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Good morning, Chairman Saylor, Chairman Roebuck and members of the House Education 
Committee. My name is Jerry Oleksiak and for more than 30 years I was a special education 
teacher, primarily in the Upper Merion Area School District and the Montgomery County 
Intermediate Unit. Currently, I’m the vice president of the Pennsylvania State Education 
Association (PSEA). I am here today to speak on behalf of PSEA’s 180,000 members who work 
every day to help students achieve. I am particularly pleased to share our members’ thoughts on 
two issues that have a profound impact on their practice and on their students’ learning: 
standards and assessment, both of which are addressed in House Bills 168 and 177. I appreciate 
your attention to these important issues and thank you for inviting me here today. 

PSEA also appreciates the efforts of Rep. Grove and House Bill 177’s co-sponsors to support 
challenging academic standards for Pennsylvania’s students.  The bill stems from a belief that 
high standards are important to support effective teaching and learning. As educators we share 
that belief. 

PSEA is concerned, however, that the approach proposed in HB 177 runs the risk of diverting 
more resources away from teaching and learning by perpetuating the uncertainty we’ve already 
faced about our academic targets. Academic standards are particularly critical because they are 
the foundation on which all curricula, instruction, and academic programming are built. And 
therein lies the rub. Because standards are the foundation, instability in the standards results in 
delay and confusion in the design of curriculum, the delivery of instruction, and the ways we 
hold school professionals and students accountable for teaching and learning. Standards are the 
base upon which local curriculum, state and local assessments, acquisition plans for technology 
and instructional materials, professional development plans, and daily lesson plans are built. Any 
change to the standards ripples across the K-12 system in complex ways and requires educators 
to examine and potentially reform all aspects of the educational process. This is both costly and 
time consuming, and is especially frustrating for our members in the classroom providing direct 
instruction to our students. 

Shifting standards, of course, also impacts those students. Each time standards change, educators 
need to realign curricula to the new requirements. Sometimes this means that key components of 
the standards shift from one grade level to the next. As students move through the K-12 system, 
they rely on a seamless learning progression that builds from year to year. As standards change 
and key components move across the curriculum to different grades, students who are caught in 
the middle of the change run the risk of missing important content or having content repeated 
unnecessarily. 

Educators and school districts have invested substantial effort and resources to implement the PA 
Core Standards. These investments include purchasing new instructional materials, allocating 
staff time to align curriculum to the new standards, developing new common assessments, and 
providing professional development to educators on how to deliver standards-aligned instruction. 
In addition to local investments, the commonwealth also has invested in standards-aligned 
instructional support materials like voluntary curriculum and curriculum-based assessments that 
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are available online on PDE’s SAS Portal. The commonwealth also has invested significant 
resources to align state assessments with the new PA Core Standards, and teachers and districts 
are prepared for new measures that hold them accountable for how students perform on 
assessments aligned to the PA Core.  

PSEA is concerned that initiating another process to study the standards sends yet another signal 
to educators that the foundation of education in the commonwealth is still shifting, and so it is 
not yet safe to build. In practical terms, convening a commission to consider changing 
Pennsylvania’s standards again sends a clear message to districts to stop and wait. Educators 
can’t afford to engage in a process of continual curricular redesign; they can’t keep trying to hit a 
moving target. With limited resources, districts will stop planned improvements and wait to see 
if the initiatives they planned will stand solidly on a new foundation. Stability, on the other hand 
allows school districts to develop curriculum, design and deliver instruction and assess students 
with some confidence that they will all be aligned to the standards. It is very difficult to design a 
coherent system when the target is constantly shifting—or might shift.  

PSEA recommends that the energies that would be targeted toward considering another standards 
redesign be focused on ensuring successful implementation of the existing standards. Teachers 
are ready to implement the PA Core, but they could always use support. Curricular supports such 
as those on the SAS Portal can help educators plan standards-based instruction. Curriculum-
based assessments can help monitor, in real time, student attainment of the standards and can 
help teachers fine-tune instruction. Professional development opportunities to examine the 
standards and design high-quality formative assessments are critical. PSEA members want to 
deliver excellent instruction to all students, but shifting the foundation of that instruction again 
simply will not help them attain that goal. 

After five years of investing in change, our schools need time to build on a stable foundation.  

HB 168, on the other hand, provides a promising approach to return graduation decisions to local 
educators who know students best. The Ch. 4 regulations advanced by the Corbett 
Administration and enacted in March 2014 replaced a carefully crafted 2009 compromise that 
some members of this committee, including the chairman, played an integral role in establishing. 
This compromise required multiple measures of student performance to determine graduation. 
HB 168 would reduce the importance of the results of one test given on one day and help return 
balance to instruction.  PSEA appreciates the efforts of Rep. Tobash and others on this 
committee who are working to eliminate the use of Keystone Exams as a high-stakes graduation 
requirement. PSEA whole heartedly endorses this idea and urges the House Education 
Committee to approve the bill.  

For years, PSEA has maintained that it is inappropriate to base high school graduation decisions 
on state test results rather than on a comprehensive review of student knowledge and skills as 
reflected in the complete academic record of a student over the course of his/her academic 
career. Research backs up our assertion that attaching high stakes to a state test has negative 
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consequences for students. High-stakes exit exams are associated with increased dropout rates;i 
narrowed curricula;ii decreases in student motivation to learn;iii and disproportionate harm to 
some of our most vulnerable students – those living in poverty, minority students, English 
language learners, and special needs students.iv In states with high-stakes exit exams, students 
are retained at higher rates in the grades preceding state test administration.  

The fact is that high-stakes graduation exams divert scarce resources from standards-based 
instruction and a full, rich curriculum to test prep and remediation. They can trap students in 
remediation even if the students pass all required courses and earn all credits for graduation that 
have been established by the local school district. Remediation during the school day means that 
some students need to drop electives in music and art, which sometimes are the content areas that 
keep students most engaged in school. Teachers’ time is diverted from standards-based 
instruction to test remediation. Districts spend significant resources on exit exam interventions 
and remediation. Teachers report lack of depth in the curriculum, a decrease in teaching higher-
level thinking skills, and a decrease in flexibility in the core curriculum, often a result of loss of 
electives.v 

Educators are professionals. They know their students well. They know students’ strength and 
weaknesses. They know which students freeze on a standardized test, but can give content-rich 
presentations in class. They know which students have innate leadership skills, which students 
struggle to do their best work in the morning, but shine by afternoon, and which students 
collaborate exceptionally well in groups. Teachers also know whether or not students are 
proficient in biology, algebra, or literature. Local school leaders know what the local community 
expects of their schools. Maintaining high standards at the state level while returning graduation 
decisions to the local level is an important step to help all students achieve. 

Some proponents of the use of Keystone Exams as graduation requirements will tell you that 
Keystones are not actually high-stakes exit exams, because students can retake the exams or 
perform a project-based assessment. As a last resort, a school superintendent can even waive the 
testing requirement and allow students to graduate after a student has failed the exam twice and 
also failed the project-based assessment. It is true that a student can graduate in this manner, but 
pursuing this path to a diploma requires students to fail state assessments three times, requires 
schools to provide test remediation – even to students who successfully passed the requisite 
coursework, often requires students to drop electives in favor of test prep classes, and diverts 
teachers away from delivering a complete curriculum and toward test prep during class. 
Evidence suggests that a number of students will drop out instead of face the prospect of failing a 
state test three times, and other students will be retained unnecessarily to avoid taking state tests. 
All of this activity uses precious resources to help students pass a single test regardless of 
whether a student’s overall high school transcript has met local requirements and even if the 
student has been accepted to a college or university. 

The concerns we express here are not with the Keystone Exams, but with the use of the Keystone 
Exams as a graduation requirement. In many ways the curricular based end-of-course exams are 
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better than the high school assessments they replaced (i.e., the 11th-grade PSSAs). Of course, 
there is a state role in ensuring that all students attain proficiency in the standards. Educators 
across the commonwealth can use support in aligning curriculum with standards, developing 
curriculum-based assessments that are aligned with the standards, planning interventions for 
students who fail to attain proficiency, and developing model end-of-course assessments in a 
variety of content areas. Freeing up resources currently directed toward test prep and remediation 
by removing Keystone Exams as a graduation requirement could help districts invest in practices 
that have actually been demonstrated to help all students attain high standards.  

Thank you for the opportunity to present comments on HBs 168 and 177. I will be happy to 
answer any questions at this time.  

 

 

i See, for example, Dee, T.S. and Jacob, B.A. 2006. Do High School Exit Exams Influence Educational Attainment 
or Labor Market Performance? NBER Working Paper 12199. Washington, DC: National Bureau of Economic 
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Santa Monica, CA: RAND; Marchant, 2004; Hong, W.-P., & Youngs, P. (2008). Does high-stakes testing increase 
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