Chapter 2:
Understanding the
Move Toward
End-of-Course Exams

Introduction

n the 2007 CEP report on state high school exit exams, we noted an increase in the number of states with

mandatory exit exams that had begun adopting end-of-course exams (EOCs). EOC tests assess mastery

of specific high school courses, are usually standards-based, and are taken after the completion of a spe-
cific course. These differ from other exams, which tend to be larger, comprehensive exams taken in a specific
grade (typically 10*) and cover material taught throughout several grades. To better understand this trend,
we further investigated the reasons some states are moving toward end-of-course exams. This chapter pres-
ents findings from our study involving some of the states that we have been tracking in this trend.

In particular, we examined the movement toward the adoption of end-of-course exams by asking state edu-
cation officials and school district administrators to discuss (1) reasons why their states have adopted end-
of-course exams; (2) plans for how states will use end-of-course exams; (3) responses to the adoption of the
exams; and (4) benefits and challenges associated with the adoption of these exams. We also asked national
education experts similar questions regarding the trend to adopt end-of-course exams. This chapter pres-
ents the perspectives of these stakeholders about the movement toward end-of-course exams. The lessons
learned from this study hold relevance for a number of states that may be considering or have already

adopted EOCs.

Key Findings

» State education officials reported many reasons for adopting end-of-course exams. Representatives from
all six states that participated in our interviews reported that they are doing so to improve overall
accountability, increase academic rigor, and achieve alignment between state standards and curriculum.

» While all state education officials interviewed reported using end-of-course exams as a tool for ensuring
greater accountability, only a few are beginning to consider how to use the assessment as a measure of
college and work readiness.

» Stakeholders highlighted many different ways that data from end-of-course exams can be used. Some
interviewees reported that end-of-course exam data, when compared to other test data available, allows
for better assessment of content mastery. District administrators spoke about the opportunity of using
end-of-coutse exam data to inform classroom instruction as well as identify areas of professional devel-
opment for teachers.

» End-of-course exams have been generally supported by legislators, the business community, parents, and
teachers, according to interviewees. Most questions and concerns about end-of-coutse exams have cen-
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tered on the implementation timeline for the exams and the impact that the exams would have on grad-
uation requirements.

» States face logistical challenges associated with implementing end-of-course exams, such as managing
tight timelines required to develop multiple exams or figuring out how to get exam results back to school
districts quickly. Other challenges reported include developing remediation for students who do not pass
the exams and addressing concerns about the length and frequency of testing.

» Study participants recommend that states considering adopting end-of-course exams phase in the exam
over time. Interviewees also cited the importance of consulting with teachers and other education stake-
holders in states that have undergone the process of adopting end-of-course exams. In addition, many
interviewees stressed the importance of reviewing state academic standards to ensure that they are rigor-
ous and well-defined before implementing end-of-course exams.

Participating States

Table 5 summarizes the six states (Massachusetts, Mississippi, New Jersey, South Carolina, Tennessee, and
Texas) that participated in this study with regard to their stage in implementing end-of-course exams, the
subjects being assessed in these states, and how the exams are factored into their overall assessment program.

Reasons for Adopting End-of-Course Exams

Improving Accountability

All of the stakeholders interviewed reported that the goal of adopting end-of-course exams to replace other
types of assessments was linked to improving accountability. As one district administrator explained,
“Accountability is what it comes down to. When you have a general test of content that’s not specifically
tied to something in the high school, then no one, from the principal on up, knows what to do when stu-
dents aren’t passing.” Accountability was described in tandem with student performance and classroom
instruction. A few state education officials described the adoption of end-of-course exams as a response to
legislative mandates that are linked to improved accountability.

The link between accountability and student performance was mentioned by nearly all of the stakeholders
we interviewed as a benefit of moving to end-of-course exams. Unlike minimum competency or compre-
hensive exams, EOQCs offer the benefit of assessing students’ understanding of academic content immedi-
ately upon completion of the course. According to a state education official:

There was a desire on the part of the legislature to move away from a single, high-stakes, exit-level vest. And
the promise of end-of-course exams would be that we can drill down deeper into the material. Obviously its
better instructionally to assess a student right afier theyve taken the course and still have the material fresh in
mind, I think we heard complaints about the students not taking algebra for several years, and it being assessed
on an exit-level test.

One district administrator referenced the benefit of end-of-course exams as a means of improving teacher
accountability and creating opportunities for improving instruction:



With the close alignment to courses, we really start to get some information about what’s going on in that course,
and if used properly, thar empowers reachers. That gives them a greater sense of what is going on in their class-
room. The discussion between or among administrators, deans, consultants, and the teacher becomes more
Jocused on how to help each other, rather than on a, “How come you are not doing better?” kind of discussion.

Another district administrator commenting on the use of end-of-course exams, teacher accountability, and
instruction noted:

How we teach is getting to be very scientific and if we use it properly, its not a scare ractic for gesting vid of
teachers. Its an improvement system that really says, here is how we do our craft, and here is how its impacted
and beres what the different kinds of kids do on these things.” And that, I think, will help us understand more
about learning.
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Increasing Rigor in Curriculum

Another reason for adopting end-of-course exams cited by interviewees was the connection between EOCs
and rigor. One national education expert agreed and said, “One reason for wanting to use end-of-course
tests is to ratchet up the content that kids are expected to master.” All of the district administrators and state
education officials we interviewed discussed the potential that end-of-course exams might have on improv-
ing the rigor of course content. Again, this was referenced in contrast to general, comprehensive exams. One
state education official noted:

We think that the end-of-course tests are a better way of assessing the content knowledge that we expect stu-
denzs ro know based on our cove curviculum content standards. We also feel that end-of-course tests will drive
improvements in the content areas that are taught. We know that some courses called Algebra I, geometry, are
very basic, low level. If we vest in Algebra I, and the other courses, if we show how the assessment will be aligned
to the standards and we give a course description, we think that that will dvive up the rigor of the consent
thar’s being raught.

In describing the desire to improve rigor, a few interviewees mentioned the importance of articulating a K-12
curriculum. As one district administrator noted, “Looking at end-of-course assessments and moving to rigor-
ous graduation requirements, we have to ask, “What does the middle school education have to look like to
ensure that students have the most opportunity for success at the high school level, when more is expected?”

Aligning Curriculum to Academic Standards

The process of reviewing local curriculum in preparation for the implementation of end-of-course exams
was described by most participants as a necessary step for improving alignment between the local curricu-
lum, instruction, and state standards. For most interviewees, the alignment process was a distinguishing fea-
ture of the end-of-course test compared to other types of assessments. As one education expert said, “The
end-of-course test basically provides the right kind of alignment between standard tests and curriculum in
ways that other forms of high school testing don’t.” One district administrator said she realized the need for
curriculum mapping, which involves knowing the state standards and aligning the curriculum with those
standards. “Once you have your alignment,” she said, “and you've got your curriculum in front of you, and
you kind of know where your roadmap is leading you . . . you can actually focus on how to best teach this

to the children.”

A district administrator agreed that end-of-course exams ensure that teachers cover the curriculum and cre-
ate consistency between subject area teachers:

Well, I support the EOCs and Im glad were doing it. As a former principal, one of the things thar I tried 1o
make sure we were doing was covering the same material in algebra classes, because thar wasn’t always the case.
When we bhave a set of standards, you find, in many cases, that teachers have specific areas within their con-
tent where they love to focus. Well, with the EOCs, we have to make sure that wee covering the material that
needs to be covered, as outlined in those standards. So its created that consistency, I think, from class ro class,
and that’s something that I've really appreciated with these exams.

Another state education official talked about how EOCs create consistency and alignment in curriculum
and instruction from the primary grades through the secondary grades. “We talk to our districts about let-
ting the subject area teacher talk to the elementary and middle grade teachers, because there has got to be
a continyum.”



Use of End-of-Course Exams

While all state education officials we interviewed reported that end-of-course exams are used as a gradua-
tion requirement, only a few noted the potendal of these exams to help prepare students for the world of
work or college. One of the hopes expressed by some stakeholders is that end-of-course exams will improve
the validity and rigor of courses in ways that will help reduce the need for remediation in postsecondary
institutions and to better prepare students for the workforce. As one expert explained, “...these tests have
the potential for being used by postsecondary systems in ways that high school tests of any kind have never
been used before.” While all stakeholders acknowledged the potential benefit of linking postsecondary insti-
tutions and employment readiness to the results of the end-of-course exams, few have made substantial
progress in establishing these links.

College Readiness and Placement

One state developing linkages between end-of-course exams and postsecondary institutions for the purpose
of college placement is Texas. Texas is also part of a college readiness movement that links assessment to stu-
dent preparation for postsecondary coursework. Texas recently adopted the College Readiness Standards
(CRS) in English/language arts, social sciences, mathematics, and science. According to education officials,
once these standards are fully implemented, they will better align public and higher education curriculum,
allowing students to easily transition between high school and college and the workforce. Further, state edu-
cation officials report that a separate section of their end-of-course exams will be devoted to questions that
assess college readiness. The college readiness component will not count toward the graduation requirement.
One state education official in Texas who described the college readiness component said, “Its sort of on top
of the graduation requirement. I do think that it will have an effect on instruction and make instruction a
litdle bit more rigorous so that more kids have the capacity to meet that college readiness measure.”

A few stakeholders from other states expressed interest in developing dialogue with postsecondary institu-
tions to discuss the use of end-of-course assessment data for the purposes of college readiness and college
placement. Most comments focused on the potential use for the exams rather than on current practices, as
one district administrator noted:

1o me, [end-of-course exams] give us better ground to have better discussions with colleges abous college readi-
ness. Right now, college readiness is basically accusatory and based on vague standards. [These exams] give us
some real, good, solid data. If they didn’t do well, how did they do on the algebra end-of-course exam, and can
we change those to make them to be more in line with college readiness standards. So I think there are some
really intevesting benefits coming along.

Another district administrator added:

1 also think that there is a place for a generic writing test and a generic college preparatory, college readiness-
yype test. We hear from a lot of colleges and universities that the high school students are not coming ous pre-
pared 1o write well enough to be in a four-year comprehensive college, and they dont process information at a
college level yet.

While Texas has made progress in the use of end-of-course exams as an indicator for college readiness and
college placement decisions, the other states in this study report they are still exploring this issue and were
vague in their responses about specific future plans. One expert noted the role that improved rigor might
play in generating more interest in the use of end-of-course exams as a college readiness and college place-
ment benchmark:
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Here is another test in which some kids did better than others, and if you want to figure out who you should
let into your college, you probably should take the kids who did better rather than the kids who did worse.
Thar's abour all you ger out of that and that does not add any information to what they already have, so they
don’t use it, but if you peg the test ar a rigorous enough level, then you can get them to pay astention to it. At
least that’s what we are aiming for.

Employment Readiness

Most study participants did not directly link EOCs with employment readiness, which is similar to our
findings about employment readiness and exit exams in general. Only a few interviewees talked about
employment readiness, and in these instances, they spoke about the potential use for the exams rather than
their current use. One district administrator, contemplating the potential that end-of-course exams might
have for employment purposes, noted:

As we evolve as a country and we lose some of the manufacturing jobs, there may be some job opportunities
where you would have to demonstrate proficiency in mechanical drawing or architectural drawing or some
level of chemistry without needing a full college diploma. I almost think that they would look towards associ-
ate degrees and community colleges and not the high school level but, we may evolve to where it counts more.

Another district administrator noted that if employers were made aware of end-of-course exams, they might
consider them when considering job applicants.

Use of Data Generated from End-of-Course Exams

Almost all of the district administrators and state education officials agreed that data generated from end-
of-course exams offers information that other exams, such as comprehensive exams, do not. Stakeholders
talked about how end-of-course exams allow for a more in-depth assessment of how well students have mas-
tered course content and how the data might be used for interventions. One state education official com-
menting on the ability of end-of-course exams to provide more in-depth information noted, “We'll be able
to delve deeper into the subject matter rather than having just a few questions scattered through an exit-
level test.”

Interviewees also described some of the ways that end-of-course exam data could be used to target areas for
improved instruction and professional development for teachers. A state education official commenting on
the link between end-of-course data and teacher accountability noted:

The nature of end-of-course testing is such that it connects more directly, more immediately to an instructional

period and by extension an instructor or set of instructors with a more fully demarcated content area. It cer-
tainly not the intention of the state to use end-of-course testing as a way to evaluate teachers, but theres no ger-
ting around the fact that it will give an individual high school a more divect handle on how well its biology
teachers are veaching biology or its geometry teachers are teaching geometry.

A district administrator describing the data generated by the end-of-course exam and the usefulness of the
data said:

With the end-of-course exams we get back different reports. The data will show which items the students had
trouble with, and then the teacher can take that information and prepare lessons more effectively. It gives us
data on our school as a whole . . . how our school compares with other school districts in the stave that take
those same end-of-course exams. It5 veally a tool that we can use with classroom teachers to prepare for teach-
ing more effectively.



Another district administrator, reflecting on the potential use of end-of-course exam data, said the data will
help show how students are learning, and provides an “interesting microscope . . . into how teachers are
doing. This hopefully will be used for very effective in-staff development and in-service for our teachers,
rather than as an evaluation tool.”

Overall Positive Response to End-of-Course Exams

Most interviewees reported that stakeholders such as legislators, business leaders, parents, and teachers sup-
ported the adoption of end-of-course exams, with few exceptions. A state education official in Tennessce
described the support base in his state:

Weve seen a real push in our curriculum and instruction that has some kind of grass roots component. Its com-

ing from the community, from businesses, and from other leaders who see the economic advaniages ro having a

very skilled work force. These are the same advantages associated with having a very educated population of peo-
ple who lLive in the state, and so they want them to be college and work ready. They wanted higher levels of
instruction. They wanted students to not only know but to be able to apply the information that theyve learned.

Support from Education Stakeholders

The idea of overall support for improvement and changes offered by end-of-course exams was the prevail-
ing sentiment for all of the stakeholders who participated in this study. Some participants also noted that
the cost of adopting and implementing end-of-course exams was seen as a benefit by some education stake-
holders, especially state legislators. For example, one state education official reported, “The legislators are
pretty well pleased because they are always looking at the cost of things, and this is one of our cheaper pro-
grams. The tests are total multiple-choice, and 30% of the end-of-course exams are delivered online.”
However, education experts were unsure whether or not EOCs were really going to be less costly, given the
number of tests that may ultimately be developed in a state.

Support from Teachers and Parents

According to most district administrators and state education officials interviewed in this study, teachers
and parents are generally supportive of the end-of-course exams. However, given the limitations of the
study, we were unable to interview teachers or parents to corroborate this finding. Thus in the following
sections, we present only what state and district administrators told us about how EOCs were received by
teachers and parents.

Teachers

Teachers in one state were reported to have been primarily interested in getting practical information about
the test. For example, teachers wanted to know when the exam would become a graduation requirement,
details about the availability of practice tests, the length of the test, and questions and other concerns that
one district administrator described as “teacher questions.” According to other stakeholders, a key factor in
garnering teacher support for end-of-course exams was involving teachers in the adoption process. As one
district administrator noted, “We make sure we have teachers at the table, administrators, counselors—all
of those people who are going to be impacted sitting at the table.”

A state education official summarized a number of questions that teachers had regarding end-of-course
exams. Some questions appeared to be similar to questions stakeholders have for exit exams in general. For
example, one state education official reported that teachers wanted to know whether the exam would count
for graduation the first time it was administered, and what alternative assessments would look like, and how
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they could help prepare students. But other questions seemed more specific to EOCs, such as wanting to
know whether districts with block scheduling would have the end-of-course testing at the end of the course
(some block schedule courses are semester-based, with some students taking the test in winter and some in
fall); or whether the state would provide a course description that would define the standards in life sciences.

Parents

Interviewees reported that parents were for the most part supportive of end-of-course exams. Most stake-
holders talked about the importance of providing timely information to help parents understand the imple-
mentation process. Some district administrators identified concerns that parents have about end-of-course
exams. These concerns are usually very specific to their own child’s performance on EOCs. For example,
some parents are critical of the end-of-course exams when their child is not able to pass the exam. This sit-
uation is critical when students pass the course but not the exam. Another district administrator noted,
“Sometimes there is frustration about whether students really have to know this in order to graduate.”

Challenges Associated with the Use of End-of-Course Exams

The major challenges mentioned during this study involved the logistics associated with developing and
implementing end-of-course exams, usually under a tight timeline. A few interviewees also highlighted the
difficulty associated with managing the review and revision of academic content standards while at the same
time trying to maintain a schedule for piloting the exam or introducing new test items. While these con-
cerns were highlighted in connection with EOCs, they seemed to be concerns of state testing in general.
One education expert summarized some of these challenges associated with end-of-course exams as follows:

Ifyou think that end-of-course exams are a good idea in principle bur you want to make sure thas you also
have good exams, then theres a set of issues that are both test construction and implementation issues. Its how
do we make sure thar we can have a test that you get the results back quickly and has a strong performance
component to it, whether its essays, or open-ended items, or whatever. And how do we make that component
as robust as possible and still get the scores back on time.

A state education official described the challenge of managing the timing issue:

Timing is critical. A problem thar we're experiencing right now is that we are in the process of rewriting our
curriculum standards and trying to infuse new college readiness standards into them. So the calendar is some-
what challenging right now because as we field test items and put out the first administration, we might also
have to revise the assessments based on changes in curriculum standards as well as the infusion of college readi-
ness standards. I think that if I were doing this over again, I would have the calendars lined up a little bester.

Other challenges reported were more specific to end-of-course exams. For example, one school district offi-
cial noted how some high schools with alternate kinds of scheduling may face distinct challenges with end-
of-course exams. High schools with block scheduling may end up having students take the end-of-course
exam either several months after students finish the course or even three-quarters of the way through a
course. One administrator whose district adopted a 4x4 intensive block schedule recommended that end-
of-course testing not be given at “some arbitrary date” but rather allow for a flexible testing schedule to
accommodate schools that do not have traditional schedules.



Providing EOC Results to School Districts in a Timely Manner

A common challenge mentioned by stakeholders was managing the turnaround of the scores for the end-
of-course tests. One state reported that it addresses this challenge by offering shorter exams that are 100%
muldple-choice and can be completed online. Other states administer exams with open-response items
where the scores are not made available until the beginning of the following school year. While many
acknowledged that multiple-choice exams may address the time issue, other interviewees found this solu-
ton problemaric. As one state education official noted:

The whole purpose of this is to improve student performance, to evaluate it accurately but to improve perform-
ance at the same time, and if we resort to multiple-choice-only tests just for the sake of turning results around
quickly, then that defeats the whole purpose. You are turning around results that potentially lack validity or
are weak in validity, so what is the poins?

Timeliness of results may also impact whether or not EOCs can be used as part of a student’s grade or can
even replace the school’s final exam.

Adopting Multiple EOCs May Increase Frequency of Testing

Other stakeholders raised issues about the challenges associated with the length and frequency of testing.
The states included in this study are implementing anywhere from four to twelve end-of-course exams in
various subjects. One district administrator commenting on this challenge said, “This is a logistics thing
more than an academic thing, but what bothers me with testing is we do too much of it; it’s too long, and
it disrupts the school day too much.”

One state education official added:

A lot of this “testing to death” happens because theres so much test prep and theres over benchmarking. Kids
at the local level are doing a lot of testing just vo get these measures across the year to determine whether or not
kids are going to pass the test. What we really ought to do is make sure that kids are learning the curriculum
and thar theyre developing an understanding of what's actually being taught and of course making sure that
the curriculum is a good match and fit for what you are testing them on.

The Challenges of Remediating Students Who Do Not Pass EOCs

A few stakeholders discussed the challenges related to remediation for students who do not pass the end-of-
course exams and alternative assessments. Many of the states that have only recently adopted end-of-course
exams are still working through the details of how remediation will work. Some interviewees stressed that
the timing of remediation is crucial, and that remediation should occur shortly after students complete the
course. One education expert advised, “You've got to give them enough tutoring and remediation to enable
them to pass the test, hopefully sometime in the first semester or the next year, and move forward.” A state
education official described the problem of remediation and the timing of remediation this way:

We don’t know how were going to deal with it yer. Its something that weve talked a lot about. I mean, how
do you remediate a studens? I am assuming that some of it is going to be done through individualized com-
puter programs, but if a student passed his geometry class and doesn’t pass the geometry end-of-course exam, be
is now on ro Algebra IT buz still needs to retake geomerry. Thats one of the biggest challenges that were going
1o have. School districts are going to try to figure out how to run instructional interventions with kids when
theyre no longer in these classes.
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A district administrator provided insight into what the process of remediation at the local level entails:

We have a plan in place for students who are not successful. When they take their end-of-course exams, we pro-
vide them with tutoring . . . We even remediate students at risk; those students are referred for tutoring or to
an interventionist who is more or less like a tutor. We try to do our part in making our students successful.
They can take the test over. Sometimes when they have gotten to their senior year and have not passed an exam,
we find thar they might drop out. Our district has been fortunate in that we could almost count on one hand
those who have gotten to their senior year and have not completed the requivement of state testing. Even after
their senior year, if they want to come back and take that exam again, they can.

Recommendations Regarding End-of-Course Exams

As more states adopt end-of-course exams, there will be a growing number of lessons learned regarding
managing the challenges that are inherent in adopting these assessments. One education expert recom-
mended that states consider adopting mote “out-of-the-box thinking” with regard to how they approach
the adoption and implementation of end-of-course exams. For example, this expert suggested that states
consider options such as implementing state end-of-course exams in place of local high school final exams
to avoid excessive testing and duplication of effort. In order to ensure that the end-of-course exams could
be graded in time, they could be divided into sections and taken at different times during the semester and
could include both essay and online multiple-choice.

In the following section, we offer lessons learned from state education officials and district administrators
who have implemented or are in the process of implementing end-of-course exams. Their recommendations
centered primarily on some of the more pragmatic issues associated with adopting end-of-course exams.

Phase in End-of-Course Exams

Both state education officials and district administrators stressed the importance of implementing end-of-
course exams over time, particularly when the test is to become a high-stakes graduation requirement. One
state education official noted:

1 think that if we had tried to do everything at once, it would have put an enormous strain on everybody, espe-
cially since we were doing multiple subjects. I think that the phasing-in process belps. We gave every test for a
period of years before it became a graduation requirement, and there was time for teachers to ges familiar with
the test and ger familiar with whats expected instructionally. Students, even though they werent necessarily
going 1o have it count as a graduation requirement, had exposure, and thar helped us gain information for
those students that would be held accountable.

Adopt End-of-Course Exams in Consultation with Stakeholders

All interviewees agreed on the importance of bringing all stakeholders into the implementation process.
Teachers were recognized as being integral to the development process, especially to increase buy-in. One
state education official recommended:

Try to keep the teachers in the process because when they feel ownership, things go much better. If it feels like
things are being thrust upon them without their knowledge or say-so, then there will be more of a fight. But if
they see what is happening step-by-step and are part of it, then the majority of them will probably support ir.



Review State Content Standards

Many stakeholders addressed the relationship between developing EOCs and state content standards as
stressed by one district administrator:

I don’t care whatever type of testing, make sure that your content standards are rigorous enough and defined
well enough that you can communicate them from the administration all the way down to the classroom
teacher, and make sure thar thats in place before you go to putting any high-stakes exam out there. I think-
thats a really important piece and sometimes we forget about [it].

Another district administrator agreed and commented, “I think that the key is having a solid set of stan-
dards in place first, making sure that people understand the standards.”Stakeholders mentioned the impor-
tance of having teachers review standards while developing EOCs and the need for well-defined, rigorous
content standards aligned with other instructional supports. One state education official noted:

Use a lot of reacher committees to look at the standards and they should be sure that those standards ave agreed
upon as much as possible. And continue ro use teachers to review items whenever possible. Make sure content
standards are rigorous enough, well-defined and aligned with all other instructional supports.

A district administrator, commenting on the process in his state remarked,

We have a good deal of teacher involvement. With our teacher committees we bave passage review for English,
we have item review across all four [exams] and we have data review across all four [exams] and we have bias
review for all content areas.

Prepare Teachers for Implementation of End-of-Course Exams

The idea that teachers should be prepared for the implementation of end-of-course exams through training
and professional development was widespread. In part, it was linked to the accountability that falls on teach-
ets who teach in subjects that are tested. As one state education official said:

Something I am talking quite a bit about in anticipation of the next legislative session is what training and
professional development are we going o offer teachers prior to the implementation of these new exams to make
sure that theyre ready in terms of whar their instructional practices are in the classroom.

Consult Other States Regarding End-of-Course Exams

Although only a few stakeholders reported that they consulted with other states that had adopted end-of-
course exams as part of their implementation plan, most advised talking with more experienced states before
adopting EOCs. One state education official suggested, “borrow some of the same techniques that were
used in other places. That would probably shorten the process some.” Many stakeholders also talked about
moving toward implementation of end-of-course exams in consultation with testing agencies and in part-
nership with consortiums.
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Conclusions

Interviewees were very optimistic about the potential that end-of-course exams offer to improve accounta-
bility and classroom instruction, to serve as a more rigorous measure of student mastery of course material,
and to apply to life beyond high school. However, few of the stakeholders in this study were able to cite
research linking these potential outcomes with the use of end-of-course exams. Many states appear to be
moving more toward end-of-course exams (and away from comprehensive exams) because they seem to
make more sense in terms of alignment with existing high school curriculum.

It is also too early to tell the true impact of the move to end-of-course exams. For example, Mississippi
enforced the graduation requirement of end-of-course exams beginning in 2003 with the first of four end-
of-course exams, but the graduation requirement did not cover all four end-of-course exams until two years
ago, in 2006. Tennessee began to enforce the requirement in 2005, but the state is still undergoing changes,
with plans to add more end-of-course exams in the future. All other states in this study are still in the process
of developing these exams.

When asked about potential research studies that could be undertaken to promote implementation, one
stakeholder mentioned the need for research on what actually works. While there is some research on imple-
menting end-of-course exams (le., Massell, et al., 2005), there clearly is a need for more specific and detailed
studies about not only implementation issues but about the impact of these exams on curriculum, instruc-
tion and special populations of students (such as English language learners and students with disabilities).
Findings from a recent study commissioned by the Washington State Board of Education, for example,
indicate that end-of-coutse exams alone are not linked to improved classroom teaching, curriculum qual-
ity, or student learning (Vranek, 2008).

This study also indicates a need to better understand how the implementation of end-of-course exams
impacts issues like remediation for students who do not pass these exams and alternative testing for students
with disabilities and English language learners.

Although there is much talk about the potential use of end-of-course exams for higher education placement
and to counter the need for remediation in higher-education institutions, most of the states in this study
are still focusing on the details of how to implement end-of-course exams most effectively.



Profiles of State Exit Exam Systems

The profiles included in the CD that accompanies this report provide basic information about the exit exam
systems and policies in the 26 states that currently have or are phasing in mandatory high school exit exams.
The profiles also provide data on pass rates and state funding for remediation.

The information in the profiles was taken from the responses of officials in participating states to CEP’s
2008 state survey of exit exam policies and from state Web sites and media coverage. The survey responses
were condensed and edited somewhat to fit a standard format for the profiles. After developing the profiles,
CEP sent draft profiles to the survey contacts in each state and asked them to review the content for accu-
racy. The final profiles included on the CD reflect the changes states made as a result of that review process.
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