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Setting College-Ready Qualification Scores for the Arts 
 
The Excellence for All initiative calls for students to demonstrate competence in five 
subject matter areas – mathematics, English language arts, history, the sciences and the 
arts -- to be eligible to claim a proficiency-based diploma as early as the close of their 
sophomore year in high school.  Depending on the aligned instructional system their 
school has chosen, students will take end-of-course examinations in each of these 
subjects from either the University of Cambridge International General Certificate of 
Secondary Education (IGCSE) or ACT QualityCore systems.  The National Center on 
Education and the Economy’s (NCEE) Technical Advisory Committee has established 
the qualification scores for English and mathematics for both systems, but the states are 
responsible for setting the qualification scores in the other three subjects.  
 
At the request of the states, NCEE convened a Science Task Force and a History Task 
Force to make recommendations about qualifications scores the states might consider for 
the QualityCore and IGCSE examinations in these two subject areas.  For the arts, 
however, NCEE’s recommendation is that students should pass an art course or 
examination to meet the art requirement to be eligible to earn a proficiency-based 
diploma as early as the close of their sophomore year of high school.  We come to this 
position for several reasons: 
 

 First, unlike English or mathematics it is difficult to suggest that success in an 
open enrollment college is dependent on command of the arts.  At the same time 
art should be part of a broad foundation in the liberal arts and sciences of an 
educated person who hopes to function well in civil society as it offers a window 
into critical forms of human expression.  Art can also serve as a pathway to many 
sectors of the workforce, but setting a standard for embarking on a professional 
career in the arts is not the purpose of this qualification criterion. 

 
 Second, there are many aspects of art, each of which can offer an entrée into this 

arena that offer multiple rewards.  So privileging painting over sculpture or dance 
over photography makes little sense, as this decision should be neutral vis-à-vis 
which form of art a student studies. 

 
 Third, in the Excellence for All schools there are a wide range of art courses 

offered.  QualityCore does not include an art course so students in these schools 
will be offered what the local faculty has been educated to and chooses to 
provide.  IGCSE has a Music course, a Drama course and an Art and Design 
course with multiple pathways but not all will be offered in each school as in most 
schools the faculty isn’t equipped to provide every option and in others there are 
well established programs that will continue to function and prove attractive to 
students.  Therefore, in these Cambridge schools some students will choose an 
IGCSE course and others will choose a local option.  
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Given this diverse landscape the notion that a common qualification score could 
be determined across all these offerings strikes us as near impossible. 

 
 Decisions about qualification scores are typically characterized by trying to 

balance the avoidance of false positives against the avoidance of false negatives 
(i.e., about assuring that students are not sent off to college underprepared for 
success as against assuring that opportunity is not denied students who are well 
positioned to succeed).  By making the passing of an art course the threshold for 
this discipline the risks of false positives become modest at best and the risk of 
false negatives are easily avoided. 

 
The one slight variation on this approach comes with the IGCSE Music, Drama and 
Art and Design courses each of which includes a well recognized, performance-based 
examination that is used across the world.  Here passing the exam ought to serve as 
the qualification requirement rather than passing the course for a few reasons.  First, 
each exam encompasses all that is central to each course.  Second, given that 
significant parts of each exam are marked centrally and externally ensures that 
students are graded fairly, protected from the whims of teachers that are extra harsh 
or lenient in their grading practices, and while students might be content with the 
latter they are not likely to be so excited about the former.  Third, a passing grade 
(i.e., a G) is a meaningful accomplishment even as it is not especially demanding and 
is roughly equivalent to a passing grade offered in any other well-designed art course 
taught by a knowledgeable, skilled teacher.  In other words, if every student could 
take an art exam with these properties their performance on the exam should serve as 
the basis for their meeting the art qualification requirement. 
 
But because there is no practical way to determine the quality and validity of the 
many other exams that students will encounter, and some no doubt will be sterling, it 
seems more sensible to let their course grade rather than their exam grade serve as 
their qualification metric.  In sum, NCEE is recommending that where there is a 
known and trustworthy examination (e.g., IGCSE) to serve as the foundation of a 
policy such as the one recommended here, take full advantage of it.  Where such an 
examination is absent, NCEE recommends using the passing course grade as the 
qualification criterion. 


