
September 27, 2010 
 
 
MEMORANDUM 
 
TO: Legislative Education Study Committee 
 
FR: Pamela Herman, J.D. 
 
RE: STAFF REPORT:  NEW HIGH SCHOOL EXIT EXAM 
 
 
In 2007, the Legislative Education Study Committee (LESC) endorsed legislation that was 
enacted to require that, beginning in school year 2010-2011, to graduate, a student must 
demonstrate competency in required subject areas on a standards-based assessment or 
assessments, or a portfolio of standards-based indicators established by the Public Education 
Department (PED).1

 

  The law allowed PED to establish one exam, a series of exams such as 
end-of-course assessments in the required subjects, or a standards-based portfolio. 

The law was later amended to provide that PED may designate the standards-based assessment 
required in the Assessment and Accountability Act for measuring adequate yearly progress 
(AYP) of districts and schools to serve also as the high school exit exam.  Beginning in spring 
2011, juniors scheduled to graduate in spring 2012 will be the first to take the 11th grade 
New Mexico Standards-based Assessment (SBA) both for AYP purposes and for high school 
graduation. 
 
By using the New Mexico SBA for two purposes, the state addressed both the issue posed by 
the former exam of assessing students on a test not tied to the standards that they were taught 
(see Background, page 8), and of duplication of cost and student time in the state’s assessment 
system. 

                                                 
1 The required subjects are:  mathematics, reading and language arts, writing, social studies and science, including 
a section on the Constitution of the United States and the Constitution of New Mexico. 
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This report examines the following issues related to the new high school exit exam 
requirements: 
 

• implementation of the new high school exit exam, including: 
 determination of the cut-score for the exit exam; 
 aligning the new assessment with proposed New Mexico standards aligned with the 

Common Core State Standards; and 
 results of a PED survey of school district assessment priorities; 

• the alternate demonstration of competency; and 
• district efforts to prepare students for the new exit exam. 

 
a. Implementation of the New High School Exit Exam 
 
The new high school exit exam, in the form of the new 11th grade SBA, will be administered to 
juniors in spring 2011.  In addition: 
 

• they will have two opportunities to retake the sections they did not pass before their 
scheduled graduation in spring 2012; 

• they will have the opportunity, beginning in fall 2011, to assemble a portfolio 
demonstrating alternative standards-based indicators of competency (see page 5, 
below); and 

• pursuant to statute, they will also have five years after they complete the courses 
required for graduation to pass all sections of the assessment. 

 
Cut-score setting for the exit exam 
 
The New Mexico 11th grade SBA and high school exit exam to be administered in spring 2011 
is being developed by a new contractor, Measured Progress, the successful bidder on Requests 
for Proposals issued by PED in 2009.  The new assessment will differ from the old SBA in that 
it will have a ratio of 80 percent multiple choice items to 20 percent constructed-response 
items, rather than 75 percent multiple choice to 25 constructed-response, as in previous years. 
This change was made to reduce the cost and time required for scoring the exam.  However, 
according to a representative of Measured Progress, the scoring process will not be faster in 
the first year of administration. 
 
According to PED and Measured Progress, the process of setting cut scores on the new exit 
exam includes: 
 

• PED is currently in the process of contracting for two studies: 
 

 a study of the scale scores of all students who took and passed both the old exit 
exam and the 11th grade SBA in school years 2007-2008, 2008-2009, and 2009-
2010; this study will look at demographic data for those students to determine any 
disparities among demographic groups in performance on the two assessments; and 

 another study to examine the relationship between the likelihood of taking remedial 
college coursework in English and math in public postsecondary institutions and 
students’ 11th grade SBA scores two years earlier. 
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• Data from these studies will be used in mid-autumn 2010, when PED assembles 
committees in each content area to write “performance level descriptors,” that is, 
descriptors of the knowledge and skills needed to reach each level of performance, on 
the assessment for the content areas of the 11th grade SBA and the high school exit 
exam and 11th grade SBA, as follows: 

 
 as accountability measure, the descriptors are required for basic, nearing 

proficiency, proficient, and advanced levels; and 
 as an exit exam, the descriptors are required at least for passing, as well as any 

other level the committee may suggest, such as, perhaps, for an honors diploma. 
 

• PED reports that the assessment will be administered by school districts between 
March 21 and April 22, 2011. 

 
• After the assessment has been scored and student scores reported to PED in late June 

2011, PED and the contractor will reconvene committees to determine cut scores, both 
for the standards-based assessment and for the new exit exam, based on the 
performance level descriptors. 

 
• PED expects student scores to be reported to school districts by August 2011. 

 
Aligning the New Assessment with Proposed New Mexico Standards Aligned with the 
Common Core State Standards 
 
In June 2010, the LESC heard a presentation regarding the proposed adoption by PED of the 
Common Core State Standards as the state’s new Standards for Excellence.  Since current 
statute requires the state high school exit exam to be standards-based, PED indicates that it is 
considering the following issues related to the timeframe for the adopting the new standards 
and the development of new assessments. 
 

• The schedule reported by PED for adoption of the new state standards aligned with the 
Common Core State Standards was school year 2011-2012. 

 
• In September 2010, New Mexico and 30 other states were awarded a grant of $160 

million from the US Department of Education (USDE) as members of the SMARTER 
Balanced Consortium to develop a series of online summative and formative multi-
state assessments, which would include a new high school exit exam and other tools 
aligned with the Common Core State Standards.  The assessments are scheduled to be 
operational in participating states by school year 2014-2015. 

 
• PED states that it has funds available in FY 11 to conduct alignment studies with the 

proposed new standards to determine to what degree the assessments (including the 
exit exam) being developed for spring 2011 and the proposed new standards would be 
out of alignment if the standards are adopted.  PED indicates the department also has 
funds in FY 11 to develop some new items. 

 
• Most of the test items to be used on the 2012 exit exam have already been written and 

will be field-tested on the 2011 test. 
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• According to PED staff, the process fully aligning the 2012 exit exam with the new 
Common Core State Standards may likely result in unfunded costs in the departments 
FY 12 budget. 

 
• PED is participating with four other states and major urban school districts including 

Albuquerque Public Schools and the Council of Great City School Districts, in a pilot 
project seeking external funds, from USDE and private benefactors, to provide 
professional development, instructional materials, and interim assessments aligned 
with the Common Core State Standards, including the exit exam. 

 
• Also, PED says the department is optimistic that, because New Mexico’s current 

standards are so high and of such quality, our assessments, including the exit exam, 
may not need as much “tweaking,” or as much expense, as feared. 

 
• In addition, PED points out that, although the department may decide to adopt the new 

standards on schedule in fall 2011, actual implementation may be delayed if that 
proves necessary. 

 
According to PED, concerns about the timeline for aligning SBAs with the Common Core 
Standards and the costs of new assessments, reflected in the discussion above, parallel similar 
concerns on the part of districts, charter schools and state-supported schools that arose in 
school year 2009-2010.  In response to concerns about the amount and cost of student testing, 
the former Secretary of Public Education Veronica C. García granted waivers to many districts 
from certain assessments not required in federal law (see Attachment 1).  PED indicates that 
those concerns have resurfaced at the district level in school year 2010-2011. 
 
Results of a PED Survey of School District Assessment Priorities 
 
On September 1, 2010, PED sent an online questionnaire to district superintendents, charter 
school administrators, and state-supported school directors soliciting their priorities among the 
currently required, non-federally mandated assessments the Statewide Assessment System.  
According to PED, the results of the survey are shown on Table 1, below: 
 

Table 1: School District Assessment Priority Survey for School Year 2010-20112

Numbers are average priority ranks for assessments from 1 to 8, with 1 the top priority rank. 
 

Responses # 

Align 
SBA to 
Com. 
Core 
Std 

GR 3-8 
Short-
cycle 

Assess. 

GR 3-8 
& 11 
SBA 

Writing 

DIBELS 

GR 3, 
5,6 & 8  

SBA 
Science 

GR 11 
College 
Read. 

Assess. 

GR 11 
SBA 
Soc. 

Studies 

GR 11 
Work. 
Read. 

Assess. 

Districts 53 2.6 2.8 3.9 4.1 5.0 5.9 5.9 6.4 
State/Local 
Charter Sch. 13 2.6 3.1 3.6 4.5 5.5 5.5 7.0 5.6 

State-Supt. 
Schools 1 1.0 1.0 5.0 8.0 8.0 8.0 4.0 2.0 

Source: PED 

                                                 
2 Shading denotes an aspect or component of the high school exit exam. 
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The PED survey included a question regarding which grades administrators would prefer to 
see the writing assessments administered.  Currently, writing skills are assessed in grades 3 
through 8 and 11.  The survey results shown on Table 2, below, indicated administrators’ 
preferences: 
 

Table 2 Writing Test: Grade Preference of School Administrators 
Grade Percent Preferring 

No change 37 % 
3 19 % 
4 19 % 
5 31 % 
6 24 % 
7 14 % 
8 42 % 

11 38 % 
   Source: PED 

 
PED suggests that the survey results would be useful to inform policy if the current climate of 
limited fiscal resources for schools makes it necessary to reduce the extent of student testing. 
 
b. The Alternate Demonstration of Competency 
 
The statute establishing the new high school exit exam provides that creating the assessment 
and the portfolio of standards-based indicators, also known as the alternate demonstration of 
competency, is the responsibility of PED.  In January 2009, PED promulgated a rule to do so 
(see Attachment 2, 6.19.7 NMAC). 
 
In June 2010, former Secretary of Education García sent guidance to school superintendents, 
charter school administrators, and testing directors describing the contents and the process for 
a assembling portfolio of standards-based indicators: 
 

• All 11th grade students must take the 11th grade standards-based assessment as the first 
attempt to pass the high school graduation assessment requirement.  Those who do not 
meet the high school exit exam cut score, to be set after the exams have been scored, 
may use a portfolio as an Alternate Demonstration of Competency.  The portfolios will 
have two components: 

 
1. Component One:  Scores from college and career readiness assessments (ACT, 

Work Keys, PSAT, AP Exams) that demonstrate competency may be substituted 
for a low score on the New Mexico standards-based assessment/high school exit 
exam.  However, since the state-funded college and career readiness assessment 
requirement is on-hold for school year 2010-2011, many students might not be able 
to use this component. 

 
2. Component Two:  Samples of student standards-based accomplishments that 

demonstrate competency may be substituted for a low score on the exit exam. 
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• A portfolio may include, but is not limited to, the following: 
 

 results from postsecondary nationally normed assessments; 
 results from work force readiness assessments; 
 results from end-of-course examinations; 
 school-based projects such as extended papers, themes, theses, or research projects; 
 performances or works of art that can be recorded in an electronic format; and 
 community-based projects such as internships, service learning, pre-apprenticeship, 

or after-school job performance. 
 

• The Electronic Student Management System:  Carve Your Path is to be the repository 
for the electronic student portfolio starting in fall 2010.  While the PED rule allows for 
incorporation of “artifacts” from as early as 9th grade, the guidance encourages 
administrators to take examples from 11th grade or later in order to demonstrate 
achievement of the depth and rigor of high school standards.  

 
• Although districts and charter schools should develop policy and make the final 

decision on criteria and scoring for the Alternative Demonstration of Competency 
portfolio pursuant to the rule, several districts have asked for further guidance from 
PED.  In response: 

 
 department staff convened a statewide work group, including representatives from 

regions of the state, curriculum directors, content specialists, superintendents, and 
the College and Career Readiness Policy Institute Support Work Group; and 

 detailed guidance documents will be available to districts and charter schools in 
October 2010. 

 
The PED rule states that: 
 

• students may submit a portfolio in English, Spanish, or in a Native American language 
of an Indian nation, tribe or pueblo located in New Mexico as per conditions of a 
tribal/PED memorandum of agreement; 

• students may provide alternate demonstrations of competency using standards-based 
indicators within five years of exiting a public school or state educational institution in 
order to satisfy competency in required subject areas and receive a New Mexico 
diploma of excellence; and 

• if at the end of 12th grade, a student has not demonstrated competency in the required 
subject areas on standards-based indicators, the student will receive a certificate 
indicating course credits earned and grade level completed. 

 
c. District Efforts to Prepare Students for the New Exit Exam 
 
LESC staff conducted a brief survey of five school districts to find examples of approaches to 
preparing students for the new exit exam, with the following results: 
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• Albuquerque Public Schools: 
 

 Parent and community outreach:  Principals will send out a district standardized 
communication to parents about the new high school exit exam and the alternative 
demonstration of competency in October, pending receipt of guidance from PED 
regarding the alternate demonstration of competency. 

 
 Student planning and instructional approaches: 
 APS informed every high school student during next step plan meetings about 

the new high school exit exams; 
 high schools have aggressive reading and math programs to support students 

through an intervention program; 
 schools are working with students who need to catch up on their proficiency by 

offering courses through the districts extended day programs; and in addition 
 APS has developed curriculum maps, a system that thematically aligns 

assessment, curriculum and instruction, for teacher use. 
 

• Central Consolidated Schools: 
 

 Parent and community initiatives include:  
 letters to inform parents of the new requirements for graduation;  
 letters posted on “Power School” web-based collaborative education tool, for 

parents who access information online;  
 class information visits by principals to each junior social studies and English 

class, with hard copies of letters to students; and 
 parent/student junior class evening meetings to inform students of the new 

expectations. 
 

 Students showing “below proficiency” or “nearing proficiency”: 
 Response to Intervention (RtI) classes required for past two years so 11th 

graders should have been receiving intervention; 
 State Prep Test Class in math and reading for 11th grade students in some 

schools; 
 Gear-Up3

 after-school tutoring for students who are behind in work or turning in work 
that is below proficiency; after-school standards-aligned computer-based 
PLATO credit-recovery or test-prep instruction; sports/athletic tutoring before- 
and after-school for students who are below proficiency or who need extra help 
to maintain eligibility; and supplemental educational services tutoring for 
students who qualify. 

 intervention targeted toward 11th grade – this cohort has been 
followed since middle school; and 

 
 
 

                                                 
3 Gear-Up stands for “Gaining Early Awareness for Undergraduate Programs.”  The program is federally funded, 
and its goal is to increase the number of students who graduate from high school prepared to complete the college 
program of their choice. 
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 Strengthening the core curriculum in English language arts and math: 
 common assessments, common pacing guides, common curriculum and 

materials; 
 professional learning community meeting time for staff; and 
 continuous school improvement “Plan-Do-Study-Act” methodology to track 

high yield instructional strategy implementation. 
 

• Chama Valley Independent Schools: 
 

 Parent and community outreach: 
 parent advisory committee and community council orientation beginning last 

year; 
 superintendent local radio interview regarding the new instructional system and 

the new expectations; and 
 parents’ visits to the school. 

 
 Instructional approach: 
 a new instructional coach for school year 2010-2011 and a new approach to 

lesson plan formatting to encourage “excellent veteran teachers to help student 
learn more and be engaged, entertained and stay focused”; 

 use of using  MAPS short-cycle assessments and COMPASS college placement 
tests; 

 Gear-Up and 21st Century Community Learning Center Grant; and 
 counselors engaged in the planning with students. 

 
• Clovis Municipal Schools: 

 
 Parent and community outreach: 
 newsletters and counselor meetings with parents since last year; and 
 also at board meetings and through the news media. 

 
 Assessments system: 
 district has developed its own short-cycle assessments truly aligned with state 

standards and benchmarks, administered four times annually for the last four 
years; since school year 2009-2010, has been “beefing up” this system; also, 

 teachers administer teacher-made formative assessments throughout the year, 
with post-testing opportunities for students to reflect on their experience; 

 tests have the same level of security as in a standardized testing situation so 
students become accustomed to it; also 

 the same accommodations so students they are used to what that entails. 
 

• Las Cruces Public Schools: 
 

 Parent and community outreach:  
 preparing a master letter for each high school to students and parents regarding 

the change; 
 will place news on district website; and 
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 district public relations director will send a notice for the local newspaper and 
seek media attention. 

 
 Instructional approaches: 
 district is sending disaggregated data regularly to school principals for 

distribution to teachers and counselors who use it to determine which students 
need intervention and support; this includes SBA item analysis, MAPS short-
cycle assessment scores, and English language proficiency test scores; 

 teachers also have data from school assessments and their own formative 
assessments; 

 district has RtI programs in reading and math; and 
 after-school tutoring; early college high school; dual credit program; and an 

alternative high school. 
 
Background 
 
Since 1986, to graduate from high school in New Mexico, students had been required by 
statute to pass the New Mexico High School Competency Exam (NMHSCE) in certain 
required subjects.  In testimony during the 2006 interim about the college- and career-
readiness of New Mexico high school graduates, the LESC heard from representatives of PED 
and other sources that the NMHSCE: 
 

• tested skills only at approximately the 8th grade level; and 
• was not aligned with state high school standards. 

 
Until spring 2009, high school students took the old NMHSCE in their sophomore year, had 
five additional opportunities to retake the exam and pass sit before they were scheduled to 
graduate, and had five years after they completed the course requirements for graduation to 
successfully complete all six portions of the exam to earn a diploma.  Since statute still 
requires that students be given five years after they exit high school to pass the test, versions of 
the NMHSCE may still be required to be administered by some school districts until as late as 
school year 2017-2018 for some students. 












