
1116 



J 

Interim: (May - Dec.) 
716 W. 4\11 Ave 
Anchorage, AK 99501 
Phone: (907) 269-0144 
Fax: (907)269-0148 

Alaska State Legislature 

Senator Bettye Davis@legis.state.ak.us 
hnp:llwww.akdemocrats.org 

Office of Senator Bettye Davis 

February 19,2009 

Senator Kim Elton, Chair 
Senate Education Committee 

RE: Request for Hearing for SB 109, 26-LSOS27\A 

Session: (Jan.· May) 
State Capitol, Suite 30 

Juneau, AK 99801-1182 
Phone: (907) 465-3822 

Fax: (907) 465-3756 
Tol/free: (800) 770-3822 

"An Act repealing the secondary student competency examination and related requirements; and 
providing for an effective date. " 

Dear Senator Elton: 

Senator Davis respectfully requests a hearing on SB 109 before the Senate Education Committee. 
SB 109 repeals the High School Graduation Qualitying Exam (HSGQE) which also has become a 
continuing issue of contention in Moore, et al. v. State of Alaska, 3AN04-9756 (see infra). 

Included in this hearing package are: 
I. Sponsor Statement 
2. Current version of SB 109, 26-LS0527IA. 
3. Sectional Summary 
4. Additional Documentation 
5, Anticipated teleconference testimony from the Department of Education & Early Childhood 

Development, School Districts, state educators, and parents 

Sincerely, 

<~~~~~ 
Legislative Assistant, \ 
465-3762 
Thomas Obermeyer@legis.state.ak.us 
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Sponsor Statement 

SB 109 repeals the Alaska secondary student competency examination, also known as the High 
School Graduation Qualifying Exam (HSGQE) or "Exit" exam_ The HSGQE was initiated in 200 I and 
became fully effective in 2004, following the trend for more assessment in the No Child Left Behind Act 
of 2001. It was never clear that the Alaska HSGQE would improve performance and measure whether 
students would be better prepared for college, much less determine conclusively that students were 
receiving diplomas but lacking basic skills. The HSGQE has become a "high stakes" hurtle that has 
harmed many students in Alaska while exacerbating a court finding in 2007 that the State was violating 
students' constitutional rights to an education without providing proper assistance and direction. (See 
Moore, et al. v. State of Alaska, 3AN04-9756)_ 

It may be argued that State does not need the HSGQE, as the State and all school districts already 
require many assessment tests to determine student progress and competency. At the same time there is 
a trend away from exit exams. The Center on Education Policy (CEP) report in August, 2008 that most 
states are moving toward end-of course exams which assess mastery of content of a specific high school 
course in lieu of exit exams. The current Alaska HSGQE reportedly has been changed by the Board of 
Education and made less difficult than at inception. As a result, the HSGQE has become somewhat 
redundant, time-consuming, and expensive to administer. To save time and money, beginning in the 
spring of 2006 sophomores took a test that combined the HSGQE with a standards-based reading and 
math assessment required by the federal No Child Left Behind Act. Although students took one only 
exam, some questions counted for one or the other or both exams to satisfy state requirements. (See 
Legislative Research Report 06.233, " History, Results. and cost of the HSGQE." June 28, 2006). The 
HSGQE reportedly has detracted from the standard curriculum and has also promoted "teaching to the 
test. " 
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The Department reported in 2007 that over 1,100 students statewide failed to pass the HSGQE after 
five opportunities, while 8,524 passed. See Moore, supra, exhibit 2514, p. 13 of 58, "Findings of Fact 
Conclusions of Law and Order." These numbers excluded all students who had dropped out or transferred 
to another school before passing. The court in Moore determined that the State was violating the 
substantive due process rights of students by denying high school diplomas to students in chronically 
underperforming school districts. Students were failing the High School Graduation Qualifying Exam, 
while the State was failing to provide the oversight, assistance, and direction with clear standards to guide 
districts attempting to meet content and performance standards. As a result, the court concluded that the 
Department was ultimately failing to "maintain a system of public schools" as required under the Alaska 
Constitution, Article VII, Section I. Finding insufficient proof of compliance with its 2007 court order, 
the court in Moore on February 4, 2009 gave the Department 60 days to establish compliance with its 
constitutional duties and to file with the court "revised district intervention plans that address and 
incorporate as appropriate remedial measures related to each of the problem areas identified in these 
Findings." 

Alaska's experience with high school exit exams is not new but widespread. Fearful that hundreds 
of thousands of students would be left behind by one set of standardized, time-pressured tests in New 
York, an article appeared in the New York Times headed "Albany Legislators Seek to Dilute New, 
Tougher Graduation Exams." It was stated in the article that "an unusual bipartisan coalition of state 
lawmakers, whose constituents ranged from inner-city residents to affiuent suburbanites, is pushing to 
scale back new more stringent graduation requirements for nearly all pubic high school students." New 
York Times, May 12, 1999. 

The Center on Education Policy (CEP) reported in August, 2008 that in the 2007-2008 school year 
23 states required students to take and pass exit exams to receive a high school diploma. Three more 
states, Arkansas, Maryland, and Oklahoma, will begin withholding diplomas within the next few years, 
leading to a total of 26 states with such policies by 2012. Additionally, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and 
Oregon are considering exit exams, but Oregon and Pennsylvania are opting to use multiple measures. 
The CEP reported that 68% of the nations' public high school students attend school in the 23 states with 
such policies. By 2012 approximately 75% of the nation's public high school students will be affected, 
including 84% of low income students and students of color. 

The Center on Education Policy (CEP) recommends more funding should be allocated to research 
aimed at better understanding the impact of exit exams, considering the vast number of students 
affected by state-mandated high school exit exams. State goverrunents, the CEP reports, should move 
immediately to collect and release data on final passage rates on these and the rate of students using 
alternative paths to graduation. As they implement more end-of-course exams, the CEP recommends that 
states address the need for greater rigor in the content of their exams and provide for greater coordination 
of high school requirements with college preparedness and work readiness demands. 

While dropping the HSGQE does not remedy underlying problems in delivering quality education 
in underperforming districts already identified by other assessments, it does remove the risk that a 
student can be denied a diploma after 12 years of education by one exam. Eliminating the HSGQE may 
also encourage youth to stay in school long enough to get a diploma and reduce the dropout rate. After 
complying with court-ordered requirements in Moore, and perhaps after experience with other on-going 
assessments, the Department and the Board of Education may better determine whether an exit exam or 
HSGQE Exam is in the best interests of the state, recognizing that more states seem to be moving away 
from exit exams toward end-of-course exams. 

58 109 Sponsor Statement 
Rev. )·16-09 
Page 2 01'2 

1119 



Thomas Obermeyer 

From: 
Sent: 

Friedman_Jeff [Friedman_Jeff@asdk12.orgJ 
Sunday, March 15, 20094:08 PM 

To: 
Cc: 
Subject: 

Sen. Bettye Davis; Sen. Charlie Huggins; Sen. Donny Olson; Sen. Gary Stevens 
Comeau_Carol; Siegfried_Robin; Gardner_Rhonda; Don Burrell; Thomas Obermeyer 
SB 109 

Dear Vice Chair Davis and Education Committee Members: 

I am writing about SB 109 which will be heard by the Senate Education Committee on Monday. 

SB 109 repeals the High School Graduation Qualifying Exam. 
noted a number of problems with this exam over the years. 
perspective on this exam, but I believe these thoughts are 
the Board. 

The Anchorage School Board has 
I will write about my own 
shared by the other members of 

First, the exam is not a a good measure of whether someone is ready for a high school 
diploma. The test is closer to an exam to determine whether someone is ready to take high 
school level classes. It is a basic skills test and it identifies students who need 
remedial work before they are capable of taking standard high school class work. While 
that is useful information to know, there are better, less expensive, and less time 
consuming ways to obtain that same information. 

Unfortunately, a number of students each year pass the HSGQE and then drop out of school 
under the mistaken belief that this test shows they know everything they need to know to 
obtain a diploma. Having passed what they see as a High School exit exam, they see no 
reason to remain for a diploma. These dropouts are not adequately prepared for the work 
force. Even if they don't drop out officially, students sometimes drop out mentally and 
though they are attending classes, they are not fully engaged because they believe they 
have already passed the important requirement for a diploma. 

This test is also extremely time consuming. Twice a year, high schools lose a week of 
instruction time because of the three days of testing. While the testing doesn't take all 
week, the interruption is enough to disrupt instruction for most of the week. 

There are also issues of fairness concerning such a high stakes test. There are some 
students who just do not perform well in a testing situation. They are able to 
demonstrate mastery of the subject in class and in other test situations, but they fall 
apart in a high stakes, all or nothing test. Other students from whom English is their 
second language may also have mastered the subject matter but fall short on the test 
because English doesn't come easily to them. Then there is the whole area of Special 
Education. What accommodations are appropriate for each student under their IEP? Are 
students given a fair chance to pass this test despite their disabilities? Are they being 
given an advantage over other students because of a disability? 

The cost of the test is also an issue. I am sure you will have a fiscal note indicating 
how much the State will save by not having this test. Fiscal notes don't usually discuss 
costs to the local districts, however. Time, money, and energy go into ensuring that the 
test is properly administered by certified teachers. There are strict limits as to who 
can administer the test to which students. This is particularly hard in some of our 
smaller schools in Anchorage, and I imagine it is even harder in rural Alaska. 

I know there has been some discussion about replacing the HSGQE with the WorkKeys skills 
test. That is something that is worthy of consideration, especially if WorkKeys was used 
as a skills assessment system throughout a student's high school education rather than as 
a high stakes test. WorkKeys provides real time, relevant information about a student's 
progress to parents, teachers, and students. It is something students can use to help 
them take control of their own education. This is unlike the HSGQE which many students 
and parents view as an irrelevant hurdle to be jumped before receiving a diploma. 

Students who obtain all of the credits needed to graduate should already have all of the 
basic skills that are tested by the HSGQE. If there are concerns that some districts 
might be graduating students who don't have those skills, then the solution to that is 
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through oversight by DEED. In Anchorage, 95% of the students who have the credits to 
graduate have also passed the HSGQE. I am confident that the remaining 5\ are not being 
passed in their coursework without having those basic skills. Instead, I believe they are 
the students who have issues with the test taking procedure rather than mastery of the 
content. 

The Anchorage School Board looks forward to working with the Legislature and with this 
Committee to find a better method of ensuring that all students who receive a diploma have 
adequately mastered the content needed for that diploma. I just do not believe the HSGQE 
is the tool to do that with. 

Jeff Friedman 
Anchorage School Board 
1534 D Street 
Anchorage, AX 99501 
907-742-4699 (Home) 
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Executive Summary 
and Study Methods 

Since 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 that 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 toral 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 opposirion, 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 sttiking 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 sttuggle with two longstanding lawsuits. One lawsuit challenges the constirutionality of 
Ariron's Instrument to Measure Standards (A1MS)-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 exir exams h~ve 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 
playa 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 e~s. 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. l 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 our how to get 
exam results back to school districts quickly. Other challenges reported include developing remediation for 
studen ts who do not pass the exams and addressing concerns about the length and frequency of testing. 

1 Interviewees included state education officials, district administrators, and national testing experts. 
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> 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 coUect 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 January 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 currem 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 
s£ate. 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-course exams. In short, we: 

• 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 Ariwna 

• 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
rience 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, 

2 Noticeabty 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 !imitation 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). During 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 me 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: 

• 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. 
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~ Current Based on Subjects Type of Level of Test First or Exit Exam 
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Alabama· 2001 
. High School 
Graduation. 
Exam (AHSGE), 
3" Edition 

Alaska· 2004 
High School .• r 

, Graduation 
:Qualifying Exam; . 
'(HSGQE) . 

I . Reading,. . 
. language, math; 
science, social 
studies 

, .. 
: Reading, ' . 
writi~g, math .. 

C0'!l'prehensive: 11th 

. , , , 

. Alabama High ~ .. 
School Graduation ~ 
Exam (AHSGE) 1;: 

. and 2"" Editions 

continues> 
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.2010 

California 2006 
High School 
Exit Examination 
(CAHSEE) 

Florida 
Comprehensive 
Assessment 
Test (FCAD 

Georgia 
High School 
Graduation 
Tests (GHSGD 

Idaho 
. Standards 
Achievement 
Test (iSAD 

End-oF-Course 
Assessments 
(ECAs)' 

2003 

1994 

, 
2006 

2000 

Graduation Exit. 2003 
Examination 
(GEE) 

Maryland 2009 
High School 
Assessment 
(HSA) 

Massachusetts 2003 
Comprehensive 
Assessment' 
System (MCAS) 

Comprehensive 

. Literacy,_ End-oF-course 
algebra I and II, 
geometry, and 
biology 

ELA, math Comprehensive 

Reading and Comprehensive 
math 

ELA, writing, ~omprehensive 

math, science, 
social studies 

Reading, Comprehensive 
language usage, 
math, and 
science 

ELA,- . Comprehensive 
mathematics 

ELA, math, Comprehensive 
science, 
social studies 

English 2, End-of-course 
algebra/data 
~nalysis. 

biology, 
government 

ELA, math, Comprehensive 
,science (2010),' plus 
u.s_ history .. end-of-course 

, '_(2012) exams in 
science(201O) 

, . 'and U.s. 
i history (2012). 

.. 

Uteracy (11'), Varies None 
math and 
biology 
(varies) 

ELA 10" None 
(through 
10th

), math 
(6 Ih

• t and 
algebra I) 

10t~ 10" High School 
Competency Test 
(HScn 

9~' - 11"' 11' Basic Skills Test 

10th 
. 10th None 

t" including .10
th Graduation 

pre-algebra Qualifying Exam 
and (GQE) 
algebra I 

9tl'_lill 10lh Graduation 
Exit Exam 

10' Varies Maryland 
functional. 
Tests 

lO"/high 101!>; None 

school s'cience and 
standards u.s, history 

will vary 

',j 
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Graduation 
Required 
Assessments for 
Diploma (GRADY 

: Mississippi 
Subject Area 
Testi.ng Program 
(SATP) 

High School 
Proficien~y 

Examination 
(HSPE) 

2010 

2006 

2003 

Reading, 
.writing. math 

. English II 
(with writing 
component), 
algebra I, 
Biology I, U.s. 
history from 1877: 

Reading, . 
writing, math, 
science (2008) 

Comprehensive High School Writing in 91n
; 

Standards. reading in lOllI; 

math in 111h 

End-of-course Aligned to 
course 

. content 

Comprehensive 91h·12111 

Varies 

101
\ 

writing in nth 

Basic Skills Test 
(BS1) 

Functional Literacy 
,Examination (FLE) 

High School 
Proficiency 
Examination ' 
(earlier version­
based on 1994 
curriculum) 

High Scroql 
~roficiency 
Assessment 
(HSPA) 

2003 Language ~rts 
literacy, math; 
end-of-course 1 

exam in biology 
(2010) 

(omprehensive 'n~ 
'plusone .... :, 

, ,il'";biology, High School 
will vary . 'ProficiencY Test-11 

New Mexico 1990 
High School 
Competency 
Ex'amination _ 
(NMHSCE)' 

, 
Regents .2000 . . 

,EXaminations" . 

North Carolina 1982 

end·of·cour~e_ ' 
, in biology (2010) 

Reading, .. Minimum_ 
languag~ arts, competency 
written 
composition. 
~ath. science •. 
social studies 

8" 

- ~:-ELA, ~ath-,: ~: ~ End-of-course ' .. 9Ih·i2u, 

~ [science, global; -
'l 'h'ist~~ and; . ,. . ,~ 

- \ ' . 
, geography;U.S. 

historyand '. : ' 
government 

Reading' 

10' 

. ~." " " 
.\Faries 

1-',' 

Competency , (math/fliading) comprehension, 
math, conip~te[ 
skills; starting' 

'2010, end~6f· 
course exams 

Comprehensive 
hi 2010, five, 
e~d·of·cou·rse. 
exams 

cOurse ',.J course exanis-
Tests and Test~ ,,2001 , 

of Computer (romputerskills) 
Skills' 2010 (end-of- ' 

course exams) 
in algebra I, 

.. ,English I, u.s. 
. 'history, civics '; 
.. ~a~d eco,nqmics,: 

biology 
..... 

exams will vary 
:'(cours.-
specific) . 

}, 

New Mexico High 
School Competency 
Examination 
(NMHSCE) 

Regents 
Competency Tests 

'North Carolin~ 
Competency Tests 
and Tests of 
Computer Skills . 

continues> 



Year Diplomas 
First WithheLd Grade Grade Prior Exit Exam 

Current Based on Subjects Type of leveL of Test First or Exit Exam 
State Exam Current Exam Tested Test Alignment Administered Being Phased Out 

10hi~ Ohio Graduation 2007 Reading, writing, Comprehensive !O" !o. 9"·Grade 
_-<!'~-' j'-~' ·;:'.;r/ 

{:~:~~J Tests (0Gl) math, science, Proficiency Tests 
.. ,: "c- 'A~Vk, social studies 

~ 
-...;:~=,"~ 

OkLahoma End· . 2012 EngLish II, End·of·course High schooL Varies None 
of-Instruction English III, standards ~ 
(EOI) Exams algebra I, 

aLgebra II, 
geometry, 
biology I, 
U.s. history 

High School 2006 ELA, math, Comprehensive Through 10tll 10tt.; end·of- Basic Skills 
Assessment science (2010) plus course exam Assessment Program . 
Program (HSAP) end-of-course will vary (BSAP) 

exams in 
science (2010) 

8 Gateway 2005 English I, II, and End·of·course !o. Varies Tennessee 
Examinations III, Algebra I Competency Test 

~ 
, 

and II, geometry, E 
~ 

biology I, '. Cj r, 
~ chemistry, US " ~ 8 history, physics' 

"'- (2013) <;> 
~ 
~ 

r~>=~71 w 
Texas:~: ":-; . ::;' Texas ELA (reading! Comprehensive Aligned to . 11lh Texas Assessment "E 2005 

~ 

I,.-':r :~,~t:-~:_~:;; -~ "1 Assessment of writing), math, of Academic Skills ~ course 
~ Knowledge and ' science, (fMS) 

, 
~ l''',:·7;:i content t; > 
0 ...... ,'c, __ ,>;j Skills (fAKS)' social studies f· 

" "'" .. Standards of 2004 English ·End·of·course Aligned to Varies Literacy Passport 

i 
E 

.li Learning (SOL) (reading! course Test 

;ij writing), content 
"0 algebra I; 
0 

-G algebra II, 
V> 
~ geometry, 

i 
.!!!' 

'" biology, earth 
E ~cien(e, 
V> 

chemistry, world 
history to 1500, r world history . ; 

from 1500 to. 
present, Virginia 
and U.S. history,. ~ 

f world geography 

f ~~Shi;;glBn~J Washington 2008 Reading, writing, ,Comprehensive 10lh 10" "None 

l1l 
As5e5s~en.t of math (2013), plus 
Student . science (2013) . end-af·course 
Learning (WASL) 

, 
exams 
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Table reads: Alabama currently administers the Alabama High School Graduation Exam (AH5GE), 3>J Edition. forwhic:h 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 lllJ grade standards. The current test replaced the Alabama High School Graduation Exam, 111 and 2><l 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 "comprehensive" to refer to exit exams aligned to state standards in several subject areas and generally targeted 
to the 9u;- or lOtII-grade level. PreviOliS CEP reports referred to these as "standards-based" exams_ 

Note: ElA = English language arts. 

Soaree: Center on Education Policy, exit Exam sUrYey of state departments of education, May 2008. 
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Chapter 1: 

New Developments 

Introduction 

T he Center on Education Policy (CEP) has been tracking the development and implementation of 
state-mandated high school exit exams over the past seven years. This chapter outlines new devel­
opments CEP has identified since the release of our 2007 report on exit exams. In the past year, 

there were no further additions to our list of states with state-mandated high school exit exams. 
Consequently, there continue to be 26 states that currently have or plan to implement high school exit exam 
policies, More states report plans to move to end-of-course exams. These tests are usually standards-based 
and assess mastery of specific course content. In 2002, there were only two states using this type of exam. 
By 2015 there will be 14 states using such exams, including three states that plan to implement dual test­
ing systems-a combination of a comprehensive assessment and end-of-course exams. 

Ariwna continues to face lawsuits challenging its exit exam policy, and has reinstimted the augmentation 
formula. an alternative pa~ to the state's exit exam requirement. Meanwhile, New Jersey and Maryland 
work to strengthen and further develop alternative paths to graduation. And although states continue to 

move forward with implementation of exit exam policies, they are challenged by a number of reports that 
question the effect of the exams and, in the case of California, suggest higher dropout rates in 12" grade 
that are correlated with the implementation of the state's high school exit exam policy. 

Key Findings 

.. State officials in Washington are enforcing consequences based on students' performance on the state­
mandated Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) exit exam. Despite delays in the math­
ematics and science requirements, high school seniors in the class of2008 were the first required to pass 
the reading and writing sections of the WASL in order to receive their high school diploma. As of the 
end of the 2007-08 school year, a toial of23 states require students to take and pass high school exit 
exams in order to receive a high school diploma. 

~ The great majority of students, especially students of color, are affected by exit exam policies. The 23 
states currently implementing these policies have 68% of the total number of students enrolled in the 
nation's public high schools, and 74% of the enrollment of students of color. By 2012, when Arkansas, 
Maryland, and Oklahoma begin to implement their exit exam policies, these percentages will grow to 

75% of all student enrollment and 84% of students of color. 
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~ Another three states (Connecticut, Oregon, and Pennsylvania) have consideted adopting high school 
exit exam policies. In the face of opposition, Oregon and Pennsylvania state officials have opted to allow 
the use of alternative assessments. Facing similar opposition, other states (Ariwna, Maryland, and New 
Jersey) work to develop and refine alternative paths to graduation. 

>- End-of-course exams are growing in popularity among the states, and minimum-competency exams are 
being phased out. In 2002, only two states had end-of-course exams, while ten states had minimum­
competency exams. In 2008, four states had end-of-course exams, and only two had minimum-compe­
tency exams. During each of those years, comprehensive exams were the other type of exams used. By 
2015 there will be 14 states with end-of-course exams, and none with minimum-competency exams. 

~ Most states (18 out of 23) that currently implement high school exit exam policies report having alterna­
tive paths to graduation for general education students. But some experts argue that these alternative paths, 
which often consist of options such as replacing exit exam requiremenrs with passing SCOfes on Advance 
Placement or International Baccalaureate courses, are unlikely to benefit a large number of students. 

Number of States with Mandatory Exit Exams Stays the Same 

The number of states that have implemented or plan to implement mandatory exit exams has reached a 
standstill. Although three additional states (Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and Oregon) have considered 
implementing high school assessments, state officials in Pennsylvania and Oregon opted to allow the use of 
alternative assessments, and state officials in Connecticut did not reach any final decision in the past year. 
Consequently, there are still a total of 26 states that currently withhold or plan to withhold high school 
diplomas based on students' performance on state-mandated exams. In 2008, 23 states tequired students 
enrolled in public high schools to achieve passing scores on state-mandated high school exit exams in order 
to receive a high school diploma. This includes Washington, where state officials began to enforce the exit 
exam requirement in 2008. An additional 3 states (Arkansas, Maryland, and Oklahoma) will begin with­
holding diplomas based on students' perfotmance on these exams within the next few yeats. By 2012, a 
total of 26 states will withhold diplomas based on students' performance on exit exams. 

There are 6 states that require students to take, but not pass, college entrance exams and work readiness 
tests to graduate from high school. Box I briefly summarizes the use of ACT and SAT exams in these states. 

Total Number of States and Students Affected 
Figure I displays the 23 states that, as of school year 2007-08, require students to pass exams to receive a 
high school diploma, 5 more states than in 2002 (CEP, 2002). 

By 2012, an additional three states will withhold diplomas based on students' exam performance. Maryland 
stopped using the Maryland Functional Test as its exit exam in 2004 (CEP, 2004), but will resume with­
holding diplomas in 2009, when students will be required to pass the Maryland High School Assessment 
to graduate. Arkansas will begin withholding diplomas with the class of 2010, and Oklahoma will begin 
withholding diplomas for the first time with the class of2012. 

In the 2007-08 school year, 68% of the nation's high schooI-students and 75% of the nation's minority high 
school students were enrolled in public school in the 23 states with exit exams (see table 2). By 2012, an 
estimated 74% of high school students in the nation and 84% of minority high school students will be 
enrolled in public school in the 26 states with planned exit exams. 
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Six states currently require high school students to take either the AG or SAT examination before completing high 
school, but do not require that students achieve specific scores in order to receive their high school diploma. In 
other words, students must take the exams, but are not required to pass the exams. Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky,' 
Michigan, and wYoming require students to take the AG, and Maine requires the SAT. States are incorporating this 
requirement as part of an overall effort to improve student readiness for college and to provide students with 
incentives to attend postsecondary institutions. Two states. Michigan and Wyoming, administer WorkKeys 
assessments. These assessments, developed by ACT. measure workplace readiness across a variety of applied and 
personal skill sets:.such as applied' mathematics. r,eading for information, listening. and teamytork. 

Three states are using the SAT or ACT to meet some of the requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act. Maine 
replaced its previous high school examination with the SAT and uses it to meet the high school math and English 
assessment requirements of the No Child left Behind Act. In Michigan and Illinois, the ACT is used to meet part of 
the assessme~t requirements of NeLS; however, neith~r state uses the ACT as-the sole examination for this . 
requirement. For example, Illinois' Prairie State Achievement Examination includes not only the ACT, but also a 
Harcourt-developed science test and two WorkKeys assessments to fulfill the high school testing requirement. 

High school students in Colorado, Kentucky, and Wyoming are required to take the ACT. However, exam scores are 
not used for NClB accountability purposes. The requirement is intended to encourage more students to apply to 
college and provide additional information about college readiness to teachers and administrators. Wyoming uses 
the results to qualily students for a scholarship program. 

Washington Begins Implementation of Exit Exams 
CEP has been tracking the state of Washington's progress toward implementing the state-mandated 
Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) since our first report on exit exams in 2002. At that 
time state representatives reported that the exam, which was administered for the first time on a voluntary 
basis in 1999 and statewide in 2001, assessed students in English language arts and mathematics (CEP, 
2002). On CEP's survey for the 2004 annual report on exit exams, state representatives from Washington 
reported the state's intention of adding a writing and science component to the assessment (CEP, 2004). 
The science assessment would become a graduation requirement for the class of 2010. However, in May 
2007, the governor signed a bill postponing the requirement for students to pass che mathematics and the 
science sections of the WASL. The two subjects will now be a requirement starting with the class of 2013. 
Even so, state officials moved forward to enforce consequences, and students in the class of 2008 were the 
first required to achieve passing scores on the reading and writing sections of the WASL in order to receive 
a high school diploma. 

More States Consider Implementing Exit Exams 
State officials in three states (Connecticut. Pennsylvania, and Oregon) are considering proposals to reform 
their high schools. All three states have considered proposals that involve state-required high school assess­
ments. These states continue to refine proposed policies as they conduct studies and consider other or mul­
tiple assessments. 

Connecticut 

For over a year, some state education officials in Connecticut have tried to persuade state policymakers to 
implement a state-mandated high school exit exam. Several proposals were presented, and finally in 
December 2007, the state board of education endorsed a high school redesign proposal (Becker, 2007). In 
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States with mandatory exit 
exams in 2008: 

States with no mandatory 
exit exam: r 

~~~~~~I~~~ ~QD~~HI,I~~~~ I 
L 

___ M"A_' M_N_'_M_S_' N_V_' N_I_' N_M_'_N'l_'_N_C' ___ AR_I_20_1_01_' _M_D_I'_O_09_I,_0_K_I'_O_"_'I ___ M..:E,_M_I._M_0_, _M_I'_N_E._N_H_' N_D_' _OR_' ___ ---,I. 

States phasing in exit exams 
by 2012 but not yet 
withholding diplomas: 

OH, Sc. IN, TX, VA, WA I) states) PA, RI, SO, UT, VI, WV, WI, WY , 
(23 states) (24 states and DC) 

Figure reads: Alabama has a mandatory exit exam and is withholding diplomas from students based on exam performance. Maryland is ' ~I"j 
phasing in a new mandatory exit exam and plans to begin withholding diplomas based on this exam in 2009. Colorado doE'S not have an i:, 
exit exam, nor does it plan to implement one. 

Source: Center on Eduration Policy, e"<ft exam survey of stare departments of education, May :1008. 

Student Group 2008 (23 states) 2012 Projected (26 states) 

[lill1w"dents 7--.:-;-/:-~ :--:;::-r:v-:~:r'~i,_, '::'~ :' -~?~1 
! ....... _-- ... ->-__ .""'_.: __ .. ~1,jL"':'_1,,~,_-,:j.-~':"",o.:..-=---.1....:~-.t, 

68% 74% 

66% 

88% 

72% .' 80%, 

76% 81% 
-, . , 

59% 80% 

75% , '84% 

Table reads: In 2008, 72% of the nation's African American public school students in grades 9-12 were enrolled in school in states with 
exit exams; in 2012,80% of African American public school students in grades 9-12 will be enrolled in school in states with exit exams. 

SOtlree: Co/clI/atious by the Center on Educat/oll Poli(y, bascd on data from We.qefll Interstate Commission for Higher Educatinn, 2008. 

r r 
I d 
~ 
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early January 2008, the department released a news report announcing that Commissioner Mark 
McQuillan would host a "Listening Tour" in which he would share details of the proposal with educators, 
parents, students, and business and community leadets and hear their comments. 

The proposal, which takes into account recommendations from the state board of Education's Ad Hoc 
Committee on Secondary School Reform. suggests that new graduation requirements include state-admin­
istered end-of-course exams. It also suggests an increase in required credits, a set of required courses, locally 
administered end-of-course performance tasks, student success plans with career path options, a senior proj­
ect, and embedding learning skills such as communication and teamwork skills into the curriculum. If 
approved, these new requirements would be enforced starting with the graduating class of 20 15. 

It was also reported that, in the 2008 general assembly, the state board will request funds to conduct a fea­
sibility study to determine the cost-both to the state and to local regional school districts-for the new 
graduation requirements. It is anticipated that the state board will present its recommendations to the gen­
eral assembly in its 2009 session (CDE, 2008). 

Pennsylvania 

In 2006, the Governor's Commission on Col1ege and Career Success called for Pennsylvania to set statewide 
graduation requirements in English, mathematics. science, and social studies. The commission endorsed the 
use of state-developed, end-of-course assessments in core academic subjects. In January 2008, the state 
board of education responded to the commission's recommendation by proposing the following changes to 
existing graduation requitements, beginning with the graduating class of 20 14. 

For reading, writing, math, science, and social studies, students will be able to demonstrate proficiency by: 

• Passing the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) 

• Passing an Advanced Placement or International Baccalaureate exam 

• Passing new Graduation Competency Assessments (GCAs), or 

• Passing a local assessment that independent evaluators certify is equivalent to the state GCAs 

The GCAs will be developed according to the Pennsylvania standards, as follows: 

• Mathematics content traditionally taught in Algebra I, Algebra II, and geometry courses 

• Reading, writing, speaking and listening content traditionally included in high school literature and 
composition courses 

• History, civics and government content traditionally included in high-school level American history, 
World history, and civics and government courses 

• Science, technology, environment and ecology content traditionally taught in high-school level biol­
ogy and chemistry courses 

These changes were recommended unanimously by the state board of education. In early July 2008, 
Governor Ed Rendell's administration and state lawmakers agreed to make the subject-specific final exams 
optional for now. The exams will be available for school districts to use on a voluntary basis beginning in 
the 2009-10 school year (Associated Press, 2008). Currently, Pennsylvania does not meet CEP's criteria for 
a state with mandated exit exams. 



1140 

Oregon 

LaSt year, the scare board voted to expand graduation requirements and have students demonstrate profi­
ciency in math, reading, writing. and speaking to ensure students are benee prepared for work and college. 
The Oregon Statewide Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (OAKS), which assesses reading, math, and 
writing, was proposed by the scare board as the assessment to measure proficiency. However, board mem­
bers opted to not have the OAKS as the only path to a high school diploma. Instead, they are supportive 
of a proposal described as "multiple pathways and options." Under this proposal, students would be 
required to demonstrate proficiency in math, reading. writing, and speaking by: 

• Achieving a state-determined score on the OAKS. 

• Achieving a state-determined score on an approved test (i.e., SAT, ACT, PSAT, PLAN, Advanced 
Placement, or other), or 

• Completing an approved, locally scored assessment (i.e., work sample or student project) 

The state will enfotce the new requirements starting with the graduating class of 20 12. After a public hear­
ing held on May 28, 2008, the state board made a final decision in favor of this approach on June 19,2008 
(ODE, 2008). 

More States Move Toward End-of-Course Exams 

CEP groups the types of state tests into three categories based on the states' own descriptions of their tests: 

• Minimum-competency exams, which generally focus on basic skills below the high school level 

• Comprehensive exams, which are aligned with state standards in several subject areas and are gen­
erally targeted at the 9'"- or \Om-grade level 

• End-of-course exams, which assess whether students have mastered the content of specific high 
school courses; these exams are usually standards-based, and students take eadl test after complering 
a specific course. 

In past reports, CEP referred to the comprehensive exam as the "standards-based exam." However, with a 
number of states moving toward end-of-course exams, which also tend to be standards-based, we find that 
relabeling these exams as the "comprehensive" exams more accurately distinguishes the {wo types of exams. 
That is, comprehensive exams tend to be longer, assess multiple subjects according to each state's require­
ments, and are taken by all students in a specific grade (typically 10'"). End-of-course exams assess mastery 
of specific courses and are administered to students as they complete each specific course. 

Over the past few years, CEP has reported a gradual move away from minimum-competency exams and 
toward comprehensive and end-of-course exams. In the past {WO years, a growing number of state officials 
have reported intention or interest in moving toward end-of-course exams. Noting this strong pull toward 
end-of-course exams, CEP conducted interviews of state and district representatives in two states that have 
completely shifted to end-of-course exams, two states that plan to implement dual testing systems, and two 
states that are in the process of replacing their current testing systems with end-of-course exams. The themes 
identified in these interviews are reported in Chapter 2 of this report. Figure 2 illustrates the shift to end­
of-course exams, and table 3 summarizes some of the upcoming changes. 
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By 2015, no state will be using minimum-competency exams, a shift from the 10 states that reported using 
these exams in 2002. Fifreen states will be using comprehensive exams, and fourteen will be using end-of­
course exams (including three states that will be using a dual exam system). 

2002 

In 2002 (out of 18 states) 

MCE: 
FL, MD, MN, MS, NV, NM, OH, 
SC, TN, VA (10 states) 

CE: 
AL, GA, IN, LA, NJ. NC, lX' 
(7 states) 

-' 

. I""::' 
. ,! 

-"--4 

Exit Exam Types 

_ MCE = minimum competency exam 
_ CE = comprehensive exam 

~ EOC = end-of-course exam 

In 2008 (out of 23 states) 

MCE: 
MN, NM (2 statesl 

CEo 
AL, AK. AZ, CA, Fl, GA,ID,IN, 
LA, MA, NC. NJ. NV. OH, SC, 
lX, WA 117 states) 

By 2015 (out of 26 states) 

MCE: 
(0 states) 

CE: 
AL, AK. Al, CA, FL, GA, ID. LA, 
MA', MN. NM, NV, OH, SC', 
WA' (1\ states) 

f 

i 
D: ~ D: I NY,lX'(2 states) MS, NY, TN, VA (4 states) AR, IN, MA', MD, MS, NC. NJ, • 

L 
________________________________________ ~N~Y,_O_I(,_S~C'_,T_N_,lX_,_V_A,_W_A_' ______ ~4 (14 states) 1 

Figure read" In 2002, 10 ofthe 18 states with lully implemented exit exams,. including Rorida, used minimum·competency exams. while 711 
states, mdudmg Alabama, used comprehensive exams, and :2 states. including New York, used end-of-course exams, By 2015. none of ~ 
the 26 states with mandatory exit exams will use minimum-competency exams, 15 will use comprehensive ~xams. and 14 will use enct-of"I' 
course exams. Three states. including Massachusetts. wilt use a combination of comprehensive and end-oF-course exams. .-

J In 2002, Texas gave students the option to pass either a CE or an EOC exam. I,~ 
, By 2015. Massachusetts. South Carolina. and Washington will require students to pass the comprehensive exams plus end·ol·course exams. ~ 
Source: Center on Educor,on Policy, eXIt exam survey of stole departments of education, May 2008. 
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Dual Testing System 

:.--

Completely Moving to Comprehensive + Considering 
End-af-Course Exams End-af-Course Exams End-at-Course Exams 

f 

Table reads: Indiana will replace its current comprehensive exams with end-of-course exams beginning with students graduating in 2012. 

South CaroUna will add an end-af-course exam in biology in addition to its (urrent comprehensive exam, starting with the ctass of 2010. In 
Louisiana. state officials have discussed replacing the Graduation Exit Exam with eight end·of·course exams, but a final decision has not 

-- H 
SO!!f<:e: Center on Education Policy. e,tit exam SHrvey oJ! state departments of education, Mav :;008. U 

Five States Completely Moving to End-of-Course Exams 
At the time CEP published its 2007 annual report on state-mandated high school exit exams, state officials 
in only one new state, Texas, had officially reported their intention of replacing their current exam with 
end-of-course exams (CEP, 2007a). This year, state officials from three additional states (Indiana, New 
Jersey, and North Carolina) have officially reported their intention to replace their current assessment with 
end-of-course exams. These states are in addition to Maryland, which over the past few years has been in 
the process of rransitioning to end-of-course exams. 
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Indiana 

Indiana has been administering the Graduation QualifYing Examination (GQE) since 1997 and began 
withholding diplomas based on students' performance on this exam with the graduating class of2000. The 
GQE assesses English language arts through grade 9 and mathematics through pre-algebra and Algebra I. 

On October 5, 2007, the governor ofIndiana and the superintendent of public instruction announced that 
the GQE will be phased out and will be replaced by the End-of-Course Assessments (ECAs). Students in 
grade 9 in the 2007-08 school year (the graduating class of2011), will be the last cohort required to achieve 
passing scores on the GQE. Students in grade 9 in the 2008-09 school year (the graduating class of 2012), 
will be the first required to achieve passing scores on the ECAs for Algebra I and English 10. Students will 
take the ECAs at the completion of each course. These exams are already available. 

New Jersey 

New Jersey has undergone a number of changes in the tests it requires students to pass [0 receive a high 
school diploma. The state began with the High School Proficiency Test (HSPT,,), which was first admin­
istered in 1983 and became a state graduation requirement for all public high school students who gradu­
ated with the class of 1994. The class of2000 was the last required to pass the HSPTll . The High School 
Proficiency Assessment (HSPA), which assesses language arts literacy and mathematics, was first adminis­
tered to 11m-grade students in 2002 and became a graduation requirement for students in the graduating 
class of2003. The HSPA included a science assessment that was supposed to become a graduation require­
ment starting with the class of 2007. The science section of the HSPA. however, was never used as a grad­
uation requirement and was replaced by a biology end-oF-course exam in 2008. 

The New Jersey DOE announced that it plans to replace the HSPA with end-of-course exams for all con­
tent areas. The biology test is the first step in this direction. The state department of education piloted end­
of-course exams in Algebra II in May 2008 on a volunteer basis. Other end-of-course assessments are 
planned for language arts literacy, geometry, and chemistry. 

North Carolina 

North Carolina has been administering the North Carolina Competency Tests in reading comprehension 
and mathematics since the 1978-79 school year and began withholding diplo~as based on students' per­
formance on these exams with the graduating class of 1982. 

In CEP's 2007 survey, state represenratives reported that students entering 9'" grade in 2006-07 (the grad­
uating class of 2010) would be required to pass end-of-course exams in Algebra I, English l, U.S. history, 
civics and economics, and biology, in addition to the competency tests in reading and mathematics (CEP, 
2007a). In our 2008 survey, however, state representatives reported that the old reading and mathematics 
tests are graduation requirements for students who entered 9'" grade before 2006-07. These tests are being 
phased out. Now, students who entered 9'" grade in 2006-07 and are following the college/university prepa­
ration, collegeltechnical preparation, and career preparation courses of study will be held to new exit stan­
dards, which include passing the five end-of-course tests and completing a graduation project. In other 
words, students in the graduating class of 2009 will be the last cohort required to achieve passing scores on 
the North Carolina Competency Tests in reading and mathematics. Students in the graduating class of20 1 0 
will be the first required to achieve passing scores on the five end-of-course exams, which will be adminis­
tered at the completion of each course, 
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Three States Will Implement a Dual Testing System 
In 2013, Massachusetts, South Carolina, and Washington will require public high school students to pass 
a comprehensive assessment plus new end-of-course exams in order to receive a high school diploma. Last 
year, four states {Massachusetts, New Jersey, North Carolina, and South Carolina} were reported in this cat­
egory This year, New Jersey and North Carolina have moved to the group of states in which state officials 
plan to completely abandon the comprehensive exams and replace them with end-of-course exams. 

State officials in Massachusetts and Somh Carolina continue their plans to implement dual testing systems. 
In Massachusetts, students will be required to pass, in addition to the comprehensive exam, an end-of­
course exam in one of four science classes: biology, chemistry, introductory physics, or technol­
ogy/engineering, starting with the class of2010; and an additional end-of-course {or end-of-series} exam in 
U.S. history starting with the class of 2012. In South Carolina, students will have to pass end-of-course 
exams in science and U.S. history in addition to passing the state's comprehensive high school exit exam 
that assesses English language arts and mathematics. Washingron is the only new state in which state offi­
cials plan to implement a dual testing system. 

Washington 

As reported earlier in this chaptet, state officials in Washington moved forward in withholding diplomas 
from students who fail to pass the reading and writing WASL, starting with public high school students in 
the class of 2008. The state was scheduled to enforce the requirement of passing the reading, writing, and 
math WASL in 2008. However, in May 2007, a bill passed by the state legislature and signed by the gov­
ernor postponed the tequirement for passing the mathematics WASL for the class of 2008 and the science 
WASL for the class of2010 to the class of2013. At that time, rhe legislature and the governor asked the 
state board of education to research the use of end-of-course exams to augment or replace the WASL. [n 
March 2008, state lawmakers and Governor Chris Gregoire voted to replace the WASL math test with end­
of-course exams in Algebra I and geometry starting with students graduating in 2014. 

As it currently stands, students in the class of2013 remain the first cohort to be required to achieve pass­
ing scores on a mathematics test, but they will have the option of taking the comprehensive WASL math 
assessment or the two end-of-course exams. Students in the class of 20 14 will be the first cohort required 
to achieve passing scores on the WASL reading, writing, and science assessments, and on the Algebra I and 
geometry end-of-course exams. 

Six Additional States Consider End-of-Course Exams 
As more and more states make the move to end-of-course exams, a growing number of other states are con­
sidering similar actions. Of the states that currently require comprehensive assessments as their state-man­
dated high school exit exams, three {Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana} are considering abandoning theit 
current assessments and replacing them with end-of-course exams. State officials in New Mexico are con­
sidering end-of-course exams, among other forms of assessment, to replace the current minimum-compe­
tency exam they have opted to phase out. 

Additionally, state officials in Connecticut are considering implementing state-mandated high school exit 
exams. If state officials choose to require exit exams, they are likely to use end-of-course exams. On June 
30, 2008, Governor Charlie Crist of Flotida signed a bill that authorizes, but does not mandate, the cre­
ation of end-of-course exams. And in July 2008, Governor Ed Rendell of Pennsylvania signed a bill that 
allocated funds for the development of subject-specific end-of-course exams that districts may use on a vol­
untary basis for now. CEP will continue to monitor the progress in these states. 
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Alabama 

Alabama currently administers the Alabama High School Graduation Examination, 3rd Edition. This is a 
comprehensive exam aligned to II'" grade and is administered to all students for the first time in 10,h grade. 
State officials are considering a new requirement of passing three out of five subject-area tests (reading, 

mathematics. and a choice of science. language, or social studies), 

Georgia 

Public high school students in Georgia are currently required to pass the Georgia High School Graduation 
Tests and the Georgia High School Writing Test. These are comprehensive exams aligned to grades 9-11 
and are administered to all students for the first time in 11 til grade. The state department of education is 

working on a proposal to phase out the GHSGT and replace ir with a series of end·of·course assessments. 
This plan is still under development and a final decision has not been reached. 

Louisiana 

In Louisiana, students are currently required [Q pass the Graduation Exit Examination. This is a comprehen­
sive exam aligned to grades 9-12 and is administered for the first time to students in lO,h grade. The state 

board has discussed replacing this exam with end-of-course tescs, but there is no official policy at this time. 

New Mexico 

The 2007 state legislative session terminated the current New Mexico High School Competency Exam 
effective July I, 2010. This is a minimum·competency exam aligned to S .... grade standards in reading, lan· 
guage arts, math, science. and social studies and is administered for the first time to students in 10,h grade. 

New Mexico is the last of all states that previously administered minimum-competency exams to terminate 
this type of exam. Beginning with students in II" grade in 2010-11 (the graduating class of2012), students 
will be required to demonstrate competency in math, reading and language arts, science, and social studies 
based on new assessments. End-of-course exams are under consideration, but are not yet being developed. 

Legal Challenges to Exit Exams 

In the past year, Arizona and California continued to struggle with legal challenges to their high school exit 
exam policies. 

Arizona 

Challenging the Constitutionality of the Exit Exam 

The Espinoza v. State of Arizona lawsuit, which challenges the constitutionality of the state's exit exam 
requirement, was filed on April S, 2006, on behalf of a group of students in the class of 2006 who had met 
all graduation requirements excepr passing the exam. The plaintiffs argue that the state inadequately funds 
education, thereby depriving many students of the services they need to reach state academic standards and 
pass Arizona's Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS). The suit mentions three specific groups of stu· 
dents harmed by the exit exam requirement: racial/ethnic minority students, low-income students, and 
English language learners. This sott of litigation has delayed rhe implementation of exit exams in many 
other states. 
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On May IS. 2006. a superior court judge denied the request to suspend the exam for srudents in the class 
of 2006. The judge scheduled a hearing for July 2006. As of June 2008, the trial was still underway. 
According to a representative of the plaintiffi, the presiding judge for the case dismissed all claims with the 
exception of the claim pertaining to the provision of adequate funding for economically disadvantaged stu­
dents. The plaintiffi may appeal the decision to dismiss the claims (E. Katz. William E. Morris Instirute for 
Justice, personal communication). 

Exit Exam Requirements for English Language Learners 

The Flores v. Arizona lawsuit was first brought against the state in 1992 by the Arizona Center for Law in 
the Public Interest. In 2000. the plaintiffs won the case. and a court ordered Arizona to improve funding 
for English language learners (Bland. 2005; CEI', 2006). But in July of 2005. with the threat of Arizona's 
Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS) becoming a high school graduation requirement. the attorney in 
the original case asked a federal court to suspend the requirement for ELL students until the state complied 
with an earlier court order to improve instruction for these students. 

The lawsuit continues to challenge the state of Arizona. In March 2007. the court once again ruled that the 
legislature's attempt to meet the education needs of English language learners falls short of adequate. The 
judge ordered the legislature to comply by the end of the legislative session. but the session ended without 
a resolution to this issue. In October 2007. the judge found the state in violation of the March 2007 order 
of the court. and the State was ordered to appropriate funds for programs aimed to help ELL srudents 
achieve proficiency in English. In December 2007, the state legislature and Superintendent Horne went 
berore the 9" Circuit Court of Appeals to argue that the judge was illegally ordering them to spend more 
money for ELL students. 

In February 2008. the United States 9" Circuit upheld the judge's ruling and ordered the State of Arizona 
to comply by March 4. 2008. That month the judge accepted arguments by the attorne)~ for the 
Republican legislative leaders who stated they could not meet the Match 4 deadline for funding. The judge 
gave them until April 15. 2008. Each day after April IS would cost the state $2 million in fines. and after 
May IS. 2008. the daily fines would go up to $5 million (AEA. 2008). Howevet, according to a represen­
tative of the plaintiffs. in April the Arizona legislature approved a $40.6 million appropriation for the imple­
mentation of a model for funding the ELL program. The plaintiffs responded by filing a motion of relief. 
citing that the funds earmarked by the legislatute were not adequate and that the funding did not target the 
places where it was most needed. As of June 2008. briefings for these claims were in progress (T. Hogan. 
Ariwna Center for Law in the Public Interest, personal communication). 

California 

Lawsuit Challenges Fairness of State Exit Exam 

On July 18.2007. a tentative settlement agreement was reached in the longstanding Valenzuela v. O'Connell 
lawsuit challenging the fairness of the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE). The lawsuit was filed 
on February 8. 2006. by a San Francisco law firm and contends that the exam unfairly penalizes students 
who have not received adequate learning resources. The serdemenr agreement, which is outlined in 
Assembly Bill (AB) 347. leaves the exit exam in place. stating that students who complete grade 12 with­
out achieving a passing score on both parts of the CAHSEE may receive twO additional years of academic 

assistance in the material tested on the exam at no charge to them. 

The bill requires school districts that receive state funds for intensive instruction to prepare students for the 
CAHSEE. to provide. among other things. the following services to students who complete grade 12 with­
out achieving passing scores on both parts of the exam: 
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• Two consecutive years of additional instruction after completing grade 12 or until students pass both 
parts of the CAHSEE, whichever comes first 

• Two consecutive years of intensive instruction to improve English proficiency for English language 
learners afrer completing grade 12 or until students pass both parts of the CAHSEE, whichever 
comes first 

• Notification and counseling to students about the availability of instruction and services, and of their 
right to file a complaint if they are not provided these services 

The bill also outlines district reporting and monitoring requirements designed to document the support 
provided to students who have nOt passed the CAHSEE. 

The agreement received approval on July 19, 2007, by Alameda Superiot Court Judge Robert Freedman 
and was passed by the legislature and signed by the governor on October 12, 2007. 

Some New Developments on Alternative Paths to Graduation 

All states with mandated high school exit exams offer alternative paths [Q graduation. States vary in the types 
of alternative paths they allow. Some examples include alternative exams, substitute exams (i.e. ACT/SAT), 
waivers. multiple indicators of mastery, etc. Although some states offer alternative paths that lead to a reg­
ular high school diploma, some alternative paths lead to certificates of completion. certificates of atten­
dance, special diplomas or the like. 

As displayed in table 4, all 23 states that currently withhold diplomas based on students' performance on 
mandated high school exit exams have alternative measures for students with disabilities, and 18 of the 23 
states have them for general education students. Only 3 of the 23 states have alternative measures specifi­
cally for English language learners, but ELL students in all states can use the alternative measures available 
to general education students. Only about half of the states that offer alternative paths were able to provide 
information on the percentage or number of students who completed high school in 2007 using alterna­
tive measures. Detailed information on each of the states can be found in the individual state profiles in the 
CD accompanying this report. 

Alternative paths may playa major roll for students with disabilities and English language learners in some 
states. In Mississippi, for example, 61.2% of students with disabilities in the class of 2007 received a certifi­
cate of completion or an occupational diploma, which do not require that students pass the state's high 
school exit exam. In the same year in Florida, approximately 20% of English language learners satisfied the 
graduation requirement through an alternative assessment (ACT/SAD. Of the 9,762 students who received 
certificates of completion, approximately 25% were English language learners. And, an additional 3% of 
ELL students received a State of Florida diploma by passing the GED. Such large percentages of students 
completing high school through alternative measures are nor rhe norm. 

Some experts argue that. with a few exceptions, alternative measures affect a very small percentage of Stu­

dents overall. For example, a common form of substitute assessment allows students to use passing scores 
on Advanced Placement (AP) or International Baccalaureate (13) exams in place of the state's exit exam, but 
the number of students who fail the state exam and pass AP or IB exams is minuscule. In fact, for general 
education students, states that were able to provide information on the percentage of students graduating 
through alternative paths reponed percentages in the single digits. Some reported that less than 1 % of gen­
eral education students completed high school through alternative paths in 2007. However, the true impact 
of these alternatives is hard to capture on a state survey, especially because almost half of the states that offer 
alternative paths do not collect this data at the state level. 



24 
~ 

E 
~ 

CS 
~ 

'" ~ 8 
"" " ~ 
c w 
'Ie 
~ 

~ 
,2 
~ 
> 
0 

'" « 
in 
E 

Jl 
jj 
'0 
0 .c 
v 

'" .c 
,!!!> 

'" ~ 
J3 
'" 

1148 

., " 

, ,; 

t 

State General Education Students Students with Disabilities English Language Learners 

rAlab~ ( . - '. s 

0a~~~, :J 
rArizoiiV. .. TI .I 

~-~J [ Californi,"'~ .. 
r _ ·"'--n 
t F1 . d . I .I' ton a,l'i;, 

J 

rGe'orgi~':;" I .I' t..:;:;:._.:..w 
tdahp';',,:j ,/ 

Undiah~; ;-,j .I' . 
~,,~ ·'.do 

~quiSian?3 

• I 

l 
•• 

, 

~'f-""-'-' .I' I" MaSsadlusettst> 
L.,_""-~':l 
,....,--,-,-~~:-:-

.I ~l~re?6t?:l 
_~_'U. 

[~\Si~s!ppf:l, .I • 
r.:-.rrr:r:·n'l-m 
LNe~~~[~;; ~* 

tFWTe"r~9 .I' . 

U'~?~~ .1JEw.tA~~~icci-, .I 
!-;:'T<-~-

~'t':::.~?~ci' \1 .I 

;_N6'rt~ car®nal 
[.l\..~_~""",~~~..:..' 

.I 

rOhi~~C;,] 
~--,-~, 

"'/*' 

[,~Gl~ .I' 

, ~. 

. ~ 
~! 
f~ 

~hes~ee;'j .I' 
, • .:.7l-......:......:.~ 

;/*.' .. 
,I 
j, 

ril:,}-' ,~,;"·~;:~7' r> 
~'~'r~~, 0g;'yjt.~ ~., r :.d=:J.:~:d;/\" I . ~ 

.. .. 
.I 

~1f77~:;->r:t~r:-:r'..t,:~ f' 

Table reads For studerr~ graduating in 2007, the st~t: 0; A~O::\o::re: :It:r::~::\::::':o':ra~u:tiorr for general ect:cation studerrts 1'1 
and for students with disabilities, but it did not offer alternative paths specifically for English language learners. State representatives did t 
not provide CEP with information on the percentage or the number of students who completed high school through alternative paths . 

fr, ,,:~;u .<1~, '" ", " ,;.;,.:..:,-

.. These states were able to provide information on the percentage or number of students who completed high school through alternative 
paths. Florida, Indiana, Massar.husetts, Mississippi and Ohio do not offer alternative paths specifically for English language learners, 
However, they were able to report information on the number or percentage of English language learners who graduate using alternative 
paths available to general edUcation students. 

Note: Information in this table represents alternative paths to graduation. This does not necessarily mean alternative paths to a regular 
high schoo! diploma, 

Note: State officials in Arkansas. Maryland, and Oklahoma are stilt considering alternative paths to graduation, Because these states 
have not begun to withhold diplomas based on students' performance on state-mandated high schoo! exit exams, they did not report 
percentages or numbers of students who completed high school through alternative paths in 200]. These states were excluded from this 
table to facilitate the display of information from other states. 

Source: (enter 0/1 Education Policy, exit e),(Jm survey of state departments Of educati!Jn, May 2008. 
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One of our expert reviewers argues that the variance in exit exam requirements plus the varying alternative 
paths across states illustrates our nation's lack of understanding of what a high school diploma represents in 
terms of knowledge and skill. He explained: 

A high school diploma is becoming ever less comparable among states. Years ago, all diplomas represented a 
number of credits completed and perhaps completion of a minimum competency exam. There was no pretmse 
that a diploma was a measure of knowledge and ski!!. Now, states are trying to assert that a diploma should 
be a measure of something, but what exactly varies dramatically. This would be fine iJstudents did not exist 
in a national economy (let alone a global economy) but, aias, they do. 

Furthermore, he asks, "Why not prepare all students for the APIlB and then allow some lower score on 
those exams to count?" After all, he explained, "There is no pretense that the state exit exams and the APIlB 
are in any way comparable. They are simply measures that legislators deem rigorous. The alternatives," he 
concluded, "aren't really going to get states off the hook as far as getting many more kids to pass the exam 
requirement." 

Developments in Alternatives for General Education Students 
The following section briefly summarizes some of the most notable recent developments in alternative 
assessments for general education students. 

Alabama 

In May 2008, the board of education approved a proposal that both increased graduation requirements and 
relaxed exit exam requirements for high school seniors. The proposal creates two high school tracks-the 
Advanced Academic Endorsement and the Credit Based Endorsement. 

In prior years, high school students had to "opt-in" to receive an Advanced Academic Endorsement, and 
about 39% of students did so. This advanced track requires four credits in English, four in social srudies, 
four in science, four in mathematics (including Algebra II with trigonometry), 2.5 credits in P.E., health, 
arts, and computer, two credits in foreign language, and 3.5 in electives. Plus it requires that students pass 
all five end-of-course exams that make up the Alabama High School Graduation Exam (AHSGE). 

The Credit Based Endorsement requires the same course work minus the specific math and the foreign lan­
guage requirement. Students on this track will only be required to pass three of the five end-of-course exams 
in reading, mathematics, and choice of science, language, or social studies. After approval from the board, 
now all students will be automatically enrolled in the advanced track and will have the choice to "opt-out" 
of it with parent consent (ALSDE, 2008; Stock, 2008). 

Arizona's Augmentation Fonnula 

In 2005, a bill passed in Arizona that officially implemented the augmentation formula. The augmentation 
formula is an alternative path to graduation in Arizona. Through this formula high school srudents who 
failed one or more sections of Arizona's Instrument to Measure Standards could "augment" their scores with 
points derived from course grades of "C" or better. To qualify for this alternative, students would have to 
complete and pass all required courses. take the AIMS assessment each time the test was offered. and par­
ticipate in remediation programs available at the student's school in the failed subject area(s). The policy 
was set to expire automatically on January I. 2008. However. a large number of students were benefiting 
from augmentation and would have been denied a high school diploma without it. In the 2005-06 school 
year, 2,855 (almost 6%) and in the 2006-07 school year, 3,425 (again almost 6%) high school seniors met 
the graduation requirement by augmenting their scores with course grades (CEP. 2007b). 
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On May 13, 2008, a bill passed in the State Senate that would reinstitute augmenration (Scarpinato, 2008). 
On May 14, 2008, rhe House passed the augmentation bill, and the governor is expected to sign it. But rhe 
bill passed wirhout sufficient votes to give it an emergency clause. This means rhat rhe bill will not take 
effect until 90 days after rhe legislature adjourns. In a memorandum from Superintendent Tom Horne, all 
schools were encouraged to allow students who would graduate only if augmentation were approved to walk 
for graduation but to give them a certificate of compliance with local requirements rather than a diploma. 
Diplomas will be mailed out to these Students when the bill becomes effective, which will moSt likely be in 
September 2008 (ADE, 2008). 

Maryland Adds New Alternative Assessments 

Although newspapers have been flooded with StOries of students who cannot achieve passing scores on the 
exit exam despite repeated attempts, the Maryland Board of Education continues to move forward with 
plans to enforce the HSA as a graduation requirement starting with the class of 2009. However, in response 
to the growing concerns, the state board agreed to make certain changes and approved a number of alter­
native options. These include: 

• The Maryland Adult External High School Diploma 

• TheGED 

• Specific Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate course exams 

• A combined-score option for which students must attain a combined score of 1602 (no minimum score 
required for individual tests) 

• The Bridge Plan for Academic Validation 

• A modified High School Assessment for students with disabilities who fall outside the NeLB 2% 
exemption 

The Btidge Plan fot Academic Validation was apptoved in November 2007. This plan allows students who 
tepeatedly fail the HSA to instead complete assigned projects for the assessments that they are unable to 
pass. For a student to participate in the Btidge Plan, he or she must be firmly on the path to completing 
graduation requirements, have taken an HSA exam twice without passing or meeting the combined-score 
opdon, and have panicipared in locally administered or approved assistance. 

New Jersey 

The Special Review Assessment (SRA) has been New Jersey's alternative to the High School Proficiency 
Assessment (HSPA), rhe state's high school exit exam, for many years. But with about 12% of high school 
seniors failing to achieve passing scores on the HSPA and graduating using the SRA, this alternative has 
come under attack as a "backdoor" parh to a high school diploma. In tesponse to such criticism, rhe dep,rt­
ment of education and the state board of education announced plans to phase out the SRAs, but opted not 
to in response to the public's interest in some type of alternative opportunity for struggling students 
(NJSBE, 2008). 

Instead, the state board of education decided to improve the SRA by: establishing specific SRA administra­
tion windows; having the state test vendor assign and distribute performance tasks directly to high schools; 
having the state vendor organize and supervise scoring by New Jersey teachers in regional scoring centers; 
and requiring districts in which 100/0 of their students use the SRA to submit a plan for reducing student 
reliance on it. These changes will become effective in 2009-10. 
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In addition, students who have met all other graduation requirements except passing the HSPA can either 
return to school at testing time the following year and retake the HSPA or pass the GED test. New Jersey 
also has adult high school programs in which a student can earn a district high school diploma. There is 
also the Thirty College Credit program, by which a student can be awarded a state-issued high school 
diploma for documented college credits earned. 

Recent Reports Challenge High School Exit Exams 

While 26 states currently implement or will soon implement the requirement [hat students pass state-man­
dated high school exams in order to receive their high school diploma and state officials from other states 
consider implementing such requirementS, reports continue to come our challenging such policies. 
Following are brief summaries of some of the reports that have made national news. 

Exit Exams Do Not Affect Student Achievement 
Researchers Eric Grodsky from University of California, Davis; John R. Warren from University ofMinne.,ota; 
and Demetra Kalogrides, also from University of California, Davis, released a report that has undergone peer 
review and been accepred for publication in the Educational Policy journal. The researchers used the Long­
Term Trend data collected as part of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (LIT NAEP) to exam­
ine (1) the effects of state HSEE on long-term trends on academic achievement in mathematics and reading; 
(2) differences in the effects of state HSEE policies for students from different socioeconomic, academic, and 
racial/ethnic backgrounds; (3) differences in the effects of state HSEE policies related to difficulty of the state 
test (minimum competency v. more difficult exams); and (4) the effects of state HSEE on student achieve­
ment at the upper and lower ends of the achievement distribution. 

The researchers did not find significant effects of exit examinations on academic achievement in either read­
ing or mathematics. This was true for both minimwn-competency exams and "more difficult" comprehen­
sive exams. They explained that the absence of effects for even more difficult exams may be due to the small 
number of years that some states have had the more difficult exams, or it may be that the "more difficult" 
exams are not substantially more difficult than minimum-competency exams. The researchers explained 
that the lack of any effect of exit exams on average achievement may mask the effects on inequalities among 
students and on achievement at different points of the achievement distribution. In subsequent analyses, 
the authors found that exit exams have no effect on achievement for students at various points on the 
achievement distribution. 

Finally, the authors asked whether the effects of exit exams might be concentrated among students with par­
ticular background characteristics. In the end they found that absence of effects of exit exams holds regard­
less of students' race/ethnicity, parent education, home environment, and grade level. Overall. the 
researchers found little evidence of effects of state high school exit exams on student mathematics or read­
ing achievement, and such effects. they stated, "are hardly worth the substantial economic and personal 
costs of state HSEEs to students, parents, teachers, and the general public." (Grodsky et aI., 2008) 

Several Recent Reports Challenge California's Exit Exam 
In October 2007, the eighth annual report produced by the Human Resources Research Organization 
(HumRRO), Independent Evaluation of the California High School Exit Examination (CAHSEE), was pre­
sented to the state board of education. Among other things. the evaluation concluded that: 
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• Although the number of students dropping out of school in grades 9-11 has remained constant from 
2000-06. the number of student dropouts at the 12·-grade level has increased substantially. In the class 
of 2006. 34.097 students in grade 12 dropped out compared to 25.133 in the class of 2005. All ethnic 
groups. including white students, have seen an increase in dropouts. However. the Hispanic and African 
American subgroups have had the highest increases (4.4 and 7.1 percentage point increases. respectively; 
both above the overall 3.7 percentage point increase). 

• Although more students are completing Algebra I1lntegrated Math I by 12'" grade. students benefit most 
from completing these courses in earlier grades. In 2007. 68% of 12· graders who completed Algebra I 
in 8· grade achieved a passing score on the math part of rhe CAHSEE. Yet only 32.7% of 12· graders 
who completed Algebra I in 12· grade achieved a passing score. 

• While the percentage of students taking AP exams and the SAT has increased. the total post-secondary 
enrollmenr has decreased. The percentage of students talting AP exams increased from 12.8% in 2000 
to 25.5% in 2006. with an increase in the percentage of I 1'" and 12· grade students scoring 3 or higher 
(from 14.2% to 26.3%). The percentage of students raking the SAT increased from 36.5% in 2000 to 
40.5% in 2007. though the percentage of students scoring 1000 or higher remained constant. Despite 
increased enrollment in California's four-year universities, a decrease in the number of students enrolled 
in community colleges has led to a total decline in post-secondaty enrollment (from 176.358 in 2000 
to 172.797 in 2006). 

• Most students reponed that they would retake the exam if they did not achieve a passing score (about 
90% of 10'" graders. 82% of 11 ," graders. and 73% of 12'" graders). But the evaluation also revealed that 
the majority of students who achieve passing scores on both parts of the test by 11 ," grade passed the 
tests on their first attempt in IO,h grade. Pass rates for retakes are much lower. Even repeat lOth graders 
pass at much lower rates. English learners. however, seem to benefit the most from retesting in 11 'h 

grade. when an additional 18.9% of these students achieve passing scores (Wise et al.. 2007). 

This last point is consistent with findings presented in a report titled, Predicting Success, Preventing Failure: 
An Investigation of the California High School Exit Exam. published by the Public Policy Insrirute of 
California (PPIC). The authors. Andrew Zau and Julian Betts. looked at test scores and other data for stu­
dents in the San Diego Unified School District and found that. in this district. only a small fraction of the 
seniors who failed the CAHSEE in the 2005-06 school year retook the exam the following school year. and 
of those who did. only 3.1 % achieved passing scores. Most importantly. the authors concluded that stu­
dents at risk of failing the CAHSEE can be identified as early as grade 4. They reported that academic grade 
point average (GPA) is the strongest predictor of future outcomes on the CAHSEE. followed by absences 
and classroom behavior. They reported that English language learners. African American students. and stu­
dents with disabilities are less likely to pass the test. Furthermore. the authors identified a few predictors of 
success on the CAHSEE. These include a one-point increase in GPA. a large increase in math and ELA 
scores on the California Standards Test in 9'" grade. and early achievement of English language fluency for 
ELL students. 

These findings are contradictory to California's assembly bills 128 and 347. which focus funds for remedi­
ation and additional support at grade 12 and two years afrer grade 12. The authors suggest. among other 
things, the development of an "early warning system" to identifY studentS, targeting funds toward elemen­
tary and middle school students at risk of failing; rigorous studies to determine the effect of assembly bills 
128 and 347; and rigorous evaluations of alternative interventions (PPIC. 2008). 

Work conducted by the California Dropout Research Project (CORP) further supports some of the find­
ings reported by HumRRO and by PPIC. In a Statistical Brie{released in May 2008. CORP reported that 
the dropout rate in grade 12 has increased by about 40% in the past decade. with the biggest increase tak­
ing place in the 2005-06 school year. the first year of the CAHSEE requirement. In fact. from 1995 to 
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2006, dropout rates for students in 7" and 8" grade remained steady at about 1 %. The rates for students in 
9·-11" grade declined from 4% to 3%, and rates for students in grade 12 increased from 4.7% to 7.7% 
(Rotermund, 2008). 

CDRP released another report in which they explained what happened to a group of 167 seniors in the 
class of 2007 who had not passed the CAHSEE by fall of their senior year yet remained enrolled in school 
until the end of the school year. These students, who were described as "persistent strugglers" and "hard­
working educational persisters," were disproportionately Latino students from low socioeconomic back­
grounds and for the most part (79%) English language learners. This is consistent with HumRRO's finding 
that ELL students are the students who benefit most from retest opportunities. These students did not have 
the characteristics of high school dropouts. 

The authors of the CDRP report also found that higher GPA, higher scores on the ELA section of the 
California Standards Test, and English language proficiency are all strong predictors of students' ability to 
pass the CAHSEE. And like the authors of the PPIC report, these authors suggested implementing early­
intervention programs. They also agree with continuing support for students who are persistent despite 
struggles and repeated failure on the CAHSEE Oimerson et aI., 2008). 

L... ______________________ _ 
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Introduction 

Chapter 2: 

Understanding the 
Move Toward 
End-of-Course Exams 

I 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 covet 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 tcend. 

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 reponed that end-of-course exam data, when compared to other test data available, allows 
for bener 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 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-course exams have cen-



1155 

tered on the implementation omeline for the exams and the impact that the exams would have on grad­
uation requirements. 

> States face logistical chaUenges 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 reachers 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
OllS 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 comperency or compre­
hensive exams, EOCs 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 ftom a single, high-stakes, exit-level test. And 
the promise of end-ofcourse exams would be that we can dri!! down deeper into the material Obviously it} 

better instructiona!1y to assess a student right after they've taken the course and sti!! have the materia! ftesh in 
mind. J think we heard complaints about the students not taking algebra for severa! 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 oppormnities for improving instruction: 



1156 

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, that empowm teachm. That gives them a greater seme of what is going on in their class­
room, The discussion between or among administrators, deans. consultants, and the tcacha becomes more 
focused on how to help each other, rather than on a. "How come you are not doing better?" kind of discussion. 

Another district administrator commendng 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. it's not a scare tactic for getting rid of 
teachers. It's an improvement system that reaLLy says, 'here is how we do our craft, and here is how it's impacted 
and heres what the diffirmt 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 EGCs 
and rigor. One narional 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: 

wt think that the end-ofcoune tem are a better way of assessing the content knowledge that we expect stu­
dents to know based on our core curriculum content standards. wt also fie! that end-ofcourse tests will drive 
improvements in the content areas that aTe taught. wt know that some courses called Algebra I. geometry, are 
very basic, low level Ifwe test in Algebra /, and the other courses, ifweshow how the assessment will be aligned 
to the standards and we give a course description, we think that that will drive up the rigor of the content 
thats being taught. 

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 curriculwn 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. fu 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 thar end-of-course exams ensure that teachers cover the curriculum and cre­
are consistency between subject area teachers: 

wtlll support the EOes and 1m glad were doing it. As a flnner principal one of the things rhar 1 tried to 
make sure we were doing was covering the same material in algebra classes, because that wasn't always the case. 
When we have a set a/standards, you find, in many cases, that teachers have specific areas within their con­
tent where they love to focus. wtll with the EOes, we have to make sure that we're covering the material that 
needs to be covered, as outlined in those standards. So it's created that consistency. / think, from class to class, 
and thats something that I've really appreciated with these exams. 

Another srate education official talked about how EOC..;5 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 continuum." 
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Use of End-of-Course Exams 

While aU state education officials we interviewed reported that end-of-course exams are used as a gradua­
tion requirement, only a few noted the potential of these exams to help prepare srudents 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 oflinking 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 mat links assessment to stu­
dent preparation for postsecondary coursework Texas recently adopted the College Readiness Standards 
(CRS) in Englishllanguage 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 repoct mat 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. "It's sort of on top 
of the graduation requirement. I do think that it will have an effect on instruction and make instruction a 
little 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: 

To me, {end-ofcourse exams} give us better ground to have better discussions with colleges about college readi­
ness. Right now, co!lege 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-ofcourse exam, and can 
we change those to make them to be more in line with coflege readiness standards. So 1 think there are some 
really interesting benefits coming along. 

Another district administrator added: 

I also think that there is a place for a generic writing test and a generic college preparatory. college readiness­
type test. we hear fom a lot of co!leges and universities that the high school students are not coming out pre­
pared to write well enough to be in a four-year comprehensive college, and they don't 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 USt in which some kids did bmtr than others, and if you want to figurr out who you should 
let into your college, you probably should take the kids who did better rather than the kids who did worse. 
That; about aU you get out of that and that does not add any information t() what they already have, so they 
don't use it, but if you peg the test at a rigorous enough level, then you can get them to pay attention t() it. At 
least that's what Wt are aimingfor. 

Employment Readiness 
Most study participants did nOt direcdy 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 manufacturingjobs, 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 foU college diploma. J 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 orner 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 morc 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 imtructional 
period and by extension an instructor or set of instructors with a more folly demarcated content area. It's cer~ 
tainly not the intention of the state to use end~ofcourse testing as a way to evaluate teachers, but there's no get­
ting around the fact that it will give an individual high school a more direct handle on how well its biology 
teachers are teaching 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-ofeourse exams we get back diffirent reports. The doea wiU show which items the students had 
trouble with, and then the teacher can take that information and prepare lessom more effectively. It gives us 
data on our school as a whole . . . how our school compares with other school districts in the state that take 
those same end-o/course exams. It's really a tool that we can use with classroom teachers to prepare for teach~ 
ing more effictively. 



1160 

Another district administrator, reflecting on the potential use of end-of-course exam data, said me 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 Tennessee 
described the support base in his state: 

we'Ve seen a rea! push in our cum'culum and instrnction that has some kind of grass roots component. It's com­
ingftom the community. from businesses. and from other leaders who see the economic advantages to having a 
very skilled work force. These art the same advantages associated with having a very educated population ofpeo­
pie who live in the state, and so they want them to be college and work rtady. They wanted higher levels of 
imtruction. They wanted stueknts to not only know but to be able to apply the information that they've 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 [he adoption process. k 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 nwnber 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 srudents. 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 raking 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 reponed 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 adminisrram[s identified concerns that parents have ahout 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 EOes, 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: 

If you think that end-ofcourse exams are a good idea in principle but you want to make sure that you also 
have good exams, then there's a set of issues that are both test construction and implementation issues. ItS how 
do we make sure that we can have a test that you get the results back quickly and has a strong performance 
component to it, whether it's essays. or open-ended items, or whatever. And how do we make that component 
as robust as possible and still get the scores back Olt time. 

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

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

Other challenges reponed were more specific (Q 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. 
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Providing EOe Results to School Districts in a Timely Manner 
A common challenge mentioned by stakeholders was managing the turnaround of the scores for rhe end­
of-course tests. One state reported that it addresses this challenge by offering shorter exams rhat are 100% 
multiple-choice and can be completed online. Other states administer exams with open-response items 
where rhe scores are not made available until rhe beginning of the following school year. While many 
acknowledged that multiple-choice exams may address the time issue, other interviewees found this solu­
tion problematic. 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 deftats the whole purpose. You are turning around results that potentially Idck validity or 
are weak in validity, so what is the point? 

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

Adopting Multiple EOes May Increase Frequency of Testing 
Other stakeholders raised issues abour 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, b~t 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 Iocal/evel are doing a lot of testingjust to 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 that they're developing an undmtanding of what; 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 EOes 
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 we're going to deal with it yet. It's something that we've talked a lot about. 1 mean, how 
do you remediate a student? 1 am assuming thac some of it is going to be done through individualized com­
purer programs, but if a student passed his geometry cld" and doesn't pass the geometry end-ofcourse exam, he 
is now on to Algebra 11 but still needs to retake geometry Thats one of the biggest challenges that we're going 
to have. School districts are going to try to figure out how to run instructional interventions with kids when 
they're no longer in these c/asses. 
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A district administrator provided insight into what the process of remediation at the local level entails: 

~ have a plan in place for students who are not succmfoL When they take their end-ofcourse exams, we pro­
vide them with tutoring . .. ~ 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 successfol 
They can take the test ovn: Sometimes when they have gotun to their senior year and have not passed an exam, 
we find that 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 requirement ofstatt 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 more "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: 

I 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 helps. ~ gave every test for a 
period o/years before it became a graduation requirement, and there was time for teachers to get familiar with 
the test and get fomiliar with whats expected instructionally. Students, even though they weren't necessarily 
going to have it count as a graduation requirement, had exposure, and that 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 flel ownership, things go much better. If it flels 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 o[them will probably support it. 
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Review State Content Standards 

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

/ don't care whatever type of testing, make sure that your content standards are rigorous enough and defined 
weU enough that you can communicate them ftom the administration all the way down to the classroom 
teacher, and make sure that thats in place before you go to putting any high-stakes exam out there. / think­
thats a realry 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 teacher committees to look at the standards and they should be sure that those standards are agreed 
upon (/$ much as possible. And continue to 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 have passage review for English, 
we have item review across all four [exams) and we have data review across all Jottr [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 patt, it was linked to the accountability that falls on teach­
ers who teach in subjects that are tested. As one state education official said: 

Something 1 am talking quite a bit about in anticipation of the next legislative session is what training and 
professional development are we going to offer teachers prior to the implementation of these new exams to make 
sure that they're ready in terms of what their imtructional practices are in the classroom. 

Consult Other States Regarding End-of-Course Exams 
Although only a few stakeholders repotted 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 resting agencies and in part­
nership with consortiums. 
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Conclusions 

Interviewees were very optimisric abom the potencial that end-of-course exams offer co 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 curriculwn. 

It is also too eady [Q rell the true impact of the move to end-of-course exams. For example, Mississippi 
enforced (he 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 stilI 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 porenrial 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 (ie., 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-course exams alone are not linked to improved classroom teaching. curriculum qual­
icy, 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 insritutions, most of the states in this stUdy 
are still focusing on the details of how to implement end-of-course exams most effecrively. 
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Profiles of State Exit Exam Systems 

The profiles included in the CD that accompanies this report provide basic information about [he 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 [Q 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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High school graduation tests have little tie to college, report 
finds 
WASHINGTON (AP) - Many high school graduation tests don't measure 
whether students are ready for college or work, and some states haven't even 
made clear what the purpose of their test is, a study finds. 

Of the 25 states that have or plan graduation exams, only one, Georgia, says its test ensures students 
are prepared for higher education or work. Most of the states gear their tests toward 10th or 11th grade 
learning, and some gauge pre-9th grade skills, according to a study released Wednesday by the Center 
on Education Policy, a nonprofit research group. 

IMth 20 states now withholding diplomas from students who don't pass tests in English and math, if not 
other subjects, the common assumption is that the tests measure college readiness, said Keith Gayler, 
the lead author of the report. That's wrong, he said. 

The center found some states had little clarity about the purpose of their tests, which makes the exams 
harder to explain and defend politically, said director Jack Jennings. 

"If they're not clear, then they can't write an exam that's legitimate," Jennings said of state leaders. 
'We're urging states to re-examine their policies. tt 

High-school graduation now hinges on exit exams for more than half of all public school students, and 
that number is expected to grow to seven in 10 students by 2009. 

Meanwhile, colleges and employers continue to warn that schools are graduating students who cannot 
communicate, analyze or reason well enough to succeed without remediation. High school exit exams 
have been promoted as a way to ensure students leave with quality skills. 

The graduation exams appear to be encouraging schools to cover more content and to add remedial 
courses or other help for students at risk of failing the tests, the report said. 

But there are drawbacks to the tests, too, it said, such as a narrowing of curriculum and the steering of 
some students away from a traditional diploma. 

The center takes no position on the tests, aiming instead to highlight what's working and what's not as 
state leaders weigh decisions. For its annual report, the center collected data from the states, reviewed 
research and convened a national panel on the tests' impacts. 

Many state officials said their high schools and colleges have not discussed tying the exit exams to what 
students need to know in college. Maryland and Washington were exceptions, and several states have 
moved toward more challenging tests. 

With the debate over the exams qUieting somewhat, states have a chance to close gaps in achievement 
for blacks, Hispanics and poor kids, Gayler said. To move right to high school tests that measure college 
readiness, he said, would yield "so few students passing at this point that the reforms would crumble 
under their own weight." 

Typically, 65% to 85% of students pass their test on their first try. Comparisons between states are 
inappropriate because tests are different, the report said. 
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USATODAY.com - High school graduation tests have little tie to college, report [mds 

Thousands 01 students did not graduate this year because they laited exit tests. but the totat number is 
not available because 01 appeals and a lack 01 data tracking, the report said. 

Earlier this year, an alliance 01 education groups called the American Diploma Project warned that high 
school graduation has lost its meaning. In calling lor more rigor, the group said exit exams should be 
broad enough to test years 01 high school content, and colleges should use the tests in detenmining 
where to place new students. 

Few higher education systems do that now. Among the 25 states with current or planned exit exams, 
only New Mexico, New York and Texas reported that some 01 their public colleges and universities 
consider high school exit tests in admitting or placing students. 

Copyright 2005 The Associated Press. All rights reselVed. This material may not be published, 
broadcast, rewritten or redistributed. 

Find this article at: 
http://www.usatoday.com/news/education/2004~08-18-tests ]. him 

~ Check the box to include the list of links referenced in the article. 

Copyright 2008 USA TODAY, a division of Gannett Co. Inc. 
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Albany Legislators Seek to Dilute New, Tougher Graduation Exams 
By RAYMOND HERNANDEZ 

An unusual bipartisan coalition of state lawmakers, whose constituents range from inner·city residents to amuent suburbanites, is pushing 
to scale back new, more stringent graduation requirements for nearly all public high school students. 

The lawmakers contend that the new graduation standards are being phased in too quickly, do not accurately measure the overall academic 
performance of students and could result in increased failure and dropout rates in school districts across the state. 

The rising concern in the State Legislature comes as the Board of Regents, the body charged with setting educational policy for the state, 
and the State Education Commissioner press ahead with new standardized tests that all high school students will eventually have to pass to 
graduate. Some lawmakers fear that as many as 20 percent of seniors may be unable to pass the tests. 

Beginning next year, students will have to pass a more rigorous English Regents exam to earn a high school diploma. In later years, 
students will have to pass similar standardized tests in four other SUbjects: math; American history and government; global studies, and 
science. 

It is not clear what action the Legislature might take to scale back the new standards, or whether such a move would have the support of 
Gov. George E. Pataki, whose aides declined to comment today. But one measure has already been proposed in the Assembly to allow 
school districts to use alternative standards to the Regents exam for graduation. The Democratic-controlled Assembly and the Republican­
led Senate are holding joint hearings on the issue around the state. 

Aides to the leaders of both chambers say they have heard widespread concerns that the new graduation requirements may deny diplomas 
to thousands of students. 

That the Senate and the Assembly have found common ground on this issue is remarkable, given that their leaders agree on almost nothing 
else. To date, both houses have jointly passed only about two dozen pieces ofiegisiation this session, none of them major, and budget talks 
are still deadlocked almost six weeks past the deadline. 

"There's growing concern that relying on one set of standardized, time-pressured tests will leave hundreds of thousands of students behind," 
said Assemblyman Richard L. Brodsky, a Democrat from Westchester County who proposed legislation to allow alternative standards. 

"This issue has resonance that goes well beyond the traditional fault lines that have polarized education debates in the past," Mr. Brodsky 
added. "It affects every community in the state, whether they are in the inner cities or in the suburbs." 

Dean G. Skelos, a Republican from Nassau County who is a deputy majority leader in the State Senate, agreed. "There is really universal 
and bipartisan concern with what they are doing," he said of the new Regents standards. "We are hopeful that the Board of Regents will get 
the message that the Legislature is not happy with what they have done." 

But in an interview late this afternoon, Richard P. Mills, the State Education Commissioner and one of the architects of the new graduation 
standards, said any move to relax the standards would rob students of the education they need to compete in the workplace. "The reason we 
raised the standards was in response to a public outcry that the old standards were too loW," he said, adding, "We just have to stay the 
course and insist that children get the education that they need." 

Mr. Mills said the new standards had already raised academic performance. He said 78 percent of high school seniors passed the Regents 
English exam last year, even though it was not required for graduation. "The standards are working," he said. 

The Commissioner is chosen by the Regents, who in turn are appointed by the Legislature. 

An aide to Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani said the Mayor favored the tougher standards. The Regents' plan "restores the value ofa high 
school diploma." said the spokeswoman, Sunny Mindel. "To reverse this would be a terrible step backward in time." 

The state first offered the Regents exam in 1879 as a standard for colleges to use in evaluating high school graduates. But until now, 
students only needed to pass a competency test to graduate, and only a minority ~~ fewer than 25 percent of graduates in New York City .­
have taken diplomas showing they passed the more difficult Regents exams. 

Mr. Mills and the Board of Regents have contended that the old two-tiered testing system had created two classes of students: high 
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Albany Legislators Seek to Dilute New, Tougher Graduation Exams - New York Times Page 2 of2 

achievers. who often go on to college, and low achievers, who lack the skills to function well in the workplace. 

But Mr. Mills and the Regents are not just requiring students to pass the Regents exams to graduate. They also say that they are making the 
exams considerably harder. The new exams are being phased in gradually, beginning this June, when 11th graders will be required to take 
the two-day, six-hour reading, writing and listening test in English. The class of2003 will be required to take five subject exams: in math, 
science, global studies, American history and government, and English. 

That has led to widespread concern, if not panic, among parents, teachers and administrators over the prospect of widespread failures. 

Lawmakers here are careful to point out that they heartily applaud the Regents' effort to raise the academic performance of students. But 
they also argue that the tests are just one measure of academic ability, and that many school districts, particularly poor ones, lack the 
resources to prepare low.achieving students to take the new tests. 

lefTrion L. Aubrey, a Democratic Assemblyman from Queens, said he was particularly troubled that teachers did not have enough time to 
review the tests. "How can teachers construct a curriculum or conduct classes around a test they haven't really had a chance to see?" Mr. 
Aubrey asked. "That's not fair. I would raise the curriculum standard first, without tying it to a test that means as much as this one does." 

Steven Sanders, a Democrat from Manhattan who is the chairman of the Assembly's Education Committee, expressed similar concerns. 
"Are we really prepared in this state to witness perhaps as many as 15 or 20 percent of our high school seniors not to graduate, and then to 
suffer the very real consequences of what that will mean?" he asked. 

Senator Michael A. L. Balboni, a Republican from Nassau County, said he supported the effort to enact higher standards, but questioned 
the reliance on a single series of tests to determine the academic fate of a high school student. 

"This is an example of rushing perhaps in the right direction, but not having all the details worked out ahead oftime," he said. 

Copyright 2009 The New York Times Company 1J::l..Qm§. I privacy Policy I ~ I Corrections I; XMll 1.!::!mR I Contact Us I Work for Us I Back to Top 
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"An Act repealing the secondary student competency examination and related requirements; and 
providing for an effective date." 

Sponsor Statement 

SB 109 repeals the Alaska secondary student competency examination, also known as the High 
School Graduation Qualifying Exam (HSGQE) or "Exit" exam. The HSGQE was initiated in 2001 and 
became fully effective in 2004, following federal pressure for more assessment in the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001. It was never clear that the Alaska HSGQE would improve performance and measure 
whether students would be better prepared for college, much less determine conclusively that students 
were receiving diplomas but lacking basic skills after having been given proper assistance and direction. 
The high school exit exam or HSGQE has become a "high stakes" hurtle that has harmed many students 
in Alaska while exacerbating and continuing a court finding in 2007 that the State was violating students' 
constitutional rights to an education (See Moore, et al. v. State of Alaska, 3AN04-9756). 

It may be argued that State does not need the HSGQE, as the State and all school districts already 
require many assessment tests to determine student progress and competency. At the same time there is a 
trend away from exit exams. The Center on Education Policy (CEP) report in August, 2008 that most 
states are moving toward end-of course exams which assess mastery of content of a specific high school 
course in lieu of exit exams. The current Alaska HSGQE reportedly has been changed by the Board of 
Education and made less difficult than inception. As a result, the HSGQE has become somewhat 
redundant, time-consuming, and expensive to administer. It reportedly has detracted from the standard 
curriculum and has promoted "teaching to the test" 

The Department reported in 2007 that over 1,100 students statewide failed to pass the HSGQE after 
five opportunities, while 8,524 passed. See Moore, supra, exhibit 2514, p. 13 of 58, "Findings of Fact, 
Conclusions of Law and Order." These numbers excluded all students who had dropped out or transferred 
to another school before passing. The court in Moore determined that the State was violating the 
substantive due process rights of students by denying high school diplomas to students in chronically 
underperforming school districts. Students were failing the High School Graduation Qualifying Exam, 

S8 109 Sponsor Statement 
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while the State was failing to provide the oversight, assistance, and direction with clear standards to guide 
districts attempting to meet content and performance standards. As a result, the court concluded that the 
Department was ultimately failing to "maintain a system of public schools" as required under the Alaska 
Constitution, Article VII, Section 1. Finding little proof of compliance with its 2007 court order, the 
court in Moore on February 4, 2009 gave the Department 60 days to establish compliance with its 
constitutional duties and to file with the court "revised district intervention plans that address and 
incorporate as appropriate remedial measures related to each of the problem areas identified in these 
Findings. " 

Alaska's experience with high school exit exams is not new but widespread. Fearful that hundreds 
of thousands of students would be left behind by one set of standardized, time-pressured tests, "an 
unusual bipartisan coalition of state lawmakers, whose constituents ranged from inner-city residents to 
afJIuent suburbanites, is pushing to scale back new more stringent graduation requirements for nearly all 
pubic high school students." New York Times, May 12, 1999: "Albany Legislators Seek to Dilute New, 
Tougher Graduation Exams." The Center on Education Policy (CEP) reported in August, 2008 that in the 
2007-2008 school year 23 states required students to take and pass exit exams to receive a high school 
diploma. Three more states, Arkansas, Maryland, and Oklahoma, will begin withholding diplomas within 
the next few years, leading to a total of 26 states with such policies by 2012. Additionally, Connecticut, 
Pennsylvania, and Oregon are considering exit exams, but Oregon and Pennsylvania are opting to use 
multiple measures. The CEP reported that 68% of the nations' public high school students attend school 
in the 23 states with such policies. By 2012 approximately 75% of the nation's public high school 
students will be affected, including 84% of low income students and students of color. 

The Center on Education Policy (CEP) recommends more funding should be allocated to research 
aimed at better understanding the impact of exit exams, considering the vast number of students 
affected by state-mandated high school exit exams. State governments, the CEP reports, should move 
immediately to collect and release data on final passage rates on these and the rate of students using 
alternative paths to graduation. As they implement end-of-course exams, the CEP recommends that states 
address the need for greater rigor in the content of their exams and provide for greater coordination of 
high school requirements with college preparedness and work readiness demands. 

Repeal of the HSGQE coincides with the time needed by the Department to remedy problems 
identified in Moore. Although the HSGQE did no more to help identify chronically underperforming 
school districts than existing assessment measures, the harm associated with denial of diplomas as a result 
of failing the HSGQE without the state first offering adequate assistance and clear direction is 
incalculable. Only after complying with court-ordered requirements in Moore, and perhaps after 
experience with end-of-course exams and other on-going assessments, could the Department and the 
Board of Education determine whether an exit exam or High School Graduation Qualifying Exam would 
again be in the best interests of the state and the students of Alaska. 

S8 109 Sponsor Statement 
Rev. 2-17-09 
Page 2 of2 

1175 



1176 

(907) 465-3867 or 465-2450 
FAX (907) 465-2029 
Mail Stop 3101 

LEGAL SERVICES 
DIVISION OF LEGAL AND RESEARCH SERVICES 

LEGISLATIVE AFFAIRS AGENCY 
STATE OF ALASKA State Capitol 

Juneau, Alaska 99801-1182 
Deliveries to: 129 6th St., Rm. 329 

MEMORANDUM February 27, 2009 

SUBJECT: 

TO: 

FROM: 

Sectional Summary ofSB 109 (Work Order No. 26-LS0527\A) 

Senator Bettye Davis 
Attn: Thomas Obermeyer 

Jean M. Mischel 
Legislative Counsel 

You have requested a sectional summary of the above-described bill. 

As a preliminary matter, note that a sectional summary of a bill should not be considered 
an authoritative interpretation of the bill and the bill itself is the best statement of its 
contents. If you would like an interpretation of the bill as it may apply to a particular set 
of circumstances, please advise. 

Section 1. Deletes the high school competency examination reference in the Department 
of Education and Early Development's annual report to the legislature. 

Section 2. Deletes the high school competency examination reference in the Department 
of Education and Early Development's annual report to the public on school performance. 

Section 3. Deletes the high school competency examination reference in the Department 
of Education and Early Development's school accountability system. 

Section 4. Deletes the high school competency examination reference in the charter 
school operational requirements. 

Section 5. Repeals the high school competency test requirements. 

Section 6. Provides a July 1,2011, effective date. 

JMM:ljw 
09-1 24.ljw 
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Moore v. Alaska, decision 6-21-07 

RE: HSGQE - Exit Exam 

p. 33 # 81. "This reform was a reaction by the legislature to frustration that children 
were receiving high school diplomas but were lacking in basic skills." 

p.34 #83. "State acknowledges that 'children have a property interest in their 
prospective diploma, and cannot be deprived of that property interest by a test that is 
unfair to them because they have not had notice of the content of the test.'" 

p. 36 #92 'Bering Strait's graduation rate has fallen significantly since 2002-2003, 
when it was 59.4%. This may be due to the introduction of the exit exam requirement 
since that date, but also may be due in part to the "Quality Schools" program in place 
there that allows students additional time to complete their studies past 12th grade." 

p. 38 #95 "While the dropout rate may be some indication as to whether an 
educational program is meeting a student's need, the evidence showed that not all 
students drop out because of low academic achievement. Family and work commitments, 
among other reasons, may also be factors." 

p.3 8 #96 "Some students drop out because they are unable to pass the exit exam. 

p.56 #164 Mr. Morgan was concerned about the exit exam and the impact may have on 
students dropping out: "There's so much focus to pass [the exit exam] and I think there's 
more to life than just passing the exist exam." 

p.56 #165 Mr. Morgan ... had classes in photography, foreign languages and pottery, 
which have not been available to his children. He also believes there were more teachers. 
And he remembered that everyone graduated then. Now, he is 'saddened by the kid who 
[does not] get the diploma but still walks. 

p. 72. #226 "Dr. Davis (BSSD) testified that small schools in Alaska should not be 
expected to offer all of the course available in large schools. Instead, his position is that 
"we should offer an adequate education." 

p. 72. #229 Dr. Davis defines an adequate education as an "education that gives young 
people the tools to succeed in whatever live they choose." He testified that BSSD 
students are receiving an adequate education due in part to supplemental activities and 
education from families. He does not think they meet state standards but they are 
successful based on their own standards and the improvements they have made. 

p. 77. Note: Bering Strait School District has some of the highest paid teachers and 
highest funding per student (Kuspuk School District: received $21,758 per student in 
2005). 

Comments - Moore v. State 6-21-07 
Page I of2 
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p. 79 #246 Dr. Laster testified that "we are in good faith really working to try to get 
those core competencies to students: reading, writing and math. But it's really important 
to have an interdisciplinary approach; an approach that respect the community that kids 
come from, the culture that they come from, that engages them in a way that grabs them 
and engages them and has them working on stuff that that is rally meaningful to them." 

Comments - Moore v. State 6-21-07 
Page 2 of2 
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26. No evidence was presented that the State has redirected any district supervisory 

personnel or any school district appropriations, except that in the 2007-2008 school 

year, the State required the school districts in which it had intervened to pay for the 

cost of the district coaches. 

111. HSGQE Remediation Plans 

27. This Court's June 2007 decision held that because the State had failed to meet its 

constitutional oversight responsibilities, the State was violating the substantive due 

process rights of students by deny high school diplomas to students in chronically 

underperforming school districts who had failed the High School Graduation Qualifying 

Exam (HSGQE).24 

28. Following this Court's 2007 decision, the State Board adopted a regulation that 

requires all school districts to have a HSGQE remediation plan in place for all high 

school juniors and seniors who had not passed one or more section of the HSGQE.25 

For intervention districts, the regulation provides that the remediation plans must be 

reviewed and approved by the Commissioner and must "begin no later than the start of 

the second semester of the students' 11th grade year."26 Remediation is defined as 

"additional instruction and study that targets the skills tested on the HSGQE."27 

" DeciSion and Order at 191-194. 

25 4 Me 06.759. 

20 4 Me 06. 759(b)(1 )(8). 

274 Me .06.759(1). 

MOORE, ET AL. V. STATE OF ALASKA, 3AN-04-9756 CI 
FINDINGS OF FACT, CONCLUSIONS OF LAw AND ORDER 
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29. In December 2007, each of the intervention districts submitted remediation plans 

to the Department. [Exs. 2548-25521 

30. Of the five intervention districts, the Department has approved one remediation 

plan -- the plan submitted by the Yupiit School District. [Ex. 2548] 

31. The interim Commissioner wrote to each of the four other intervention districts in 

December 2007 that the district's plan needed further information before Departmental 

approval would be forthcoming. [Exs. 2549-52) However, there is no indication in the 

record before this Court that the Department has done any additional follow up on the 

remediation plans since that time. [Tr. 10m08 at 88; see also ex. 436) 

32. This Court has reviewed each of the remediation plans from the intervention 

districts. [Exs. 2548-2552] The plans do not appear to require that each student who 

has failed the exam who is in 11th or 12th grade has an individualized plan that focuses 

on the student's area(s) of deficiency in an effort to maximize that student's likelihood of 

passage of the exam. And the plans do not insure that each such student has an 

assigned professional to monitor that student's progress toward proficiency on the 

exam. Nor is there any evidence that the Department has taken steps to confirm that 

the districts actually have the plans in operation for each of these students. 

'. " 33.' The Department . presented· a detaile-d'analysis' of HSGQE results" at the.· 

evidentiary hearing in June 2008. [Exs. 2514-2522] The analysis focused on how 

many stUdents in the classes of 2006 and 2007 had passed all three sections of the 

exam by their senior year. [Tr. 6/10/08 at 39-41] The analysis showed that a 

1180 

substantial majority of students who stay in school are passing the exit exam, including 
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students in the intervention districts. However, the Department's analysis excluded all 

those students who had dropped out or transferred to another school before passing all 

three sections. Superintendents from intervention and plaintiff districts testified that 

those students who remain in school have the opportunity to learn the material tested 

on the HSGQE. [See, e.g., tr. 10/21/08 at 147-1481 Yet a review of the Department's 

statistics demonstrates that numerous students throughout the state are unable to pass 

the exam even after five opportunities. According to the Department's statistics, and 

excluding all students who have dropped out before they passed the exam, in 2007 

over 1,100 students statewide failed to pass the HSGQE exam after five opportunities, 

while 8,524 students passed. [Ex. 2514 at 8) 

IV. Findings Regarding the Components of the District Level Interventions 

A. The Northwest Lab Evaluation 

34. An evaluation of the State's improvement process prepared by Timothy Speth of 

the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, in partnership with the Alaska 

Comprehensive Center, was admitted as an exhibit at the October 2008 evidentiary 

hearing. [Ex. 477]28 The Lab is a federally-funded research institution with a reputation 

,-n'} ;;.' ,.',for performing quality research. Both former Commissioner Sampson··and Dr. Johr(':.o .. 

1181 

Davis were on the Lab's Board for many years, and Commissioner LeDoux is currently 

on the Lab's Board. [Tr. 10/6/08 at 114; 10/8/08 at 71, 129] Dr. Darling-Hammond 

21 Although the report is entitled an evaluation of the 'District Improvement Coaches Project: it also 
addressed other aspects of the district improvement process. [Ex. 477) 

MOORE, ET AL. V. STATE OF ALASKA, 3AN-<l4-9756 CI 
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thereby negatively impacting the likelihood of prompt and significant improvement in 

student achievement. 

155. The evidence indicated that the Department is currently undertaking some 

efforts to expand its capacity to provide assistance to the districts. But no evidence was 

presented that the Department has undertaken any effort to assess its capacity to 

determine what it would require to effectively assist districts and schools to provide 

students with a constitutionally adequate education. Yet Eddy Jeans, the Department's 

legislative liaison, testified that "the legislature gave us a very clear message that when 

we determine what additional resources we need, we are to come back to them and ask 

for them." [Tr. 10m08 at 46] 

CONCLUSIONS OF LAW 

1. This Court's June 2007 Decision and Order concluded that the Department was 

not fulfilling its constitutional oversight responsibility in chronically underperforming 

districts and schools, and ordered the Department to take adequate remedial measures 

to establish compliance. The State asks this Court to now find that the deficiencies 

identified in the June 2007 Order have been cured, and that this Court should accept 

"the State's system as compliant with the Education Clause."46 But the Plaintiffs as~ 

~>'this Court to find' that ,i{he"Sif~te's cLJmintinterventionefforts fail t6'~26m~lyWith inJ'" .' 
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requirements of the Court's June 2007 Order and that the Department continues to be 

"Slate's Proposed Findings of Fact and Conclusions of Law at 53, ~ 22. 

MOORE, ET AL. V. STATE OF ALASKA. 3AN-04-9756 CI 
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out of compliance with the oversight duties imposed by the Education Clause of the 

Alaska Constitution.'''17 

2. In an order issued near the outset of this case in June 2006, this Court held that 

under the Education Clause, it is the Court's responsibility "to determine a constitutional 

floor with respect to educational adequacy, and to determine if that constitutional floor is 

currently being met. .48 

3. The District Plaintiffs remaining in this action now seek to have this Court expressly 

hold that the Education Clause establishes a fundamental right to education. But at this 

juncture, where the issue is the adequacy of the State's oversight of and assistance to 

chronically underperforming school districts, and no individual student plaintiffs are 

asserting that they are not being accorded their constitutional right to an education, this 

Court will instead maintain the "constitutional floor" analysis first set out in this case in 

June 2006 and determine whether the State's current efforts to comply with the 

Education Clause are adequate. Stated differently -- has the State now demonstrated 

that it is fulfilling its constitutional responsibility to "maintain a system of public 

schools ?,049 

4. Because the State has been ordered to take remedial action to correct an ongoing . .. . 

constitutional breach, it bears the burden of proof on,\he issue of compliance. 

47 District Plaintiffs' Proposed Findings of Fact and Conclusions of Law at 54, 1120 . 

.. Order re State's Motion 10 Establish Standard of Review at 4, quoling Campaign for Fiscal Equity, Inc. 
v. Stale of New York, 86 N.Y. 2d 307, 31S(N.Y. 1995) . 

•• Alaska Const. Article VII, § 1. 
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5. The first prong of the June 2007 Order addressed the State's obligation to 

establish "clear standards· for school districts to retain full local control. so Certainly, the 

Legislature has the authority to delegate its constitutional responsibility to maintain 

public schools to the Department of Education and Early Development as well as to 

local school districtsS1 But for the reasons more fully articulated in this Court's June 

2007 decision, when making a broad delegation to local school districts of the 

constitutional responsibility to maintain schools, the State "must establish clear 

standards· for those districts necessary to retain local control. 52 

6. By clearly describing the boundaries that insure full local control, these standards 

correspondingly serve to define the threshold that activates the Department's 

constitutional duty to intervene and provide oversight and assistance to local officials. 

Clear standards should also reduce the risk of premature and untimely intervention by 

giving specific and reliable notice to all interested parties of the circumstances that 

would activate the State's duty to intervene and assist. 

7. The State has developed comprehensive desk audit and instructional audit 

regulations to determine those districts and schools that necessitate State intervention. 

The District Plaintiffs in this action are not asserting that the State has improperly 

. "">,; . ;·".)otervened in certain districts, or that th'e State ,should have. intervened in other districts.(·~;". " ", 
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The evidence at the compliance hearings did demonstrate several concerns with the 

audit process, such as restrictions on the distribution of the narrative audit summaries, 

" Decision and Order at 189. 

It Decision and Order at 162-165, 173,112. 

52 Decision and Order at 189. 
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and the lack of clear standards for when an instructional audit will not result in an 

intervention. But on the current record, this Court agrees with the State with respect to 

this component of this Court's June 2007 Order, such that any constitutional questions 

arising from the details of implementing the audit regulations should be asserted by 

future challenge, and are not directly before this Court at this time. See State v. Alaska 

Civil Liberties Union, 159 P.3d 513, 514-515 (Alaska 2006).53 

8. For the same reasons, this Court finds that any constitutional questions arising 

from the implementation of school-level interventions are not now directly before this 

Court, as to date no such interventions have been undertaken and no party is before 

this Court at this time asserting a claim of unconstitutionality with respect to those 

potential school-Jevel interventions. 

9. The "clear standards" prong of this Court's June 2007 Decision and Order 

contains a separate component that is applicable to the intervention districts. The Order 

also emphasized the need for the State to "insure that each school district has a 

demonstrated plan to provide children a meaningful opportunity to achieve proficiency in 

the State's performance standards, and meaningful exposure on the remaining content 

standards, and insure that the district plan is fully implemented and actually in use in the 

10. Although the Department has created a set of content standards, it has not 

provided clear guidance to school districts as to how much and what kind of exposure to . 

lJ Likewise, constitUtional questions that might arise from S8 285's provisions concerning the potential 
redirection of appropriations and redirection of school district personnel are not properly before this Court 
at this time. 

5' Decision and Order at 189, \141. 
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those standards must be given in order to insure that students receive an education that 

is adequately broad in content, as well as adequately demanding in performance. 

11. Without clear standards to guide them in attempting to meet the content 

standards, the underperforming districts focusing their efforts on meeting performance 

standards have no way of ensuring that their students have an adequate opportunity to 

obtain a well-rounded education, and not just an education that builds proficiency in a 

set of narrow, albeit critical, skills. Likewise, the Department has not articulated any 

standard that it will apply to determine whether and when its oversight duty requires illo 

give troubled districts assistance in assuring meaningful exposure to the content 

standards. 

12. For the foregoing reasons, this Court finds that the State has not met its 

constitutional responsibility to "maintain a system of public schools" with respect to this 

component of the first prong of the June 2007 Order. 

13. The second prong of the June 2007 Order focused on the State's oversight 

responsibility of chronically underperforming districts, and required the State to provide 

"considerably more" "oversight," "assistance" and "direction" in "a concerted effort to 

remedy the situation."55 

.. ..:.~ ·'i;·.;·;~A. Strong and persuasive ,evidence Was· presented at the compliance hearing.' 

demonstrating that, for a variety of reasons, the State's current district-level 

1186 

. interventions have fallen considerably short of complying with this oversight requirement 

in two basic respects: first, because the remedial measures included in the 

interventions have not been effectively implemented and have not adequately meet the 

"Decision and Order at 189. 
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needs they were meant to serve; and, second, because the interventions target an 

unjustifiably narrow range of problems, while ignoring many other educational problems 

that these local districts have not adequately addressed on their own. 

15. The State's district-level intervention plans provide districts with measurement 

and assessment tools and some organizational assistance meant to enhance the 

districts' use 0( those tools. But the Department underestimated the complexity 

involved in implementing the use of tools like "Response to Instruction" and AIMSWeb 

in chronically underperforming districts. As a result, the State has not provided 

sufficient training and technical support to allow the tools to be effectively and efficiently 

implemented. Moreover, the State's intervention plans mistakenly assumed that the 

districts would have the expertise and experience to make appropriate use of the 

assessment tools after implementation, and as a result did not provide adequate follow 

up and on-site assistance. 

16. The State did not adequately tailor its remedial efforts to the particular needs of 

the schools and districts in which they were implemented. To the contrary, the 

Department's only significant effort to assess particularized needs -- its instructional 

audits -- played no role in the Department's choice of the remedial measures included in 

,...,.,., :··.)t~ district interventions. Nor did thp, Oepartmoot make. any sys1ematic effort .to mOr:litor·. 
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and evaluate its intervention efforts so that its remedial measures could be adjusted, 

refined, and supplemented when information established the need for change. 

17. Despite the June 2007 Order's specific mandate of a "concerted effort" to provide 

"conSiderably more" assistance in resolving the districts' problems, the' State's own 
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witnesses described the Department's interventions as considerably less. Multiple 

witnesses described the current intervention components as "somewhat minimalistic," 

an "initial intervention," a "first step," or a "foundation" for other needed elements. But in 

chronically underperforming school districts, setting up an initial intervention, then 

waiting five to seven years as the Department proposes to assess the results is not 

sufficient to remedy the constitutional violations identified in the June 2007 Order.
s6 

18. The State has also failed to adequately address its constitutional responsibility to 

"insure that its educational standards are being implemented at the locallevel."s7 Instead, 

it appears that the State is just beginning to determine the extent to which a curriculum 

aligned to the State's performance standards is being taught in all the public schools in 

this state. The State asserts that its approach "to focus the first years of the intervention 

on changing the delivery of instruction" and then "dealing with the issue of curriculum was 

based on appropriate professional judgment."s8 But all public schools in this state should 

be teaching a curriculum that includes (yet certainly should not be limited to) materials 

aligned with the State's performance standards. The instructional audits of the chronically 

underperforming districts that the Department undertook in the fall of 2006 - over two 

years ago -- clearly demonstrated that was not the case. In these circumstances, an 

---:,·".:<::,(~dncremental; minimalist initial-approach, that IS 'only now b'eginriing Iiii' addr.ess t:urricuhJm;:. ': ,'-;'>:' 

1188 

is constitutionally inadequate. 

" See, supra, Findings at paragraph 141. 

II Decision and Order at 186. 

" State's Proposed Findings of Fact and Conclusions of Law at 17, 1122. 
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19. Positive evidence concerning the interventions has been presented. For 

example, many of the technical and organizational problems that initially surfaced have 

been addressed and resolved, collaborative meetings appear to have been quite helpful 

at many schools, and additional training has been provided. [See, e.g., tr. 10/6/08 at 45-

47] POinting to this progress, the State's expert, Dr. Guthrie, urges that the best thing to 

do at this juncture is essentially nothing - to wait for several years in order to allow the 

current remedial measures an opportunity to work. The State echoes this position, urging 

the Court to conclude that the State is doing enough, that it will continue to assist 

chronically underperforming schools, and that this action should now be dismissed. 

20. A "first step" or "initial intervention" or "somewhat minimalistic" approach may well 

be the best approach in some settings, as when the Department initiates timely steps to 

address incipient problems arising well before a district chronically fails. But here, the 

districts targeted for intervention are districts with chronically underperforming schools -­

schools with lengthy histories of failing to overcome the achievement gap for generations 

of children -- and the Department was ordered to take concerted remedial action because 

it has violated its constitutional oversight duty by failing to meaningfully intervene before 

the problems became chronic. 

Co:,'.,: :" ',Mtn2rL:,The parties· do nO!:.dispute that the intervention districts: face "significant hurdles' in'"";·,',>,, 'j« 

attempting to correct their students' underperformance, including geographic, cultural, 

environmental and cultural inflUences. But the evidence also establishes that there is an 

1189 

array of promising. research-backed remedial measures to address the educational 

needs of students in these districts which have not yet been successfully implemented. 
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Such measures could include efforts to build in-house expertise, to increase the level of 

available teaching capacity, to create meaningful incentives to promote the recruitment 

and retention of high quality teachers, to provide content specialists, on-site coaches and 

mentors, targeted educational resources, and more extensive professional development 

focused on the particularized needs of the intervention districts. They could also include 

pre-K, curriculum development and alignment, and resources directed at improving 

student attendance and the school's interface with the local community. 

22. Although the State asserted in its closing argument that teaching capacity is a 

problem for local districts to address, teacher qualifications and training are controlled by 

the State through the certification process. 59 And the State did not demonstrate an 

insurmountable conflict between local controillocal capacity on the one hand, and State 

assistance with targeted support on the other hand. The two are complementary, not 

mutually exclusive: "A more effiCient state system operates when the state is able to fulfill 

its responsibilities well and doesn't leave that to every little local district to try to have to 

replicate or create because the state hasn't provided some of the foundation that's 

needed for the districts to be able to proceed effectively." [Tr. 10/9/08 at 65; Dr. Oarling-

Hammond} And, in any event, "local control does not supersede a child's right to leam: 

23. To date, the State has categorically declined to consider an early-education 

component such as pre-K in its interventions. In ruling out this option, the State has relied. 

on this Court's holding that the Education Clause does not require pre-K to be included as 

59 AS 14.20.020; 4 Me 12.200 - 4 Me 12.900. 
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an integral part of the system of public education that the Legislature must routinely 

provide throughout the state. eo But that ruling was not intended to exempt pre-K from 

being considered and used as a case-specific measure to remedy a constitutional 

violation. 

24. During the 2008 hearings the State occasionally referred to the problem of 

children being unprepared to begin school as stemming from problems within the 

community. These references echoed the report of the State's expert, Dr. Guthrie, who 

referred to ·cultural and community misalignment."s1 But to the extent local conditions 

create unique educational problems that impair a public school's ability to provide a 

constitutionally adequate education, then the school district and the Department have a 

constitutional duty to address the educational aspects of those problems that are 

amenable to educational solutions. And when a local district lacks the capability to 

resolve these educational problems on its own, the Department's oversight duty requires 

it to intervene and provide assistance to the local district in a concerted effort to remedy 

these problems. This Court finds persuasive the response of a New York court to a 

similar argument, which "rejects the argument that the state is excused from its 

constitutional obligations when public school students present with socio-economic 

:.:. '. :_,;r;,oef!cits:,6?··Conditions within:a"oommunity do >r10tdimil1ish the State's constitutional duty 

to 'maintain a system of public schools open to all children of the State." 

1191 

6. Decision and Order at 177, 111111,12 . 

• , Ex. 2584 at 62406-07. 

B2 Campaign For Fiscal equity v. State, 719 N.Y.S,2d 475, 516 (Sup. Cl N.Y. 2001), aff'd. 769 N.Y.S.2d 
106,116 (N.Y. 2003). 
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25. In addition to addressing the Education Clause of Alaska's Constitution, this 

Court's June 2007 Order held that due process is violated if the State withheld high 

school diplomas from students in chronically underperforming districts who had not 

passed the HSGQE but were "not being accorded a meaningful opportunity to acquire 

proficiency in the very material that is tested on the exam,'.s3 when the State had failed 10 

provide adequate oversight and assistance to the district. 

26. The State has now required the intervention districts to submit copies of their 

HSGQE remediation plans to the Department for review. But this Court's expectations 

were, and are, that in each chronically underperforming school district, the Department 

would immediately insure that an individualized remedial plan had been developed for 

each current 11th and 12th grader who has not yet passed the exam, including but not 

limited to appropriate formative assessments, and that each such student would have a 

designated professional at the school district (or Department, if necessary) with the 

responsibility of monitoring that student's remedial plan. In addition, the Department, 

through on-site visits and follow-up interviews, would insure that such a plan was actually 

in place for each of the students in chronically underperforming districts who had not yet 

passed the exam. To date, there is no indication that this has occurred in any of the 

27. Based upon all of the evidence presented, this Court finds that the Department, 

through delegation from the Legislature, is not currently meeting the State's constitutional 

responsibility to "maintain a system of public schools open to all children of the State." 

The schools in the chronically underperforming school districts are not constitutionally 

., Decision and Order at 193-194. 
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adequate; the Education Clause requires considerably more from the State in the way of 

oversight and assistance to those districts. And yet, while this Court has identified 

several shortcomings in the above Findings, it may well be that the requisite constitutional 

floor could be met without all of those deficiencies being fully rectified. Rather, it is the 

entirety of the deficiencies which together result in this Court's finding that the requisite 

constitutional floor has not been met at this time. 

28. The Court further concludes, however, that the Department has made good faith 

efforts to achieve compliance with the June 2007 Order and the Education Clause and 

that the deficiencies in its efforts to date may well stem from uncertainty about the extent 

of the requirements in the June 2007 Order and the scope of the Department's oversight 

responsibilities. Moreover, the dedication to school improvement of the many educators 

in this process -- including the educators and other personnel within the Department and 

in the school districts -- is well evident and deserving of considerable respect. For these 

reasons, this Court will accord to the Department an additional opportunity to comply 

voluntarily with requirements of the Education Clause and this Court's orders, as further 

directed below. 

ORDER 

. .:." : ,(:)(':":'2(,,:;:, To establish compliance, :IT. IS ORDERED that the State shall; proceed as ,',,,::,',' 

1193 

follows: 

A. Prepare and file with this Court a draft of standards that address the 

State's constitutional responsibility to insure that chronically underperforming school 

MOORE, ET AL, v. STATE Of ALASKA, 3AN-04-9756 CI 
FINDINGS OF FACT, CONCLUSIONS OF LAw AND ORDER 
PAGE 57 OF 58 



districts are providing students in those districts with meaningful exposure to the State's 

content standards. 

B. Review, reconsider, and - after consulting with the districts and giving due 

considerations to their views -- file with this Court revised district intervention plans that 

address and incorporate as appropriate remedial measures related to each of the 

problem areas identified in these Findings. [See Findings of Fact, Parts V, A-E and Part 

VII} 

C. File with this Court a plan of action that addresses the concerns identified 

in these Findings with respect to the adequacy of the remediation plans in the 

intervention districts for the High School Graduation Qualifying Exam. 

Given the Department's continuing non-compliance with its constitutional duty to 

date, the time that has already been lost in attempting to establish compliance, and the 

severe consequences to stUdents in the intervention districts caused by continued non-

compliance, time is of the essence at this pOint in the proceedings. Accordingly, the 

State shall file and serve the materials described above no later than sixty days from the 

date of distribution of this Order. The State is strongly encouraged to work closely with 

each of the intervention districts in preparing these materials. The District Plaintiffs are 

. .: ,. , . accorded ten days thereafter to file::and· serve::any·objections. Addttiom'il proceedings' 

1194 

shall be scheduled thereafter as warranted. 

IT IS SO ORDERED this ~day of February, 2009. 

~G7e~ 
Judge of the Superior Court 
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Interim: (May· Dec.) 

.716W.4tkAve 
Anchorage, AK 99501 
Phc .. : (907) 269·0144 
Fax: (907) 269-()148 

Alaska State Legislature 

Senator Bettye DavjS@legis state.ak us 
http://www.akdemocrats.org 

Office of Senator Bettye Davis 
January 20, 20]0 

· Senator Meyer, Co-Chair 
Senate Education Committee 

RE: Request for Hearing for SB 109, 26-LS0527\A 

Se.uion: (Jan.. May) 
State Capitol. Suile 30 

Junciw, AI{ 99801·ll82 
Phc".: (907) 465·3822 

Fax: (907) 465·3756 
Tollfree: (800) 770-3822 

"An Act repealing the secondary student competency examination and related requirements; and 
providing for an effective date." 

( Dear Senator Meyer: 

( 

Senator Davis respectfully requests a hearing on SB 109 before the Senate Edncation Committee. 
SB 109 repeals the High School Graduation Qualifying Exam (HSGQE) or "Exit Exam" which was fully 
implemented in Alaska in 2004. The efficacy of the HSGQE has been greatly diminished by other 
assessment requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act and by purchase of the WorkKeys assessment 
Program by DEED to be implemented for all ]]Ih graders in 2011. In addition, the Center on Education 

· Policy (CEP) in a November, 2009 report (attached) summarizes state trends and progress for the last 8 
years to alternative pathways to graduation, end-of-course exams, and increased technical and fiDancial 
assistance. 

There is no uniformity in testing across the country, but the CEP reports two-thirds to three-fourths of 
students in the country are now affected by exit exams. States are .struggling to develop standards and 
testing systems that are sufficiently demanding but also achievable and fair. The Alaska HSGQE remains 
a continuing concern for students with disabilities, English language learners (ELLs), and students in rura1 
school districts per Moore, et al. v. State of Alaska, 3AN04-9756 (see infra). There is considerable 
concern that we are testing too much, too often, and limiting curriculum and class time by teaching to the 
test. 

The cost of the HSGQE in Alaska has risen to an estimated $123 per student, excluding hidden costs of 
remediation, lost school time, and teacher training. The HSGQE is currently funded by DEED through a 
recent contract with an outside firm providing a 5-year package of testing HSGQE with NCLB and other 
assessments. Separating the tests and costs at this time could be costly and difficult, but repeal of the 
HSGQE could be accomplished legislatively by simply not withholding diplomas for failure of this high-

· risk exam. 
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(. Included in this hearing package are: 
'., 1. Sponsor Statement 

2. Current version of SB 109, 26-LS0527\A. 
3. Sectional Summary 
4. Additional Documentation 
5. Anticipated teleconference testimony from the Department of Education & Early Childbood 

Development, School Districts, state educators, and parents 
6. Note: There is no fiscal note at this time, but numbers separating the costs of the HSGQEfrom 

the NCLB contract can be obtained from Eddy Jeans or Eric McCormick in DEED. The 
separated costs divided by the number of students taking the HSGQE annually should 
approximate the above estimated cost of$123 per studentfor the HSGQE. 

~~~~n ... 
Thomass.o~e~~~ 

( 

( 

1196 

Legislative Assistant ~ 
465-3762 
Thomas Obermeyer@legis.state.ak.us 



LEGAL SERVI.CES 

(907) 465-3867 or 465.2450 
~/ "AX (907) 465-2029 
( lail Stop 3101 . 

DIVISION OF LEGAL AND RESEARCH SERVICES 
LEGISLATIVE AFFAIRS AGENCY 

STATE OF ALASKA State .Capitol 
Juneau, Naska 99801-1182 

Deliveries to: 129 6th St., Rm. 329 -' 

( 
.J 

1197 

MEMORANDUM February 27,2009 

. SUBJECT: 

TO: 

FROM: 

Sectional Summary ofSB 109 (Work Order No. 26-LSOS27\A) 

Senator Bettye Davis 
Attn; Thomas Obermeyer .. 

JeanM. Mischel /7 ..... ' 
Legislative Counsel· ~ 

.0'/ 
You have requested a sectional summary of the above-described bill. 

As a preliminary matter, note that a sectional summary of a bill shoUld not be considered 
an authoritative interpretation of the bill and the bill itself is the best .statement of its . 

. contents. If you would like an illterpretation of the bill as it·niay apply to a particular set 
of circumstances, please advise. 

Sectioi{LDeletes the high school competency examination reference in the Department 
of Education ·and Early Development's annual report to the legislature; 

Section 2. Deietes th.e high school competency examination reference in the Department 
of~ducation and Early Development's annual report to the public on school performance. 

Section 3. Deletes the high school competency examination reference in the Department 
of Education and Early Development's school accountability system. 

Section 4. Deletes the high school competency examination reference in the charter .. 
. school operational requirements. 

Section 5. Repeals the high school competency test requirements. 

Section 6. Provides a July 1, 2011, effective date. 

JMM:ljw 
09-124.ljw 

) 

) 



§ ,14,03:,070 B20' 

(e) :rn addition to th~ ~ad~~ en~~atedi~ (a)~f'this, ieCtibh,ari elen;,.entarY :.mao] 
consi&ts' bf a pre-~lement~ry, piograrii ,s,upervised' by the,ii,ePartlllent Under AS 

, r4,~7.020(a:)(8), operated by The department as a head start program under AS 14.38.010, ' 
" . Or located in a .public 'school for federal funding purposes .. Except for a child with a" 
.'." disability who is. receiving special education or related. services 11I!der AS i4.30)8Q ~. 

, 14.30.350, pre-elementary students may b,ot be coUnted ill a school's ave,"-ge daily 
" Xllerpbership und~r AS 14.17, (§ .1 ch 98 SLA.19~6; am §§ 1;2 ch'117SLA 2008)' " 

.' . . . ' . 
. Effect" of ~~ndments. -'r:he ·2008 am~ndment, .C~ll~terall:'eferenc~s. - Zon.fu.g regulations. as 

, effective October 21; 2008, added "Except as provide~ applied to public. e1e,1l1eritaIJ and high schools, 74 
in~) of this section" at llie beginning .of subsection (a), ALRad 136. . . .. .. 
and added subsection (e). : 

, S'~c. 14.03,070, School age, A child who is six years of age on or b~fore September.l 
following the beginning·ofthe'.school year, ,and who is under the age of 20 and has not 
'completed the 12th grade, is of school age. {§ 1 ch'98 SLA 1966; am § 1 ch 1 FSSLA i987; , 

'. am §' '19 ch 85 SLA 1988; am § . 1 IOh 10'1 SLA 200.j.) . , 

. Effect of amendments. - The 2004 amend~ent,' 
effecUve July· 1, 2004,'substituted "on or before Sep­
tember 1" for "before August 15." . 

CoUateral r.eferences. - Power of public school 

.' . 
au.thoritie.s to set mini,mmp iiI' ma%;mum·age require­
ments for pupila in absence of ape°cific statutonr au­
thority. 78 ALR2d 1921. 

Sec: 14.03,075. Secondary student competency testing. (a) A :stude~t"may not 
. be issued a'secondary school diploma unless ,th~ student passes a compet~y examina- ' 
, tidn in the areas of reading, English:"and lllathemati~s 'or receives a' waiver from the' 

governing body: A governing body may not grant a waiver to a, student befure 'the 
'student's final semester of attendance, The department shall determine the form and, 
contents of the exarriination and shan sCOl'e completed examinations.. . " . 
, (b) A student who fails the examination reqUired ""der this section ,shall be Ietested 

at least once during it 'school yea~ on those portions of the examin~tion that the student 
.. hail, not passed"A student w\ro passes anY portion oftha test,may not retake that portion' 

01 the test. A student ",ho, whBn retested, passes 'the portions of the test not previously 
, • 'p!'ssed and who meets any other' graduation requirements shall receive a diploma from 

,the. school district. 1 This subsection does not apply to a student who ,is a ,child with a 
disability if the student's'individua)ized epucation pr()graXll team recommends th!,t the 
student,not be retested. .' 

(c) Notwithstanding (a) of this 'section, ' 
(1) a student who is Ii child ,with a disability, and who does not acliiev~ a passing ,SCQre 

on the examination r~quired under (a) of this 'section, wIth or without accommod,ation, is 
eligible to. receive a diploma if the student. successfully completes . an alternative 
assessment program required by 'the student's individualized education prograin or 
required in the education plan, developed for the student' under 29' 'U,S.C. 794; an 
alternative assessment program must, to the maximum extent possible, conform to state 
performance standards 'established for the 'competency examination required under (a) of 
this section; this paragraph does not, apply to· a student unless the department ' 
determines that the, stuclent has taken: and failed to pass the competency examination, ' 

, With 6r without acconiinqdations and the department approves the student's alternative. 
assessment program describetl'under, this'paragraph; ,and 

(2) a student who transfers ·;j,to a public 'high school in"this state shall receive, a 
Qiploma if the student ' . 

(A) meets graduation'requirements 'unposed'by the governing body' and the state; and 
(B) has, passed' a' ,:competency , examination' in the' state from which the student 

tranSferred.' " . -. .: " . ' '. , " 
',Cd) A student who, fajls'tQ quajify for the issuance of a diploma Under (a) of this section 

or a' retest under (b}' of, i;}lls section by: the eud of the student's final semester of 
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PUBLIC SCHOoLs GENERALLy 

§ 14.03.078 

attel:ldance, but. who has metall other gradustiOl:l recjuirements of a governmg body 8.Ild 
the:state, shall be awarded a.certificate of achievement. A certificate 'of achievemel:l~ may 
mc!ude. the followi:qg information: . .... ." . . . 

(1) ·the portions of the exaromatiol:l described under (a) of this sec1;iol:l that were passed; . 
(2) the studel:lt's attel:ld8.Ilce record; and' . 
(3) other informatiol:l indicating the qualificatiol:lS of the studel:lt that th" goverhln.g body determmes appropl;"iate. . . . . 

(e) The departmeb.t shall. by. regulatiol:l establish \lI\iform stal:ldards for 
. (1) pre-examinatiol:l study materials; al:ld . '. . 

(2) . procedures to be followed dUring adrninistratiol:l of 8.Il fll!:a,mination. . . 
(f) The department sl).a!1 by reiuIli-tiol:l.establish uniform s:t~dard$-f"i: an alternative 

assessment program reqliired under (c)(l) of .this.sectiol:l.fhe,:.A!ternative assessment 
program required. under (c) (1) of this ~ectjol:l applicable to Sl:l·i.ridlVi:duhl student may not 
'be chSl:lged after February 1 of th~ student's junior year of sl:t!:dY-"' . 

(g) In this section, . ". 

(1) "child with a disability" has the meSl:ling give;" in As 14.30.350; . . . . . 
(2) ''individualized ed,ucation program team" half the,ueaning given in AS 14.30.350. 

. (§ 1 cl1.58 SLA 1997;' am § 2 ch 94 SLA 2001; am § 24.cl1 35·.SLA 2003) . 

Effect of am.endments. -'- The 2001 amendmel).f 
rewrote subsections (a} and (b) and added Bubsections 
(c)...(g). The amendment" t<J 8ubsectionIJ (a) and (b) by 
section 2; c.h...94; SLA 2001· amended those Bubsec~ 
~ions before they became effet;tiv~, Sections 7 and 11, 
01. 94, SLA 2001 amand §§ 3,- ch. 58, SLA 199.7 to 
mB.k6 this entire section effective February I, 2004, 

The 2003 amendment, effective February '1, 2,094, 
' at the end' of paragraph (1), of subaec?on (g), substi-

tilted "in:AS 14.3.0.350" for· 'clUId.reio. with disabili-
ti .. : in AS 14.3.0.35.0". . . 
. Effectiv.e dates, ~ .Section· 3, ch, 58, 'SLA 1997 
made this section ,effective January 1, 2002. However; . 
§. 7, ch. 94, SLA 20Ql changes the effecti"!5 date of the 
section to February 1, 2004. . . . 

Editor'. notes. --' AS 14.30.350; cite.d·in (g)(21 of 
this section, .... as repealed by' § 41, ch. 67, SLA 2.oOl. . . . 

S~c: Vi03.077. High school diploma for cert:.>Ur veterans. (a). Notwithstanding 
. otlierpr.~visioris of tbilf chapter, the ~ommissibner shall awaid Ii 'high sch~ol diplom~ to 
a person who . '. . . . 

(1) makes application und.r{b) ofthis section! if" p~rson is deceas~~ qi:incapacita\ed
t 

'.' 

an· immediate family member may apply on behalf of the person; . 
(2) never receiv~. a. high sehool diploma; and.. . 

(3) actively serVed in the United States armed forces 0;' the Alaska Territorial Guard 
during the period of August 7,1940, through July 25,1947, and 

(A) died in active service; 
• . (B) was hono~ably discharged; or 

(0) Was released from active cl\lty because of a 'service-related disability. '. 
.' .(b)' Th~ cOmmissioner shall provide· a form or ~lectronic format for a person .to apply' 

·under .this section. The' 'commissioner li;>.ay accept' an 'affidavit to ~upport. the award if'" 
documentaticn is' not readily. available from ·the military or other sourees. {§ 1 eh 13 SLA . '2001)'. . . . . . . .. . . 

.. ·S'f!c;;i4.03.Q78 .. Report, The department shallprovlde'to the legislature by February .. 
15' of ~a:c:li-Year an 'annUaI ,eport regarcling tlie ·pr.ogress of each school and school. district . 
toWard high' acad~in;c p.erfor,!"ance by all .. ~tud~nts; T\le report reqUired under this '. se~ti';n l1illilt mc!"de .:. . . . .: . ._ . '. ___ 

(1) information d"scrjbed 'u~der AS 14.03,120(d);. . 

-' : ,(,2) . the nl1mber and percentage"cf students.:fn/each schooLwho pa:s~ ilie ex:a:n,mation' '. 
. r'equired under AS 14.03.07 Ii, and t)J.e ';umoer oW ho pass 'each 'section of .the. exaniina.tion; . . . 

. ,.(il)·prP/5l:ess Qfthe.dep!'rtment .... ', ';,. ' ... ,.' . "_'.;:, .' .... : .. :.:.;' 
:: ~-{A.) to;,ya~,h;:np.leW~:ti-t!pli.ili'~ ~ch'o~l a~~i,J.ntai;ilitY.'pi:ovi~ion.1 of M:J- i4i03_.1.2il;'.~d--: 

. ";.' 

.o:n.ihas6is·~iJ;tg h,ig-h"s.~~o·0Js!t"b:e~Olll,~-a:9ctedited;". '. _.. : .... : .... ,. '. 
:." 7 .. ·· •. ",,:'; ':':.~":\: :.~. '." " .• : •• ~ ~.:~;., '.r '. \< ..... :_ .. r •••. : ::.:':." " , _.' ..••. " •. ."'-., ._.,: ',' ;.'t.:> ...... '., ........ :_ ... " . '. . ... . 
... . ••.. :~. :.~",;. '. - ..' ;" I' :. ...' " . .... • . ..' '. _ • 
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February 2, 2009 

Mr. Larry LeDouX 

Commissioner of Education and Early Development 
Department of Education and Early Development 
P,O. Box 1105QO ' 
JUrleau, Alaska 99811-0500, 

, Attentiori; Dottie Knuth 

ViaFpc«907)4:S~-4 56 

, Dear COrrwUseioner Le ' x: 
.~. .' . 

In respol)se to the request tor reVieW'and publi,c cOl!UI\ent on the' 
proposed regulation !=hanges on the tim:eline for the mandated 
WorkKeys/W!N assessments and on the Quality Schools 
a pplicition and reports for small districts; the Anchoxage School 
District submits the attached corrunents, ' 

I appreciate the opportunity 'to forward, our corrunents as they 
relate to the proposed changes in Department of Education and 

, Early Development regulations.' , 

,My staff and I are available to answer any questions regarding our 
respol)Ses and will forward any additioria! remarks to the proposed 
changes, as you deem necessary,' , . 

Sincerely, 

/IIAiiJ . 
GW(A~' 

caroi Comeau 
Superintendent 

Attadunent 

cc: Anchorage'School Board 

Rhonda Gardner, Assistant Superintendent; InstrUction 
LaurelVorachek, Director, Assessment and Evaluation 
Jane Berglund, Chief Information Officer' 

. '" . ' . 

. . '. . .... "'. '.' 

". Fdf~~"fl.&f·trg.Al! Snidmn flr-SJJc"~I1 in .Lifo 
'.. . .. , .... .... 

".; :.:.,: 
. '.~' : ... :, .' . 

"." . 

. .'. 

. , 
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. .. :'., 
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SUBJECT: 4 AAe 06.715 Work ready/college ready transitional skills 
curdtulumand benchmark assessments; '4' AAC 06.'717 Work ready/college 
ready transitional skills assessment . 

The Anchorage School District believes the WorkKeys exam is a quallty 
assessment that provides important information for studerits' and families, 
edu,ators, employers, and univ~sities about studllntachievement related to' 
col!llge arid work readiness. j1urther, the WIN cU.rriculum and benchmark 
assessments provide opportunities for students to advance their studies in and' 
awareness of "fork related proficiendes:' . 

. However, at minimum, the Anchorage' School District supports the proposed 
r<;gciation to delay the inaildated use of these assessments by one yelU': These 
tools and assessments are aVaihible :to' students and districts ready to accesS 

.. them, and a delay in implementing the mandate doesn't limit a school or 
district's ability to more forward .. The delay would enabl~ dlstricts that have 
technological or other implementation challenges to continue to 'work through 
them to ensure a smooth roll out should the I)lalldate come .. 

. Under the current system of assessment, the Anchorage School. District does not 
believe the. WorkKeys/WIN ass'essrnents should be mandated. Betwe!!n. the 
mandated Standards B"sedAssessments, HSGQE; TerraNova, NAEP, ELPA, 

. Kindergarten Ptofile, etc., and distrkt:spedfic formatiVe, benchmark, and' 
progress mol\itoring assessments that a're a: critic!!l part of any instructional 

. program, districts do not have the time or resourtes to invest' fn: another 
mandated exam. . 

The Anchorage School District proj?oses bolder action, however. We propose 
that the State Board and the De;partn1ent of Education· of Early Development 
work with' the Alaska Legislature and districtS to replace the essential skills High 
School Graduation Qualifying Exam wjththe much more robUst and meaningful 
WorkKeys Exam at the 10th vade. 

. .' 

The i:eqrirrement for' the HscQE was .created in 'response to conCE;!m that some 
students were graduating high school without the essential skills necessary to be 
productive in the world of work An unintended consequence of that action has 
been that many students now set· their Sights too low - only on passing the 
HSGQE rather than reaching toward ·even· higher' levels oLproficiency' and 
achievement. Many students question why they should be·required to continue 
high school when they. hav~ . already· passed the exam as 10th graders. 
Unfortunately, since the exam is :essential skills, the students' perception that 
they have met necessary levels of achieir.ement for Life-long success isrrusgtiided.· 

'2 
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The Anchorage School District believes there is' a much better altern;ltive that 
would provide businesses and universities i!1formatioli"they ne.ed·. about the 
academic pr.eparation of graduated studel1ts,' that would mspite 'students to 
continue their stUdiesrathei than 'end them prematurely, and .that. wbuld 
provide students invaluableinforniation 'abo\!t career fields' available to them as 
well as their relative preparation for them. That alternative is WorkKeys. . .' . 

In addition, WorkKeys is part of the ACt continuum of assessments ~c~e5sed by 
many schools and students that includes, among others, theE1'plore (81h grad~), 
PLAN (lOIh grade), and Acr (11th .and 12th. gt'ade).For ·students and their' 
advisors to be able to plan the student's education over a .series of years. with 
infor)tlation from these exams. would be much. mOTe valuable than a pass/fail 
score on the HSGQE. Because of the availability of thes!i1 examS, we do not 
believe the' WIN assessments need ever be maildated;' Rather, we suggest the 
assessments aild" verx valuable curriculum remain available for those who 
choose. to use them to augment their existing s)!;stem of assessment. . 

Because WorkKeys. is designed eXpressly to 'reflect what businesses expect of.' 
entering workers and the ACt is designed expressly. to reflect what colleges 
expect of entering students, the tWo assessment programs are unique in :What 
they measure and'in the scores they report But there are also commo.nalities In 
the expectations for readIness in the two. t'i~ts. 

ACT conducted a .statistical concorcl';h~e b~twee~"~h; 'respective c~nege and 
workforc;e training.r~adirtess levelS:'in reading and mathe'manes: They found that 
the concordance between Aer· College Readiness Benchmarks .and WorkKeys 
Level 5 shows that the levels of readiness in reading and mathematics are 
compaiable. . 

COlPparauility uetweell WorkKeys Job Profile LevelS and Act College 
Readiness Bench'nal'ks In Reading and MatheInattcs' 

Reading for In,formation . 5: 

Apprwd Mathemallcs 5 

.. 19-23' 
. l3enchrnilrk _ 21 

.8-21 
BlUlchmal1t _ 22 

.. This statistic;aI concordailce adds vilJueto the assessment from the perspective of 
the individual student for course planning and post-secondary guidance. The 

3 
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student receives information' about their readiness to make successful transitions 
t~ c~lJegeanci. worf< afterhigh~chool from one assessment 1£ a .studentscores 
below a Sin the Reading for Wormation and/or Applied M,cithematics test, it 
ptovides critical information- iii terms 6£ 'necessary coursework to l;ie completed 
during the student'sremairung time in high' school in order' to be prepared for 
Hrst-year college courses. The student also receives .information .about whether 
he or she haS the skills that' buSinesses expect of entering workel's tlrrough the 
WorkKeys Readiiiess'tevel. 111is' als" provides valuable'inforination in course .. 
pliiniting so, if necessary, students can take the coursework to ens:ure that they 
have the workforce skills when they gtaduat~ from. high school. Since it is a 
national exam, WorkKeys results and certificates are also portable throughout 
OUT highly mobile country and mean the same thing regardless ·of the state in 
whlch our' students tiltiffiately .choose to work or attend post-secondary 
progriuns.. . . . 

The bottom line is that the WorkKeys exam has the potential to inspire and. 
encourage students to higher levels. of acl4evernent while provitiing desired 

. accountability and information for ·prospective employers and universities,. 
whereas the HSGqE encourages apathy and low· expectations. Further, the 
HSGQE causes significant harm to the small. number of students who, largely 
·due to special needs or language acquisition challenges, are unable to pass and .. 
are thus denied a diploma. . 

Rather than artificially set a pass/ fail mark on this exam for which such a 
distinction was never intended, we propose instead that the final scores received 
by the· student, after however many attempts the' student makes while in high 
school to achieve higher scores, be pl<ked on the transcript and the diploma. The 
diploma could also be printed in: suCh a way that an explanation' of those scores 
is· printed on the back of. the diploma or transcript to provide that information to. 
prospective employer,;; . 

We encourage .tbe State Boatd or Education and Early' Development, along With 
Alaska legislators, to take this bold' step in . increasing. both the academic 
expectations and the relevancy 6£ state "",,sessm.erits for Alaska's students. 

SUBJECf:4 MC ~~O Applications; 4 AAC 3u20 Grant Award~; 4. AAe 
33.330 Repoi:ting ReqU~ents, Reg::i;;&Qt1'ii1ity School Funding Grants 

Thi&regulation does· n. ot difa51Y. -itilpact the Anchorage Sch901 District as our 
Quality School Grant exc~ s 10;000.· We have never. found the reqUired 

apPliCatiOn::::~~W5e partieu ~erous for ou~ dislTict: .. 
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. Commissioner Roger Sampso~ 
DeparcrnentofEducation 
& Early Development 
801 W. Tenth St(e;~. Suite 200 
luneau, Alaska 9980J.l894 
...ywvv.eed.state.ak.Us . 

Date; ApPl7,20Q4 

More inforInation Harry Gamble, Information Officer, 465-2851 

State Enters Stipulation In Disabilities Class Action Lawsuit 
Students with Disabilities Can Get Diplomas in 2004.Without Passing Exit Exam 

Attorney General Gregg Renke, and Education Commissioner Roger Sampson anoounced the filing ofajoint 
stipulation today ill U.S. District Court that would allow students with disabilities in the elllSs of2004 to get a 
diploma without passing the state's high school exit exam. The stipulation was based on an agreement by.the State 
of Alaska aod the lawyers who filed a class action lawsuit in U.S. District Court. '. 

As many as 500 high school seniors with disabilities have not passed all three parts of the high school exam -
reading, writing and math. Under the injullctioll, the s!)ldents still need to complete all other state' and district 
graduation requirements. About 800.senior. have disabilities. .. . 

The lawsuit was filed March 16 .agai~ the State Board of Education & Early Development, two Deparnuent of 
Education & Early Development offioials and the Anchorage School District. . 

"W~ have st~ted fr~m the outset that we have concern. ~y time the 'State Board and Deparnuent of Education & 
Early Development-are implicated in treating students unfairly," said Education Commissioner Roger ,Sampson. 
"Our aim is exactly the opposite. We are working to provide a·!op rate education for each and every child in the .stale 
and to. help them make a successful transition to life. after giadqatibn." Sampson addea: "The agreement with the 
plaintiffs will allow both sides to negotiate in goodJaith the is.sues raised in the suit to reach a resolution that is fair 
for ail involved." . . . 

Sampson and Attorney General Gregg Renkei said the stipulation wiIi'p~vide time for the State to' seek guidance 
from the Legislature and the State Board of Education regarding options for settling the lawsuit. "W. need to know 
whether the legislature will act on pending legislation affecting this case before we can engage in meaningful 
settlement negotiations,1I said Renkes. . 

The key points of the stipulation are: 

• Members of the class action laws.uit include.·a11 students who have an Individualized Education Prog,.am (IEP) 
. under'the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act or a Section 504 Plan under the Rehabilitation Act 

of.l913 and who have taken or who m~t the high school graduation qualifying exam. AhOlitl8,OOO' students 
. stateviide at all grade levels have IEPs. .' . . . 

• . The high school exam will not be used to deny a ,lass member a high school diploma in the spring of2004 if 
the student bas met '!II other requirements for a diploma. . 

• The Suite of Alaska ~ notify' seoondary school principals and special education directors apout the stipulation. 
Schools willbe required to notifY parents, special edUCation ~achers and affected students. .. .. . 

• The State of Alaska and the plaintiffs' lawyers will enter into negotiations to try"to"resolve the issues raised in 
the lawsuit. The first negotiation is expected to be May 18. 

• The State of Ala$ka and lawyers for the plaintiffs will report to the court-progress on tp.e negotiations no later 
.than July 9.: . . . 
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ASSESSED PERFORMANCE STANDARDS 

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION' . 
QUALIFYING EXAMINATION 

) 
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READING PERFORMANCE STANI)ARDS FOR THE HSGQE 

R4.1 Apply knowledge of syotax, roots, and word origm;, and use co~text clue. and reference materials, to det~ine the 
meaning of new words and to comprehend text. , ' , 
R4.2 Summarize information or ideas from a text and make connel;!ion, between slllIlIlliuized infoimation or sets of ideas and 
related topics or information. 
R4.3 a IdentifY and assess the validity, accuracy, and adequacy of evidence that supports an author's main ideas. b. Critique the 
power,logic, reasonableness, and audience appeal of arguments advanced in public documents. 

, R4.4 Read and follow multi-step directions to complete complex tasks. 
R4.7 Express and'support assertions, with evidence "from the textoi experience, about the effectiveness ofa text. 
R4.8 Analyze and evaluate themes acrOss a variety o(texts, using textUal and experiential evidence. ' 

WRlTING PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FOR THE HSGQE 

W4.1 Write a coherent composition witb a theSis statement that is supported with evidence, well·developed paragraphs, 
transitiOIis, and a conclusion.. .' .' . 
W4.2 Demonstrate understanding'of elements of discourse (pUrpose, speaker, audience, form) when completing expressive 
(creative, narrative, descriptive), persuasive. research:based, informational, or analytic' \.Vrlting assignments. 
W4.3 Use the conventions of Standard English independently and consistently inclUding grammar, sentence structure, paragraph 
structure, punctuation, spelling. and usage. . 
W4.4 Revise writing to improve style, word 9hoice, sentence variety, and subtlety of meaning in relation to th~ purpose and' 
audience. 

MATHEMATICS PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FOR THE; HSGQE 

NOTE: ClarifYing com~ents jor the HSGQE are in italics. Som~ performance standards are nat in thefull versionsfo.rid in the 
Alaska Standards booklet; if certain aspects of a performance standard are not ""sessed on the HSGQE, they are not included in 
this document. . 

Numeration 

M1.3.1 Read, write, mQdel, and Qrder real numbers, explaining scientific notatio.n (read only), expo.nents (square and cube only) 
and percents. ' 
M1.2.2 Use, mo.clel, and identify place value po.sitio.ns from 0.001 to 1,000,000, 
MI.4.3 Compare and contr~t the relationship between various applications of the same·op~ration. 
MI.3.3 Transl~te between equivalent representations of the same n1.UIlber~ including simple exponents. Select a represeI.1tation that . 
js appropriate.f<lr the situation. . . 
Ml.3.4 Describe and mo.dei the relationship offractio.ns to decimals, percents, ratios and proportions. " 
Ml ;3.5 Use, explain, and defme'the rules,of divisibility, prime and' compo.site numbers, multipleS, and order o.f o.peratio.nS. 
MI.4.5 Reco.gnize, describe, and use properties o.ftbe real number system. ' , 

Measurement , .. 

Ml.3.1Estimate and measure various dimensions to a sP69ified degree of accuracy, 
M2.4.2-Estimate and convert measurements between different systems, . 
M2.~.3 Use a variety Of measuring tools; descnbe the attribute(s) they measure. 
M2.3.4 bescribe and apply the re,lationships between dimensions of gecmetric fi,gures to, solve pro.blems using indirect 
measurement; describe ,and apply the Goncepts afrate and scale.. . 
M2.3.S Apply informatio.n about time zones and elapsed time to solve problems. ' 
M2.2.6 Read, write, and use money notation, determining po.ssible combinations of coins and bills to equal given amounts; count 
back change for any given situation. 

C 

These standards are clustered for reporting purposes. Page -1 
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Estimation and Computation' 

M3.4.1 Use estimation to solve problems and to check the accura"cy of solutions; state whether the estimation is &reater or less 
than the exact answer. '. . . ".... '.' 

M3.3.2 Apply basic operations efliciently and accurately, using estimation to ch~ck the reasonableness of results. 
M3.4.2 Add' and subtr~ real numbers using powers. 
M3.4.3 Mu'ltiply and divide teal numbers in various forms ;ncludirig po"';ers. 
M3,3.S Converfbetween equivalent fractions,dechnals, percents, and proportions. Convert from exact to dechnal representations 
of irrational numbers'; .. . '. 

M3.4.S Use ratios and proportions to model and soi~e fraction and'perce;'! problems with variables. 

Functions and Relationsh'ips ' 

M4.3.1 Identify numeric and geometric patterns to fmd the next term and predict the nth lerm .. ' 
M4.4.2 Create and solve linear equations and'inequalities, ' 
M4.4.3 Create and solve shnple systems of equations, 
M4:3.4 Translate among and use tables of ordered pairs, graphs on coordinate plap.es, and ,linear equations as tools to represent 
and analyze patterns. . 
M4.3.5 Prod the value of a ,variable by evaluating formulas and algebraic expressions for given values. 

Geometry 

MS.3.1 Identify, classify, compare, and sketch regular and irregular polygons. 
MS.2.2 Co.mpare and contrast plane and solid figures (e.g., circle/sphere, square/cube, triangle/pyramid) using relevant attributes, 
including the number of vertices, edges, and the number and shape pf faces. ' 
MS.3.3 Apply the properties of equality and proportionality to,sohe problems involving congruent or similarshapes. 

'C '\1S.3.4 Estimate and determine volume and surface areas of solid figures using manipulatives and fOTInulas; estimate and fwd 
ircumferences and areas of circles.' . '. .' 

MS.l.6 Locate and describe objects in terms of their position with and without compass directions; identify coordinates for a 

( 

given point or locate pointS of given coordinates on a grid. . . . 
MS.2.7 Sketch ,and identify line segments, midpoints, intersections, parallel, and perpendicular lines. 

StatisticsfProbability 

M6.3.1 Collect, analyze, and display data In a variety ofvisual displays including frequency di~tributions, circle graphs, 
histograms, and scatter plots,' , 
M6.3.2 interpret and analyze information found in newspapers, magazines, and graphical displays. ' 
M6.3,3 DeteIRlme and justify a choice of mean, median, or mode as the best representation Cjf ~ata for a practical situation. 
M6.3.4 Make projections based on available data and evaluate whether or not inferences can be made given the parameters o~the 
data. 

M6.1.4 Find and record thqiossibilities of shnple probability experiments; explain differences between chance and certainty, 
giving examples. ' , , 
M6.2.S Conduct'simple, probability experhnents using concrete materials and represent the results using' fractions imd probability. 

* Process Skills 
(problem Solving, Communication, Reasoning, Connections) 

M8.3.3 Use appropriate vocabulary, sy;"bols, and technology to explain, justify, and defend,mathematicalsolutions. 
M7.2;2 Select and apply a variety of strategies including making a table, chart or lis~ drawing pictures"making a model, and 
comparing with previous experien"ce to solve problems. '.... . 
MIO.3.1 Apply mathematical skills and processes to science andhumanitiCs. ' . . 
MIO.3.2 Apply mathematical skills and processes to situations With peers and commUnity 

Process skills' are assessed but not separately reported on individual student reports. ' 

These standards are clustered for reporting purposes. 
Page~2 
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Advisory COMMISSIONER'S OFFICE 
FOR rMEDIATE RELEASE 
AUGU 'T 3, 2009 

Annual AYP Results to be AnuQunced 

I 

The Alaska Department of Education & Early Development on Friday, August 7, in 
iAnchorai~ ;'Iill release the school-level results of the No Child Left Behind ... . . 
accountablhty system. These are the· "adequate yearly progress" reports for public 
schools. . .. 

. Alaska Education Commissioner Larry LeDoux imd Director of Assessment, 
Accountability & Information Management Erik McCormick will hold a news conference 

. on August 7, starting at 10·a.m., in the Governor's Office conference room at the Atwood 
·Building in Anchorage. It is located at 550 West 7th Ave., Suite 170D.. . 

·/The news conference also will be available bytelecOllference. Call 1-800;315-6338. The 
code is 0707#. . 

The press packet will be available at www.eed.state.ak.us at 8:30 a.m. on August 7. 
Copies will be available at the news conferen·ce .. 

Contact: Information Officer Eric Fry at 907-465-2851 or eric.fry@alaska.gov. . . 

### 
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Graduation Rates in Alaska 
Fact Sheet· 

·The·{;radtiation :Rate is reported as. a fraction. The nume~atoiis the·sum of the 
· . niunber df graduates receiving a regular diploma before June 30: Thti deno~t~r is the 

. sum of!pe number of gradUates, .plus the number of dropOuts in grade nine three sch()QI . 
years prior, plusthe number ofimduplicated dropouts in grade ten two school years' 

. prior, plus the number ofunduplicated dropouts in grade eleven in the piior·school year, 
... plus the number of linduplicated dropouts in grade 12 during the current year, piUs .the . 

number of grade 12 continuing students . . '. . 

A graduate is defined 1\S a studerit \\(ho was .received' negular diploma from·a state- or 
district-approved education program; as evidenced by receipt of a secondary school 
diploma from school authorities. Any student who receives a diploma under a waiver 
from the competency examination required under AS 14.03075 (a), as specified by the 

· state boardiS considered to be a graduate. This does not include an individual who: 
., receives a certificate of completion; 

· • receives a certificate of attendance; 

The·statewide Graduation Rate has remained relatively consistent over the last five. years, 
however the number of graduates has increased for four consecutive years: 

School Year Graduation Rate . Graduate Count 
2004 62.9% 7,210 
2005 61.4% 6,905 
2006 61.6% 7,361 
2007 63.0% 1,666 

.2008· 62.4% 7,796 

The.Alaska Native/American Indian Graduation Rate has shoWn improvement over the 
same five year time period: 

School Year Gradl,!ation Rate ofaduate Count 
2004 46.1% 1,327 
2005 43.2% 1;233 
2006 45.1% 1,442 
2007 51.2% 1,689 
2008 47.8% 1,508 • 

. Please note that the new Graduation Rate required by the Final Title 1 Regulations under· 
NCLS will.use a different calculation: The new Graduation Rate, also knoWn as the . 
Four-Year Adjusted Cohon Rate, will follow an actual group of students across four 
years of high school. Alaska will no longer be iricorporating prior years' counts of 
ctTopouts to calculate the Graduation Rate~ . 

... 

) 



Thomas Obermeyer 

c· From: 

Sent: 
To: 

Cc: 

Subject: 

McCorniick. Erik A {EED)[erik.mccormick@alaska.gov] 

Wednesday, March 18, 200B 12:06 PM 

Thomas Obermeyer 

Jeans, Eddy (EED); Herman, Marcy J (EED) 

S8 109 Hearing 03/16/09 

Attachments: Erik McCormick (erik.mccormick@alaska.gov).vcr, HSGQESpring2008Statewide.pdf; 
Graduation Rate. Fact Sheet-doc; 2008 Gradvation Rates bySubgroup.xls 

Mr. Obermeyer:· 

Page 1 of! 

Attached are three documents in support of the SB 109 Hearing hearing on Monday, chaired by Senator 
Davis. ... 

- HSGQESpring2008Statewide.pdf 

Spring 2008 HSGQE statewide.resultsshowing trendda~ from the Spring administrations 2006 through 
2008. Subgroup information is provided as promised. . . 

- Graduation Rate Fact Sheet. doc 
This· document provides our regulatory definition aod calculation for the current Graduation Rate that· 

. we use in Alaska. NCLB requires us to report a graduation rate that meaSures a percentage of students 
graduating over a fout year period. The document brings to attention that although the statewide 

/ ;Iduation Rate;has remained relatively consistent over the last five years, the number of graduates has 
\._.~ieased for four c~nsecutive years. This is due largely to the efforts of public school districts to retrun 
. those students that may need more thao four years to graduate. 

- 2008 Graduation Rates by Subgroup.xls 
In the hearing r stated that in 2008, there were 1,500 seruorsidentified as continuing seniors and that did 
not receive a diploma, Of those 1,500. seniors I stated that 69% of them had passed all three parts of the 
exam. The 1,500+ seniors were identified in the de!lomin,ator of the .Graduation Rate aod represent 
those seniors that completed the school year but·did not receive a diploma. 

Please don't hesitate to contact me if you have aoy questions or concerns. 

Thank you. 
Erik 

Erik McCormick 
Director· 
Assessment, Accountability & 
Infonnation Management 
Alaska Dept. of Education &. 
Early Development 
Phone: (907) 465-8686 
Mobile; (907) 723-3735 

" .: (907) 465-8400 . . . . 
~ .. _lail: erik.mccormick@alaska,gQy 

3/1812009 
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Male 
F.emale 
African American 
Alaska Native 
American Indian 
Asian/Pac. Islander 
Caucasian 
Hispanic 
fwo or More Races 
SWO 
3WOO 
_EP 
;C;ON. !JIS - .. 

AI< NaUAmer. Ind. 

.' 
2008 

Hig h SCAool 
Graduates 

1,855 

if' 

2008 
HighSchool 
Graduates 

3833, 
4022 
262 
1453 
70 
575 

4742 
389 
364 
532 

7323 
616 

.1832 - _ .. 

1523 

'r-\ 

Graduation Rate 

2008 2008 , 2007 
Grade 12 Grade 12 Grade 11 

Continuing students Dropouts Dropouts 
1,549 1,038 776 

~~1J~~~~'~ '\ 
<4 

2008 2008 2007 
Grade 12 'Grade 12 Grade 11 

Continuing Students Dropouts ,Dropouts ' 
910 590 413 ' 
639 448 363 
86 49 ',48 

453 359 254 
'11 12 11 
111 76 52 
713 423 336 
68 65 ·32 
107 54 43 
351 109 105 
1198 929 671 
276 150 112 
650 349 259 _. 

464 371 265 

2006 2005 
Grade 10 Grade 9 
Dropouts DropoutS ' 

693 638 

-----

2006 ' 2005 
Grade 10 Grade 9 
Dr~outs DrOpouts 

378, • ' 349' 
315 289, 
29 36 
261 247 
14 24 
28 24 

327 277 
. 19 26 

15 4 
102 58 . 

' 591 '580, 
97 93 

233 131 

275, . 271' 

2008 
Gt;lduation 

Hate 
62.6% 

, , 

2008 
Graduation 

Rate" 
, ,59.2% 

,66.2% 
'.' 51.4% 

'48.0% 
49.3% 
66.4% 
,69.6% 
',64.9% 
62.0% 
'42.3% 

' 64.9% 
. .45.8% 
53.0% 

'48.1% 

, 

~, 
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( 
SPRING 2008 HSGQE 

Total Numbers and Percentages of Students. 
) 

Scoring Above and Below Proficiency 

I Percent Proficient and Percent Not PrOficient rates only Include students that participated In the exams, 

( PartlclpaUon rate is' calculated by dividing the total count of students lested by the 'enrollment on the ~rst day of tesU~g. 
I Proficiency scores were adjusted and these changes are reflected beginning 2001" . 

\Joy- ~"'''6 is the first year bolh a 10th grade SBA and 10th grade HSGQE test was administered. 10th graders.: results represent both populations using only the 
\, JesUons. The ParticipaVon Rata may not include all of these students as some m~y be 2nd year 10th, graders. '. . 
.' . 

) 

) 

Pa~(J 1 or 7 Rov03lf712OO9 . 
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STATEWIDE SPRING 2008 HSGQE 
GRADE 10 

Suite.w.ide Results by Ethnlclty, Gender, a~tf Groups 

.:roeI'I1 Prolc1ent and Percent No~ ProllClent rales only include sludents thai parlfdpated In the exams. 

rticip.aUollrale IS caJasJated by dMding!he IOtal count 01 students tested by the enroBment on the Drs! day of testing. , 'r ,~ the first year both a 101h gtade SBA and 101h grade HSGOE test was oomlnlst6fed", 10th graders' results represent both populations using ooJy the HSGQE questions. The Partldpation 
elude a.U of these,students iIS sorne may be 2ndJear 10th QradelS, '. . . 

/'. 
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SPRING 2008 HSGQE 
Total Numbers and Percentages of Students 

Scoring Above and Below Proficiency 
HSGQE STUDENT RETESTS 

WRITING Spring 2006' . 419 .62.8% 
WRITING Spring 2007 380 41.9% 
WRITING Spring 2008 328 . .34.9% .. 

MATHEMATICS Spring 2006'. 669 ·40.7%,· 
MATHEMATICS . SprinQ 2007 472 35.4% 
MATHEMATICS Spring 2008 321 32.0% 

1 Percent Proficient !lOd Per~eot Not Proficient ra~ only Include students !hilt partlctpated In the exams . . 

2 ProfICiency 'scores \yere adjusted and these ~.anges are reflected ~in~ing 2007, 

,. 

Page 30'7 

248 
526 
613 

976 
860 
682 

J 

37.2% 
58.1% 

·65.1% 

59.3% 
64.6% 
68.0% 
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STATEWIDE SPRING 2008 HSGQE 
GRADE 11 

Statewide Results by Ethnlcity, Gender, and Groups 

, Percent Profldent and Percetlt Not Pro1lcient r:ates only Indude students that partictpated in the exams . 
... Rgure suppressed due to rorrfldentlallty standards," 

Page 4 of 7 
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SPRING 2008 HSGQE 
Total Numbers and Percentages of Studehts 

Scoring Above and Below Proficiency . 
HSGQE STUDENT RETESTS . . 

WRITING Spring 2006' 138 52.3% 
WRITING Spring 2097 . 105 34.9%. 
WRITtNG .. Spring 2008.. . 213' 60.9% .. 

MATHEMATICS Spring 2006' 339 42.6% . 
MATHEMATICS . Spring 2007 215 .35.3% 
MATHEMATICS . Spring 2008 152 33.7% 

\ Percenl Proncleni and Percent Not Proficient rales oo/y Include students that partlo'pated in .the exams. 

2 Proficiency scores were adju~ted and these changes are reHected beginning 2007. '. 

Page 50' 7 

126 
196 
137 . 

0457 
394 
299. 

47.7% 
65.1% 
39.1% 

57.4% 
64;7% 
.66.3% 
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STATEWIDE SPRING 2008 HSGQE 
GRADE 12 

Statewide Results by Ethnlcity; Gender, and Groups 

4 

._- - .-------. -. - •• ~.---.-. -.;0._. ___ ._.-1- '---""""""--1---.. 

-._. -----... --+---,:,,':,..-

f . Percent Proficoot ar.d Percent Not Profident rates only indt.'de students that partfCfpated in the ex3m3. 
- F1~ra suppressed due to cc:mfidentiality standards. 
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Moore v. Alasim, decision 6-21-07 

RE: HSGQE- Exit Exam 

p. 33, #81., "This reform was a reaction by the legislature to frustration that childien 
were receiving high school diplomas but were lacking in basic skills." 

p.34 #83.' "State acknowledgeS that 'children have a property interest in their 
ptospective diploma, and cannot be deprived of that property interest by a test that is 
unfair to them because they have not had notice of the content of the test.' " ' 

p. 36 '#92 'Bering Strait's graduation rate has fallen significantly since 2002"2003, , 
When it was 59.4%. This may be due to the introduction of the exit exam requirement 
since that" date, but also may be due in part to the "Quality Schools" program in place 
there that allows su.dents additional time to complete their studies past lib grade:" 

p.38 #95 "While the dropout rate may be some indication as to whether an , 
educational program is'meeting a student's need, the evidence showed that not all 

' students drop out because anow academic achievement. Family and work commitments, 
among other reasons, may also ,be factors." 

p.38 #96 "Some students drop out b'ecause they are unable'to pass the exit exam. 

'p.56 #164 Mr, Morgan Was concerned about the exit exam and the impact may have on 
students dropping out: "There's so much focus to pass' [the exit exam] and I think there's 
more to life than just passing the exist exam." 

, p. ,56 #165 Mr. Morgan ... had classes in photography, foreign languages and pottery, 
which have not been available to his children. ,He also believes there were more teachers. 
And he .remembered that everyone graduated then. Now, he is 'saddened by the kid who 
[does not] getthe diploma but still walks. 

p.72. #226 "Dr. Davis (BSSD) testified that small schools in Alaska should not be 
expected to offer all of the course available in large schools. Instead, his position is that 
"we'should offer an adequate education." 

p. 72. #229 Dr. Davis 'defines an adequate education as an "education that gives young 
people the tools to succeed in whatever live they choose." He' testified that Bssb 
students are receiving an adequate education due in part to supplemental activities, and 
education from families, He does not think they meet state standards but they are' 
success~ based on their own standards and the improvements they have made. 

p.77. Note: Bering Strait School District has some of the highest paid teachers and 
highest funding per student (Kuspuk School District: received $21,758 per student in 
2005). 

......... 

, Comments - Moore v. State 6-21-07 
Page 1 of2 
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p. 79 #246 Dr. Laster testified that "we are in good f<lith reaJ.ly working tQ ,try to get 
those core competencies to students: reading, writing and math: But it's reilly important 
to have an interdisCiplinary approach; an approach that respect the co=unity that kids 
Come from, the culture that they come from, that engages them in a way that grabs them 
and engages them and has them working on stuff that that is rally meaningful to them." 

.' Comments -'Moore v. ,State 6"21-07 
" 'J;'age 2. of 2 ' 
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Alb~y Legislators Seek to Dilute New, Tougher Graduatlon:Exams - New York Times Page 1 of2 

May 12, 1999 

Albany:t:egislators Seekto Dilute New, Tougher Graduation Exams 
By l\A. YMOND HERNANDEZ 

An unusual bipartisan coalition of State lawmakers, whose constitu~ts range from inner-city residents to affluent suburbanites,"is pushing 
to scale bap!( new, more stringent graduation requirements for nearly "all public high school students. .' . " 

The lawIQ.akers contend that the new graduation standard~ are being pbaseq in too quickly. "do not accurately measure the overall academic 
perfonnance of students and could reSult in incr~ased failure and dropo':ltrates in school "districts across the state. .. . . 

The rising COncern in the State Legisl~ture comes as ~e Board ofR~gents~ the body charged wtth setting educaiioilal policy for the state, 
and the State Educati.on Commissioner press ahead with new standardized tests that all high settool students will eventually have to pass to 
gradua:te. Some lawmakers fear that as many as 20 percent of seniors may be"unable to pass the tc.sts. . 

Beginning next year, students will have to pass a m~re rigorous English Regents·exam to· earn a high school diplom~ In later years,· 
students will have to pass similar standardized te:sts in four other subjects: math; AID.erican history and government; global studies, and 
science. . 

It is n~t clear what action the; Legislature might t~e to scale back the new st8.ndard~, or wh.¢ter such ~ move would have the support of 
Gov .. George K Pf\.tald, whose aides declined to ~omment today. But one measure has already been proposed in.the Assembly to allow 
school districts to use alternative standard~ to the Regents exam for graduation. The Democratic-controlled Assembly and the Republican~ 
led Senate ~e·holdingjaint hearings on the issue aroUnd the state . 

. Aides to the leaders of both chambers say they have heard widespread concerns that the new graduation reCNirements may deny diplomas 
( "0 thousands of students. . . 

That the Senate and the Assembly have found. common ground on this issue is remarkabie, given that their' leaders agreo on, almost nothing 
else. To date, both houses have jointly passed only about two dozen pieces oflegislation this session, none of them major, and budget talks 
are still deadlocked. alinost six weeks past the deadline. 

( 

'There's growing con~m that relying on one set of standardized, timc·pressured tests will leave hundreds ~f thousands of students behind,u 
said Assemblyman Richard L. Brodsky, a Democrat from Westchester County who proposed legislation to allow alternative standards. 

"This issue has resonance that goes we.l1 beyond the traaitional "fault lines that have polarized e<tucation debates in the past," Mr. Brodsky 
added. IIIt affects every community in the state, whether they are in·the inner ci~es or in the subUfbs.lt • 

Dean Q, Skelos, a Republican from Nassau County \J.Iho is a deputy majority leader in the State Senate, agi-eed. II'There is really u~versal 
and bip.artisan.cQncem with what they are doing," he said of the new Regents standards. "We are hopeful that the Board of Regents will get 
the message that the Legislature is not happy with what they have done." . 

But in an interview late·this ~emoonJ Richard P. Mills, the State Education Commissioner. and one oftbe Ikchitects of the new graduation 
standa~ds, said·any lDove to relax. the standards would rob students of the education they need to compete in the workplace. "The reason we 
raised. the standards was in response to a public outcry that the old standards were too low," he said, adding, IlWe jUst: have to. stay the 
cb~e and insist that children get the education that they need." 

Mr. Mills said the new standards had already raised ac·ademic performance. He said 78 pC!Cent of high school seniors passed the Regents 
English exam lBSt year, even though it was not required for. graduation. ~'1be standards are workiilg," he said. 

The Commissioner is chosen by the Regents, who in turn are appointed by the Legislature. 

An aide to Mayor Rud.olph W. Giuliani said the Mayor favored the tougher s~dards, The Regents' plan "restores the value of a high 
school diploma," said the spokeswoman, Sunny MindeL" 'To reverse this would be a terrible step b8.ckward in time." . 

The state flrst offered the Regents exam in 1879 as a standard for colleges to use in evaluating high school graduates. But until now, 
"iud~ts only needed to pass. a competency test to graduEI;te, and only a minority - fewet'. than. 25 percent of graduates in New York City -
ave taken diplomas showing they passed the more difficult Regents exams. 

Mr. Mills and ill, Board of Regents have contended thOt the old two-tiered testing system had created twoelasses of students: high 

. . ... t .. ' . . . 

http://query.nytimes.comlgstlfujlpage.html?res=9806E4DD133FF931A25756COA96F958... 2/15/2009 
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achievers, who often go on to college. and low achievers, who lack the skills to function well in the workplace. 

But Mr. Mills and the Regents are not just requiring students to pass the Regents exams to grnduate. They also say thB1 they are making the 

C
·· "JClllDS col)Siderably harder. The new exams are being phased in grndually, beginning thi, Juoe, when 11th grnders will be reqQired to take .. ) 

,two-day, six-hour reading, writing and listening test in English. The class of2003 will be required to take five subject exams: in ma:1h, 
.cieoce, global studies, American hiStory and government, and English. . 

That has led to widespread concern, if not panic. among parents. teachers and administrators over the prospect o~widespread failures. 

Lawmakers here are ';"'eful to poin.t out that they heartily applaud the Regents' errort to·~aise the academic performanee of stud~ts. But 
they also argue that the tests are j1.!st on,e measure of academic ability. and that many schQol districts. particularly poor one:s. lack the 
resou~ to prepare low-achieving students to take the new tests. . 

Jeffrion L. Aubrey, a Democratic Assemblyman from Queens, said he was particularly troubled that teachers did not have enough time ~ 
review the tests. "How can teachers Construct a curriculum or conduct classes around a test they haven't reallY'had a chance to see?" Mr. 
Aubrey asked. "Thars Dot fair. I would nllse the curriculum standard first, without tying it to a test that means as much as this one does." 

Steven Sanders> a'Democrat from Mimhattan: Who ~sfue ch~an Ofthe'~emblyrS Ed~~tion Co~~ee. ex~res~ed s~il~ con~ 
"Are we really prepared in this state. to witness perhaps as many as 15 or 20 percent of our high' school seniors not to graduate, and then to 
suffer ~e very real consequences of what that will m~?" he asked. '.' . . ". '. . . 

Senator Michael A. L. Balboni, a Republican from Na..au County, said he supported the effort to enact higher standards, but questioned 
the reliance: on a single series of tests to determine the ac;ademic fate of a high school student 

"This is an exampJe.of rushing ~erhap~ in the right direction, but not having ali the details worked out ahead of time." he said. 

.CopydQbtJQQ9 The New york: TImes Company 11:i2m. I prjyacy pollev' I Wn;h I Corrections I ~ I.l::k!e. I Contact I /s I Work for Us I Back to Top . 
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( 
Watch TV Directly On Your Windows XP I VISTA 

.• No cables/saiellite di sh required 

High school graduation tests have little tie to college, report 
finds . 

WASHINGTON (AP) ~ Many high school graduation tests don't measure 
whether students are ready for college cir.work, 'and some states haven't" even 
made. c!ear what the purpose of th"eir.test 'I~, a stuc!y finds. . 

Of the 25 states that have or plan graduation "exams, only .on~, Georgia, says, its test ensures students 
are prepared for higher education or ~ork. Most of the states gear their tests tOW\lrd 10th at 11th grade 
learning, and some gauge pre.':'9th grade. skills, according to a study released Wednesday by the Center 
on Education P~licYI a nonprofit research grDup .. 

","th 20 states now withholding diplomas from students who don't pass tests In English and math, If.not 
other subjects, the common assumptiofl is that the tests measure college readiness, said Keith Gayler, 
the lead author of tlie report. That's wrong, he said.·' . . 

The center foun"d some states h~d little clarity about the purpose of their test's, which makes the exams C, 'rder to explain and defend politically, said director J~ck Jennings. 

"If they're not clear; then they can't write an ex~m th,at's legitimate," Jennings said of state leaders. 
, 'We're urging states to re-examine their poll.cies," ., 

Hlgh-school graduation now hinges on exit exams for more than heilf of all public school students, and 
that nu'mber is expected to grow to seven"in 10 .students by 2009. ' 

Meanwhile, colleges and employ~rs'continue to ~arn that-schools are graduating students who cannot 
COmmunicate, 8l1alyze or reason well.ena,ugh to sucCeed without remediation. High school e:xit exams 
have been promoted as a way t~ .ens~re stlipents leave "With quality ·skills. 

The graduation exams appear to-be encouraging schools to cover more Content a.nd to add remedial 
co:ur:ses or other help for students at risk of failing the'tests, the report said. 

But there 'are drawbacks to ttie tes~, .to~, It said; 'such as a' narrowing of curriculum. and the steering of 
some students away from a tra:d.itl0n~l.d!pl0lT'a .. 

. ' The center takes no po~it1on. o"n t~e te~ts,' ~ii:ni~g instead to highlight ,what's working and what's not as 
state leaders weigh decisions. For'its annual report, the' center collected data frpm the states, reviewed 
research and convened a national panel on the tests' impacts, . . -

Many state officials said their high schools and colleges have not discussed tying the exit exams to what 
stUdents need to know in college. Maryland and Washington were exceptions, and several states have 
moved toward more challenging tests, 

With the' debate oVer the exams quieting somewhat, states have a chanGe to close gaps in achievement 
-for blacks, Hispanics and poor kids, Gayler said. To move right to high school tests that measure college 
re?ld.lness, he. said, would yield "so few stude,nts passing at this paint that the reforms would crumble 

( "iderth~lr own weight." . 

- Typically, 65% to 85% of stUdents pa~s their test on their first try. Compa~jsons between states are 
i':lappropriate because tests are different, the report said, 
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Thousand$ of students did not graduate this year because they failed exit tests, but the total number Is 
not available because of appeal~ and a lack of data trackingj the report said .. 

- Earlier thi.-year, an allianceo! education gro~ps calle~ the American Diploma P~oject wamed that high 

( ~ool graduation has lost its meaning. In calling for more rigor, the group said, exit exams should be 

( 

Jad enough to test years of high school content, and colleges sbould use the tests in ,determining 
where to place new students. 

Few higher eduCation ~ystems do that now, Among, the 25 states with current or planned exit exams, 
'onty,New Mexico, New York and Texas reported tnat 89me of their public colleges and universities 
consider hi9b school ex~ tests in admitting or placing students. 

Copyright 2005 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, 
broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.. . 

Find this article- at: 
http://wINw..usa!oday.co~/neWs/edu~atiOrtl2004-o8-1a_tests_x.htm 

o Check. ~e box to Ihclude"the" iist oHinkS referenced in the artIcle. 

Copyright"200a USA TODAY, a dhlsion of Gannett Co. Inc. 
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Th is report ,was reseatched and ';'ritten by Ying Zlii!iiCEP res~aiCldss~jate;lack lenn In~:(E~spreslderlt" , 
, ,an~ (EO:.cO:a~ih~red the'recdrrim'endations and proVided advice anil&1Jida'nce:llhineSlliikRentner;CEP'S" ,,' 
,', '~ationa\jJrOgran\direci~r, NahcyKoberand Na~mi Ch~dowsky, CEP consultants, gave helpful roinmentsto Ihe ',. 
,; ,report, ienhifer M~Mu~er, C~ researchassodate, assiStedinveri~niand editingU{ere~it and suiteprofiles: ' 

, ,Rebecca Barns; CEP c!>n5ultlri~ e4itedthe rePort anp the,suite proiiles:U;u';;~o~chik,'CEPintein: assisted i~' 
", ',' data entiy arid Veriflcatiofl.lody Peluison, CEPintem, prOvided general ""I$lice'olithe report. ' ' , ' ',' ' , 

The Center on EducationPOlicy extends its deepest g;at~udeto the officials in the 26 suitesWIJo responded to ' 
our state surveY on exit';"ams, verified the information in the suite profileS, and' answered other qiJesiions, 

>'aboui exit exam Policies: Without their assisuince, this report muld not haVe i><!eri possiiile, ' " . ........... .' . . ...... '. '., 

, '\Ne wouldaiso like to thank Keith Gayler, CEP corisuluint, who helped IYiththedevelopment of the suite sUJvey, ' ' 
, ,and three extemalreviewersWho provided Insightful oimments and suggesUons:, Dr, David Conley, prof5sor and' 
, direCtor, CenterforEdu~ation PolicY Research,Unlversityof Or.gon; Dr, J6hri RobertWarren; proFeSsoi, UniVerSitY 
,of Minnesota, and Dr: Lauress Wise, principalsdentist, the Human riesour~ Research O,:gani2atio~ (HumRRO), 

"lJiecen~er drawse" general support resources from the George Gund Foundation Md thePt~i~elta Kappa" ' , 
• i~t~rnational,Fou,;'dation, The statements made and the views eXpressed in this report aresoletythe respon- , ' 
sibiiityoftheCeiiter, ' , 
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Summary 

Since 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 our eighth annual report of findings from this comprehensive study, which is based 

on a survey of all 26 states with current or planned mandatory exit exams, interviews with officials in three 
states, and other information. 

Unlike our past reports that focused mosdy on changes that occurred during a single year, this year's report 
looks across the entire eight years of the study to identify longer-term trends in state policies and studt:nt 
performance. Chapter 1 describes the evolvement of policies governing state ocit exams and the features of 
these exams over the past eight years. This chapter also examines long-term changes in the types and 
amount of technical assistance and financial support that states provide to school districts. educators, and 
students. Chapter 2 examines this year's special topic-alternate pathways to graduation that states offer 
students who are struggling to pass exit exams. Chapter 3 analyzes trends in students' pass rates on exit 
exams and gaps in pass rates between different subgroups of students. 

Key Findings 

Several key findings emerged from this year's study of stare high school exit exams. 

Policy Changes and Changes in Tests 
> Changes in exit exam policies over the past eight years reRect states' struggles to develop standards 

and testing systems that are sufficiently demanding but also achievable and fair. Since 2002, the 
Stakes attached to state high school exit exams have risen for students and schools. Sixteen more states 
have begun withholding diplomas from students based on rheir exam performance, and the number of 
states that also use their high school exit exams for accountability under the federal No Child Lefr 
Behind Act (NCLB) has risen from 2 to 24. Many states have changed their exams to reflect new aca­
demic standards and curricula. Since 2002, most states have increased the number of subjects tested. 
And several states have shifted from minimum competency exams to comprehensive or end-of-course 
(EOC) exams aligned to content at a higher grade level. 

> At the same time, states have sought to soften the sting of exit exam mandates by phasing in 
requirements and allowing for adjustments. On average, states with exit exam requirements have 
waited four years between the time their tests were first administered and the time diplomas were first 
withheld based on test performance. Some states have also taken a gradual approach to introducing new 
subjects to be tested. All of the exit exam states have modified their requirements to accommodate stu­
dents with disabilities. In addition, most states have instiruted alternate pathways to graduation mat a 
few students utilize. Exit exam policies continue to be controversial, and future changes are likely. 
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~ Since 2004, states have expanded the purposes of their exit exams to include improving teaching 
and monitoring school performance, in addition to assessing whether students are well-prepared 
academically. In 2004, maS( States with exit exams reported that the purpose of these tests was ta assess 
whether students have acquired the competencies expected at the high school level; anly a limited num­
ber of states also reported using the exams far other purposes. By 2009, maS( states with exit ""ams 
reported that they also used these tests ta evaluate school and district performance and encourage early 
identification of students who needed extra instructional support, among other purposes. Eighteen 
states reported using performance data from exit exams to infarm policy decisions, and 9 used the tests 
to guide instructian. In 2009, 11 states cited improving students' readiness for work and postsecondary 
education as a purpose of their exit exams, up from just 1 state in 2004. 

~ Even though states have made some similar cbanges in exit exam policies, the key features of exit 
exams continue to vary gready across states, as does data collected to gauge exam impact. Although 
all of these exams rely mainly on multiple-choice questions, they differ in the subjects tested, testing 
time, standards co which they are aligned. cut scores, and the use of test results. 

~ States have developed exit exam policies using input from peer and external reviews. This input 
includes reviews by third-party testing experts, studies of alignment with state standards, special task 
forces to address particular concerns such as high fuilure rates, and peer review by the U.S. Department 
of Education to ensure the exams comply with NCLB requirements. 

~ In recent years, many states have increased technical assistance to districts and schools related to 
exit exams, but many have also dramatically cut funding for remediation programs. In 2002, only 
half the states with exit exams required districts to provide remediation services. and just one-third pro­
vided students with study guides to the exams; even fewer states provided teachers with instructional 
resources related to exit exams. By 2009, the scope of technical assistance tied to exit exams had 
expanded gready. For example, 19 of the 26 states with exit exams assist schools in identifYing and help­
ing struggling students, 18 provide teachers with professional development to raise pass rates on the 
exams, and 14 provide districts with direct technical assistance for student remediation programs. At the 
same time, however, states report a significant decline in state funding for remediation. 

Alternate Pathways to Graduation 
~ Nineteen states of the 26 states offer alternate pathways to graduation for general education stu­

dents who have difficulty passing the regular exit exam but can demonstrate mastery of high­
school-level knowledge in other ways. Passing an alternative assessment, such as the SAT, and collecting 
a portfolio assessment of classroom work are the most common alternate pathways that states offer gen­
eral education students. Four states offer waivers or flexible cut scores that allow students to graduate if 
they have fuiled the exit exam but meet other graduation requirements and comply with very specific cri­
teria, such as completing additional cowses or scoring within a certain margin of the rut score on an exit 
exam. Students wha graduate through a waiver, however, do not always receive a regular diploma. 

~ Twenty-two of the 26 states also offer specific alternate pathways for students with disabilities, but 
only two states have alternatives for English language learners. Fourteen states make available alter­
native assessments, including portfolio ~ments or modified standardized tests, as pathways for stu­
dents with disabilities who are struggling to pass exit exams. Eleven states offer waiver options 
specifically for students with disabilities. Most states allow English language learners (ELls) to take exit 
exams with accommodations, and most offer ELLs the same alternate pathways available to general edu­
cation students. Idaho and Minnesota offer alternate pathways aimed at ELls who have been in the 
country for a limited number of years. 
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~ States rely heavily on advisory committees to design and implement alternate pathway policies; 
states also stress the importance of monitoring, training, and communication in implementing 
these alternatives. In Maryland, New Jersey, and Washington, the three srares where we conducted case 
study interviews, committees that were broadly representative of stakeholders were involved in the 
derails of designing, implementing, revising, and evaluating stare exit exams, including policies for alter­
nate pathways. All three srates also £aced political challenges in balancing flexibility against rigor and fair­
ness, and technical challenges in developing and implementing alternate pathways with limited stare 
staff. Officials in the three states also emphasized the importance of monitoring the use of alternare path­
ways. providing training to teachers. and actively communicating with stakeholders about policies con­
cerning alternate pathways. 

Trends and Gaps in Exit Exam Pass Rates 
>- Improvements in initial pass rates varied across states, although increases in pass rates were greater 

in mathematics than in reading. Sixteen of the 26 stites had three or more years of consecutive data 
on the percentages of students who passed exit exams on the first cry (the "initial" pass rate). Over three 
or more years, 8 of these 16 States showed average annual growth in the initial math pass rates of more 
than 2 percentage points, and four more states made gains that exceeded 1 percentage point. In read­
ing, only three states showed growth in initial pass rates of more than 2 percentage points, and five more 
states had gains that exceeded 1 percentage point. Initial pass rates decreased slightly in a few states. 

~ Five states (Alabama, Arizona, California, Massachusetts, and Texas) reported the data needed to 
calculate three-year trends in the percentages of students passing exit exams by the end of grade 12 
(the "cumulative" pass rate). Between 2006 and 2008, Alabama, California, and Massachusetts had 
cumulative pass rates around 95 percent in both reading and mathematics. The cumulative pass rares in 
Texas have been consistently higher in reading than mathematics, but the difference has become smaller 
in the past three years. The difference between initial and cumulative pass rates varies from less than 8 
percentage points in Massachusetts to more than 20 percentage points in California. Alabama had a grad­
ual decrease in irs initial pass rates in reading, but its cwnulative pass rate was steady. Arizona also shows 
a widened difference in both subjeCtS as its cumulative pass rates grow faster than its initial pass rates. 

>- Gaps in initial pass rates betw'een subgroups remain large. Gaps in initial pass rates were evident in 
all states between Latino and white students, between African American and white students, and 
between low-income students and the general student population. In most cases, these gaps were wider 
than 5 percentage points, and in some cases exceeded 30 percentage points. 

>- In most states, gaps in initial pass rates have narrowed, but at different paces. States that have made 
more progress in narrowing gaps in pass rates are not limited to those with relatively large gaps. Rather, 
some states with relatively small gaps have made great progress in closing initial pass rate gaps. Other 
states have made no progress in closing these gaps, but their pass rate gaps have remained relatively nar­
row since they began withholding diplomas. And some states with relatively large gaps in initial pass 
rates showed no improvement in narrowing the gaps. There is no clear-cut panern or explanation for 
these differences. 

Profiles with derailed information about exit exams in individual states can be found on CEP's Web site 
(www.cep-<!c.org). Table 1 summarizes the major characteristics of exit exams in these 26 srares. FIgUre 1 displays 
the 24 states that, as of school year 2008-2009, require students to pass exams to receive a high school diploma. 
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Year Diplomas 
First Withheld Grade Grade Prior Exit Exam 

Current Based on Subjects Type of level of Test First or Exit Exam 
State Exam (urrent Exam Tested' Test Alignment Administered Being Phased Out 

!:i 

Ark~.nsas, : 

: .. \ 

Florida· • 

Idaho· 

Alabama 
High School 
Graduation 
Exam (AHSGE) 
3of. Edition' 

Alaska 
High School 
Graduation 
QualilYing Exam 

,. (HSGQE) 

2001 

2004 

Arizona's 2006 

!,' 

Instrument to 
Measure 
Standards 
(AIMS) 

Arkansas 
Comprehensive 
Assessment 
Program 

California 
High School 
Exit Examination 
(CAHSEE) 

Florida 
Comprehensive 
Assessment 
Test (FCAl) 

Georgia 
High School 
Graduation 
Tests (GHSGl) 

Idaho 
Standards 

: .<;" Achievement 
Test (lSAl) 

2010 

2006 

2003 

1994 

2006 

Reading; Comprehensive ,,' 
language; math, 
science, social 
studies 

Reading, Comprehensive 8tk'10'" 

writing, math 

Reading, Comprehensive 10th 

writing, math, 
science 

English II, End-of-course Varies 
algebra I 

EtA, math Comprehensive ELA 
(through 
10"), math 
(6'"- t and 
algebra I) 

Reading and Comprehensive 10" 

math 

ELA, writing, Comprehensive 91lo -11'" 

'math. science, 
social'studies 

Reading, Comprehensive 10" 

language usage, 
math, and 
science 

Alabama High. III 
School Graduation· ~ 
Exam (AHSGE);' ~ 
and 2l1li Editions W 

~ 
~i 

None ~ 
~ 
':~ 

~ 
c·:;: 

10" None 
~ 
:~ 

~ 
t] 
::' 
'-',~ 

Varies None 
'.', 

(:.~: 
:'~ 

\ 

lOI~ None ,. 
'J 
'{,\ 

2i 
.~ 

t~ 
.~~ 

10" High School ,)-: 

Competency Test ! (HSCl) 

';i~ 

11" Basic Skills Test f~ 
" ~ 
ill 
',1 

J'i 
" 

lOlh None ~~ 

~ 
~'-, ,," 
Pi 
,} 

continues >-
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Year Diplomas 
First Withheld 

Current "Base"d.on , 

Exam Current"exam 

"Gniduatio'n 
Qualifying I:Xam 
(GQE) 

2000 

End~of~Course 2012 

Assessments 
(ECAs)' 

Graduation Exit 
Examin~tion 
(GEE) 

Maryland 
High School 
Assessment 
(HSA) 

2009 

Massachuse"tts 2003 

Comprehensive 
Assessment 
System (MCAS) 

Graduation 2010 

Required 
Asiessments for 
Diploma (GRAD)' 

MiSSissippi 
Subject Area" 
Testing Program 
(SATP) 

High School 
P.rofi"c.ien~ 
Exa~ination 

(HSPE) 

High School 
ProfiCiency 
Assessment" 
(HSPA) 

2006 

2003 

~003 

" Subjects 
Tested 
---"--

ELA, 
m"athematies 

Algebra I. 
Algebra II. 
Biology I. 
English III 

ElA. math. 
science, 
social studies 

English z. 
algebra/data 
analysis, 
biology. 
government 

ELA, math. 
sdence (ZOlO) 

Reading. 
writing, math 

English II 
(with writing 
romponent). 
algebra I. 
Biology I. U.s" 
historyfinm 11177 

Reading. 
writing, math, 
science 

l?nguage arts 
literacy. math; 
end-of-course 
exam In biology 
(ZOI1) 

Type of 
,Test 

, , 

End-af-course 

~rriprehensive 

End,of-course 

Comprehensive 
plus 
end-of-course 
exams in 
science (2010) 

Grade 
level of 

" Alignment 

9'.ind6<!ing 
pre'algebra 
and" 
algebra I 

Varies 

10·/high 
school 
standards 

"Grade 
Test First 
Administered 

, 

Varies 

Varies 

10th
; 

science will 
vary 

Comprehensive High School Varies 
Standards 

End·of-course Aligned to 
course 
content 

Comprehensive 9t1t'12lh 

Comprehensive 111
• 

plus one 
end-af·course 
in biology(ZOl~ 

Varies 

101h, 

writing"in 11~ 

11· 

Prior Exit Exam 
or Exit Exam 
Being Phased Out 

Graduation 
Qualifying Exam 
(GQE) 

Graduation 
Exit Exam 

Maryland 
Functional 
Tests 

None 

Basic Skills Test 
(BSl) 

, 
" 

FunctionalUteracy , 
Examination (FlE) 

High School 
Proficiency 
Examinatio~ 

(earlier version 
based on 1994 
curriculum) 

High School 
Proficiency Testll 

continues ,... 
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Year Diplomas r 

first Withheld Grade Grade Prior Exit Exam ~J 

Current Based on Subjects Type of Level of Test First or Exit Exam " 

State Exam Current Exam Tested Test Alignment Administered Being Phased Out 

"~I~r.t.i.I~~}..~:E:: 
.:.j //. ~ Examination 

". ,," 
".' (NMHSCE)' 

Regents 
Examinations 

North Ca)olin~' North Carolina 
"",'. -. "-':." 

Competency 
Tests and Test 
of Computer 
Skills' 

1990 

2000 

1981 
(math/reading) 
2001 

(romputers~lIs) 

2010 (end·of· 
course exams} 

OhiO.> Ohio Graduation 2007 
Tests (OGl) 

So~th' ~ii)iin~' 
".,:.>: :1 

" .:<\ 

Oklahoma End­
of-Instruction 
(EOI) Exams 

High School 
Assessment 
Program (HSAP) 

Gateway 
Examinations 

2012 

2006 

2005 

Reading,. 
language arts, 
wrItten 
compo5ition~ 

math, science, 
social studies 

ELA, math, 
science, global 
histOlyand 
geography, U.s. 
history and 
government 

Reading 
comprehension, 
math, computer 
skills; starting 
2010, end-of-
course exams 
in algebra I, 
English I, u.s. 
history. civics 
and economics, 
biology 

Mlmmum 
competeney 

End·of-course 

Comprehensive 
In 2010, five 
end-of-course 
exams 

8" . 

8"; end-of-
course 
exams 
(course· 
speciflc) 

Varies 

gill; end-of­
course exams 
will vary 

Reading. writing, Comprehensive 10'h 

math, science, 
social studies 

Algebra I, 
English II, and 
two of the five 
additional 
subjects 
(Algebra II, 
geometry, 
English III, 
Biology I, and 
U.s. history 

ELA, math, 
science (2010) 

End-of-course 

Comprehensive 
plus 
end-of-course 
exams in 
science (2010) 

English I, II, and End·of-course 
III, Algebra I 
and II, geometry, 
biology I, 
chemistry, U.S. 
history, physics 
(2013) 

High school varies 
standards 

Through 1011 10111
; e'nd-of­

course exam 
will vary 

Varies 

New MexJco High ~ 

School CompetentV ~ 
Examination 11 
(NMHSCE) Ii 

1,; 
~ 
:''1 

Regents I 
Competency Tests ~ 

.-< 

North carolina 
Competeney Test 
and Tests of 
Computer Skills 

9ih-Grade 
ProfidencyTests 

None 

~ 
n 
~; 
i;j 

~1 
1D. 
t.f. 

1~ ," ,~, 

l,~ 
;1: 
i\; 
~1 
t! 
§ 
':<\ 
n 

'I, 

\~ 
,~~ 

~ 
~ 
~} 

Basic Ski11s ~1 
Assessment Program ~1 
(BSAP) [; 

~ 
Tennessee 
CompeteneyTest 

continues >-
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"-TeXas 
Asse~'mE!nt of 
Knowledge and 
Skills (TAlis)' 

2005 

Standards of 2004 
learning (SOL) 

Washington 2008 

Assessment of 
Student 
learning ('NASI)' 

ELA (reading! 
writin'g), math; 

. science, 
social studies 

English 
~eadingl 
writing), 
algebra I, 
algebra II, 
geometry, 
biology, earth 
science, 
chemistry, world 
history to 1500, 

world history 
from 1500 to 
present, Virginia 
and u.s. history, 
wortd geography 

Reading, writing, 
math (2013), 
science (2013) 

Comprehensive Aligned to 11" Texas Assessme"nt 
course of Academic Skills 
content· (TAAS) 

End-af-course Aligned to Varies literacy Passport 
course Test 
content 

Comprehensive 10" 10' None 
plus 
end-of·course 
exams 

Table reads: Alabama currently administers the Alabama High School Graduation Exam (AHSGE), 3'1 Edition, for which consequences began for the class 
of 2001. The exam assesses readirlg, larlguage, math, science, and social studies, and is considered by the state to be a comprehensive, standards­
based exam aligned to 11tO grade starldards. The current test replaced the Alabama High School Graduatiorl Exam, 1" and 2"" Editions • 

• L Alabama, Indiana, Minnesota, New Mexico, North Carolina, Texas and Washington will transition to new exams. See state profiles, found in the 
accompanying (0 or online, for detailed information. 

Note: This year's report uses the term Mcompreherlsive" to refer to exit exams aligned to state starldards in several subject areas and generally targeted 
to the 9110

• orlolb·grade level. Previous CEP reports referred to these as "standards·based" exams. 

Note: ElA '" English language arts. 

Source; (enteron Education Po/icy, exit exam surveyof state departments of education. August 2009. 
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States with mandatory exit 
exams In 2009: 

Al. AK. Pl. CA, fl. GA. 10. IN.IA. 
MA. MD. MN. MS. NY. NI. NM. NY, 
NC. OH. SC. TN. TX. VA, WA 
(24 states) 

States phasing In exit exams 
by 2012 but not yet 
withholding diplomas: 

AR (2010), OK (2012) 
(2 states) 

States with no mandatory 
exlt exam: 

co. CT. DE. ~C. HI. Il.1A. KS. KY. 
ME. MI. MO. MT. N~ NH. NO. OR. 
PA, RI. SO. UT. VI. WI, WI. WI 
{24 states and DO ;!~ 

'---------------------------------------~: 
~-­
-;.:; 

Figure reads: Alabama has a mandatory exit exam and is withholding diplomas from students based on exam performance. Arkansas is ';' 
phasing in a new mandatory exit exam and plans to begin withholding diplomas based on this exam in 2010. Colorado does not have an ~~ 
exit exam, oor does it plan to implement one. (? 
Source: Center on Education Policy, exit exam 5uNey of state departments of education, August 2009. 

Recommendations 

In this report we review the development over eight years of state policies affecting high school exit exams, show­
ing both the commonalities and the diffi:rences among the states. We also review state policies setting out alter­
nate paths to high school diplomas, and analyze the trends in initial and cumulative pass rates for these exams. 

From this work. we have arrived at recommendations born to improve the immediate implementation of 
state policies in this area and to assist the staces in making sounder long.term policies as they seek to ensure 
that all students are able to earn a diploma. 

Immediate Recommendations 
>- States should increase funding to ensure that all students are prepared for the exams and are given 

assistance in preparing for re-takes of the =s if they do not pass on the first try. In this report 
we have noted that several states initially provided remediation funds to assist swdents taking the exams 
after failing them, and that these scates have cut back on this funding. If states want students to pass the 
exams, they must not only ensure that they are properly prepared for the first try but that they also have 
access to additional assistance to prepare for re~taking the exams. 

>- With alternate pathways, there should be much greater communication to students and their par­
ents about these different ways to secure a diploma. Although these alternates are always meant to 
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be for a minority of srudents, all srudents should be aware that they can use alternate pathways, espe­
cially if they have already passed another qualifying exam or will have great problems taking a standard­
ized multiple-choice exam. 

~ States n.,oo to increase oversight of alternate pathways designed for students with disabilities. In 
many states, it is the responsibility of local schools and districts to administer alternate pathways, to 
decide qualifications for graduation through the pathways, and to keep records of srudent performance. 
States have little information about how well the state-<lesigned pathways serve their target srudent pop­
ulation. Consequently, states are not able to easily apply lessons learned from current policy implemen­
tation to inform future decisions. 

~ States should collect and make public data on cumulative pass rates on these exams. Trend analy­
ses in this report heavily rely on initial pass rates because cumulative pass rates are not easily accessible" 
in many states. Such information on cumulative pass rates, however, could have been very hdpful for 
the public to understand the effects of these exams. 

Long-term Research Recommendations 
In Appendix A we summarize recent studies on the effects of these examS. Research is sparse in this area, as 
shown by the relatively few srudies we list; and the findings of these srudies are contradictoty or at best 
mixed. Since these exams now affect more than two-thirds of American students, and soon will affect about 
three-fourths of students (when all the states have carried out their intended policies), much greater atten­
tion ought to be paid to understanding the effects of these exams. 

Therefore, we recommend that the following questions be addressed comprehensively through research: 

• Ate these exams helping to prepare students fur further education or employment after completion ofhigh 
school? Since the states vary in their exams, are some state exams better than others in achieving this goal? 

• Are students passing these exams in states with these policies better prepared for funher education and 
employment than are students in states without such exam policies? If there are such effects, are they 
due to demographic factors or to the test policies or to some other factors? 

• What impact are these exams having on curriculum, instruction, and student motivation to learn? 

• Ate srudents earning diplomas through alternate pathways less well prepared for further education or 
employment than are students passing the regular exams? 

• Ate policies requiring passage on these exams fur receipt of diplomas leading to higher dropout rates 
from school? 

• How can the rigot of different state exams be examined and publicized to encourage a fuller public 
understanding of these policies? 

• If all or some of the states adopt oommon academic standards, what is the future for high school exit 
exam policies? 

Study Methods 

CEP used the following methods, explained in more derail in this section, to identifY issues and collect 
information for this year's study: 
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• Conducted a detailed survey of all 26 states with CUttent or planned high school exit exams 

• Interviewed officials in Maryland, New Jersey, and Washington State who were familiar with the state 
high school exit exams 

• Reviewed major research conducted by others on exit exams 

• Kept abreast of important events related to exit exams 

As in ptevious years of this study; CEP designed and conducted an annual survey of state department of . 
education officials in the 26 states with rurrent or planned exit exams. The survey was pilmed with 
Maryland and was revised further based on comments and suggestions from that sta[e. Respondents were 
designated by their state's chief state school officer and usually worked in the state assessment department. 
CEP scaff partially filled in the survey, based on information collected and reported in 2008. In February 
2009 we asked these designated officials to verifY, update, and add informarion to survey forms for their 
state. All 26 states responded to our survey. 

We used the states' survey responses to develop detailed profiles about exit exams in each of the 26 states, 
which the state contacts reviewed for accuracy. We" also used the survey responses to tally the state exam fea­
tures, policies, and actions that appear throughout the report. The state profiles are available on CEP's Web 
site at www.cep-dc.org. 

Some states did not answer all the survey questions, often because the data were unavailable or their poli­
cies were in flux. (Exam policies are in flux for several reasons, but a main one is that state legislatures are 
under continuing and significant political pressure to moderate or ameliorate the effects of these exams.) In 
many states. we followed up with e-mails and phone calls to ensure the information in this report was accu­
rate and up-to-date. However, some Statistics or policies will undoubtedly have changed soon after publi­
cation because events in this field move quickly. 

To further understand how exit exam policies evolve, we conducted open-ended. semi-structured interviews 
with officials in Maryland, New Jersey, and Washington State. These three states were chosen because of 
their different designs of alternate pathways, the recent public discussions about their exit exams, and the 
volatility of high school assessment policies in these states. Interviews were recorded, transcribed. verified 
by the interviewees, coded, and analyzed for themes. 

In addition, we collected state and federal poliey documents and reviewed relevant studies that were either 
published or publicized during the past year. We tracked media coverage of exit exams and searched state 
and u.S. Department of Education Web sites for exit exam developments and information. 

To be included in this study, state exit exams had to meet the following criteria: 

1. The State requires students to pass state exit exams to receive a high school diploma, even if the students 
have completed the necessary course work with satisfactory grades. 

2. The exit exams are a state mandate rather than a local option-in other words, the state requires stu­
dents in all local school districts to pass exit exams, rather than allowing districts to decide for them­
selves whether to make the exams a condition of graduation. 

We have also included states mat are phasing in exit exam policies that meet these criteria. referred to in this 
report as "planned" exit exams. By this we mean that the state has a legislative or state board directive to 

have a <est in place between 2002 and 2012; has already begun developing the tests; and is piloting the <ests 
with students, although diplomas are not yet being withheld. 
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Chapter 1: 

Evolution of Exit Exam 
Policies over the 
Past Eight Years 

Since 2002, the Center on Education Policy (CEP) has been cDilecting extensive information about 
high school exit exams, induding test characteristics. testing policies related to accountability and state 
assistance, and srudent performance on the exams. As the data acrumulate, some general trends in exit 

exam policies have emerged. 

This chapter summarizes exit exam policy changes across states over the past eight years (2001-2008 school 
years) . .It provides a longitudinal perspective.on the evolving nature: of state testing policy. In the past, CEP's 
annual reports focused on the policy changes within a single year. We realize that policy change often 
involves several years of efrorr. and an examination of the development of these changes can be instructive 
to future policy decision making. Unlike the "New Developments" chapters in the previous annual reports. 
this chapter synthesizes the changes over several years and across states in order to find underlying patterns 
of policy development. What actions have states taken to improve exit exam policies as they gain experience 
with the tests? Are there any commonalities in their actions? 

The purpose of this report is not to identifY the optimal design for high school testing policy. State policies 
are diverse, and even similar policies may yield divergent outcomes in different contexts. OUf goal, therefore. 
is to acknowledge the diverse policy options and to discuss how each functions in its particular context. 

Changes in Exit Exam Policies 

FOf the past eight years, changes in exit exam policies reflect the states' struggles to set high standards and 
at the same time, make chose high standards achievable and fair for schools. Many states have changed cheir 
standards and curricula and the way they use exit exams. When implementing the exit exam policies. states 
have been very careful about the way exit exams are introduced or phased in. making adjusunents for stu­
dents with special needs. In this chapter, we discuss in detail some common actions states have taken to 
develop exit exam policies, starting with updating standards and test purposes. followed by various phase­
in approaches and adjustments for students with special needs. We also look at the role that external and 
peer review play in shaping policy. 

Changes in Standards and Curricula 
Many states have changed their high school standards and curriculum in recent years to either meet federal 
requirements or respond to the public push for high school graduates' readiness for work or postsecondary 
education. Exit exams have been developed or revised to reflect new standards and auricula and to push 
the local implementation of these changes. 
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Changes in standards have inevitably resulted in various changes in exit exams. Alabama, for example, 
shifted the testing focus from basic skills to I I "-grade state standards in the late '90s as the stare set out to 

pursue higher standards. Arizona introduced new test items in 2005 based on the state's new standards 
adopted in 2003 for reading and math and in 2004 for writing. North Carolina voted in 2005 to adopt 
new standards by including requirements for passing additional end-of-course (EOq exams.' Mississippi 
revised its Algebra I and English II exams in 2007-08 to reflect the state's new curriculum frameworks. 
Tennessee also reporred changes in its high school curriculum in 2008 and the alignment of EOC exams 
with the new curricula. In 2009, New Jersey approved revised core curriculum standards in six content areas 
and plans to phase in new graduation requirements to ensure college and work readiness over the next seven 
years (New Jersey Department of Education, 2009). Colorado, though not currently requiring exit exams, 
is considering revamping high school assessments in 2010 and changing its diplomas to reflect the new high 
school standards approved by the state school board and the higher education commission in July 2009 
(Brown) 2009). While most changes have been toward increased rigor. some have narrowed the scope of 
tests. In 2004, California revised the blueprint for its mathematics test by replacing questions with less fre­
quently encountered data display with more frequently encountered dara display. 

Expanded Purposes of Exit Exams 
As accountability for student performance has increased over the years, the purposes of exit exams have 
expanded to be more relevant to teaching and school monitoring. In 2004, when CEP frrst began survey­
ing states about the purposes for their exit exams, most States reported that the tests were to assess whether 
individual students have achieved competencies to be expected at the high school level. Only one state 
(South Carolina) reported that the purpose of exit exams was [Q "identifY areas in which students need addi­
tional support and indicate the academic achievement for schools, districts and the State. OJ By 2009, all 
states except Alaska and Texas reported using part of the exit exams for federal accountability purposes; nine 
states use the exams [0 provide information to guide instruction; eighteen states indicate that they use per­
formance data from high school exit exams to inform policy decisions; and most states reported using exit 
exams to evaluate school and district performance, enC9urage early identification of students needing addi­
tional instructional support, promote service to minority students, and help schools align curricula with 
state standards. The expanded use of high school exit exams signifies that exit exams play an increasingly 
important role in high school accountability. 

By 2009, eleven states' included readiness for work and postsecondary education as a purpose of their exit 
exams. (In 2004, only one state, Georgia, indicated that its exit exam was aimed at certifjring that students 
were prepared to enter the work force or college.) However, few external evaluations examine the relation­
ship between student performance on exit exams and performance at work or in college. A study by the 
Center for Educational Policy Research found that state high school exams were generally at a level of chal­
lenge that was not sufficient for test scores to be good measures of student readiness for college (Brown & 
Conley, 2007). A study by Achieve (2004) also concluded that state exit exams did not adequately measure 
the necessary knowledge and skills needed for college and the work place. 

Phase-in Approaches 
States used various types of phase-in approaches [0 introduce new exit exam policies. The development ·of 
exit exams is often shaped by reactions received during early years of implementation; therefore, how exit 
exams are introduced and phased in sometimes plays an important role in policy formation. 

• North Carolina fully transftioned to EOC exams in 2009. Please see the slate's profile for detailed informatfon. 

1 Arkansas, California, Indiana, Maryland, Minnesota, Nevada, New York, North Carolina. Oldahoma, Texas, and Washington. 
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Some states phase in exit exam requirements by allowing time between the year tests are first administered 
and the first year high school diplomas are withheld. Arkansas, for instance, beg:m administering its EOC 
exams in the 2000-01 school year bur will not withhold diplomas until 2010. On average, states start to 

withhold diplomas four years after the first administration of a new exit exam. 

Other states phase in the exit exam policy by gradually increasing the number of subjects tested. English 
and mathematics are usually the first subjects tested. Though NCLB does not require exit exams for high 
school graduation, some states, such as Arkansas, Massachusetts, Nevada, and New Jersey, added exit exams 
in science in recent years co fulfill NCLB requirements for testing science at the high schoollevd. Alabama 
included social studies as a test subject in 2004; Massachusetts voted in 2006 to test social studies as a 
required subject in 2012, but the state board voted to waive the requirement in 2009 for the classes of2012 
and 2013 (Valero, 2009). 

Idaho exemplifies another phase-in approach that focuses on gradually increasing cut scores and aligning test 
content to standards at higher grade levels. It began administering the Idaho Standards Achievement Test 
(ISAn as an exit exam in 2004. Its phase-in approach allowed the class of 2006 to pass the exam at an S'­
grade proficiency level, the class of2007 at a 9"-grade level, and the class of200S at the fulll0'-grade level. 

Some states used a phase-in approach to introduce new tests or to transition from old to new tests. For 
example, Minnesota has been making the transition since 2006 from the Basic Skills Tests (BSTs) to the 
Graduation Required Assessments for Diploma (GRAD). The GRAD writing test replaced the Basic Skills 
written composition test in 2007; the GRAD reading tests replaced the Basic Skills reading test in 200S; 
and the GRAD mathematics test replaced the Basic Skills mathematics test in 2009.' Mississippi adopted a 
similar approach when replacing its Functional Literacy Exams (FLE) with the Mississippi Subject Area 

• Testing Program (SATP). 

Adjustment for Special Groups 
State exit exams are often under attack for the challenges they present to students with special needs. All states 
chat mandate exit exams have made some modifications to their policy to accommodate students with disabil­
ities. These policy accommodations include alternative assessments, alternative diplomas or certificates. and 
waivers. In this report. we consider all these modifications to be alternate pathways to graduation. We will dis­
cuss the development of alternate pathways in greater detail in Chapter 2. 

Input from external and peer review provides important information for the changes described above. 
Though [hese different types of review serve distinctively different purposes. both have helped many states 
establish and consolidate their high school testing systems. While external reviews examine the quality, 
rigor. and alignment of exit exams with state standards, the peer review from the Department of Education 
(ED) ensures that exit exams used for NCLB purposes' are in compliance with NCLB requirements. 

Seventeen scates have their exi[ exams reviewed by a third pany, such as testing companies, evaluation specialists, 
or researchers at local universities. Conducted by specialists or test developers, external reviews report student per­
formance and content alignment and vary widely in srudy scope and approach (CEP 2006); nevertheless, the 
review provides empirical evidence for test validity and detailed analysis of student performance. For instance, 
Vuginia conducted an alignment study in which researchers found that the State Standards of Learning (SOls) 
for the EOC tests in Algebra I and II and geometry are inconsistent with the cognitive demand of the =; the 
EOC reading test emphasizes some SOls more than others (Abrams & McMillan, 2007). ED recommended in 
2007 that the state develop and implement a plan to address the findings of the report 

I It is reported in our survey that the stale is still administering the BST tests in 2009. The mathematics and readirtg BSTs are administered as retests 
until the class of 2009 has graduated and sufficient notice of retirement of the exam has been gIven . 

• Of the 26 states, only Alaska and Texas do not use thelrex!t exams for NeLS purposes. 
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States also organize special task forces and ongoing review by technical advisory committees for advice on spe­
cific state concerns. For example, in response to a higher-than-anticipated failure rate on the Graduation 
Required Assessments for Diploma (GRAD) in late 2008 and early 2009. Minnesota established a legislative 
task force ro review the policy implications of the GRAD and its effect on high school graduation. In 2005. 
Maryland also established a task force to examine alternative assessment options for special education students 
and others unlikely to be able to demonstrate their mastery of state standards on the High School Assessments 
(HSAs), even with continued intervention. As a result, the stare approved an alternate pathway to graduation 
called the Bridge Plan for Academic Validation in November 2007 and administered modified HSAs in 2008. 

As 24 of the 26 states use at least part of the exit exams for NCLB accountability, recommendations from 
the U.S. Deparunent of Education also play an important role in shaping state exit exam policies. The pur­
pose of peer review by ED is to see if the state testing systems are in compliance with NCLB. ED has given 
full approval to ten' of the 26 states through its peer review process. All ten states except Alaska' include 
high school exit exams in the evaluation of state assessment systems. 

Ano.thee ten states with exit exams earned the status of Full Approval with Recommendations, mt:aning that 
the state standards and assessment system meet all statutory and regulatory requirements. but some ele­
ments of the system could be improved.7 Most of the suggestions for improvement concern (he use of alter­
native assessments for special education students and English language learners, For instance, in 2006 ED 
recommended that Ariwna "strengthen its Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards Alternate (AIMS-A), 
expand the range of accommodations for English language learners and address discrepancies in test partic­
ipation rates," Another set of recommendations from ED [0 the states focuses on alignment between tests 
and Standards. Idaho. for instance. was urged by ED in 2006 to conduct an alignment study of Idaho 
Standards Achievement Tests to examine "the level of success of the State's major revisions and provide a 
basis for continued improvement." A recommendation was also made to Indiana to "increase the rigor and 
challenge of the Graduate QualifYing Exam (GQE) in mathematics at grade 10 in terms of alignment to 
grade-level content standards." 

Three states that require exit exams for graduation (Mississippi, Nevada, and New Jersey) have not met the 
statutory and regulatory requirements of NCLS; they are currendy designated as Approval Pending. 
Specifically pertaining to high school assessment systems. ED recommends that Mississippi and Nevada col­
lect additional evidence for their high school exit exams, since they are used to meet NCLS requirements. 
In 2007. ED expressed concerns with the alignment of Nevada's High School Proficiency Examination 
(HSPE) to grade-level content standards. ED also challenged the technical quality of Mississippi's High 
School Alternative Assessment and its alignment with grade-level content standards. 

State-mandated exit exams still face many challenges and are prone to revision. Recently. California's budget 
crisis has pressured its budget conference committee in 2009 to propose eliminating high school exit exams as 
a graduation requirement (Mitchell. 2009); the provision was defeated. but California reinstated the exemp­
tion for students with disabilities pending development of some alternative form of assessment for these stu­
dents. Alabama overhauled its graduation exams by replacing its comprehensive high school exit exams with 
EOC exams and the ACT'. Many states are still searching for a valid approach to evaluate the learning of spe­
cial education students and English language learners. Last but not least. little is known about the connection 
between passing the high school exit exams and future job and college performance. 

I Alabama, Alaska. Georgia, Louisiana. Maryland, Massachusetts. Minnesota, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Tennessee . 

• Alaska uses the Grade 10 Standards-based Assessment for NClS purposes instead of the Alaska High School GradlJation Qualifying Exam. 

, Decision letters on states' final assessment systems under NelB can be found at www.ed.gov!admlns/lead/account/ndbfinalassess/index.html.AII 
citations in this section are quoted from state letters. AU ten states include hIgh school exit exams for peer review. States may use different cut scores 
for graduation and NCLB purposes. 

I Informatron retrieved on September 13, 2009. from www.al.com/news/birminghamnews/metro.5sf? /base/news/12526s6964314590.xm[&Col!-2. 
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Diversity of Exit Exams 

Most of the states in our srudy were no srrangecs to srate testing befure high school assessment was requited fOr 
federal accountability purposes. Of the 26 states currently or soon to be withholding high school diplomas based 
on srate exit exams, 18 had developed and scarred administering state tests at the high school level befure the 
enaconent of NCLB. Some states had more years of experience in high school testing than others. For exam­
ple, North Carolina, New York, and Florida administered minimurn-mmpetency tests in the 1970s or earlier, 
while most of the other states started requiring high school testing in the late '90s or right befure NCLB. 

All 26 states mandated high school exit exams as a way to improve academic rigor and accountability. Since 
2002, not only have mote states administered high school exit exams, state high school = have also 
become increasingly high-stakes for both srudents and schools. More states began withholding diplomas from 
individual srudents and using exit exams for both federal and state accountability at the school level. In 2009, 
seven states indicated that they use exit exams for both NCLB and additional state accountability purposes. 

Exit exams are of three types: 1) minimum-<:ompetency tests that measure only a small body of knowledge 
and skills as defmed by the state standards, 2) comprehensive tests that integrate content knowledge in sev­
eral relevant courses togerher, or 3) End-of-Course (EOC) tests that gauge student learning at the end of 
specific courses. CEP (2008) identified a movement toward EOC exams in several states and analyzed the 
benefits and challenges of using EOC assessments. According to the report, state officials perceived EOC 
exams as more efficient in assessing content mastery, improving school accountability, and increasing align­
ment between standards and curriculum. However, because EOC exams involve numerous tests, they tend 
to present logistical challenges around score reporting and maintenance as well as schedules for tests, reme­
diation, and retests. Figure 2 illustrates state's use of the three types of exams at different time points. 

High school exit exams may be aligned to various grade levels, ranging from 8" to 12'" grade. Even if two states 
test the same subjects, the tests may differ greatly in content and difficulty. In addition to the di/!erent test types, 

the test results are often reponed using different achievement levels---<ldvancedlproficientlneeds improve­
mentlfailing, pass with distinction/pass/low pass, or advancedlmascerylbasidapproaching basidunsatisfactocy; 
to name a few-which reveal varying amounts ofinfonnation on the level of achievement and the achievement 
gaps among students. 

Most of the states require students to pass the exams in certain subject areas with specific cut scores, but 
some states permit students to graduate without passing every subject. For example, Maryland employs a 
compensatory scoring system so students may meet the graduarioo1cesring requirement by meeting a min­
imum score on each test (which is lower than the previously set passing score) and achieving a combined 
passing score. Since May 2008, Alabama has adopted the credit-based endorsement system wherein sru­
dents are required to take tests in five subject areas, but only need to pass three (reading, mathematics, and 
one other in science, language. or social studies) to graduate with "diplomas with endorsement.'" Ohio and 
Texas also allow students who have passed part of EOC examS to gtaduate. 

The rut scores for passing exit exams are not necessarily the same as the CUt scores states use for reporting ade~ 
quate yearly progress (AYP) under NCLB. As of2009, of the 24 states that use high school exit exams for NCLB 
purpcses, 14 use the sarnecUtscores fOt graduation and NCLB proficiency, and 9 use lower cut scores for grad­
uation than for NeLB proficiency.'" States also differ in terms of which test administration is used for NCLB. 
The majority of the states use student performance on the first administration of the tests for NCLB account­
ability purposes, but stares such as Nevada, New York, and Tennessee count srudents' retest perfOrmance as well . 

• A regular diploma requires passage of all five tests. Students earning diptomCls with endorsement are counted as graduates for school accountabil· 
ity purposes. 

'"Alaska and Texas do not use high school exit exams to meet NClS requirements. The cut scores in New Mexico are under consideration. 
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200~ 

In 2002 (out of 18 states) 

MCE: 
fl. MD. MN. MS. NV. NM. OH. 
SC. TN. VA (10 states) 

CEo 
AL. GA, IN. LA. NI. NC. lX' 
(7 states) 

EOe: 
NY. lX'(, states) 

Exit Exam Types 

_ MCE = minimum competency exam 

... CE = comprehensive exam 

;.';;,§,!?{i~ EOC = end-of-course exam 

2015 

In 2009 (oul of 24 states) 

MCE: 
NM (1 state) 

CEo 
AL. AK.I\l. CA. FL, GA. 10. IN. 
LA. MA. MN. NC. NI. NV. OH. 
SC. lX. WA (18 states) 

Eoe: 
MD. MS. NY. TN. VA (5 states) 

By 2015 (out of 26 states) 

MCE: 
(0 state) 

CEo 
AK,I\l. CA. fl. GA. 10. LA. MA', 
MN. NM, NV. OH. Set WN 
(14 states) 

EOC: 
AL. AR.IN. MA'. MD. MS. Ne. 
NI. NY. OK. SC'. TN. TX. VA, WA' 
(15 states) 

tt 
~: ;; 
~% 

~ Figure reads: In 2002, 10 of the 18 states with fully implemented exit exams, including Rorida, used minimum-competency exams, while "#.. 

7 states, including Alabama. used comprehensive exams, and 2 states, induding New York. used end-of-course exams. By 2015. none of ~i: 
the 26 states with mandatory exit exams will use minimum-competency exams. 14 wiU use comprehensive exams, and 15 will use end-of- .-'. 
course exams. Three states, Massachusetts, South Carolina and Washington will use a ~ombination of~omprehensive and end-of-couTse exams. ~ ., 
, In 2002, Texas gave students the option to pass either a CE or an EOC exam. ;l: 
J By 2015. Massa~husetts. South Carolina and Washington will require students to pass the comprehensive exams plus end-of-course exams. 

Source: Center on Education Policy. oUt exam survey of state departments of education. August 2009. 
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The range of tested subjects has evolved since 2002 and varies widely across Slates. Some Slates. such as 
California. test only English language arlS and mathematics. while gruluation in Slates such as Tennessee now 
depends on tests in as many as ten subjects. Most states have increased the number of tested subjects since 2002. 
A major drive of the expansion is NCLB's rtquirement for including science in Slate assessments by 2007-08. 
In 2003. 8 of the 23 states with high school exit exams reponed science as a tested subjecr for high school gruI­
uation purposes; in 2005. 16 of 25 States reponed that they would use the existing science exit exams or develop 
new science exams to meet NCLB's requirement. As of2009. 22 of the 26 Slates have tested or plan to test sci­
ence in high school. though some states do not withhold diplomas for not passing the science tests. 

As states test more subjects. the cost of state testing has become a concern. In 2009. the Massachusens 
Board of Elementary and Secondary Education voted to waive the history and social science requirement 
for a Competency Determination (CD) for the classes of 2013 because of budget constraints 
(Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondsry Education. 2009). The tests were scheduled for 
full operation in fall 2009. but officials expect "the FY20IO budget item pertainingw assessment to be 
lower than the amount in this year's budget. which would make the transition of the history tests cost-pro­
hibitive." Florida has also cut testing budgets in 2009. citing financial pressures (Valero. 2009). 

High school exit exams differ across states with regard to how much time a student has to take a rest. Of 
the 26 states, 13 implemented power tests ll that attach no time constraints at all. In Nevada, though the 
tests are timed, studems are allowed to use as much time as they need to complete the exam. In other states, 
the total testing time ranges from 97 minutes (North Carolinas math tests") to 194 minutes (Indiana's 
English language arts test). Some tescs have multiple sessions or allow more time as an accommodation, and 
may continue for days. 

One test design feature that states have in common is the use of multiple-choice test items. All states use 
multiple-choice questions in their tests, and some, such as Alabama, Idaho, Maryland, and Tennessee, use 
only multiple choice question items. In addition to multiple-choice items, 19 States include essay writing 
in their writing or English language arts tests. Of the 26 states, 16 use a combination of constructed­
response and multiple-choice questions. 

Item format is an important consideration for testing policy because it determines cost, communication of 
test results, teacher training and, most importantly, classroom instruction that prepares students for tests. 
As the current economic recession crimps state budgets. some states have pared constructed-response or 
extended-response test items. In 2008, Washington State Superintendent Randy Darn defeated longtime 
school chief Terry Bergeson, an ardent supponer of the Washington Assessment of Srodent Learning 
(WASL). with a promise to make high school exams shoner and cheaper with fewer extended-response 
questions to shorten the turnaround time on test results. Computerized scoring, often used with multiple­
choice test items. has also been embraced to save rime, money. and staffing for the test administration. In 
200S, 18 states reported that they relied on testing contractors to score constructed-response questions. 

While designing a high-stakes, mandatory test is difficult, attaching consequences to test results is even 
more fraught with problems. In 2009. the Minnesota legislature decided to repeal the requirement that sro­
dents must pass the mathematics test to earn a diploma, in fear of a precipitous drop in graduation rates .. 
The daunting prospect of withholding large numbers of diplomas and the challenge of aligning exams to 
school curricula and state standards, along with public opposition to high-stake assessments, have led some 
states. such as Alaska. Arirona. California. and Maryland. to postpone the implementation of high school 
exit exams. States that have not required exit exams, such as Pennsylvania, have also had heated discussion 
aboUl whether to do so. In June 2009. Pennsylvania put off developing state-mandated EOC exams because 
consensus could not be reached. The state board of education proposed a revised plan in July and the review 
board approved the state exit exams in October (Barnes. 2009; Mauriello. 2009; Hardy. 2009). 

~ In so-called ·power tests.~ enough time is given for test tak.ers to answer as maoytest Items as they cao. 

"This high school competency test was eliminated In 2009. 
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State Assistance for Local Implementation of Exit Exams 

The evolution of state exit exams suggests mat, as the state testing systems are instirurionalized. exit exams 
have become a powerful policy lever to influence teaching and learning in high schools. Sincc 2002, many 
states have reported increased technical suppott to districts and schools but decreased financial suppott for 
remedial programs. 

In 2002, only half of rbe states required districts to have remediation services, let alone provided supporr 
with these services. When we first explored. state assistance in 2003, most states delivered their suppon [0 

schools through professional training. with an emphasis on test content, format, and the interpretation of 
test results. AbOut one-rbird of rbe states (8 out of 25), ·provided srudents with srudy guides to tests, and 
fewer states provided teachers with resources for classroom instruction. 

As of2009. state assistance tied to exit exams (hat goes to teachers, schools, and districts has expanded dra­
matically. Some states have become more actively and directly involved in informing instruction, improv­
ing school leadership, and influencing curriculum. Eighteen states provide professional development for 
teachers that goes beyond test preparation. helping teachers become "more proficient in their content areas" 
to raise initial pass rates on the exit exams. Nineteen states reported that they provide assistance to schools 
in terms of helping schools identifY and target students for assistance and/or implement comprehensive 
school reform. At the district level, 15 states reported th;t they assist districts in using formative assessment 
and/ot improving rbe instructional leadership. Additionally, 14 states ptovide ditect technical assistance for 
temediation progtams for srudents who have failed the tests, and 10 states provide funding for remediation 
as well. A recent example is a special summer program sponsored by the Georgia Department of Education 
in 2009. The Ptoject Exam Preparation for Science and Social Srudies (project ExPteSS) gives two weeks of 
intense insuuction to students who narrowly missed passing the science and social studies ponions of me 
Georgia High School Gtaduation Tests. Sixty-eight percent of participating srudents passed rbe pottion rbey 
failed before (Fowlet, 2009). 

On rbe orber hand, state budget data we collected indicates a significant deeline in rbe amount of state funding 
for remediation programs. For example, Louisiana tepotted $3 million funding for remediation for 2001-02 
school year, and rbis budget had dropped to $2,039,284 in 2008-09. Sourb Carolina tepotted rbat its 2008-09 
budget fot remediation programs was at $62 million, half of rbe amount schools received in 2004-05. In 
Massachusetts, funding for MCAS remediation was cut from $50 million in fiscal year 2003 to $7.65 million 
in 2005 and $7.58 million in 2006. CEP's high school exit exam tepott in 2006 suggested rbat remediation 
programs can be effective in improving passing rates if provided wirb adequate funding and efficient manage­
ment. The decreasing state funding may diminish rbe benefits rbese programs offu to struggling students. 

Conclusions 

This chaptet highlighred changes in high school exit exam policies in fout different aspects: rbe changing 
standards and curriculum the tests are aligned to, rbe expanded purposes exit exams are designed fOt, rbe 
different phased-in approaches that introduce exit exam policy changes, and the test adjustments fot Stu~ 
dents with special needs. Feedback on exit exams from ex.ternal and peer review is an important factor shap­
ing these changes. Despite some common changes in exit exam policies across scates, exit exams remain 
diverse in terms of test features, such as grade levels tests are aligned to, tested subjects, test time, test item 
format, scoring, and the use of test outcomes. Lastly, in a number of states, provision of teclmical assistance 
has been increased for local implementation of exit exam policies, bur at the same time, in a number of 
states financial support for remediation programs has decreased. 



1246 

Chapter 2: 

Trends in Alternate 
Pathways to High 
School Graduation 

The stakes for high school exit examinations are so high for students and schools that states are often 
pushed to employ additional policies to give more flexibility in determining whether students have 
met graduation requirements. Many states have responded by providing alternate pathways to grad­

uation chat give students options of ways to graduate from high school without passing the state-mandated 
exit exams. These pathways, usually for students with special needs or those with records of failing the exit 
exams, may give students additional opportunities to demonstrate their levels of knowledge and skills. The 
main goal of alternate pathways is to provide appropriate and reasonable options for students without cre­
ating loopholes that water down the value of the high school diploma. Therefore, discussions about alter­
nate pathways in many states have centered on tesc equivalence and integrity as understood by the public 
to make the exit exam system more resilient. 

This chapter provides an overview of the various state policies that offer alternate pathways to graduation. 
It also describes the challenges associated with alternate paths: adding flexibility to accountability while 
assuring test fairness and maintaining high standards. The term alternate pathways refers to options for sttl­
dents to graduate high school without passing the state-mandated regular exit exams. One design of alter­
nate pathways is the use of alternative tests (or alternative assessments in some stateS) where regular exit 
exams are substituted by other standardized tests with similar or adapted formats and objectives. For 
instance, the alternate pathways in Washington State allo~ students to graduate through alternative assess­
ments, such as SAT and ACf; the state's alternate pathways also include other options for graduation. such 
as portfolio assessment, grade comparison, and scores on Advanced Placement exams. 

Multiple forces have shaped the development of alternate pathway policies. First and foremost is the desire 
to address the needs of students receiving special education services, English language learners, and other 
students who do not demonstrate their best performance on standardized tests. Unlike remediation, which 
seeks to prepare students to pass the exit exams arrer failure, alternate paths allow students to demonstrate 
their learning using different measures. Ideally, alternate path policies reflect a broader way of thinking 
about test validity and fairness to these students that goes beyond standardized tests, though some of them 
can be logistically and technically cumbersome. 

A second motivation behind alternate path policy is the need to address concerns about making valid judg­
ments about student learning based on standardized assessments, particularly for students with achievement 
around me cut score level. Multiple retake opportunities may ease such concerns, but may not be the most 
effective way for students to spend their learning time as they repetitively prepare for the same exams. States 
have adopted various approaches, such as alternative or substitute tests, flexible cut scores, and grade com­
parison, as explained later in this chapter. to ensure decisions made based on test results take other factors 
into consideration. Some of the alternate pathways, however, make exit exams more norm-referenced than 
criteria-referenced tests. 
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Alternate pathways are sometimes employed to avoid tedundaney of testing. One example is the use of 
Advanced Placement (AP) tests as substirutes for exit exams. Maryland waives the exit exams for sruden~ 
who have earned satisfactory scores on corresponding AP examslJ. The assumption is that satisfjring AP 
SCOtes provide evidence for srodents' mastery of a subject; therefote, srodents should not spend time prepar­
ing for the exit exams. Washington State offers a similar AP score option. but it does not relieve students of 
taking multiple tests. Srodents are not exempt ITom taking the state's ait exam, the WASL, but if they /ail 
the WASL, they can still graduate if they have earned satisfactory AP scores. Few students rake advantage 
of the AP score option because it is rare for students who score well on AP rests to /ail the WASL in the first 
place. As other substirure tests, AP exams are not necessarily designed based on state coment standards; 
states that adopt this approach need to verifY the comparability of AP and exit exams. 

Overall, alternate pathways try to address concerns about test validity and fairness, and at the same time to 
reach the same or a similar level of rigor as the regular state exit exams. Increasing flexibility without loos­
ening standards is the central goal in designing and implementing alternate pathway policies. 

We distinguish alternate pathways for general srodents ITom those fot srodents receiving special education 
services because policies designed for these-two student groups address different sets of concerns about stan­
dardized testing and are usually managed at different instirutionallevels in the education system. Alternate 
pathways for general education students can be categorized into four major types of designs: alternative 
assessments, portfolio assessments, waivers, and flexible cut scores. 

Alternative and Portfolio Assessments for General Education Students 
Nineteen '4 of the 26 states with exit exams offer alternate pathways for general education students to grad­
uate without earning passing scores in all tested subjects. Table 2 swnmarizes the alternate pathways avail­
able to general education students in each of these nineteen states. Compared to previous years, more states 
were able to provide CEP with detailed information abOut how general education students use different 
routes to graduate from high school. For example, some states were able to report the specific nwnber of 
srodents using each of the multiple pathways. This will contrast somewhat with the data availability for stu­
dents with disabilities presented later in the chapter. 

All substitute and pottfolio assessments reponed in Table 2 lead to a regular diploma, which indicates that 
they are most likely to be accepted as comparable to the substituted exit exams. However, the limited num­
ber of students who took substitute and portfolio assessments in most states seems to suggest, among other 
things, that these tests are not necessarily easier than the regular exit exams. 

The most commonly used substirute test is published standardized tests, such as Advanced. Placement 
exams, the PSAT, the ACT, the SAT, the CPT, and International Baccalauteate exams. States that picked 
the same tests may set different cut scores depending on the grade levels in which the replaced state-man­
dated exit exams are given. 

Six stateslS allow general education students to use substitute tests. Virginia and Washington reported less 
than 1% of students graduating through this route, while Florida teponed 4.5% (about 7,110 srodents) 
satisfied the graduation test requirement through substitute tests. 

New Jersey developed its own alternative assessments, Performance Assessment Tasks (PATs), which consist 
of all constructed response questions. As part of the state's Special Review Assessments (SRAs)I~, PATs are 

" Maryland started withholding diplomas In 2008·09 and was not able to report the percentage of srudents who graduated usinl AP scores . 

.. These states are: Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Indiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, MiSSissIppi, Nevada, New Je~ey. New Mexico. New York, North 
Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and Washington. 

'. The six states are Aorida, Maryland, New York. North Carolina, Virginia, and Washington. 

"In 2009 the SRA was renamed the Alternate High School Assessment (AHSA). 
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Table reads: Florida allows general education students to take substitute tests as alternate pathways to graduate from high school. 
Students graduating through the substitute tests are eligible for a regular diploma. 7.110 students (approximately 4.5% of graduates in 
2007-08 school year) satisfied the graduation test requirement through an alternative assessment (e.g., ACT/SAD. Students may also earn 
a Certificate of Completion, As of February 11, zoo9. the state awarded 9,299 students with Certificates of Completion in 2007-08, 

Source: CEP High School Exit Exam Swvey, 2002'2009. Centeron Educati~n Pol/cy, State Department webs/res. email and phone inquiries wIth 
state department stan, 
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developed by the state and administered by the schools to students who repeatedly fail exit exams, even alter 
additional instruction. Though the state assigns·common cut scores, scoring rubrics, and guidelines, dis­
trict-appointed SRA panels conduct the actUal review and scoring. A greater-than-expecred number of Stu­

dents have graduated through the SRAs process in the past few years, which raised state concern about the 
rigor ofloeal policy implementation". To curb increasing reliance on SRAs in the future, effective in 2009-
10 the state will allow no more than 10% of students in a district to use this alternate pathway to graduate 
unless the district submits a plan that will increase the number of graduates using the HSPA Though a 
much higher percentage than in most other States, the 10% threshold is considered fujrly conservative, since 
the state SRA rate is ahour 11.5%. Over a hundred schools met this 10% threshold in 2008. 

General education students in seven statesu also have the option to graduate through portfolio assessments, 
where students demonstrate mastery through a collection of work. The portfolio assessment in Maryland, 
called the Bridge Plan for Academic Validation, assigns project modules to students who repeatedly fuji the 
High School Assessments (HSAs). These modules are designed to address areas where students have not fully 
demonstrated mastery in their HSA performance. The Collection of Evidence option in Washington State 
allows students who have fujled the WASL in math, reading, or writing to show their skills tested on the 
WASL through a compilation of classroom wotk samples. These subject-specific work samples are developed 
under a teacher's supervision and must follow state guiddines for collection. Massachusetts allows students 
to request a portfolio assessment if thcy do not belong to a school cohort (6 students or more) that has taken 
the same sequence of courses. The portfolio includes work collected during one or more years in a subject 
area. The state specifies minimum components for English language arts, mamematia, and science and tech­
nology/engineering. In 2009, the Oklahoma State Board of Education also approved a policy that allows high 
school freshmen to demonstrate mastery through an end-of..-course project. In all four states, the state depart­
ments of education determine if the evidence provided in the portfolio qualifies a student to graduate. 
Starting in the 20 I 0-11 school year, students in New Mexico will also be able to demonstrate competency 
through portfolio indicators in subjects they failed to pass on the exit exams. 

Waivers and Flexible Cut Scores Used By General Education Students 
A more controversial set of alternate pathways excuses students from certain exit exams or allows them to 
graduate with lower cut scores. Georgia. Indiana, New Mexico, and Ohio offer waivers where students may 
graduate without passing exit exams if they meet all the other graduation requirements. For the waiver 
option. me eligibility criteria become particularly impOrtant to maintain the rigor of the state testing sys­
tem, so states often anach specific conditions for using the waiver. In Ohio, for instance. diplomas are given 
to waived students only when they pass fout of the five exit exams and the score on the fifth exam is no 
more than 10 seale-score points below the cut scores. In 2008, only 379 students (0.3%) in Ohio and 83 
students in Georgia earned diplomas using the waiver. 

Other states take a similar approach to flexible cut scores. ·The Georgia Board of Education, for instance, 
offers a variance process that enables students who failed to pass all exit exams to earn a diploma only if they 
obtained a scale score that falls within one standard error of measurement of the passing score. Students in 
New York may also appeal fot permission to graduate with a IDeal Regents Diploma if their test scores are 
within three points of the cut scores. 

In contraSt to substitute and portfolio assessments, waiver and flexible cut score policies often do not lead 
students to regular diplomas. In Geotgia and New Mexico, for example, students who graduate using 
waivers earn certificates of completion or attendance rather than regular diplomas. which indicate that stu~ 
dents met lower than standard high school criteria. Whether or not an alternate pathway results in regular 
diplomas is an important consideration in designing alternate pathway policies. It influences not only the. 

11 For more Information, refer to www.njpsa.org/documents/NIDOE_SRA...Paper.doc 

"Maryland, Massachusetts, Mississippi, Nevada, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Washington 
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calculation of graduation rates that are tracked under srate accountability systems, bur more importantly a 
student's opportunity to pursue poscsecondary education and a furore care~r. 

Of the nineteen states with alternate pathways to general education srudents, eight offer alternative diplomas 
for general education srudems who cannot pass all the exit exams or fully meet the state standards. Florida, 
Maryland, Nevada, New Mexico, North Caro~na, and Virginia offer both alternative diplomas and alternate 
pathways that lead to a regular diploma; South Caro~na and Tennessee provide no alternate pathways to a 
regular high school diploma bur grant certificates of attendance to students who f.ill the exit =ms. 

Alternate pathways in some States are designed to tie the exit exams more closely to class performance. In 
Idaho, for example, seniors who are enrolled in the f.ill semester and have not passed the exit exams may grad­
uate by completing additional courses. The state reviews the course plans to make sure they are aligned to 
the lOth-grade standards. Arizona's augmentation policy allows students to add to their exit exam scores with 
points derived from course grades. Washington State uses a "grade comparison" option. where students who 
f.illed the exit exams can earn diplomas if they have a grade-point average equivalent to that of sruden'" at 
the sarne school who took the sarne course in mathematics or English and pass the exit exams. This option, 
however, is limited to students who have a 3.2 cwnulative grade point average or higher across all courses. 

Alternate pathways impact general education studen", to varying degrees across states. Some alternate pathways, 
such as the option to substitute Advance Placement scores in Washington State, are barely used, while other 
pathways, such as the special review process in New Jersey, are used quite widely. Most states tepotted that a rel­
atively small proportion of students graduated through alternate pathways, but the actual number of studen'" 
can be quite significant. In Florida, for example, over 7,000 studen'" graduated through an alternative assess­
mem in the 2007-08 school year, although this number represen'" less than 5% of the overall graduates. 

Alternate Pathways for Students with Disabilities 
To meet NeLB requirements, studen", with disabilities must be included in state assessmen"', and for most 
of the 26 states mandating exit exams, the state assessments in high schools are exit exams. The alternate path­
ways, therefore, are mostly applied for after sruden'" with disabi~ties fuil the exit exams. The remedial, instead 
of preventative, nature of alternate pathways also applies to general education students, bue it (ends to impact 
a higher percentage of studen", with disabilities because of the low pass rates with this student subgroup. 

Compared to general education students. it is harder to collect information on students with disabilities 
using alternate pathways to graduation because decisions on students' qualifications for waiver or the 
designs of alternative assessment are often made at the loeallevel, and states do not usually collect this infor­
mation19 • For example. the eligibility for waivers is usually determined by individualized education program 
(IEP) tearns, and many States do not collect data on the number or the percentage of studen", with disabil­
ities graduating with waivers. 

Most states provide particular alternate pathways to students with disabilities in addition to the ones avail­
able for general education studen",. States have different policy designs to address the needs of studen", with 
disabilities. In tables 3 and 4 we highlight some of the specific alternate pathways. These pathways include 
variations of three policy designs, alternative assessments., portfolio assessments and waivers. 

Fourteen states offer alternative or portfolio assessment options (table 3). The alternative assessments in 
most states are tests with modified questions or aligned [0 modified standards. Some states, such as Alaska, 
Maryland, Oklahoma and Washington, make both forms available. Compared to waivers, more states allow 
students with disabilities to graduate with regular diplomas after passing alternative or portfolio assessments. 

"For example, Arizona, Minnesota, New Mexlc.o, and North Carolina. 
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FF~;?iK~g~s~:J~rif.n~s.ih~n~?~~A;~A~.j.S·' Regular diploma 
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ath[e\j~~4nhta-h:da;:d~\ ;""L:,: '. ".' 

. - . ;.~":~ . 

~~s~~~~i~~ti~H~.~~e,;~~~t:;!~~\~nt).. Maryland High 
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subrrllta- pO'r1fiilio th'at 'd'E{mQ'nstrates I - ... ,-': 

kiio';;le(jge.~~ skills at ~iade.ie~el-.,;;;;' 
__ ~~p,ij~tah9:~>s·~f:~a_:·~.t~·~enFin::g5~?~'\9:.;_·~:i~~,(~ 
Th e'itidiYidu~lii~dedil~iion prog;,;;n; (i EP)' ; 
-Yea~ tmaY:'~et 'a.dfff~r~nt'p~~sing sto're 6~:; .. :-,~ 

;;~i!~~~l&iIi~ 
: p.e:~9[fj1)i)"~ CJi~~tj?,~PRr?pri,a~~ £p,T ~~.e'$J_~§ri"t;; 
... ;::~'~'- ;ji:;£':~~·~~·;;;r·'.~:::'~E" -",,', ~', ~.:;:;\.,.: ~;;-'~-;;1?~: 
<."\ 0" - -', \', .":: , " ,>.j 

,,_>~i<::: .~;.:.:;;: ',' > />1/';_,~ 
:::':::,: .. "'~:":-:'J: !(, '.,;~~:,:'. /;~:< '~:,;,':- ;'."".' ~~,_.~ 
~-'~_::-:-:~~:;_;': ~~' ::~; --;i ~;/_ :,' '." .,: .. ~.',,-, -,:':;; _, '/'~,· __ c 

Regular diploma 

Regular diploma 

Regular diploma 

continues ~ 
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cNJ:~ Alternative 
assessment 

'N'M Alternatlve 
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'; :-. i cut scores 

NY: Alternative 
assessment 
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assessment 

Alternative 
assessment 

Portfolio 
assessment 

Flexible 
cut scores 

Alternative 
assessment 

"Stud~n~~With:~~er~ ~itM?d'i:~_biiiijes'tak~':' 
:'tH~"~lterh~ie':jjr~ficie'~'cY"a~~~s~'iii'~~t:'(APA)]\ 
',' ' .. -, ,:_,,--.,'''.<:.' ,;.,""'. ',--" " -" .. ~ "_." ...... "-'\-_:<'. 

'ilbi1i,tY' p~lli;;WStu,~inis';;~s't 'ij k~elib~r ' ... 
'1~?;~~~~B?£K€~~!~:~!H~~j~~i~J..'i?~:~1.~~~~~~~T:jt: 
assessme,nt_a·nd··me,et:a competenCY,I~ve.l~':' .~, 

;!~f!~if1~:~If.~1£~1~i~11}~~t~i(,: 
'i~kethiNMH.stE andme~taC;;mpetency"" 
·Ieyi~~t'ermi n~~ 'bY:th"~' ~t~derii's -,', -- '_,'::_ ': 
i';di~jdti~liz~d'e~u~tiO~'iirog,a<;J(IEP) te~ITl 
. '- - ~ .. -. -.. - . ';.- .' , ... - "~ .. 

.Regents Competency Teste, . '. 
J - ....... ' >.,:,_." ... 

Regular diploma 

Regular diploma 

Regular diploma 

Regular diploma 

,St~dentswiththemosfllgnificant '~itI~e' Regular diploma 
:d ifabllifies~arii,i pat7 intti~ 6GT Allerbat,.;, 
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\" ~ .. '" -".:- :',:.' . ,,--,;. -, -" ::,~ . .' "', "",, ",!",' -:" •. '''" ,~' ,';,,!~.-~-. ",'" " ,-
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,,~A:p9g1~{(,~·~#¢~§~~_~ti~,;~~aji,~~,i~A~W::f?r:, " 
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';S{~;d~t~#P :Ha~i~·ri;l~i~W4(~~~i~~rt~.· 
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"~~i~a~~~~~~C~%~~~fit~i~~PM1~'~J~; 
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. ~~K~}'i(~i~'~~iclJ;t~.d,ents,·~;t~.tH·~l~~' 
school WAS!: (With or without a((ornmodatlons)· 
,bJtIEP,Oridivi~u1.iii~(rJd~i~ti;;h·;;;6iia';;i> 
'.t~_~m~;~_dJ ~'st,: ~~;~i kg'~ritlri~ "t6Y~vet 2"b~si~':: 

;~~;i~~~~; 
tdtake·pap~r;and·penciltestsshowtheir " 
sk,ills: andkrio~ledge. ihrougha' <p1\ectid,,· 

::of.tti·ei~,Wo"rk;:~;i ,,;-,;-~,~. 

heveicipnient~II;Approprlate WASl(DA-M, in 
wh i ch',~s-tu'd~n ts,i n: gr'a~ e~ ~_~~ ,~ri d ,i;_'o~_ly iak~ 
'UieWI\Sl(with or wliho ut, (comnwdaii~ns) 
afthegrad;le~~I;hai be';t!naiCh'es .... 
th~ir."'ibiiit'ies'(· " -'. '.' " ... ; , .\ 

Minimum· 
standard diploma 

Regular diploma 

Regular diploma 

Regular diploma 

Table reads: Mississippi allows students with disabilities to take an alternative assessment to graduate from high school, Students with 
dlsabilites pursuing a regular diploma may participate in the High Stakes Alternative Assessment after their initial participation in subject 
area testing, Students gradllating through the alternative assessment are eligible for a regular diploma, [n 2008. less than 1 percent of 
students with disabilities submitted a substitute evaluation. 

Source: [EP High School Exit Exam Survey; 2002-2009, [enteron EduUltion Policy, Stare Department webslres, email and phone inquiries with 
state department staff. 

Officials in Washington State revealed in an interview with CEP that portfolio assessments can be costly. 
The classroom-based evidence option in Washington State. for instance. costs about $600 per collection of 
student work, while the cost of a standardized WASL exam is about $22 per student. 

Twelve of the 26 states have waiver options for students with disabilities so they do not need to earn passing 
scores on the scate exit exams to graduate (table 4). As with waivers for general students. some states are very 
specific about the graduation status that different waiver programs may lead to. Alabama, for instance, has 
two waivers for students with disabilities that lead to different graduation status. The state waives the require­
ments for passing exit exams, which results in an occupational diploma upon graduation. The state also 
allows me local school system to waive one subject area for students with disabilities; with passing scores in 
the other four areas. students are still able to earn a regular diploma. 
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AK 

passing -+ 

Exempt from 
partidpation in 
one subject -

tV..: Exempt from 
passing 

AR. Exempt from .-< 
passing ~ :, 

;0.: Exempt from 
passing* 

"".-

FL Exempt 
." \: ~om passing 
,.,' 

GA' Exempt from 
passing 

Regular diploma 

;Id·~tiideni does not achieve allroficienr;;. Certificate of 
~",.., -;,(':.', _·,·,l~":" ,'. _." . : '.' _ . '~, __ ,._~ -' . "'_"~. 

': scOie, on- th~ :HSGQE cir the-: altern ative.v/-,_: I';;,:, < ach Jevem ent 

~;'~JI~~~~~:~~~i.~i¥~,~:fu;;·:~~~~~!·~,i¥2~~)1;i~~~l#1t~ 
·'to. recelve,a, certificate ofachlevernentlf,alllj'.' 

-, .... , ...... c,.'\!"':<, .. _"",. "'-'~~_' ;-- -<;"';·i~.";:"'-·, "i,~ ~'7'''':';'f.l;'',: 1,'-:;, 
· _: 6dfer-'s(a ie:a n d: locallequii·emehts'fo.r.~;Y·~ :'~~ '( 
; >/:,:'_1:'_\~> ,'.:'\ '" .• :. "'-_ ",p_'_':' ,-:::;:.,,>,_--,,::".;' ':',. 
&T~(fuati0n have'be~n;met."';,.· ,"- :;~~', '. 
;",' '"" ',;, ,'." ,''-, : ' ,:",> ,:"',," .• , 

·Students.with disabilities.may be·exempted·· Regular diploma 
',,', .;'.', '.""":C',' . ;".<:'.;~' '.- '",;;,',,:1, '-'. , .... " h.-' ,. ,,' 
fniinh·aVingtripass AIMS to graduate'rroin;: 

.• high ?ch6ol.Siudents with'disabilitles.who·. 
!>~. ; "",':_': "c __ .. ;,, __ , :,, __ :' ,:':''-''.'''.~', ':", "'.\:'",',:,'~''" 

are:,n6t .. ,exem,pt from:'pa'ssing,'the, ,e~alT1,:,~nd',~;,,' 
J;h;;'~iimpf;te'high school·mayqualiiy.fo'. 
·;Al~~;~.~g~:~:n~~t,(~,~; ' .. ', /:::,\.~'I' -' ~:.~ (.<.~:~,', 
Students with disabilities may graduate. . Regular diploma 

· based ~n th·eir indiv;"du~lized edtl~tion plin. 
.,-, .,.C'."· ,,__ ". • 

.. ·llical'w~ive"rreq~~sfi:AMSEEmayb~waj"ea· Regular diploma 
·frir'eligibi~;tude~~with·disabiliiie~:i·· ....•.. 
'r S~Sd,~~J~'rif J~( be: ~~iQiJtt,ed~,i,~'~ ~~~:_a~~y~:~,.~: ,(­
::m:()di~~a'tioQ~n;p~cifie-d j~ ih'eir·i.ni!(vlduallzecf:, 
'~~U(hliphprogranlOEP)·orSe~\I<iD5~iiPlan. 
· ·Mod; ficatioh~ iun da ni ent~jlx'ait"r iVhlltih,;· 

.~;~~i~~itiM~fn~~f~:'~f}·~·M~~:j·ji. 
The FiATi~quir~meht~~y b~w~i~€df&" Regular diploma 

:) t~~ ~,h,~::Wj~h.: 1'i~,~'q(~~ite~ :~~,~ }~i~~,:,:~§~;'::i:~~~" 
· ech. \iv~~apa,s~in~ .s.,pt~ pn·.th, ~;~ m·aff,ii.( 

·tWi(a"tiempt"s and haveme(alloth,W ... ,:··, 
·requi(emen.ts:,.' ., ~ ,~'/, .'~: ", _ . -, 

'" ,. ,t" ." ... !~.'", .,,' ,'" ""';', _ , , , 

Certificate of 
attendance 

"WWW.eed.state.ak.us/tls!assessment/partlcipatloll...guideHnes/PartldpatlonGuldeUnesSeptloo7.pdf 
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continues >-
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, . Number and Percentage of 

~ Students with Disabilities 
CEP - Diploma Graduated Through Waiver 
C1a~sification' St"!te

c 

Survey Response Eligibility in 2008 
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Exempt hom 
passing 
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NM. Exempt from 
passing 

Exempt hom 
passing 

Exempt hom 
passing 

NC'. Exempt from 
:.1" passing 

Exempt from 
participation 

• " .' ,\~ -: • -, .,., '-. '. -,1" ~.,,; ,:, '!~" • ,_' •. :,;-::. :'-', .,-.. "'" . .-

.5 t6 dents witti~ disabi Rties' must, partidpcHe" i ~:: 
~i~bj~6i'¥~a:ies~hg'Mr'~c~~}~1ib~ingiBW~ 
~ tJi~s-f{a:rte:r,ria(tp:a'f~~ :.db~~of }e'c!uj re)h'~j f~;~ .:: 
;'st~&"~riis', Pa'ss'.'ttie~s;;ofecf ~rea test's; "~;.' :;:;-.c,:_~ 
,·O':"'-'~;;.'·,'~"":·:"·I'-'-·'-.. -~,-··_,·:, "r"'·~.:;-·:,·'· - .~. : .> 

;"':,-.",.,":-":'::;~" "~·_r': __ '_"<':':-o.'-~:'· ;', .;·_.c ,," _' :-.. ;-' 
,.-., Sci me: sW dents ·with'-,'disabj.l iti es: are; exe"riipt,:: 
"";,':;:;!'-'~:~".',~-:,:J --' __ c"',;:,,;:-,: ,."!-_:~:,~~,, >:~i,' ';':'~"-; ',-,', ; 

'fio,Tli Ra}~lrg,b~tQot ~OITl taklng":(he .. HSPA;: 
'~b]~e[HEn ~iH' Mti ~hi~id'u~lized :~ed uca-fi'on ~}': .. :-
'-'-\l!,':'-~,J.""_?''-' ,,',,1'.","':"'_,"-",:,.-,- .. ;",:'~' >.-, ',"':c";;' 
',pr6gr,alii,OEP):Studerits.vi~oafedesignated, 

; :~f~f~'~~~_~~~-~Ffr,9,~::.P~'s'i~ ~g7,: ~ Js"t ~i~.~~ :~h ~, 
':exe_h~'pt p6~_irins'~Hhe:,t~,sfafleast once; _but 
. th'ei?s(br~~':~iil:_no(affecftheir~"::-' e· '. .. 

grid~~'ti'h~·:'status:'~~~'".' . --". _. ,~, ""', ' "';, 

. Malyland" High 
School Certificate 
of Program 
Completion 

Certificate of 
completion or an 
occupational 
diploma 

Regular diploma 

Regular diploma 
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St.~d;~g~s.·~It~':oi~(th~~ip(s-~~h(tiri_:qv~~:~;;Y~ State certificate 
'.c?:mp\~te,all~(O~j,rse .c,rei:li,t requj{em'ents but 

'~6fjri~¥{t~~~i~:~~t~i:i~;,a\~?~~bi; 
!}r~~~?tK~g~'ir~~~.u.i.1i~~;qb:9;d_~;~~};$.~~\~~;; modified 
thrrequl~elT!~n,ts',fo~ a s~ilndard_o(advanced standard diploma 

.' diplomabJt irieet;h~ciedita;;diit~raCy and 
:n't.ihiet~bj.r~quir~rilent~·~~tabiished by' t~~ :.' 

-,', .. ,-~ .~, - - --, ..... ',' '. -::. '," .- :-'. 
'·st,ate:.board·;"of education may rece,ive ;{~/ 

_~~~iMJ:';'~f:~j1'~i~\o~a~">,"< ..• ,., .• 
_;St~denJs''Nj,thdisabiUtieS'."wHo .. ~~ not ,m,e~t,;'_; special dIploma 

,. ih~. r~guiie~,e~~'ioibth~rdipl~nik~~iha~li. 
cohipl,et~d, the:'fequire'nlentiof th~ii:,:, ~::.:. ~',>;~ 
. iii~iyiduali~ededucation p(ograrnOEPj. rn~Y"· 
·:r~~~.fie ~'S~:~(f-cl(fi·p.1d.~·~;:"::· :~_:,': ,'~:A' "::;~::. 

Table reads: Students with disabJUties in Alabama may graduate from high school with 9ccupational diplomas without passing the Alabama 
High School Graduation Exams (AHSGE).ln 2008, 929 students wIth dlsablUties (34.9% of all graduating student with disabilities) 
graduated with occupational diplomas. Students with disabillt!es in Alabama may be exempt from participating In one of the five subjects 
to graduate from high school with regular diplomas. 

*Note: Beginning In the 2009-10 school year, students with disabilities will be exempt from meeting the CAHSEE requirement as a 
graduation requirement. More information can be found at www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/hs/cahseeABX4.asp.Formore detailed information on 
requirements for the local waiver request please contact the California depa~ment of education. 

Source: CEP High School Exit Exam Survey, 2002'2009, Center on Eduwcfon Policy, State Department webs/tes, email and phone inquiries with 
state deportment stoff. 

In addition to alternative and portfolio assessments and waivers. some stateS use lower cut scores for stu­
dents with disabilities. as in the case of New Mexico's Career Readiness Path. Minnesota's flexible pass scores 
decided by IEP teams, and Washington's WASL-Basic, Others use modified school curricula, such as North 
Carolina's Occupational Course of Study program that focuses on post-school employment and independ­
ent living, These policy approaches do not hold students with disabilities to the same state standards that 
are applied to general students, and they lead to a graduation status that may not be comparable to that 
received by general students who have passed all exit exams. 
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Comparing tables 3 and 4, we notice some differences between the option of alternative or portfolio assess­
ments and waivers for students with disabilities. As shown in Table 3, three of the four states that reported 
percentage data, Mississippi, New Jersey, and Washington State, had less than 2.5% of students with disabil­
ities who attempted or graduated through alternative assessment in 2008. In contrast, the three states that 
reported the percentage data in Table 4 show a much larger scudent population using waivers to graduate. 

Alternate Pathways for English Language Learners 
Few states with exit exams offer alternate pathways specifically for ELLs, though many of them allow specific 
testing accommodations for these students. While most of the states offer ELls the same alternate pathways 
offered to general education students, Idaho and MilUlesota have policies for students with limited experi­
ence in the U.S. education system. ELls in Idaho may appeal for an alternate measure if they have been in 
the program for three years or less; if they successfully meet the tequirements for this alternate pathway, they 
will be able to graduate with regular high school diplomas". Minnesota allows districts to exempt ELls from 
passing exit exams if they have been in the country for less than fout years before graduation. 

The Process of Shaping Alternate Path Policy in Three States 
To understand the design and implementation of alternate pathways, we interviewed officials working with 
state high school assessment policies in Maryland, New Jersey, and Washington State. Appendix B explains 
the rationale for selecting these three states and describes policy background for each state. 

The alternate pathway policies in these three states are shaped by recommendations from state advisory 
committees. The committees in these three states are composed of a broad selection of stakeholders. includ­
ing representatives from higher education, state and county offices, the business community, advocacy 
groups. schools. and local education agencies. These committees are involved in the details of designing. 
implementing. revising. and evaluating the state testing programs. Washington, for example, has multiple 
advisory committees, and each committee focuses on a particular graduation option in the state testing sys­
tem. One state official explains the role of advisory committees in Washington as follows: 

[The committet members) rktermine if things are running; they will rktermine the procedural guitk­
lines and recommend to the legisktrure if things need to be modified. They are our technical advisors in 
the area... Though the legisktrure rktermin<s whether students art qualified for diplomas, the CAA 
Option Advisory Committee would rktermine what strategies wr need to take to prove rquiva!ency [of 
diffirent alternate pathways)' They would recommend to us what procedures are neerkd and what 
analyses would be neerkd to prove [the equivalency). 

Since 2005, Maryland has relied on a special task force to examine alternative options for assessing special 
student subgroups, such as students with disabilities and English language learners. Since the establishment 
ofits Bridge Plan program, the state's test design group has also worked with teachers to design project mod­
ules to ensure the equivalency of its alternate pathways to me regular state exit exams. The advisory com­
mittees in New Jersey have been guiding the development of the Special Review Assessment since the 
1990s. They help the state education department collect information from the field about the best way to 
serve students and give advice on policy changes. Recendy, the committee has been helping the state 
respond to criticism of SRA. 

Criticisms of alternate pathways policies in these three states have focused on the potential threats alternate 
pathways pose to the rigor of srudent testing systems. New Jersey's state department of education issued a 
report in 200822 that revealed its concern regarding the unexpectedly high number of students using the 

"for more detailed informatIon see adm.ldaho.gov/adminrulesfrules/fdapao8/o203.pdf. p.1t. 

"The report can be found at www.njpsa.org/documents/N]DOE..5RA..,.Paper.doc. 
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Special Review Assessment to graduate. This concern has precipitued a series of policy adjustments since 
the 2008 repon. As the SRA heavily relies on distriCts fOr appropriate implementation, the state fu.ccs the 
challenge of making sure that the districts rake the SRA materials seriously and treat them in a secure and 
confidential manner. One State official described the State's reliance on local implementation in this way: 

SRA is Iocall:j administm!d and scortd; there is much mqre Intitutk and trust inv_d with local dUtricts. And 
W< try to communicatt the validity of diplomas multing from that path, the validity of muIts is tied to the 
cretUbility of tha, process. ~ need them to make JUre they rake it seriousfJ so that the muIts can be cretUbk. 

For S[a[es such as New Jersey, the monitoring srrategy is critical because me implementation of alternate path­
ways is executed by distriCts and schools. Maryland bas reponed some promising monitoring strategies to over­
see its Bridge Plan, which is also administered and scored at sruden,,' schools. In Maryland, a panel of graders 
makes recommendations to the local superintendent about srudenrs' qualifications for passing. and the state 
spot-reviews this local decision-making process to ensW'e that srudem projects demonstrate sufficient qualifi­
cations. The state not only gives specific rubrics for grading bur also uses a review system to make sure student 
projects are graded appropriately and that the objectives of the project module are met as expected. 

Maryland and New Jersey also reponed providing professional training to strengthen local implementarion 
of alternate pathways. Maryland organizes intensive training and publishes guides to explain the use of 
rubrics, shows samples of student projects. and specifies goals that need to be met under certain timelines. 
Similar training was also reported by New Jersey. As New Jersey transitions from comprehensive standard­
ized teses to end-of-course exams, training for SRA will change accordingly. The state is planning to bring 
teachers together to score anonymous srudent work in furure uaining sessions. In this way. teachers will be 
able to see student work in other schools, which may help even Out differences in grading. 

These strategies, however, do not fully address the challenges posed by locally implemented alternate path­
ways. All three states experience some degree of technical challenge in designing and developing alternate 
pathways. In Maryland, the amount of content-specific work involved in developing project modules bas 
created tremendous pressure for state staff. 

... Its a ma_ of state belt tightening and this is a whok new set of enormous tasks ... of training and devel­
oping materials [and) the scoring rubrics. (The projects}rtquire {students} to set up experiments or 010 sig­
nificant research; they turn in pretty substantial sets of work ... Its a ton of work to make [projects) fresh 
and diffirent each time, to also make sure that they're rigorous and in-depth enough to be meaningfo/. 

Washington expressed similar technical challenges when it comes to specifYing and communicating learn­
ing objectives for math. It has tried to solve the problem by posting sample problems on the state Web site; 
however. new concerns have ensued regarding the uniqueness of srudeflt work: 

we have a number of high schools in the state where all the submissiom from rtudents are essentially the 
same, and at this point in time we oIont necessaril:y think that that is teachers okliberatel:y trying to cheat, 
but we think itS teachers, in a misguided sense of what the target is, thinking that, "So here are some 
math probkms. If I can okmomtrate that all the kids can 010 these math probkms, then they will have 
met the criteria, and so, kids, kt me teach you how to 010 these probkms .• 

Despite the tremendous amount of work and technical challenges. none of the 26 states assigned more than 
four full-time equivalent staff members to develop. facilitate, and oversee alternate pathways. In some states, 
alternate pathways are considered local decisions, and no state staff is involved at all. Staffmg needs may 
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vary due to the diverse policies that require different lengths of time for reviewing evidence colleered 
waugh alternate pathways. The time to review and make a decision on one student document ranges from 
an hour to a couple of weeks; the appeal process and communication of the results can further increase the 
work load and lengthen the time needed for implementing alternate pathways. Some states, such as New 
Jersey, rely on local staff, particularly when alternate pathways are administered by loeal schools and dis­
tricts, bue it can be difficult sometimes to recruit teachers to score student work. 

Conclusions 

Alternate pathways ro graduation can serve as a way to address limitations of standardized assessments and 
to balance the state accountability system with a certain amount of flexibility. We see both strengths and 
weaknesses in the approaches states have taken with their alternate pathway policies. Portfolio assessments, 
for example, allow students CO demonstrate their learning in a sometimes less stressful environment and 
pushes them to learn what they may not have mastered, but it is hard to gauge how comparable the port­
folios are with the exit exams. The same dilemma exists for substitute tests. It is cheaper and more conven­
ient for Statcs [0 use the ACT' or SAT than co develop state alternative assessments from scratch; however, 
these tests are not designed to reflect state curricula and standards; therefore, we must be cautious about 
comparing studenr performance on substitute tests with eXit exams. 

Other alternate pathway policies, such as flexible cut scores and waiver programs, may be more straightfor­
ward to implement with detailed descriptions of state rules and direct state oversight; unfortunately, they 
face some criticism that they lower graduation standards and reinforce or widen existing achievement gaps. 
In light of the important roles advisory committees play, officials in New Jersey recommended that states 
proactively connect with and consult relevant stakeholders in the early stage of developing alternate path­
ways to graduation so their approach can be scrutinized through multiple perspectives. preventing Wlfiec­

essary complications for implementation. 

As supplemental policies to add flexibility to state-mandated assessment, alternate pathways may prevent 
high school exit exams from denying many struggling high school students a bright future. We count on 
the future development of state data systems to learn more about how alternate pathways serve swdents 
with disabilities. We also hope to see more empirical evidence on how the provision of alternate pathways 
impacts student learning in high school, and how various graduation statuses through alternate pathways 
influence student development after high school. 



( 

( 

1263 

Chapter 3: 
Trends and Gaps in 
Exit Exam Pass Rates 

I n trus chapter we turn to the: question of how student performance on exit exams has changed since me 
exams became mandatory for graduation. We are particularly interested in the degree to whicb the StU­
dent pass rate on exit exams has increased and the extent to which the pass rate gap between different 

subgroups of students has cbanged. We use the initial pass rates-the percentage of students passing on 
their first attempt-as a proxy for student performance on the exit exams. 

Given the variety of tested subjects and numerous policy changes in the 26 states studied, we focus on the 
initial pass rates in 16 states because they have reported their Wt results in our surveys for at least three con~ 
secutive years. We chose to focus on reading" and mathematics because both subjects are required for fedp 
era! accountability pUrposes.2~ We also limit me data to years in which current exit exams were used to 
withhold diplomas." Table 1 at the beginning of this report shows the years when the states began with­
holding diplomas based on their exams. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, exit exams across states differ greatly in content, question format, and test diffi­
culty levels. Such diversity makes initial pass rates in various states not direcdy comparable to one another. 
For instance, difficult test content and low srudent performance can both contribute to relatively low ini­
tial pass rates, but give completely different implications about the state's exit exams. Therefore, we can only 

compare a state with itself to see ifit makes progress from year to year, and we can only do year to year com­
parisons in states where the exit exam remains unchanged for the years studied. We calculated the average 

annual growth by dividing the sum of annual changes in the initial pass rates by the number of years for 
whicb we had comparable data." Scates are categorized by their amount of average annual growth. 

Following the longitudinal trend analysis, we examine the average annual cbange in the initial pass rate gaps 
between various subgroups of students. Initial pass rates of African American and Latino StUdents are compared 
to those of white srudents, and students eligible for free or reduced-price luncb are compared to all students. Initial 
pass rates of subgroups of students are limited to years when cUrrent exit exams were used to withhold diplomas. 
The average annual change in initial pass rate gaps reveals the pace at which sucb gaps narrowed on the state's exit 
exams. The fasrer the pace, the greater cbanges between subgroups in gaps and the narrower the state's gaps. 

In comparing average growth or change in pass rates, we need to be cautious about drawing appropriate 
conclusions. A higher growth in initial pass rate may indicate a state's progress in student performance over 

time, but we cannot simply infer that student performance in the state's exit exams is bener than that in 
other states with lower growth rates. We cannot conclude that students perform better in states with a high 

average annual change in gaps. because exit exams vary across states. 

"Reading Is called English language arts (EtA) in some states. 

"Alaska and Texas use high school tests different from exit exams for NCLB. 

"For more detailed information on the year diplomas were first withheld based on current exit exams, refer to table 1, pp. 5'9. 

"Years of data vary across states because states first withheld diplomas based on current exit exams beginnIng In different years. 
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Initial pass rate is not a flawless measure of student performance. Some states, such as Alabama, allow sru­
dents to take exit exams before they reach the grade levd in which the exams are supposed to be first admin­
istered. As a result, the initial rates may include students who have taken tests before reaching the tested 
grades. Most stares do nOt hold schools accountable for the initial pass rate; therefore, students may not 
demonstrate their best effort to pass on their first try. which is a limitation of using initial pass rates as a 
means to measure the Outcome of testing policy. 

Last but not least. some states show more or Jess improvement in initial pass rates or gap closing because of 
a dramatic change (increase or decrease) occurring in one year. Considering that many states starred imple­
menting current exit exams only a few years ago. such abrupt and unsustained changes may skew our con­
clusions about some states' passage rates over time. 

On the disk accompanying the primed version of this report and posted on the CEP Web site (www.cep-<lc.org) 
are supplemental figures and tables that provide more detailed state by state information on initial and cumu­
lative pass rates as well as information on rhe gap in pass rates between different subgroups of srudents. 

Longitudinal Trends in Initial and Cumulative Pass Rates 

The 16 states17 included in the analysis show a wide range of change in initial pass rates over varied periods 
of time." Some, such as the initial reading pass rate in Florida and Georgia, bardy changed, while some, 
such as the initial math pass rate in Alaska and Nevada. fluctuate more than 10%. Such fluctuation can be 
either an increase or a decrease in pass rate. 

We then took a closer look at the changes in initial pass rates in each subject area. Eleven of the 16' states 
showed an average annual growth in the proportion of students passing the test in reading and 13 states 
showed average annual growth in math. For initial pass rates in reading, Alaska and Nevada had an average 
annual increase of more than 3 percentage points in initial pass rates (Table 5). Six states showed avetage 
annual gains ranging from 1 to 3 percentage points, while initial pass rates in five states changed slightly 
over the years studied The initial pass rates in Alabama, California, and New Mexico showed an average 
annual decrease of more than 1 percentage point. 

In math, Louisiana, Nevada, and Tennessee had average annual increases in initial pass rates of more than 3 
percentage points. Nine states showed average annual increases from 1 to 3 percemage points in initial pass 
rates. Initial pass rates in math decreased in California and slightly decreased in Indiana and New Mexico . 

In five states, we also compared the initial and cwnulative pass rates on exit exams. (Cumulative pass rates 
include the percentage of students who passed exit exams by the end of grade 12.) The analysis is limited 
to five states, due to not enough years of comparabJe test data or missing data in the other states. Fifteen 
states provided cumulative pass rate data for 2008, but many of them did not report data for 2006 andlor 
2007. Some stares report cumulative pass rates by subjects and subgroups; some report only certain sub­
jects; some estimate ranges. Alabama, Arizona, Califorl?-ia. Massachusetts, and Texas are included in the 
cumulative pass rate analysis since they provided both initial and cumulative pass rates from 2006 to 2008 
in a consistent form and had relatively few changes in their exit exams and relevant policies. 

In reading, cumulative pass rates in Alabama, California, Massachusetts and Texas reached around 95% for 
the three years we studied. The difference between the initial and cumulative pass rate, however, varied by 

"Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Callfomia, Florida, Gerogla, Indiana, Louisana, Massachusetts, Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, South carolina, 
Tennessee, Texas. Virginia. 

"States began withholding diplomas based on student performance on their cun-ent exit exams In different years. Table 1 provides the beglnningyears 
we used for calculat!ng annual average changes. 
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AL. CA. GA. IN. NM 

Table reads; Initial reading pass rates in Alaska and Nevada increased by an average of more than three percentage points annually. 
Initial math pass rates in Alaska, Massachusetts, South Carolina. Texas, and Virginia increased by an average of more than two but less 
than three percentage points annually, 

Source: CEP High School Exit Exam Survey, 2002-2009, Center on Education Policy. 

state. For example. the difference in California's initial pass rate compared to its cumulative pass rate was 
about 20 percentage points while the difference in Massachusetts was about 5 percentage points. From 
2006 to 2008, the difference between the initial and cumulative pass rates in reading remained at 5 to 6 
percentage points in Texas, narrowed from 3 to 1 percentage point in Massachusetts. and widened in 
Alabama, Arizona and California. Arizona. for example) increased its cwnulative pass rate by 8 percentage 
points. from 80% in 2006 to 88% in 2008. while its initial pass rates increased by 2 percentage points. from 
71 % to 73%. 

In mathematics, the cumulative pass rates in Alabama. California and Massachusetts were also about 95% 
from 2006 to 2008. The average difference between the initial and cumulative pass rates in Massachusetts 
was greater in mathematics than in reading-about 10 percentage points in math compared to about 5 per~ 
centage points in reading. The difference betvfeen California's initial and cumulative pass rates in mathe~ 
maries was about the same as the difference in reading, about tvfenty percentage points. Cumulative pass 
rates were consistently lower in math than in reading in Arirona and Texas. From 2006 to 2008. the differ­
ence between the initial and cumulative pass rates in mathematics was kept at 10 percentage points in 
Alabama, narrowed from 8 to 6 percentage points in Massachusetts) and widened in Arizona, California 
and Texas. For example. both initial and cumulative pass rates increased from 2006 to 2008 in Texas. but 
the growth in the initial pass rate over the three years was less than the growth in the cumulative pass rates 
over the same time period. As a result, the difference becween, initial and cumulative pass rate in Texas 
widened from 7 percentage points in 2006. to a difference of 9 percentage points in 2007. to an 11 per­
centage point gap in 2008. 

Detailed tables and figures with information on each of the five states' initial and cumulative pass rates on 
reading and mathematics exit exams can be found on the disk acrompanying this report and on the CEP 
Web site at www.cep-dc.org. 
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There are many possible reasons for the differences between initial and cumulative pass rates. For example. 
if the cumulative pass rate reflects a high proportion of stUdents passing the exam, it may indicate that reme­
diation programs are successful and that greater proportions of students are succeeding on subsequent re­
takes of the test. It could also mean that some students took the exam before they had completed the 
appropriate courses that would help prepare them for the test. It may also indicate that students who failed 
to pass the test the first time they took it are increasingly reliant on pursuing additional preparation to help 
them past the test. Fifteen states~ indicated in our survey that mey rurrendy use the initial pass race to deter­
mine adequate yearly progress (AYP) under NCLB. The initial pass rate weighs more for school accounra­
bility than for students who simply care if eventually they graduate. The deviation of school accountability 
from student accountability may have contributed to students' reliance on remediation and retake oppor­
tunities, which in turn increase the cost of exit exams, and schools' reluctance to communicate with sru­
dents about state policies regarding alternate pathways (CEP, 2009). 

The big difference between initial and cumulative pass rates in some states reveals that, of the high school 
graduates who pass' the state exit exams, quite a few rely on additional help beyond reaching in everyday 
classes. A growing number of states have taken action in recent years by increasing assistance to the improve­
~ent of instruction and school leadership, as reported in Chapter I. However, the persistence of big differ­
ences in pass rates in some states highlights the importance of identifYing suuggllng students early and 
providing them with assistance before they fail the rests. ' 

Gaps in Initial Pass Rates 

The gap analysis'" focuses on three student subgroups: Afiican American and Latino students as well as stu­
dents eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. At varying rates, most states have narrowed the gaps; how­
ever, initial pass rate gaps remain large for these subgroups. 

Gaps Between Mrican American and White Students 
In 2008, African-American students in all of the 15 states" analyzed have a lower initial pass rate than their 
white peers by 5 to 36 percentage points in reading and by 7 to 40 percentage points in mathemarics across 
states. Looking across the 15 states, the gap in initial pass rates has narrowed annually by an avetage of 1.1 
percentage points in reading and 1.7 percentage points in mathematics. 

Table 6 shows that South Carolina, Louisiana, and Nevada narrowed the initial pass rate gaps in reading 
by an average of more than 3 percentage points every year. Gaps in seven states changed less than 1 per­
centage point. Annual changes in initial pass rate gaps have fluctuated in Alabama, Indiana, and Florida, 
but the average changes across years show widened gaps between African American and white students .. 

For mathematics, gaps in nine states narrowed by more than one percentage point per year. In three of the 
nine states, Louisiana. Massachusetts, and Tennessee, the gaps have closed by an average of more than three 
percentage points per year. Initial pass rate gaps between African American and white students in six other 
states have stalled for the past few years, four (Alabama, Georgia, Indiana and New Jersey) with avetage 
annual gap narrowed by less than 1 percentage point; and two (California and Nevada) with slightly 
widened gaps. Annual gap changes have fluctuated in Nevada since 2004. 

"Alabama, Arizona, Califomla, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Indiana, louisIana. Massachusetts, MissiSSippi, New Jersey, Ohio, Oklahoma, Tennessee, 
Washington. www.eed.stat@.ak.us!tls!assessment/partlcipation_guidelinesIParticipationGuidellnesSept2oo7.pdf 

"Only Initial pass rates are used to calculate gaps. 

"This gap analysis is based on data drawn from 15 of the 16 states. New Mexico is not included in this analvsls due to missIng data fer AfrIcan American 
students in reading and math. 
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Table reads: Louisiana, Nevada and South Carolina narrowed the initial reading pass rate gaps between African American and white 
students by an average of more than three percentage points annually. Louisiana. Massachusetts, and Tennessee narrowed the initial 
math pass rate gaps between African American and white students by an aver.age of more than three percentage points annually. 

Source: CEP High School Exit Exam Survey. 2002-2009. Center on Education Policy. 

Gaps Between Latino and White Students 
In 2008. the initial pass rate gaps between Latino students and their white pem ranged from 6 to 27 percmt­
age points in reading and from 5 [Q 28 percentage points in mathematics. Across the 15 stares". the gap hasnar­
rowed at an average annual rare of 1.5 percentage points in reading and 1.4 percentage points in mathematics. 

Table 7 shows the pace at which the initial pass rate gaps in reading have narrowed in the 15 stateS. The 
initial pass rate gap between Latino students and their white peers in South Carolina has narrowed at an 
avetage annual rate of 6.7 percentage points since the state began withholding diplomas based on its High 
School Assessment Program (HSAP) in 2006. Initial pass rate gaps in M~ssachusetts and Nevada have also 
narrowed by more than an average of 2 percentage points every year. Both Massachusetts and Nevada have 
used their current exit exams to withhold diplomas since 2003. Indiana had a slighdy widened initial pass 
rate gap in reading between Latino and white students due to their fluctuating annual gap changes. 

For most of the 15 states, the average annual progress coward closing the Latino-white initial pass rate gap 
is greater in mathematics than reading. Gaps between Latino and white students in twelve states narrowed 
by more than 1 percentage point per year in mathematics. Massachusetts is closing its gap at an average of 
3.2 percentage points per year. Three states showed less than a 1 percentage point change in dosing the ini­
tial pass rate gap. 

"This gap analysis Is based on data drawn from 15 of the 16 states. New Mexico is not induded in this analysis due to missIng data for latino students 
in reading and math. 
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Table reads: Alaska, Massachusetts, Nevada and South Carolina narrowed the initial reading pass rate gaps between latino and white 
students by an average of more than two percentage points annually. Georgia. Massachusetts and Texas narrowed the initial math pass 
rate gaps between Latino and white students by an average of more than two percentage points annually. 

Source: CEP High School Exit Exam Survey, 2002-2009, [enteron Education Policy. 

Gaps Between Students Eligible for Free and Reduced-price Lunch (FRL) and 
All Students" 
In 2008, the average annual gap in initial pass rate between FRL and all students ranged from 4 to 18 per­
centage points in reading and from 5 to 18 percentage paioes in mathematics. Across the 16 states, the gap 
narrowed by an average of about 1 percentage point per year in both reading and mathematics. Alaska had 
an average rate of 4 percentage points in dosing the gap in reading per year (fable 8). Half of the states 
have made little progress in closing the gap between FRL students and all students in reading. The gap in 
Alabama widened between 2003 and 2004 and remained steady since 2006. In mathematics, two states 
closed the gap by more than 2 percentage points, and all 16 states made some progress. 

Conclusions 

States have made progress in improving the overall initial pass rate and dosing initial pass rate gaps between 
student subgroups, but that progress has varied across states and subject matter. Eight states increased their 
average annual initial pass rates for all students in mathematics by more than 2 percentage points compared 
to three states in reading. Five states showed a decrease in their initial pass rates in reading. 

The gaps in initial pass rates between different subgroups .of students are narrowing, however. remain daWlt­

ing in both subjects. The average annual change in initial pass rate gaps is a measure that helps illustrate how 
well states have addressed achievement gaps in high-stakes exit exams. Initial pass rate gaps in most states nar­
rowed, but at different rates. A few recent sruclies (See Appendix A) provide empirical evidence about the 
negative effects that exit exams have had on minority and disadvantaged students. It has become a key con-

"We compare this subgroup to all students because many states do n~t report Initial pass rates of students who are not eUglble for free and reduced­
price lunch. 
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Table reads: Alaska, Massachusetts, Nevada, New Jersey, and Virginia narrowed the initial reading pass rate gaps between FRL and aU 
students by an average of more than two percentage points annually. Georgia and New Jersey narrowed the initial math pass rate gaps 
between FRL and all students by an average of more than two percentage points armuaUy. 

Source; CfP High School Exit Exam SwYey. 2002·2009. Center on Education Policy. 

sideraoon in me design of effective exit exam policy to mitigate the negative effects of high-stakes assessment 
on these srudents. 

It would be fallacious to compare the pass rates directly and conclude that exit exams in a state are better 
. simply because it has higher pass rates. Some states, such as Nevada and Arizona, have relatively low initial 
pass rates but faster average annual growth than some others. 

Initial pass rate trends within each state reflect both progress and persistent gaps that need to be addressed 
more effectively in the future. If the ultimate goal of exit exam policies is to promote achievement of all stu­
dents, states with initial pass rates that have not improved over time may need to reconsider their exit exam 
policies. particularly when there is a considerable proportion of students who are failing to pass and who 
are relying on remediation and re-take opportunities to pass the exams. 
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AppendixA: Studies of High School Exit Exams in 2009 

A few recent studies have looked at the effects of exit exams on high school graduation and dropout rateS 
(Martorell, 2005; Jacob, 2001; Warren & Edwards, 2005; Ou, 2009). For example, Jacob and Dee's 2009 
analysis of the 2000 census data shows that exit exams have a small but statistically significant impact on 
high school completion; their analysis of Common Core of Data shows that Minnesota's Basic Skills Tests 
(BST) improved student performance in 9" through II" grade but increased the dropout rate of 12" graders 
who, in most cases, have fuiled the exam repeatedly. Reardon and colleagues (2009) compared disuict data 
on student achievement and graduation rates before and after the implementation of the California High 
School Exit Exam (CAHSEE). They found that the CAHSEE decreases the probability of graduation by 
15% for 10" graders in the bottom quartile of achievement. The negative impact is larger on the gradua­
tion rate of minority low-achieving students, English language learners, and srodents eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunch. We summarize a few recem srudies as additional resources for readers. 

Warren and colleagues (2008) examined the effect of high school exit exams on· labor force stams or earn­
ings. They found that the rate of postsecondary schooling was not significantly higher in States that required 
exit exams than in those that did not. Neither was there a significant difference in employment statuS and 
wage between high school graduates in states mandating exit exams and those in states that did not. The 
authors use data from the 1980-2000 U.S. census and the 1984-2002 Outgoing rotation groups of the cur­
rent population survey. 

Ou (2009) analyzed data from the New Jersey High School Proficiency Assessment (HSPA) exam to look 
at the impact of the state's exit exams on student dropout cates. He fOund that students who barely fuil the 
exam are mote likely to drop out than students who barely pass it, indicating that passage or failure on the 
exam may sway students with comparable achievement levels toward or away from staying in school. The 
effect is more pronounced for racial minorities and economically disadvantaged srudents. 

Jacob and Dee (2009) examined the impact of exit exams through analysis of two data sets. Using the 2000 
Census Public Use Microdata Sample (2000 PUMS), they found that the presence of exit exams reduced the 
probability of completing high school among white male srudents and black students. Their analysis of 
Common Core of Data (CCD) showed that Minnesota's exit exams reduced the dropout rate in grade 10 and 
11 but increased the rate in grade 12, particularly in distri~ with higher propottions of minority students. 

Reardon and colleagues (2009) compared ELA test scores, persistence through 11· and 12,h grade, and grad­
uation rates of students who were not subject to exit exams with mose of srudents who were in four large 
California districts (subject co the CAHSEE). They found that exit exams had modest negative effects or 
no effectS at all on student persistence and achievement, but significant negative effects on graduation rates, 
particularly for minority students whose scores were in the bottom quartile. 
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Appendix B: Methods of Study 

Multiple sources provide information on the 26 States' exit exams, including CEP's high school exit exam 
survey in 2009, CEP's annual and special repons on high school exit exams in the past seven years, policy 
documents from state depanments of education, and repons from the u.s. Department of Education. 

State profiles in CEP's 2002 repon provide baseline information, and policy changes since then have been 
tabulated by stare and year. The 2009 survey was administered from Pebruary 2009 to June of 2009 to state 
officials in the 26 stares that mandare high school exit exams. The survey colleered infur~ation on the fea­
cures of high school exit exams and alternate pathways policies. All 26 stares responded to the survey. 

Based on data collected in these profiles, we group policy changes into five areas for analysis: historical pol­
icy background, test characteristics, student options, state suppon, and accountability. Themes of policy 
changes -are identified through inductive coding, where we summarize changes across states and years in 
each of [he five areas and then link these changes to see if common policy trends can be identified. We ver­
il}> background and update policy status in our survey with designated stare contacts, and follow news on 
high school exit exarn>-i.e. for this reporr generally from October 1,2008 to July 15, 2009. 

Selection of Interview States 
In addition to the state surveys, CEP staff interviewed state officials in Maryland, New Jersey, and 
Washington State to examine in greater detail the design and implementation of alternate pathway policy 
in these states. H These three states were selected based on their designs of alternate pathways to graduation,· 
the recent public debate about their high school assessment policy, and the volatility of state policy pertain­
ing to high school exit exams. 

Maryland 

Beginning in 2009, Maryland requires all students to meet designated cutoff points on state High School 
Assessments (HSA) to graduate. To earn a high school diploma, students must pass all fuur gnade-Ievel tests 
in government, biology, English, and Algebra I and earn a combined score of 1602. In the meantime, the 
state deparunent of education designed and offered an alternate pathway to gnaduation called the Bridge 
Plan to Academic Validation. 

The Design of Alternate Pathways 
The Bridge Plan is an alternative program through which students can earn their diploma if they failed one 
or more of the HSAs needed to graduate. The program was piloted in summer 2008 and requires students 
to complete one or more project modules in fuiled coneent areas. Students qualil}> fur the Bridge Plan if they: 

1. Have passed the HSA related course 

2. Have taken the specific HSA or mod-HSA test twice without passing or earning a combined HSA score 
ofl602 

3. Are firmly on the path to completing all other local and stare graduation requirements (including atten­
dance), and 

4. Have participated in approved assistance 

"See Appendix C for interview protocols. 
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After the local school system determines that a student will complete a project, a designated school Staff 
member meets with the student and parenrlguardian to design an Academic Validation Project Package. 
The number of projects required varies from one to seven and is determined based upon the size of the gap 
between a student's HSA scote and the cut score needed to attain proficiency. All projects are linked to the 
Core Learning Goals and are supposed to be comparable to the HSA. Upon completion, a review panel 
established by the local school system reviews the project and provides recommendations to the local super­
intendent, who conducts a final teview for approval or refusal of the student's work. If a student's package 
is refused, written feedback is provided to the student so revised work can be resubmitted at a later date. 

Students with disabilities may meet graduation requirements by taking the Modified HSAs (Mod-HSAs), 
alternative assessments based on the same course content as HSA They are also digible to participate in the 
Bridge Plan, should they fail to meet the standards set for the Mod-HSA. 

[n December 2008, the Maryland State Board of Education set forth a limited waiver process for seniors 
who failed to meet the state's new graduation requirements. The waiver is designed for student!; "who were 
prevented from fulfilling the HSA requirement because of school system decisions regarding class schedul­
ing. course sequencing. testing. process of interventions, or some other special circumstances. n 

The school principal may recommend the waiver or the fuIDly may request it. Local school systems' super­
intendents have the authority to either grant or deny the waiver, and the denials may be appealed to the 
state superintendent. 

Maryland refers to a "Parallel Path," meaning that a srudent may be pursuing more than one pathway at 
any given time. For example, he or she may be attempting to pass the HSA exam (or Mod-HSA) and com­
pleting a Bridge Plan at the same time. 

Recent Public Debate 
Maryland is the most recent state to impose exit exams as graduation requirements; most of the debate has 
'centered on whether or not there should be such a requirement. Many critics of the exam allege that having 
a high school exit exam encourages dropouts, a phenomenon that is ultimatdy detrimental to all involved. 

The Bridge Plan is offered to reduce the possibility of misjudgment based solely on HSA requirements. The 
critics of the plan reflect public concerns over holding all students to the same standards; other critics voiced 
concern that the requirements of rhe Bridge Plan seemed unclear. 

The Volatility of Policy 
Maryland started administering HSAs in 200 I. Many parents and students were not convinced that 
Maryland would enforce the HSA graduation requirement. As the school year progressed and people b<gao 
to realize that the state was not going ro back off the policy, they became concerned. In October 2008, the 
Maryland Board of Education reviewed the policy to require HSA for gtaduation and upheld its decision. 

At the start of the 2008-09 school year, 50% of students with disabilities and 15% of English language 
learners had passed all four sections of the HSA exam. At the end of May 2009. fewer than 1,500 seniors 
had not met the HSA requirement. 
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New Jersey 

New Jersey's High School Proficiency Assessment (HSPA) is a comprehensive standards-based test in language 
arts, mathematics, and science. The class of2003 was the. lim required ro pass the HSPA ro earn a diploma. 
In 2009, the board of education voted to phase out the HSPA over rime in favor of end-of-rourse assessments. 

The Design of Alternate Pathways 
Before Maryland passed the Bridge Plan in the 2008 legislarure, New Jersey was the only state that allowed 
an alternate pamway to be administered and scored at the local level. SRA consists of two components. 
remedial course work and performance assessment tasks (PATs). Currently. teachers score these tests and dis­
tricts audit the scoring. The test is untimed and is composed of open-ended questions (tasks). If students 
&il one task, they are given a chance to review and attempt another question. The SRA will be replaced 
with the Alternate High School Assessment. 

Based on their individualized education program, some students with disabilities are exempt from pass­
ing-but not from taking-the HSPA. Students designated with "IEP-exempt from passing" will not be 
affected by their scores for graduation purposes. 

Recent Public Debate 
In 2007, 14.7% of graduates obtained a diploma through the SRA path. In some districts, more than three­
quarters of students took advantage of SRA. The scoring at the local level caused some concern because 
there was little or no standardization of scoring and it could be highly subjective. The SRA was branded by 
critics as a loophole to graduation and as a false inflator of the state's high graduation rates. Businesses and 
higher education groups argued that SRA had devalued the high school diploma as an indicator of readi­
ness for employment or college. 

In 2008. the state department of education staned requiring that districts in which 10% or more of the 
graduates'need the SRA to attain their diploma submit a report analyzing their SRA srudent population 
and describing their plans to reduce their dependence on the SRA. A contracted vendor will distribute per~ 
formance tasks directly to high schools and organize the process of scoring. These changes will become 
effective in 2009-10. . 

The Volatility of Policy 
In order to address the massive criticisms of SRA, the board of education voted in 2006 to completelyabol­
ish the alternate pathway. In 2009, the board renamed the alternate pathway the Alternative High School 
Assessment (available in the 2009-10 school year), and amended the assessment in several ways. The tim­
ing of the test administration was shortened from over several months to only a few weeks. Also, districts 
in which 10% or more of high school students are using an alternate assessment co fulfill graduation 
requirements will be required to submit a plan that will increase the number of students using the HSPA 
[0 demonstrate academic achievement. Since New Jersey will be moving toward an end-of~course assess~ 
ment program, this will also change the alternate pathway that is available [0 students. The state has yet to 

release details about [his new plan. 
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Washington 

The Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) was first administered in 2003 and diplomas 
were first withheld in 2008. Students need ro pass reading and writing teslS and take the mathematics exam 
to meet graduation requirements. -

The Design of Alternate Pathways 
By 2008, the stare legislature had approved four alternate methods to graduate from high school with a 
diploma noted as a Certificate of Academic Achievement (CAA): 

1. CoUection of Evidence: Assembling a collection of classroom-based evidence that includes specified 
work samples demonstrating that they meet grade-level academic standards; 

2. WASUGrades Comparison: Comparing a student's grades in certain classes with the grades of other 
students who took the same classes and met the standatd (available only for 12·-gtade students); 

3. College admission tests: Meeting a specific cut score on SAT or ACT tests; or 

4. Advanced Placement (AP): Scoting a 3 or higher on select AP exams. 

For students with disabilities, the state developed several alternate options for graduation: 

1. WASL-Basic: Students take the high school WASL (with or without accommodations) and IEP teams 
adjust passing criteria to Level 2 (basic proficiency); 

2. Washington Alternate Assessment System (WAAS) portfolio: Students unable to rake paper-and­
pencil tests show their skills and knowledge through a collection of their work; 

3. Developmentally Appropriate WASL (DAW): Students in grades II and 12 only take the WASL 
(with,or without accommodations) at the grade level that best matches their abilities. 

4. Locally Determined Assessments: 12'" grade students who need modified achievement standards can 
pursue this option. 

Recent Public Debate 
The WASL has been a high-priority item after the election of a new state superintendent, Randy Dorn. The 
superintendent announced in Januaty 2009 that WASL would be replaced in the spring of2010 with teslS 
that are shorter, have more rapidly reported scores, and contain data that will be more useful to teachers 
and parents. Little has been said about the future of the srate's alternate pathway policy. 

The Volatility of Policy 
The previous superintendent of education, Terry Bergeson, implemented the WASL after much public 
debate. Bergeson's suppOrt of the WASL was the key issue in the 2008 election. The WASL went through 
many transformations and revisions before it arrived in its final state. 

In 2009, Dorn began plans to change the WASL. Within a month of taking office he held a press confer­
ence to announce the changes discussed above. The superintendent has proposed several changes to the state 
assessment system. In spring 2010, the WASL may be replaced with the High School Proficiency Exams 
(HSPE). These new computerized exams may become mandatoty in 2011. In addition to the sweeping 
changes that Darn proposed, he also requested that the math and science graduation requirements for 2013 
be removed until adequate standards and assessments are designed. 
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Appendix C: Interview Protocols 

Alternate Paths 
1. What is your role with the state deparunent of education? (Previous positions, how long at the state 

department of education. etc.) 

2. Please tell me briefly about the history of the state's alternate paths to graduation. How were alternate 
paths created? For example. through committees, seeking advice from other states, etc. 

3. What is the rationale/premise for the design of these alternate paths? For example, to serve a target pop­
ulation (general students. students with disabilities, ELls, etc.), to collect information to accommodate 
exit exam results, etc. 

4. What strategies has the state adopted (0 ensure the proper use of these alternate paths? (Equivalence to 
regular exit exams, implementation oversight, technical training. and consideration of special student 
groups, etc.) 

5. What are some of the challenges the state faces in implementing alternate paths? What has worked wdl, 
and what could be improved? In other words, what are the lessons/policy changes that other states could 
benefit from knowing? What do you think the state should be doing differently? 

Impact of Policy Change 
1. What are the rationales for policy changes in the past? 

2. How have these changes impacted: 
• Organizational structure 

• Pannerships 
• Capaciry (staff, finance, technical support) 

3. What are some of the challenges the state is facing to implement exit exams? 

4. Does the new graduation rate formula have any impact on high school exit exam poliCy? For example, 
data collection and reporting. etc. What changes does the state have to make to use the new graduation 
formula? 

5. How do you envision the furore development of exit exams in your state? 
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FISCAL NOTE 

STATE OF ALASKA Fiscal Note Number: 
2010 LEGISLATIVE SESSION Bill Version: S6109 

o Publish Dale: 

~ld1iie'i:n;::ti"fie:::r..l("fiI::::e.::n::::a:::m::::ek.):-,S;;;B;.:I::-09'"-:'iE,,:E==D::-T"L:;;S::-:-I-"2",6-:-1,,,0'=====7"":"===::-:-__ Dept Affected Education & Early Development 
Title to An Act repealing the secondary student competency RDU Teaching & Learning Support 
examination and related requirements; and providing for an effective date." Component School & Student Achievement 
Sponsor Sen. 8ettye Davis 
Requester Senate Education 

Expenditures/Revenues 
Note" Amounts do not include inflation unless otherwise noted below 

Appropriation 
Required 

OPERATING EXPENDITURES FY 2011 
Personal Services 
Travel 
Contractual 
Supplies 
Equipment 
Land & Structures 
Grants & Claims 
Miscellaneous 

TOTAL OPERATING 0,0 

ICAPITAL EXPENDITURES 

ICHANGE IN REVENUES ( 

FUND SOURCE 
1002 Federal Receipts 
1003 GF Match 
1004 GF 
1005 GF/Program Receipts 
1037 GF/Mental Health 
Other Interagency Receipts 

TOTAL 0,0 

Estimate of any current year (FY2010) cost: 

POSITIONS 

I
Full-time 
Part-time 
Temporary 

ANALYSIS: (Attach a separate page if necessary) 

FY 2011 

0.0 

0,0 

0.0 

0,0 

Component Number 2796 

(Thousands of Dollars) 

Information 
FY 2012 FY 2013 FY 2014 FY 2015 FY 2016 

(1,338.5) (1,518.2) (1,574.3) (1,602.8) (508.0) 

(1,338,5) (1,518,2 (1,574,3) (1,602,8) (508,0) 

(Thousands of Dollars) 

(1,338.5) (1,518.2) (1,574.3) (1,602.8) (508.0) 

1,338.5) (1,518.2) (1,574.3 (1,602,8) (508,0) 

This bill would repeal those statutes and language related to secondary students taking the competency examination 
which was required in order to graduate from high school. [AS 14.03,075 & AS 14.07,165(5)] This would take effect 
beginning July 1, 2011, 

The EED entered into a contract in FY'09 with the test contractor and has 7, one year renewal options which expires 
on 12/31/15, FY16 savings are only for the Fall test and the retake -- does not include the Spring test and retake. 

Prepared by: Eddy Jeans, Director 
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Commissioner 
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