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Measuring Student Achievement in the
Future Based on Lessons from the
Past: The NAEP Arts Assessment

By Christina Schneider

097, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), also known as the Nation’s Report
assessed eighth-grade music students throughout the United States on their ability to perform, cre-
nd respond to music. The next assessment in music is scheduled for 2008. If this assessment is to
de a realistic and useful look at what students in the US know and can do in music, music teach-
need to get involved in the process now, as the NAEP is making plans. We need to look carefully at
1997 NAEP assessments, determine what could make the next assessment more valuable to the
music education community, and make our voices heard to those who can make decisions regarding the
upcoming assessment. This article provides information on the design of the NAEP and offers ideas for
improving the assessment to make it more useful to the music education community.

No Child Left Behind and the NAEP
Since the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001," states are required to participate
biannually in NAEP assessments in reading and mathematics for grade four and grade eight. In addition,
a recent report commissioned by the National Assessment
Governing Board (NAGB), the panel that oversees the NAEP,
recommended that grade twelve also be included in these
biannual assessments. If music is not required, how does
this information affect music educators?

Music educators need to speak
; Although NCLB mandates biannual assessments in
out now ’f th ey are to have an reading and math, it also permits voluntary NAEP assess-

inﬂuence on the 2008 NAEP Arts ments in other areas, including the arts, as funds permit. In
1997, NAEP assessed eighth-grade students nationally in

Assessment. music, visual arts, and theatre. (Dance wasn't assessed due

to the scarcity of dance programs in public schools.) In a
1998 Teaching Music article about the NAEP, Paul Lehman
wrote, “the arts are included in NAEP because they belong
among the basic disciplines of the curriculum.”

Music educators have a role to play in ensuring that the information gathered in the 2008 assessment
is useful to the music education community. To be effective advocates for successful administration of
the 2008 NAEP, we need to understand the design of the test, what it is intended to assess, and the tech-
nical difficulties that prevented certain potentially useful information from being provided by the 1997
assessment.

The Purpose and Design of the NAEP

NAEP music assessments don’t provide individual student, school, or
state scores. Rather, the purpose of the assessment is to provide a broad
national overview of student achievement. For example, the NAEP has
traditionally provided estimates of the differences in music achievement
among Asian, African American, Native American, Hispanic, and white
students and among students from varied socioeconomic backgrounds.
Background questionnaires administered through the NAEP allow for
investigation of how music instruction, including private lessons, is relat-
ed to music achievement.

NAEP assessments are generally six to seven hours long. Such a long test
is inappropriate to give to any one student; therefore, the NAEP divides the
test into small portions called blocks. A typical test administration booklet con-
tains two five-minute background questionnaires, one three-minute motivation ques-
tionnaire, and two twenty-five-minute blocks of content material.” Fach student can complete the test
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administration booklet in approximately sixty-three minutes. Students in the same classroom actu-
ally take different portions of the test. This allows a long test to be administered in a short amount
of time, making schools more likely to agree to participate in voluntary assessments like music.

The NAEP Arts Education Assessment Framework

The NAEPs Arts Education Assessment Framework
was developed in 1994 in conjunctior with the
National Standards for Arts Education.” In
fact, several members of the Standards
panel were also on the Framework
panel. The Framework panel deter-
mined that the assessment time
should be equally divided among
measuring students’ abilities to
respond to (i.e., listening, moving,
analyzing, and critiquing), create
(i.e., improvising and composing),
and perform (i.e., playing, singing,
and conducting) music.

In our current NCLB environment,
the 2008 NAEP arts assessment may
not be the helpful tool it could be if
music educators (as well as other arts
communities and organizations) do
not suggest changes in its administra-
tion.

The music education profession
needs to advocate for investigation
and discourse in four areas:
® researching whether students’
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If administered properly, the NAEP can give music educators
a good idea of how well students in the US can play music.
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abilities to respond to, create, and per-
form music are related or independent
types of music achievement

o determining what data is most
important and ensuring that the
scores that are reported provide this
data

® suggesting a policy of whom to
assess in 2008

e finding out whether additional
funding is needed and developing
strategies for gathering those funds

Researching Students’
Abilities to Respond to,
Create, and Perform Music

Research on whether responding
to, creating, and performing music
are related areas of music achieve-
ment can help us determine whether
those three areas should be measured
together on a single assessment. If
the three areas are highly related
(meaning that a student with a high
ability to respond to music has a sim-
ilar high ability to create and per-
form music), then measuring stu-
dent abilities to respond, create, and
perform on a single assessment is
practical and feasible. This is
because modern large assessments,
such as the NAEP, use a statistical
theory that’s based on the assump-
tion that a student’s performance on
any individual test question can be
explained by his or her innate ability
in the area of interest.” For scores to
be meaningful, achievement tests
must measure one broad type of abil-
ity. If music achievement is one
holistic area of ability, then it’s possi-
ble to combine the scores for each of
the three areas into one composite
score.

If, however, the three areas are
independent types of music achieve-
ment that are not highly related to
one another, it may not be practical
to combine those separate types of
music achievement into a composite
score. The NAEP administers and
reports scores on a reading test sep-
arately from scores on a writing test
because students who read with a
high degree of comprehension do
not necessarily write with the same
degree of ability. Reporting those
two areas as part of the same ability
would produce a test score that
doesn’t provide an accurate measure
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of a student’s ability to read or to
write.

Scale scores are typically used to
report student achievement in
statewide and national assessments.
This type of score allows policymak-
ers and the public to compare stu-
dents in different regions to one
another, track trends in achievement,
and determine what proportion of
students are meeting state or nation-
al proficiency levels.

If the NAEP could combine
responding to, creating, and per-
forming music into a composite scale
score, as was conceived in the NAEP
Arts Education Assessment Frame-
work,6 the music education commu-
nity would be able to set standards
for music achievement using the
NAEP terminology: basic, proficient,
and advanced. The music education
community would also be able to
determine what proportion of stu-
dents in the nation is proficient in
music. In addition, composite scale
scores would provide an overall
measure of music achievement that
would allow for comparisons of stu-
dents who participate in different
ensembles or who are from different
ethnic backgrounds. Such informa-
tion informs instruction and pro-
vides an indicator of the degree to
which standards are implemented
nationally.

Composite scores were not
obtained in the 1997 assessment. If
such information is of interest, the
music education community must
investigate the relationship among
the three NAEP music achievement
areas to determine whether a com-
posite score would be meaningful.

NAEP typically weights subscale
scores (i.e., scores in the specific
areas of ability being assessed) to
derive the composite score. To derive
ageomposite music score in the 2008
assessment, we must look back at the
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1997 assessment, where subscale
scores were not provided for creating
and performing music. By discover-
ing why these subscale scores were
not provided, we will be better able
to suggest solutions to the problems
that prevented such data from being
available.

Obtaining Useful Data
The 1997 arts assessment con-
tained fourteen items measuring stu-

“Composite scale scores would
‘provide an overall measure
music achievement.

dents’ abilities to either create or per-
form music and approximately fifty-
six items measuring students’ abili-
ties to respond to music.” The small
number of items related to creating
and performing prevented the NAEP
from calculating subscale scores in
those two areas or a composite score
combining the three areas. However,
because a sufficient number of items
was used to measure responding to
music, the 1997 assessment could
provide a subscale score for that
area.

The Role of Music Notation and
Vocabulary. The responding to music
items in the 1997 assessment had to
be divided into two subscales
because some items depended on
knowledge of music notation and
vocabulary.® Those items were sepa-
rated from items that didn’t require
music notation and vocabulary. The
clustering could have occurred for
two reasons. First, when music nota-
tion or music vocabulary is present
in a question, the assessment may be
tapping into a fourth area of music
achievement, knowledge of music
notation and vocabulary. (The music
education community may wish to
consider defining four areas of
music achievement rather than the
three used in 1997, but discussion of
this proposal is outside the scope of
this article.) Second, when music
notation or vocabulary is required
for a question, only students who
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have received music instruction are
likely to have the necessary skills to
answer the question. If this is the
case, the music education communi-
ty may need to determine if it’s rea-
sonable to test students who haven't
studied music in an area in which
they haven’t had the opportunity to
learn the material.

A Lack of Data on Creating and
Performing. The combined total of
fourteen items in creating and per-
forming on the 1997 music assess-
ment was not sufficient to consistent-
ly measure each of those skills and
report student achievement using a
subscale score.’ Only two to three of
the fourteen performance items
could be randomly administered to a
student in a content block because
complete student performances were
recorded. Not enough performances
could be recorded to provide a reli-
able subscale score of student abili-
ties in those two areas.

Research on similar issues in sci-
ence education reveals that the NAEP
music assessment will likely need to
use between six to twenty-three per-
formance items related to creating
music and an additional six to twen-
ty-three performance items on per-
forming music to obtain reliable sub-
scale scores for creating and perform-
ing.lo The science education commu-
nity believes that to authentically
measure students’ skills, science
experiments must be part of the
assessment. These types of authentic
experiences (science experiments
and music performances) are typical-
ly called performance tasks.

The Challenge of Administering
Performance Tasks. Performance tasks
require students to perform or create
a response rather than select a
response, as on a multiple-choice
question.ll These tasks typically take
a lot of time to administer because
they require students to create music
rather than select a response about
music. Tests must be administered in
a particular amount of time, which
limits the number of performance
tasks that may be used in any one
assessment.

In the NAEP, as with similar assess-
ments, performance tasks require
large amounts of time and money.
There is a need to develop the stimu-
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lus material for the tasks (such as
background chord progressions for
students to use during an improvisa-
tion or a metronome click to indicate
the appropriate tempo to use during
sight-reading). The stimulus material
must be reproduced in a standardized
form for students. Students need to
be individually recorded singing or
improvising, and test developers
must create a rubric to score each
performance task. Finally, raters
must be hired and trained to score
each performance consistently. This
process often makes the use of large
numbers of performance tasks cost
prohibitive. The NAEP, however, has
a rich history of using substantial
numbers of items that must be scored
by raters.

The music education community
rightly desires to have students
authentically assessed in performing
and creating. The test developers
rightly desire to create a music
assessment that has enough items
administered within a feasible, cost-
effective time frame to permit the
reporting of student achievement
with a composite scale score. Any
workable solution to this problem
must take into account the desires of
both of these groups.

The 1997 NAEP music assessment
revealed that recording full-length
performances of students improvis-
ing, singing, and playing instruments
takes too much time and severely
limits the music education communi-
ty’s ability to determine what stu-

Independently measuring student
skills requires individual perform-
ance tasks in singing or playing
music, much like auditions in which
students perform without other stu-
dents present. In an assessment such
as the NAEP, the purpose is not to
choose the highest achieving musi-
cians but to investigate the range of
music achievement among students.
Because the NAEP serves a different
purpose from an audition, many
short samples of music performances
may be enough to gather sufficient
information about the range of
music achievement in the student
population in a short time.

Shorter Samples as a Possible
Solution. One technique that has
been successful in a statewide
assessment of music achievement in
South Carolina is the performance of
four-bar-phrase performance tasks."’
This assessment strategy, which
could easily be applied to the NAEP,
is not unfamiliar to general music
teachers, who, like NAEP test
administrators, often must assess a
large number of students in a short
amount of time. A general music
teacher might listen to individual
students as they echo one rhythm
pattern, improvise one rhythm pat-
tern, sing one phrase, or perform
one measure on recorder. The
teacher can then immediately move
on and listen to the next student,
rather than listening to complete
performances from each student. In
the same way, conductors typically

he %uSiC education community rightly
desires to have students authentically

assessed in performing and creating.

dents know and can do. Because com-
plete performances were required in
the twenty-five-minute block, there
wasn’t enough time to obtain multi-
ple pieces of evidence about student
abilities. All, however, is not lost.
With slight modifications, it will be
possible to measure students’ abilities
to create music and perform music in
2008.

choose important or difficult pas-
sages for students to perform indi-
vidually for assessment purposes,
rather than listening to individual
performances of all the music to be
performed in a concert.

Test administrators in South Carolina
reported that administration of two
four-bar-phrase performances required
four to ten minutes per student.'*
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For NAEP purposes, it may be rea-
sonable to expect that students could
read the directions, listen to accom-
paniments, and prepare responses
within a two- to three-minute period
per performance task. This would
allow eight to ten tasks to be admin-
istered within the twenty-five-minute
block in 2008 rather than the two to
three tasks recorded in the same
amount of time in 1997. Such tactics
would allow the NAEP 2008 arts
assessment to record more samples of
student work within the same
amount of time, which would allow
the NAEP to report separate subscale
scores for creating and performing
music.

Once the NAEP is able to effec-
tively measure what students know
and can do in music, the next issue
the music education community
needs to resolve is whose music
achievement to measure.

Determing Whom to Assess

In the 1997 music assessment, the
eighth-grade general population was
tested; therefore, the sample was a
mixture of students who had and had
not received music instruction.
Students who were involved in music
activities tended to score at the high-
er end of the responding-to-music
scale than students in the general
popula\tion.15 (As indicated previous-
ly, subscale scores for creating and
performing and a composite score for
all three areas could not be calculat-
ed.) Although this finding did show
that music instruction affects music
achievement, music educators could
not determine what eighth-grade
music students could do regarding
the National Standards because the
item-level results were based on the
average eighth-grade student rather
than the average eighth-grade music
student.

Assessing a sample of students
from the general population makes it
difficult to investigate what factors
are related to greater achievement
among music students nationally
because the sample size of music stu-
dents is likely to be too small to per-
mit stable comparisons of music sub-
groups. The NAEP will again assess
the eighth-grade general population
in 2008 unless the music education
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community, working with MENC,
advocates otherwise. If the NAEP
assesses only those students who
have formally studied music, then
the sample size will be large enough
to allow music educators and
researchers to better understand who
is enrolled in music courses national-
ly and the music experiences those
students receive.

Music educators may need to
come together to develop a consen-
sus regarding whom to assess in the
2008 music assessment. One com-
promise may be to suggest sampling
enough students from both the gen-
eral population and the music popu-
lation so that results for each group
may be reported. However, sampling
more students increases the cost of
an already expensive assessment
both in terms of materials and man-
power.

Seeking Additional Funding

In our current NCLB environ-
ment, it may be necessary to find
additional monies to support the
2008 arts assessment because of the
nationwide emphasis on reading and
mathematics. Additional funds have

been sought and used in the past for
the arts assessment. For example, the
National Assessment Governing
Board, the policymaking body for the
NAEP, received funding from the
National Endowment for the Arts in
conjunction with the Getty Center
for Education in the Arts to develop
the Arts Education Assessment
Framework.

MENC, working on behalf of the
music education community, may
need to collaborate with other arts
organizations to advocate for the
funding and the administration of the
NAEP arts assessment. With a suc-
cessful 2008 assessment, the music
education community will be able to
learn much about what our students
know and can do and what experi-
ences affect their achievement.

What Music Educators Can Do

The lessons learned from the
1997 arts assessment may be put to
good use when preparing for the
2008 assessment only if the music
education community thinks care-
fully about how to improve the
process. The technical difficulties
that did not allow for subscale and
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composite scale scores on the 1997
assessment need to be resolved.
Perhaps MENC could develop a task
force to investigate the issues and
suggest possible changes for the
2008 NAEP. The music education
community should suggest that this
process occur immediately so that
suggestions may be delivered to the
National Center for Education
Statistics, the entity that administers
the NAEP, in time for the sugges-
tions to be considered as the plan-
ning occurs in 2006.

Its not too early to plan for the
NAEP 2008 arts assessment. Music
educators in elementary and second-
ary schools can collaborate with music
education researchers in their state by
permitting researchers to measure
their students’ abilities to respond to,
create, and perform music so that the
relationships among those areas of
music achievement may be deter-
mined. If music educators within dis-
tricts and states work together with
their state music organizations to open
up their classrooms, important
research can be accomplished in a
short time.

Music educators (along with their
colleagues in dance, drama, and the
visual arts) can develop position state-
ments regarding the types of informa-
tion they can use from the arts assess-
ment. Determining what information
the music education community
needs may help the NAEP answer the
question of whom to assess: music
students or a mixture of music and
nonmusic students. As a music educa-
tion community, we can read the
NAEP Arts Education Assessment
Framework, available at http://www
.nagb.org, and The NAEP 1997 Arts
Report Card: Eighth Grade Findings
From the National Assessment of
Educational Progress, available at
http:/nces.ed.gov/mationsreportcard.'®
By educating ourselves, we will be
prepared to come to the table under-
standing the issues from the past so
that we can better assess and teach our
students in the future.
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