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Kentucky residents concerned about
public education quality and fairness
have until Nov. 30 to speak up and re-
verse the state’s plan to impose damag-
ing and discredited high school exit ex-
ams.

Now is the time for Kentuckians —
educators, parents and students — to
raise their voices and explain why this is
precisely the wrong route for Kentuck-
y’s students. (A public hearing is set for
10 a.m. Nov. 29 at the Kentucky Depart-
ment of Education in Frankfort. Written
comments will be accepted until Nov.
30. More information is available at the
KDE website and here.)

The Kentucky Board of Education
claims that adopting exit exams in Eng-
lish and math will help better prepare
students for their lives after high school.
But if that’s the goal, it should avoid the
exit exam route. Instead, it must heed

the warnings of negative consequences
for its most vulnerable students, and
education quality in general.

The warnings are based on a track
record of failure, which explains why
there’s a growing nationwide trend
away from exit exams. Just 12 states
cling to this destructive policy, down
from a high of 27. Experience and re-
search shows the tests do not ensure
students are better prepared for life af-
ter high school. In fact, there are better
ways to assess readiness for graduation,
including performance-based assess-
ments that promote challenging and en-
gaging project-based learning.

In 2012, Minnesota Rep. Carlos Mar-
iani explained why his state chose to
move beyond exit exams. “We’re trying
to find a more intelligent way to do it,
knowing that some students don't test
well, which doesn’t mean they’re not
proficient.”

The challenge of addressing inequi-
table access and providing every Ken-
tucky student with a meaningful educa-
tion is real. We know there remain real
gaps in opportunity and access. But the
Kentucky Board of Education's proposal
could worsen these ills rather than cure
them. The devil is always in the details,

and at this point, details are slim. For ex-
ample, the proposal says students must
meet a “minimum requirement” on
math and reading exams, with the scale
score to be approved later by the KBE.
“Minimum” is not defined, and some
think students must reach a higher,
“proficient” level to pass. In any case,
the requirements will be approved with
details to come later, which is concern-
ing.

National research confirms that high
school graduation tests do not improve
learning but cause harm, especially to
vulnerable student groups, including
students with disabilities, English
learners, low-income, African-Ameri-
can, Latinx and Native American stu-
dents. These are the groups of students
most likely to experience a narrowed
curriculum aimed at just getting them
over the test score bar. And they are the
groups most likely to be denied a diplo-
ma because of a few points on a stan-
dardized exam.

Test defenders say the exams “give
value” to a diploma, but research shows
the opposite is true. For example, stud-
ies show the tests do not improve em-
ployment prospects or college readi-
ness. A 2011 National Research Council

of the National Academy of Sciences re-
view found that high school graduation
tests have done nothing to lift student
achievement but have raised the dro-
pout rate.

Exit exams give students who have
worked hard, played by the rules and
stayed in school the status of high
school dropouts. This creates an enor-
mous and growing cost to society.
Adults without a diploma earn less, are
less likely to be employed or have a sta-
ble family, and are more likely to be im-
prisoned.

Kentucky schools need not embrace
a policy increasingly viewed by most
states as destructive and reactionary. In
fact, testing experts like Harvard Pro-
fessor Daniel Koretz calls such policies
nothing less than a “charade.”

Again, educators, parents and stu-
dents have until Nov. 30 to speak out
against proposed graduation tests and
for meaningful and fair graduation re-
quirements. Now is the time to raise
your voice!

Lisa Guisbond is an assessment re-
form advocate with the National Center
for Fair & Open Testing (FairTest) in
Boston. Brent McKim is resident of the
Jefferson County Teachers Association. 
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When I was in middle school, I moved
from a predominantly white school in
the Northeast to a racially mixed school
in the South. I felt uncertain of who I
was supposed to be and how I was sup-
posed to act. There was a small percent
of black teachers and administrators in
my school. I didn’t really know where I
belonged. Diversity was not honored
and cultural differences were not often
discussed or taught in class. There was
a norm, and if you didn’t fall into a cer-
tain category, you were an outcast.

How many JCPS students have been
struggling to find their place in our edu-
cational structure? How many have
been looking for a sense of belonging?
How many have been looking for a con-
nection to the school work and not find-
ing it? That is where the JCPS Racial Eq-
uity Policy comes in. The policy focuses
on bringing in more curriculum that is
representative of our student body. It
focuses on bringing more students of
color into gifted and talented programs.
The policy addresses diversity in learn-
ing and makes sure those teaching the
lessons are a full reflection of our com-
munity. It celebrates our differences and
shows that what makes us unique can
also bring us together. 

During the early 2000s, I was as-
signed to be the education reporter for
WHAS 11 News. I was in my mid-20s,
still green and very eager to prove my-
self. Jefferson County Public Schools
quickly became my focus. I went to
school board meetings on my off days. I
scheduled meetings with administra-
tors hours before my shift at work even
started. There was so much to learn and
so many stories to cover. 

One story I went back to many times
in my career in journalism was the
achievement gap between white stu-
dents and students of color. In 2004, I
did a long-form story about the 50th an-
niversary of the Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation decision. I talked to JCPS admin-
istrators who reflected on what the deci-
sion meant and what that decision
looked like here in Louisville. On and off
camera, our conversation turned to the
achievement gap between students that
still persists to this day.

The data around this topic is well

documented by the district, by leaders
in government and the press. We’ve
known the problem has existed. Yet
somehow, it always seemed to me the
one thing that was never really ad-
dressed head-on. That is until now.

For some people, just saying the word
race makes them uncomfortable. I can’t
tell you the number of times I have
heard people whisper the word “race” or
shift around in their chair uneasy by
merely saying it. But you have to say it,
don’t you? How else can you address an
issue that has been playing out in our
schools for decades? Say the word out
loud, be uncomfortable and attack the
problem. I remember being in the news-
room and learning of the new Racial Eq-
uity Policy passed by the Jefferson
County Board of Education. Nothing
like this had ever happened before in the
district. It was the first of its kind and
JCPS was one of the few districts across
the country taking a step like this. Pro-
fessionally, I could only state the facts
on air. Internally, I was cheering and
thrilled for the thousands of students
this would impact and help. I was also
cheering for my 12-year-old self who of-
ten felt out of place and longed for a cel-
ebration of diversity.

This district is bold enough now to
collectively say the word “race.” This
district is holding the megaphone and
shouting that the achievement gap can’t
continue. Equity among all of our stu-
dents is essential for success and now
there is a commitment from those who
can help to make it possible. Change
doesn’t come easily, but when it hap-
pens it is amazing. That is what I see
playing out right now with the policy.
The momentum I see to really change
educational outcomes for students of
color is incredible. I could feel that even
before I came to work for JCPS.

I never thought I would see a day
where this kind of intentional work was
happening and there would be this kind
of support from all levels of leadership.
Without this kind of support, a policy
like this could not be fully implemented.
This is a new JCPS. One that doesn’t
hide or shy away from the facts. Truth
and authenticity are powerful. When
you are honest and reveal what is going
on that is when you can start to heal.
And the healing process is well under-
way.

Renee Murphy is chief of communi-
cations and community relations for
Jefferson County Public Schools.
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The horrendous killings and pipe
bomb threats over the past few weeks
have raised the specter of evil and ha-
tred lurking in our society. We should
pay close attention to the mindsets of
the alleged perpetrators, because there
is nothing normal about what they did
or said. The rule of thumb is not to ren-
der opinions without examining them.
But let’s be honest: the actions and con-
duct of these men have been off the
deep end.

Ian David Long, the shooter who
killed 12 people in Thousand Oaks,
Calif., was described by neighbors as
troubled, volatile and in need of help
that he wasn’t getting. He had several
interactions with law enforcement over
the past few years, including an April in-
cident during which Long was “some-
what irate and acting irrationally,” Ven-
tura County Sheriff Geoff Dean said. But
mental health professionals determined
he was not an immediate danger to him-
self or others and could not be involun-
tarily committed for treatment.

The would-be pipe bomber, Cesar
Sayoc, drove around in a dirty white van
covered with Trump stickers, was
homeless, ranted about conspiracy the-
ories and was described as “crazed” by
the general manager of the restaurant
where he worked for several months.
Robert D. Bowers, the alleged shooter at
the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh,
had been spewing anger and racist
memes on the Gab social media plat-
form — calling immigrants “invaders”
and asserting that Jews were the “ene-
my of white people.” Gregory Bush, a 51-
year-old white man with a history of

mental illness and racist threats, alleg-
edly shot and killed two African-Amer-
icans in a Louisville supermarket.

We will not know all the facts about
these men until after their trials. But but
by all indications, it was apparent they
needed treatment. Any lay person could
have picked out the paranoia and weird
character in these men. We lock our
doors and tell our children to watch out
for the “crazies” on the streets that are
unpredictable and can harm us. We gaze
in astonishment at homeless men and
women screaming at no apparent lis-
tener. But we fail repeatedly to take rea-
sonable measures to protect our fam-
ilies and communities.

Providing better protection is compli-
cated. Our country is deeply divided.
The friction between opposing parties
opens gaps to be exploited not just by
interest groups and lobbyists, but by
fringe extremists. The right to free
speech allows for the unfiltered expres-
sion of weird notions and sentiments.
The First Amendment protects even the

most bizarre ideas, that can go viral
across social media, and bring together
extremists that would not otherwise
talk to each other. And, like Long and
Bowers, the potentially dangerous indi-
vidual has access to very lethal weap-
ons.

Forty years ago, mental health advo-
cacy groups successfully lobbied for
laws that restrict involuntary hospital-
ization and treatment. Compelling in-
voluntary treatment requires showing
that the patient is a clear danger to him-
self or others. These laws may have
been a good thing, but the down side is it
is not easy to prove dangerousness. The
upshot is that many seriously ill men
and women, both homicidal and suicid-
al, do not have access to mental health
care.

They may be clearly paranoid and
spewing bizarre and creepy ideas, but
they are not certifiably dangerous to
themselves and others. They mimic the
public discourse heard on mainstream
media and evade accountability for
their talk and actions. Those on the
fringe don’t have the filters to think ra-
tionally about conspiracy theories and
feral ideas in the public forum, or the
control to restrain their fears and in-
stincts. Paradoxically, the courts usual-
ly find such accused killers and bombers
competent to stand trial and face sen-
tences of life in prison or death.

But prison or death after the fact
doesn’t make our country safer. We’re
still left with a paranoid and emotional-
ly unstable fringe that doesn’t satisfy
criteria for involuntary treatment, but
has virtually unlimited access to assault
weapons and guns. Politics make it al-
most impossible to design effective gun
violence prevention policies and im-
prove mental health services. The NRA

will continue to oppose restrictions on
dangerous weapons, the mental health
advocacy groups will campaign to pro-
tect patients from being stigmatized,
and extremists and politicians will dis-
avow any responsibility for bad actors.

Lethal gun violence, both homicide
and suicide, is the danger right in front
of us. It is the leading cause of death
among young American men. The rate
of mass shootings tripled from 2011 to
2014, the Harvard School of Public
Health reports. And the environment
has changed in 40 years since the first
laws protecting against involuntary
commitment were enacted.

Today, highly lethal weapons can get
into the hands of more dangerous peo-
ple than ever, and they can make bombs
in their basements. It is time to change
the laws on involuntary treatment and
enable governmental agencies to better
identify potentially violent individuals.

Some like Sayoc and Long have clear
records of run-ins with authorities. Oth-
ers like Bowers have filled the internet
with their vitriol and buy the weapons
to inflict massive carnage. Such men re-
quire tactful and appropriate surveil-
lance by governmental agencies and en-
gagement to deter them from acting.
They either need to get into treatment or
we need to be assured that they don’t
have access to weapons that kill. The
evil and hatred that threatens us lives in
the minds of men and women around us
who need help. Gun violence is a public
health crisis.

Stephen N. Xenakis, a psychiatrist
and retired Army Brigadier General,
serves on the executive boards of the The
Center for Ethics & the Rule of Law at the
University of Pennsylvania, Physicians
for Human Rights and Human Rights
First. Follow on Twitter: @SteveXen.
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People gather during a candlelight
vigil in Thousand Oaks, Calif., on
Thursday. RINGO H.W. CHIU/ AP
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