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Study Finds Senior Exams Are Too Basic

By DIANA JEAN SCHEMO
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study of high school graduation exams, rites of passage for more than half the nation's secondary school students, shows that they largely test material taught in the 9th and 10th grades. Such material, the study said, is often taught at the middle school level in other industrialized countries.

The study found that the tests measured very basic material and skills, insufficient for success in university courses or in jobs paying salaries higher than the poverty level, currently about $18,000 for a family of four. 

The study, by Achieve Inc., a nonprofit organization created by state governors and business leaders, analyzed high school exit tests in mathematics and language arts from six states, and writing tests from four of the states. The states were Florida, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Ohio and Texas.

Mike Cohen, president of Achieve, said the report found that the tests were not "not pegged at a very demanding level." He said states should gradually improve instruction and raise the minimum standards for graduation.

The exams have met with opposition, and some states, like Arizona, have been forced to postpone plans to attach consequences to the results of the exams. Testing experts generally warn against making important academic decisions on the basis of a single test. And while the research is inconclusive, some studies have suggested that the tests may contribute to higher dropout rates.

Matthew Gandal, the executive vice president of the organization, noted that exit exams were frequently attacked as unfair. "We think it's the opposite," he said. "It's unfair not to expect students to learn what's on these tests. By the time they graduate, if they haven't learned what's on these tests, they'll be really unprepared, and by then it's too late. They won't be able to go to college or to get jobs with which they can support a family."

The study also compared the material tested with benchmarks from the Third International Mathematics and Science Study, concluding that in math, the skills tested on high school exit exams in the United States are taught in middle school in many other countries.

Lisa Graham Keegan, the former commissioner of education in Arizona, said she had begun looking into high school graduation exams, but on the first administration of a test found that 84 percent of the students had failed. Arizona has continued giving the exams, but will not require them for graduation until the spring of 2006.

"Obviously, the biggest barrier is not politics, it's reality," said Ms. Keegan, who now runs a conservative nonprofit organization called the Education Leaders Council. "We don't teach this content well, and any barrier exam you put up right now doesn't mean that kids are going to learn that material."

Ms. Keegan said that before these exams could be fairly imposed on high school students, schools needed to ensure that they were actually teaching the material, an elementary step that she said surprisingly eluded many school systems. She praised the report, however, for highlighting the quality of the exams and grade-level standards. 

The report came under attack from FairTest, the National Center for Fair and Open Testing, which opposes what it calls "one size fits all" exit exams. Bob Schaeffer, public education director for the organization, said that Achieve's reports invariably called for raising the academic bar for students. 

"It sounds like the latest installment from the 'Chicken Little, the Sky is Falling' crowd," Mr. Schaeffer said, adding that the group frequently tied reports of poor academic performance to dire predictions for the American work force and economy. 

"All judgments about where to set the bar, where the cutoffs should be, and how much students should learn at any grade level," he said, "are inherently subjective and political."
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