
1	  
	  

Statement Regarding Exit Examinations 

Linda Darling-Hammond 
Charles E. Ducommun Professor of Education, Stanford University 

Faculty Director, Stanford Center for Opportunity Policy in Education 
 

February 24, 2014 

 

I have been asked to comment on the research that might bear on Rhode Island’s consideration of 
a policy establishing a high school exit examination, potentially in lieu of the system of 
graduation through a portfolio of student work that the state previously established.  The 
Stanford Center for Opportunity Policy in Education, which I direct, has conducted extensive 
research on assessment and testing over the last decade, on which I draw for this statement.  

The preponderance of research indicates that test-based requirements for graduation do not 
generally improve achievement, but do increase dropout rates.  In 2011, the National Research 
Council reviewed the existing research on high school exit exam programs and came to this 
conclusion:  

The evidence we have reviewed suggests that high school exit exam programs, as 
currently implemented in the United States, decrease the rate of high school graduation 
without increasing achievement.1  

Since then, additional studies have confirmed this outcome, finding that exit exams often reduce 
graduation rates and disproportionately discourage minority students from continuing in high 
school, without improving achievement for those students or others.2  Studies have raised 
concerns about reduced graduation rates, especially for African American and Latino students, 
English language learners, and students with disabilities; reduced incentives for struggling 
students to stay in school rather than drop out or pursue a GED; increased incentives for schools 
to encourage low-achieving students to leave school, especially when test scores are part of the 
state school accountability system, so as to improve the appearance of average school scores; 
narrowing of the curriculum and neglect of higher order performance skills where limited 
measures are used; and invalid judgments about student learning from reliance on a single set of 
test measures, a practice discouraged by professional testing experts.3 

Professional standards for educational testing indicate that a single test should not be the sole 
determinant when making important decisions about students. 

• The Joint Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing state that “in educational 
settings a decision or characterization that will have a major impact on a student should 
not be made on the basis of a single test score.”4  
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• The Association of American Publishers, which represents the companies that publish 
standardized tests, states, “It is important both legally and technically not to put all the 
weight on a single test when making important decisions about students and schools.  
Rather, there must be multiple measures or indicators of performance to support 
important decisions.”5 
 

• The National Research Council Board on Testing and Assessment concluded that “no 
single test score can be considered a definitive measure of a student’s knowledge,” and 
that “an educational decision that will have a major impact on a test taker should not be 
made solely or automatically on the basis of a single test score.”6 

Rhode Island has already developed a system that uses multiple measures of performance in a 
portfolio of evidence about student competencies to make local decisions about graduation from 
high school.  Research on such systems suggests that the decisions made on the basis of multiple 
student work samples, linked to ambitious standards, such as those reflected in the Common 
Core State Standards, are likely to be more valid and more supportive of the development of 
higher order thinking and performance skills.  Such systems have been found to: 

• encourage the teaching and evaluation of a more ambitious range of thinking and 
performance skills (including students’ abilities to conduct research, engage in extended 
problem solving, use technologies, and communicate effectively in many ways), 
 

• consider different ways of demonstrating learning, which reduces the likelihood of 
inappropriate decisions for special needs students and English language learners, 
 

• provide diagnostic information that guides improved instruction, 
 

• reward student investment in school attendance and course performance, and 
 

• maintain student engagement and increase the likelihood of students continuing in school 
through graduation.7 

While states that instituted test-only graduation systems have typically experienced decreasing 
graduation rates, states that introduced multiple measures systems of assessment have tended to 
maintain higher and steadier rates of graduation.  Furthermore, studies have found that, in states 
where assessment systems have included extended writing and mathematics portfolios and 
performance tasks, teachers typically begin to assign more ambitious writing and mathematical 
problem solving, rather than teaching to multiple choice tests, and student achievement 
performance often improves on these higher order measures.8  Indeed, while causal claims are 
not possible, Rhode Island’s student scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
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mathematic and reading assessments have improved steadily over the last seven years, most 
steeply in secondary school.   Writing scores have also improved since 2000.   

Finally, researchers have found that assessment systems in which teachers look at student work 
with other teachers and discuss standards in very explicit ways can help schools develop more 
robust, shared definitions of quality. Evaluating work collaboratively rather than grading students 
in isolation helps teachers make their standards explicit, gain multiple perspectives on learning, 
and think about how they can teach to produce the kinds of student work they want to see. Where 
teachers do this, a number of studies have found that changes in teaching and schooling practices 
tend to occur.9 

If the goal of graduation policies is to both improve the quality of education and to ascertain 
what students know and can do in ways that will generalize to real world contexts and reflect 
higher order competencies, further development of Rhode Island’s current system of 
performance-based evidence for graduation may be likely to produce stronger outcomes than a 
shift to a traditional exit examination.  
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