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Executive Summary
and Study Methods

ince 2002, the Center on Education Policy (CEP), an independent nonprofit organization, has been

studying state high school exit examinations—tests students must pass to receive a high school

diploma. This is CEP’s seventh annual report on exit exams. The information in this report comes
from several sources: our survey of states that have mandatory exit exams, media reports, state Web sites,
and interviews with state and district officials.

This report focuses on new developments in high school exit exam policies that have occurred over the past
year. It specifically focuses on the states’ move away from minimum-competency exams and comprehensive
exams that are aligned to state standards in several subjects, and toward end-of-course (EOC) exams that
assess mastery of the content of a specific high school course.

The bulleted points thar follow summarize CEP’s major findings from this year’s study and our recommen-
dations for improving the implementation of state high school exit exams.

Key Findings

Impacts of Exit Exams

» During 2007-08, the number of states withholding diplomas based on students’ performance on
state-mandated high school exit exams increased by one (Washington State). Now a total of 23
states require students to take and pass those tests to receive high school diplomas. Three more states
(Arkansas, Maryland, and Oklahoma) will begin withholding diplomas within the next few years, lead-
ing to a total of 26 states with such policies by 2012.

» The number of states with current or planned exit exam policies remains the same as last year at
26 states. Three additional states (Connecticut, Oregon, and Pennsylvania) have considered adopting
high school exit exams. In the face of public opposition, Oregon and Pennsylvania state officials have
opted to allow the use of multiple measures, including the option of passing state exams, in their require-
ments for graduation.

» High school exit examinations have a significant impact on American education. Today, 68% of
the nation’s public high school students attend school in the 23 states with such policies. By 2012, when
three more states implement high school exit exam requirements, approximately 74% of the nation’s

public high school students will be affected.
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» The impact of exit exams is even more striking for students of color. Today, 75% of students of color
attend public schools in states that require passage of exit exams; by 2012, more than 84% of students
of color will live in such states.

New Developments

» California settled a lawsuit that challenged the fairness of its high school exit exam, but Arizona
continues to struggle with two longstanding lawsuits. One lawsuit challenges the constitutionality of
Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS)—the state’s exit exam. The other lawsuit seeks to
suspend AIMS as a graduation requirement for English language learners.

» States continue to develop and refine alternative paths to graduation. All 23 states that currently
withhold diplomas based on students’ performance on mandated high school exit exams have alterna-
tive measures for students with disabilities; 18 states have them for general education students; and 3
states have alternative measures specifically for English language learners. These alternative paths may
play a major role for students with disabilities and English language learners in some states, even though,
with few exceptions, alternative measures may affect a very small percentage of students overall.

More States Adopting End-of-Course Exams

» States continue to move toward end-of-course exams. In 2002, only 2 states used end-of-course
exams. During school year 2007-08, 4 states had policies requiring end-of-course exams. By 2015, 11
states will rely on end-of-course exams and 3 more will implement a dual testing system that includes
end-of-course exams. A total of 14 states expect to use end-of-course exams by 2015, an increase of 12
since 2002.

» State education officials report many reasons for adopting end-of-course exams. Almost all states
that have adopted or are moving toward adopting end-of-course exams report that they are doing so to
improve overall accountability; increase academic rigor, and improve alignment between state standards
and curriculum.

» A few are beginning to consider how to use the assessments to measure college and work readiness.
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-course exam data to inform classroom instruction as well as identify areas of professional
development for teachers.

» End-of-course exams are supported by stakeholders. End-of-course exams have been generally sup-
ported by legislators, the business community, parents, and teachers, according to interviewees.! Most
questions and concerns about end-of-course exams have centered on the implementation timeline for
the exams and the impact that the exams would have on graduation requirements.

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

1interviewees included state education officials, district administrators, and national testing experts.



» Study participants recommend that states phase in their planned end-of-course exams over time.

Interviewees also cited the importance of consulting with teachers and other education stakeholders in
states that have decided to adopt end-of-course exams. In addition, many interviewees stressed the
importance of reviewing state academic standards to ensure that they are rigorous and well-defined
before implementing end-of-course exams.

Recommendations

» Considering the vast number of students affected by state-mandated high school exit exams, more

funding should be allocated to research aimed at better understanding the impact of these exams.
Much more work needs to be done to understand the effect of these exams on dropout rates, their
impact on curriculum and instruction, and their impact on students from low-income families and chil-
dren of color.

State governments should move immediately to collect and release data on final passage rates on
these tests and the rate of students using alternative paths to graduation. In the information sup-
plied for this report, states frequently submit initial passage rates but not the final or cumulative rates—
that is, the percentage of students who achieve passing scores by the end of grade 12, often after retesting
multiple times. Also, only about half of the states that offer alternative paths to graduation provided
information on the percentage of students who complete high school using these alternative paths. This
information is vital to understanding the true impact of these exams.

As they put in place end-of-course exams, states should directly and openly address the need for
greater rigor in the content of their exams and for greater coordination of high school require-
ments with college preparedness and work readiness demands. Many state officials reported that
they are moving toward end-of-course exams as a way to better align what is tested with what is taught
and to improve the academic rigor of the curriculum. A few also expressed hope that these new exams
would help to prepare students better for college or work. But simply changing the type of exam is
unlikely to achieve all of these goals unless accompanied by steps to address the issues of rigor and coor-
dination with college and work.

Study Methods

The Center on Education Policy used the following methods to identify issues and collect information for
this year’s study. In particular we:

Conducted a detailed survey of states with current or planned high school exit exams

Conducted phone interviews of state and district officials and experts regarding the move toward end-
of-course exams

Reviewed our own work on exit exams conducted over the past six years
Reviewed major research conducted by others on exit exams

Kept abreast of important events related to exit exams
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State Survey Methods

As our primary research tool for this year’s study, the Center on Education Policy designed and conducted
a survey of state department of education officials, who were usually officials from the state’s assessment
division.

In Januaty 2007, we contacted the chief state school officers of 26 states to request their state’s participa-
tion in CEP’s annual survey of states that have current or planned high school exit exam policies. We asked
the chiefs to designate a person to work with us in developing the state profiles for this report. CEP staff
partially filled in the survey, based on information we had collected and reported in 2007 and information
gathered through our careful review of developments in state policies. In March 2008, we contacted these
designated officials and asked them to verify, update, and add information to the survey forms for their
state. All 26 states that met our criteria (see below) for having a state-mandated exit exam responded to our
survey.

We used the states” survey responses to develop the state profiles included on the CD accompanying this
report and posted on CEP’s Web site (www.cep-dc.org). After developing the profiles, we sent a draft back
to each state for review to ensure that we had accurately portrayed their testing systems. We also used state
survey responses to tally the state exam characteristics, policies, and new developments that appear through-
out the report.

Some states did not answer all of the survey questions, often simply because the data were not available or
their policies were in flux. These policies may be in flux for several reasons. For example, state legislatures
are under continuing and significant political pressure to moderate or ameliorate the effects of these exams.
We also had several follow-up e-mails and phone calls with officials from each of the states to include the
most accurate and up-to-date information we could in this report, but undoubtedly some statistics or poli-
cies will have changed soon after publication because events in this field move quickly.

Methods for Phone Interviews for States Moving to End-of-Course Exams

CEP used a variety of methods to identify issues and collect information for Chapter 2, which explores the
rationale behind the move toward end-of-coutse exams. In short, we:

e Conducted a review of current literature on end-of-course exams

® Analyzed CEP’s local-level work on end-of-course exams conducted over the past six years in Maryland,
Virginia, Texas, Mississippi, and Arizona

¢ Conducted in-depth interviews concerning end-of-course exams with stakeholders at the local, state,
and national level, including 10 state education officials representing 6 states, 7 district administrators
representing 5 states, and 2 national education experts.2 Most of those interviewed have extensive expe-
tience in areas of assessment.

Many states offer some kind of end-of-course exam as part of their accountability and assessment system,
and in several states, end-of-course exams are a requirement for graduating from high school. In some
states, students have to obtain a passing score on these exams in order to graduate, while in others, stu-
dents’ scores are part of a graduation formula. For our interviews, we focused only on states that have or
intend to implement mandatory end-of-course exams that students must pass in order to earn a high
school diploma. We also focused on states that have moved from minimum-competency or comprehen-
sive exams to end-of-course exams.

2Noticeably absent from those interviewed are teachers. White we recognize that in order to better understand the move toward end-of-course exams,
gathering the perspectives of teachers is essential; we were unable to do so given the time frame and structure of the study. Therefore, the findings
of this study should be considered. with this limitation in mind.



Six states participated in this study. These include two states that have completely shifted to end-of-course
exams (Mississippi and Tennessee), two that plan to implement dual testing systems (Massachusetts and
South Carolina), and two that are in the process of replacing their current testing systems with end-of-
course exams (New Jersey and Texas). Duting the interviews with state education officials, we asked them
to identify district administrators with whom we could talk about end-of-course exams. Seven district
administrators agreed to participate. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, analyzed for themes, and coded.

Other Data Sources

CEP staff and consultants also conducted reviews of relevant studies that were either published or publi-
cized during the past year. In addition, we tracked media coverage related to exit exams and searched state
department of education Web sites for exit exam developments and information.

Criteria for Including States in Our Survey

This study focuses on mandatory exit exams. Included in the study are states that meet the following criteria:

e States that require students to pass, not just take, state exit exams to receive a high school diploma, even
if the students have completed the necessary coursework with satisfactory grades

¢ States in which the exit exams are a state mandate rather than a local option—in other words, states that
require students in all school districts to pass exit exams, rather than allowing districts to decide for
themselves whether to make the exams a condition of graduation

We also include states that are phasing in mandatory high school exit exams that meet these two criteria.
By phasing in, we mean that the state has a legislative or state board directive to have a test in place between
2008 and 2012; has already begun developing the tests; and is piloting the tests, although diplomas are not
yet being withheld.

A note about terminology: This report often refers to an exit exam in the singular, but actually a state exit
exam typically refers to an exam system consisting of multiple tests in different subjects, such as English lan-
guage arts, mathematics, science, or social studies.

Table 1 summarizes the major characteristics of exit exams in these 26 states.

continues »
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Table reads: Alabama currently administers the Alabama High School Graduation Exam (AHSGE), 3 Edition, for which consequences began for the class
of 2001. The exam assesses reading, language, math, science, and social studies, and is considered by the state to be a comprehensive, standards-
based exam aligned to 11" grade standards. The current test replaced the Alabama High School Graduation Exam, 1* and 2™ Editions.

1 Indiana, Minnesota, New Mexico, North Carolina, and Texas will transition to new exams. See state profiles, found in the accompanying CD or online,
for detailed information.

Note: This year's report uses the term “compreliensive” to refer to exit exams aligned fo state standards in several subject areas and generally targeted
to the 9" or 10"-grade level, Previous CEP reports referred to these as “standards-based” exams.

Note: ELA = English language arts.

Source: Center on Education Policy, exit exam suirvey of state departments of education, May 2008.
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