Assessment Data for Fine Arts Program

During the past decade the Fine Arts Program at Trinity Washington University has undergone significant changes. The Fine Arts major and Music minor were abolished in 2006, but the program does offer minors in Fine Arts and Art History. Fine Arts has a category in the General Education Curriculum and continuously assesses classes in this curriculum, particularly FNAR 101 and 102, Survey of Art I and II. These classes have evolved in response to the changing needs of our students and evidence collected from assessment analysis. 

The objectives of FNAR 101 and 102 state that “students will develop an understanding of the chronology of the history of art and the connection between the visual arts, historical periods and society.” Stated learning objectives for students are to develop an appreciation for the arts and the creative process, to explore messages inherent in visual images, as well as to develop a sense of chronology in art history and the interconnectedness of art and cultures. These goals relate directly to Goals 4 and 5 of the General Education Curriculum, while Goal 1, to read, understand and analyze text, is also addressed in a broader interpretation of concept, that is, looking at visual images as “text.”  

Generally speaking, most Trinity students have only a minimal exposure to art classes, and typically none to the discipline of art history. Traditional art history classes presuppose some cultural literacy, i.e, students have some ability to analyze visual images and a basic familiarity of symbols. Without this prior knowledge the scope of the subject matter can be overwhelming, and many students give up before they even start. A first attempt at tackling this issue was a change to a new shorter textbook in the Fall of 2010. This allowed the class to spend more time on fewer important artworks rather than racing through a vast number of pictures. In the Fall of 2013, another switch was made to using only online resources This change was made due to the high cost of art history textbooks, but it also gives the instructor additional data on how students approach courses. For example, the instructor can see the number of “hits” on assigned readings. With students who do poorly, the instructor can check whether or not the student has looked at the material. For example, student grades on the second test in FNAR 102 in the Spring of 2014 revealed the predictable results that most of the students who received failing grades (8 out of 31) only looked at any of the 24 assigned short readings between 0-3 times. Students achieving the grade of A (7 out of 31) had a much higher rate of completing the readings, generally completing the majority of the 24 readings. 

During our final Fine Arts Assessment Major Program rotation, the program compiled statistics to try to assertain if students learned certain concepts. In survey classes a series of intake questions were asked and then duplicated on later exams. The results show that more students in 2005, 2006 and 2007 answered the questions correctly on the exam than on the intake assessment.  This method has been used sporadically during the past five years, showing that more students correctly answer questions after taking the class. However, there were also statistical anomalies when students answered the material correctly on the intake assessment, but incorrectly on the test. Given this data, it is difficult to assess whether or not students achieved a growing mastery over the subject matter as a whole.

By comparison, numerical data of the students’ test grades has been more revealing. Tests are based on picture identification, to see if students are familiar with important images, and that they have developed a sense of chronology of particular historic periods. Tests also include a series of questions about the images. These questions relate to learning objectives specific to the individual art work, such as symbolism, historical references, differentiation of artistic styles, characteristics of individual artists, variations in the creative process, etc. In general many students do poorly on the first test, but improve during the course of the semester. This can be attributed to an initial lack of familiarity with the subject matter, and the fact that students do not know what to expect on a college-level test. 

In the spring of 2010, as a way of possibly improving student understanding of the material, a policy was created allowing students to do test corrections for the first four tests of the semester. Students were not allowed to correct on the fifth and final test. The goal of this policy was to allow students to go back and review material that had not been mastered. Initially this seemed promising. For FNAR 101 in Fall 2011 the grades rose from an average on the first test of 53% to an average of 75% on the third test. However, as the policy became standard, it became clear that students were relying on corrections to boost their grades rather than studying for the exams in the first place. In contrast, the FNAR 101 class in the Fall of 2013 scored slightly higher on the first test than the third (and average 64.6 on the first and 62.12 on the third). There was also no statistical increase on the final test. This proved to be extremely problematic as students did not have the opportunity to correct those tests. Relying on corrections rather than studying to master the material did not achieve the desired outcomes. 

In the Spring of 2014 another new policy was introduced. A policy of dropping the lowest test grade was adopted rather than continue having students correct their tests. In this semester, grades consistently increased from an average to 60.62 on the first test to 74.06 on the third, to 84.34 on the final test. In the Fall of 2014, grades saw further improvement, going from an average of 68 on the first test, to 74.23 on the third, to 86.69 on the fifth test. So far, during the Spring 2015 test scores have also increased on each of the three tests administered this semester. Grades in this class have so far gone from a 63.69 on the first test to 78.22 on the third.
In future, data from grades will be used to make additional modifications. New data from tests, such as the number of students who missed a particular question will be captured, and by using a sampling of questions, perhaps get at the type of material that causes students the most difficulty. Some of this data has already been used, for example, the wording of test questions has been changed and expanded vocabularly expectations included because a limited vocabulary appears to impede understanding for many students By continually monitoring the  assessments given to students meaningful changes have been introduced to both FNAR 101 and 102. This has resulted in some positive outcomes to student performance. The Fine Arts Program is confident that further changes in the future can be introduced that will improve the student experience and outcomes. 
