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 Arts-based assessment is an objective measure that incorporates artistic 
experience or artistic materials into the assessment process and enables to get 
unique contributions about pupils. The current survey focused on arts-based 
assessment in the Czech Republic to explore the following issues: how did 
arts therapists assess suitability of therapy for pupils; which areas of 
therapeutic process were evaluated and what made the process of arts-based 
assessments specific in educational institutions. A mixed methods study used 
a statistical analysis of a survey with “The Practice in Arts Therapies 
questionnaire” (n = 142 arts therapists) and an inductive analysis of 
qualitative interviews (n = 10 arts therapists). Results revealed that arts-based 
assessments were more likely to be characterized by qualitative non-
standardized assessments based on observation, analysis of artistic 
products/artistic process and reflexive techniques and are related to prevalent 
humanistic orientation. Educational environment influenced the assessments 
mainly in the content and organization of the process. On this basis, there is a 
need to support the usage of standardized arts-based assessments and to 
develop standards for the implementation of arts-based assessment suitable 
for educational institutions. More advanced training in this area should be 
included into professional courses and further education of arts therapists. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Based on the definition of Betts [1] arts-based assessment can be defined as an objective 
(standardised or non-standardised) measure that incorporates artistic experience or artistic materials into the 
assessment process. Over the past two decades, much attention has been paid to reviewing arts-based 
assessments for the client populations or areas of practice [2], new examples of scientifically based tests were 
introduced [3-5], and the validity and reliability of some existing assessments were improved [6-8]. To date, 
little attention has been devoted to the analysis of arts-based assessments in less common areas of therapeutic 
practice, for example in schools. 

The main fields of arts therapies include art therapy, music therapy, drama therapy and dance-
movement therapy. In each field of arts therapy, arts-based assessment has different historical roots and 
further developments [9] that had to respond to the needs of therapeutic practice, the gradual shaping of the 
professional status of the field, and to the requirements of the institutions and clinical population. 
Additionally, some common characteristics of arts-based assessment pertain to all fields of arts therapies: 
Formalised assessments in arts therapies increasingly shift emphasis from the analysis of symbols 
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(assessment of the content) to analysing formal characteristics of artistic expression (based on searching for 
specific clusters of these elements and their context across different tested situations). Examples include tests 
created by Cohen & Mills [10], or Lipský [11]. Therapeutic assessment is very distant from the traditional 
diagnostic "testing" based on relational neutrality, objectivity and manualised evaluation process [12]. Some 
tests in arts therapies have an explicit stimulus character and serve to initiate an intervention [13, 14]. 
Although some assessments are primarily based on a particular theory, e.g. attachment theory [15], most 
assessments combine different theoretical influences [16] or even claim theoretical neutrality [10]. Computer 
technologies influence the development of arts-based assessments, particularly in the field of art  
therapy [17-19] and music therapy [20]. One of the most discussed topics of arts-based assessment is the 
need for standardisation. There are reasons for and objections against the standardisation, and both sets of 
views are supported by relevant reasons [1].  

From an interdisciplinary perspective, the importance of the conclusions of arts-based assessments 
is based on offering diverse, but also complementary information that can be gained by a high degree of 
interaction during examination. The use of arts-based assessments in schools is based on a number of unique 
reasons. One reason for assessment is to predict if arts therapies may help to achieve optimal learning 
outcomes for pupils with special needs [21]. Another reason is the benefit of these assessments for pupils 
with a higher degree of special needs who cannot be tested by traditional test methods [22, 23]. Arts-based 
assessments evaluate overall development, interaction and arts involvement.  

In the Czech Republic, arts therapies are not registered as independent professions and are usually 
practiced as a supplement to other professions [24]. A large percentage of arts therapists in educational 
institutions have a primary qualification in special education or school psychology. Czech arts therapists 
were traditionally employed in special schools and in the process of assessment could collaborate with 
psychologists, physiotherapists, occupational therapists and other professionals from interdisciplinary  
teams [25]. In 2016 the Ministry of Education released a new law that definitively supported the 
transformation of educational systems towards inclusive education. Therefore, a shift of Czech arts therapists 
into typical schools may be expected in the near future.  

This trend will probably further reduce the opportunity of team collaboration during the assessment 
process, as inclusive environments in the Czech Republic lack the variety of rehabilitation services typical for 
special schools [26]. In such a situation a new challenge and responsibility arises for arts therapists. They 
must be able to carry out the process of assessment on their own and contribute significantly to the 
knowledge of pupils, their problems and strengths, and the functioning of pupils in the school environment. 
In turn this change should significantly influence training programmes in arts therapies, strengthen the role of 
arts-based assessment and the development of special practices to alleviate the needs of educational settings. 
Sufficient knowledge of current practice in arts-based assessment in educational institutions is essential for 
effective support of arts therapists by professional associations, universities and private courses. Because 
such knowledge is not available in the Czech Republic, a study was devised and carried out to analyse the 
current practice in arts-based assessment typical for educational institutions in the Czech Republic. 
 
 
2. RESEARCH METHOD  
2.1. Objectives and design of the study  

The research method designed by Karkou and Sanderson [27] (working in the field of arts therapies 
in Great Britain) was used. Due to the need to acquire heterogeneous data, the quantitative section of this 
methodology was supplemented by qualitative analysis according to the sequence model of mixed  
design [28]. For the quantitative section two hypotheses were formulated: 1)What do the arts therapists assess 
when considering the suitability of therapy for clients?; 2) Which areas the arts therapists evaluate in the final 
phase of the therapeutic process? For the qualitative section a research question was conceptualised: What 
characteristics are typical for the process of arts-based assessments in educational institutions? 

In the quantitative section the original questionnaire "The Practice of Arts Therapies" [27] was 
adapted for use in the Czech environment and distributed through professional associations to practising arts 
therapists. The questionnaire has five sections (A-E), of which section D contains four items allotted for 
assessment/evaluation with the possibility of multiple choices. The other sections focus on general 
information relating to the practice, theoretical influences, therapeutic principles, and essential biographical 
information about respondents. The original questionnaire version had to be updated mainly in the items 
related to professional qualifications. The questionnaire was processed by statistical analysis through the use 
of MS Excel and Statistica 12 program. The research sample was divided into a subgroup of respondents 
from educational institutions and respondents from other working environments. A combination of the 
number of absolute and relative frequencies was used to identify the prevalent tendencies in both the 
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subgroups of respondents. The percentage ratios of relative frequencies were counted from all answers of 
respondents. 

Data collection for the qualitative part of the research was carried out through semi-structured 
interviews with arts therapists from educational institutions. Each interview was undertaken personally and 
lasted approximately 60 min. The interviews focused on 2 main topics: 1) Professional development of 
participants, e.g. university education, artistic education, various trainings and courses or professional interest 
for future development; 2) Context and course of the arts-based assessment, e.g. theoretical background of 
assessment, role and character of artistic/verbal experience in the assessment, different artistic 
materials/instruments/styles, typical therapeutic goals and assessment procedures. 

Inductive thematic analysis was used to identify characteristic features of arts-based assessment in 
educational institutions. The analysis process was carried out in several steps, including reading and 
segmenting the text, identifying themes, and content coding. For this procedure the following definitions of 
themes and codes were used [29]: 1) A theme is a unit of meaning that is observed in the data by a reader of 
the text; 2) The identification of themes precedes the identification of codes, because codes represent a 
greater level of abstraction than themes, and a single theme can engender multiple codes; 3) Meta-themes are 
conceptually comprised of two or more data-driven themes that correspond to content codes. They are at a 
higher level of abstraction and are not directly observed in the data. During the process of coding, three 
general sets of aims were addressed [30]: examining commonalities, differences, and relationships.  

 
2.2. Research sample  

The research sample in the quantitative analysis consisted of 142 respondents, whilst the qualitative 
group included 10 participants. For reasons mentioned above (absence of law and/or the professionalisation 
of arts therapies), it was difficult to set up the inclusivity and exclusivity criteria, particularly in the 
quantitative section. Finally, the participation in the research was limited to practising arts therapists in the 
area of the Czech Republic (there were 419 members registered in professional organisations, some of whom 
do not actively practice arts therapies – data updated on 31.1.2017). The questionnaire was sent to all 
members of the professional associations (by the purposive sampling method), and the respondents were 
asked to forward it to arts therapists who are not registered in associations (by the snowball sampling 
method). This ensured that the selection was neither too narrow (number of members who meet professional 
standards is too small, as the professional standards of the associations are not legally binding), nor too wide. 
Participants of training programmes were also included among the respondents if they already had some 
practical experience in arts therapies. 

The selection for the qualitative part was based on purposive sampling selection through 
professional associations, recommendations from arts therapists and selection from personal contacts. In this 
part the inclusive criteria was further limited only to those arts therapists who practice in educational 
institutions as their main work environment. Therapists with long-term practice and high erudition were 
given preference; however, the group was also supplemented by participants who could offer inspirational 
stimuli in the research data. 

 
2.2.1. Quantitative sample  

Table 1 represents the numbers of respondents according to the directions of arts therapies. The ratio 
of arts therapies directions corresponds to the number of directions of arts therapies in practice (according to 
the number of members in professional associations). Apart from the main directions of arts therapies, there 
is a further category of respondents who combine arts therapies (corresponding to the intermodal concept of 
expressive therapies that is very influential in the Czech Republic).  

Categorised by working environment, there were 51 respondents from educational institutions and 
91 from other work environment. Other characteristics of the research sample: 1) In total, there were 117 
women and 25 men (of which 43 women and 8 men came from educational institutions). 2) Based on age 
groups: 41 to 50 years (35.2%) and 31 to 40 (29.6%), and by the length of experience, the category 4 to 7 
years (28.9%) and up to 3 years (23.9%) were the most represented categories in the whole sample, as well in 
the educational institution subgroup. 3) In terms of qualifications, 54 were fully qualified arts therapists 
(37.7%), 27 were participants in training programmes (19%) and 61 were respondents (43%) who consider 
themselves to be other professionals using the arts therapies were in the group. Also, here the numbers in the 
subgroup of respondents from educational institutions corresponded to trends in the whole sample. 
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Table 1. Numbers of respondents in a questionnaire survey 
Specialisations of arts therapies Respondents Respondents: educational institutions Respondents: other institutions 

Music therapy 50 (35.2%) 20 (14.1%) 30 (21.1%) 
Art therapy 38 (26.8%) 14 (9.9%) 24 (16.9%) 

Combinations of arts therapies 36 (25.4%) 14 (9.9%) 7 (4.9%) 
Drama therapy 9 (6.3%) 2 (1.4%) 8 (5.6%) 

Dance movement therapy 9 (6.3%) 1 (0.7%) 22 (15.5%) 
Total 142 (100%) 51 (35.9%) 91 (64.1%) 

 
 
2.2.2. Qualitative sample 

There were seven music therapists, two drama therapists and one art therapist included in the 
qualitative group. There were four males and six females were within the group, namely arts therapists with 
either a qualification in special education (six), other pedagogical education (two) and/or psychology (two). 
From the point of view of the type of educational institution, most of the participants had jobs at more than 
one institution at a time, including elementary schools (nine), typical (inclusive) schools (eight), 
kindergartens (seven), special schools (seven), and schools for artistic education (one). Eight participants 
were external employees, while only two participants had a full-time job in an educational institution. 
 
 
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The quantitative section focused on two issues related to assessment/evaluation according to 
hypotheses from section 2.1. Arts therapies offered by each therapist are suitable for clients under certain 
conditions. According to the results of the whole group of respondents (all working environments), it is most 
important that both the therapist and the client feel they can work together (13.7% of responses) and that the 
client feels settled within an enabling environment (12.6% of responses). From these items, it is clear that an 
important precondition for the therapeutic process is a well-developed therapeutic alliance and the 
assessments most frequently fall within the category of therapeutic assessments which is consistent with 
trends in the practice of arts therapists abroad [9, 12]. Somewhat less important items are related to the 
specific qualities of artistic means and artistic processes: responsiveness to the artistic means (11.7%), and 
using arts as a channel for emotional outlet (9.2%). The lowest frequency of responses was given to items 
that are primarily related to the psychodynamic and insight-oriented-concepts of therapy: the ability to 
symbolise, to work with unconscious processes or using words as defence against feelings. 

Table 2 contains frequencies for criteria used to assess the suitability of arts therapies in 
educational/other working environment. In educational institutions, the most common criterion appears to be 
the feeling that the therapist and the client are able to work together (4.8%); also the fact that the client feels 
settled in an enabling environment (4.5%) and that the client responds to artistic means (4.4%), etc. These 
criteria also appear in a subgroup of others - the benchmark criterion for situations where the client has the 
problem of finding words for his/her feelings is at the top.  
 
 

Table 2. Criteria for assessing the suitability of therapy according to the work environment  
Criteria for assessing the suitability of therapy Educational institutions Others 

Client is responsive to artistic medium 35 (4.4%) 58 (7.3%) 
Client is very well motivated 18 (2.3%) 38 (4.8%) 

We both feel we can work together 38 (4.8%) 71 (8.9%) 
Client feels settled within an enabling environment 36 (4.5%) 64 (8%) 

There is a need for emotional outlet 26 (3.3%) 47 (5.9%) 
Client is able to work spontaneously 23 (2.9%) 28 (3.5%) 

Client is able to symbolise 14 (1.8%) 11 (1.4 %) 
Client has communication problems 34 (4.3%) 55 (6.9%) 

Client struggles to find words for his/her feelings 20 (2.5%) 68 (8.5%) 
Client uses words as defence against his/her feelings 13 (1.6%) 35 (4.4%) 

Client is able to work with his/her unconscious processes 10 (1.3%) 24 (3%) 
Others reasons 3 (0.4%) 4 (0.5%) 

 
 
In addition, areas for therapeutic work evaluation are essential for therapeutic processes because 

they provide proof about its effectivity. Within the whole group of respondents, the general areas for 
therapeutic work evaluation permeate the different therapy methods, for example, evaluation of 
verbal/nonverbal communication (12.1%), changes in behaviour (11.1%), engagement with therapeutic 
process (10.6%), etc. Specific areas usually associated with certain therapeutic approaches, such as the 
evaluation of transference/countertransference (4.6%), neurological issues (2.2%), or resistance to work 
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(1.3%), are less commonly assessed. Additional comments in the open items related to the close linking of 
the assessment process with the therapeutic process and the development of the therapeutic relationship, and 
the focus on the positive aspects of personality and empowerment of the client. 

Table 3 shows the results of the analysis of arts therapists from educational/other working 
environments. The highest frequencies again correspond to the frequency distribution across the whole 
group. When comparing the individual items across each type of institution, educational institutions have the 
highest frequency of use of facilities, evaluation of favoured instruments/media, development of art work and 
changes in behaviour. Additionally, items that are typical for other institutions have the lowest frequencies, 
such as the evaluation of neurological issues, transference/counter-transference, dynamic issues. 

 
 

Table 3. Areas of therapeutic work evaluation according to the working environment  
Areas of therapeutic work evaluation Educational institutions Others 

Ability to use facilities 26 (3.2%) 31 (3.4%) 
Favoured instruments/media 28 (3.4%) 38 (4.6%) 
Development of the art work 22 (2.7%) 22 (2.7%) 

Emerged issues 22 (2.7%) 48 (5.8%) 
Dynamic issues 17 (2.1%) 31 (3.4%) 

Verbal/non-verbal communication 34 (4.1%) 66 (8%) 
Transference/counter-transference 9 (1.1%) 29 (3.5%) 

Coping mechanisms 10 (1.2%) 19 (2.3%) 
Resistance to work 5 (0.6%) 6 (0.7%) 

Engagement with therapy process 31 (3.4%) 56 (6.8%) 
Neurological issues 5 (0.6%) 12 (1.5%) 

Changes in behaviour 34 (4.1%) 57 (6.9%) 
Key issues for the client 20 (2.4%) 50 (6.1%) 

Client´s perception of progress 31 (3.4%) 56 (6.8%) 
Others 2 (0.2%)  3 (0.4%)  

 
 

The characteristics of assessment found in both analyses of the quantitative part correspond with the 
preference of humanistic trends in the Czech arts therapies. Humanistic orientation is the most widely spread 
across all the fields of Czech arts therapies whereas psychodynamic trends are the least preferred [31]. 
Humanistic orientation is typical also for other countries where “The Practice in Arts Therapies” 
questionnaire was used - Great Britain [27] and Latvia [32]. However, the data from these studies about the 
assessment part of the questionnaire are only partially available which is not sufficient for more detailed 
comparison. 

The results of the qualitative section are summarised in Table 4. Several thematic areas created 
through the thematic analysis include nature of assessment, methods and procedures used in assessment, 
content of the assessment, organisation of assessment proces (with the perspectives of time and data 
docummentation) and other themes. Participants described mostly qualitative, non-standardised assessments, 
although several examples of published assessments with lower levels of standardisation have been found in 
the data set [11, 33]. However, based on current knowledge, such types of assessments are not widespread in 
the Czech Republic. The only exception are dance movement therapists, for whom the Laban Movement 
Analysis training is an obligatory part of the training. Some participants from educational institutions admit 
that assessment is often not an obligatory requirement, and they carry it out for their own needs. However, 
this finding is not unique to the Czech Republic only [34]. It is the responsibility of professional associations 
and guarantors of university courses in arts therapies to highlight the importance to systematically carry out 
assessment or to even create guidelines for arts-based assessment in various settings. 
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Table 4. Thematic areas of qualitative part 
Thematic areas (meta-themes) Characteristic codes 

Nature of the assessment Predominantly qualitative 
Some participants use quantification of certain behavioural manifestations 
Assessments from other professions are also used 

Methods and procedures Observation (unstructured for most participants) focused on the arts process as well as non-creative 
factors such as the group dynamics, group energy or muscle tension. 
Reflections relating to the therapeutic process, which are verbal and non-verbal, reflections by the 
client, other persons and the therapist himself. 
Comparison of recordings and artefacts from the therapeutic process. 
Original arts-based assessments (e.g. an assessment procedure for Supportive Developmental Music 
Therapy. 
Supervision as a part of the assessments’ strategies. 

Content Examples of areas assessed: the mapping of the client's relationship to the artistic medium, nature of 
artistic process, transferring acquired skills to everyday life, therapist’s processes, method of arts 
expression, changes in stereotypes, etc. 
Assessment connected to typical goals of school interventions, mainly to functionality, learning, 
social integration and prevention. 
Formal artistic parameters may be related to psychological and behavioural characterstics of pupils. 
Typically assessing areas where the pupil is improving and promoting health. 

Organisation of assessment 
proces: time 

 
 

Organisation of assessment 
proces: data documentation 

The assessment is carried out in the initial and final stage as well as during the therapeutic process.  
Typical timing in relation to the organization of the school year (interim assessment after 3 months 
and final assessment after 10 months).  
Information is recorded in notes made by the therapist (after/during the meeting), video recordings, 
audio recordings of musical improvisations, and photographic recordings of clients’ art works.  
Information gained from various sources – pupils, other personnel, parents/legal deputies of the 
pupil or self-reflections by therapists. 
The assessment documentation takes the forms of final reports, team-specific reports and therapists' 
personal notes.  
No specific guidelines for storage of this type of documentation in the educational institutions 
available. 
The client's documentation is often inaccessible to external arts therapists.  

Other themes The reason for the assessment – the implementation of the assessment may have specific objectives, 
e.g. for facilitating the therapeutic process.  
Arts-based assessment is usually not a requirement of the educational institution. 

 
 

4. CONCLUSION 
The current assessments of the Czech arts therapists are predominantly qualitative and humanistic in 

nature and most frequently fall within the category of therapeutic assessments. In the quantitative analyses, 
most factors are associated with the therapeutic relationship and the therapeutic aspects of artistic means. The 
least impact is seen in specialised areas of the assessments, which are typical, for example, for specific 
approaches (e.g. psychodynamic) or types of clientele (e.g. with neurological problems).  

The assessment methods have mainly reflexive and observational form and therapists use mostly 
non-standardised assessments. With regards to assessment in educational institutions, only minimal 
differences have been found between therapists from educational institutions and other institutions/whole 
sample. Educational institutions may influence the assessment process by its content (objectives closely 
connected to the curriculum as learning or social integration), and by the organisation of the process, which is 
related to the organisation of the school year. Regarding current inclusive trends in Czech educational 
institutions, it may be expected that arts therapists will have an important role in deepening the knowledge of 
pupils and their school environment, mainly of pupils with special needs. But arts therapists may respond to 
this role only if they are properly skilled in arts-based assessment and in translating its outcomes to pupils’ 
parents, other teachers, and relevant school staff. 

A recommendation from these findings is to focus on the implementation of different types of 
standardised assessments (prescriptive, evaluation, diagnostic, etc.) into therapeutic practice and the 
development of specific procedures on how to carry out arts-based assessment in educational environment. 
Increasing demands may be expected directly in educational institutions regarding evidence-based decision-
making on the recommendation of therapy and the evaluation of different areas of the therapeutic process, 
especially at the moment when arts therapies begin to be a service paid from resources of the educational 
system. A recommendation for further research is to repeat this survey in the future and find out if the 
changes implemented into the process of professional education of arts therapists and their practice will have 
made any difference in the results. For this purpose, modification of the questionnaire “The Practice in Arts 
Therapies” could be made so that it is more sensitive to the content of assessment in educational environment 
(special questions focused on functionality, learning, social integration and prevention could be elaborated).  
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