcomes are grouped as such, arts activities become more relevant
to real-life situations, and the learning becomes more meaningful. Learning in the arts must be planned /
shaped to incorporate all outcomes.

CONVERSATIONS

Talking with students can provide evidence of student learning that might not be apparent from
observations or products (Davies, 2000). Talk allows students to explain how or why they did something
thereby revealing their thought processes, as well as providing opportunities for teachers to support and
probe students’ deeper thinking. Information gathered in conversations may be used immediately to
inform instruction within the same context the information was obtained, or used to plan follow-up
explicit instruction later. Conversations allow teachers to provide immediate descriptive feedback that
promotes student learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998).

Conversations may be very informal, as in the case of discussing a work of art in progress, songwriter’s
circle or responding to group presentations and performances. They also may be quite formal. Teachers
may ask students to use writing and other means of representing to “talk” about their own learning in
journals or sketchbooks.

Teachers must employ a recording and tracking system so that information gathered through
conversations can be effectively and efficiently used to inform instruction, and be validly used to evaluate
and grade students’ achievement of the outcomes.

OBSERVATIONS

Watching students as they are engaged in the learning process can provide valuable evidence of student
learning. Especially when used in combination with conversation, observation can capture evidence of
student learning of which the students themselves may be unaware or may consider trivial. Such evidence
would remain hidden if products alone had been the sources of information.

Observations can be made quickly and the information collected may be used immediately to inform
instruction within the same context the information was obtained, or used to plan follow-up explicit
instruction later. For example, a teacher may notice that a student is not providing enough clarifying
examples while responding to their own and others’ expressive works. The teacher may choose to offer
some on-the-spot instruction and modeling, or may decide to provide instruction to a number of students
with similar learning needs in a small group setting on another day.
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Observations may be made informally, during independent work times or while students are engaged in
small group settings. They may also be made during more structured assessment opportunities, such as
during presentations or performances.

PRODUCTS

Many teachers are comfortable and familiar with assessing products created by students. This should
include a range of assessments to demonstrate understanding of concepts, as well as demonstrations of
ability in art-making, composition and performance. Products used to assess students’ ability to create and
respond need to include a variety of forms, such as images and other visual representations, musical
notation, director’s book, as well as other non-print forms such as multimedia presentations, photo essays,
audio and/or video productions, speeches, drama, dance, and other art forms.

It is critical that teachers and students assess not only products but also the journey or the process of the
learning. Conversations as well as assessment forms and personal reflections will all contribute to
assessment of learning.

STUDENT SELF-ASSESSMENT

Teachers can use student self-assessment to inform instructional decisions, checking for gaps in student
learning, and responding with timely, appropriate explicit and differentiated instruction. Self-assessment
encourages students to monitor their learning, and note their own growth over time. It helps students
reflect, set further learning goals, and celebrate their successes. Metacognition, being aware of one’s
own thinking, is an important aspect of self-assessment and goal setting. It represents the highest level of
thinking students can be asked to do.

Involving students in self-assessment and reflecting upon it also addresses a number of specific
curriculum outcomes. Teachers need to include opportunities for student self-reflection and self-
assessment as a part of their assessment planning. Engaging students in the co-creation of criteria for use
with peer assessment is a valuable learning opportunity. Students benefit from the explicit statement of
expectations inherent in this process, especially if the criteria are then used in conjunction with checklists
or rubrics for use by students during self-assessment opportunities. See Appendix D, Explore Music 7-9:
Appendices for examples of student self-assessment tools.

Teachers need to be clear about the difference between self-assessment and self-evaluation, and make the
distinction clear to their students. Self-assessment provides information and feedback that promote further
learning, and should be included as an important source of evidence of student learning. Self-evaluation,
on the other hand, is the assigning of marks by students to their own learning, and factoring these marks
into the determination of grades. Evaluation is the job of the teacher; and should not be done by the
students.
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PEER ASSESSMENT

The use of peer assessment will clearly demonstrate the students’ level of understanding of concepts,
skills and techniques. For example, if students are responding to a composition or work of art that other
students have created, their comments can be a good indication of their musical / artistic understanding.
By articulating their thoughts and ideas, they will use vocabulary that will demonstrate that level of
understanding. Planning opportunities for students to respond, assess and reflect upon each other’s work
provides an audience for that work other than the teacher, and puts the assessment in an authentic context.
Moreover, since it is not practical (or desirable) for the teacher to be the sole provider of descriptive
feedback, peer assessment provides a valuable tool in the overall assessment for learning process.

Involving students in peer assessment, and reflecting upon it, also addresses a number of specific
curriculum outcomes. Engaging students in the co-creation of criteria for use with peer assessment is a
valuable learning opportunity. Students benefit from the explicit statement of expectations inherent in this
process, especially if the criteria are then used in conjunction with checklists or rubrics for use by students
during peer assessment opportunities. It is critical that students understand the criteria and the expectation
of the outcomes.

As with self-assessment, teachers need to be clear about the difference between peer assessment and peer
evaluation, and make the distinction clear to their students. Peer assessment provides information and
feedback that promote further learning, and should be included as an important method of providing
descriptive feedback to students. Peer evaluation, on the other hand, is the assigning of marks by students
that will be factored into the determination of other students’ grades. Evaluation is the job of the teacher;
peer evaluation should not be done.

Tracking and Recording Assessment Information

“The use of columns in a grade book to represent standards (outcomes), instead of assignments, tests, and
activities, is a major shift in thinking.... ” (Marzano, R. , and J. Kendall, 1996)

Assessment and evaluation depend on accurate and efficient record keeping. Teachers’ assessment
planning should include provision for the recording of assessment information in an efficient, systematic
way. Since instruction addresses curriculum outcomes and student achievement is reported in relation to
curriculum outcomes, it is essential that teachers’ record-keeping systems track students’ demonstration
of curriculum outcomes, rather than only marks for assessment events, assignment, and tests.
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Portfolios of Student Learning

Teachers may also want to include a system for collecting and archiving samples of student work
collected over time as part of their assessment planning. Systems such as student portfolios are especially
useful for the collection of samples of art making, including visual representations, video clips, podcasts,
and compositions. They should not only be collections of summative assessment events, but also should
include works in progress as well as polished drafts collected throughout the reporting period. Artifacts of
student learning kept in student portfolios can inform assessment for learning decisions on a daily basis,
as well as inform evaluative assessment for learning decisions made at the end of a reporting period.
Concrete evidence of student learning archived in student portfolios works in concert with anecdotal
notes, checklists, and rubrics to create a clear picture of the student as a learner. As well, the portfolio
becomes especially powerful as a focus for student self and peer assessment.

Summary Grade Book

The grade book is a place where teachers track the accumulated evidence of students’ learning in relation
to each outcome assessed throughout the reporting period. This important part of the tracking system
documents the summarized evidence of learning for each student and supports the use of professional
judgment in the determination of summative grades.

Teachers may choose to organize assessment information contained within each class grade book by
individual student files. In this case, each individual student file would contain a list of curriculum
outcomes addressed in the reporting period, documenting with some sort of marking code—not letter or
percentage marks—the degree to which the student demonstrated achievement of specific outcomes.

As an alternative, teachers may choose to organize assessment information by curriculum outcome. In this

case, each outcome would contain a class list documenting with some sort of marking code the degree to
which students demonstrated achievement in that outcome.

Recording Assessment Information

Individual assessment events or pieces of student work collected within a reporting period should not be
marked and recorded using letter (for grades 1-8) or percentage (grades 9—12) scores. Letter or
percentage grades are only used on report cards to indicate an evaluative summary of students’ evidence
of learning. Assessment feedback given to students and others during the course of the reporting period
needs to be descriptive rather than evaluative. Students and others can make use of a clear description of
academic strengths, needs, and growth evident in each piece, and can begin to implement improvements
that are clearly described.
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For grade levels where letters summarize student achievement on report cards, using letter marks as
feedback for assessment events and student work throughout the reporting period can create challenges at
the end of a reporting period. It is difficult to summarize letter scores. For example, a student who
receives marks of B or A on individual assessment tasks addressing a limited number of specific
outcomes, might end up with an overall grade of C based on an evaluation of all the assessment events
over a reporting period.

Using letters as marks can also create confusion in reporting. Some of the confusion may be due to
changes in the meaning of the letter grades used on the report cards. In many school districts and
universities around North America, letter grades are linked to a range of percentage grade scores.
Typically percentage grades of 90 to 100 percent equate to an “A” grade, for example. In the province of
Nova Scotia, an “A” grade indicates the number of learning outcomes successfully demonstrated within a
reporting period. It is an indicator of quantity, rather than some judgment of quality. For example, a
student who may have consistently received a “B” mark throughout the reporting period would receive an
“A” for a grade, according to the descriptors attached to those letters on the report card. For descriptors
attached to letter and percentage grades currently used on report cards in the province of Nova Scotia see
the following.

Visual Arts 7-9: Curriculum Framework (Revised 2020) Page 31



Province of Nova Scotia Descriptors for Report Card Grades

Grades 9-12

90 - 100% The student demonstrates excellent or outstanding performance in relation to the
expected learning outcomes for this course.

80 - 89% The student demonstrates very good performance in relation to the expected
learning outcomes for this course.

70 - 79% The student demonstrates good performance in relation to the expected learning
outcomes for this course.

60 — 69% The student demonstrates satisfactory performance in relation to the expected
learning outcomes for this course.

50 -59 % The student demonstrates minimally acceptable performance in relation to the
expected learning outcomes for this course.

Below 50% The student has not met minimum requirements in relation to the expected
learning outcomes for this course.

Grades P-8

A The student demonstrates achievement of the expected learning outcomes
addressed during the current reporting period.

B The student demonstrates achievement of most of the expected
learning outcomes addressed during the current reporting period.

C The student demonstrates achievement of some of the expected learning
outcomes addressed during the current reporting period.

D The student demonstrates achievement of few of the expected learning outcomes
addressed during the current reporting period.

For grade levels where percentages summarize student achievement on report cards, using percentage
marks as feedback for assessment events and student work throughout the reporting period may result in
the averaging of all assessment marks from the reporting period. It is not appropriate to factor in
exploratory or early attempts by students to demonstrate outcomes, when more current evidence indicates
success (O’Connor, 2002; Cooper, 2007). Teachers’ professional judgment, rather than the application of
a mathematical formula, needs to be applied to the determination of summarizing grades.
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To record assessment information efficiently, teachers may want to use a coding system indicating the
degree to which students have demonstrated specific outcomes. Common coding systems use numbers
from one to three or one to four, often found on many rubrics. An example of a 4 digit number code might
be:

Not yet meeting criteria for success
Approaching meeting criteria for success
Meets criteria for success

Strongly meets criteria for success

el NS>

An example of a 3 digit number code might be:

1. Not yet meeting criteria for success
2. Meets criteria for success
3. Strongly meets criteria for success

Coding systems do not need to use digits. Any sort of symbol system may be acceptable, as long as they
indicate the degree to which students meet criteria for the successful demonstration of specific outcomes.

Regardless of the coding system used, adding and averaging the code symbols should not be the process
used for determining student grades. The digits are symbols, not points to be averaged. Teachers must
apply professional judgment to determine whether students have successfully demonstrated outcomes
(O’Connor, 2007). For more on the analysis of assessment information to determine summative grades,
see the section entitled Using Assessment Information to Evaluate and Communicate Student Learning.
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Using Assessment Information to Improve Student
Learning

Cooper’s Big Idea #5: “Assessment must be helpful to students, and therefore feedback must be timely
and descriptive. ”

The primary purpose of assessment is to improve learning. Learners use assessment information to
improve their efforts and set learning goals. Teachers use assessment information to adapt and change
their instruction or the instructional context to meet the diverse needs of the learners in their classrooms.
Using evidence of student learning for this purpose is called assessment for learning.

Guiding Learning with Descriptive Feedback

Assessment information needs to be in a form that is useful to learners in order to impact their learning.
Feedback is most useful when it specifically describes or indicates what learners are doing well, and what
they need to do next in order to improve (Brookhart, 2008; Cooper, 2007). Effective descriptive feedback
provides clear, concise information to learners about the learning strategies and processes they
successfully employed in the performance of a learning task, and specifically describes qualities of the
learners’ work in relation to learning outcomes. Descriptive feedback should focus on the learners’
performance, not the learner personally. Specific, descriptive feedback that focuses on success and points
the way to improvement has a positive effect on learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998; Davies, 2000).

Percentage marks alone provide ineffective feedback (Brookhart, 2008). Such forms of feedback indicate
the degree by which learners successfully demonstrate learning outcomes without indicating aspects of
the outcomes learners have under control, and exactly what needs be done to improve their performance
the next time. Numeric marks, whether it is intended or not, carry the connotation of evaluation.
Evaluative feedback may very well interfere with the learning process (Black and Wiliam, 1998; Kohn,
1999).

Learners also need to be in a position to take action on feedback information provided to them. Feedback
will have the most impact when received while learning is still in process (Black and Wiliam, 1998).
Feedback provided after the work is complete will only be useful if learners perceive they will have a
chance to put this information to use again on similar tasks in the near future. Feedback without the
opportunity to use it is pointless (Brookhart, 2008).
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The challenge teachers face is to gather assessment information during the learning process and provide
their students with useful feedback in a timely fashion. The following are suggestions of ways teachers
might provide their students with opportunities for descriptive feedback:

= teacher oral and written responses to works in progress

= peer oral and written responses to works in progress

= rubric or checklist criteria that specifically describe indicators of quality work

= supply students with exemplars of quality work, providing explicit instruction and discussion
about the qualities present in the exemplars

Providing opportunities for metacognitive reflection is an integral part of this process. Descriptive
feedback moves learners forward by encouraging them to think about their own learning. Self-reflective
questioning leads learners to re-visit their work and consider revision. In this sense, the distinction
between assessment and instruction is blurred. It is the provision of reflective opportunities for learners,
and chances for them to incorporate feedback information into their on-going learning process that
transforms the collection of formative assessment information by teachers into assessment for learning.

The Teacher’s Response to Assessment

“Assessment and instruction are inseparable. ” (Cooper, 2007)

Teachers use assessment information to inform their instructional decisions. For example, in response to
assessment information, a teacher may decide to provide explicit instruction to the class or provide
additional instruction to a select number of students. The teacher may decide to make changes to the
organization of the students in the class, or differentiate the requirements of an assignment. The teacher
may decide to gather further information before providing further instruction or making any changes to
the instructional context.
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Using Assessment Information to Evaluate and
Communicate Student Learning

“Grading and reporting student achievement is a caring, sensitive process that requires teachers’
professional judgment. ” (Cooper, 2007)

At set times within a school year, teachers are called upon to evaluate the degree to which students have
demonstrated learning outcomes focused upon during a reporting period, and communicate that decision
in the form of a grade that summarizes a variety of students’ assessment information. Teachers apply
professional judgment, analyzing the evidence of student learning collected throughout the reporting
period for reliable indications that students have demonstrated the outcomes. Using evidence of student
learning for this purpose is called assessment of learning.

Exercising professional judgment is never a matter of merely applying a mathematical formula to all the
assessment information gathered during the reporting period. Instead, teachers need to look for trends
across all available sources of assessment information when determining grades. This might include
information gathered throughout a reporting period, as well as information gathered from specific
summative assessment events.

It may not be necessary to provide students with summative assessment events for all outcomes assessed
in a reporting period. Teachers may have already collected enough valid evidence of student learning for
many outcomes throughout a reporting period. For example, if students have been observed several times
meeting the criteria for success in a specific outcome, summative assessment events would not be
necessary for this outcome. Instead, the most current and valid information could be used to evaluate and
then report.

Thoughtful analysis is necessary when weighing assessment information for evidence that students have
successfully demonstrated outcomes. For example, assessment information collected earlier in a reporting
period indicating that a student could not yet successfully meet the criteria for success for specific
outcomes should not be factored into summative grades if teachers have more current assessment
indicates that learning and growth have taken place. Likewise, teachers must also take care that a
student’s poor performance on any single assessment event does not cancel out valid evidence of success
collected earlier in the reporting period (O’Connor, 2002).

Teachers need to ensure that grades represent students’ achievement of curriculum outcomes.

Behaviours that are not associated with specific curriculum outcomes should not be represented in
students’ grades. Promptness, for example, is not a specific curriculum outcome. The same is true for
disruptive and inappropriate behaviour that may be displayed by some students in class. These behaviours
can be reported in the learner profile section on the report cards, but are not included in students’ grades.
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Teachers need to make a distinction, however, between inappropriate student behaviour and small group
or whole class behaviours that can be considered part of the criteria for demonstrating specific outcomes.
Such behaviours as speaking in turns and treating others’ ideas with respect, for example, are indeed
indicators of appropriate small group interactions, and are reflected in certain curriculum outcomes.

Teachers also need to consult regional board and school assessment policies for guidance in determining
students’ grades with regards to a number of other issues, such as: late assignments, the use of zero
marks, incomplete work assignments, homework as a source of assessment information, participation
marks, and group marks.

Exercising Professional Judgment

“There are no right grades only justifiable grades.” (O’Connor, 2002)
The process of exercising professional judgment to determine grades may differ depending on the grade

level reporting system used. Regardless of the system, teachers need to pay close attention to the
descriptors that accompany the grade codes.

For grades indicated by letters

The process for determining letter grades, given the intent of the descriptors currently on the report card,
is fairly straightforward. The question to be answered is how many of the outcomes taught and assessed
during the reporting period did each student successfully demonstrate. Teachers analyze the evidence of
learning for trends that will support their decision-making process. If the answer for a specific student is,
“all of them”, based upon current, valid evidence collected throughout the term, then the grade for that
student is an “A”. If the answer to the question is, “some of them”, then the grade for that student is a
“C”, or perhaps a “D”, depending on the number of outcomes demonstrated. Teachers with an efficient
and effective assessment plan and a well-kept tracking system should have little difficulty defending their
professional judgment.
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For grades indicated by percentages

The process for determining percentage grades, is somewhat less clear cut. The question to be answered
in the case of reporting systems using percentage grades is not “how many” but “how well” did each
student successfully demonstrate the outcomes taught and assessed during the reporting period.

One process for determining percentage grades is to assign percentage values to each outcome taught and
assessed during the reporting period. The percentage values are determined by the degree of instructional
focus given to each outcome during the reporting period, or by simply assigning equal weighting to each
outcome. Teachers use their professional judgment to determine each student’s mark for each outcome
category by analyzing most the current, valid evidence of learning collected and recorded throughout the
term. A percentage grade can then be determined by applying a mathematical formula for central
tendency to the outcome marks, along with teachers’ professional judgment supported by the evidence.

In a variation on this process, a number code is used rather than a percentage mark for each outcome.
Teachers use their professional judgment to determine a number code score for each outcome, and these
codes are then used to determine a percentage grade (Clymer and Wiliam, 2006). For more on the use of
number codes to record and track evidence of student learning, see the previous section entitled, Tracking
and Recording Assessment Information.
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Using Assessment Information to Inform Teachers’
Practice

It is important for teachers to reflect upon the effectiveness of their own teaching practices. Teachers
may use student assessment results to inform their own professional growth. A variety of assessment
information sources, including on-going, informal classroom assessments as well as external assessment
results, may be used to inform the professional learning process of a school staff.

This may often be carried on as part of collaborative teacher learning communities established within
school sites. Such groups may typically be formed from professional staff serving the students of a
particular grade level, or the professional staff responsible for teaching a particular subject area.
Professional learning within such groups is intended to involve not only the sharing of resources and
lesson ideas among colleagues, but also the analysis of student assessment information in a spirit of
professional enquiry in order to inform pedagogical change.

Establishing Common Understanding Assessment Criteria Within a
Board

Common understandings of assessment criteria occur when the professional staff within a school or board
works together to articulate assessment criteria. For example, Visual Arts teachers of at the junior
high/middle level school might work together to develop assessment criteria aligned with specific
curriculum outcomes. Analysis of this information could not only allow teachers to focus instruction on
those individual students in need of support, but would also allow staff to look for trends in board-wide
change over time.

Assessment information tracked with collaboratively developed criteria can be used school-wide or at
particular grade levels to determine areas of instructional need, facilitating the establishment of school or
grade level improvement goals. Such collaboration can be a powerful professional development
opportunity that can directly impact student achievement. Assessment information gathered through the
use of co-constructed criteria can thus inform curricular decisions, and also inform change in teachers’
instructional practice.
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