
	
 In Lancer Letter #99, Death by Test, I pointed out one of my issues with standardized testing.  
While it takes a group of students 13 years to go through the school system, we have not had any one 
testing system in place long enough to determine if it has made a difference for any group of students.  
We continue to compare apples to oranges.  
	
 In the next week, students at the high school will take yet another new assessment, the Keystone 
Exams.  The state describes Keystone Exams as “end of course assessments.”  They are assessments that 
will require 2-3 hours to take and should be given at the end of the semester in which the course is taken.  
A final exam of sorts that a student would take at the end of Algebra I class, for example.  Previous 
standardized testing at the high school occurred only in 11th grade with the PSSA assessments in 
reading, math, writing and science.  	

	
 The plan is to have ten Keystone exams developed over the next decade costing millions of 
dollars to construct.  Presently, only the exams for Algebra I, Literature and Biology are ready.  The 
regulations state that these tests will be required of students in the class of 2017 and beyond;  however, 
this summer, bureaucrats in Harrisburg announced that all juniors would take the three tests this year and 
these tests would be used to determine a school’s Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).  
	
 So now, juniors who may or may not have taken the course, or may have taken it 3 years ago, 
will take an “end of course assessment” and will be held accountable for the results to graduate.  The 
school will be held accountable for their success as these Keystones will now be used to determine AYP.  
In addition to all juniors taking the Keystones, any freshmen or sophomores presently taking related 
courses will also take the Keystones.  In future years, our most advanced students will likely have taken 
the courses and exams by time they reach the junior year while our less able students may not finish 
completely until the senior year (hopefully).  This has, of course, added a huge management burden to 
the many other challenges faced in public education.
	
 When the Keystone Exam idea was proposed under the Rendell administration, I liked the 
concept of end of course assessments but had concerns on how the state would pull it off.  When you 
talk about giving high stakes tests, the ultimate question teachers and students want to know is what is 
on the test.  It’s a fair question for which the answer is murky.
	
 Under the Rendell administration, Pennsylvania signed on to adopt the Common Core Standards, 
a national curriculum if you will.  The present Republican administration of course can’t just accept that 
so they are going to revise the Common Core Standards to become the PA Common Core Standards.  
(What part of “common” don’t you understand?)  But these revisions are not finished so we really aren’t 
100% positive what we should be teaching.  (They tell us to stick with the Common Core and we should 
be fine.  Uh huh.)
	
 Using the Algebra test as an example, the “eligible content” that will be tested, was just 
published in April 2012, after most of our juniors have had Algebra.  Realigning curriculum takes time 
and money so it is pretty insane that we are giving the test only 8 months after the content is defined.  
Imagine if we asked you to take an Algebra I test right now.  You would say it’s been years since you 
had Algebra and you (and I) would likely flunk.  Learning retention theory states that the knowledge you 
lose after 6 months, is pretty much what you lose for good.  Our juniors are being placed in an unfair 
position.  (I would also bet that not more than 5% of government workers responsible for this sudden 
shift could pass the tests.)
	
 I suspect that some schools have taken juniors from their normal coursework to do exam prep 
classes.  We have chosen to not make the lunacy worse and have continued courses as usual.  Teachers 
are working to align their curriculums to the standards and eventually, that should pay off.  In the mean 
time, it will be interesting to see how it all turns out.
	
 The issue that nags at me the most about this is the fact that there is no proof that this testing will 
improve anything.  Proponents point to improved test scores as evidence that testing is working.  But, 
are we truly producing smarter, more competent students or are we getting better at taking tests?
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