
inTroDucTion

significant changes to a long-established part of the educational
system—the general education Development (geD®) test—are
scheduled to take effect in 2014. The upcoming changes have
profound implications for low-skilled adults’ ability to continue
their education and attain the postsecondary credentials needed
to access good jobs.3

although the value of the geD test has been challenged in
recent years,4 it is commonly recognized as an important
milestone in gaining the education and skills needed to succeed
in today’s economy. With increasing evidence of the role
education plays in helping individuals earn family-sustaining
wages—including the value of postsecondary certificates—a
high school diploma or equivalent is one of the steps needed to
succeed in today’s labor market.

While many agree that updating the geD test is needed,5 there is
concern among adult educators and others that the pending
changes may create obstacles for a number of individuals,
particularly low-income students. changes that could impact
individuals who take and pass the geD test include: increased
test costs, a shift to computerized tests, more difficult test content
especially in math, and, in many states, a reduction in the number
of test centers. coupled with congress’ july 2012 elimination of
the Pell grant “ability to Benefit” regulation—which made those
without a high school diploma or equivalent ineligible for federal
financial aid—progressing to postsecondary education may
become more difficult for many low-income students.6 

The development and refinement of state policies to enable
working low-income adults to access education and skills
training has always been a priority of the Working Poor Families
Project. This report examines how states are addressing
upcoming changes to the geD as well as how they are pursuing
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other options to help students attain a high school
equivalency diploma. although the changes to the
geD test are significant and must be addressed,
these changes also provide an opportunity to
rethink how to better meet the needs of low-skill
working adults, many of whom are years away from
any classroom and academic testing environment.
The ultimate goal of adult education should be to
help all students, including working adults, attain
the basic skills needed to connect to higher levels of
education—especially postsecondary education—
and better employment. 

This brief offers a two-track approach to ensuring
that low-income adults maintain access to, and
success in attaining, a secondary credential. First we
provide an overview of the geD test and a primer
outlining the changes that will be made for 2014 and
offer ways states can prepare for them. next we
describe alternatives to attaining a high school
equivalency diploma (hseD) that states may want to
provide. The hseD overview is based on an analysis
done by the center for law and social Policy, with
descriptions of secondary equivalency programs that
are already in place in some states and are worthy of
consideration. The brief then summarizes actions
states need to take to ensure that those with the
most need and least resources, low-income adults,
are not shut out of the education system.

Because the geD test is the most widely accepted
method of obtaining a high school equivalency
diploma, state and local adult educators are
concerned about the effect these changes will have
on low-income and low-skilled individuals’
opportunities to advance in education. efforts are

underway in many states to inform local educators
about the changes and provide assistance to help
them adjust instructional programs accordingly. in
addition, multiple efforts are underway to encourage
current geD students to accelerate their studies so
that they can take their geD test before 2014.
states are also exploring the creation or adoption of
alternative tests to the geD as well as exploring
options that lead to alternative equivalency diploma
programs. although options are few, and attempts to
create new ones are still in development, many
educators recognize the need to take action and are
thirsty for information about possible actions that
can be taken. 

a Primer on The geD TesT:
currenT anD neW

The current geD Test

The geD exams were developed in 1942 by the
american council on education as a high school
completion strategy for veterans returning from
World War ii who wanted to go to college. since
that time, some 18 million geDs have been
awarded. The geD test is the most widely
recognized alternative to a high school diploma. in
2011, 723,000 (worldwide) took the test and
454,000 passed it. most geD candidates were male
(56 percent) and about half were white (48
percent). about three-fourths reported they had
completed 10th grade (71 percent) and on average,
candidates have been out school nine years when
they take the test. The average age of test takers is
26. nationally, geDs now comprise one in every
seven high school diplomas and one in every 20
college entrants has completed their geD. 

The geD battery of tests encompass five subject7

tests which, when passed, certify that the taker has
american (or canadian) high school-level academic
skills. The five tests include reading, writing, math,
science and social studies. many state adult
education programs sponsored by local school
districts, colleges and even community
organizations provide both preparation for the test
and the actual geD examination site. and typically
the battery of tests is taken with paper and pencil
and lasts more than seven hours. To ensure
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fairness, all official geD Testing centers must
adhere to the uniform testing standards specified
by the american council on education. local
policies determine how many geD tests may be
taken by an examinee in one day. Typically,
examinees complete the entire five-test battery
over a period of weeks or months. 

The market for the geD or a high school
equivalency is significant. in the united states,
25.7 million people between ages 18 and 64 are
without a high school diploma or equivalent,
representing more than 13 percent of that
population.8 This demographic statistic may be
increasing as the number of high school dropouts,
especially among minority populations, increases.
also, as an impact of the 2008-2012 economic
recession, many states have seen an increase in the
number of older, unemployed or underemployed
adults who are accessing high school credential
options as they prepare to upgrade their future
employability.

The new geD Test

in early 2011, the american council on education
(ace), the not-for-profit organization that
developed and has administered the test for 70
years, announced the creation of a jointly owned
for-profit partnership with Pearson Vue, the
world’s largest testing company. characterized as a
public-private business partnership, the two
organizations worked together to launch the geD
21st century initiative while retaining the geD
Testing service name. The partnership was formed
as ace officials believed that the test content did
not adequately reflect college preparedness and
that the testing process needed to be computerized
to align with contemporary testing protocols. 

Further, ace believed that Pearson’s significant
expertise and resources were necessary to develop,
norm and implement a new geD test that
incorporated strong college readiness standards,
specifically the common core state standards.9

These standards were considered important in
helping assure colleges, universities and
prospective employers that adults who have passed
the geD tests are prepared to compete and succeed

in a global economy. This major overhaul of the test
will be completed and implemented by 2014, with
an online practice test ready in 2013. 

one significant change includes redesigning and
revising the five subject-matter tests to incorporate
college readiness standards. The test will align
with the common core standards as well as
similar standards developed by Texas and Virginia.
These changes are intended to not only help the
geD test keep in step with the nation’s increasing
focus on postsecondary education, but also to keep
up with the knowledge and basic skills
requirements of today’s economy. The content
redesign will result in a four-test format—literacy,
math, science and social studies. Writing skills will
be assessed within the content of two or more of the
tests rather than in a separate writing test. in
addition, two types of certification will be available
through the geD test—general high school
equivalency and an endorsement that indicates
college and career readiness.

another change involves transforming the test to a
computerized-only format, which test developers
believe is needed to make scoring faster and more
sophisticated as well as to improve registration,
test security and consistency in delivery and
reporting. The geD Testing service is also adding
professional development for teachers, reworking
curricular resources and adding a counseling
component to connect geD test takers to career
and education opportunities. 
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The geD test leads to the one high school
equivalency credential that all 50 states and the
District of columbia recognize. it is also widely
used in the military and by correctional
institutions. not surprisingly, the changes for 2014
will have substantial implications for states, adult
education providers and test-takers.  

concerns aBouT The neW geD TesT

The following four issues are ones that some state
officials believe they will likely confront as they
take steps to transition to the new geD test.

1) costs

concern about increasing costs for the new geD
test has multiple dimensions – costs to the
examinee, costs for diplomas and transcripts, and
costs for preparation or instructional delivery
services. currently, the geD test is available
through official geD Testing centers that have
been approved by the central geD office and the
state administering agency. although there is no
charge by ace to the coordinating state agency,
called a jurisdiction, the agency typically supports
the effort by providing a state geD administrator
and data/records staff. also, to the extent possible,
states support the current geD preparation
process through limited state and federal adult
education funding.

examinee costs are typically determined by the
cost of operating and staffing a testing center, the
cost of geD examination materials (test booklets
and answer forms), and the amount, if any, of
subsidies received by the testing center. Whereas
some states subsidize (in whole or part) their
testing centers, others do not; thus some testing
centers set examination fees based on a break-even
philosophy. Because state and local subsidies vary
greatly, there are wide differences in the cost to the
examinee among and within states. as costs
increase and state subsidies likely decline, there is
significant concern that the costs to examinees will
invariably rise. a recent survey by the center for
law and social Policy (clasP) and the national
council for state Directors of education of state
adult education directors suggests that the cost for

2014 geD examinees will increase in most states.10

a computer-based test (cBT) version of the 2002
(current) paper pencil test has been developed and
all early implementers of this cBT test are paying
$120 to geD for the administration of all five tests
(geD policy newly set in 2011). The testing centers
are refunded $38 for each complete five-test battery
administered. For most testing centers, the $120
fee is a moderate to significant increase in their fee
structure. The geD Testing service has announced
that the cost for the new 2014 test will remain the
same ($120 for all four tests), however many states
fear that the for-profit nature of the geD Testing
service could mean fee increases in the near future. 

in recognition of the low-income status of many
geD clients, some states or local areas preclude
test centers from determining the price of the test
and establish state policy on the cost to the
examinee.11 in fact, arkansas and new york offer
the geD test free to students. There is considerable
concern that the test will no longer be affordable for
many who take the test as most states have limited
and often declining resources to subsidize the
increased fees.12 in addition, some states that
currently subsidize the cost of the tests for
examinees are rethinking the state funding
commitment because of the for-profit status of the
geD Testing service and the fear of possible test
fee increases. some of this state-level thinking
results from a prohibition of public agencies
subsidizing for-profit companies without
competitive bidding.

Diploma certificate and transcript costs currently
vary across the country with many states managing
all of their geD client records and, in so doing,
offering free or low cost diplomas and transcripts to
graduates, colleges and employers. since geD
Testing service will assume all responsibility for
scoring the test in 2014, there is some thought that
they may become a central repository for all geD
test records. some states are concerned that if this
occurs, the price of state licenses to maintain their
own repositories may increase. if states opt to use
the central repository they will want to know
specifically how graduates, colleges and employers
will access records and what cost might be
incurred. related to this is what access states will
have to geD test data and whether they will incur
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costs in obtaining data on student outcomes in
their state.   

Preparation and instructional delivery costs
associated with the geD test are also a source of
concern. With the change in the geD test content,
preparation services will need to purchase all new
materials, thus possibly requiring states to make
additional investments in professional development
activities. concerns have been raised that the geD
testing service may increase prices for adult
education commercial vendors to access the geD
test content and those costs would be passed on to
preparation programs. additionally, new costs are
anticipated for practice tests as well as for new
technology hardware and software related to the
development of computer skills (for test taking).

The cost issues noted above are of immediate
concern as the new test implementation date of
january 2014 draws closer. of parallel concern to
adult education providers and many other
organizations that serve low-income, under-skilled
clients, is the ability of Pearson Vue, as a for-profit
company with a monopolistic status over the geD
test, to significantly increase costs over time. This
fiscal uncertainty is a key factor in the impetus of
some states to explore alternatives for adult
educational certification and credentialing, which
are discussed below.

2) Transitioning to a computerized Version of 
the geD Test 

many recognize the need for computerizing the
geD test as well as the importance of computer
literacy in the marketplace. nonetheless this
change may present challenges in effectively
serving test takers that lack access to and
proficiency with computers. since the paper-pencil
version will only be available for those needing
special accommodations related to disabilities,
providers will not only have to add computer
literacy to their offerings, but they will also have to
help students become familiar with registering for
and taking computerized tests. since access to
computers has long been a problem for many adult
education providers, this computer literacy need is
an issue that will warrant serious attention. 

as mentioned above, the geD Testing services has
developed a computerized version of the 2002
paper-pencil test and plans to make a computerized
practice test of the new geD test available in 2013.
however, many adult education providers have
limited capacity to provide computerized
instruction, which will add to the costs to prepare
students for the test. moreover, the geD test is
offered throughout corrections systems, which often
do not allow computers. it is uncertain how this
problem will be addressed.

3) availability of Testing centers 

Pearson Vue announced that testing will be
available at their existing testing facilities. The
numbers of these facilities vary within states, but
typically are fewer than currently provided via
state managed testing centers. it is expected that
the number of test sites (currently 3,400
worldwide) will be reduced, resulting in more
limited accessibility. 

The geD Testing service will authorize existing
state testing centers to administer the geD test,
provided they have sufficient facilities and capacity,
especially the equipment necessary for
computerized tests. For many places this will
require new investments and resources. states will
have to assess the trade-offs of covering the costs of
enhancing existing facilities while maintaining
geographic accessibility across the state. a reduced
and limited number of centers may become
particularly challenging for those without
transportation or for those in rural areas where
distances between testing centers can be
considerable. it is also uncertain how states may
choose to cover any additional costs, such as
looking to students to help defer the increased costs
of providing computerized testing. 

on a positive note, it can be speculated that it is in
geD Testing service’s best interest (as well as the
examinees’) to work with other stakeholders to
make the geD test as accessible as possible. This
mutual benefit may bode well for solving problems
that could arise from a reduction in the number of
testing centers in certain areas.
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4) Test content and impact on Preparation 
Programs and curriculum 

many applaud the reworking of the geD test to
incorporate strong college readiness standards and
the attempt to improve the ability of the test to
measure skills needed for entry into careers and
college. With more than 25 million working-age
adults lacking a high school diploma, and a labor
market that increasingly demands higher
education levels, an overhaul was needed. 

The geD Testing service is planning to make
available a new diagnostic assessment along with
additional curriculum, as well as professional
development resources and counseling supports
that are intended to help providers and test takers
adjust to the changes in content and the increased
difficulty. These changes will require significantly
revised preparation materials as the common core
standards are based on a different instructional
framework than the current geD test, which
means even more efforts and costs to states and
local areas that invest in geD test preparation
programs. 

The geD statistical reports for the past several
years note that about half of geD test-takers
prepare for the test on their own and half
participate in state and local adult education
programs. not surprisingly, jurisdictions with
higher pass rates generally require test takers to
have completed an adult education program of
study or to pass the geD official Practice Test
before allowing them to take the geD test.13 more
than likely, students will need even more
preparation for the revised geD test because of
the increased rigor—especially for the college
readiness portion. 

a major change for the geD test will be its two-
tiered approach to the credential. That is, a certain
passing score for each test will be established, first
indicating general high school competence or
equivalency. Then, if a student scores well on the
college readiness items on the test, their credential
will indicate both high school equivalency and
college readiness. over time, it will be important to
understand how the two levels of credentialing are
received in the marketplace and how the college

readiness affects efforts to connect to
postsecondary education. 

Preparation programs will have to be revamped to
include not only computer literacy and
keyboarding for those without these skills, but also
extensive critical thinking and problem solving
because the new geD test will include higher-
order thinking skills, which are not the focus of the
current geD test.14 in addition, the college
readiness portion of the test will include algebra ii
content, which adult educators anticipate will be
very challenging for many test takers. 

This change also has implications for the functional
value of the level one geD test: if students pass
only this high school equivalency level, there is
concern that they will be discouraged from entering
college believing that they are not “college
material.” as time passes, students may have
difficulty finding the time and motivation to access
preparation classes and retake un-passed portions
of the test. an unknown issue regarding the two-
tier geD test is how employers will view and accept
the basic equivalency endorsement. if employers
establish policies to not hire individuals who only
have the high school equivalency, it may be a
disservice to individuals to offer it as an option.

of additional concern is the challenge and short
timeline adult education programs have to align
geD test preparation content with the new geD,
especially given the incorporation of the common
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core standards into the test. although states have
experience revising their geD preparation content,
the task of revising content in accordance with the
common core is an explicit, highly focused task
that requires a thorough understanding of how the
new geD test will embed common core content
into actual assessment items and activities. adult
educators fear that there may not be sufficient
information about the 2014 test to adequately
change curricula and provide the necessary
professional development. also, it is important to
note that the common core standards were
designed to be applied to the k-12 system, not the
adult education system.15

emerging state actions

states are responding in a number of ways to these
major changes in the geD test. some have formed
internal working groups to consider the four issues
discussed above, recognizing in some instances they
may need legislative approval for certain changes.
The national council for state Directors of
education (ncsDae) has established a work group
of adult education directors and staff from
approximately 25 states, recognizing the need to
collectively consider a variety of options for
documenting that students have the education and
skill competencies commensurate with a high
school diploma.  

These options encompass students who are
currently preparing for the geD test and those
millions of adults who have not finished high school
but are returning to school to gain new skills. one
concrete action already underway involves states
engaging in marketing efforts to encourage current
students to take the full 2002 geD battery before
the end of 2013—test takers must finish and pass
all five tests before December 31, 2013 or start
completely over on january 1, 2014.

according to a 2012 clasP and ncsDae survey
on adult education tuition and financing issues,16

some 25 states anticipate that they will try to do
something to keep the geD tests affordable for
students. ideas include allocating more funding to
help offset costs, pursuing state laws that currently
prohibit funds from being used to subsidize the test
and working with other workforce or social service

agencies to identify resources to offset the costs of
the geD to test takers. These approaches, however,
are dependent on resource allocations that are not
always possible during times of fiscal uncertainty.

state officials are also thinking about options to the
geD test. For example, states such as new york and
Texas are seriously considering the development of
an alternative test to the geD. other states that
already have alternatives to the geD test are
looking at how to make these various high school
equivalency diploma options more available and
acceptable to a wider range of students. and states
such as minnesota and Washington are exploring
the development of new competency-based high
school equivalency diplomas (hseDs). 

The following section provides examples of existing
and prospective state hseD options.  

BeyonD The geD:  oTher high school

equiValency DiPloma oPTions17 

although the geD test is the most commonly used
high school equivalency diploma program in the
united states, a number of states have established
alternative approaches to documenting and
certifying the attainment of high school education
and skill competencies. as states are preparing for
the new geD test and at the same time becoming
aware of the cost and structural issues noted above,
many are examining the viability of expanding
existing options and developing new ones. in fact,
some state officials believe that the geD test
overhaul can serve as a catalyst to foster needed
change in the design of adult education and high
school equivalency diploma programs by shaping
these programs to help all students, particularly
working adults, attain the basic skills needed to
connect to postsecondary education and better
employment. 

an overview of non-geD hseD Programs

high school equivalency diploma programs provide
students who typically have not finished high
school an opportunity to earn a diploma that is
generally considered to have equal value to a 
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diploma awarded for completion of the high school 
graduation requirements established by the state
and/or school district. subject to state legislation,
hseDs can be awarded by a state, a local school
district, a community college or a combination of
these entities. similar to a high school credential,
the level of knowledge, skills and abilities needed to
attain an hseD vary considerably across and
within states, as there is very little consistency in
standards of achievement. not surprisingly,
approaches for delivering high school equivalency
programs are quite diverse as well. 

although 18 states offer geD test attainment as
the only alternative to a high school diploma,
individuals in many other states can attain an
hseD by completing requirements at local
educational agencies, school districts and/or
community colleges. These alternatives vary
considerably and are often designed to address the
needs of specific populations.18

a number of alternatives have been designed to
address the needs of adult learners. This is not
surprising as the geD test serves only a small
percentage of adults. in 2008, 4.8 percent of adults
ages 18 to 24 without a high school diploma
received a geD and for those ages 25 to 49 it was
only 1 percent.19 

one alternative is the national external Diploma
Program (neDP), a performance-based assessment

system utilized by seven states that was developed
to better serve adult workers. in addition, states
have developed their own competency-based
equivalency diplomas designed especially for adult
learners. some have targeted their programs to
specific populations such as refugees, incarcerated
individuals and migrant farm workers. While many
states charge fees for courses, services and/or
materials related to the diploma program, about 10
states provide services for free.20 There is also
evidence that some states are beginning to infuse
college readiness standards (e.g., common core
standards) into their current hseD requirement
and curricula content.  

at least 27 states provide hseD options in which
students can earn credits toward their high school
diploma in standard high school subjects such as
math, english, science, social studies, physical
education and health. Whereas this credit make-up
approach may not exactly fit a technical definition
of an hseD because it simply extends the regular
high school diploma to dropouts, it is a form of
alternative diploma pathway that is frequently
used by many young adults who seek the shortest
possible route to a high school diploma or
equivalency. The number of credits students must
earn for the hseD varies greatly, but most are in
the 20 to 24 credit hour range. it is important to
note that credit definitions do not follow any
nationally established protocol and that some of
these programs are geared toward younger
individuals who have recently dropped out of high
school, enabling participants to “recover” credits by
taking classes that they did not complete in high
school. in some states, students must also pass
state high school exams or even the geD test to
attain the hseD. 

most traditional hseD programs are operated
through the local school districts that award the
diploma and establish local curriculum and credit
requirements; however, some states operate
programs through their community colleges. For
example, in the state of iowa, the adult high
school Diploma program is offered at all 15
community colleges. requirements vary across
colleges, but students must complete three credits
each of english, math, social studies and science as
well as take additional courses in u.s. government,
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american history and physical education. up to 36
credits must be completed to earn the diploma and
course costs range from $25 to $40. in iowa, as in
other states, students can receive some credit for
prior work experience that counts toward the
diploma, which is awarded by the community
college with approval from the local school district. 

one option for states: The national external
Diploma Program

The national external Diploma Program (neDP)
was designed to serve adults in ways that
addressed their need for more flexible schedules,
more appropriate assessment tools, and content
that was relevant to their life experiences.21 The
neDP was established as a competency-based
program without a formal class structure to allow
students to demonstrate experience gained while
working, raising a family and living in the
community. 

neDP has two major phases—diagnostic and
competency demonstration. The diagnostic phase
ensures that students have basic reading, writing
and math skills; those with low basic skills receive
remedial instruction before working on the life and
work skill competencies—the foundation of the
diploma. The diagnostic phase also includes self-
assessments in career interests and skills required
for successful transition to postsecondary education
and careers. students must demonstrate 100
percent mastery in 70 competencies across 10
generalized content areas such as communication,
information technology, applied math, cultural and
financial literacy, health, civics, geography and
history, scientific inquiry, and 21st century
workplace. students must also demonstrate an
individual competency such as employment,
continuing education, or obtaining a work-related
certificate. Diplomas are awarded by either the
state or the local school district.

administered by the comprehensive adult student
assessment system (casas),22 neDP presently
operates in six states and one jurisdiction—
connecticut, maryland, new york, rhode island,
Virginia, Washington and Washington, D.c. states
identify sites to operate the program, which vary in

number and type of organization; nationwide there
are 75 sites across the seven states with 10 more
sites planned for early 2013. The cost of neDP
varies—all sites pay an annual fee of $850 and about
$100 for materials per student, including all
assessment instruments. casas does not impose
age eligibility requirements; however, states set their
own requirements, and for some states, individuals
must be 21 years old to enroll in a program.

since casas took over the administration of the
neDP in 2008, 8,709 individuals have graduated,
with an average of 4,471 participants a year.
Participants can complete the program in as little
as three months, but the average is six to eight
months. The neDP was developed for adults and
indeed attracts older individuals—31 years of age
on average, only 2.5 percent are under age 18, 19.4
percent are 19 to 24 years old, and 78.1 percent are
over age 25. almost twice as many females
participate as males—63 percent compared to 37
percent. and a significant number of african
american/black students are served, close to 48
percent, who are typically underserved in other
high school diploma programs. Well over half of the
students using this option are employed. 

some of the states using neDP are working with
casas to redesign the program to increase the
rigor and align with common core standards. The
program is also moving to a web-based platform
and will do away with the paper-pencil version once
all sites have transitioned to the web-based system. 

current state hseD options23

several states offer a variety of hseD options for
adult learners. These options include diplomas
awarded for college credits, statewide competency-
based hseD programs and, in Wisconsin, a mix of
options. in a few states, competency-based options
or hseD programs provided through partnerships
between community colleges and public schools
may be available, but only locally. For example,
competency-based options are available in a few
local school districts in massachusetts; and in
Portland, oregon students who have dropped out of
school can earn high school and college credit
simultaneously at Portland community college.
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Vermont and hawaii have developed their own
competency-based programs, which primarily serve
adults. 

Vermont

Vermont’s adult Diploma Program (aDP) 
targets adults over age 20 with family and 
work responsibilities. Free to students, aDP 
requires students to complete performance-
based projects aligned with the equipped for
the Future content standards and Vermont 
Framework of standards. Projects can be 
completed at home and include demonstration
of practical tasks relevant to adult lives  
that require students to gather, organize 
and analyze information, draw conclusions 
and apply findings to real problems and 
situations. an assessor meets with students 
to review projects and evaluate work against
a list of skills and performance criteria to 
determine satisfactory completion. aDP 
takes most students about four to nine 
months to complete, and about 100 students 
participate per year at 17 locations 
throughout the state. Diplomas are awarded
by local school districts, which are 
reimbursed for each student through a state 
education fund. 

hawaii

hawaii offers the competency-Based high 
school Diploma Program (cBhsDP) 
through 11 adult community schools 
located at seven school districts in the state. 
The program is offered to individuals age 18 
or older (16 and 17 with special approval) for
a minimal fee ($10 to enroll and $5 for 
testing). a two-part curriculum—academic 
and career—includes academic classes in 
community resources, government and law, 
health, occupational knowledge and 
consumer economics. students develop 
communication skills—reading, writing, 
listening and speaking—computation 
skills, problem-solving skills and 
interpersonal skills through hands-on 

activities and must demonstrate 70 percent 
mastery in each subject area and on an 
overall cBhsDP test. it takes students 
about three to four months to complete each 
of the five units.

Wisconsin has been extremely progressive in their
approach to alternative diploma programs since
1988 and currently offers five different options in
addition to the geD test. in fact, unlike other
states where it may be difficult to discern the value
of an hseD relative to a geD, Wisconsin has 
sought to make hseDs the highest quality possible
while providing varying approaches tailored to
meet different student situations. Prospective geD
and hseD students must complete a counseling
session prior to entering the program where their
reading level and career interests are assessed, the 
various hseD options are discussed and career
goals and next steps are determined.

The most common hseD option in Wisconsin
builds on initial passage of the geD test and then
requires students to demonstrate competencies in
other areas, including health, citizenship, career 
awareness and employability skills. other hseD
options target specific populations. For example,
one option targets individuals who recently left
high school and another is structured for
individuals who want to acquire occupation skills
at technical college while getting their hseD. now
that the ability to Benefit (aTB) regulation has 
changed for the Pell grant, this may not be as
viable an option for low-income working adults
unless they are able to use tuition reimbursement
programs provided by employers or other tuition-
waiver or financial assistance options. (The aTB
will likely affect any hseD option that is designed
to connect to postsecondary education that does not
have alternative resources or means to address
college tuition and other costs.24)  

Wisconsin also offers a competency-based option,
which was initially designed for individuals who
were not good test takers. offered by a technical
college or community-based group that has been
approved by the state superintendent of public
instruction as a high school completion program, it
consists of approved competencies spread across 
academic areas including math, reading and writing.
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students can demonstrate competencies in a variety
of ways—assessments, classes and projects including
on-line work. To award a high school completion
credential, a review committee must verify that
students have demonstrated the competencies and
submit paper work for final state approval.
Wisconsin currently is updating this hseD 
program to align it with the common core
standards and career pathway efforts in the state’s
technical colleges. 

new hseD options in Development

a number of states recognize that the geD—a
standardized test—cannot capture the scope and
wide range of abilities and skills that adults have
developed over the years. The impending change is
seen as an opportunity to create new diploma
programs that can be accelerated and aligned with
the needs and experiences of adult learners. 

minnesota and Washington are looking at ways
they can use their existing adult education systems
to create new hseD options for adult learners and
do so with a focus on connecting participating
students to postsecondary education. 

minnesota

in 2012, minnesota commissioned a study to
explore the possibility of developing an 
additional high school equivalency diploma 
program.25 Based on that study, and with the 
goal of approaching the state legislature in 
2013 to get approval to design and 
implement a program prior to 2014, 
minnesota is working on a three-part 
design—core literacy competencies, career 
readiness and college readiness. core 
literacy involves achieving acceptable scores
on currently available, adult-appropriate 
standardized academic tests such as the 
TaBe, gain, casas, Workkeys or geD to 
serve as the indicator of competency in 
reading, writing and math. The career 
readiness component would include a set of 
competencies (some required, some  
recommended based on counseling results) 
that have to be demonstrated and reported 

in a transcript to document that they have 
been accomplished. The college readiness 
component would include a set of 
competencies, such as understanding 
education and training options in the state, 
how to access the options—including 
navigating the financial aid system—and 
how to succeed in college (e.g. setting goals, 
time management and study skills). 

Washington

in august 2012, Washington enlisted 
numerous stakeholders to consider options 
for individuals age 21 or older to attain a 
high school equivalency diploma other than 
the geD. While this effort is in the early 
planning stage, Washington is building on 
the authority and capacity of community 
and technical colleges to award high school 
diplomas to students who accumulate 
certain college credits and/or certificates or 
degrees. The idea is to use the college 
administered adult education basic skills 
classes to gain the academic skills needed to 
qualify for an hseD. content ideas include 
demonstrating reading, writing or math 
proficiency by scoring at specified levels of 
attainment on the approved national 
reporting system list of tests and achieving 
certain grades in adult education and/or 
college classes that have well-defined 
curriculum requirements. 

using a system-wide general framework, 
local colleges will be able to customize their 
hseD program requirement to fit their 
occupational offerings. The state intends to 
have an hseD alternative in place by the 
end of 2013. Washington officials see this as 
an opportunity to create a valid credential 
that serves the needs of adults and enables 
them to move quickly to access family-
sustaining-wage jobs by taking advantage of
what the adult education and college and 
technical systems already have in place.

unlike the minnesota or Washington models noted
above, some states such as new york26 and Texas
are considering a single test alternative to the geD



test. The concept of identifying or developing a
single alternative exam (presumably with multiple
subject test components) is appealing especially
from a cost-efficient and a promotional recognition
perspective. That is, if a single test could be
sanctioned by a state’s adult education system as a
viable geD test alternative, costs for
administration could be regulated, professional
development targeted, and strategic and
comprehensive recognition and acceptance built
within the state for that alternative test. 

Tests are already being developed for use in the k-
12 arena to measure the common core standards
by various consortiums of educational
organizations (e.g., smarter Balanced and the
Partnership for assessment of readiness for
college and careers [Parcc]). also, established
adult education test publishers are in the process of
or considering aligning their assessments (e.g.,
TaBe, accuplacer) to the common core. These
assessment examples may be considered leading
candidates if a state is interested in adopting a
single alternative test.

Taking sTePs To accommoDaTe The 2014
geD TesT anD exPloring high school

equiValency oPTions

no one really knows how significantly the 2014
changes to the geD test will affect low-income
students, but the predictions that the poorest and
least skilled are very likely to be negatively affected
must be considered. as states prepare for the
impending changes, their efforts can be described
from two perspectives: 

1) actions to ensure that the new geD test is 
accessible, affordable and appropriate for all 
students; and 

2) actions to provide viable options to achieving a 
high school equivalency, especially alternatives 
to better serve adult workers and facilitate 
connections to postsecondary education.

actions to accommodate the Transition to the new
geD Test

it is likely, at least for most states that the geD
test will continue to be an important part of the
adult high school equivalency market. This makes
sense as the geD test offers several important
benefits, including: a) students’ ability to start the
geD in one state and finish it another; and b) the
common recognition of the geD test by employers
and others throughout the country. 

also, transitioning to viable hseD alternatives will
take time and resources. Therefore, state officials
will need to engage in a variety of short-term
actions to ensure geD test access and success for
this population. in addition, states will have to
tackle the issue concerning potential future
increases in costs, to both students and preparation
programs. 

Working Poor Families Project (WPFP) state
partners can play an important role in helping
states respond to the forthcoming changes to the
geD in several important ways:

•   First, WPFP state partners can raise 
attention to the forthcoming changes and 
engage in discussions and actions about the 
geD test to ensure that the needs of low-
income students are considered. 

•   second, WPFP state partners can help focus 
attention on the four key areas of change: 
costs to examinees, computerization of tests,
access to testing centers, and test content 
and preparation activities.

as state partners become engaged, there are a
number of specific issues that warrant attention. 
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These include:  

•   efforts to encourage students to finish and 
pass the geD test before 2014;

•   opportunities to offer the 2002 geD test 
using the computer-based format available 
through the geD testing service;27 

•   strategies to reduce the cost burden for new 
geD examinees and preparation, including 
public and private sector resources;

•   Plans to provide professional development 
for teachers and program administrators 
that link directly to the new geD test 
content and computer delivered examination
processes;

•   identification and utilization of internet-
based new geD resources;28 and

•   increased support and technical assistance 
to geD test preparation entities and testing
centers.

in focusing on these areas, WPFP state partners
can work collaboratively with other interested
parties to establish a thoughtful and
comprehensive approach to support the change.
since employers and many agencies and
organizations, both governmental and community
based, are concerned with the high school level
educational attainment of adults, these “common
client” stakeholders should understand the
upcoming geD test changes and work
collaboratively to maximize efforts that result in
student success.

actions to Provide Viable options for adults to
achieve high school equivalency Diplomas

changes to the geD test create an important
opportunity for states to consider the advantages of
alternative hseD programs and to think about the
best ways to help a variety of students gain the
skills needed for a 21st century economy and a
family-sustaining wage. While pursuing these
options may require legislative and regulatory
changes as well as require time and resources to
adopt or create, states would be wise to give them
careful consideration.  

WPFP state partners can play an important role in
helping states move toward considering viable
options to the geD in several important ways:

•   First, WPFP state partners can help make 
the case that changes to the geD create a 
significant opportunity for examining how 
best to meet basic skill needs so that all 
students are prepared to advance to higher 
levels of education and employment.

•   second, WPFP state partners can share 
explicit information on a variety of high 
school equivalency diploma options and 
match them to specific opportunities and 
circumstances in their state.

as WPFP state partners advocate for moving in
this direction, they will want to make sure that
policymakers are aware of the following five
opportunities.  

1) The national external Diploma Program
(neDP)

The opportunity to add the neDP as an option
should be considered by states that are interested
in new ways to serve working adults. The neDP is
comprehensive and it includes a competency
framework and curriculum materials already used
by several states. in addition, the test and 
materials will be aligned with the college 
readiness standards and a new computerized
version is being developed (although, like the geD
testing service, the paper-pencil version will be
discontinued when the upcoming revision is
completed and once all sites have transitioned to
the web-based system). as noted earlier, neDP 
was designed specifically for working adults so that
it can be accomplished according to an individual’s
work and personal schedule, and credit for
competencies can be awardedfor prior experience.

2) existing state-led competency-Based option

a number of states have developed and operated
their own competency-based high school
equivalency programs. The three states profiled
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above, hawaii, Vermont and Wisconsin, allow
students to get credit for prior experience, which is
very important for adults, and particularly working
adults. in addition to providing flexibility in 
scheduling and the ability to complete the 
competencies in a self-paced environment,
competency-based options can also be good for
students who are not good test takers. These three
states have been able to keep costs fairly low,
although each state reports that it can take almost
one year for some students to complete.

3) new hseD opportunities

at least two states—minnesota and Washington—
are in the process of developing mechanisms to
create new hseD programs. although there are
similarities in how these states are approaching 
alternative hseD programs, there is one important
difference: each state is taking a different approach
in awarding the hseD. minnesota has opted to
have the state issue the diploma so that they will
have a greater chance of ensuring consistency of
standards. Washington plans to keep the control
with local entities because community colleges 
already have the authority to grant highschool
equivalency diplomas.

4) alternative adult-appropriate hseD exams

states such as new york and Texas are considering
adopting a single exam (or a battery of tests within
a single exam) such as the TaBe, accuplacer, or
other already developed academic exams that were 
designed for adults. This exploration for a 
single hseD exam could also include adopting
exams such as the smarter Balanced assessment
or the Parcc assessment, both of which are under 
development for the k-12 community to measure
the common core standards of high school students.

5) Design new options to connect students to 
Postsecondary

in several of the above hseD examples, the 
involvement of postsecondary institutions in 

the delivery of the high school diploma is essential.
The willingness to enroll students into for-credit
career pathway programs while providing them an
opportunity to earn their hseD is an important
first step. models found in Wisconsin, minnesota 
(FastTrac), and Washington, offer structures and
policies for others to consider. involvement in this
design feature for hseD’s could occur at a state
level (e.g., postsecondary systems office) or at an 
individual college level, particularly with
community or technical colleges.

conclusion

The issuance of a completely new geD test will
require that states prepare for significant changes
to their adult education systems in 2013 and
beyond. identifying key cost issues related to
student fees, test centers and geD test preparation
are vitally important and should focus on the goal
of making sure examinee fees are not a barrier to
participation. 

For all states this means adjusting instructional
delivery to help students get ready for a
computerized and much more challenging geD
test. it also means working with existing testing
centers in the state to help them become geD
Testing service-authorized testing centers. and if
states have not already done so, it means
developing a comprehensive outreach system to
encourage students to complete the existing test
before 2014. 

The 2014 geD test changes create the opportunity
for states to rethink their overall approach to adult
education by ensuring that the state system and
local providers provide the best options for all
students, including working adults, to gain the
skills needed to obtain higher levels of education
and better employment. This means thinking
beyond the geD test and focusing on making other
hseD options work for more students, especially
working adults.   

The changes to the geD are coming quickly. now is
the time for policymakers and other stakeholders to
ensure that all students, especially working adults,
have practical and cost-effective options to meet
their basic skill and educational needs.
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recommenDaTions

actions to accommodate the transition to

the new geD test:

•   WPFP state partners can raise
attention to the forthcoming changes
and engage in discussions and actions
about the geD test to ensure that the
needs of low-income students are
considered. 

•   WPFP state partners can help focus
attention on the four key areas of
change: costs to examinees,
computerization of tests, access to
testing centers, and test content and
preparation activities.

actions to provide viable options for 

adults to achieve high school equivalency

diplomas: 

•   WPFP state partners can help make
the case that changes to the geD
create a significant opportunity for
examining how best to meet basic
skill needs so that all students are
prepared to advance to higher levels
of education and employment.

•   WPFP state partners can share
explicit information on a variety of
high school equivalency options and
match them to specific opportunities
and circumstances in their state.
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