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Executive Summary

Findings

1. Under current regulations, Pennsylvania high school students will be required to meet state
graduation requirements via demonstrations of proficiency in Algebra I, Biology and Literature on
Keystone exams. Among high school graduates in 2015, barely half scored proficient on all three
Keystone exams.

2. According to research and the experience of other states, passing high school exit exams is not the
sole valid measure of mastery of standards-based core subject matter, nor is it the sole reliable
indicator of readiness for postsecondary success.

3. Postsecondary success looks different for different students. Several measures of readiness for
postsecondary success are valid and appropriate as state level graduation requirements.

4. For students who do not score proficient or above on one or more Keystone exam, Project Based
Assessments (PBA) have proved to be an ineffective and inefficient strategy to demonstrate mastery of
the required content.

Recommendations
1. Adopt and implement four options for students to demonstrate postsecondary readiness as follows:
a. Option 1: Achieve an identified composite score, based on performance across all three
Keystone exams (Algebra |, Biology and Literature);
b. Option 2: Achieve equivalent score(s) in standards-based subject matter content area(s) on one

of the alternate assessments approved by PDE;
c. Option 3: Demonstrate competency in standards-based subject matter content through course

grades or assessments plus, for students who are identified as Career and Technical Education
(CTE) Concentrators, demonstrate evidence of readiness for postsecondary success through
National Occupancy Competency Testing Institute (NOCTI)/National Institute for Metalworking
Skills (NIMS) Skills assessments or Competency Certificates; and
d. Option 4: Demonstrate competency in standards-based subject matter content through course
grades or assessments plus evidence related to postsecondary plans that demonstrate
readiness to meaningfully engage in those plans.
2. Discontinue the use of Project Based Assessments as an option for meeting state graduation
requirements.
3. Allow local education agencies (LEA) to determine whether or not to include Keystone exam scores on
student transcripts.

Introduction

The state level graduation requirements currently set forth in Chapter 4 of the Pennsylvania Code, fail to
provide Pennsylvania students with a sufficient number of measures to demonstrate mastery of standards-
based subject matter content and readiness for postsecondary success. This conclusion is based on review of
relevant research, the practices of other states and review of graduation requirements with a broad cross
section of education stakeholders in Pennsylvania.

There are multiple valid measures for students to demonstrate the knowledge and skills necessary to be
college and career ready. As postsecondary success looks different for different students, several measures
of readiness for postsecondary success are valid and appropriate as state level graduation requirements.
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The regulations providing for Keystone exams in Algebra |, Biology and Literature, as a statewide graduation
requirement, and related PBAs, were adopted in 2014 by the Pennsylvania State Board of Education. Under
the current regulations, beginning with the graduating class of 2017, high school students would have to pass
state-developed end-of-course assessments in Algebra |, Biology and Literature in order to receive a diploma.
The regulation also allowed students to meet the state graduation requirement by passing an Advanced
Placement (AP) Exam; an International Baccalaureate (IB) Exam; or a locally selected, independently validated
exam for each standards-based content area.

This strategy was implemented at least partly in response to the 2006 Report of the Governor's Commission

on College and Career Success (Commission Report)* which concluded that, in order to meet the realities of
the 21 century global economy, “the commonwealth must prepare all students to go to college, whether they
choose to attend or not, as they will need ‘college level skills and knowledge no matter what their choice.”

The imperative for meaningful postsecondary experiences is only growing stronger. A 2013 report by The
Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce finds that by 2020, 65 percent of all jobs will require
postsecondary education and training.® Analysis of the future job market focuses on a serious “middle skills
gap,” which refers to looming skills shortages in jobs that “require more education and training than a high
school diploma but less than a four-year college degree” — such as machinists, registered nurses, technical
salespeople and computer technicians.*

When Governor Tom Wolf took office in 2015, his administration immediately began to look at the need to
consider additional state level options for students to demonstrate readiness for postsecondary success.
Governor Wolf and Secretary of Education Pedro Rivera believe strongly that, as postsecondary success looks
different for different students, different measures of readiness for postsecondary success are valid and
appropriate as state level graduation requirements.

The standard to evaluate the validity of a given option to measure readiness for postsecondary success should
be whether that measure is related to postsecondary programs or jobs. Students who want to pursue a four-
year college education should have an option to demonstrate readiness for college; students who want to enter
an apprenticeship program in the skilled trades should have an option to demonstrate readiness for that skill. It
is valid and appropriate for these different pathways to use different measures to demonstrate readiness for
postsecondary success. Conversely, a single graduation requirement of scoring proficient on Keystone exams
in each of three areas falls short of that standard.

In fact, the State Board’s 2014 Chapter 4 regulations did provide an alternate option for students who fail to
demonstrate proficiency on Keystone exams. The regulations call for LEAs® to provide “supplemental
instruction” to students who fail to achieve proficiency on one or more Keystone exam and then provide for
students to take a PBA to be graded by a statewide review panel.®

! http://www.stateboard.education.pa.gov/Documents/Research%20Reports%20and%20Studies/GovComm.pdf

% Commission Report, p. 5.

® Carnevale, Smith and Strohl, Recovery: Job Growth and Education Requirements Through 2020, p. 2.

* Bridge the Gap: Rebuilding America’s Middle Skills, http://www.hbs.edu/competitiveness/Documents/bridge-the-gap.pdf
® LEAs are local education agencies and include school districts, intermediate units, career and technical centers, charter
schools and cyber charter schools.

® Students must fail to pass a Keystone exam twice in order to be eligible for a PBA; 12th grade students are eligible after

failing the first time. http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/022/chapter4/s4.51c.html
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In practice, however, the considerable number of students who became eligible for PBAs signaled a larger
core instructional challenge. As this alternative to the Keystone exams emerged as a main route for satisfying
state graduation requirements that was significantly time and labor intensive, state policymakers recognized
the need to examine whether the regulation was working as intended; whether the state had provided sufficient
supports to help students reach new and more ambitious academic targets; and whether graduation
requirements were too narrowly construed.

Act 1 of 2016 (Act 1), enacted in February 2016, paused the Keystone exam/PBA graduation requirement’ for
a period of two years and provided policymakers with an opportunity to thoughtfully consider options for
students to demonstrate readiness for postsecondary success in addition to Keystone exams. Specifically, Act
1 requires the Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE or Department) to investigate alternative options
for a state level graduation requirement and to provide recommendations to the General Assembly.

This report fulfills the reporting requirement outlined in Act 1 and also provides the following information and
recommendations:
o Describes guiding principles identified by PDE to develop different options for state level
graduation requirements to supplement Keystone exams;
o Details the process and materials used to inform these options, and to elicit feedback from
stakeholders across the state;
o Lists PDE’s recommendations for the design and implementation of new state level
requirements for graduation;
e Describes each of the proposed options for state level requirements for graduation, its rationale
and proposed design; and
o OQutlines required next steps and the activities/resources necessary to support these next steps.
Includes an appendix summarizing key research considered in the development of the graduation
options as well as draft legislation.

Background

In December 2006, the Governor's Commission on College and Career Success issued a report detailing 12
policy recommendations designed to “move Pennsylvania towards increasing the educational achievement of
all of its students to meet the challenges of the 21* century economy.”

The commission took note of the significant increases in education and skills forecasted for the jobs expected
to be available in coming years: “. .. by 2010, two-thirds of all new jobs created will require at least some
postsecondary education. For those entering the job force directly from high school, stronger math, reading
and technical skills will be needed to succeed.”

The commission also took note of the disconnect between students leaving Pennsylvania high schools and
their readiness for postsecondary success:

e 2004 graduation rate of approximately 77 percent (Commission Report, p. 7);

e Business dissatisfaction with quality of Pennsylvania high school graduates (Commission Report, p.5):®
and

o National remediation rates of 30 percent for high school graduates. (Commission Report p. 5).

"It is important to note that students must continue to take Keystone exams even during this pause as the Keystone
exams are the statewide assessment for federal accountability.
8 “Employers tell us they are being forced to lower their standards just to fill their empty positions. In fact, 82 percent of

the businesses surveyed by the Business Calling Program since 2003 say they are having difficulty recruiting the skilled
workforce they need. These results mirror those found in national surveys as well.” Commission Report, p. 5
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The commission asserted that, ‘in short, Pennsylvania’s educational pipeline [to postsecondary success] is
leaking with no low skill jobs paying reasonable wages to catch those students who do not make it through.”

First among the commission’s 12 recommendations was that all students be required to demonstrate
proficiency in Pennsylvania’s academic standards. At the time, all students were required to take the 11™
grade Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA), but the scores were used to evaluate schools
pursuant to the requirements of ESEA/No Child Left Behind, not to evaluate individual students for purposes of
graduation. In most cases, an individual student’s readiness for graduation was based on local standards
consisting mostly of completion of courses and grades. The commission proposed that all students be
required to demonstrate proficiency in state standards via 10 state-level, end of course tests. The commission
noted that end of course exams are closer in time to the teaching of specific course content, allowing for more
in-depth assessment and timely information that could inform instructional decisions.’

Implementation of Keystones

Implementation of Keystone exams and the associated PBAs has not been without challenges. Annual pass
rates are below 60 percent across all three Keystone exams for more than half of all districts and charters
statewide, with lower pass rates on average for students of color and economically disadvantaged students.
Students who twice fail to achieve a score of proficient on a Keystone exam'® become eligible for a PBA.
LEAs are required to provide “supplemental instruction” in order for students to be eligible for PBAs.

By 2015, the time, resources and energy required for implementation of supplemental instruction and the
administering and scoring of PBAs proved to be a substantial and growing burden on students, schools and
educators. During spring and summer 2015 and winter 2015-16, there were approximately 740,000 Keystone
exam modules requiring supplemental instruction and supervised PBA activities across all three subjects. PBA
activities have resulted in significant constraints on opportunities for students to engage in other coursework,
including career and technical education (CTE) and extracurricular activities.

These low pass rates for all three Keystone exams are not necessatrily a valid indicator that the students who
fail to pass all three Keystone exams are not ready for postsecondary success. PDE believes that many of
these students would be able to demonstrate readiness if a broader menu of options for illustrating readiness
was available. Such a menu is not a watering down of the graduation requirement that all students need to
master standards-based subject matter content in order to receive a diploma. Rather, it is recognition that, as
postsecondary success looks different for different students, options for demonstrating readiness should look
different, too.

® “The Commission recommends that the state require all students to take a progressive series of Graduation
Competency Assessments (GCAs) within each of four major content areas: math (including but not limited to content
traditionally instructed through Algebra Il); English/Language Arts (demonstrating reading comprehension and written
communication skills); laboratory science; and American History, Economics and Government.” Commission Report, p. 9.
1% Students who are in 12" grade need only to fail one time to be eligible for PBA.
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Also, importantly, the high stakes associated with the Keystone exams make it essential that PDE
acknowledge the measurement error inherent in scoring assessments. Measurement error refers to the
difference between a measured value of quantity and its true value, such as a poll in a political campaign that
comes with a caveat that the results could fall within a few percentage points in either direction of the reported
figures. For example, with regard to a proficiency score of 1500 on a Keystone Algebra | exam, measurement
error means that a score of 1486 could also represent proficiency for a given student on a given day. PDE
believes it is necessary and appropriate to have a strategy to account for measurement error, and we now
have multiple years of assessment data to ensure an informed decision.

Further, the experiences of other states tell us that proficient scores on alternative standardized tests may
also serve as reliable indicators of readiness for postsecondary success; such assessments include:
e The SAT and ACT;
e Passing scores on AP and IB assessments in content areas comparable to Algebra I, Biology or
Literature; and
e Passing scores on AP or IB assessments in other science content areas including Physics,
Chemistry, Environmental Science, Computer Science or Statistics.

In addition, stakeholders who routinely make judgments about postsecondary readiness—including
representatives from the admissions and placement offices at institutions of higher education, workforce
investment boards, and local chambers of commerce—report that proficiency on Keystone exams in Algebra |,
Biology and Literature is not necessarily the evidence given the greatest weight in their analysis of student
readiness for postsecondary success.

A key factor behind the passage of Act 1 was the concern that the current law does not provide students with
an adequate array of options to demonstrate readiness for graduation and postsecondary success; the
urgency was generated by the high number of students defaulting to the time consuming and resource
intensive PBAs. School administrators, parents, community members and legislators reported that large
numbers of students were being diverted from participation in CTE programs and coursework. A system of
testing that poses a barrier to CTE opportunities is particularly problematic as the Department recognizes that
CTE is a significant component of successful preparation for postsecondary career readiness. Similarly, a
testing system should not divert students from participation in electives and extracurricular activities which
provide richness, context and depth to the educational experience of students. Act 1 offers an opportunity for
Pennsylvania policymakers to more broadly conceptualize what a profile of readiness could look like for
different students with different strengths, interests and postsecondary goals.

Guiding Principles

To ensure that the options developed for state level graduation requirements would be consistent with the
goals, values and priorities of PDE and the administration, the Department outlined a set of guiding
principles to inform and direct its work. These principles, listed in Table 1, provide a common foundation for
evaluating and refining the range of options proposed for this process and was strongly validated by
stakeholders.
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Table 1. Guiding Principles for ldentifying Alternate Options for Demonstrating
Student Readiness for Postsecondary Success

PDE believes:

1. Standardized assessments are not the exclusive measure of college and/or career
readiness.

2. There should be multiple options to demonstrate college and/or career readiness.

3. Some indicators of college and/or career readiness should be measured at the local
(LEA) level.

4. Students need not be equally strong in all academic areas to demonstrate college
and/or career readiness.

5. Graduation requirements should incentivize holistic instructional opportunities and
should not result in a narrowing of the curriculum.

There should be only one diploma offered to any student who satisfies one (or more) of the
options for graduation.

While these guiding principles themselves require little elaboration, several underlying values deserve
highlighting, specifically: local control, flexibility and equity.

Pennsylvania is a local control state and PDE’s guiding principles recognize that local communities in the
commonwealth feel strongly about their local graduation requirements. The importance of locally selected
indicators is reiterated throughout this report both in the recommended options for graduation requirements
and how they are proposed to be defined and operationalized. Local control as embodied in local curricula
and local graduation requirements are not a blank slate as Chapter 4 regulations still require students to
demonstrate proficiency in Pennsylvania standards. In particular, it is and will remain important that local
curricula are well aligned to Pennsylvania Core and Academic Standards.

Defining Readiness for Graduation

PDE’s guiding principles are necessary, but not sufficient, to inform the development of options for state
level graduation requirements. Also required is a clear definition of what readiness looks like. Based upon
the guiding principles and feedback from diverse stakeholders across the commonwealth, PDE generated
the following goal for postsecondary readiness to be attained and demonstrated through evidence in order
for a student to meet the state level requirement for graduation and receive a diploma.

“A student has demonstrated a profile of performance, activities and behaviors in high
school that reflects his/her postsecondary goals and exhibits a level of competency
necessary to meaningfully engage in postsecondary education (i.e., college), workforce
training and/or an entry level position in a chosen career pathway.”
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Beyond state graduation requirements, additional evidence at the local level will be necessary for school
districts to make their own overall determinations as to whether a student is ready to graduate. The role of
LEAs in identifying and establishing appropriate and rigorous local graduation requirements is established in
regulation; therefore it is important to note that the graduation requirements presented in this report are to be
considered a floor, rather than a ceiling. LEAs continue to have their existing autonomy, through the
decisions of their boards of school directors, to extend or expand upon these requirements as they see
appropriate.

Research Supporting Initial Recommendations

To support its identification and prioritization of different options for graduation, PDE asked the Center for
Assessment to review and summarize key research on state policies related to high school graduation,
including the use of end-of-course assessments for graduation, and the relationship between student grade
point averages and postsecondary outcomes.

State Policies Related to High School Graduation
To identify promising practices, trends and key areas of variability across states, a broad survey of current
state level graduation requirements was conducted. Some of the specific questions addressed during this
review included:
¢ What are the components or elements underlying most state graduation requirements?
e Which components or requirements tend to be state-defined versus locally defined?
o What are the different measures and sources of information that states consider appropriate
evidence of readiness for graduation?
o For those states having end-of-course graduation requirements, what alternative pathways are
provided to students who do not meet the test-based standard?

This policy scan revealed that, for most states, the components associated with graduation requirements
include three factors:

1. A state’s definition of readiness for postsecondary education, training or work;"*

2. Academic expectations—the courses, credits and other experiences a student is expected to have
taken to be ready for graduation; and

3. Performance expectations as reflected by assessment results, grades and/or the attainment of
credentials or certificates.

States vary with regard to whether it is the state, district or school which dictates these requirements; in most
cases, the total number of credits required for graduation is state-defined. In states that require students to
pass an exit exam for graduation, alternative options for meeting the standard include consideration of:

e Performance on state-selected alternative assessments (alone or in combination with other measures);

o Performance on the exit exam in conjunction with local performance measures (e.g., portfolios,
performance tasks); and

e Performance on a locally developed assessment approved by the state.

1 For example, states that define college readiness differently from career readiness may have different course and
credit requirements for graduation for traditional students versus students completing a CTE program of study and/or
working toward an industry credential.
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Most states also had procedures in place for appealing a failure to achieve a state graduation requirement or
for a waiver for a certain number or percentage of students. In some states, different options result in different
types of diplomas or, in some cases, a competency designation in lieu of a diploma.

Student Grades

In light of research touting the value of high school grades in evaluating the likelihood of success in college,
PDE was interested in exploring grade-based options for demonstrating readiness for postsecondary
success. PDE reviewed research highlighting the relevance, utility and predictive validity of student grades
as an indicator of postsecondary readiness, some of which is summarized in Appendix C. Many of these
studies suggest that high school grade point average and/or course grades are stronger predictors of college
outcomes than other traditional measures, including large-scale standardized assessment results. In
addition, college admissions offices tend to prioritize course grades, specifically for college prep courses,
over other forms of evidence when making decisions about college admissions and placement.

Summary of Stakeholder Feedback Sessions

In order for a Pennsylvania high school diploma to be considered a useful and meaningful credential, those
who prepare and approve students for graduation as well as those who rely on the diploma as certification of
student competency must have confidence that the graduation options afforded to students are fair, viable
and rigorous. To this end, throughout spring 2016, PDE met with approximately 650 stakeholders in 19
stakeholder feedback sessions including: parents, district level administrators, principals, teachers, school
counselors, curriculum specialists, school board members, intermediate unit staff, local legislators,
representatives from community colleges, four-year colleges and other providers of postsecondary training
and representatives from local workforce development boards and chambers of commerce.

The goal of these sessions was to allow secondary and postsecondary stakeholders with different
perspectives and priorities to comment on PDE’s guiding principles, PBAs and to explore alternative options
for meeting the commonwealth graduation requirements. These sessions also afforded stakeholders the
opportunity to propose additional designs, measures and indicators for PDE’s consideration.

Overarching Recommendations

Based on feedback established through the stakeholder sessions and additional evidence compiled in
response to Act 1, PDE proposes three broad recommendations related to Chapter 4 requirements for
graduation.

1. Recognizing that postsecondary success looks different for different students, adopt and implement
four options for students to demonstrate readiness.

2. Discontinue the use of PBAs as an option for meeting the graduation requirement in lieu of
performance on Keystone exams.

3. Allow LEAs to determine whether or not to include Keystone exam scores on student transcripts.

Each of these recommendations is discussed in detail in the sections that follow, and reiterated in the
graduation options presented for consideration in the final section of this report.
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Recommendation 1. Recognizing that postsecondary success looks
different for different students, adopt and implement four options for
students to demonstrate readiness.

PDE recommends that Pennsylvania adopt additional options for a state level requirement that students
demonstrate readiness for postsecondary success as follows:

a. Option 1: Achieve an identified composite score, based on performance across all three
Keystone exams (Algebra |, Biology and Literature);

b. Option 2: Achieve equivalent score(s) in standards based subject matter content area(s) on one
of the alternate assessments approved by PDE (can be combined with scores on Keystone
exams);

c. Option 3: Demonstrate competency in standards-based subject matter content through course

grades or assessments and, for students who are identified as CTE Concentrators, demonstrate
evidence of readiness for postsecondary success through NOCTI/NIMS skills assessments or
Competency Certificates; and

d. Option 4: Demonstrate competency in standards-based subject matter content through course
grades or assessments and provide evidence related to postsecondary plans that demonstrates
readiness to meaningfully engage in those plans.

Each of these options is fully explained in the PDE Recommendations for State Level Graduation
Reqguirements section.

Recommendation 2: Discontinue the use of Project Based
Assessments as an option for meeting the graduation requirement in
lieu of performance on Keystone exams.

The factors underlying PDE’s recommendation to discontinue PBAs include the following:

e Feedback from stakeholders questioning the validity of a PBA as a proxy for a comprehensive end of
course exam to measure a student’s mastery of overall course content;

e The time required of students associated with supplemental instruction. The secure testing
environment required for PBA tasks which often time prohibits students from participating in other
instructional or extracurricular activities including career and technical education coursework;

e The time and resources required from teachers and LEAs associated with implementation of PBAs, as
estimated by using information provided by schools/districts; and

e The resources required of PDE to implement the final state level review and scoring of individual PBAs.
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PBAs were developed to provide students with a project based alternative to scoring proficient on all three
Keystone exams. At the time, it was anticipated that most students would be able to score proficient on
Keystone exams and that PBAs would apply to a relatively small percentage of students. PBAs were intended
to measure the mastery of content described within the Keystone Performance Level Descriptors and Eligible
Content'? and allow students to work independently to demonstrate their proficiency in a given content area.

Current regulations provide that students who have twice failed to achieve proficiency on a Keystone exam
become eligible to participate in the PBA only after they have “participated in a satisfactory manner in
supplemental instructional services consistent with the student’s educational program.” Students in 12" grade
may meet this requirement after one unsuccessful Keystone exam attempt.

The unexpectedly large number of students not scoring proficient on Keystone exams resulted in a significant
number of students needing to participate in PBAs. Student participation in a PBA requires a significant
commitment on the part of the student, as well as on the school and its staff. Once eligible for a PBA, a
student is assigned a trained PBA tutor who is responsible for evaluating the quality of the student’s work and
providing feedback and remediation at designated checkpoints until that student’'s PBA is complete. In
addition, test administrators are necessary to monitor students as they work on PBA tasks, which must occur in
a secure testing environment during school hours. Finally, school and LEA assessment coordinators must
verify that implementation of the PBA is occurring as intended and available to all students who are eligible for
participation.

In addition to the work required of students, teachers and schools, statewide review panels consisting of
trained evaluators assembled by PDE are necessary to evaluate each project submitted, award a satisfactory
or unsatisfactory designation and when necessary, provide comments for improvement.

Over the past year, approximately 6,700 students participated in approximately 15,700 PBA projects.

In order to inform recommendations related to PBAs, PDE asked approximately 650 stakeholders to comment
on their experience with PBAs and their beliefs and concerns about the reasonableness of the PBA strategy.
Across the commonwealth, stakeholders consistently voiced serious concerns about the feasibility, fairness
and cost in time and resources of PBAs for both students and schools. Although stakeholders liked the idea of
having students complete a project to demonstrate proficiency in lieu of passing a test, educators were
concerned that PBAs were not projects as typically conceptualized, and the tasks generally undertaken in the
PBA were not sufficiently demonstrative of the full range of the skills and content of the relevant standards-
based subject matter coursework.

Many educators with experience in administration of PBAs were concerned that the time and effort required for
a student to complete a PBA crowded out other coursework and activities that were better aligned to their
goals and interests, including career and technical education. This was especially the case for students with
disabilities, some of whom took 30 or more hours to complete just one PBA task.

In addition, stakeholders reported that most schools struggled to find adequate resources to provide PBAs to
all students who were eligible. The large majority of stakeholders indicated that the time and staff necessary to
support implementation of PBAs were simply not available. In fact, most educators indicated that their schools
did not even attempt to provide PBAs in 2015-2016 because of a lack of available resources.

2 See, e.g., English Literature, http:/static.pdesas.org/content/documents/keystone _literature pld 021113.pdf. See also
Algebra | and Biology.
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LEA costs reported for PBA implementation that did occur varied according to the number of students requiring
“supplemental instruction” and administration of PBAs. A suburban LEA in southeastern Pennsylvania
reported hiring nine specialists to support students at a cost of $900,000. A large urban district estimated that
a minimum of $4.1 million would be needed to staff remedial classes had the district begun to provide PBAs.
Estimates of costs to the Department are more than $7 million associated with state level scoring®® of PBAs
now in the queue.**

For these reasons, PDE recommends that PBAs should be eliminated as an option for students who fail to
achieve proficiency on one or more Keystone exams.

Recommendation 3: Allow local education agencies to determine
whether or not to include Keystone exam scores on student
transcripts.

Current regulation states that the information presented on a student’s transcript must include the highest
performance level demonstrated by a student on each Keystone exam, validated local assessment or Project-
Based Assessment at the time the transcript is produced. The original intent behind this requirement, as
defined in the Governor's Commission Report, was to provide postsecondary institutions and employers with
information that could be used to support decision- making regarding a student’s postsecondary activities and
incentivize students to perform their best on assessments the scores of which had not previously been applied
to individual students nor included on their transcripts.™> While this remains a laudable goal, for a variety of
reasons PDE believes the inclusion of a Keystone exam score on student transcripts should be a local
decision.

Education stakeholders had mixed opinions about this subject. Most educator stakeholders were clear that
Keystone exam results are not generally used to make important decisions about postsecondary opportunities
for students (e.g., college admission, need for postsecondary remedial coursework or acceptance into a
technical program or hiring). Therefore, including Keystone exam scores serves little function on a transcript.
However, several educators noted that the practice often motivates students (typically high performing) to do
their best. Since aggregate Keystone exam results are reported for federal accountability, the increased
motivation for high ability students was viewed as useful to the most accurate measure of school performance.

Educators also commented on a second issue pertaining to high performing students. Under current
regulations, students are not able to retest on a given Keystone exam or module if they have already scored
proficient. High performing students sometimes expressed frustration when denied an opportunity to obtain an
Advanced designation on their transcript. Students argued that since the Keystone exam scores are on a
student’s permanent record, they should be allowed to re-test, if desired, even after proficiency was attained.

1 PDE initially planned to staff state level scoring of PBAs with volunteer statewide evaluation panels. However, a
combination of a higher number than expected of PBAs and lower than expected number of volunteer evaluators made
this plan unfeasible.

' During the period spring 2015, summer 2015, and winter 2015-16 there were approximately 740,000 modules requiring
PBAs across all three Keystone subjects. Assuming that it takes one hour to score two modules, the cost estimate at the
rate of $20 per hour is approximately $7.4 million.

'* Anecdotal evidence suggests that some students did not put forth their best efforts on standardized tests when they
knew the test scores were not relevant to their personal standing.
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On the other hand, stakeholders associated with districts or schools having high proportions of historically
disadvantaged students indicated that the practice of placing Keystone exam scores on the transcript was
unfair and, essentially, the same as a differentiated diploma. They argued that options for graduation should
be defined in such a way that the attainment of a diploma, on its own, provided for adequate evidence that a
student had demonstrated readiness for postsecondary success.

Since school entities have different beliefs regarding the utility of including Keystone results on student
transcripts, and there is no reliable evidence on the use of Keystone exam results for college admissions or
course placement, PDE recommends that the decision to include these results on student transcripts, or the
results/evidence associated with the other graduation options outlined in this report, be a local decision.

PDE Recommendations for State Level Graduation Requirements

Prior to the discussion of the different options recommended by PDE for students to meet a state level
graduation requirement, it is important to first reiterate the requirements that apply to all students in order to
receive a high school diploma in Pennsylvania. First, all students must meet the local graduation requirements
of their LEA. These include such things as the number of courses or credits a student needs to be considered
eligible for graduation, decisions related to minimum attendance and GPA and any activities, demonstrations
or projects identified by the LEA as required for graduation. Second, all students must demonstrate mastery of
PA Core and Academic Standards in all content areas for which such standards are defined. The
demonstration may be based on state-developed assessments (if available) or local assessments and
evaluation practices that provide valid and reliable information regarding student competency.

While local graduation requirements apply to all students, it is important to note that how local requirements
are defined and evaluated may differ significantly depending on the LEA in which a student is enrolled.
Similarly, while current regulations require all students to show competency in PA Core and Academic
standards, how that competency is demonstrated and what is considered sufficient is a local decision. Local
assessment of competency in academic standards was one of the key factors underlying the call for statewide
competency assessments in the Governor's Commission Report and subsequent development of the Keystone
exams. The intent of statewide assessment of standards-based subject matter content was, in large part, to
ensure that all students in the commonwealth were held to and evaluated against the same rigorous
performance standards in those content areas believed to be necessary for future success.

PDE believes that achieving proficiency in standards-based subject matter content should continue to be the
target for students upon entry into a standards-based subject matter course. However, data shows that many
students who are currently able to demonstrate readiness for postsecondary success by other reliable and
valid measures will not be able to score proficient on one or more Keystone exam, even after spending
significant time engaged in supplemental instruction and retesting.

Options 1 through 4 proposed by PDE and described in this section are intended to ensure that all students are
challenged to meet rigorous requirements for graduation, but at the same time enabled to focus on those
courses, activities and interactions that will best equip them with the skills they need to be successful after
graduation. In addition, these proposals are intended to provide incentives for LEAs to improve effective
implementation of Pennsylvania’s Career Education and Work Standards which will help students begin to
understand their occupational options and develop their career portfolios as early as middle school.
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Table 2 provides a summary of PDE’s recommended options for graduation. It is followed by a flow chart
illustrating the relationship among the options and how a student might move between them. A description of
each option, its rationale and the next steps necessary to support its implementation are provided in the

sections that follow.

Table 2. Summary of Recommended Options for Graduation

Option 1: Keystone
Assessments

Option 2: Alternative
Assessments

Option 3: CTE
Concentrators
Competency in PA
Standards + Additional
Evidence of Readiness

Option 4: Competency in
PA Standards +
Additional Evidence of
Readiness

A student meets or
exceeds a state-
specified composite
score across the three
Keystone exams and
performance in all
three content areas is
at least Basic.

A student meets or
exceeds a state-
defined Keystone
equivalent cut score on
one or more approved
alternative
assessments (e.g.,
SAT, PSAT, ACT, AP
and IB), in those
content areas in which
a Keystone Proficient
cut score was not
obtained.

A student meets or exceeds a
locally-established minimum
grade in any Keystone-
designated course for which
Proficiency on the Keystone
exam was not obtained.
(Note: a science course
other than Biology may fulfill
the requirement under this
option.)

AND
Attains an Industry -Based
Competency Certificate (e.g.,
NOCTI/NIMS) in a student’s
program of study

OR

Provides evidence
demonstrating a high
likelihood of success on these
assessments and/or
readiness for continued
meaningful engagement in
the Program of Study (POS)
area as represented by
performance on benchmark
assessments, course grades,
and other artifacts consistent
with a student's goals and
career plan as represented in
the student’s Career Portfolio.

A student meets or
exceeds a locally-
established minimum
grade in any Keystone-
designated course for
which Proficiency on the
Keystone exam was not
obtained. (Note: a science
course other than Biology
may fulfill the requirement
under this option.)

AND
Provides at least 3 pieces
of evidence that reflect
readiness for meaningful
postsecondary
engagement consistent
with a student's goals and
career plan as represented
in the student’s Career
Portfolio.
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Option 1. Composite Score Model for Keystone Exams

As currently written, Chapter 4 requires that students demonstrate proficiency on each of the Keystone exams
in order to meet the state level graduation requirement. This means scoring a scaled score of 1500 or greater
on each of the three subject matter exams or demonstrating proficiency on each Keystone module. The
current model is considered conjunctive because a specified standard must be met on each of the three
Keystone exams in order for the Keystone graduation requirement to be fulfilled.

Option 1 proposes to shift from a conjunctive model to a compensatory model, in which high performance in
one content area is allowed to compensate for lower performance in another content area. A compensatory
model would specify a performance standard for combined performance across all three exams.

Rationale

The recommendation to move from a conjunctive model to a compensatory composite model is consistent with
PDE’s guiding principle 4, that students need not be equally strong in all content areas. The compensatory
composite model is also strongly supported by stakeholders. Approximately 60 percent of stakeholders
agreed that it is reasonable to consider the use of a rigorous combined score across all three exams to
determine whether a student meets the Keystone exam graduation requirement. Stakeholders stated that they
liked the flexibility provided by the composite score option and that it makes sense for high performance in one
area to offset slightly lower performance in another.

The compensatory model also helps to accommodate the issue of measurement error. Measurement error is a
reality of standardized testing and high-stakes cut scores. It refers to a quantitative representation of the
consistency of an obtained test result. In other words, measurement error refers to the extent to which an
obtained test score would be expected to vary if the same test were administered to the same student on
multiple occasions and under identical conditions. For criterion-referenced tests like the Keystone exam,
measurement error is controlled through sound test development, administration and scoring practices;
however, even under the best test conditions, all test scores are affected by some amount of error. This
means there will always be some number of false positive and false negative results.

While the goal is to limit the incidence of any type of error, PDE believes that failing to designate a student as
meeting the Keystone exam graduation requirement who really is prepared could result in significant negative
consequences. That is, students should be given the benefit of the doubt regarding the risk of measurement
error so that they do not get frustrated, question their ability to participate in college preparatory or other
rigorous courses or spend time participating in remedial activities that may not be a beneficial use of their time.

For each Keystone exam, the Proficient cut score is 1500. While this suggests a composite cut score of 4500
for all three exams, to account for measurement error, PDE proposes to establish the Keystone composite cut
score one standard error of measurement below this value. Accounting for one standard error of measurement
is common practice, especially when establishing cut scores that inform high stakes decisions. A composite cut
score at one standard error below 4500, essentially indicates that a student who is truly above the 4500 cut
score, but has an observed score below that value, will be correctly classified as meeting the standard two-
thirds of the time. To inform this report, an exemplar composite cut score of 4476 was calculated at the
Graduation Summit discussed below, using standard errors from the 2014-2015 administrations.
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Proposed Design

On July 19 and 20, a panel of 27 educators convened in Harrisburg to collaborate with PDE in developing the
parameters for the graduation options recommended by PDE in this report (the Evaluation Summit). The panel
included teachers, principals, district superintendents, school counselors and representatives from higher
education and CTE. The specific goals of the meeting were as follows:

e To specify the business rules underlying the amount of compensation allowed across the three tests to
define the composite standard. ;

o Toidentify profiles of Keystone performance that would not be considered reasonable for meeting the
graduation requirement under Options 3 and 4, even in combination with additional evidence aligned to
a student’s career path and goals; and

e To discuss the different types of evidence that would/would not be considered reasonable to
demonstrate that a student is ready for graduation.

Following a presentation of PDE’s guiding principles and discussion of the different options under
consideration, participants in the Evaluation Summit discussed the minimum score that a student should have
to attain within any one content area in order to meet the composite standard. Panelists ultimately concluded
that a student must demonstrate at least Basic performance in each content area in addition to meeting the
composite cut score in order to meet the graduation requirement under Option 1.%°

In order to evaluate its potential impact, Option 1 was applied to the 2014-2015 graduation file for students who
graduated by virtue of meeting local graduation requirements; proficiency on Keystone exams were not yet
required for the class of 2015. Approximately 72 percent, or over 82,000 of the 114,392 students who
graduated in 2015, would have met the Keystone graduation requirement using Option 1, the composite score
approach.'” This is compared to only 51 percent, or over 58,000 of the students who scored proficient on each
exam. This represents an increase of approximately 21 percentage points representing 22,368 students.

2014-2015 Graduates with 3 Valid Keystone Scores

B Meet the requirements of
Option 1

H Do not meet the requirments of
Option 1

Figure 1

'% It is important to note that the likelihood of meeting the composite cut score and having a Below Basic designation on
one of the Keystone tests is extremely small. Of the 114,392 students who graduated in 2014-2015 and had three valid
Keystone scores, only 1,072 students had a Below Basic score in one content area.

" Using error estimates from 2014-2015, the estimated composite cut score was 4476.
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Next Steps

The composite standard error takes into account the error associated with the Proficient cut score for each
exam that contributes to a student’s composite score. Because this value varies slightly across
administrations, in theory the cut score could differ across a student population depending on the specific set
of Keystone administrations contributing to a student’s composite score. PDE believes that through additional
analyses and consultation with their Technical Advisory Committee, a common compaosite cut score can be
identified.

Option 2: Alternative Assessment Options

A student who does not meet the composite cut score defined for Option 1 can satisfy the Keystone graduation
requirement using one of several state selected alternative assessments. Specifically, if a student scores
below proficient on a Keystone exam, his/her performance on an SAT, PSAT, ACT, AP and/or IB exam may
serve as a proxy if a state-defined cut score is met. For example, a student who does not meet the composite
cut score defined for Option 1 and scores in the Basic range on the Algebra | Keystone could meet the
graduation requirement for this content area by meeting a defined cut score on the SAT Math test. Current
regulation already allows for student performance on AP and IB exams to meet the graduation standard in this
manner, so Option 2 simply expands upon this menu of assessment options.

Rationale

Many states with test-based, end-of-course requirements for graduation allow student results from alternative
assessments to meet their standard. What tends to differ is the extent to which these assessments (1) must
align to the state’s academic standards and/or (2) provide for similar claims about student proficiency or
readiness. The Keystone exams were specifically developed to measure Pennsylvania’s Assessment Anchors
and Eligible Content in three specific subject matter areas of Algebra I, Biology and Literature; these indicate
those parts of the Keystone Course Standards (Instructional Standards) to be assessed on the Keystone
exams and the specific knowledge and skills from which the tests are designed. Although the proposed
alternative assessments described above were not developed to measure the PA Core Standards for Algebra |
and Literature or Academic Standards for Biology, as the Keystones were, each of the identified alternative
assessments measures knowledge and skills deemed necessary for success after high school and was
developed to support claims regarding a student’s readiness for postsecondary education. In addition, these
assessments are nationally recognized and supported by research and evidence demonstrating their technical
quality.

Some stakeholders proposed Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) and NOCTI assessments
for inclusion under Option 2 as well; however, PDE determined that these tests were developed to support
different goals than the assessments previously discussed. For example, the ASVAB assesses general
aptitude and informs decisions about whether an examinee possesses the skills necessary to fill a particular
role or position in the military. While students are assessed in Science and Math and Language Arts, the
depth and breadth of skills tested would not support claims of postsecondary readiness consistent with those
offered by the other exams. Similarly, NOCTI exams assess an examinee’s readiness for continuation or
participation in a given career or program of study. While these assessments require some level of reading,
mathematics and science competency™® to attain a PA Competency or Skills certificate, they were not
developed to support general claims regarding postsecondary readiness. For these reasons, PDE determined
not to recommend a student’s performance on a NOCTI or ASVAB test alone as a valid demonstration of

'® The specific skills addressed within each content area will vary depending on the specific NOCTI exam taken.
August 2016 Page 19



readiness for graduation, even if statistically equivalent cuts could be established. Instead, performance on
these assessments is recommended to be included within the menu of additional evidence proposed in
Options 3 and 4.

Stakeholders overwhelmingly agreed that student performance on alternative nationally recognized exams
such as ACT, SAT, AP and IB exams could serve to meet the requirements for demonstrating proficiency in
standards-based subject matter content if appropriate standards for performance were established. For
example, stakeholders stated that students should not be held to a higher standard than would typically be
expected on the ACT or SAT (e.g., college-readiness standards/benchmarks) in order to meet the state level
graduation requirements.

Next Steps

To fully define Option 2, the specific alternative exams must be identified as aligned to specific subject matter
content areas and the Keystone exam equivalent cut-scores need to be determined. For example, the ACT
has tests in English, Writing and Reading, which are reported separately, but also averaged to provide an
overall English Language Arts score. A decision will need to be made as to whether a student’s score on one
of these tests or the only the ACT composite will be used to determine whether the graduation requirement in
the content area of Literature has been met.

PDE recommends using a concordance table to identify Keystone exam-equivalent standards for alternative
assessments. A concordance table uses a sample of students who have taken both tests (i.e., the Keystone
and the select alternative assessment) which allows location of the score on the alternative assessment that
represents an equivalent level of performance on the Keystone exam. For example, a simple equipercentile
procedure could be used to identify the score on the alternative assessment (e.g., SAT Math test) that results
in the same percentage of students being deemed “not proficient” as is observed on the Keystone exam (e.qg.,
Algebra l). This is a relatively straightforward process, and requires a sample of students taking both tests that
is moderately large and representative of the total test taking population.

It is important to note that while providing additional assessment options was viewed as a positive, many
stakeholders expressed concerns related to: equity of access (especially to AP/IB courses and exams),
funding of the different assessment options if made available as alternatives to Keystone exams; and the
availability of results for making graduation decisions (e.g., if the tests are not administered until 12" grade).
In addition, many stakeholders noted that, as a practical matter, students who achieve the requisite scores on
AP/IB tests or SATs to meet state graduation requirements were also likely to pass Keystone exams.
Therefore, as a practical matter, PDE recognizes that Option 2 does little to support those students at the
greatest risk of not being able to demonstrate proficiency in standards-based subject matter content and most
in need of a rigorous, yet feasible option for meeting the state graduation requirement.
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Options 3 and 4. Competency in Core Standards + Additional Evidence of Readiness
Options 1 and 2, respectively, represent a modification and an extension of the current Keystone graduation

requirements. Specifically, they provide a test-based option for demonstrating competency at a level endorsed
by PDE as indicative of readiness for meaningful postsecondary engagement. While these options are
consistent with PDE’s guiding principles, there remains a large percentage of students for whom these options
will not be viable. Some of these students are truly not prepared and therefore should not graduate. Many
others will be ready for postsecondary success but, for a variety of reasons, are unable to demonstrate this
through test scores alone. As shown on Figure 1, 28 percent of the students who graduated in 2014-2015
would still have required an alternative way to demonstrate competency in the Keystone subject matter content
areas and readiness for graduation even if the composite score of Option 1 had been available.

Rationale

The PA Standards reflect the knowledge and skills educators, employers and society expect of high school
graduates and what is required to engage in college and careers. However, as postsecondary success looks
different for different students, different measures of readiness for postsecondary success are valid and
appropriate as state level graduation requirements.

PDE'’s guiding principles provide in part:
1. Standardized assessments are not the exclusive measure of college and/or career readiness.
2. There should be multiple options to demonstrate college and/or career readiness.
3. Some indicators of college and/or career readiness should be measured at the local (LEA) level.
4. Students need not be equally strong in all academic areas to demonstrate college and/or career
readiness.

Option 3 is specific to students who are Career and Technical Education (CTE) secondary concentrators.®
These are students who by the end of a school year, have successfully completed at least 50 percent of the
minimum technical instructional hours required for PDE approval of the CTE program.

Option 4 is open to all students.

Proposed Design

To meet the graduation requirements under Options 3 and 4 students must demonstrate a level of competency
with the PA Standards that, in combination with additional evidence, represents a profile of performance
appropriate for graduation.

As displayed in Table 2, both Options 3 and 4 require students to provide two types of evidence. The first type
of evidence, depicted in red, reflects student competency in the Keystone content areas as demonstrated by a
proficient score on the Keystone assessment or the grades earned in a Keystone-related course. The second
type of evidence, depicted in blue, includes performance artifacts (e.g., grades, courses, test scores,
certifications, credentials, letters of recommendation) demonstrating readiness for meaningful postsecondary
engagement consistent with a student’s career plan or portfolio. Both types of evidence are necessary in order
for a student to meet the graduation requirement.

9 A secondary concentrator is a student who, by the end of the reporting (current) school year, will be reported as
successfully completing (receiving a passing grade) at least 50 percent of the minimum technical instructional hours
required for PDE program approval.
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For both options, competency in Algebra |, Biology and Literature standards must be displayed through either
performance on the Keystone assessments or grades earned in Keystone courses. Under all circumstances,
to be eligible for this option, a student must take the Keystone-related course designated by the district and
participate in each of the Keystone assessments.

Student grades provide a holistic determination of competency based on a variety of measures (e.g., formal
and informal assessments, homework, performance demonstrations) providing a different lens by which to
evaluate a student’s understanding and application of the standards. In addition, as discussed earlier in this
report and in Appendix C, there is a positive relationship between high school grade point average and
indicators of future success including freshman and four-year college outcomes. If a student does not meet
the Proficient cut score on a given Keystone assessment, he or she can satisfy the competency requirements
in that content area by meeting a locally-specified minimum grade in the Keystone-related course.

Stakeholders applauded the idea of using student grades in Keystone courses as a means of meeting the
graduation requirement, stating that the option highlights the perspective of educators in making decisions
regarding a student’s readiness for graduation. Stakeholders noted, however, that biology skills are not
equally important for all students and therefore, grades in other appropriately-leveled science courses should
be allowed to substitute for Biology under this option. For this reason, while all students are still required to
take the Keystone-designated Biology course and participate in the Keystone exam (for school accountability
purposes under federal law), a different science course may be used to determine whether a student met the
graduation requirement if that course is identified by the district as appropriately rigorous for this purpose.®

Options 3 and 4 require students to provide evidence of readiness in addition to competency in the Keystone
content areas in order to meet the graduation requirement. Furthermore, this evidence must be aligned to the
skills necessary for a student to engage in activities, education and training consistent with his/her career plan
and goal.

Career Plan and Career Portfolio

Pennsylvania’s Standards for Career Education and Work?! require that all students develop and maintain a
personal career plan and portfolio. Pursuant to these standards, a student’s career plan should “identify a
series of educational studies and experiences that will prepare them for postsecondary education, work, or
both, in a selected career.” By 111 grade, a student’s career plan and portfolio should include details and
artifacts that clearly reflect a student’s postsecondary goals and the coursework, activities and experiences
that have been taken to ensure they are realized.

In making a determination regarding a student’s readiness for graduation one must account for the unique path
that student has taken to achieve specified goals and evaluate the body of evidence provided accordingly. A
student who is planning to go to a four-year college to study Accounting, for example, will likely have engaged
in different activities and courses than a student who is planning to pursue training as an electrician. While both
students require competency in the areas of English Language Arts, Mathematics and Science, the additional
evidence necessary to support claims that a student is ready for graduation will differ in light of the goals,
courses and activities identified in a student’s Career Plan and Portfolio.

% Regardless of student level graduation options, all students must participate in Keystone exams since these exams are
currently the designated statewide assessment for federal accountability under Pennsylvania’s No Child Left Behind
gNCLB) waiver.

! http://www.pacareerstandards.com/documents/career-education-and-work-standards.pdf
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Option 3: Focus on CTE Concentrators
As outlined in Table 2, a CTE Concentrator who demonstrates competency through Keystone performance or
grades in Keystone subject matter courses, can meet the additional evidence requirements under Option 3 by:

e Meeting the NOCTI/NIMS Skills or Competency Certificate (if possible), attaining a high value industry
credential OR providing evidence reflecting proficiency on required benchmark assessments within
their CTE program of study (POS); or

o Providing at least three pieces of evidence that reflect readiness for meaningful postsecondary
engagement consistent with a student's goals and career plan as represented in the student’s Career
Plan and Portfolio.

A student who earns a high value industry credential is ready to meaningfully engage in a career aligned with
his or her identified program of study. Therefore, earning a credential in addition to demonstrating competency
on the PA standards is sufficient to meet the graduation requirement under Option 3. If an industry credential
has not yet been obtained, students will be required to provide at least three pieces of evidence specifically
aligned to their career plan or goal.

Option 4: Additional Evidence for All Students

To meet the graduation requirements under Option 4, students must provide three rigorous and compelling
pieces of evidence that that reflect readiness for meaningful postsecondary engagement consistent with a
student's goals and career plan as represented in the student’s Career Plan and Portfolio. Examples of
evidence that demonstrate the required rigor could include:

Earning a passing grade in a dual enrollment course;

Performance on the ASVAB adequate for enlistment;

Guaranteed full-time employment letter;

Attainment of a high value industry credential,

Attainment of workforce readiness certificate;

Certificate of successful completion of an internship program related to career goals;
Performance on PA Career Academic Work Standards assessment; or
Performance on an SAT or ACT subject specific test.

This represents only an illustrative list; appropriate and reasonable evidence for a given student will vary
depending on the specific goals, activities and courses delineated in a student’s career plan and portfolio.

Next Steps

PDE believes that one explanation for the high number of students failing to pass Keystone exams is that
curricula and core classroom instructional practices in some LEAs are not fully aligned with the Pennsylvania
Core and Academic Standards. Implementation of Options 3 and 4 would, therefore, require PDE to develop
and provide supports and resources to LEAs on a voluntary basis. PDE would develop model curricula for
standards-based subject matter courses in Algebra I, Biology and Literature. PDE would also develop
voluntary common interim/formative assessments to be used in conjunction with model curricula comparable to
Classroom Diagnostic Tools. While both the curricula and the interim assessments would be voluntary on the
part of LEAs, many superintendents have requested this type of resource.
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For LEAs utilizing locally-developed curriculum, it is proposed that PDE have the authority to develop a
curriculum review process to ensure alignment to Pennsylvania Core and Academic Standards. If PDE finds
that the curricula of any LEA is not adequately aligned to Pennsylvania Core and Academic Standards, then
PDE may require the LEA to revise or replace its curricula to bring it into alignment with standards. PDE
estimates the cost of such a review process to be approximately $1.8 million.

It is also recommended that PDE craft specific guidance to operationalize the requirement for additional
evidence as described in Options 3 and 4. This guidance should reflect evidence related to CTE programs of
study, the requirements of Pennsylvania’s Career and Education Work Standards and Chapter 339 guidance
plans® related to K-12 guidance services such as:

e Assistance to students in selecting vocational curricula that meet their needs and address their
interests;

e Assistance to vocational students in making educational career plans;

e Occupational and educational information for career planning;

e Placement services from school to work;

¢ Consultation with teachers, administrators and school staff;

e A system of parental involvement in occupational and career exploration and planning;

e Liaison with community agencies; and

o Follow-up studies to determine the effectiveness of the curriculum.

Conclusion

The Pennsylvania Department of Education is grateful for the opportunity provided by Act 1 to review the
current state graduation requirements and consider how research and experience should inform consideration
of the best strategies for Pennsylvania’s students. PDE has concluded that the current graduation
requirements too narrowly define postsecondary readiness. In order to more accurately recognize the varied
pathways to postsecondary success, PDE recommends that a statewide graduation requirement reflect those
pathways by offering options for students to demonstrate readiness. The Department of Education looks
forward to working with the General Assembly to implement changes that will benefit the students and
communities of the commonwealth.

2 PDE is aware that fewer than half of LEAs across the commonwealth have currently developed and implemented robust
Chapter 339 plans. The guidance and associated technical support provided should serve to greatly increase fidelity of
implementation in this critically important area for students.
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Appendix A:

Summary of State High School Graduation Requirements

The purpose of this document is to provide an overview of the components underlying high school graduation
and summarize key policies influencing how graduation requirements are defined and represented in different
states across the nation.

The components associated with high school graduation represent three major areas:

1. Definition of readiness for postsecondary experiences
2. Academic experiences in high school
3. Performance in high school

These three components are seen in state policies established by states in the US. A differentiating factor
underlying these policies, however, is the degree of local control explicitly indicated or implied based on state
charter. A brief overview of these components is provided below. More detailed description is provided in the
PowerPoint presentation, Framework for High School Graduation Requirements, Patelis (2016a).

Definition of Readiness
A state’s definition of readiness, when provided, may apply to “college and career” readiness unitarily or, in
some cases, separate definitions of college and career readiness may be supplied.

Academic Experiences in High School

This represents the courses and other experiences that students should have as part of their graduation.
Usually, these involve varying types and number of courses. Increasingly, college or career-related courses
are included. In some cases, the high school academic requirements are being articulated with
college/university minimal entrance requirements.

Performance in High school

Indicators of performance in high school are typically reflected by assessment results; however, performance
in certain academic courses has also been seen. In some cases, achieving certain credentials is also used as
an indicator. There are some states that have specified interventions based on student performance.

If one of the goals of a K-12 educational system is ensuring college and career readiness, a framework for
introducing reform efforts in state policymaking has been provided by the Education Commission of the States
(Glancy, et al., 2014). The recommendations suggested in this framework encompass three areas of high
school policies, higher education policies and bridge policies. The specific policy approaches for each of these
areas represent the following:

August 2016 Page 25



High School Policies
College and career readiness standards — states should adopt college and career readiness standards
ensuring all students achieve readiness before high school graduation and improving student performance.

College and career readiness assessments — identify benchmarks that will trigger targeted, appropriate
interventions, identify students likely to succeed in advanced opportunities (e.g., AP, IB, dual enrollment),
provide options and provide clear information of assessment results.

High school graduation requirements - align high school graduation requirements with statewide minimum
higher education admission standards, create transparency between high school and higher education
institutions, increase number of high school graduates entering postsecondary institutions, provide multiple
options for meeting minimum course requirements and provide multiple options for determining a student’s
level of college readiness beyond course requirements (e.g., GPA or class rank).

Accountability — increase transparency, balance fairness for all schools and rigor for all students while
increasing community expectations and increasing educator accountability, create improvement goals and
align accountability measures with state education goals.

Higher Education Policies

Statewide admission standards — increase the number of high school graduates entering postsecondary
institutions, create transparency between high schools and higher education institutions, increase access to
higher education for underrepresented populations and use multiple measures to determine college readiness
for admission and placement decisions.

Statewide remedial and placement policies — clearly communicate college readiness standards, encourage
high school student to improve academic preparation before college, provide common and consistent
expectations for college readiness, clarify the role of various institutions to provide remedial courses and
services and ensure students with academic deficits receive remediation.

Transfer and articulation — ensure students do not have to repeat courses, ease transition, increase
transparency, offer multiple options for course completion and achieve statewide higher education credential
attainment goals.

Accountability — increase number of adults in the state who have a postsecondary credential to support
workforce needs, hold institutions accountable for successful outcomes, provide multiple measures for
institutions to demonstrate student success and set specific attainment or completion number or rate to provide
clear and measurable goals.

Statewide college and career readiness definition — increase collaboration between K-12 and higher
education, address remedial needs observed by both higher education and employers and provide
benchmarks to help teachers understand the knowledge and skills of students who will need to demonstrate
college and career readiness by high school graduation.

Data pipeline and reporting — improve pathways and preparedness for high school and adult students,
provide meaningful data to help transition policies, provide training and communication with students, parents,
K-12 teachers and other stakeholders to improve data literacy, improve quality and breadth of the data in the
workforce data systems and ensure security and privacy for student-related information.
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With respect to high school graduation requirements, proposed policies encompass multiple goals, including:

e Aligning statewide minimum high school graduation requirements with statewide minimum higher
education admission standards.

e Creating transparency between high schools and higher education institutions about college readiness
standards.

¢ Increasing the number of high school graduates entering postsecondary institutions.

¢ Providing multiple options for meeting the minimum course requirements in both high school and higher
education. Examples include the use of competency-based assessment results and the scores on
Advanced Placement exams.

¢ Providing multiple options for determining a student’s level of college readiness in areas other than
course requirements, such as GPA or class rank.

High school graduation policies have important consequences for students. The use of a broader range of
measures to award a high school diploma (along with other reforms to strengthen teaching) is not only
supported by professional guidelines and standards, but also seems to have positive impacts on teaching and
learning (Darling-Hammond, Rustique-Forrester, Pecheone, 2005).

The elements typically represented in state high school graduation requirements, which often reflect a multiple
measures approach, include:

1. Course requirements, which in most cases local education agencies can be augmented by LEAs.

2. Assessments — in high school, multiple assessments are indicated in many states including use of
college entrance examinations

3. Career courses and credentials

4. Appeals process and use of alternative measures (e.g., learning portfolio)

Several state-specific examples are provided in the PowerPoint presentation, State Graduation Requirements
(Patelis, 2016b). The states represented in the examples are California, Colorado, Mississippi, New Jersey,
New York, Ohio, and Texas. All offer local additions to add/enhance state specifications.
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Appendix B:

Summary of the Literature on the Effects of High School Exit Exams

Much of the research examining the relationship of high school exit exams on various student outcomes has
shown negative effects on student outcomes.

A meta-analysis on the effects of high school exit exams, including minimum competency versions and newer,
more rigorous tests, found that, in general, the exit exams did not produce the expected benefits (Holme,
Richards, Jimerson, & Cohen, 2010). Across 46 studies, the authors examined student outcomes related to
exit exam policies and high school achievement, high school graduation, postsecondary education and
workforce participation, as well as the effects of failing an exit exam on students in terms of achievement,
dropout and postsecondary outcomes. Across all outcomes studied, exit exam policies often resulted in mixed
or inconclusive findings, and were rarely associated with positive outcomes for students. Some general
findings:

e Students barely missing the passing score on the high school exit exam on the first try see no effects
on their subsequent achievement.

e Students who score below the passing score on the high school exit exams representing their last
chance have an increased probability of dropping out of high school with the likelihood being higher for
low-income, minority and low-achieving students.

e Students who fall just below the cut score on the high school exit exam are less likely to attend college,
and for those that do, earn fewer credits compared to students who were just above the cut score.

e Student who perform below the cut score on high school exit exams representing their last chance are
associated with less earnings just after high school than students who just barely passed the last
chance exam. Disparities, however, decreased over time.

The outcomes that have been used in research studies with varying degrees of rigor involve student
achievement based on test scores, graduation rates, dropout rates, course taking, incarceration,
postsecondary outcomes in the form of performance in college and wages earned.

e Student outcomes in terms of achievement have mostly not increased with the use of high school exit
exams (Holme, Richards, Jimerson, & Cohen, 2010; Reardon, Atteberry, & Kurlaender, 2009; Baker &
Long, 2013).

o There was no difference in National Assessment of Educational Programs (NAEP) mathematics
and reading scores between states that had a high school exit exam versus those that did not
overall and at different performance ranges (Grodsky, Warren & Kalogrides, 2009).

e State exit exams reduce high school graduation rates (Warren, Jenkins, & Kulick, 2006). In states with
exams that assess mastery of material that students should learn before 9" grade, graduation rates
declined by about one percentage point. In states with exit exams with more challenging content,
graduation rates declined by about two percentage points.

o Even when controlling for substantial demographic variables related to the outcomes, high
school graduation examinations contributed to decreased graduations rates and lower SAT
scores (Marchant & Paulson, 2005).

e Using district-by-grade-level data from the Common Core data, Hemelt & Macotte (2013) found dropout

rates for students in 12" grade were increased by the introduction of high school exit exams with large
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effects for black and Hispanic students. However, the dropout rates were smaller in states that offered
alternative pathways to receiving a diploma or substitute credential for students that could not pass the
exit exams. They did not limit the amount of time students spend in school, however.

o Ou (2010) and Papay, Murnane, and Willett (2010) found that failing exit exams in New Jersey
and Massachusetts (respectively) reduced the likelihood of graduating for low-income and
minority students.

o Reardon et al. (2010) used data from four large districts in California and found no effects on
dropout.

o Martorell (2005) used data from Texas and found no overall effect of HSEEs on dropout.

= Martorell did, however, distinguish between students taking the HSEE in Texas during
their senior year, compared to those in their initial attempts. Like all states, students in
Texas take the HSEE early in high school, and then re-take only if they fail. Martorell
identified 12™ grade students who had not yet passed the HSEE as "last chance" exit
exam takers, since there would be no option for them to re-take before the end of high
school if they failed. For this group, he found a significant increase in the likelihood of
not graduating, and of receiving a GED.

o Dee and Jacob (2006) found that dropout rate in urban and high poverty school districts as well
as in relatively large concentration of minority students in Minnesota increased among 12"
grade students. However, low poverty and suburban districts saw a decrease in dropout rates.

o InFlorida, more rigorous graduation requirements did not change high school dropout rates, but
led to small reductions in high school graduation rates (Clark & See, 2011).

e Students who performed slightly below the cut-off on an Algebra | exit exam in ninth grade in North
Carolina were five percentage points less likely to take a more rigorous, college preparatory math
sequence than students who just passed the exam (Ahn, 2014).

e Young high school graduates who obtained their diplomas in exit exam states fared no better in the
labor market than their peers who obtained their diplomas in other states (Warren, Grodsky, & Lee,
2008).

o No difference was found between the earnings of students who just pass and just fail the last
administration of a high school exit exam (Martorell & Clark, 2010).

o There is no evidence of an effect of high school exit exams on non-employment or the
distribution of wages (Baker & Lang, 2013).

o Effects of high school exit exams were found on incarceration rates (Baker & Lang, 2013).

Conclusions
Concluding statements provided by Holme, Richards, Jimerson, & Cohen (2010) apply here:

e Schools have engaged in significant reform efforts in response to exit tests. However, many schools
have turned to remediation programs as their major response strategy.

o Exit tests have yielded few benefits, in light of the costs of these policies to students. Proponents might
argue that these tests prevented the graduation of students who had not mastered the requisite skills
and that these rates of diploma denial are acceptable costs of this policy. However, ways to ameliorate
some of the negative effects associated with the high-stakes nature of the exams should be
considered.

o Alternative measures or means for students to demonstrate content mastery may moderate some of
the negative impact. But they are not enough.
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Appendix C:

Summary of the Literature on the Relationship between High School Grade Point
Average and Postsecondary Outcomes

There has been a variety of research that highlights the relative importance of high school GPA and course
grades in predicting a student’s readiness for college or career, as well as future indicators of success. Many
of these studies suggest that a student’s readiness is often better predicted by their performance in high
school, as reflected by grades and other measures of performance, than standardized test scores. An
overview of some of the most compelling research is provided below. Additional resources are included in the
reference list that follows.

e Colleges and universities have different policies related to the need for students to submit standardized
assessment results with their application for college. For some schools, college admissions test scores
are required and for others they are optional. Hiss & Franks (2014) evaluated college outcomes for
students who did/did not submit standardized test scores (e.g., ACT or SAT) to inform college
admissions decisions. They found that students accepted in light of high school GPA or rank tended to
have similar graduation rates and cumulative GPAs as students who were accepted into college in
consideration of standardized test results. Non-submitters’ cumulative GPAs were only 0.05 less than
submitters (2.83 vs. 2.88, respectively) and the difference in graduation rates was only .6 percent. This
was true despite the fact that non-submitters often had much lower SAT/ACT scores than their
submitting counterparts. This study also showed that students having strong high school GPAs tended
to perform well in college despite modest or low scores on standardized assessments, but the opposite
did not hold true (i.e., students who performed well on college admissions tests but had a low high
school GPA were not typically successful).

e Research conducted by French, et. al. (2015) revealed that high school GPA is a positive and
statistically significant predictor of educational attainment and earnings in adulthood. Specifically,
researchers found that a one-point increase in high school GPA raises annual earnings in adulthood by
around 12 percent for men and 14 percent for women; and that a one-point increase in GPA doubles
the probability of completing college (21 percent to 42 percent) for both gender groups. Furthermore,
the relationship between high school GPA and overall educational attainment was highest for minority
groups. African American and Hispanic men were more likely to go to college and graduate than white
male peers with similar high school GPAs.
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¢ A study by Homer and Studley (2003) found high school grade point average in college-preparatory
courses to be the best predictor of freshman grade point average for students admitted to the University
of California when compared to SAT | verbal and math scores, and SAT Il Writing, Mathematics and
Third Test scores. In 2007, Homer and Santelices (2007) expanded upon this research (using the
same sample of students) by looking at the predictive power of high school grade point average and
standardized test results in predicting freshman grades and four-year college outcomes (i.e.,
cumulative college grades and graduation rate). Analyses confirmed and expanded upon the previously
established findings, specifically:

o When compared to standardized test results, unweighted high school grade point average was
consistently the strongest predictor of four-year college outcomes for all academic disciplines
followed by SAT Il Writing.

o The predictive power of increased after freshman year, accounting for a larger proportion of the
variance observed in four-year student outcomes; and

o Scores on standardized tests tend to be more strongly related to student socio-economic factors
than high school GPA; suggesting that high school grade point average has less adverse impact
on disadvantaged and underrepresented minority students when used to inform admissions
decisions.

e Jackobson and Mocker (2009) found significant differences in college attendance among Florida high
school students having different GPAs. Students with A-level GPAs were:
o Twice as likely to attend college as C or below students (79 percent versus 39 percent); and
o Significantly more likely than students with C or below GPAs to attend a four-year college
directly (45 percent versus 5 percent) or transfer from a two-year to four-year college (28
percent versus 7 percent).

o Research touting the utility of grades in predicting or making inferences about the likelihood of future
success also focuses on the fact that grades represent more than the mastery of content within a given
content area, and incorporate “qualities of motivation and perseverance— as well as the presence of
good study habits and time management skills” (Tough, 2009), which are often considered as important
to success in college and careers as academic proficiency.
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Appendix D

Proposed Legislation

The Pennsylvania Department of Education provides the following as proposed legislation to replace current
high school graduation requirements as set forth in 22 Pa. Code § 4.24.

Amend the Pennsylvania Public School Code by adding section 1613.1 (relating to high school graduation

requirements)

(a) High school graduation requirements and revisions to them shall be approved by a school entity’s
governing board by [DATE], and a copy of the requirements shall be published and distributed to
students, parents and guardians. Copies of the requirements also shall be available in each school
building or on each school entity’s publicly accessible web site. Changes to high school graduation
requirements shall be published and distributed to students, parents and guardians and made available
in each school building or on each school entity’s publicly accessible web site immediately following
approval by the governing board.

(b) Notwithstanding any other provision of law to the contrary, beginning in the 2018-2019 school year,
each school entity, if applicable, shall adopt and implement requirements for high school graduation
that, at minimum, include:

(1) Course completion and grades; and

(2) Demonstration of proficiency as determined by the school entity, if applicable, in each of the
State academic standards not assessed by a State assessment; and

(3) Successful completion of each of the following State academic standards: Mathematics,
specifically Algebra I; English Language Arts, specifically Literature; and Science and
Technology and Environment and Ecology, as determined through any one of the following:

(i) Attainment of an established composite score on the Algebra I, Biology and
Literature Keystone Exams, provided that each student who satisfies the
requirements of this section in this manner must achieve Basic or above on each of
the three Keystone Exams. The Secretary shall establish and identify the
satisfactory composite score a student must achieve in order to meet the
requirements of this section, provided that the composite score and any changes
thereto must be approved by the State Board; or

(i) For each Keystone Exam on which a student did not achieve proficiency, completion
and attainment of an established score on an approved alternative assessment that
includes academic content aligned to the following State academic standards:
Mathematics, specifically Algebra I; English Language Arts, specifically Literature;
and Science and Technology and Environment and Ecology, specifically Biology.
The Secretary will identify approved alternative assessments for each content area
of Algebra I, Biology, and Literature, if applicable, and will establish the score a
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student must attain on each approved alternative assessment in order to meet the
requirements of this section, provided that the State Board must approve the score a
student must attain on each approved alternative assessment, the list of approved
alternative assessments, and any changes thereto; or

(i) For each Keystone Exam on which a CTE Concentrator did not achieve proficiency:

(A) Completion of locally established grade-based requirements for the
associated academic content area; and

(B) Attainment of an industry based competency certification related to a
student’s program of study; or

(C) Demonstration of a high likelihood of success on an industry based
competency assessment or readiness for continued meaningful engagement
in the program of study as represented by performance on benchmark
assessments, course grades, and other artifacts consistent with a student's
goals and career plan as represented in the student’s Career Portfolio.

(D) For purposes of this subsection, completion of grade-based requirements in
any Science and Technology and Environment and Ecology course will
satisfy the requirements of this section.

(E) The Secretary will identify approved industry based competency
assessments, provided that the State Board must approve the list of industry
based competency assessments and any changes thereto.

(F) The Department shall provide guidance to school entities related to the
content of a Career Portfolio.

(iv) For each Keystone Exam on which any student did not achieve proficiency,
completion of locally established grade-based requirements for the associated
academic content area and demonstration of three pieces of evidence that reflect
readiness for meaningful postsecondary engagement consistent with a student's
goals and career plan as represented in the student’s Career Portfolio. The
Department shall provide guidance as to what may be considered as evidence of
readiness for meaningful postsecondary engagement.

(c) Children with disabilities who satisfactorily complete a special education program developed by an
Individualized Education Program team under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and 22 Pa.
Code Chapter 14 shall be granted and issued a regular high school diploma by the school entity, if
applicable. This subsection applies if the special education program of a child with a disability does not
otherwise meet the requirements of this section.

(d) For purposes of this section, a student shall be deemed proficient in the State academic standards
whenever the student satisfies the requirements of subsection (b), regardless of the student’s grade
level or age.

(e) A student who has achieved a score of proficient or advanced on a Keystone Exam is not permitted to
retake the exam.
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(f) The performance level demonstrated in each of the State academic standards in subsection (b),
including the highest performance level demonstrated by a student on the associated Keystone Exam
may be included on student transcripts.

(9) This section does not allow for the release of individual student PSSA or Keystone Exam scores to the
Department or other commonwealth entities in accordance with 22 Pa. Code § 4.51(f) and

(h) Beginning in the 2016-17 school year, a school entity is not required to provide and a student is not
required to complete supplemental instruction as required by 22 Pa. Code 8§ 4.24(k), 4.51(b), or any
other provision of law.

(i) A student shall not be required to participate in a project—based assessment pursuant to 22 Pa. Code
88 4.24, 4.51c, or any other provision of law,

() A school entity shall determine whether a student who transfers from an out-of-State school having
demonstrated proficiency in coursework and assessments aligned with the State academic standards
assessed by each Keystone Exam may satisfy the requirements of subsection (b) subject to guidance
developed by the Secretary.

(k) The following words and terms, when used in this section, have the following meanings, unless the
context clearly indicates otherwise:

Career Portfolio—A future education and career plan required under the PA Career Education and Work
Standards.

CTE Concentrator—A student who, by the end of a reporting year, will be reported as successfully completing
at least 50% of the minimum technical instructional hours required under 22 Pa. Code Chapter 339.

Department—The Department of Education of the Commonwealth

Keystone Exams—State-developed end-of-course exams. Designated exams will be used to determine, in
part, a student’s eligibility for high school graduation.

Program of Study—Instructional programs developed by the Department’s Bureau of Career and Technical
Education that include content aligned with academic standards and relevant career and technical content in a
progression of courses that align secondary education with postsecondary education to adequately prepare
students to succeed in postsecondary education.

School entity—A school district, charter school, cyber charter school, AVTS or intermediate unit.
Secretary — The Secretary of Education of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.

State assessment—A valid and reliable measurement of student performance on a set of academic standards
as measured by the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment or the Keystone Exams.

State Board —The State Board of Education established under sections 2601-B—2606-B of the School Code.
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Good morning, Chairman Sturla, Rep. Leanne Krueger-Braneky and members of the House
Democratic Policy Committee. My name is Jerry Oleksiak and for more than 30 years ] was a
special education teacher, primarily working in neighboring Montgomery County in the Upper
Merion Area School District and the Montgomery County Intermediate Unit, Currently, I’'m the
president of the Pennsylvania State Education Association (PSEA). On behalf of PSEA’s
180,000 members, thank you for inviting me to share our thoughts regarding graduation

requirements - an issue that has a profound impact on both students and educators.

As educators, we strongly believe in establishing high standards for student learning and
effective teaching — we always have. We do not, however, support the use of high-stakes testing,
such as requiring students to score proficient on each of the Keystone Exams in order to

graduate.

I’m sure you have heard this statement many times before, but I believe it warrants repeating
until it is a reality reflected in our federal and state policies: “Students are more than a test

score.”

For years, PSEA has maintained it is inappropriate to base high school graduation decisions on
the results of a state test rather than a comprehensive review of student knowledge and skills as
reflected in the complete academic record over the course of a student’s academic career.
Research backs up our assertion that attaching high stakes to a state test has negative
consequences for students. High-stakes exit exams are associated with increased dropout rates;’
narrowed curricula;” decreases in student motivation to learn;" and disproportionate harm to
some of our most vulnerable students — those living in poverty, minority students, English

language learners, and special needs students. Maybe that bears repeating as well.

The fact is that high-stakes graduation exams divert scarce resources away from standards-based
instruction and a full, rich curriculum and brings the focus to test prep and remediation. High-
stakes tests can trap students in remediation even if the students pass all required courses and
carn all credits for graduation that have been established by the local school district. Remediation

during the school day means that some students need to drop electives in music and art, which
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sometimes are the content areas that keep students most engaged in school. Teachers’ time is
diverted from standards-based instruction to test remediation. Districts spend significant
resources on exit exam interventions and remediation. Teachers report lack of depth in the
curriculum, a decrease in teaching higher-level thinking skills, and a decrease in flexibility in the

core curriculum, often a result of loss of electives.”

To be clear, PSEA is not arguing that Pennsylvania’s high academic standards be revised
nor that the current Keystone Exams go away. Consistent implementation of high quality
standards is critical. As students move through the K-12 system, they rely on a seamless learning
progression that builds from year to year. Instability or constant changes in academic standards
have a ripple effect throughout the system. As standards change and key components move
across the curriculum to different grades, students who are caught in the middle of the change
run the risk of missing important content or having content repeated unnecessarily. Stability, on
the other hand allows school districts to develop curriculum, design and deliver instruction and
assess students with some confidence that they will all be aligned to the standards. And
Pennsylvania has already made significant investments at both the local and state level for
implementing PA’s Core Standards - including purchasing new instructional materials, allocating
staff time to align curriculum to the new standards, developing new common assessments,
providing professional development to educators on how to deliver standards-aligned instruction,
investments in standards-aligned instructional support materials like voluntary curriculum and
curriculum-based assessments, and aligning state assessments with the PA Core Standards. We

should continue to build on these investments.

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), like No Child Left Behind before it, requires that
students be tested in mathematics, English language arts, and science in high school. The
Keystone Exams perform this function. And as end of course exams, they are a better and more
fair measure of student achievement than the former 11% grade PSSAs. What should go away,
however, is using the Keystone Exams as a high stakes test to bar otherwise successful

students from earning a high school diploma.
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Tying graduation to Keystone Exams hurts students. Students who pass a course but don’t pass
the state test must schedule remediation — often requiring that the students give up electives and
other courses that benefit them. The current process surrounding the implementation of the
Keystone Exams as a graduation requirement — including the retaking of the exam, project-based
assessments, and remediation - has taken an inordinate amount of time away from instruction
and learning. It has also greatly elevated the already existing levels of test anxiety in our school,

among students, staff, and administrators.

PSEA strongly believes that as Pennsylvania moves into full compliance with ESSA, that the
Keystone Exams — as well as the PSSAs — should be used onfy for that purpose. ESSA requires
that states develop an assessment system for fwo purposes only — to identify the lowest
performing schools, and to identify schools with the largest achievement gaps between sub-
groups. As Pennsylvania continues to develop its state plan for ESSA compliance, PSEA will
advocate that state assessments no longer be used for high-stakes purposes such as graduation
requirements for which they are not valid, but rather only for the purpose required by ESSA.
This accomplishes several important goals shared by many stakeholders, including an
ability to shorten the time spent on prepping and taking the state assessments and allowing

more time to teach a broader curricuium to students.

The recent report issued by the Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) pursuant to Act 1
of 2016 also recognizes the importance of moving away from a high-stakes testing model to one
that provides multiple pathways for students to demonstrate their readiness for graduation.
Maintaining high standards at the state level while returning graduation decisions to the
local level is an important step to help all students achieve. PDE’s report does just that. It
establishes state guidance for the baseline of what should be required for graduation, but
provides flexibility to local districts to determine which options work best for their students —

including having the opportunity to expand upon those requirements as they see appropriate.

Educators know their students well. They know students’ strength and weaknesses. They know
which students freeze on a standardized test, but can give content-rich presentations in class.

They know which students have innate leadership skills, which students struggle to do their best
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work in the morning, but shine by afternoon, and which students collaborate exceptionally well
in groups. Teachers also know whether or not students are proficient in biology, algebra, or
literature. Local school leaders know what the local community expects of their schools. It is
time for state policy to reflect that knowledge and return balance to instruction and assessment of
student readiness for the future — either in higher education, career training, or in the workforce —

to the local educators and school leaders who know students best.

PSEA fully supports this report and thanks you and your colleagues for unanimously supporting
Senate Bill 880 which prompted this important study in addition to placing a “pause” in using

Keystone Exams as a graduation requirement for students.

Thank you again for providing me the opportunity to testify today. 1 would be happy to answer

any questions you may have.

! See, for example, Dee, T.S. and Jacob, B.A. 2006. Do High School Exit Exams Influence Educational Attainment
or Labor Market Performance? NBER Working Paper 12199. Washington, DC: National Bureau of Economic
Research; Jacob, 2001

" Hamilton, L. 8., Stecher, B. M., Marsh, J. A., McCombs, J. S., Robyn, A., Russell, J. L., et al. 2007. Standards-
based accountability under No Child Left Behind: Experiences of teachers and administrators in three states.
Santa Monica, CA: RAND; Marchant, 2004; Hong, W.-P., & Youngs, P. (2008). Does high-stakes testing increase
cultural capital among low-income and racial minority students?, Education Policy Analysis Archives, 16(6).
Retrieved [date] from http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v]16né/.

i Amrein, A. and Berliner, D. 2003. The Effects of High Stakes Testing on Student Motivation and Learning.
Educational Leadership, February; Cimbricz, 2002

v See, for example,: hitp://www.wou.edu/~girodm/61 1/testing,_and_motivation,pdf;
http://www.fairtest.org/researchers-document-highstakes-testing-damage

¥ Center on Education Policy. 2007. State High School Exit Exams: Working to Raise Test Scores. Washington, DC:
Center on Education Policy.
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Good morning, My name John Callahan and I serve the Pennsylvania School Boards Association as
its Assistant Executive Director. The PSBA is a nonprofit statewide association representing the
4,500 elected officials who govern the commonwealth’s public school districts. PSBA is a
membership-driven organization that is pledged to the highest ideals of local lay leadership for
public schools. We work to support teforms for the betterment of public education and to promote
the achievements of public schools, students and local school boards.

I want to thank the Chairman, Representative Leanne Krueger Braneky and the members of this
committee for your kind invitation to present today on high stakes testing in Pennsylvania.

High stake tests do not work

There 1s no evidence that high stake tests accomplish the majority of the policy goals they were
developed to support. The National Research Council's 2011 Incentives and Tests-Based
Accountability in Education Study concludes that there is no scientific basis for the current heavy
reliance on high stake tests for measuring student achievement or school performance. The NRC
states that the benefit of high stake tests have been "small or nonexistent." Many researchers have
evaluated testing and have indicate the following:

* Test-based decisions do not prepare students for college success. Some students who
successfully demonstrate learning through classroom performance do not score well on
standardized tests. These often include students with test anxiety and learning disabilities as
well as students whose first language is not English. A review of research has found that
there 15 no definitive evidence that college enrolment rates increase with high stake tests.

e High stake tests reinforce inequity. Typical students do not appear to benefit greatly by
taking exit exams, but those that are already vulnerable, such as low-income and minority
students often are worse off. The National Research Council Blue Ribbon Commission
found that high school exit exams decreased graduation rates for vulnerable populations by
two petcentage points on average.'

* High stake tests increase dropout rates. A 2013 study by Steve Hemelt and Dave
Marcotte looked closely at the relationship between exit exams and high school completion
and found that the dropout rate was increased by 11 percent when examining those students
in twelfth grade (the year exit exams truly have their ultimate impact).

e High Stake testing is not associated with workforce success. In the study of research
on exit exams performed by the National Research Council it was found that high stake tests
based on standards ate likely not associated with higher employment or earning for students
overall.

¢ High-stake testing produces teaching to the test. The higher the stakes, the more
schools focus instruction on the tests. As a result, whole subjects ate being dropped,
including opportunities for music and art. Important skills that cannot be tested with
standardized tests, such as writing research papers, public speaking or conducting laboratory

! Jennifer Jellison Holme, Meredith P. Richards, Jo Beth Jimerson and Rebecca W, Cohen "assessing the effect of
high school exit examinations," review of educational research December 2010



experiments, are not taught. This narrowing of curriculum is most severe for low-income
students. A study of California, Georgia and Pennsylvania school districts found that
teachers narrowed their curriculum and instruction to focus on tested topics and also
increased their use of test like problems and formats.”

Financial impact of testing

PSBA supported and supports legislation that would reduce the number of Keystone Exams. We
were again pleased during budget negotiations that PDE had no plans to develop additional
Keystone Exams, beyond the three tests currently required. The creation and implementation of
seven additional Keystone Exams is an expensive and time-consuming process. From a budget
perspective, the fact is that state dollars ate scarce and scaling back the Keystone Exams program is
reasonable and practical. The development and implementation of the three Keystone Exams now
being used has cost taxpayers approximately $70 million over a six-year period. Many more millions
are being spent by the state to develop, provide, distribute, collect, analyze and report results of tests
that support instruction and accountability for the Pennsylvania System of School Assessments
(PSSA), Keystone Exams, Classroom Diagnostic Tools and other assessments.

An additional cost to distticts is the extensive recordkeeping systems to match students with the
Keystone Exams that have been successfully completed and those for which remediation will be
necessary. The costs to school districts for testing and supervising the required Project Based
Assessment (PBA) for those not passing the Keystone is conservatively estimated to be over $300
million. This means between the state and school districts, Pennsylvania’s testing programs since
2008 have cost the taxpayers almost $1.1 billion

Act 82 of 2012, as well as Chapter 4, subjects the availability of Keystone Exams to funding
appropriated by the General Assembly. Reducing the number of exams iz #o way diminishes the
importance or ability of students to demonstrate proficiency in these core subject areas or
coursework. In fact schools are still requited to provide instruction in these content areas and for
students to demonstrate proficiency. The proposed reduction in Keystone Exams simply means
that there will not be a state-mandated standardized test associated with the content. Schools will
continue to provide instruction and will determine at the local level how those assessments will be
conducted.

Requirements for project-based assessments should also be eliminated

The state has created a highly prescriptive, time consuming and expensive mandated process that
school districts must follow to implement a project-based assessment (PBA) for students who do
score proficient on a Keystone Exam, or who wete opted-out of taking the exams for religious
reasons. The PBA is a mandate under section 4.51c of the Chapter 4 regulation, and PDE has
created extensive processes and rules for implementation. The online testing system created by
PDE does not allow for teachers to consider other measures of student performance and the needs
of diverse learners in determining proficiency; rather, it places that decision in the hands of state-
selected review panels.

If the requirement for Keystone Exams as a graduation requirement is eliminated, there is no need
to continue the requirement for completion of project-based assessments. Concerns with the PBA
include:

2 Hamilton, L.S. , Stecher, B.M. , March, j.A., McCombs, J.S. , Robyn Russel, J.L. et al. (2007) Standards -based
accountability under No Child Left Behind: Experiences of teachers and administrators in three states. Santa
Monica, CA: RAND



Cost, time and staffing to implement the online PBA, as well as the necessary technology.
These online assessments could take up to 10 hours or more for a student to complete and
must be done at school in the presence of a test administrator. Further, each student must
have a tutor who is a teacher certified in the subject area that the student is testing in. The
teacher is expected to act as a tutor to monitor the work, offer feedback and provide
rerediation to guide the student to success. If done before or after school, or during the
summer, cost and time issues must be considered.

School districts must implement the infrastructure to support students working on projects.
This includes district assessment coordinators, school building assessment coordinators, test
administrators, and teacher tutors. Training will be required for staff in each of these roles,
and a great amount of recordkeeping will be required to determine timelines for completion,
provide notifications, schedule sessions and monitor students to ensure they have
participated in the PBA and completed their goals.

Time necessary for each PBA to be evaluated by a statewide review panel. Once a student
completes a PBA, it must be reviewed by the district tutor and then submitted to an
evaluation panel assembled by PDE. If the panel decides the project work is unsatisfactory,
the student must te-do and re-submit the project.

With the passage of ESSA on the Federal level there should be greater flexibility and responsibility
to the states in regards to assessment. Specifically, states are now responsible for accountability
guidelines in these areas:

Student achievement measurements — Adequate Yearly Progress, the means by which the
federal government defined student achievement under the No Child Left Behind Act, is
replaced by state-defined benchmarks. Assessments do not have to be aligned with Common
Core; however, they must be aligned with the state’s “challenging academic standards,”
which apply to all students in public school statewide.

Opt-out options for testing — These are left up to the state, although required assessments
must have a 95% participation rate. ESSA leaves it to states to determine how the 95%
requirement will factor into state accountability systems. Pennsylvania’s existing regulations
are currently covered under PA Code, Title 22, Chapter 4.

Method and frequency of assessments — Grades 3-8 must be tested annually and students
in grades 10-12 be tested once in reading or language arts and math; science tests must be
administered one time in each of the following grade ranges: 3-5, 6-9, and 10-12; and English
language learners must be assessed on English language proficiency; however, which
assessments are used and how often is left up to the states. ESSA gives local school districts
the opportunity to use nationally recognized tests at the high school level with state
permission (SAT, ACT). Opportunities exist for states to pilot competency-based
assessments. Assessments that measure student growth are permitted. Although there is
freedom in assessment style, the system must allow states to differentiate public schools
based on performance of all students and by disaggregated subgroups. States and LEAs must
publish annual report cards based on these state-defined measures

The amount of time spent testing — The new law specifically states that states will have
the freedom to cap the amount of instructional hours spent on assessments.

Assessment’s role in accountability — The makeup of the overall accountability system is
up to the states, however, goals must address, in part, proficiency on assessments.



In order to putsue continuous improvement in student achievement and growth that enhances college
and career readiness, the culture of assessment in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania should be
grounded in best-practices that are focused on a feedback cycle that allows for progress toward student
success.

With the goal of student mastery of the PA Core Standards, our schools need to thrive in an
envitonment where punitive measures ate a thing of the past! The goal is to create a climate where
assessment offers multiple, formative measures that can be used to provide targeted instruction and
intervention, prior to a summative indication of student progress toward mastery of Standards. This
is a2 new atmosphere for assessments that will go beyond a single, summative moment in time.

Gathering data through multiple measures creates a chance to help each child grow academically and
reduces the stress and anxiety imposed by the current practices and expectations. Student success
should be rooted in a developmentally approptiate approach that responds to the varying needs of
students, schools, and school districts. This provides opportunities to demonstrate student mastery
through authentic assessments coupled with assessments that are paper and pencil.

Assessments can be both for learning (formative) and of learning (summative). The primary purpose
should be assessments for learning (formative). To achieve this goal we need assessments that have
multiple interim assessments that focus on both growth and mastery. Every district in the
Commonwealth should have access to these formative assessments.

To maximize optimal opportunity for instruction of students, the time used for assessment
preparation and administration needs to be significantly reduced. In addition, formative assessments
need to have immediate turnaround to ensure timely feedback can be applied to the current learning
process. To achieve a quick turnaround, schools and distticts would need to have local scoring and/ox
computer implemented assessments.

Assessments would need to be concise and also need to cover a range of mastery levels of basic,
intermediate, and advanced topics. This would include basic understanding of key concepts and
assessments of higher-order thinking skills. To measure both growth and mastery we have the
following recommendations. We recommend that assessments would be done at a minimum of
three points in time. For an assessment to accurately estimate growth these three assessments would
need to be performed and scored during the same academic year. Each interim assessment should
be comparable across levels of mastery in a format that can be easily understood by students, par-
ents, and teachers.

Time spent on assessments should be used effectively through developmentally appropriate
assessments that lead to timely feedback for teachers, students and families that can be used to make
individual instructional classroom decisions.

Districts need an accountability system that gives them the ability to substitute different assessments
to meet the accountability requirements of ESSA such as the SAT or ACT.

Tests should be implemented, scored, and used in ways to reduce student and teacher anxiety and
promote learning. To achieve this, teachers could have one-to-one confetences after each of the
interim assessments and help students understand their strengths and whete they need to grow. If
teachers are involved in the scoring and/or also have access to detailed areas of mastety this test will
have immediate use to help improve instruction. There would need to be a standard training for
inter-rater reliability of local scoring. Local scoring can also be more efficient and save money. Local
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scoting values teachers as professionals and demonstrates a trust of teachers which leads to
improved morale. These recommendations ensure that the data is used to drive instruction and the
data can be a motivation for student learning,

Lastly, assessment needs to be conducted in a2 manner that protects every student’s privacy, and; data
needs to be used in ways that cannot identify individual students outside of their LEA.

Assessments play a vital role and important in student learning of PA Core Standards and
curriculum development for school districts. With approval of ESSA, it is an opportune time in
Pennsylvania to develop and fund an assessment model that advances student achievement for every
student.

In closing, PSBA would like to emphasize our belief that public schools provide meaningful
academic instruction and assessment that engages students to be critical and creative thinkets. The
association supports efforts to appropriately measure student attainment of state and local academic
standards using measures of accountability and performance that employ multiple, ongoing methods
of assessment for knowledge, skills and abilities. The state needs to provide local school districts
with maximum flexibility to make educationally sound decisions that expand opportunities for
students, without an overreliance on standardized test scores, high stake tests, a narrowing of the
curriculum, or prescriptive mandates.

I thank you again for this opportunity to speak with you today and I am pleased to answer your
questions.
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Sunday Review

OPINION
The Common Core Costs Billions and Hurts Students

The New York Times

By DIANE RAVITCH

July 23, 2016

FOR 15 years, since the passage of George W. Bush's No Child Left Behind act,
education reformers have promoted standardized testing, school choice, competition
and accountability (meaning punishment of teachers and schools} as the primary means
of improving education. For many years, | agreed with them. | was an assistant
secretary of education in George H. W. Bush's administration and a member of three
conservative think tanks.

But as | watched the harmful effects of No Child Left Behind, | began to have doubts.
The law required that all schools reach 100 percent proficiency as measured by state
tests or face harsh punishments. This was an impossible goal. Standardized tests
became the be-all and end-all of education, and states spent billions on them. Social
scientists have long known that the best predictor of test scores is family income. Yet
policy makers encouraged the firing of thousands of teachers and the closing of
thousands of low-scoring public schools, mostly in poor black and Hispanic
neighborhoods.




As the damage escalated, | renounced my support for high-stakes testing and charter
schools. Nonetheless, ! clung to the hope that we might agree on national standards
and a national curriculum. Surely, | thought, they would promote equity since all children
would study the same things and take the same tests. But now | realize that | was
wrong about that, too.

Six years after the release of our first national standards, the Common Core, and the
new federal tests that accompanied them, it seems clear that the pursuit of a national
curriculum is yet another excuse to avoid making serious efforts to reduce the main
causes of low student achievement: poverty and racial segregation.

The people who wrote the Common Core standards sold them as a way to improve
achievement and reduce the gaps between rich and poor, and black and white. But the
promises haven't come true. Even in states with strong common standards and fests,
racial achievement gaps persist. Last year, average math scores on the National
Assessment of Educational Progress declined for the first time since_1990; reading
scores were flat or decreased compared with a decade earlier.

The development of the Common Core was funded almost entirely by the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation. It was a rush job, and the final product ignored the needs of
children with disabilities, English-language learners and those in the early grades. It's
no surprise that there has been widespread pushback.

In 2009 President Obama announced Race to the Top, a competition for $4.35 billion in
federal grant money. To qualify, states had to adopt “college and career ready
standards,” a requirement that was used to pressure them into adopting national
standards. Almost every state applied, even before the specifics of the Common Core
were released in June 2010.

The federal government, states and school districts have spent billions of dollars to
phase in the standards, to prepare students to take the tests and to buy the technology
needed to administer them online. There is nothing to show for it. The Race to the Top
demoralized teachers, caused teacher shortages and led to the defunding of the arts
and other subjects that were not tested. Those billions would have been better spent to
reduce class sizes, especially in struggling schools, to restore arts and physical
education classes, to rebuild physically crumbling schools, and to provide universal
early childhood education.

Children starting in the third grade may spend more than 10 hours a year taking state
tests — and weeks preparing for them. Studies show that students perform better on
written tests than on online tests, yet most schools across the nation are assessing their
students online, at enormous costs, because that is how the Common Core tests are
usually delivered. Computer glitches are common. Sometimes the server gets
overloaded and breaks down. Entire states, like Alaska, have canceled tests because of
technical problems. More than 30 states have reported computer testing problems since
2013, according to FairTest, a testing watchdog.




Standardized tests are best at measuring family income. Well-off students usually score
in the top half of results; students from poor homes usually score in the bottom. The
quest to “close achievement gaps” is vain indeed when the measure of achievement is
a test based on a statistical norm. If we awarded driver's licenses based on
standardized tests, half the adults in this country might never receive one. The failure
rates on the Common Core tests are staggeringly high for black and Hispanic children,
students with disabilities and English-language learners. Making the tests harder
predictably depresses test scores, creating a sense of failure and hopelessness among
young children.

If we really cared about improving the education of ail students, we would give teachers
the autonomy to tailor instruction to meet the needs of the children in front of them and
to write their own tests. We would insist that students in every school had an equal
opportunity to learn in well-maintained schools, in classes of reasonable size taught by
expert teachers. Anyone who wants to know how students in one state compare with
students in other states can get that information from the N.A.E.P., the existing federal

test.

What is called “the achievement gap” is actually an “opportunity gap.” What we need
are schools where all children have the same chance to learn. That doesn’t require
national standards or national tests, which improve neither teaching nor learning, and
do nothing to help poor children at racially segregated schools. We need to focus on
that, not on promoting failed ideas.



Grades Courses Most Important in College Admissions,

Survey Finds
Education Week By Catherine Gewertz on September 8, 2016 9:56 AM

As college application season ramps up once again, an annual survey of college admissions
officers reiterates an important message for high schoal students who are worried sick about their
SAT or ACT scores; The classes you take and the grades you eamn are far more important to us
than your test scores.

That's a key finding of the 13th annual "State of College Admission” survey, released
Thursday by the National Association for College Admission Counseling, or NACAC. You'd
never know it by the amcunt of cold sweat high school seniors generate nationally about
admissions test scores, but that finding has stayed pretty consistent for 20 years, according to
NACAC.

The survey found that in the fall 2014 admissions cycle, 79.2 percent of responding colleges and
universities gave "considerable importance" to grades in students' college-prep classes, while
55.7 percent assigned the same importance 1o admission test scores for entering freshmen.
Here's how the factors break down, in order of importance, in the college-application packet,
according to the NACAC survey:
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AN EXPLANATION OF THE DRC CONTRACT

PDE has entered three separate contracts with Data Recognition Corp. (DRC) since
2008 to develop standardized tests. The first contract PDE entered into with DRC was
in 2008. That contract was for the development of the PSSA test. The second contract
occurred in 2008 for the development of the Keystone Exams. The final contract was
entered into to combine the two existing contracts into one contract. It was entered inte
at the end of 2015 to become effective January 2016.

The amount of state spending for DRC to develop these tests can be determined by
reviewing the original contract amounts along with various amendments which in many
cases increased the contract amounts.

This amounts attributed to each of the three contracts are as follows:

PDE-08-01, the contract for PSSA exams, was for a 3 ¥; year term with a 3 2 year
renewal option. The original amount of this contract was $91,542,186 and ran from
9/30/08 to 6/30/11. The 3 % year renewal was exercised and the contract amount
increased to $196,749,405.59 extending the contract date through 12/31/14.
Starting on 1/1/15 through 6/30/16, PDE added an 18 month sole-source extension
which increased the amount of the contract to $251,694,568.50. The final amount
for this contract was $ 252,465,629.10. As of 6/30/16, PDE has paid
$245,813,082.65 towards this contract. This is not a final amount for this contract.
PDE still needs to provide the final amounts paid on the contract.

PDE-08-02, the contract for Keystone Exams, was for a 8 year term with an option
to add an additional 3 months to the contract. The original amount of this contract
was $ 201,119,255.50 and ran from 4/22/09 through 6/30/15. Starting on 7/1/15
through 6/30/16, PDE added a 12 month sole-source extension which increased the
contract to $ 212,978,871.50. As of 6/30/16, PDE has paid $ 154,708,716.00
towards this contract. This is not a final amount for this contract. PDE still needs to
provide the final amounts paid on the confract.

RFP 6100032526, the contract for the combined PSSA’s and Keystone Exams is
for a 5 ¥ year term with an option to add three additional 1 year terms to the
contract. The original amount of this contract was $210,000,000 and began 1/1/16
through 6/30/21. There is also the ability to add tests for additional subject areas to
this contract which could increase the contract amount to $ 275,713,539.00. As of
6/30/16, PDE has paid $ 39,990,854.04 towards this contract.

The total amount authorized to be spent on these 3 contracts was $741,158,039.60. To
date, $ 440,512,652.69 has been paid. As the third contract is still in its beginning
stages and the two past contracts experienced amendments which increased the
original contract price, it is likely these are not the final amounts that will be authorized
on the third contract to be spent on these standardized exams.



PA Degartment of Education Exam Contracts with Data Recognition Corp. {2008 to Present]
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Public schools are opening around the nation following a wave of assessment reform
victories during the past year. Grassroots campaigns by parents, educators and students,
including widespread opting out and other actions, have yielded real progress.

o Fewer states require exit exams;

o  Many states delinked teacher evaluations from test scores;

o Dozens of jurisdictions across the U.S. cut back the amount of required
testing;

o Policy-makers began to replace standardized exams with assessments that
support high-quality teaching and learning.

The new federal education law, the Every Student Succeeds Act, or ESSA, cracks the
door open for states to build better systems of assessment and accountability. However,
much more hard work is needed to unravel the damage caused by No Child Left Behind
and win more testing policies that support learning. The 2015-2016 wave of victories puts
another gust of wind in the sails of the assessment reform movement.

Eliminating High-Stakes Testing

States reversing a decades-long trend toward high school graduation tests and moving
away from the use of student test scores in teacher evaluations are among the most
significant recent wins for the movement.

e The current number of graduation test states is the lowest since at least the mid-1990s. At
its peak, exit exams were required by more than half the states, especially those with
large populations of low-income students of color. Many teenagers were deprived of a
high school diploma after doing all required schoolwork and passing all their courses,
sometimes based on a point or two on a standardized exam.

e Only 15 states had graduation tests in place for the high school class of 2016, down from
27 that had or planned to have such tests. States that recently ended their graduation tests
include Arkansas, Arizona, Georgia, Idaho, Minnesota, Nevada, Oregon and South
Carolina. California, Pennsylvania and Rhode Island have instituted moratoria on exit
exams.
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» In addition to rolling back their exit exams, Alaska, Arizona, California and

:

Parents and éfﬁﬂents protest high-stakes testing in New York City.‘

Photo Credit: Deidre McFadyen

Georgia awarded high
school diplomas
retroactively to students
who had failed the tests
but completed all other
graduation requirements.

¢ To win federal Race
to the Top education
funds or obtain watvers
from No Child Left
Behind, 41 states had
passed laws linking
teacher evaluations to
student test scores.
Among_the negative
conseguences: using math
or language arts scores to
judge teachers in other
subjects and creating
hundreds of new tests
solely for this purpose. In
a significant national

victory for assessment
reformers, ESSA, the new

federal education law, does not require test-based teacher evaluations. In the first
months after it became law, Hawaii, Utah, Oklahoma and New Hampshire
moved to delink teacher evaluations from student scores. Louisiana, New York
and Georgia reduced the weight of test scores in teacher evaluations.

¢ Due to the recommendation of a Connecticut state commission established to
give guidance on teacher evaluation, educators received a one-year reprieve on

test score-based evaluations,

Fewer Top-Down Mandated Tests

So far in 2016, many state legislatures and education policymakers have adopted
meaningful assessment reforms in response to grassroots pressure. According to the
National Conference of State Legislatures, more than 600 bills were filed this year to deal
with standardized test overkill. Some passed and were signed by governors. In other
cases, state commissioners of education took action to reduce testing. At the local level, a
growing number of districts are also cutting back testing mandates.




The Kansas State Department of Education announced in July 2016 that it would
reduce by 60% the number of test questions students must answer. The goal is to
cut the amount of time the average student spends taking tests from 14 hours to
six. State officials said they were responding to complaints from teachers, parents
and students about too much testing. “We can get quality information about where
our students are — what they’ve mastered and what they haven’t — with less
testing,” said Lawrence, KS, school board Vice President Shannon Kimball. *'I
think that’s a win-win for everybody.”

In August, Governor Nathan Deal signed a law reducing Georgia testing
mandates. Elementary and middle school students will now be required to take
eight fewer “Milestones” tests in math, science and reading. The legislature also
made optional another set of exams, the Student Learning Objectives, which
measure subjects not covered by the Milestones. Georgia educators said the law
means that hours or even days will be freed up for learning.

[n Tennessee, Education Commissioner Candice McQueen has announced that
state testing requirements will be cut by 30% for the 2016-2017 school year.
McQueen said the changes, which reduce testing in all subjects, were in response
to feedback from teachers, parents and students. “These adjustments will give
educators a greater ability to maximize rich, well-rounded instruction for all our
students,” she said.

Dallas, Texas, Superintendent Michael Hinojosa has announced that testing will
be cut by one-third in the 2016-17 school year. “We were just testing people to
death,” Hinojosa
explained.
Elementary and
middle school
students in the state’s
second largest district
will see most of the
reductions. The
schools are
eliminating 41 of 109
Assessments of
Course Performance,
which were given
twice a year to
measure student
growth, mostly in the
elementary grades.

Kentucky’s largest

school district, Student protesting high-stakes testing in Chicago.
Jefferson County Photo Credit: Sarah-Ji




around Louisville, is shrinking the volume of district-mandated exams by 35% for
the coming school year. Diagnostic pre-tests will be optional. Instead, teachers
and schools are being encouraged to use authentic, project-based assessments.
Tammy Berlin, vice president of the Jefferson County Teachers Association, said,
“I think these reductions are a start, but I don't think they are enough to create the
room for deeper active learning opportunities that we need. We'd certainly like to
see further reductions to create room for more project-based and presentational
assessments."

Other states that have moved to reduce testing include Michigan, Rhode Island,
New Mexico and Connecticut. Maryland put a 2% cap on testing time, which
will lead some districts to make cuts. Individual districts include Tulsa, OK, and
Hillsborough County, FL. After a vigorous push by the San Diego Education
Association, the San Diego Unified School District will stop collecting interim
test data, making it optional for schools to give interim tests, which are typically
administered multiple times during the school year.

ESSA provides funding for states and districts to evaluate the amount of testing with an
eye toward reductions. Activists can use the process to push for an end to district-
mandated “interim” tests or at least a major cutback.

Assessment Alternatives that Support Learning and
Teaching

The movement toward educationally sound approaches to assessment and accountability
is as important as unraveling harmful test-and-punish policies. Here are a few nascent but
encouraging examples.

New Hampshire received an NCLB waiver to begin constructing what is
intended to become a new statewide system, the Performance Assessmeit for
Competency Education (PACE). It started with four districts in 2014-15 and will
include nine in 2016-17. Ten more are preparing to join what New Hampshire
expects to become part of the ESSA “innovative assessment” pilot. PACE is
designed to unite rich learning, assessed locally, with federal accountability
requirements. It focuses on a combination of teacher-designed common
performance tasks used across districts and locally designed tasks. The
assessments tap higher order thinking and problem solving while strengthening
teacher capabilities. Students have a range of ways to show their knowledge and
skills, many of which are not adequately covered by the state tests. Students in
PACE c}istricts only take state tests once each in elementary, middle and high
school.

1 A forthcoming FairTest report looks at performance assessment models and how they fit ESSA requirements.




o California is moving
toward a system that
looks at multiple
measures of learning
and school quality.
Under the plan, school
districts focus on eight
priority areas, including
school climate, parent
engagement, new state
academic standards and
student achievement.
(ESSA requires all
states to incorporate at
least one measure of

Student wb?king on a science pe'rf'orman”c':é assessment.
Photo Credit: FairTest

school quality, beyond
test scores and high school
graduation rates.) The
state is currently identifying reliable indicators that enable statewide comparisons
of schools and districts. Districts will select other tools to measure the eight
priority areas on a local basis. School report cards will illustrate how a school or
district is doing on every state indicator (Resmovits, 2016).

Kentucky is soliciting input from parents, students, teachers and others as it
designs a new assessment and accountability system. ESSA requires all states to
including meaningful public participation in system re-design. Rather than
promoting competition between schools, Kentucky seeks to reduce standardized
testing and look at neglected subjects like art and music when measuring student
achievement. Education Commissioner Stephen Pruitt proposed a “dashboard”
system to show a variety of areas in which schools are excelling and/or necd
improvement. The new system is slated to be in place for the 2017-18 school year,
when all states must implement their new federally approved plans. The National
Education Association (NEA) is also promoting a dashboard of indicators.

Idaho’s state board of education has given initial approval to a new approach to
school accountability that would measure and report a range of school-quality
indicators instead of ranking schools based on student test results. The system
would report data including teacher quality, student engagement and test scores,
and display them in dashboard-style. Though U.S. DoE regulations call for states
to rank schools, Idaho board members said their proposed system complies with
the intent of ESSA and expressed the hope that the regulations will be changed.
The state board will solicit input from community members and incorporate
feedback into a final proposal for submission to the legislature in the spring.

Nine school districts in Massachusetts have formed a consortium to develop and
implement new ways to assess students and school quality. The Massachusetts




Consortium for Innovative Assessment (MCIA) aims to create comprehensive
methods for assessing students and schools that educators can use to improve
instruction and help each child grow up to be a self-reliant and skillful adult.
MCIA is focusing on including two major areas. First, authentic student
performance assessments that measure the real-life academic and socio-emotional
skills needed in the adult world. Second, a multi-faceted approach to assessing
schools that can give educators, students, parents, and other community members
a clear view of school strengths and areas of needed improvement. The choice of
measures will be based on what stakeholders want from their schools rather than
what information happens to be readily available.

Activist parents, students and educators have good reason to be energized by these
victories for less testing, lower stakes and alternative assessments. However, the
achievements so far are largely modest and incremental. New threats loom from
initiatives such as incessant computer-based “curriculum-embedded” tests.

To build the political power needed to win more significant legislative and policy
changes, the nationwide assessment reform movement must expand and diversify. A
tipping point in the battle against standardized testing overuse and misuse is on the
horizon.
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Testimony
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Public Citizens for Children and Youth

My testimony is intended to offer the members of the House of Representatives a short
analysis of the context and issues that led to the adoption of the Keystone Exams, as
well as my recommendations for how to ensure every Pennsylvania student and parent
understands the academic benchmarks necessary for receiving a high school diploma

that has real meaning in this day and age.

In 2005 in response to a gubernatorial executive order, the Pennsylvania Department of
Education created the Commission on College and Career Success. Members of that
Commission included representatives from the private sector, organized labor,
education leaders from both the secondary and higher education sectors, private
citizens, and lawmakers. A full list of Commission members is attached at the end of my
testimony and | urge you to review the membership to see both its breadth and

expertise.

The Commission met over 13 months and among its tasks was the identification of

strategies to boost the share of students prepared to enter college and graduate. In
2005 only 47% of the state’s high school graduates reported enrolling in college the
year after high school graduation and of those students only 28% completed college

within four years.

i 1709 Benjamin Franklin Pkwy 215-563-5848 @pccyteam
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In response to this challenge and the data, the Commission agreed on 12 policy
recommendations designed to move Pennsylvania towards increasing the educational
achievement of all of its students to meet the challenges of a 21st century economy and

the requirements for productive citizenship.

Among those recommendations, | want to describe one that | think is most relevant to

your hearing today:

° Create clear and consistent signals and policies for Pennsylvania’s expectations for high

school success.

The Commission’s work was going on while the State Board regulation requiring
students to be proficient on the Pennsylvania standards prior to graduation was in place.
That regulation allowed two methods of showing proficiency: performing proficient or

better on the PSSA; or demonstrating proficiency on an equivalent local assessment.

The Commission asserted that the local determination of “equivalency” did not ensure a
common, statewide graduation standard. For this reason, the Commission
recommended replacing the local assessment option with a series of state created

Graduation Competency Assessments.

This recommendation also included two pathways for every student to reach
graduation-proficiency: pass the 11th grade PSSA or the Graduation Competency

Assessments.
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Not surprisingly, some lawmakers and education stakeholders requested validation of
the Commission’s assertion that the local equivalent assessments were not consistent or

that they failed to ensure students were competent to the level of state standards.

In response to these reasonable questions, in 2008 the Department of Education
commissioned Penn State University to perform a study of local assessment systems

used by school districts for graduation.

The results of that study were more alarming than any Commission member could have

imagined. It found that more than 80 percent of our students were in districts that could
not demonstrate students were prepared for post-high school success. The study found
that only 18 school districts were able to demonstrate that their local equivalent

assessments were of the same rigor and of content consistent with state standards.

Further, it found that in 2007, approximately 56,000 students received a diploma even
though they could not pass the PSSA in 11th grade or the retest given in 12™" grade.

It is important to understand that the methodology employed for this study ensured the
integrity of its findings. Penn State recruited education leaders from across the state
and collected the local graduation requirements and assessments used by 418 school

districts.

Nearly 1,000 assessments were reviewed and rated by eight panels made up of
experienced public educators from across Pennsylvania. These panels determined
whether a district had quality tools to measure student performance and, just as

importantly, whether those tools were properly employed.
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In reading, 99 districts used an assessment, but only 19 districts used them in a manner
that protected the integrity of the exam and were actually using them as the basis for

making graduation decisions.

In math, 314 districts assessed for graduation, but only 31 of those districts used the

assessments appropriately in deciding whether to award diplomas.

In addition, some districts indicated that they did not have local assessments, while
others acknowledged that they used criteria such as student attendance or citizenship
as a measure of proficiency. Many school districts only relied on course grades to

award diplomas.

Again, | stress that, only 18 districts had appropriate assessments in reading and math
and used those assessments consistently in the awarding of high school diplomas.
Those districts had a collective enrollment in the 2007-08 school year of approximately

45,800 of the more than 1.8 million students in the commonwealth.

Beyond the results of this study, it's useful to know that as of 2006, twenty-six other
states, which together educate more than 75 percent of the nation’s students, already,
have in place or were in the process of implementing clear expectations for graduation

requirements.

In response to these findings, after nearly a year of negotiations among State Board
members including intense debates and ultimately agreement between the State Board
Chair Joe Torsella and the Senate Education Committee Chairman Jeff Picolla, the

Pennsylvania State Board of Education adopted a statewide high school graduation
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requirement. The regulation provided a menu of ways for students to demonstrate the

academic skill level necessary to graduate, starting with the Class of 2015.

Included were a series of standard final exams in math, science, English and social
studies that would be created and paid for by the state or Districts could rely on the
results of the 11" grade PSSA, the SAT, the International Baccalaureate Degree or a
locally developed equally rigorous assessment. Further, the board agreed that the state
mandated academic benchmark would account for about a third of a student’s
graduation requirement. Districts were free to determine the balance of the
requirements for students. This approach ensured that failure to meet one of these
academic benchmarks could not be the sole determinant for withholding a student’s
diploma. Thus, it was agreed that the academic assessment for graduation would not

be a high stakes mandate.

Fast forward to 2012, the Secretary of Education Ron Tomalis upended that three-year
process of learning and consensus building and steamrolled through a requirement that

made the Keystone Exams a high stakes graduation requirement.

| think that decision was gravely wrong for students and has caused the reasonable
public outcry that’s ensued against the assessments. | want to focus on why we need

assessments to ensure the fidelity and integrity of public education.

In the real world of college and work, where a student went to high school is less
meaningful than what a student can do. Can he or she do algebra at the second level,

does he or she know the basics of physics or biology, can she/he write a reasonably
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cogent essay, does she/he recognize widely known literary references, or explain our

history; and on and on.

The Penn State research and other studies have concluded that even in what seem to
be black and white courses such as algebra, teachers and districts are not covering the
same content. A common assessment approach across all high schools, helps teachers,
administrators and students all get on the same page. The assessments give students a
rubric to know what they are expected to learn and they give teachers a yardstick by
which they can measure if they are in fact delivering the content needed for their
students to pass the class. Keep in mind that all Keystone Assessments were
developed by teachers in this state who worked to set the framework, the rubric, the

content and the cut-scores.

It is through this lens that | offer my reaction to the revised high school graduation
requirements proposed by the Department of Education. | think they move us in the
right direction, offering more options for students to demonstrate proficiency and
ensuring consistency among schools and school teachers. However, the measure still
maintains the high stakes framework — pass and graduate, fail and no diploma. |
suggest we adopt the menu of alternatives and apply them as the original regulation
intended where the results assessments account for a substantial portion of the
graduation requirement, rather than its entirety. Such an approach preserves local
control, allows for needed flexibility and sends the right signals that our students and
schools must know more than book knowledge to be good parents, goods employees

and good citizens.
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Appendix B.
Commission Members
Commission on College and Career Success

Dr. Judy G. Hample (Co-Chair)
Chancellor
Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education

Mr. Daniel Fogarty (Co-Chair)
Director, Salaried Personnel and Development
Carpenter Technology Corporation

Mr. Karl R. Girton (Vice-Chair)
State Board of Education

Dr. Karen S. Angello
Superintendent
Allentown School District

Dr. Edna V. Baehre
President
Harrisburg Area Community College

Dr. James E. Barker
Superintendent
Erie City School District

Mr. Jermaine Beaumont
Student Representative
Cheyney University of PA

Ms. Joan Benso
President/CEO
PA Partnerships for Children

Dr. Jerry Bourdeaux
Campus Principal
McCaskey Campus
Lancaster School District

Dr. Robert W, Clark
Vocational Technical Director
Dauphin County Technical School
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Dr. Jeremy Cohen

Associate Vice President and
Senior Associate Dean for
Undergraduate Education

The Pennsylvania State University

The Honorable Donna Cooper
Secretary of Planning and Policy
Office of the Governor

Ms. Pamela Crawley
Senior Vice President
Director of Public Affairs
Citizens Bank

The Honorable Frank Dermody
House of Representatives
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania

The Honorable Wayne Fontana
Senate of Pennsylvania
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania

Mr. Fred J. Hartwigsen
Assistant to the President/CEO
External Affairs

UGI Corporation

Mr. Alexander LaBant
Student Representative
Greenwood High School

Mr. F. Joseph Merlino

Director

The Math Science Partnership of Greater Philadelphia
LaSalle University

Dr. Francis J. Michelini
Chairperson
Council of Higher Education

Dr. Lorraine M. Mulfinger
Associate Professor and Director
For Science Qutreach

Juniata College



The Honorable Michael Nutter
Councilman
Philadelphia City Council

The Honorable Bernard O’Neill
House of Representatives
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania

The Honorable James J. Rhoades
Senate of Pennsylvania
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania

Ms. Irene Runco
High School Math Teacher
Woodland Hills High School

Ms. Rosie Saez
Senior Vice President/Diversity Manager
Wachovia Bank

The Honorable Gerald Zahorchak
Secretary
Pennsylvania Department of Education

Associate Participants

Mr. Fred Dedrick
Executive Director
Pennsylvania Workforce Investment Board

Dr. Peter H. Garland
Vice Chancellor for Academic and Student Affairs
Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education

Ms. Jamie Olson
Executive Policy Specialist
Pennsylvania Department of Education

Mr. Ian Rosenblum
Executive Policy Specialist
Office of the Governor

Dr. Kathleen Shaw
Special Assistant to the Secretary of Education
Pennsylvania Department of Education



Dr. Lori Shorr
Special Assistant to the Secretary of Education
Pennsylvania Department of Education

Work Team Participants

Dr. Karen Angello
Superintendent
Allentown School District

Jay Badams
Director of High Schools
Erie City School District

Edna Baehre
President
Harrisburg Area Community College

Joe Bard
Executive Director
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-September 12, 2016-
TESTIMONY FROM PFT PRESIDENT JERRY JORDAN TO THE
PA DEMOCRATIC HOUSE COMMITTEE ON

High Stakes Testing

On behalf of the educators of the Philadelphia Federation of Teachers, I want to thank the

Democratic House Policy Committee for convening this public hearing on high-stakes testing.
Whenever I speak on this topic, I like to first clarify the relationship between teachers and testing.

First, it is a misconception that teachers are against testing. Quite the contrary, teachers use
tests in the classroom as one way to measure their students’ understanding of the content
they are expected to learn. Tests help educators to see where they need to provide

additional emphasis and support for their students.

Educators are also not against giving students standardized tests. They can be useful in
providing a wide overview of how students in a school are mastering the concepts they

should be learning.

But too often, our nation’s fixation on high-stakes standardized tests has very little to do with
figuring out how to better teach our children. The pundits, politicians, and so-called “education
reformers” who promote today’s testing culture are looking for a quick and easy shortcut for

evaluating districts, schools and teachers.

Consequently, the results of standardized tests are used, not to improve instruction, but to place
sanctions on schools and punish educators. When public school educators and their allies speak
out against the way these tests are being used, we are often attacked and accused of not wanting to

be held accountable for the performance of our students.

Let’s be perfectly clear: teachers feel more accountable for their students’ success than any
other stakeholder in public education. Teachers also hold each other accountable more than

any superintendent, mayor, governor or legislator.

But in this environment, the conversation on the best way to evaluate student learning too often

does not include the input of educators.

Properly educating students is difficult and complex. It’s much easier for school leaders and
elected officials to set cut scores and assign arbitrary benchmarks then force teachers to reach

them.
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Instead of emphasizing creativity and innovation in the classroom, teachers spend up to one-third
of their instruction time doing test prep, for fear of a bad evaluation or some other black mark on

their record.

This is one of the factors that adversely impact teacher retention in districts across the

nation.

Most educators are in the teaching profession because of a love of working with, and guiding
young people. But the hyper-focus on high stakes testing has put teachers in the position of being
blamed for everything that is wrong for publication. The grand irony is, this recrimination most

often comes from officials who have never spent a moment in front of a classroom.

Our high-stakes testing culture is also not good for students. School is challenging enough. Fear of

doing poorly on standardized tests is an anxiety our children do not need.

As a product of Philadelphia public schools, I remember when school could be very tough, but also
offered a range of options and ways for students to excel and distinguish themselves.
Extracurricular activities and career and technical training opportunities showed all of us that

there was more to education than filling in dark circles on a test.

- Students need to feel that way about school again. That starts with radically changing the way we
administer and use standardized tests. Qur fixation on these tests has done very little to improve

the quality of public education.

Moreover, even if these tests were the solution to raising achievement, students and
teachers in Philadelphia public schools aren’t even given the resources needed to give them

a chance to improve their performance.

I've spoken many times about the paper, books, and classroom materials that the district does not
provide for educators and students. I highlight these things, not just because it’s criminal to deny

our children these resources, but to show that when it comes to education, money matters.

The same holds true for performance on standardized tests. Qur state has endured draconian cuts
to public educations spending, and research shows that these kinds of cuts have a huge impact on

student performance on standardized tests.
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One study--from the Boston Consulting Group (BGC)--reveals that spending an additional

$1,000 per student can raise test scores by almost half a percentage point.

The same study also shows that states that spend more on public education have better

outcomes.

Education spending plays an even bigger role when dealing with high-poverty student
populations. The BCG study plainly states that raising achievement in low income areas requires

spending more, not less.

In Philadelphia the poverty rate is around 26 percent. A 2011 study by Sean Reardon shows that
the achievement gap between high-income and low-income families has grown 30 to 40 percent

since 2001.

It is outrageous to expect teachers to properly prepare students to take a high-stakes test, when
they don’t even have sufficient pencils or paper to practice the concepts. Under these conditions,

the results of these tests are almost totally useless.

Until we can honestly say that our schoolchildren are getting all of the resources and tools they
need, we should scrap the entire notion of using standardized test scores to evaluate their

progress.

Our schools aren’t getting better in this climate. OQur children are not learning at a more

impressive rate. Our teachers are under constant threat of reprisal and termination.

As we look to the future, it’s clear that the only group that truly benefits from this test-obsessed

culture are the companies who create the tests and sell them to school districts for profit.

To improve public schools, we have to do much more than simply change the role of standardized
tests. But if we can de-emphasize their role in labeling our children, schools and educators, we can
move the discussion beyond “passing” and “failing,” and focus on real solutions to the challenges

facing education in Pennsylvania and our nation.

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify.
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Thank you Committee members for coming to Aston, Pennsylvania today to discuss graduation
requirements and high stakes testing.

PA graduation requirements and high stakes testing are issues that have been the focus of much
of my concern as both a school parent and newly elected member of the Radnor Township
School District Board of School Directors. 1 am currently co-chair of our School Board’s
Government Relations/Communications Committee and we talk about these issues not
infrequently. In fact, we will be discussing at great length in our committee meeting tomorrow
the recent Act 1 Keystone recommendations you have just received from PDE.

As part of my activism as a parent around this issue, I organized a regional Keystone Exam
forum in October 2014 to bring even greater attention and discussion to this issue. As a School
Board Member, I have participated in several PDE and PSBA stakeholder sessions held over the
course of the past year in response to the passage of Act 1 and ESSA as a means to generate
recommendations for PDE, the State Board of Education and the PA legislature at large about
how to rethink this broad stroke, fiscally draining, and educationally hampering approach to
public school accountability.

But I testify before you today solely as a parent, particularly the parent of a student in the class of
2017, the first class to have been required, prior to the passage of Act 1, to pass the Keystone
exams in order to graduate. Like many other districts in our region, our School Board
unanimously passed two resolutions against the Keystone Exams as a high school graduation
requirement in 2013 and again in 2015. So the position of our School Board and many others on
this issue is clear. But again, today is about my bringing to you my personal stories. I am not
speaking on behalf of my School Board. You have many school officials testifying officially in
their roles today who can provide you with much credible and moving evidence I am sure about
the perils of the system as it currently exists and perhaps as it is proposed to be with the passage
of these most recent laws.

As I have stated in written testimony previously to the House Education Committee, high stakes
testing and the Keystone graduation requirement have been extremely problematic on many
fronts, not the least of which is how they have dramatically altered everything about the public
education landscape, particularly financially, but most critically, the environment of our
classrooms — all for the worse. I understand now better than ever how policy makers, being one
myself, may have a tendency sometimes to see things from an elevated vantage point and not
always all the others. What may seem like a good idea in theory from a governing perspective is
not necessarily as positive or possible when it plays out on the ground. I believe we all need to
be consistently mindful of that distinction in vantage points in making decisions or our best
intentions may not succeed as the result of significant, unintended consequences.



And when I say how things play out on the ground, I mean at the school administration, guidance
counselor, classroom teacher, and family orbits. I fail to see how any broad stroke approach to
legislating anything works, particularly when it comes to children, whose backgrounds,
developmental abilities, interests, and goals could not be more nuanced during childhood. When
we start thinking in terms of one size fits all, we are setting ourselves up to fail many of these
young beings. Acknowledging, engaging, and celebrating the diversity of children and the vast
spectrum of their evolution and development is the key to helping them realize their potentials
and should always guide our thinking if we want to see children succeed and flourish.

And that brings me to the recommendations that the Pennsylvania Department of Education has
recently submitted to you as required by the recent passage of Act 1. While I applaud the
Department’s efforts to engage many stakeholders and apply a new way of thinking about how to
better address the graduation requirement, I remain concerned that despite the greater nuance to
the requirement their recommendations offer, as long as the state mandates a graduation
requirement tied to Keystones at all, we fail to fully acknowledge how this may likely play out
on the ground. The four new pathways to graduation that PDE has proposed, in theory, do seem
more nuanced. But do they yet fully address the educational realities of some of the broad
swaths of our student populations in this Commonwealth — those with IEPs of all sorts, English
Language Learners, homebound students, and students who transfer into PA public high schools
just in time to catch up with the graduation requirement that’s still designed around, in fact,
primarily the passage of the Keystone Exams first and foremost? And these are just a few of our
populations. Let us ask ourselves these questions about the new recommendations:

1. Regarding Option 1, do we have data to show that a composite score will help many
more students who fail a Keystone exam be more likely to meet the graduation
requirement when their scores are combined? Likely this new calculation will help those
who are on the bubble, but what about the others in some of the populations I have
mentioned above whose combined scores still don’t get it done?

2. Regarding Option 2, do we have data to show that those who fail Keystones are likely to
fare better on whatever benchmark is set for another standardized test like the ACT or
SAT? And, do we have data that any of those students not able to meet the Keystones
benchmarks are the same students who are enrolling in AP courses? So, are these
alternatives in Option 2 realistic, or just a nod to providing nuance?

3. Regarding Option 3, while this provides likely greater and more appropriate graduation
viability for established CTE students, will we now inadvertently find ourselves tracking
students towards a CTE path sooner than perhaps their developmental or career interests
indicate simply because of early Keystone struggles and therefore feeling pressure to
chart a more viable course towards graduation?

4. Regarding Option 4, non-CTE students, like mine, or the other child whose challenges
her mother writes about below, are not likely to be candidates for the possible examples
of additional evidence towards graduation readiness. For children like ours, whose
emotional states such as anxiety can be debilitating in the face of such high stakes
environments and only resolve over time, they are not candidates for military or career
paths either at this point as the possible examples of additional evidence of graduation
readiness are proposed to be.



Which brings me back to my even more pointed perspective as a parent. My testimony to the PA
House Education Committee from July 2015 made clear how destructive this type of high stakes
system can be for an anxious, attention challenged children like mine who are otherwise full of
extraordinary potential and post secondary capacity. Although those challenges are addressed to
some extent through the current PDE recommendation of where to go from here with Act 1,1
firmly believe the legislature has an even greater task at hand. It is time to open Chapter 4
and rethink the state graduation requirement all together. Pennsylvania’s LEA’s deserve
the chance to have much greater input into their gradunation requirements. They know
their populations better than anyone else and have to be given the needed t0ol§ and the
trust by Pennsylvania to do right by all of their students.

I leave you with a note [ received just weeks ago from another mother in our district talking
about her daughter’s despair with regard to having just received her Keystone exam results:

Hello Amy!!{ How are you? I hope you are enjoying the last few weeks of summer. Not to bug you but I would like
to ask about the dreaded Keystones. I know you have been involved in this and am trying to understand them.

So, my story, my daughter Meg {soon to be sophomore) flunked the Biology keystone. She burst into tears - 1
mean - broke down. I am not sure I have seen her cry like this in a long, long, long, time. It broke my heart. She
told me she has trouble concentrating for the tests. She hates them and is now super upset because she feels like
a loser, @ moron and so on. Everyone will know what a loser she is because she will now have to take a class to
study for it to retake. My God - this was on so many levels WRONG. Her reaction was such a huge eye opener. And
this was not something I expected.

OK, so not sure what I do with this. Not even sure I understand what this means. I assume she takes it until she
passes? [ am not even sure whom I go to about this. But [ was talking to a friend and she said to reach out to you.

The effects of these tests are just shameful. And I want to point out that this played out in the safety of our home.
Meg is now is questioning whether she will even get into college. Poor thing - this is killing what shaky confidence
she has. If I had won the lottery I would have spent the money on killing ail of these tests. PERIOD.

Any help would be appreciated

Sue McNamara
#1 Individual Agent 2011- 2014 Long and Foster
www.suemachemes.com

To all of the legislators responsible for assembling and attending today’s hearing, thank you very
much for your thoughtful consideration of this critical and multi-faceted issue our state must
address again shortly. I urge you to continue to apply as much thoughtful, data driven, creative,
and collaborative problem solving to these challenges as you would expect from our students for
them to be successful in addressing the challenges they face now and in their futures,

I thank you again for your time, interest, and service to the students of this Commonwealth.
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