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Assessment and Theater

A Comment on Creative Development and Traditional Assessment

Creative development may be considered a two steps forward and one step back process.   Technique strives to catch up with the young artist’s natural creative impulses. Craft struggles slowly toward maturity. The young artist experiences lags in product, frustration in output, and gaps in application of understanding. To assess outcomes in the arts is to penalize process. 

Traditional academic assessment involves “student course outcomes” and “career outcomes.” In theater, assessment involves a measure of behavioral objectives as related to building a creative process.  We provide this assessment through frequent productions, quarterly verbal and written evaluations, and peer responses.

Our aim is to train talented students both in technique and theater art. Moreover, we want our students to develop their mentalitè, or the mental and creative tools needed to succeed as an artist.  Going forward through a lifetime of professional experience, it is our hope that the student will grow into an artist who contributes significantly to the culture. 

Employment or corporate placement cannot measure this contribution. While we do have alumni with successful careers such as David Sackeroff, Piper Perabo, Richard Dean Anderson, Scott Marshall Taylor, and Eddie Pierce, career, as traditionally defined is not an appropriate measure for an artist.  Would we, for example, suggest that William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying is an insignificant work because he wrote it while working 15 hours a day on a road crew.  Is Jonathan Larson’s Rent diminished because he worked as a waiter up until its Broadway opening? Actors Equity Association has a 7.5% employment rate.  The Dramatists Guild offers only 3% of its members as making a living as writers for theater. With this kind of backdrop, success in the theater is measured by a variety of benchmarks: quality of the work; consistency of employment; reputation; and significance (or rigor) of the working environment.

Despite our variations on the traditional academic model for assessment, the School has many opportunities for assessment through public and studio performance, critique, self-study and exam. Please find these assessment strategies in the following pages.

Assessment Strategies

Historical Assessment Strategies, Evaluation of Strategies, and Plans

School of Theater

We have several methodologies for assessing the impact and effectiveness of the School.

Questionnaire:

Five years ago at the suggestion of NAST we tailored our alumni/ae questionnaire specifically to address how well we achieve our goals. The results of Michael Williford's most recent Ohio University Career and Further Education Study --of 1997- 1998 theater graduates -- indicated that most alumni recommend OU School of Theater very highly or somewhat highly.  90% of those responding rate the quality of the master's programs as either excellent or good. 79% of those responding rate the quality of the bachelor's programs as either excellent or good. These numbers are extraordinary indicators of the SOT’s effectiveness in training young artists.

Nevertheless, the questionnaire, as currently designed, lumps undergraduates and graduates in questions and results.  Because the goals and teaching methodologies of graduate and undergraduate training are different, the questionnaire does not offer a precise enough measure of effectiveness.

Alumni/ae Relations:

NAST recommended the creation of a position to administer development and alumni relations in the School of Theater. While this position has been reduced to part time since it’s creation, it has supported numerous efforts in facilitation of relationships between the alumni and the School. Efforts have made through the Dean’s office to personally contact many of our successful alumni in order to build the profile of the Theater School. The convocation scheduled for October 5th, 2001, the 65th anniversary of the COFA, will feature the very successful SOT grad Andre DeShields, who is currently performing on Broadway. Our special alumni award will be given to David Sackeroff, who has designed sets for many of the top shows on television in the past decade including Home Improvement and  Seinfeld. 

We have hosted successful alumni in various fields including a weekend with five designers. We hosted an alumni party at John’s Pizza in Manhattan and expanded our weekly “Good News Letter” to include alumni and friends. As the current director, I will be making more trips this year with Mark Dorgan are development person from the Dean’s Office.

Stage Directions:

See attached the most recent issue of our newsletter, Stage Directions.   We have received excellent feedback from our alumni/ae on this more comprehensive approach to Stage Directions. The Newsletter documents alumni/ae from 1945 to 1999 who are active in the profession. Our current plans are to issue the first issue of  Stage Directions to coincide with the production season.
School of Theater Home Page Website:

Please look up the School of Theater homepage at http://www.cats.ohiou.edu/theater/
As of this writing, there are all most 200 update listings in our alumni/ae area. The website is currently being reassessed toward making it a more effective recruiting tool.

Production Attendance:
Production attendance should be viewed as an indicator of the School’s effectiveness. We feel that impact is, indeed, linked to the number of people who experience the production. During the 1999 – 2000 season, our regular performances ran at about 87% attendance, our six School matinees ran at 100%.

Professional Internships:

All students in the graduate programs are expected to complete at least one professional internship off campus before graduating. In an Internship what they have been taught here is put to use and is evaluated by professional theater people.  (4) $1500 stipends are available each year for graduate directors (3) and, (1) from the other programs to provide funding in foreign internships.

Many students in the undergraduate programs are also expected to complete an internship as their capstone experience. 

This year we started the Procter and Gamble Internship with Televest in New York City. It has with it a $6000.00 stipend donated by Proctor and Gamble.

Faculty Performance

We are seeking methodologies for distinguishing between Faculty Development and Faculty Evaluation. We have developed instruments of evaluation that are sensitive to the difference between growth and development. Faculty are reviewed and assessed both for their work as teachers, and creative artists and researchers.  

Student Evaluations:
We use the standard, “Scan-tron,” form for classroom evaluation.  We also encourage Professors to review the term with students through discussion and additional survey.  We implemented the program adjustments revealed by last year’s survey in Production, Design, and Technology.

Peer Evaluations:
We have developed a form based on the top twelve qualities of the “Excellent Professor” in this School. These qualities surfaced in a full faculty meeting.  Peers are asked to provide “evidence” or “counter evidence” of each quality for the Professor being evaluated. 

Promotion and Tenure Committee Evaluation:

This is accomplished through an evaluation instrument that ranks effectiveness in service, creative activity, teaching, and collegial relations. In addition to the ranking instrument evaluators discuss non-tenured faculty and provide written comments.

School Director’s Evaluation:

This is a written synthesis of all the information provided above and the School Director’s perception of the faculty member’s work in the School.

Critical Reviews 

Many of our faculty are also professional actors, playwrights, and directors who receive regular reviews from theater journalists, or other working professionals, assessing their work in the public forum.

Juried Reviews

For those of our faculty who publish, there exists rigorous refereeing before works are accepted for publication. Once in print, the faculty receives reviews from well-known journals in book review sections.

Student  Performance

Honors Tutorial Program in Theater (AB, BFA)
1) Student Learning Portfolio: Each student is required to assemble a portfolio for his or her full education.  This portfolio includes:

a) all syllabi

b) all papers

c) all goals statements.

2) Yearly goals statements.  Each student is required each year to submit a list of goals for the year and for the full college education.

3) Yearly goals assessment.  The Director of Studies meets annually with each student to review how his or her goals have been achieved, and how the goals need to be modified.   The Student Learning Portfolio is used in this assessment.

Theater History and Criticism (MA)

1) Student Learning Portfolio.  Each student is required to assemble a portfolio for his or her full education.  This portfolio includes:

a) all syllabi

b) all papers

c) all goals statements.

2) Yearly goals statements.  Each student is required each year to submit a list of goals for the year and for the full college education.

3) Yearly goals assessment.  The Director of Studies meets annually with each student to review how his or her goals have been achieved, and how the goals need to be modified.   The Student Learning Portfolio is used in this assessment.

4) Exit assessment interview.  The Program Head meets before graduation with each student to assess:

a) his or her education

b) how the goals have been achieved

c) how the program might be changed in the future

d) student goals after graduation

The Student Learning Portfolio is  used in this assessment.

5) Conference Proposals.  Each student in the Theater History and Criticism Program is required to hand in a mock or actual proposal in response to an actual call for papers from national or regional conferences each quarter.  Before the end of the year, each student is expected to submit an actual proposal to the conference itself.

Theater (MA)

This is a relatively new program designed to meet the needs of students who are trying to find a focus for their work in theater or for students who wish to pursue a Ph. D.

1) Student Learning Portfolio.  Each student is required to assemble a portfolio for his or her full education.  This portfolio includes:

a) all syllabi

b) all papers

c) all goals statements.

2) Yearly goals statements.  Each student is required each year to submit a list of goals for the year and for his full college education.

3) Yearly goals assessment.  The Director of Studies meets annually with each student to review how  her goals have been achieved, and how the goals need to be modified.   The Student Learning Portfolio is used in this assessment.

4) Exit assessment interview.  The Program Head  meets before graduation with each student to assess:

a) his or her education

b) how the goals have been achieved

c) how the program might be changed in the future

d) student goals after graduation

The Student Learning Portfolio is  used in this assessment.

5) Capstone experience in the student’s area of emphasis.

MFA Professional Actor Training Program 

1. At the conclusion of the second year of training, each student must audition for acceptance into the Internship Program at the Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park. Each spring, Edward Stern, Producing Artistic Director of the Playhouse, travels to Athens to see our students' auditions, which consist of two pieces: one classical and one contemporary.  Those who are singers present a song.  Moreover, in an effort to determine how "direct-able" an actor is, Mr. Stern asks students to make adjustments in their approach to a piece, adjustments that must be done on the spot.  

A test of our students' work is clearly in place here, and I am pleased to report that all students who have applied for this unique internship have been accepted, based on their audition.

2. During winter quarter of the first year of training, students audition for places in the summer stock company at Monomoy Theatre, in Chatham, Massachusetts.  Places in this company are secured on a competitive basis.  Each winter, Alan Rust, artistic director of Monomoy, travels to Athens to see our students' auditions, consisting of one classical and one contemporary selection.  Singers also demonstrate their musical skills.  

A test of our students' work is clearly in place here, and I am pleased to report that within the last three years, only two student, out of 31, has failed to earn a place in the Monomoy Company.

3.  Students audition for a variety of Summer Theater Festivals. This summer, four MFA acting students are playing featured roles at the Contemporary American Theater Festival, UMKC Shakespeare Festival, and Wisconsin Shakespeare Festival.  These roles are earned through professional auditions.

5.  During the course of their work at Monomoy Theatre, our students encounter a variety of professional directors, who often give feedback on their progress.  Such distinguished artists as  Julie Harris, Malcolm Morrison, Russell Treyz, and Mary O'Brady have ranked our students as among the best trained they've worked with. One of them, James Pickering, was so impressed with our young actors that he asked whether they might be sent to do an internship with him at the Milwaukee Repertory Theater.

6.  Students  participate in a New York showcase, meant to introduce them to casting agents and talent representatives.  This event allows them the kind of access -- in one evening -- that a New York actor might work for years to achieve, if ever.  In 1998, out of a class of eight, seven students received immediate response, leading to associations with those in a position to promote their careers in the professional market.  In 1999, out of a class of eight, all received immediate response and opportunity for representation.
BFA Playwriting, Directing, Dramaturgy and Management

This program, formerly Theater Arts and Drama,  has been wholly reshaped in the past four years, providing for four possible emphases in the junior and senior years:  playwriting, directing, theater management, and dramaturgy. Each emphasis requires an appropriate capstone project, whether in the lab series or on the mainstage, and includes ongoing quarterly faculty evaluation of all students. 

Practicum work is required of all students every quarter.  

Last year we have assigned faculty to each of the four areas in an effort to improve supervision and to foster a student/mentor relationship. Evaluation is now delivered through quarterly conferences with advisors and students.

BFA Production Design and Technology Program:

All students' work in technology and design is viewed every quarter and evaluated publicly and privately.  There are quarterly portfolio reviews, exit portfolio reviews, regional and national portfolio reviews (Southeastern Theater Conference [SETC], New York Portfolio Review), periodic portfolio review this past year by visiting artists of such international eminence as Michael Lincoln and Michael Vaugh Sims. Public presentation and evaluation are based on the School's active production schedule:  six  mainstage productions this past year along with 14 designed laboratory productions a year.  

MFA Playwriting Program:

This program was cited by one of America's leading educators, Howard Stein, emeritus playwriting head of Yale and Columbia, in two national publications in 1995, Theater Week and American Theater, as one of the strongest playwriting programs in the country. The COFA has cited the excellence of this program and it is earmarked in the current fundraising campaign for a senior level professor in dramatic writing who can “cover” several of the related disciplines including creative writing, film, and telecommunications.

Graduate student's scripts are sometimes deemed worthy by the faculty of inclusion in the mainstage season 1999 -2000: Tamicanfly by Scott Marshall Taylor. This piece was developed starting in the Seabury Quinn Jr., Playwrights Festival, where as a reading it was praised by Susan  Boothe of the Goodman Theater.  It was developed further in New York with a reading for Long Warf Theater..  In every incarnation it has been rewritten and assessed by theater professionals and the pitiless evaluation of the audience.  After our year 2000 production, the piece was picked up by a New York producer for a commercial off-Broadway production. Our current season opens in October with The Motherline by Chantal Bilodeau (MFA 2001), directed by faculty member, William Fisher. 

Students’ works receive weekly readings ion workshop with evaluation.  Students meet one on one with Professors Cardinal and Smith through out the year as their work is developed.  

Students are required to have production of a play and to turn in “Collected Works” for graduation.

MFA Professional Director Training Program:

Public presentation of student work occurs almost every quarter, with faculty review, in the laboratory series.  Capstone project: public presentation with a paying audience of the thesis production on the mainstage in the students' third year.  Performance in student internships in professional theaters here and abroad takes place in the third year, with written evaluation provided by the professional theater person overseeing the internship on site.  

We have instituted interdisciplinary courses in directing and design to provide fuller faculty assessment of students' work.  At the same time we are continuing the spring-quarter Mainstage Design/Directing Symposium to provide ample ongoing assessment of the planning and implementation of production concept before shows go into the actual build.  Faculty and student directors, designers, and the director of the School of Theater attend this symposium.

We instituted a “verse project” for second year MFA Directors and a “Realism Project” for first year Directors. These are opportunities to work with entire production teams while receiving guidance and evaluation from the teams’ faculty.

MFA Production Design & Technology Program:

Four forms of evaluation are being used to test the success of the goals outlined in the next section:

1) Review of professional theater and film processes through direct field experience by the faculty in the regional theater and independent film markets.

2) Evaluation of a great national cross section of student training and project work through direct participation in the National Portfolio Review in New York and the Southeastern Theater Conference (SETC) student portfolio review.  The National Portfolio Review in New York is organized by Ming Cho Lee of the Yale Drama School, and 60-some student portfolios from a dozen different training programs in the country (including OU) are reviewed by several dozen of the top professional designers and directors in the country (including the OU design faculty).  The SETC portfolio review concentrates on the southeastern region training institutions.

3) Consultation on training methods with shop heads from the Santa Fe Opera, Washington Opera, Berkshire Theater Festival, Williamstown Theater Festival, Utah Shakespeare Festival, Folger Shakespeare Theater, National Theater in London, and the following Broadway designers' studios:  Tony Walton, William Ivey Long, and Marty Pakledinaz.

4) Reassessment of training methodologies based on the review process detailed above.

Goals, Test Projects, and Professional Job Opportunities Required for Student Learning:

The overall goal is the core preparation for student entry into the highest levels of the professional theater and film job markets. A series of test projects and professional job opportunities each year assess the progressive development of design, technical and managerial skills and enrich the student's awareness of the state of the art through direct field experience.

Year One:

On campus production experience focuses on testing technical skills through a progressively difficult series of assignments that develop core technical craftsmanship.

On campus training involves designing a main stage production for the following school year.

Off campus summer employment at a high quality, nationally recognized, faculty-approved summer stock company as a technician.  Students prepare a professional resume and are reviewed by shop heads at top professional companies.  Job offers are the final test of a student's skills.  Photo documentation of the student's summer work is required, for formal review by the faculty.

Year Two:

On campus production experience extending the range of technical, management, and design skills, with students functioning as crew heads or head artisans in mainstage production. Paper projects required for a mainstage design, evaluated by their directors, shop heads, and design faculty, in terms of originality and quality of interpretation, craftsmanship, and professionalism of the process.

On campus academic training through three professional portfolio-worthy projects, evaluated via Broadway shop standards. Students required to submit designs to enter the SETC competition for public review by a panel of Broadway designers.

Off campus summer employment at a high quality, nationally recognized, faculty-approved summer stock company as a technician or designer, with guidelines similar to those in Year One.  In addition, a short-term winter-break professional internship in a regional theater or with a Broadway designer is encouraged for all students, and required for accelerated students.

Year Three:

On campus production experience as crew head or head artisan on one mainstage production and a designer or shop head on another mainstage production, so that the student completes at least one complex technical project and one fully documented complex managerial or design project for the production portion of their thesis and exit portfolio review.

On campus academic training designed along the lines of the entrance requirements for professional theater design and technical unions, including the submission of an exit portfolio of at least six different projects reflecting a broad range of problems and techniques.

Off campus, a full quarter of professional internship with a nationally recognized, faculty- approved professional theater or film company either in the United States or abroad.  Documentation of internship work is reviewed by the faculty, along with formal review by the designers or shop heads with which students have worked.  Selected students are required to participate in the National Portfolio Review ("Ming's Clambake") in New York.  All students are strongly advised to participate in the SETC design competition and portfolio review.

Analyzing the Data, Diagnosing Strengths and Weaknesses, and Evidence of Accomplishing Our Goals

Measuring our students against professional market standards by the quality of their professional placement, feedback from their professional supervisors, and how their work is evaluated in national competitions and reviews, we find that the progressive development plan has gained our students entry into Broadway studios, major American regional theater companies, major theater companies in Great Britain, Austria, and Germany, and now the Hollywood film market.  Major Broadway designers tell us they would welcome as many students as we can send them.  Our students are consistently placed in the highest-quality theaters in the country.  They fare very well at the National Portfolio Review and regularly win top honors at the SETC competition.  At the moment we are pleased to report that 100% of our graduates in the past four years are working or have worked professionally in the field, with a good number getting job offers while still students at OU.

1st Year Graduate Project:
As Theater is a collaborative arts form, we have instituted a first quarter collaborative experience for all MFA students..  This project results in the public performance of an original work.  This is an opportunity to teach and evaluate collaborative process, while providing students with a touchstone experience.

Undergraduate Programs

Undergraduate programs have been reconfigured over the last few years to include the minimum grade requirement for required theater courses, the creation of the Departmental Honors Program, the creation of the position of Associate Director of the School of Theater, and public presentations of work by the acting studio.

Assessment highlights the capstone experience in all areas, and individual meetings with advisors that parallel the evaluation process in the graduate programs.

Our goal for the next year is to identify specific, measurable, behavioral objectives for all undergraduate students in each discipline.

Director’s Note:

As I assumed the position in mid-July 2001, I have used or revised many of the comments of the previous director, Vincent Cardinal, in presenting this assessment.  
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