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obert Sweeny (rS): Olivia, 
you are a member of the Visual Arts 
Writing Team for the new national 
arts standards. Can you explain 
the process of developing the new 
standards?
olivia Gude (oG): That’s a compli-
cated question to answer because there are so 
many levels to the work and so many people 
and organizations contributing. The NCCAS 
(National Coalition of Core Arts Standards) is a 
group of national arts and education organiza-
tions working together to develop “new voluntary 
grade-by-grade Web-based standards [that] are 
intended to affirm the place of arts education in 
a balanced core curriculum.”1 There are many 
writing teams and committees reflecting on, 
researching, and writing various components of 
the standards, including introductory overviews 
that articulate the philosophical foundations of 

the work and that explain the relationship of arts 
education to 21st Century Skills and Common 
Core Curriculum. Following the current timeline, 
the new standards will be available in 2014. You 
can get up-to-date information on the timeline 
and process of the standards through NAEA’s 
website.2 

rS: Who is writing the Visual Arts 
standards?

oG: The Visual Arts Writing Team is made up 
of 11 members (see list on page 12) led by our 
Chair Dennis Inhulsen, current President of 
NAEA. The members of the Visual Arts Writing 
Team include teachers, university professors, arts 
education consultants, and state level directors of 
arts education, as well as district level arts educa-
tion curriculum supervisors/directors.
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rS: because this is a special theme 
issue of Art Education on assessment, 
I was hoping that you could offer 
some insight into how the new 
standards will affect assessment in 
visual arts education.

oG: I believe that teachers will appreciate 
the clarity of the Next Generation standards 
and that they will find the standards down-
to-earth and useful for planning curriculum 
and for developing related assessments. At 
first glance, the Next Generation standards 
may seem a bit daunting because, frankly 
speaking, there are considerably more 
standards than in the first version of National 
Visual Arts standards published in 1994. 
However, because individual standards will 
now be grouped in a conceptually (and 
graphically) clear overall structure, it will be 
easy for teachers (and for students) to under-
stand how what they are doing fits into the 

big picture of developing students as makers, 
presenters, and interpreters of art. 

The Next Generation standards are orga-
nized into Process Components—Create, 
Present, Respond. Under each of these 
headings there are a number of clearly 
stated Enduring Understandings (EU) and 
Essential Questions (EQ).3 For example, 
the first Enduring Understanding in Create 
is “Creativity and innovative thinking are 
essential life skills that can be developed”4 
accompanied by these Essential Questions: 
“Can all people be artists? What conditions, 
attitudes, and behaviors support creativity 
and innovative thinking? Does collaboration 
expand the creative process?” The structure 
of linking an EU, an EQ, and grade-level 
standards will have a significant impact on 
assessment strategies because as teachers 
are planning curriculum and assessing what 
students can do, they will also be addressing 

and assessing whether students are able to 
articulate the significance of what they are 
doing—explaining why this knowledge or 
skill is important for making or responding 
to art, and for other areas of living. 

rS: Can you tell us more about the 
actual grade-level standards? How 
many will there be? How were they 
developed?

oG: The original 1994 Visual Arts stan-
dards were organized in grade level bands: 
K-4, 5-8, and 9-12. Before the writing team 
began work on the Next Generation stan-
dards, it had been determined by the NCCAS 
Leadership Team that standards would be 
written for each grade level—PreK through 8 
with the format for high school to be deter-
mined as the work progressed.5 I must admit 
that initially I was concerned that standards 
for every grade level would perhaps be too 

Late Sunday night in August 2013: The dedicated Visual Arts Writing Team, with inspirational artist-consultant Jaune Quick-To-See Smith, 
review the intent and wording of each standard. 
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directive and constraining, but I’ve come 
to believe that rather than being restric-
tive, these sequential grade-level standards 
enable teachers (as well as administrators 
and community members) to envision how 
a particular ability develops within a student 
over the course of a first-rate visual arts 
education. 

The most difficult aspect of developing 
quality curriculum and writing-related 
assessments is articulating—for ourselves 
and then for others—clear, rigorous, and 
relevant learning objectives that fit well 
developmentally for each grade level and 
that are not just descriptions of the activi-
ties students will participate in, but rather 
explain the “take-aways”—what knowledge 
and skills the students will carry with them 
into future experiences. There are some really 
good things in the first generation visual art 
standards, but despite its attached glossary, I 
think many teachers continue to get bogged 
down in phrases such as “use knowledge 
of structures and functions” or “evaluating 
subject matter.” I’m all for living with ambi-
guity when it generates spaces for creative 
thinking and creative making, but certain 
kinds of ambiguity can generate anxiety 
and frustration, and shut down the creative 
process in students and in teachers. 

Our commitment as a writing team has been 
to develop standards that are challenging 
and understandable. NAEA is committed 
to creating a wide range of professional 
development opportunities that will support 
teachers in interpreting and using the new 
standards to preserve the best of current art 
education curriculum and to support the 
emergence of new sorts of activities, projects, 
and related assessments. 

The exact number of EUs had not been 
determined, but will be around 20. Each EU 
has an accompanying row of standards from 
Pre-K through Advanced High School. So, 
if you do the math, that means there will be 
around 260 standards—about 20 for each 
grade level. Breathe deeply and continue 
to read—it’s not as overwhelming as it may 
sound at first, because the standards are 
organized to mirror actual steps in creating, 
presenting, or responding so a single project 
can serve as a rich assessment task for a 
number of standards. Along with paying 
attention to the “horizontal read”—the 
development of each EU across the grade 
levels—the Visual Arts Writing Team also 
reviewed the standards “vertically” by grade 
level and when necessary adjusted the order 
of standards to create a coherent set of stan-
dards to inform curriculum and assessment 
within each grade level. 

rS: Can you give me an example of 
what you mean by “clear standards”?

oG: As the Visual Arts Writing Team 
worked on the standards, we constantly 
asked ourselves, “Is this assessable? Is this too 
directive or ‘lesson-plannish’? Is it too vague? 
What is the essence of this standard? What 
are we asking that students will be able to do 
on their own in the future by meeting this 
standard?” It was very helpful when Dennis 
Inhulsen talked to us about the emergence of 
contemporary “hybrid standards”—which he 
described as standards that may sometimes 
almost sound like the objectives for lesson 
plans because they articulate quite specific 
learning objectives in order to focus curric-
ulum on particular knowledge and skills that 
contemporary students would need to know 
and be able to do. 

For example, at the early elementary level, 
standards related to the EU mentioned 
above—“Creativity and innovative thinking 
are essential life skills that can be devel-
oped”—affirm the importance of engaging in 
“exploration and imaginative play with mate-
rials,” individually and collaboratively. These 
early standards are grounded in the aware-
ness that not all children come to school 
prepared to engage in focused imaginative 
play and that the capacity for constructive 
play is foundational to further learning in 
all areas. Constructive play can be cultivated 
and this ability can then be observed and 
assessed by teachers. 

As the students progress through school, 
these “Creativity and innovative thinking” 
standards become increasingly complex—
asking that students (and teachers) become 
more attentive to the initial stages of the 
creative process and be able to demonstrate 
knowledge and skills that are needed to 
begin creative endeavors. As they progress 
through the grade levels, students are asked 
to demonstrate such abilities as building 
on initial ideas, trying multiple approaches 
to solving a problem, using a variety of 
strategies for overcoming creative block, 
and documenting the creative process from 
nascent idea to a fully elaborated creative 
product. The final standard for Advanced 
High School reads, “Visualize and hypoth-
esize how creativity and innovative thinking 
lead to choices and actions that can affect 
change.” Note how the meaning and intent 
of the initial statement of the EU is clari-
fied, expanded upon, and deepened by the 
sequence of standards attached to it. 

We constantly asked ourselves, “Is this assessable? 
Is this too directive or ‘lesson-plannish’? Is it too 
vague? What is the essence of this standard? What 
are we asking that students will be able to do on 
their own in the future by meeting this standard?”
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When determining the meaning of any 
given standard for writing curriculum or 
developing an assessment, a great tool for a 
teacher at any level will be to read across the 
grade-level standards from the EU and EQs 
to Pre-K through Advanced High School so 
as to get a feeling for the many ways in which 
this knowledge and skill can be manifested 
in the process of making, presenting, or 
responding to art. Thus a teacher can be 
“standards-forward”—supporting emerging 
behaviors related to the standard in future 
years. This “reading across” process also 
will be valuable for teachers in designing 
pre-assessments that determine whether 
individuals and classes of students who are 
entering into a teacher’s program at various 
grade school, middle school, or high school 
levels have had the sorts of preliminary 
experiences that will support achieving the 
current standard.

rS: Are there links between the new 
visual art standards and Common 
Core?

oG: The writing team often made compari-
sons between a standard that we were 
working on and the language and specific 
objectives in Common Core standards at 
similar grade levels. There’s a really inter-
esting report, “The Arts and the Common 
Core: A Review of Connections Between 
the Common Core State Standards and the 
National Core Arts Standards Conceptual 
Framework,” posted on the NCCAS website6 
that I recommend all teachers read. The 
report makes the case for why the Arts 
support the development of the sorts of abil-
ities that Common Core emphasizes. This 

report can be a practical aid to teachers when 
developing curriculum and assessments 
because it helps teachers to temporarily step 
away from a focus on making objects and to 
think about the range of learning objectives 
that may be embodied in a project or activity.   

rS: I was interested to see that 
Present is listed as a process 
component, along with Create and 
Respond. How did that come about 
and has any thought been given to 
how teachers will be able to assess 
abilities in presenting?

oG: New standards are being developed for 
disciplines represented in the earlier national 
standards—Dance, Music, Theater, and 
Visual Arts—as well as for Media Arts. Each 
of these disciplines’ standards will follow the 
pattern of Create–Perform/Present/Produce–
Respond, though the emphasis on each of 
these areas will vary greatly by discipline. 
Though in actual practice many teachers of 
visual arts involve students in selecting and 
presenting artworks, the Present section of 
the new standards may initially be the source 
of some consternation, as we often don’t 
articulate the many Presenting-related things 
that we teach. Remember the controversies 
and concerns in the early years of Discipline-
Based Art Education when teachers worried 
that they were being mandated to place equal 
emphasis on artmaking, art history, art criti-
cism, and aesthetics? The smaller number 
of EUs, EQs, and related standards in the 
Present and Respond sections represents 
belief in the importance of creating/making 
remaining at the heart of Visual Art 
curriculum.

The first EU in Present is “Artists and others 
select, present, and preserve objects, artifacts, 
and artworks in personal collections and/
or portfolios.” A related EQ, “What criteria 
might be considered when selecting a work 
for a collection or portfolio?” is designed to 
engage students in identifying, documenting, 
and developing criteria by which people 
make decisions about what to save and what 
to discard. Students are encouraged to articu-
late their personal values and tastes, but also 
to be aware of and to investigate how various 
cultures decide what is valuable. In writing 
the individual standards, the Visual Arts 
Writing Team often asked, “Is it possible for 
this standard to be met in situations in which 
an elementary art teacher is responsible for 
hundreds of students each week or in a high 
school setting with large classes?” However, 
this brings up a central dilemma of writing 
any standards—not wanting to pressure or 
stress art teachers who are working without 
adequate resources, but also not wanting to 
design standards that don’t support teachers 
in getting more needed resources to create a 
truly first-rate curriculum. 

rS: you mentioned that the eUs 
in the standards are organized 
by process components—Create, 
Present, and Respond. Are these 
processes explained more fully and 
how will that affect assessment?

oG: Yes, within each process component, 
there are descriptive words that more fully 
explain the process. The Create section 
begins with early stages in the creative 
process such as getting ideas and “messing 
around” (Experiment/Imagine/Identify); 

“Is it possible for this standard to be met in 
situations in which an elementary art teacher is 
responsible for hundreds of students each week 
or in a high school setting with large classes?”



Art EducAtion / January 201410

the focus then shifts to choosing a method 
of artistic investigation and getting to 
work (Investigate/Plan/Make); and then, 
having deeply engaged with the materials 
or problem at hand, students step back to 
observe and reflect individually or collabora-
tively in order to re-engage, revise, and refine 
their work (Reflect/Refine/Continue). As we 
worked through articulating stages in the 
creative process (without becoming overly 
rigid and mandating a particular sequence of 
steps for doing creative work—recognizing 
that “stages” overlap and intertwine), it felt as 
though we were “painting a vivid picture” of 
the experience of creating and we recognized 
that this careful attention to the process of 
making had significant consequences for 
designing quality visual art assessments.

It’s not our job as art teachers to assess 
student artwork. That sounds shocking, I 
know, but if you reflect on it for a moment, 
you’ll see that this statement is quite obvi-
ously true. It is our job as art teachers to 
assess student learning. Many in the field 
of art education have perhaps become too 
complacent about using the finished artwork 
as the only evidence of student learning. 
Because the Next Generation standards are 
written to articulate the unfolding artistic 
process from Creating through Presenting 
and Responding, it will be especially 
important to design multi-part assessments 

that capture the many sorts of skills that are 
being developed and used throughout the 
artistic process.7 Assessments designed to 
focus on the process of making from early 
ideas to fully developed work can function 
as formative assessments, but may also be 
aggregated to form a summative assessment 
portfolio that documents the entire making/
presenting/responding process. 

rS: Do the next Generation 
standards merely re-state the content 
of the earlier national Visual Arts 
standards?

oG: Of course, there is much overlap and 
similarity with the earlier standards, because 
those were a thoughtful and well-reasoned 
attempt to articulate important aspects of 
visual arts education at the time. There are, 
however, many developments in the fields 
of making and studying visual art over 
the last 20 or 30 years that are reflected in 
wording throughout the Next Generation 
standards as well as in added content areas. 
The writers of the Next Generation standards 
have grappled with developing wording 
that adequately represents the range of 
meaning-making strategies that can be used 
by artists, designers, historians, critics, and 
other “cultural workers.” Wording such as 
“vocabularies” [of arts, craft, and design] or 
“relevant criteria” recognize that in the 21st 
century there is no single set of descrip-
tors or criteria that adequately introduces 
students to the many approaches for 
making meaning or judging quality used by 
contemporary makers and interpreters. In 

planning curriculum and assessment, this 
means that teachers (and departments, 

districts, or localities) are encour-
aged to identify terms that will be 
useful in introducing students to 
particular styles of making works 
of art or design and then using 
these terms as part of teaching 
and assessing whether students 
have a grasp of the vocabularies 
needed by 21st-century maker/
interpreters. 

Nuances of language throughout 
the new standards reflect the 

growing influence of Visual Culture 
theories on how professionals (and 

“ordinary people”) talk about the effects 
of images. The first EU in the Respond 
section is “Visual imagery experienced 

in one’s cultural contexts influences one’s 
understanding of and responses to the 
world.” Related standards begin with Pre-K: 
“Distinguish between objects and real things” 
and culminate in recognizing that a well-
educated 21st-century artist or designer (or 
citizen) will be able to analyze how images 
function to shape our understanding of the 
world.

Perhaps the most striking change in the 
Visual Arts standards is the shift from 
focusing almost solely on art and artists, to 
including design and designers. This reflects 
a growing awareness of the importance of 
design in our lives and actually reclaims early 
20th-century traditions of arts education 
that advocated for the importance of design 
education for many life purposes, including 
job-related craft skills and everyday home-
making. Many of the standards in Create, 
Present, and Respond can be fulfilled by 
making, analyzing, presenting, and inter-
preting works identified as design. 

There is now an EU that supports the study 
of material culture in visual arts education, 
“People interact with and create objects 
and places that define, shape, enhance, and 
empower their lives.” The accompanying 
grade-level standards focus on awareness of 
the design and creation of the objects we use 
and on the history and development of the 
places in which we live.

The Next Generation standards also include 
an EU related to “clear graphic commu-
nication.” This is a particularly important 
addition because if visual art teachers 
believe that courses such as graphic design 
should be taught within their departments, 
they must be prepared to teach and assess 
work, not only for attractiveness and and an 
“out-of-the-box” look, but also for clarity in 
organizing and presenting information. 

rS: So how does technology and 
media fit into the next Generation 
standards?

oG: As in the first generation of Visual Arts 
standards, the Next Generation standards 
are not “media specific.” The standards 
don’t mandate the use of particular media 
or processes at particular grade levels. They 
do suggest that a wide range of traditional 
media and digital media can and should be 
included in art and design courses. We were 
attentive to using language in Create, Present, 

10
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and Respond that—while not mandating 
that all art courses include technology—
supports the teaching of technology skills as 
an inherent aspect of 21st-century art and 
design. 

In early planning meetings among the 
various disciplines, it was decided that 
because new digital media have implica-
tions for all arts disciplines, there should be 
a separate set of standards for Media Arts. 
These are being developed by a separate 
writing team; many of the Media Arts 
writers are visual art teachers and have a 
long association with the NAEA community. 
They are committed to developing standards 
that combine emphasis on technology with 
emphasis on creativity, experimentation, and 
opportunities for students to make person-
ally meaningful work. It’s my sense that art 
teachers who teach technically oriented 
courses such as graphic design, Web design, 
video, or animation should consider making 
use of a combination of Visual Arts and 
Media Arts standards in planning curric-
ulum and related assessments in order to 
clarify the important connections between 
the creative making traditions of visual 
arts classes and the technical knowledge 
imparted in classes associated with career 
readiness.

rS: Are there any other new areas in 
the next Generation standards?

oG: Tradition and innovation are inter-
woven throughout the standards. Rather 
than just import past content, we tried to 
rethink every area in terms of today’s chal-
lenges and possibilities. The EU and related 
standards concerning safety now include 

awareness of the health and ecological impli-
cations of the use and disposal of traditional 
and non-traditional art materials. 

We also recognized the importance of 
addressing safety issues related to circulating 
images through the Internet and social media. 
I think that the EU for this area, “Artists 
balance safety and experimentation, freedom 
and responsibility,” is an excellent example 
of how beginning with EUs encouraged us 
to shape standards that will support teachers 
in developing curriculum that addresses the 
cultural complexity of our times. 

rS: Will the new standards 
include recommended assessment 
strategies?

oG: We haven’t yet worked as a group on 
writing the assessments so I don’t have any 
specific information on Visual Arts assess-
ments. The plans for all the Next Generation 
Arts Standards include developing model 
cornerstone assessments. (Note that word 
model.)

We are not suggesting that all students at a 
given grade level be assessed in the same way, 
using the same rubrics. The model corner-
stone assessments are meant to support 
teachers by giving them examples of the sorts 
of rich tasks and related criteria and rubrics 
that would comprise a quality assessment. 
The Next Generation’s Leadership Team 
(on which Visual Arts is represented by 
Deborah Reeve, Dennis Inhulsen, Bob Sabol, 
and Kathi Levin) has asserted that assess-
ments should be “curriculum embedded 
as opposed to externally imposed.”Such 
assessments will “establish authentic contexts 

for performance” and “engage students in 
meaningful learning.” 

I hear art teachers all over the country strug-
gling with balancing responsibly setting and 
meeting arts learning objectives with wanting 
to support open-ended, creative making. 
Sometimes administrators have ideas about 
how all assessment should be conducted 
that seem out of sync with arts learning 
and assessment. Dennis Inhulsen has been 
a strong advocate for providing a variety of 
good assessment models without making 
overly rigid recommendations that limit 
teachers’ creativity. The Next Generation 
model assessments will be helpful because 
they’ll demonstrate how a number of stan-
dards (including standards drawn from all 
three process components—Create, Present, 
and Respond) can be assessed through a 
single individual or collaborative project. 
Having nationally recognized assessment 
models will aid art teachers in developing 
assessments tailored to their curriculum and 
then in explaining to administrators and 
community members the style, purpose, and 
criteria of their arts assessment strategies. 

rS: Anything else you’d like us to 
know about the coming standards?

oG: Art teachers are strong advocates for 
the place of creativity and self-expression in 
schools. The Next Generation Visual Arts 
standards exemplify that belief. Written 
standards support many good educational 
outcomes, but sometimes an unanticipated 
problem can arise—in the focus on speci-
fying knowledge and skills, the emphasis 
shifts away from the whole student and 
onto the content to be learned. None of us 

It’s not our job as art teachers to assess student 
artwork. That sounds shocking, I know, but if 
you reflect on it for a moment, you’ll see that 
this statement is quite obviously true. It is our 
job as art teachers to assess student learning. 
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want thousands of standards, but perhaps 
in the past, some art standards formats (at 
local, state, or national levels) were “too 
condensed” and did not provide the space 
needed to emphasize the why, when, and how 
knowledge and skills are used by students to 
pursue their own “creative research agendas,” 
i.e., to make things that they care about.

The Next Generation Visual Arts stan-
dards are focused on student choice and 
on students making personally meaningful 
works of art and design. The standards set 
up scaffolding that builds students’ capaci-
ties to make meaningful choices throughout 
the creative process. Standards in the Create 
section support students in identifying 
their stories, ideas, and concerns and then 
choosing the best methods and styles to 
make works of art or design that explore this 
content. Standards in the Present section 
encourage students to develop their own 
valuing systems for what art or artifacts 
should be saved and shared with others. 
Standards in the Respond section affirm 
that students will use their knowledge about 
art and images to understand the various 
perspectives of other people and then to 
make their own interpretations based on 
their art knowledge and life experiences. 

Of course, assessment would be easier if we 
believed in the “one right answer” theory of 
knowledge, art, and life. But as art teachers 
we are more creative and subtle than that. We 
can collaboratively develop the assessment 
practices we’ll need to reflect the complexity 
of knowledge and skills being used in the 
context of open-ended, student-centered 
creating, presenting, and responding. 

1 Quote from NCCAS press 
release of June 26, 2013. Available 
at http://nccas.wikispaces.com/
file/view/PreK-8+review+pr+6-
25-13-FINAL.pdf

2  www.arteducators.org/nccas
3  See Understanding by Design 

by Grant Wiggins and Jay 
McTighe for more information 
on designing curriculum and 
assessments based on Big Ideas, 
Enduring Understandings, and 
Essential Questions. Jay McTighe 
and Associates contributed to 
the formulation of the Next 
Generation Art Standards 
planning. 

4 Enduring Understandings, 
Essential Questions, and 
standards quoted in this article 
are taken from the draft version 
of the standards posted on the 

NCCAS website in summer 2013 
and may be revised as the work 
of the Writing Team proceeds. 

5 Part of the reasoning for writing 
standards for each grade level 
PreK-8 was the need to represent 
to school communities the 
importance of arts education 
throughout a student’s education. 
To accommodate the wide range 
of visual arts instruction available 
in high schools around the US, 
the high school standards are not 
media-specific and are organized 
in three levels—Proficient, 
Intermediate, and Advanced. 
As the Visual Arts team wrote 
the High School standards, we 
thought of Proficient as the year- 
or semester-long introduction to 
visual arts course offered in most 
high school settings. 

6 Common Core Alignment 
Report is available at http://
nccas.wikispaces.com/
Common+Core+Alignment

7 There are a number of excellent 
books that suggest assessment 
strategies that capture various 
aspects of the process of creating 
and responding. See, for example, 
Designing Assessment in Art by 
Carmen Armstrong; Assessment 
in Art Education by Donna Kay 
Beattie; Assessing Expressive 
Learning: A Practical Guide 
for Teacher-Directed Authentic 
Assessment in K-12 Visual Arts 
Education by Charles Dorn, 
Stanley Madeja, and Robert 
Sabol; and Rethinking Curriculum 
in Art by Marilyn Stewart.
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