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Dedr Judges,

California’s high school seniors face a challenge: They are the first students in state history
required to pass an exit exati to graduate. Their compelling stories - tightly tied.te the

" bureaucratic troubles in launching the statewide exam and the enormous pressure on educators to
boost a woeful passage rate - are at the core of Laurel Rosenhall’s ongoing series, “Put to the
Test.”

Laurel covers education for The Sacramento Bee and wanted to find out why, for the class of
2006, this was a school year unlike any other. At Sacramento’s Hiram J ohnson High, a racially
diverse school with a large number of low-income familics, she found five students struggling
with the exam and the thought that after 12 years of schooling their education could end without a
diploma. The goal of the series is simple: To explore from every angle the controversy around the
exit exam; the anxieties circulating among state and local educators over its implementation; and
the overarching dream each of the students has of walking across the graduation stage next year.

Laure!’s first stories describe the effect the June 2006 deadline is having on the seniors and their
teachers, and the students’ down-to-the-wire attempts to overcome their own lack of effort and
early years of poor schooling. Her sharply written articles take us into the classroom and into the
students’ homes while exploring their struggles in a very human way. o

California education officials candidly admit that the exit exam is the dominant educational issue
in the state. No other reporter in California is covering it as comprehensively and as thoughtfully
as Laurel. We believe this is the kind of compelling journalism that newspapers do best, helping

our readers to understand issues that affect their lives, -

Thank you for your consideration.
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EXam’s consequences,
from:students who ha




 Larissa Agulfar ﬂ:&mubam_,_nm:maﬁ_.::_m:ﬂ at home,
a'diploma. She says her education began normally eno

She is one of 1 82 Hiram Joh u_o__._ __._..m_:” School s niors who have <£.8 .rm_u,m_.,sm mxﬂa.,_..mn:
ugh, but classroon; chaos _, the fifth grade thre s her off track and she's been playing catc




ay it was always just like

1, 18,

'__-back and: free time;” saidf;-“-r : _-

‘unifairthe éxit exam s.

_pass:someone if they don’t

riafor: graduanon “How- ¢z

theiriformation?” shesaid. -
_{Test-stipporters say the. ex:t

-exam wilkhelp:schools restore -

the dream:Calderon believesin.
Students who have yet to pass -

-are offered-extra classes, more

time with4éachers and-addi-

- tional math and'English work- .
- ‘bogks. Many have shown they
“¢ay piass the testby working at

- Thatmeansthey’relearnihg

*skills they-otherwise might not

havelearned, says Jack O'Con:

‘nell, the:state superintendent ¢

tblicitistruction who, as a st
the’ 19905, rfreated
exlt exam,* -
“That's why we: need tn havn

‘high schoolexit:exam; to make

sure'we’re¢hallenging the sys-
tent,” O'Connell:said. “I'knew

* . that we would challenge the
—gystem and'Tknewithatit

wouldn’fbe-easy. Butl alse
knew it’s in‘all: of -our students

_ hest interest.”

--Scheols-already are making

* changes. Larissa’s-eighth-grad

math:teacher nolonger works
education, largely, he said,
because of thie effort to put ful
credentialedteachers in every
class,

Reachedby phoneat the re-
sort Ius drents own near Trug
: 1 Waasdorp said he
enjoyedihefiveiyears:he spen
at: 1(1t Carsen. Buthe said hew
asked to leave in'2004 becaust
‘he had an-emergency credenti
and-wasn*tinterested in beco:

. inga highly qualified teacher.

“T was more into the coachi
and the'sports aspect than I'w
into the teaching;” he-said.

Feellng Ieft ‘behind
‘Dgspite’ ‘poor middle school
grades, Laiissa advanced to:
Sacramemo ngh School. Aga
= forthe third time in five yea

‘she'wasiplacedin a math clas:

thhouta erinanent teacher.

‘Weliad different teachers
who’lesyear, ‘Larissa said,

;Alinanza pulledher: daught

'-out Fori10th grade, Larissa
enrolleéd in:Hiram Johnson. 5|

‘has taken: Algebl:a 1 for three
years; never earmng hlgher it
a D-plus o

" Larigsg has always livedi in

" Qak Parlc and Tahoe Park, an

‘her mother, a secrelary_fg;‘ th



n:schoolhave
O‘matterwhat,
treach:high,

dchieves-at the.

] hson took -
Yagainast mopsh
heir scoresin _
~ - Jauar d-Brandon fee] o
enfident Lip and Kevin " -

allher elasses;
Ve Bt theides of;not.'!graduating' :
- with her:clé‘ss--injune'issohwnﬂ'- ;
. latingte Laxis’sa:ﬂiatshesggays R
she-would ’raﬂx‘erjﬁ,s’tidrop out;
- -
The Bee's Laure] Rosenhaill can
-be reached qr (916)321-1083 or
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tion recelv ‘the gover-
eats tobe the

eand at'“leas't once during
end exam preparation
hool, and have an
ication plan and fulfill
ation requirements.
qualifies for the waiver, or if
1e-€xam; he-will be the first
o:graduate from high
rmined-to achieve
ents havenot, '
-Kevin's:plans for the
y.He once wanted .to-
asketball, buthas left his
lteam in aconflict with his
evin.works weekends washing
-atamidtown restaurant, but
that s a job for ahigh
afe; Maybe; Kevin'says,
2']}-seek-employment.as-a janitor at
Shriners Hospitals for
iern:California; where he
jirye stsumimer, empty-
garbage:ard watering plants.
Tot of responsabﬂmes he
ughter to support and is heiping
herraise his siblings. When his
recently hurt her back, Kevin
ofne from school to care for the
-small children.
‘heremains-optimistic, saying he
veupand doesn’t want his
classmates 10, either.

Tt

* going'to find outif 'she was’ a_step'closer

the: counselor-

“If there’s sany otherkids:out there *
like-me, ]ust tell themto keep their
heads up,”Kevinsaid: "Keep on’ Lrymg
.- Weallin this together '

to graduation, -
Afriend emerged {rom meeting w1th
“Wamng for your,

Lindanodded.

“I passed, ™ her friend: sald )

“I'm hecka nervous Lmda replied.
d

iously:as
scores, :

“They re’both not passmg," Flores
said. . ;

Lmda!ooked downand sighed. She .
was sad, but-not shocked. The scores
were almost identical to her scores from
last- March: Only last year did the’
17-year-old realize the importance of
passingthe exit exam and beginto

. study.

Born in the Umted States, Lmda has
attended'Sacramento schools since
kindergarten, But because she speaks
Vietnamese at homne, she takes classes

for students learning English. In most

academic subjects, she is surrounded
by peers speaking Spanish, Hmong and
Cantonese.

After dellvenng the bad news, Flores
pulled-out a list of test-prep classes and’
uiged Linda to attend. The courses were
nothing new to Linda - she tock an exit
exam English class after school last year

iy alyy 2O
- High School se-
niors Alejandra De
La Isla, left, and
Juan.Calderon,
-second from left,
rib each other
good-naturedly
earlier this month
abput the results
of the state exit
‘exam, which'both
of:them failed, -
They must pass the -
next exam, sched-
uled Feb. 7-and 8,
to be able todona
cap and gownand
walk down the
aiste with their-
classmates in the
school’s gradua-
tion ceremony.

Sacramento Bee/
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and an exit exam math class after

school this-fall.

Now she’s going to add a before-
school class and a Saturday workshop.
She quit her job at Quizno's last month.
to focus on school and said she plans to
gotothe library every night and seek
help from a cousin in math.

:She is motivated by her desireto
graduate with her friends, Butif Linda

.daesn’t pass the exit exam, teachers

N b
SAC

ez

and counselors have'told her she won't

have to-alter her plans {o attend commu-

- nity college.

A handful of community colleges -in

-San Francisco and in Southern Califor-

nia - offer high school completion

- programs. At others, students lacking

diplomas can skip the high school cur-
riculum and move on to vocational
training. That solution might work for
Linda, who is interested in a-careerin
hair styling or fashion design.

Linda isn’t certain her family can
afford comimunity college without help,
however, and current law bars students
without diplomas from some types of
financial aid. O’Connell said he wants

to work with the Legislature to change

that. ]

Evenif he succeeds, the role of the
community colleges for students failing
the exit exam is a subject of de‘bate. Exit
exam critics say the K-12 systemis
shirking its responsibility by dumpmg
those who don’t pass on the community
colleges. Staff ai some community
colleges worry that accommodating an

_influx of low-skilled students will mean
cutting back on college-level courses,

Looking at other options

Long before O’Connell suggested
alternatives for students who don’t pass
the exit exam, Larissa Aguilar had toyed
with most of them. Behind in credits



d some of Sacra-
rming schools.

= school’ ,_dm trators determined
“thatLarissaliad a-learmng disability"
Ahat blocked processmg of auralinfor-

‘The 17-year—old got a bit of good
wslast week: when she learned that
4d passed:the English part of: the

s5 hal mpty; her math score
oftof passingand .
she'll be&able to '

-up ‘hermind totry.

Xam:poses other problems It

E ness in the lawsmt'-:threatened by exit
exam opponents
th

Jourthtry: But shesaw

ag qmt her )ob at Iel :

h school level matenal the exit

Even students who manage to get a

~-diploma-equivalent through'such tests

y doi’t:go-on to.the success that

' gh:school graduates enjoy; according

rton Grubb, a WC Berkeley -
essorwhio studies the impaet-of
scatior-or the laber-market,

Passi g-,the GED doesn tlmprove

Whlle the week that brought tears
and frustration:to some Hiram Johnson
studentsbrougtit relief and victory'to
others, 1t was only a temporary, resplte

gglmg withthe test have

begun to___eahze they soon must forge a -

month has. brought many matunng
expenences hlS first )ob startlng to

en_wprks .o.n.b:s schoul
ovesidrama class. His

T: e’s delightful, just not
very cadermcally inclined. Ask him

1/25/06

about his plans for the week and he
talks- more.about working and hanging
out than about studying.

Now Brandon:must turn his attention

totwo:courses he is failing - geometry

and; government.-He says he’s certain
he can:bring his grades up and graduate

.with hig-class:

Brandon s:view of the future beyond
Juneis wide open. His new job behind
the counter at a trendy Mexican restau-
rantfeelslike an accomplishment that
brings him closer to adulthood. What
the rest of his adult years will look like
remains a teenage blur of possibilities.

" “He'has along way to go to really
grow up,” said his'mother; Darleen
Reynolds. “But at least he’s shown that
he wants to.”

aEw
The Bee s Laurel Rosenthall can be
reached at (916) 321-1083 or
Irosenhall@sachbee, comn. -

WHAT S THE EXIT EXAM?
‘The California High' School Exit Exam consists
‘of two parts; math:and English; given on
consecutivedays. ‘Each: partusually takes
students Iess thanfour hours to-complete.
But the:examyis intimeéd; studerits: may take
aslong as they need-during each of the two
days.
Math: The math section tests students on
sixth- and seventh-grade skills, plus Algebra
1, typically taught in gighth or ninth grade.
This section'includes 80 muktiple-choice
questions. Students must get 55 percent
rightto pass.
) Engiish The English language arts portion
Aests students.onninth- and 1 Oth-grade

~reading and writing:skills, It consists of 72

miiltiple-choice questions and one essay
question. Students must get a 60 percent
score to pass. .

" Hiram Johnson
senfor Kevin Mu-
hammad, at top, is

| ~ consoléd by his

1 * mother, Yeav-

onne, after an-

other round of
frustrating results,
while at:left, Bran-
doiy Reynolds,
shownin an. Ameri-
can government
class, passed his
exit exam,

Sacramento Beg/
Carl Costas
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ial - graduatiol
-ment that was supposed to luck

.. Stud ts who have

Englls - '
- “Talk ab_,ut throwmg every-

(5 state arel plan-
riing-an-appeal. 1d-a- separate
lawsuit_challenging:the:exam on
grounds that-state ‘officials have
not adequately.studied:alternative
ways. of testmg ‘students goes to

urt: rlhenng the'con-

m
He and three_ thermunselors
b EXAM Page Azl



" authis’ Sacramento schoolof-about:2, 000
- stydents had the tough job last month.of

_aung because the :
. am

-'t}ggm backfor-afifthyear :
~whether they could'enroll in cnmmumty

- - tgying to pass the exam, W

y; Ma 14,2006 »_The SacrartientoBee

. ». FROM: PAGE Al

telling 37 seniors they wouldn'tbe: gradu- :
d failed the exitex-.

: Soon counselor foundjzthemselves :
sg;amb]mg to figure out how:to: advise:
thgse students: whether 10.

college at the same time they continued
whether they

would -be able:to earn a Hiram Johnson

Engl -sub]ects on the exam.
0d’ even though. the state set aside
million: to pay-for exam tutoring,
‘! y schcols did not feceive the fund-

ate' education officials-acknowledge

O pom i :

exain tulormg, students were giver: test
_preparation booklets, and staff were
“paidiextra 1o ‘teachtest-prep classes be-

leam .

I om schools _ llke .

fore- schoul after school and on Satur-

days.
The rulmg. she says, “is dlscouragmg

to"me as a principal because we have
worked very hard to‘make sure kids un-
derstand. the consequences of this ex-
amg?

‘Others. at leam Johnson say. the

“sefodl-could-have done better by its stu-

dents. ‘Linh-Tran, who taught test prep

. math‘classes tostiidents netfluentin En-

8ays the: classes should have
1er m the‘school year, mstead

date in' Nuvember She appremates the
exira training teachers got in'the winter
private:. test jpreparation com-

counselor says the ex-

*_the'test to inform parents of the extra.

ept-erlence has made him wish the school
‘had more counselors to handle both the

acadernic and -emotional -needs of stu-
dents-dusing thetransition period of im-

rposmg .a stiff new graduation require-

‘He’ ‘has had to- comfort students

on ‘learning in January that he

‘Kad: again failed the test.

And Just says that the school should
have done’ more at ‘the start .of senior
year to- alert parents whose children
were at risk of not graduating. This sum--
mer educators will visit the homes of ev-.
ery HiramJ ohnson sophomore who fails:

i the class of 2006 ‘have been held back

_aduate ‘tegardless.of the exit exam
itirement. For students like Larissa:

,Agtiilar the dramatic twists and turns of:

the'last-year - as the state tried to imple-:

‘ment the new graduation requirement --
'lykely -will replay all ever againnext year.»

el even as shie has'stiliggle with the!

‘tost, Larissa’s view- of her-education hag

eyolved, The 17-year-old with wide dark,

-eyesonce talked of dropping out and get-:
Airig-a GED. Now. she says the:GED test.

will' be too hard. More than thait, Larissa’
has:decided she doesn’t want to follow-
inher father’s footsteps: He dropped out

of high school nearly 25 years-ago.

‘So-despite repeatedly failing the math®
portion‘of the exit exam as ‘well as sev--
eral “cladses she needs to graduate,

i Calderon; 18, who.burst into

catige they. didn’t have enough credits -

Larissa says she’ll come back next year’

as-a fifth-year senior and try to graduate’



O

teclassof 2007, "
ik Tafoya says the on-again,
re:of this‘year's test will:
ard forherto getLarissa’s class

TO READ MORE
Toread The Bee's

‘state’s exitexamand

the series, *Putito the
Test" please.go to:

> www.sachee,
_comflinks -




