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Good morning Chairman Folmer, Chairman Dinniman meenbers of the Senate Education Committee. |
am Joan Benso, president and CEO of PennsylvaniadPships for Children (PPC), a statewide, non-
partisan, independent child advocacy organizat@mnruitted to improving the education, health and-wel
being of children in the commonwealth. PPC’s vis®ito make Pennsylvania one of the top 10 statésa
nation to be a child and to raise a child.

Thank you for the opportunity to appear before §amay to discuss the final proposed Chapter 4 etiguis
and specifically, the Keystone Exams. PPC has eeking on revising the commonwealth’s high school
graduation requirements since 2005 when we begadvocate for a sensible assessment system toeensur
students have achieved the state’s academic std&en they graduate.

Eight years later, PPC remains concerned aboutwaiPennsylvania is preparing students to moveoon
postsecondary education, (whether that is a 2-y@a¢ degree program, an industry credential dirtieal
certification), the 2% century workforce or the military. For too longrsylvania has been graduating tens
of thousands of students each year who receiveddipbomas despite failing to demonstrate proficig in
reading and math. More than 34 percent of studehtsgraduated in 2012, or about 44,000 kids, did no
score proficient or advanced on thé"tade PSSAs or the “12jrade retake. These students come from all
types of schools throughout the state — not jushmast distressed schools. In fact, in 2012, thveree 428
school districts and 74 charter schools and cameéitechnical centers that graduated at least 2@ ipe

more students than scored proficient or advanceti®a i’ grade PSSAs.

How can this be happening, given the state regsitefents to demonstrate proficiency of the academi
standards to graduate? It happens because mdshi&gigraduate based on locally aligned assessments
which can have 500 different meanings among ourse®@ol districts. The PA Department of Education
commissioned a study by the Penn State Univerditgltege of Education to examine this question. The
results were released in 2009 and, of the 418 tiegadistricts, only 18 had locally aligned assessta that
were an accurate measurement of both math anchgepdificiency.

In other words, we are sending our young peoptetim¢ world lacking the educational foundation to
succeed in postsecondary education, the militadythe workforce without the need for costly andeim
consuming remediation. During that same time fraf@ansylvania’s state-owned universities and
community colleges reported to PDE that 1 in 3 mébégh school graduates, or 20,000 students g year
could not pass a first-year college math or Engtstirse and were required to take one or more ramed
classes. These remedial courses cost studentsp@nents and taxpayers more than $26 millionyeyear
— making the affordability of college that muchther out of reach for students. Policymakers and
education officials must explain to families whe @ersonally bearing the high costs of remedidtion
postsecondary institutions why they need to palegeltuition for coursework their children shoukva
learned in high school.
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To address this situation and ensure that Pennsgghgahigh school graduates are postsecondary and
workforce ready, the commonwealth adopted reguiatio 2009, which PPC supported.

These regulations require students in the clags281® and 2016 to demonstrate proficiency in algep
biology, literature and English composition by taka final Keystone Exam at the end of each course,
which counts for one-third of the students’ finalicse grade. For the classes of 2017 and beyond,
requirements are expanded to include an additima#th Keystone Exam (algebra Il or geometry) and one
social studies Keystone Exam (civics and governmei8. history or world history). These regulati@me
currently in place and the proposed changes tot€hdpare designed to address some of the concasesl
about them.

The proposed changes address the concern oveigthedst of implementing 10 Keystone Exams in the
proposed timeline — especially as the state coesina push its way out the economic recession., That
coupled with a realization among educators and BiaEthere were real challenges in operationalittveg
one-third of the grade provision (different gradsygtems in districts, impacts on class rankingsioe a
few), has resulted in the State Board of Educatimposing revisions to these graduation requiresnent
address these issues.

These proposed revisions to Chapter 4 would:

* Reduce the number of Keystone Exams from 10 to(fitexature, algebra I, biology, English
composition and civics/government). The regulatistiygulate that English composition and
civics/government will be developed when fundsavailable.

» Extend the timeline for the Keystone Exams beiggaauation requirement to 2017 for literature,
algebra | and biology; adding English compositior2019; and civics/government in 2020.

« Simplify the process by eliminating the one-thifdhee grade provision and requiring students to
demonstrate proficiency of the state academic staisdby scoring proficient or advanced on the
Keystone Exams. The revised regulations continuedaire schools to provide supplemental
instruction to students who do not pass, but thisi@ns now also hold the students accountable by
requiring that they participate in the supplemeintsiruction before re-taking the Keystone Exam or
moving to the project-based assessment.

* The revisions to Chapter 4 also maintain imporsaféguards for students with disabilities and
English-language learners. Special education atadeho satisfactorily complete their special
education program as outlined in their IndividuadiZducation Plan (IEP) can graduate and
appropriate accommodations are provided to Endgisuage learners.

There are many strong advantages to the Keystoam&xwhich students take immediately following the
course, over a comprehensive assessment (such a#'tgrade PSSA) as a tool to gauge student readiness:

» Keystone Exams assess more focused and in-depténtdnan the PSSAs did.

» Because Keystone Exams are given at or near thefendourse, the content is fresher and more
relevant to the students, enabling educators ta getter sense of what a student really knows.
While we appreciate this was not the case durirsgphst year as we replaced PSSAs, it will be in
the years ahead.

» Keystone Exams are administered closer to the pdimistruction so teachers can quickly identify
content areas where students are struggling andtaeépching strategies to provide more focused
help to students.



» Students who fail to score proficient on the Kegst&xams have an opportunity to receive
supplemental instruction and re-take the Keystoremart of the Keystone Exam (often referred to
as modules). If they are still unsuccessful, sttelenay then move to a project-based assessment to
demonstrate proficiency.

* Because the exams are required for graduationestsiédre more likely to take the Keystone Exams
seriously and try to do their best. Educators Hamg raised concerns that some students don’t give
their best effort on the PSSAs because the studéets felt they had no stake in the outcomes of
the exam.

Keystone Exams are also a critical component oh®gdaania’s new teacher evaluation system. The
Keystone Exams, along with the PSSAs in gradesdigh 8, are used in evaluating multiple measures o
student performance in the new system to evaluédiachers. Keystone Exams will be one of a number o
data components used to create the PDE SchoolrParfce Profiles which represents the “Building LUeve
Data” component of teacher evaluations (countimd fopercent of a teacher’s overall evaluation)ydf{ene
Exams also will be used to calculate student gralatia in PVAAS, which, once a three-year rollingrage
has been established, will be used to calculatéTibacher Specific Data” component of the evaluatio
(also counting for 15 percent). Without KeystoneBs, the new teacher evaluation system, whichimgbe
implemented this school year, is in serious jeopard

Keystone Exams also are aligned to the PA Cored&tds in English and mathematics, which are pattief
proposed Chapter 4 regulations. The PA Core Stdadeere created by Pennsylvania teachers and are
based on the national Common Core State Standahish the State Board of Education adopted in 2010.
School districts across the commonwealth have beeking since 2010 to realign their curriculum and
materials to meet these new, more rigorous stasdard the aligned Keystone Exams. Without these
standards and the Keystone Exams, all this workeapénse will be lost and we are likely to findsmlves
back in the same situation we were in when Pente $tanducted its survey. Districts are very well
intentioned and do their best, but at times, theesteeds to take responsibility to advance reopangs that
ensure every Pennsylvania child who graduates higim school is wellprepared for whatever pathwagyth
choose to explore after graduation. Keystone Exaifis that state responsibility.

Opponents of Keystone Exams have characterized éisesditional tests for already over-tested stisden
and have expressed concerns that educators willyrfeeach to the test,” making daily classroom
instruction nothing more than test prep. Nothingldde further from the truth. The literature, dgel and
biology Keystone Exams already have replaced thepeehensive 11 grade PSSAs and may be used as the
course final exam, so it is not more tests, bukebéests. As far as teachers “teaching to th¢ tee know

that a quality education requires the adoptionigdrous statewide academic standards (such asAtl@oRe
Standards) that define what students should knayvaduate college and career ready; locally detexchor
created curriculum; aligned instruction; and assesds that determine whether each student hasvachie
those standards. If all of those components agaedi, as they are in Pennsylvania, “teaching tdebig

isn’t a concern.

It has been suggested that the Chapter 4 regusatioould be delayed until adequate and equitatdedial
resources are provided to all schools and thaimplstudents in school districts lacking adequas®urces
to the same high standards as students in wellsresd districts is creating a sense of false hope f
students. | would respectfully contend that whatilddoe truly unfair to any student, regardless batv



school district he or she attends, is to not exfiettstudent to meet rigorous standards, to npréeded
supplemental instruction and to not assess thestisdorogress in a meaningful way. PPC strongbpsus
additional funding for public education and the ittan of a funding formula that distributes basitieation
funding in an adequate and equitable manner, bug Mvait until every school district is adequatieigded
to make important educational reforms to incre&séent achievement, we will be failing our youngple
by graduating thousands and thousands of studdmisave not prepared for productive adulthood.

PPC strongly supports the proposed revisions t@@hd. These changes save state dollars by regithen
number of Keystone Exams from 10 to five, and thieyplify the process by eliminating the issues
associated with implementing the “one-third of ¢fiade” provision. In addition, they extend the tiime to
implement Keystones as a graduation requiremeviggeducators and students more time to prepdre. T
regulations also provide students a number of paykswo demonstrate achievement of the state si@sdar
and graduate from high school prepared for poststamny education or 2icentury occupations:

» Students can demonstrate proficiency by scorinfjgieat or advanced on the Keystone Exams.

» School districts may use Advance Placement exartexnational Baccalaureate exams, or
independently-validated local assessment in lieth@fKeystone Exams.

» If students do not score proficient on a Keystorarg, they can participate in supplemental
instruction and re-take the Keystone or a modulh®iKeystone Exam. Students may re-take the
Keystone Exams as many times as necessary.

« If, after taking supplemental instruction and rieitg the Keystone Exam, a student has still not
demonstrated proficiency, the student may partieipaa project-based assessment. Project-based
assessments are administered by the school destitictcored by a statewide review panel.

* If a student experiences extenuating circumsta(stes as a serious illness, death in immediate
family, family emergency, transferred from an ofistate school in 12grade) the Secretary of
Education may grant a waiver. For a waiver to dmesaered, the student must have met all
graduation requirements except for demonstratio§gency of the standard. The chief school
administrator must request the waiver by submitéingritten request to the secretary outlining the
justification for the waiver.

Because there are so many pathways and suppoitabée@o students to ensure they graduate frorh hig
school college- and career-ready, it's criticathportant that the waiver must be used very judslpand
only in special, extenuating circumstances. Taenthe waiver does not become a “back door” tduygse
students who are not prepared, as was evidenct#teBenn State study, the authority to grant waiaasst
remain solely with the Secretary of Educationis important that we deliver on the commitment wasdm
to students, parents, employers and taxpayerssireiall of our students, regardless of what distniey
attend, graduate from high school postsecondarywamnkiforce ready with the educational foundatioté&o
productive and successful adults and citizens.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify todaymlhappy to take any questions you may have.



