what are keystone exams

Keystone Exams are standardized assessments designed to evaluate the knowledge and
skills of high school students in Pennsylvania. These exams serve as a critical component of
the state's educational accountability system, ensuring that students meet specific
academic standards before graduating. Understanding the structure, purpose, and
implications of Keystone Exams is essential for students, parents, educators, and
policymakers alike. This article delves into the various aspects of Keystone Exams,
including their history, subjects tested, assessment process, and their impact on students
and schools.

History of Keystone Exams

The Keystone Exams were introduced in Pennsylvania as a response to the requirements
set forth by the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in the early 2000s. The state recognized
the need for a standardized assessment that could measure student proficiency in key
academic areas. The Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) implemented the
Keystone Exams in 2012 as a replacement for the Pennsylvania System of School
Assessment (PSSA) for high school students.

These exams were designed not only to assess student performance but also to provide
valuable data for schools and districts to improve educational practices. Over the years, the
exams have evolved, with changes in format, content, and scoring to better align with
educational standards and the needs of students.

Purpose of Keystone Exams

The primary purposes of Keystone Exams include:

1. Measuring Student Proficiency

The Keystone Exams are intended to evaluate whether students have acquired the
necessary skills and knowledge in core subject areas by the end of their high school
education. This assessment helps to determine if students are prepared for post-secondary
education or the workforce.

2. Ensuring Accountability

Keystone Exams serve as a tool for holding schools and districts accountable for student
performance. The results contribute to school ratings and can impact funding and resources
allocated to various educational institutions.



3. Guiding Curriculum and Instruction

The data gathered from Keystone Exams help educators identify areas where students may
be struggling. This information can guide curriculum development and instructional
strategies, leading to improved educational outcomes.

Subjects Tested in Keystone Exams

The Keystone Exams currently assess student proficiency in three main subject areas:

1. Algebra |

The Algebra | exam tests students’ understanding of fundamental algebraic concepts,
including equations, functions, and algebraic expressions. Students are required to
demonstrate problem-solving skills and the ability to apply mathematical principles to real-
world situations.

2. Literature

The Literature exam evaluates students’ comprehension and analytical skills related to
reading and interpreting various texts. This includes understanding themes, character
development, and the use of literary devices. Students must analyze passages from both
fiction and non-fiction sources.

3. Biology

The Biology exam assesses students' knowledge of biological concepts, including cellular
processes, genetics, evolution, and ecosystems. This exam emphasizes the application of
scientific principles and critical thinking in understanding biological systems.

Assessment Process

The Keystone Exams are administered to students typically at the end of their Algebra |,
Literature, and Biology courses, usually in the 10th grade. The assessment process involves
several key steps:

1. Administration

The exams are offered at designated times during the school year, and students must take
each of the three exams. Schools may provide additional resources, such as review
sessions or practice tests, to help students prepare.



2. Scoring

Students’ performance on the Keystone Exams is scored on a scale of 1 to 4, with the
following designations:

- Level 1: Below Basic
- Level 2: Basic

- Level 3: Proficient

- Level 4: Advanced

A score of 3 or higher is considered passing and indicates that the student has met the
proficiency standards necessary for graduation.

3. Reporting Results

After the exams are completed, results are typically made available to schools and students
within a few months. Schools use these results to analyze individual and group performance
and to inform instructional strategies.

Graduation Requirements

In Pennsylvania, passing the Keystone Exams is a graduation requirement for students.
However, there are alternative pathways for students who do not achieve a passing score.
These alternatives include:

1. Project-Based Assessment (PBA)

Students may opt for a Project-Based Assessment, which allows them to demonstrate their
knowledge and skills through a project that meets specific criteria set by the PDE.

2. Composite Score

Students may also be eligible to graduate if they achieve a composite score across multiple
exams that meets the state’s requirements. This option provides flexibility for students who
may excel in one subject area but struggle in another.

3. Evidence-Based Pathways

The state has developed evidence-based pathways that allow students to present other
forms of evidence of their academic skills, such as coursework, portfolios, or other
assessments.



Impact on Students and Schools

The introduction of Keystone Exams has had a significant impact on both students and
schools in Pennsylvania. Some of the key effects include:

1. Increased Focus on Core Subjects

The emphasis on standardized assessments has led schools to prioritize instruction in the
subjects tested, often resulting in a more robust curriculum in mathematics, literature, and
biology.

2. Pressure on Students

While standardized testing can provide valuable data, it can also create pressure for
students to perform well. This pressure can lead to anxiety and stress, impacting students’
overall educational experience.

3. Resource Allocation

Results from Keystone Exams influence funding and resources for schools. Schools that
perform well may receive additional support, while those that struggle may face challenges
in securing necessary resources.

4. Educational Equity

The reliance on standardized testing has raised concerns about educational equity. Some
argue that these exams may not accurately reflect the abilities of all students, particularly
those from disadvantaged backgrounds or with learning differences.

Conclusion

In summary, Keystone Exams are a crucial aspect of the educational landscape in
Pennsylvania, designed to measure student proficiency, ensure accountability, and guide
curriculum and instruction. While they serve an important purpose, the impact of these
assessments on students and schools is complex and multifaceted. As educators,
policymakers, and communities continue to navigate the challenges and opportunities
presented by standardized testing, it is essential to prioritize the well-being and educational
success of all students, ensuring that every learner has the opportunity to thrive.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are Keystone Exams?

Keystone Exams are standardized tests administered in Pennsylvania, designed to assess
student proficiency in core subjects like Algebra, Literature, and Biology.

Who is required to take the Keystone Exams?

Students in Pennsylvania are required to take the Keystone Exams at the end of certain
courses, typically in high school, to demonstrate their understanding of the subject matter.

What subjects do the Keystone Exams cover?

The Keystone Exams cover three main subjects: Algebra I, Literature, and Biology, which
align with the Pennsylvania academic standards.

How do Keystone Exams impact graduation
requirements?

Passing the Keystone Exams is a requirement for graduation in Pennsylvania, although
students may have alternative pathways to fulfill this requirement.

When are the Keystone Exams administered?

Keystone Exams are typically administered at the end of the course in which the subject is
taught, with testing windows available in winter and spring.

What is the format of the Keystone Exams?

The Keystone Exams consist of multiple-choice questions and constructed-response items
that assess both knowledge and analytical skills in the respective subjects.

How are Keystone Exams scored?

Keystone Exams are scored on a scale from 1500 to 1800, with a score of 1500 indicating
'‘below basic,' 1600 'basic,' 1700 'proficient,' and 1800 'advanced.’

What resources are available for students preparing for
the Keystone Exams?

Students can access study guides, practice tests, and tutoring programs provided by
schools or educational organizations to help prepare for the Keystone Exams.
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