
It’s Time to #RethinkRegents Exams. 
Exit exams do not result in greater student learning. 
In the 1990s, New York—along with many other states—began increasing high school graduation 
requirements, based on a theory that exit exams would increase access to rigorous coursework, 
improve teaching and learning, and ensure young people left high school prepared for college and 
careers. Unfortunately, this theory has not borne out in practice: exit exams do not provide any clear 
benefits for students who pass them.1  

• There is no evidence to support the idea that high school exit exams increase achievement in
reading or math, either on average or for lower-performing students—whom such policies
typically aim to help.2  Nor have researchers found that exit exams raise the value of a diploma in
the labor market or improve employment outcomes and earnings for young adults who do not
go on to post-secondary education.3

• There is evidence, however, that exit exams increase high school dropout rates, particularly for
students of color and students from low-income backgrounds. For example, an analysis of
graduation data from 11,000 public school districts over a 10-year period found that dropout
rates for 12th graders were 23% higher in states that required students to pass exit exams without
offering alternate pathways to a diploma.4 Similarly, an evaluation of the impact of an exit exam
requirement in California estimated that the test prevented between 3.6 and 4.5% of high
schoolers—about 18,000–22,500 students per year—from graduating, while doing nothing to
raise overall academic achievement.5

• Rather than increasing access to rigorous coursework, research suggests that high-stakes
exams can push students on the margin away from such classes. A comparison of 9th graders
who scored just above or just below the pass/fail cutoff score on North Carolina’s algebra exit
exam—students who likely had very similar math abilities—found that students who barely failed
the exam were less likely to take college-preparatory math classes as 10th graders than
students who barely passed. This sorting effect was not present during prior school years, when
students took the exam but were not required to earn a particular score to graduate.6

Standardized tests are an unreliable gauge of graduation-
readiness.  
• Exit exam policies assume that the tests in question are an accurate measure of student learning,

yet there is evidence that factors outside of any student’s control—like the weather on the day
of the exam—can significantly affect their performance. An analysis of the June Regents exam
scores of nearly one million New York City students between 1999 and 2011 found that, for the
average student, having to take a Regents exam on a day when it is 90°F outside reduces the
chances of passing that subject by roughly 10%, relative to taking the exam on a 75°F day.7

• GPA is more strongly correlated with success in college than is performance on the SAT or ACT.
Supporters of exit exams argue that tests are neutral indicators of college-readiness, while
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report card grades can be subjective and vary in meaning from school to school. The research 
base, however, supports the opposite conclusion. For example, for a national sample of 47,000 
students who started college in 2009–10, high school grades were a better predictor of on-time 
graduation than were standardized test scores.8 Similarly, a study of students who graduated 
from the Chicago Public Schools between 2006 and 2009 and immediately enrolled in a 4-year 
college found that the strong association between high school GPA and college completion was 
consistent across high schools, whereas the predictive power of ACT scores was weak and 
varied by school.9  

Decoupling exams from diploma requirements does not 
mean lowering standards or abandoning assessment.  
• The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires states to test high schoolers in English

language arts, math, and science for accountability purposes; it does not require tying these
exams to graduation. Some states that use exams similar to the Regents to meet ESSA’s
mandates factor a student’s score into their overall grade in the class, much like any other final
exam, rather than making the test a stand-alone graduation requirement.

• New York State already has experience with alternative and rigorous methods of assessing
student learning. At a small number of high schools—those in the New York Performance
Standards Consortium—students complete performance-based assessments and only have to
pass one Regents exam, in English language arts, in order to earn a diploma. Black, Hispanic, and
Native American students who graduated from Consortium schools in New York City and
enrolled in full-time, 4-year CUNY programs between 2015 and 2017 had first-semester GPAs
comparable to those of their peers who attended non-Consortium public schools requiring five
Regents exams and were similarly likely to remain enrolled in college beyond freshman year.10

New York is out of step with the rest of the nation. 
At the height of the test-based accountability era, more than half the states required students to 
pass exit exams to earn a diploma. Today, New York is one of only eight states to do so.11 The 8 exit-
exam states lack a consistent profile, providing further evidence that tests do not improve the 
quality of education or leave students better-prepared for life after high school. The list includes 
high-achieving states such as Massachusetts—whose 8th graders have some of the highest scores 
in the country on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)—as well as states like 
Louisiana that are consistently towards the bottom of national rankings with respect to NAEP 
performance and college persistence.12,13   

New York State should decouple Regents exams from high school 
graduation requirements. 

Requiring all students to pass five exams as a condition of earning a diploma is a policy that is not 
grounded in research and that has not benefited New York’s students; as a report commissioned by 

the State Education Department noted in 2022, exit exams are “not positively associated with any 
college or career outcomes.”14 And while Regents exams have existed in some form since the 19th 

century, the number, content, and role of these tests has continually evolved and changed. Many of 
the earliest Regents exams—such as those that tested students in bookkeeping, philosophy, and 
Greek—have long since been eliminated in light of changing curricula and changing beliefs about 
the purpose of a high school education. New York should once again rethink Regents exams and 

revise its graduation framework to meet the needs of the current era. 
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