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James DeGraffenreidt, Chair  
Members of the State Board of Education 
200 West Baltimore Street 
Baltimore, MD 21201 
 
Dear Chairman DeGraffenreidt and Members of the Maryland Board of Education,  
 
Thank you for inviting me to present written testimony on the High School Assessments and 
alternative approaches to determining graduation requirements.  My name is Monty Neill and I 
am Deputy Director of the National Center for Fair & Open Testing, Inc, also known as FairTest. 
Headquartered in Boston, Massachusetts, we are the nation's only organization focused 
exclusively on assessment reform issues.  
 

Summary 
 

In the past year, we have been working with the Maryland Coalition for Fair and Equitable 
Accountability. This is an alliance of state and local civil rights, education and parent 
organizations. The ideas expressed below in part come from that work, but I am not writing as a 
representative of the Coalition.  
 
In my testimony, I will focus on two main points. First, I will provide reasons why Maryland 
should not implement a high-stakes graduation requirement. Second, I will outline a plan to 
assess high school students.  
 
Requiring students to pass a test as a condition of graduation violates the Standards of the 
measurement profession. It increases dropout rates, at great cost to individuals and society, 
including lower wages, more unstable families, and increased crime and incarceration. High-
stakes testing also forces schools to narrow the curriculum to what is on the test, but the HSAs 
are not an adequately comprehensive measure of important learning goals. Research also shows 
that graduation exams do not lead to increased learning in tested subjects, do not make students 
more college or employment ready, in part because preparing students to answer multiple-choice 
and short-answer questions fails to provide them with the knowledge and skills they need to 
succeed. Thus, imposing these tests intensifies underlying, persistent socio-economic and 
educational inequalities.  
 
Maryland should therefore adopt a positive program to improve and assess student learning 
outcomes. It should retain the HSAs but have them simply count for 15% of a student's grade in 
the tested course. The state should then steadily add in performance tasks that can assess higher 
order thinking skills. These can be scored locally, as is done in other nations, with spot-checking 
to ensure accuracy. Maryland also should create banks of good assessment tasks that teachers 
can use at their discretion. It should allow schools and districts to use approved high-quality 
alternatives to end-of-course exams.  
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Dear Chairman DeGraffenreidt and Members of the Maryland Board of Education,  
 
Thank you for inviting me to present written testimony on the High School Assessments and 
alternative approaches to determining graduation requirements.   
 
My name is Monty Neill and I am Deputy Director of the National Center for Fair & Open 
Testing, Inc, also known as FairTest. Headquartered in Boston, Massachusetts, we are the 
nation's only organization focused exclusively on assessment reform issues.  
 
In the past year, we have been working with the Maryland Coalition for Fair and Equitable 
Accountability. This is an alliance of state and local civil rights, education and parent 
organizations that seeks to ensure a fair, high-quality system, rooted in equitable opportunities 
and employing multiple forms of assessment, for students and schools. The ideas expressed 
below in part come from that work, but I am not writing as a representative of the Coalition.  
 
In my testimony, I will focus on two main points. First, I will provide reasons why Maryland 
should not implement a high-stakes graduation requirement. Second, I will outline a plan to 
assess high school students. This plan, developed with members of the Coalition, includes the 
state's High School Assessments but also incorporates other, diverse measures. It will avoid the 
pitfalls of high-stakes testing and will provide a useful set of tools for evaluating students and 
schools and for enriching education in Maryland.  
 
 
I. Limits and Dangers of High-Stakes Graduation Tests 
 
Maryland's approach, to take effect this year, will employ end-of-course exams, with a 
requirement that a student obtain a sufficient score on these tests to graduate. Those who do not 
pass the test will be able to use an alternative, the Bridge program. However, it has become clear 
the Bridge program is not yet ready for its proposed use. Further, while an alternative such as 
Bridge lessens the severity of the problems associated with high-stakes testing, too many of the 
problems remain. For most students, the HSA tests are a high-stakes hurdle, and as such they 
will powerfully affect curriculum, instruction and learning – but, as evidence shows, generally 
not for the better.  
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The problems that have been identified with the use of high-stakes graduation exams, such as the 
Maryland High School Assessments, include direct harm to individuals, particularly through 
increases in the dropout rate, and more general damage to educational quality. I will address each 
of these two general points.  
 
Graduation Tests are Unfair and often Cause Direct Harm to Individuals:  
 
Measurement experts say basing a decision on a single test is wrong.   
The Standards of the measurement profession and most professional education organizations 
state that making a decision based on a single test score is a misuse of standardized testing 
(AERA, APA, and NCME, 1999). The HSAs function as such a 'single test' for most students.  
 
High-stakes tests cause an increase in dropout rates.  
Comprehensive national studies have found that graduation tests lead to higher dropout rates 
while they do not improve learning for those who stay in school (Grodsky, et al., 2008; Warren, 
et al., 2006). For example, Grodsky, et al. (2008), found that graduation exams had no positive 
effects on scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress. Dee and Jacob (2006) 
found the more difficult the test, the greater the likelihood of dropping out. Many students leave 
school before they are eligible for alternatives: the fact of failing overrides the idea of possible 
later success on an alternative. This has been the case in Massachusetts, despite its reputed 
success with graduation tests: in 2006-07, dropout rates were the highest since before the tests 
were introduced, with African American and Latino rates two-to-three times those of Whites and 
Asians ( Mass. Department of Education).  Thus, the low passing rates for Maryland's Latinos, 
African Americans, students in special education and limited English proficient students are a 
very clear warning sign that the dropout rate will increase.  
 
The consequences of not having a diploma are severe. Young adults who don't obtain a diploma 
earn far less, have less stable families, and are more likely to be in prison (Mclaughlin, 2008). 
Studies also have confirmed a clear link between not having a diploma and the likelihood of 
criminal activity (Sum, et al., 2006). Proponents of high-stakes graduation tests often deride what 
they term a "meaningless" diploma, but this data demonstrates the diploma is far from 
"meaningless," even if the earner lacks some of the kinds of knowledge and skills measured by 
standardized tests. Rather than impose huge costs on individuals and society through graduation 
tests, Maryland should seek alternative means to improve learning outcomes.  
 
Standardized tests reinforce inequity. 
Society should not punish students for adults' failure to provide children with the necessary tools 
for success, as detailed in the excellent letter of October 20 to you from the ACLU of Maryland 
and the Maryland Law Disability Center. Many students – particularly those from low-income 
and minority families, along with English language learners and students with disabilities-- 
attend under-funded schools or lack access to high quality educational programs necessary for 
their success. In at least the next year or so, the fiscal crisis facing Maryland along with many 
other states will make it more difficult to provide students with a strong and equitable 
opportunity to learn.  
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Standardized tests do not accurately assess many students.  
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 (Expert Panel on Assessment, 
2007).  
 
High-stakes testing produces narrow teaching to the test. 
The higher the stakes, the more schools focus instruction on the tests, but the tests fail to 
adequately assess a rich, comprehensive curriculum. Indeed, these tests undermine the quality of 
the curriculum, as I will next explain. This narrowing of curriculum is most severe for low-
income students.   
 
Graduation Tests Fail to Add Value to High School Diplomas 
 
Graduation tests do not promote the knowledge, skills and habits needed for success in college 
or skilled work. According to college professors and employers, high school graduates must be 
able to analyze conflicting explanations, support arguments with evidence, solve complex 
problems that have no obvious answer, reach conclusions, conduct research, and engage in the 
give-and-take of ideas (National Research Council, 2002). Also needed are attributes such as 
good study skills, time management, awareness of one’s performance and persistence. Since exit 
exams do not measure most of these important attributes, test scores have little value for colleges 
or employers. (Peter D. Hart, 2008).  
 
Graduation tests do not make high school diplomas more valuable to employers. Recent research 
found no positive impact on employment status or wages in states with high school exit exams. 
There was also no impact on numbers of high school graduates going to college (Warren et al., 
2008).  
 
Most state standards-based high school tests are not aligned with college-level work or 
employment. Even when the exams go beyond multiple-choice items, they have but few essays or 
extended tasks. They rarely require students to apply their learning or engage in higher-level 
thinking. According to Stanford Professor Linda Darling-Hammond (2005), “Most jobs in 
today's knowledge-based economy require that we find, assemble and analyze information, write 
and speak clearly and persuasively; and work with others to solve messy problems,” none of 
which are measured by multiple choice exams. College requires similar skills.  
 
Test preparation overshadows the development of college-level skills. A focus on learning out-
of-context facts to pass exit exams detracts from preparing students for the work required in 
college. A survey of professors and employers by Achieve (2005), which promotes standards and 
tests, found many high school graduates are weak in comprehending complex reading, oral 
communication, understanding complicated materials, doing research, and producing quality 
writing. High-stakes standardized exams will not solve these problems and can exacerbate them.  
 
The widespread adoption of exit exams has not resulted in more high school graduates prepared 
for college. Exit exam policies now influence the education of 65% of U.S. public high school 
students, yet colleges report increasing need for remedial education. Federal statistics indicate 
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that 40% of college students take at least one remedial course, reducing their probability of 
graduating (National Center for Education Statistics, 2004). Texas colleges reported in-state high 
school graduates needed more, not less, remediation after high-stakes testing was introduced 
(Haney, 2000).  
 
High school graduates would not be better prepared if schools were to “raise standards” by 
making exams harder. Tougher multiple-choice questions won't address the real gap between 
tests and college or employment requirements. Such strategies also ignore research on human 
motivation, assuming that simply “raising standards” and threatening punishment (withholding 
diplomas) will make students and teachers work harder. Most modern businesses no longer try to 
boost productivity by threatening employees with punishment (Oakes and Grubb, 2007).  
 
 
II. High quality assessment is an educational necessity – and possible.  
 
Better assessment methods are needed if high schools are to develop higher level skills students 
need for college and work. Unlike standardized exit exams, the use of assessment methods such 
as performances, exhibitions and portfolios has been shown to promote the development of 
skills, knowledge and disposition actually valued in college and employment (Wood, Darling-
Hammond, Neill and Roschewski, 2007; Darling-Hammond and McCloskey, forthcoming). 
Employers have said they are more interested in examples of student work and problem-solving, 
such as portfolios, than they are in test results [or grades] (Peter D. Hart, 2008). Similarly, the 
Partnership for 21st Century Skills (n.d.) has outlined a range of knowledge and skills students 
should acquire, much of which clearly cannot be measured with traditional paper-and-pencil tests 
– but can be assessed using other means. Only with a range of strong and flexible assessments 
can students or schools be fairly and comprehensively evaluated and learning outcomes 
improved.  
 
The Coalition also has examined national and international evidence to develop some 
recommendations on how graduation requirements could be re-structured. We intend these 
recommendations to be a starting point for discussion and planning. FairTest staff and Coalition 
members would be pleased to meet with you to discuss these further and work on an exact 
design.  
 
End of course assessments would remain, but count for 15-20% of a student's final grade. 
Students would have to pass their required courses to graduate. Not being "sink-or-swim" 
barriers to graduation will diminish the unfair high-stakes nature of graduation tests while 
ensuring the tests match state standards. Teachers could use state-designed exams instead of their 
own end-of-course tests. A few states, such as Tennessee, have begun to implement such an 
approach.   
 
The subject-specific exams should assess thinking and doing, reasoning, creating, and problem 
solving, as well as cover basic information and routine procedural knowledge. Thus, they will 
need to include performance tasks in addition to having a modest proportion of multiple-choice 
and short-answer items (e.g., 20-25%, as recommended in Principles and Indicators for Student 
Assessment Systems, National Forum on Assessment, 1995).  This can solve the problem of 
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narrowing the curriculum to rote, lower-level learning in tested subjects. It will take time to 
improve the tests in this way, so the state should commit to steady progress in doing so.  
 
The exams can be scored locally, with spot-checking to confirm accuracy. This is the case for the 
New York State Regents exams and other nations' assessment practices (Darling-Hammond and 
McCloskey, forthcoming). This approach can address the need to return results quickly while 
including complex performance components. States can build systems to review samples of 
answer sheets to ensure quality and accuracy in scoring. Teams of teachers from other schools 
might do the initial scoring or rescoring to ensure independent oversight.  
 
Maryland, by itself or in collaboration with other states, should create banks of good assessment 
tasks that teachers can use at their discretion. This goes beyond the immediate use of end-of-
course tests. Use of cognitively complex tasks will support teaching higher order skills. Their use 
also will facilitate teachers' use of projects in the instructional process, prepare students for 
exams with performance components, and help build the basis for an overall stronger assessment 
system (Expert Panel on Assessment, 2007; Wood, et al., 2007). Other nations that do very well 
in international comparisons, such as Finland, Sweden, and some Australian states, rely on 
performance assessments, most or all of which are controlled locally (Darling-Hammond and 
McCloskey, forthcoming; FairTest Examiner, 2005; Wood, et al., 2007). There are many similar 
programs in the U.S. on which Maryland could rely (Darling-Hammond, Rustique-Forrester and 
Pecheone, 2005; Neill, 2008). The knowledge acquired in development of the Bridge program 
could be of use.  
 
Maryland should allow schools and districts to use high-quality alternatives to end-of-course 
exams. For example, the New York Performance Standards Consortium (n.d.) has won the right 
to determine student high school success in all subjects. Students must take only the N.Y. 
Regents exam in English. For other subjects, Consortium members use school-based 
performance assessments instead of Regents tests in a series of graduation-level tasks: analytical 
comparative essay in literature, social studies research paper, original science experiment, and 
application of higher level mathematics, as well as proficiencies in oral defenses and exhibitions 
of their work. This approach to assessment can lead to innovative curricular design and teaching. 
An expert body should approve the use of such assessments. As with using performance 
assessments within HSA, this will take time to accomplish. The state should move steadily 
towards building capacity to evaluate the quality of proposed local graduation assessments.  
   
The performance tasks and school/district alternatives can together form the basis for developing 
a far richer, comprehensive system in which state exams are one component, or even become 
optional, once schools and districts are capable of compiling validated bodies of evidence of 
student learning. Such systems are technically feasible, as shown in the report of the Expert 
Panel on Assessment of the Forum on Educational Accountability (2007). In such systems, 
testing would primarily serve as one check on the system. If the federal Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (now No Child Left Behind) does not change its current testing 
requirements, the HSAs would also continue to meet that mandate. If, as was recommended in 
draft legislation crafted by House Education Committee Chairman George Miller and Ranking 
Member Buck McKeon, Congress allows and encourages states to develop comprehensive 
systems that include local assessments, then Maryland will be ahead of the curve.  
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Finally, some might say that Maryland can do both, have a high-stakes graduation test and have a 
separate set of possibilities or requirements to assess the higher order skills that students need. 
But it is very hard to serve two masters. An integrated approach, not a set of separate hurdles, 
will enable schools to properly balance the range of knowledge and skills students need while 
allowing legitimate, monitored flexibility. Such an approach also would also be far more 
congruent with what modern science understands about how people learn (Pellegrino, 
Chudowsky and Glaser, 2001). Constructing a system along these lines also would allow 
development of alternative curricula as well as assessment that could be valuable to future 
educational improvement. States should not stifle the development of superior approaches in the 
name of standardization. 
  
 
Conclusion. 
 
Developing such an integrated, multiple-measures system would address the need to assess 
higher order and complex skills and knowledge that have proven impossible or too expensive to 
assess with statewide standardized exams. Across the nation, the limits of standardized tests have 
become ever more clear. Maryland has an opportunity to go beyond such tests and develop a far 
richer and fairer system. I strongly urge you to seize that opportunity. FairTest and the Coalition 
recommend that you declare a one-to-two-year moratorium on the use of the HSA tests as a 
graduation requirement, then use that time to construct a new system. 
 
Finally, whatever you require of students, whatever assessment processes you decide on, 
Maryland must first ensure that all students have had a fair, equitable and strong opportunity to 
learn the material on which they are to demonstrate their competency, knowledge and skills. We 
know that in Maryland, as in the rest of the nation, such opportunity does not yet fully exist. For 
example, science standards may require lab work, but too many schools do not have adequate 
equipment. This problem must be addressed before the exams count toward graduation – but the 
state should not use this as an excuse to mandate tests that ignore standards requiring lab work. A 
rich set of assessments can foster opportunity, but high-stakes graduation requirements should 
follow in the wake of opportunity, not precede it.  
 
Thank you for considering these concerns and proposals. Again, I, my FairTest colleagues, and 
the members of the Maryland Coalition for Fair and Equitable Accountability look forward to 
working with you to develop a new assessment and accountability system.  
 
 
 
Monty Neill, Ed.D. 
Deputy Director 
National Center for Fair & Open Testing, Inc. (FairTest) 
15 Court Square, Suite 820 
Boston, MA 02108 
857-350-8207 x 101 
monty@fairtest.org  
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