
PENNSYLVANIA DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
Frequently Asked questIOns

Overview

The Commonwealth’s new system of graduation requirements will help guarantee that a 
Pennsylvania diploma reflects the knowledge and skills that our graduating students need to be 
successful in college and the workplace in an increasingly complex and challenging economy. 
These requirements—including new tools and flexible options—are designed for districts to help 
all students, starting with the class of 2015, demonstrate proficiency in state academic standards. 
The Department of Education will provide districts and educators with resources to guide planning 
and implementation of the new requirements. This document provides an overview of the new 
requirements and answers to frequently asked questions.  
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IntrOduCtIOn tO GrAduAtIOn requIreMents 

Starting with the class of 2015, new high school graduation requirements will help ensure that 
Pennsylvania’s students are prepared for college and career. Along with current requirements (course 
completion and grades, completion of a culminating project, and demonstration of proficiency in 
each of the state standards not assessed by a state assessment), students will complete one of the 
following pathways for each main subject:

•  Successful completion of courses in which a Keystone Exam serves as the final exam and counts 
for at least one-third of the course mark; or

•  Demonstration of proficiency on independently-validated local assessment systems; or 

•  Demonstration of proficiency on a Keystone Exam used as a stand-alone graduation requirement 
in a given content area; for additional information on this option, please review the State Board of 
Education’s policy guidance; or

•  Demonstration of proficiency on an Advanced Placement or International Baccalaureate Exam.  

Along with planning for the recently-adopted Common Core State Standards, implementation of the 
graduation requirements is well under-way. In this development stage, the Pennsylvania Department 
of Education (PDE) will provide regular updates on plans that will support the work of our educators 
and students. 

A variety of options for assessments provides school districts with maximum flexibility for 
implementation, measuring achievement, and supporting struggling students.

sChOOl dIstrICt GrAduAtIOn pOlICIes Must at least InClude:

• State-developed Keystone Exam Counting as 
   at Least 33% of Course Grade OR
• Independently-validated Local Assessment OR
• Keystone Exam as a Stand-alone
   Graduation Requirement OR
• Advanced Placement (AP) or International  
   Baccalaureate (IB) Exam 

COMPLETION OF 
COURSES & GRADES

GRADUATION

COMPLETION OF
CULMINATING PROJECT

PROFICIENCY IN EACH
STATE STANDARD

FINAL
PROJECT

PROFICIENCY IN EACH MAIN SUBJECT 
AS DETERMINED BY:�

NOTEBOOK

www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Graduation
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BIG pICture: hOW dOes It All COnneCt?

The new graduation requirements and assessments are complementary to the standards that guide 
Pennsylvania’s high school education system. The standards, anchors, and eligible content for each 
subject area of the Keystone Exams are grounded in Pennsylvania’s comprehensive approach to 
supporting student achievement—the Standards Aligned System (SAS)—and the Common Core 
State Standards. 

q   How are the newly adopted Common Core State Standards in English and Math reflected in 
the Keystone Exams?

 A  A University of Pittsburgh study completed in June 2010 compared the Common Core State 
Standards to Pennsylvania’s current system of academic standards and found the two to be 
well aligned. The Common Core State Standards will guide all new content questions for the 
Keystone Exams in these subject areas. The regulation adopting the Common Core State 
Standards in English and Math includes a three-year transition, which will allow a gradual 
phase-in of any new standards and incremental adjustments to Keystone Exams.

q   How are the Keystone Exams connected to SAS?

 A  The Keystone Exams are aligned with SAS and are simply a new assessment tool for 
districts. On the SAS website, districts will be able to access a wide range of supporting 
resources to guide planning for Keystone Exams, including: Standards-Based Instruction, 
Voluntary Model Curriculum, and Classroom Diagnostic Tools. 

q   Hasn’t the U.S. Department of Education awarded significant funding to support the 
development of common assessments aligned with the Common Core State Standards? If 
so, why are we investing state money and resources now?

 A  While Pennsylvania plans to participate in the common assessment initiative, those exams 
are not scheduled to be implemented until 2014-2015; we can’t wait that long to make sure 
our students are ready for college and the workplace. Moreover, the common assessment 
initiative will produce exams in English Language Arts (ELA) and Math ONLY—while 
Keystone Exams will cover 10 core academic subjects: Algebra I, Algebra II, Biology, 
Chemistry, Civics and Government, English Composition, Geometry, Literature, U.S. History, 
and World History.

q   How will districts and schools be evaluated in the context of Keystone Exams?

 A  Under the new regulation, Pennsylvania plans to join a number of states—including 
Maryland—that use end-of-course exams for purposes of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) 
requirements under No Child Left Behind (NCLB).

q   How can we be sure the next gubernatorial administration will continue with this policy?

 A  During the last 20 years—across administrations and across the aisle—Pennsylvania 
policymakers have placed a priority on standards-based reform, and we fully expect this 
commitment to continue into the next administration and future administrations. 

http://www.pdesas.org/default.aspx
http://www.pdesas.org/Standard/CommonCore
http://www.pdesas.org/Standard/CommonCore
http://www.pdesas.org/
http://www.pdesas.org/Main/Instruction
http://www.pdesas.org/module/content/search/vmc.aspx
http://www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Diagnostic
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q   How are education stakeholders involved in the implementation of this reform?

 A  Successful implementation of the new graduation requirements requires the input and 
expertise of classroom teachers and school leaders. That’s why, along with the State 
Board of Education, PDE has formed five committees that bring more than 75 classroom 
teachers, building and district level administrators, school board members, postsecondary 
leaders, and employers to the table. The implementation teams are making important 
strides, including the development of Performance Level Descriptors and the design of 
policy guidance for the local assessment option that was approved by the State Board of 
Education on September 16, 2010. 

q   What is the authority for the change in graduation requirements?

 A  Under the Public School Code, the State Board of Education has longstanding authority  
to establish state graduation requirements. On January 8, 2010, the State Board of 
Education promulgated new high school graduation requirements under state law,  
Chapter 4 regulation (§4.24). These requirements were approved by Pennsylvania’s 
Independent Regulatory Review Commission and the Office of Attorney General. 

GrAduAtIOn requIreMents 

KeYstOne eXAMs 

Keystone Exams will help school districts guide students toward 
meeting state standards—standards aligned with expectations for 
success in college and the workplace. The exams are end-of-course 
assessments designed to evaluate proficiency in Algebra I, Algebra 
II, Biology, Chemistry, Civics and Government, English Composition, 
Geometry, Literature, U.S. History, and World History. These exams 
will be rolled out over the next five years, beginning with Algebra I, 
Biology, and Literature Keystone Exams in May 2011. 

Students should take the Keystone Exam immediately following the 
related course and can retake the exam any of the three times it is 
administered during the following year—winter, spring, and summer. 
Under the new system of graduation requirements, students can 
earn a diploma through successful course completion in which a 
Keystone counts for at least one-third of the course grade. Ultimately, 
the Keystone Exams will replace the Pennsylvania System of School 
Assessment (PSSA) tests in 11th grade for purposes of making  
AYP determinations. 

The following are questions often asked to PDE staff and administrators regarding the new 
graduation requirements. We will continue to keep you updated with the latest information and  
news on the ‘Graduation Requirements’ section of the SAS website. 

A keystOne 
exAM Is . . .
•  Administered at the 

end of the course 

•  Counted as at  
least 1/3 of overall 
course grade

•  Available for  
students to retake 
either in its entirety 
or just a portion 
(module) three  
times during the 
year: winter, spring,  
and summer

http://www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Keystone
www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Graduation
http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/022/chapter4/s4.24.html
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q   Must all districts administer the Keystone Exams? 

 A  For purposes of graduation requirements, districts and charter schools have the option to 
administer the Keystone Exams as standard final exams, or they may use locally-developed 
or approved, independently-validated assessments. Following approval by the U.S. 
Department of Education, all districts would need to administer three Keystone Exams—
Algebra I, Biology, and Literature—for AYP purposes.

q   How are the Keystone Exams related to graduation requirements?

 A  Keystone Exams are one option districts have to measure student proficiency against state 
standards. Additional options include a locally-developed, independently-validated local 
assessment, or Advanced Placement (AP), or International Baccalaureate (IB) tests. 

q   When will students take the Keystone Exams? 

 A  Districts can decide when students are ready to take the Keystone Exam—typically a  
time near the end of the course, which allows the Keystones to replace teacher-developed 
final exams. 

q   Are the Keystone Exams for high school students only? 

 A  No. Students should take the Keystone Exam when they complete the related coursework, 
which may be as early as grades 6, 7, or 8 for Algebra I, for example.

q   Can Keystone Exam scores for students in middle school count toward state high school 
graduation requirements?

 A  Yes. Keystone Exams will be available for students who take a course associated with a 
Keystone Exam in middle school. For example, when a grade 8 student passes the Algebra 
I course and scores “proficient” on the Algebra I Keystone Exam, he/she will have met this 
requirement for graduation.

q   Can students “test out” of a course by passing a Keystone Exam? Will schools be required 
to let people take the Keystone Exam who haven’t taken the course?

 A  School districts will have the discretion to allow students to take a Keystone Exam even if 
the student has not taken the course. In that case, a student scoring “advanced” on a given 
Keystone Exam may be awarded credit for the course without actually taking the course. 

q   How will the results from the Keystone Exams administered in May 2011 be used? 

 A  In districts that elect to use the Keystone Exams, students in grades 7 and 8 (graduating 
classes of 2015 and 2016) who are enrolled in Algebra I or Biology during the 2010-2011 
school year must participate in the Keystone Exams (unless they take the course only during 
the first semester). Since the cut scores and performance levels for these exams will not 
be set until after the school year ends, results should not be factored in the students’ final 
course grades for graduation requirements. As a result, these students will be exempt from 
that aspect of the requirements. 
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    During the 2010-2011 school year, students in grades 9 through 12 who are enrolled in 
Algebra I, Biology, or Literature are encouraged to participate in the Keystone Exams.  
Their scores also will be used in the setting of cut scores and performance levels, but it is  
not a requirement for graduation. PDE recommends that the Literature Keystone Exam be  
taken at the end of grade 10. 

    In future years, additional exemptions will occur whenever a Keystone Exam is first 
administered statewide. 

q   How can districts and schools prepare now for the spring 2011 Keystone Exams?

 A  On the SAS website, districts can access materials to help plan for the spring 2011 Keystone 
Exams, including Keystone Exams Overview, Performance Level Descriptors, Assessment 
Anchors and Eligible Content, and Testing Schedule. At the 2010 SAS Institute in December, 
PDE will share information and additional details about the spring 2011 Keystone Exams.

LOCAL AssessMents 

Independently-validated local assessments are another 
option for districts to help students meet high school 
graduation requirements. For example, districts may 
choose to develop assessments that are at least as 
rigorous as the Keystone Exams, aligned with state 
academic standards, and administered to all students.  
In accordance with the policy guidance, other districts 
may wish to use Keystone Exams as a component of their 
local assessment systems. Districts that require proficiency 
on the Keystone Exams will be deemed approved for 
validation requirements in that content area. 

q   Our district is planning to use locally-developed 
assessments to comply with the new regulation. 
Must local assessments count for one-third of a 
student’s course grade?

 A  No. The state-designated weight of one-third 
applies only to the state-developed Keystone 
Exams. 

q   How will the state evaluate local assessments? 

 A  For local assessments to satisfy state graduation requirements, they must meet the 
following criteria:

• Align with state academic standards

• Meet rigorous expectations, comparable to those used for the Keystone Exams

• Be administered to all students

A dIstrICt-AdOpted  
lOCAl AssessMent Is . . .
• Of equal rigor

•  Aligned with state standards

•  Administered to all students

•  Required to be independently 
validated & the state will pay half  
of the cost to validate

keystOne exAM As A  
lOCAl AssessMent Is . . .
•  A stand-alone graduation  

requirement

•  Deemed approved for validation 
requirements

•  Within district discretion whether 
it impacts a course grade

http://www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Graduation
http://www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Keystone
http://www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Keystone
http://www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Keystone
www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Graduation
www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Graduation
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    Additional criteria may be established by the Local Assessment Validation Advisory 
Committee. In early 2011, this committee will issue detailed guidance, including a handbook 
for districts. 

q   Will the state offer districts resources for creating locally-developed assessments?

 A  The state will provide districts creating local assessments with technical assistance and 
resources to help guide required elements. In addition, the state will pay for half of the 
assessment validation costs. 

q   What is the timeline for developing and validating local assessments? How long is the 
validating process? When does the local assessment need to be submitted for approval?

 A  A detailed timeline (spanning approximately 18 months) will be available on the SAS website 
by spring 2011. 

q   When does a district need to declare that it will create a locally-developed assessment?

 A  PDE will reach out to districts in early 2011 to gauge their interest in choosing the locally-
developed assessment option. Districts can decide this option by content area (see 
next question). Districts should use the next few months for discussions and preliminary 
decision-making. 

q   If a district plans to use a local assessment for one subject, must they use local assessments 
for all subjects?

 A  No. The regulation permits districts to select assessment options by content area. For 
example, a district may choose to administer a local assessment for Algebra I and the state-
administered Keystone Exam for Biology. 

q   Would districts be able to create their own exams or work in partnership with other districts 
to develop local assessments?

 A  Districts can work individually or jointly (e.g., within Intermediate Units) to develop (or 
purchase) local assessments. Districts can likewise share the local cost of validation.

q   For districts that plan to develop local assessments—will students in the graduating 
classes of 2015 and 2016 who are currently taking courses such as Algebra I and Biology be 
permitted to continue taking local assessments even when they have not been validated?

 A  Yes. As long as the district informs PDE of its intention to submit the local assessments to 
be validated when required, students will be permitted to continue taking local assessments 
even when they have not been validated. Districts should be aware that students must still 
complete courses with academic content assessed pursuant to subsections (b) and (c) of 
§4.24 (high school graduation requirements).
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ACAdeMIC stAndArds 

q   Are the Keystone Exams aligned with Pennsylvania Standards? 

 A  All questions on the Keystone Exams are aligned to the Pennsylvania Standards. The 
Pennsylvania Standards, Curriculum Frameworks, and Assessment Anchors and Eligible 
Content can be found on the SAS website. There is also strong alignment between the 
Keystone Exams and the Common Core State Standards that must be fully implemented  
by 2013. 

q   Are the Standards posted on the SAS website the most recent version? 

 A  The Pennsylvania Standards posted on the SAS website are current. The Standards, along 
with other SAS resources, can be used to write curriculum to prepare students for the 
Keystone Exams.

AdequAte yeArly prOGress (Ayp)

q   If a district decides to use only local assessments for graduation determinations, can these 
count for AYP when the PSSA is replaced by the Keystone Exams?

 A  No. NCLB requires a uniform state assessment for measuring student achievement in 
Reading, Math, and Science. While districts will decide how students meet high school 
graduation requirements, all students will take the Algebra I, Biology, and Literature 
Keystone Exams to meet AYP/NCLB requirements—just as they currently do with the PSSA.

q   Will only specific questions or all questions on each Keystone Exam in Algebra I, Biology, 
and Literature count for AYP purposes?

 A  AYP determinations will be based on all operational questions in the Keystone Exam.

q   If a student retakes the Keystone Exam, which score will count for AYP?

 A  PDE will seek approval from the U.S. Department of Education to count a student’s  
highest score.

q   What is the process and timeline for replacing the grade 11 PSSA with the Keystone Exams? 
Will schools have to administer both assessments until the federal government approves 
this substitution?

 A  The process requires PDE to document, collect, and submit evidence of test development 
and test quality for the U.S. Department of Education’s peer review. PDE anticipates 
approval by 2013. Until then, both assessments will be given.

http://www.pdesas.org/Standard/StandardsDownloads
http://www.pdesas.org/module/sas/curriculumframework/
http://www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Keystone
http://www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Keystone
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q   What happens if a student takes the Algebra I Keystone Exam in grade 8—how is that 
attributed for AYP? 

 A  A student in middle school who takes a Keystone Exam may have his/her results “banked” 
for AYP attribution at a later date. 

WhAt hAppens When?

tiMinG 

q   When will the Keystone Exams for Algebra I, Biology, and Literature be available? What is 
the long-term timeline for implementation? 

 A  Algebra I, Biology, and Literature Keystone Exams will be administered in May 2011. A 
detailed Spring 2011 Keystone Exam Testing Schedule can be found on the SAS website. 
Below is the timeline for implementation: 

Course Field test Available For All schools

Algebra I, Biology, Literature Fall 2010 Spring 2011

Algebra II, Geometry,  
English Composition Spring 2011 Winter 2011-2012

U.S. History Fall 2012 Spring 2013

Chemistry, Civics and  
Government, World History Spring 2015 TBD

q   When will the Keystone Exams be administered? Is there a window in which exams are 
administered? When will students receive Keystone Exam scores? 

 A  The Keystone Exams will be administered three times each year—winter, spring, and 
summer—in order to accommodate block schedules and retesting. Districts will have 
discretion on when students receive exam scores. For graduating seniors, Keystone Exam 
scores will be available no later than 10 days prior to graduation. For all other students, 
scores will be available before the end of the school year. 

q   When should the Literature Keystone Exam be administered in high school?

 A  PDE does not recommend districts create new or separate Literature and English 
Composition courses as a response to the Keystone Exams, given that both Literature and 
English Composition are typically taught in Language Arts, grades 9 through 12. While PDE 
recommends the Literature Keystone Exam be taken at the end of grade 10, districts may 
choose a different grade level. This decision will guide the schedule for the appropriate 

www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Graduation
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Keystone Exams. It is important that districts make sure the coursework is aligned with the 
Keystone Standards and prepares students for the Literature Keystone Exam at whatever 
grade level has been designated. For example, a district may choose to focus on English 
Composition in grade 9 and administer the Composition Keystone Exam that same year. 
The Keystone English Composition Exam will be comprised of “stand-alone” writing 
prompts not associated with Literature. However, students can use the types of Literature 
studied in grade 9 when the Literature Keystone is given. 

    With regard to Literature instruction, PDE recommends a balance of contemporary 
and classic Literature and encourages districts to include equal amounts of fiction and 
nonfiction in their curriculum. This balanced approach will serve as a means of providing 
students with more diverse exposure to various countries, eras, and genres of Literature and 
is in keeping with Common Core State Standards.

    For detailed information about the content associated with the Literature Keystone Exam 
and the Composition Keystone Exam, please refer to the Pennsylvania Standards. Under 
the ‘View Standards’ tab, click on the ‘Select a Course’ tab. You then will be able to see the 
Assessment Anchors and Eligible Content for each course by selecting the corresponding 
course name.

q   How much time should be allotted for each Keystone Exam?

 A  Each Keystone Exam should take the typical student 2 to 2.5 hours to complete. Each 
module (or Test Session) of the Keystone Exam should take 1 to 1.5 hours to complete. 
Districts and schools may select to administer the entire Keystone Exam at once or do each 
module on separate, consecutive days. 

q   Do the Keystone Exams have a time limit for student completion? Can a student complete a 
Keystone Exam the next day?

 A  There is no time limit for a student to complete a Keystone Exam; however, any Test Session 
that has been started must be finished the same day. If special circumstances occur during 
an online Test Session (e.g., fire alarms, sickness), teachers will be provided appropriate 
instructions and students will be able to complete the exam. 

evALUAtiOn 

q   When will students receive test scores? When will students know how the Keystone Exam 
impacts course grades? 

 A  Keystone Exam scores will be processed as quickly as possible and provided to the districts. 
Districts will continue to calculate course grades and will inform students of final grades 
using their usual process. For graduating seniors, Keystone Exam scores will be available no 
later than 10 days prior to graduation. For all other students, scores will be available before 
the end of the school year.
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q   If a student has not demonstrated proficiency on a Keystone Exam, can he/she receive 
points earned that would count for the 33% of the final grade?

 A  If a student scores Basic on a Keystone Exam, he/she can receive points earned that  
would count for the 33% of the final grade. If a student performs Below Basic on a Keystone 
Exam, the student would not receive points earned and should retake the exam at the 
earliest opportunity. 

exAM FOrMAt 

Download the Exam Design Overview on the SAS website for specifics on test formats for the 
Algebra I, Biology, and Literature Keystone Exams. 

q   What types of questions will the Keystone Exams feature?

 A  The Keystone Exams will include multiple-choice questions and constructed-response, or 
open-ended, questions. For each Keystone Exam, approximately 60% to 75% of the total 
score will be from multiple-choice questions and 25% to 40% of the total score will be 
from constructed-response questions. The English Composition Keystone Exam will be an 
exception, with 20% of the total score from multiple-choice questions and 80% of the total 
score from constructed-response questions. 

q   Will the Keystone Exams include multiple-choice questions with several possible correct 
answers? (For example, answer option A and answer option B are both correct, but answer 
option A is the best choice.) 

 A  Each multiple-choice question will have only one correct answer. A student will earn either 
one point or no points based on his/her response.

q   Is there any partial credit assigned to a particular question format?

 A  Each correct multiple-choice answer will be worth one point. Partial credit could be given to 
answers provided on constructed-response questions, depending upon the rubric.

q   Will the Keystone Exams be administered online or in paper/pencil test booklets like the 
PSSA?

 A  Both online and paper/pencil formats will be available for all Keystone Exams. Districts will 
determine if online, paper/pencil, or both formats will be used. PDE recommends districts 
decide the number of students who can be tested in each format, given the assessment 
window. Makeup exams also can be administered in either online or in paper/pencil format.

www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Graduation
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COMputer-BAsed AdMInIstrAtIOn And suppOrt

eXAM ADMinistrAtiOn 

q   What tools or functions will be available for students to use on the online version of each 
Keystone Exam?

 A  The tools available for all online Keystone Exams include an answer cross-off, highlighter, 
notepad, magnifier, flag, and line guide that students can use to track text. The tool 
functions are described in the PA Online Assessment Student Tutorials. Formula sheets, 
a basic calculator, a scientific calculator, and a graphing tool also will be available for the 
online Keystone Exams in Math. Students can practice using all these tools prior to taking 
any Keystone Exam by completing the corresponding Online Tools Training. 

   The PA Online Assessment Student Tutorials can be accessed from the PA eDIRECT 
website under the ‘Test Setup’ menu. Click on ‘General Information’ and then select the 
‘Test Tutorials’ tab. The Online Tools Training can be accessed by launching the PA Online 
Assessment software. PA Online Assessment software is available on the PA eDIRECT 
website. However, it does require a user account to access as the download is considered 
secure and not available for public access. Once the PA Online Assessment software has 
been installed, select ‘Online Tools Training’ under the ‘Keystone Exams’ tab. 

q   Will students be able to use scratch paper when taking the Keystone Exams online?

 A  Students will be allowed to use scratch paper when taking the online Keystone Exams. All 
scratch paper must be collected and returned to the School Test Coordinator at the end of 
the Test Session. 

q   What happens if a student inadvertently exits the online Keystone Exam?

 A  While all answer responses will be saved, mark-ups using the highlighter, answer cross-off, 
notepad, or flag tools will not be saved. To re-enter the Test Session, the student should use 
the same username and password. 

PA OnLine AssessMent stUDent tUtOriALs 

q   Will there be a PA Online Assessment Student Tutorial for each course of the Keystone 
Exams?

 A  Each course of the Keystone Exams being administered online will have a PA Online 
Assessment Student Tutorial. The Student Tutorials use pictures, motion, and sound to 
present visual and verbal descriptions of the properties and features of the PA Online 
Assessment system. Once the PA Online Assessment Student Tutorial is opened, the user 
can follow the menu selection on the screen to determine which videos to view. It is strongly 
encouraged to have students review the PA Online Assessment Student Tutorials prior to 
taking any Keystone Exam. Students are allowed to repeat the Student Tutorial as often as 
desired and needed. 

https://pa.drcedirect.com/
https://pa.drcedirect.com/
https://pa.drcedirect.com/
https://pa.drcedirect.com/
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q   How long will it take to complete the PA Online Assessment Student Tutorial? 

 A  Although an exhaustive exploration of the Student Tutorial will take about 30 minutes, 
most students can become knowledgeable about the PA Online Assessment in as little as 
15 minutes of exploration. However, additional time should be scheduled for students to 
review the Student Tutorial segments as needed.

OnLine tOOLs trAininG 

q   Will there be an Online Tools Training for each course of the Keystone Exams? 

 A  Each course of the Keystone Exams being administered online will have an Online Tools 
Training. The Online Tools Training is designed to provide an introductory experience using 
the online assessment software in preparation for taking the Keystone Exam. It is strongly 
suggested that students be given time to take the Online Tools Training prior to taking 
the Keystone Exam for the first time. Specific instructions to administer the Online Tools 
Training are detailed in the Keystone Exams Directions for Administration Manuals.

q   What is the purpose of each Online Tools Training? 

 A  The purpose of the Online Tools Training is for students to observe and try out features of 
the online assessment software prior to the actual assessment. Questions have been chosen 
to demonstrate online assessment features and uses. This will allow students to experience 
taking the exam on a computer and to experiment with the features available during 
an actual Keystone Exam. The Online Tools Training is NOT designed to demonstrate 
complete coverage of the assessed content, and it is NOT scored. 

q   Will each of the Online Tools Trainings for the Keystone Exams include constructed-
response questions for students to practice entering their answers on the computer?

 A  Each Online Tools Training for the Keystone Exams will include at least one constructed-
response question. Students will have the opportunity to practice typing responses in a 
narrative format, graphing functions, and entering equations using the Equation Builder 
in order to become familiar with the features available during an actual Keystone Exam 
administered online. 

q   How long will it take to complete an Online Tools Training for the Keystone Exams?

 A  It is recommended students are given at least 30 minutes to go through all questions in 
each course of the Online Tools Training for the Keystone Exams. Additional time should 
be scheduled for students to become familiar with the features of the online assessment 
software. 
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OnLine CALCULAtOr 

q   What types of calculators will be available for students to use on the online Keystone Exams 
pertaining to Math courses?

 A  The Keystone Exams pertaining to Math courses will have a basic calculator and a scientific 
calculator as part of the tools available for the online version. A graphing tool allowing 
students to only graph functions will also be available for online versions of the Keystone 
Exams pertaining to Math courses. An Online Calculator Manual describing the functions 
available on each calculator is posted on the PA eDIRECT website. Click on ‘Documents’ 
under the ‘General Information’ tab. Students are strongly encouraged to practice using all 
of the online calculators and tools when completing the Online Tools Training.

q   Can students use their own calculators instead of the online calculators when taking the 
Keystone Exams pertaining to Math courses?

 A  Students may use their own calculators. A list of approved calculators and the calculator 
policy are posted on the PA eDIRECT website. Click on ‘Documents’ under the ‘General 
Information’ tab.

q   Will there be separate non-calculator and calculator sections on the Math Keystone Exams 
as there are on the PSSA?

 A  No. A student may use a calculator for answering all questions on the Keystone Exams 
pertaining to Math courses.

ACCOMMOdAtIOns 

PAPEr & PEnCIL KEYSTOnE ExAMS:

q   What accommodations will be available for the Keystone Exams?

 A  Similar to the PSSA, appropriate accommodations will be permitted and based on 
determinations made by the student’s teacher(s) or Individualized Education Program (IEP) 
team. Accommodations guidelines will be available in spring 2011. 

q   Can a student have a question read aloud, similar to the accommodation available for  
the PSSA?

 A  Consistent to accommodations guidelines, questions on the Keystone Exams for Math and 
Science courses only may be read aloud as long as other students’ testing is not interrupted 
and it is part of the regular course instruction.

q   Will any of the Keystone Exams be translated into a different language? 

 A  Paper/pencil versions of the Math and Science Keystone Exams only will be translated into 
Spanish.

https://pa.drcedirect.com/
https://pa.drcedirect.com/
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OnLInE KEYSTOnE ExAMS:

q   Will there be an audio version? 

 A  Audio versions will be available for the online Math and Science Keystone Exams. 

q   Will there be a magnifier students can use on the online version?

 A  A magnifier will be available for students for the online versions of all Keystone Exams.

retestInG 

q   Can students retake a Keystone Exam?

 A  Yes. The regulation allows students who do not score “proficient” or above to retake the 
Keystone Exam (or Keystone Exam Module) at the next available testing date. 

q   If retesting, will students have to retake the entire Keystone Exam or just the Keystone 
Exam Module they didn’t pass?

 A  Students will have the option to retake the entire Keystone Exam or a specific module. 
Based on advice from the state’s Technical Advisory Committee (TAC), it is in the student’s 
best interest to retake the entire exam since the new score will be based on the two highest 
module scores.

q   How many Keystone Exam retests for each subject will be offered each school year?

 A  Students will have the opportunity to take the test up to three times each year. For each 
Keystone Exam, there will be a testing and retesting opportunity given in the winter, spring, 
and summer. 

q   Can a student who scores “proficient” or “advanced” retake a Keystone Exam?

 A  The regulation does not preclude “proficient” or “advanced” students from retaking a 
Keystone Exam at the district’s discretion.  

q   How will the student’s grade be affected by retaking the entire Keystone Exam or a module 
within the Keystone Exam?

 A  Keystone Exam scores will be calculated by combining the highest individual module 
scores. Districts may then recalculate final marks to determine if students passed the course 
and meet requirements for graduation. 

q   If a student retakes the exam the following year, does the student’s course grade change?

 A  Adjusting the grade after the retest is a local decision.
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q   If a student fails the course because of not passing a Keystone Exam, do they then have 
to take the whole course over? Can they advance to the next course in the sequence while 
waiting to retake the Keystone Exam?

 A  This is a district-level decision that should be guided by close examination of student 
performance across the course and on the Keystone Exam. For example, if a student 
performs just below proficiency on a Keystone Exam but achieves strong course marks 
otherwise, there may be evidence to support allowing that student to move ahead in their 
coursetaking. Teachers and administrators should encourage the student to retake the 
exam, and the teacher should meet with the student to develop an improvement plan 
ahead of the next test administration. 

suppleMentAl InstruCtIOn 

q   What is supplemental instruction in the context of the new legislation?

 A  This provision of the regulation underscores what all of us are working toward for every child: 
proficiency in the state’s academic standards. Districts, principals, and teachers will continue 
to decide which extra supports make sense for students—before or after school tutoring, 
peer tutoring, in-class assistance, homework assignments, differentiated supports, etc.

IteM And sCOrInG sAMpler 

q   Will there be a resource, such as sample questions, that administrators, teachers, parents/
guardians, and students can use to help prepare for the Keystone Exams?

 A  An Item and Scoring Sampler for each Keystone Exam will be available to help students 
and teachers prepare for the Keystone Exams. This resource will include both multiple-
choice and constructed-response sample questions as well as examples of how answers for 
constructed-response questions are scored. 

q   What types of questions will be included in the resource?

 A  Each Keystone Exams Item and Scoring Sampler will have multiple-choice questions and 
constructed-response questions for students to practice answering. All included sample 
questions will be aligned to the Keystone Assessment Anchors and Eligible Content found 
on the SAS website. 

q   When will the resource be available?

 A  The Item and Scoring Sampler will be available beginning spring 2011.

q   Will the resource be online for parents/guardians to access? 

 A  Yes. The Item and Scoring Sampler will be posted on the SAS website. 

http://www.pdesas.org/Assessment/Keystone
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COMMunICAtIOns 

q   Will information be available for districts and schools to customize and send to parents/
guardians explaining the new requirements?

 A  Yes. PDE will provide template information on the SAS website to use in communications to 
parents/guardians. This information will be online beginning mid-November 2010. 

q   In what formats will information for administering the Keystone Exams be available  
and when? 

 A  User Guides and Directions for Administration Manuals will be delivered as hard copies 
to the administration building of each school district. They also will be available on the 
PA eDIRECT website. Click on ‘Documents’ under the ‘General Information’ tab. User 
Guides and Directions for Administration Manuals will be available four weeks prior to the 
beginning of the administration window.

pennsylVAnIA InFOrMAtIOn MAnAGeMent systeM (pIMs) 

q   How are Pennsylvania Information Management System (PIMS) course codes associated 
with the Keystone Exams? 

 A  All of the Pennsylvania PIMS course codes are mapped to the available Keystone Exams. 
A list of specific courses mapped to corresponding Keystone Exams is available in the 
appendix of the Keystone Exams Fall 2010 Field Test User Guide. The Keystone Exams Fall 
2010 Field Test User Guide is posted on the PA eDIRECT website. Click on ‘Documents’ 
under the ‘General Information’ tab. 

https://pa.drcedirect.com/

