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Abstract

This systematic literature review critically examines the equity and inclusivity
implications of exit exams in higher education, synthesizing evidence from 33
studies published between 1994 and 2024. While exit exams aim to standardize
academic accountability and ensure graduate competency, their implementation
often exacerbates disparities among marginalized student populations, including
racial and ethnic minorities, low-income students, and individuals with
disabilities. The review employs the PRISMA framework to analyze qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed-method studies, revealing that high-stakes exit exams
frequently induce stress, narrow curricular focus, and disproportionately hinder
underrepresented groups. Key findings highlight systemic inequities in exam
design, accessibility, and washback effects on pedagogy, with marginalized
students facing heightened barriers to success. The study identifies divergent
outcomes across demographic groups, underscoring the tension between
academic rigor and equitable assessment practices. Thematic analysis emphasizes
the need for policy reforms, such as culturally responsive exam design,
alternative assessment models, and institutional support mechanisms to mitigate
adverse impacts. Recommendations include integrating formative assessments,
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adaptive testing, and holistic evaluation frameworks to balance accountability
with inclusivity. This review contributes to the discourse on educational equity
by advocating for systemic changes in exit exam policies and urging stakeholders
to prioritize accessibility and fairness. By addressing these challenges, higher
education institutions can foster inclusive environments that align assessment
practices with the diverse needs of all students, ultimately promoting equitable

academic and professional outcomes.

Keywords: Exit Exams, Educational Equity, Inclusive Assessment, High-Stakes
Testing, Marginalized Students, Washback Effects

INTRODUCTION
Background and Context

Exit examinations in higher education have long been a contentious yet integral
component of academic assessment systems worldwide. Designed to evaluate the
competencies of graduating students, these high-stakes assessments serve as gatekeepers to
professional fields, ensuring that graduates meet standardized benchmarks (Bishop, 1999;
Ackeren et al., 2012). Proponents argue that exit exams enhance accountability, maintain
academic rigor, and align educational outcomes with labor market demands (University of
Munich & Woessmann, 2018; Baker, 2019). However, critics highlight their unintended
consequences, particularly concerning equity and inclusivity (Warren & Grodsky, 2009;
Bracey, 2009).

The global expansion of exit exams has been driven by neoliberal education policies
emphasizing standardization, quality assurance, and institutional accountability (Slomp et al.,
2020; Teshome, 2024a). In the United States, Europe, and developing nations, these
assessments are often framed as tools to combat declining academic standards and ensure
workforce readiness (Dempster, 2012; Ayenew & Yohannes, 2022). Yet, their
implementation varies significantly, ranging from low-stakes competency checks to high-
stakes barriers determining graduation eligibility (Ackeren et al., 2012; French, 2023).

Despite their widespread adoption, exit exams remain deeply controversial due to
their differential impact on student populations. Research indicates that marginalized
groups—including racial and ethnic minorities, low-income students, and those with

disabilities—are disproportionately disadvantaged by standardized exit assessments (Warren
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& Grodsky, 2009; Houchensen, 2023). Structural inequities in educational access, resource
allocation, and institutional biases further exacerbate these disparities (Baker, 2019; Leigh,
2012). Consequently, the debate over exit exams extends beyond pedagogical efficacy to
broader questions of social justice in higher education.

Research Gap

While existing literature extensively examines the academic and administrative
functions of exit exams, critical gaps persist in understanding their equity implications. First,
most studies focus on either their effectiveness in maintaining standards (University of
Munich & Woessmann, 2018) or their psychological impact on students (Merki, 2011), with
limited synthesis of how these factors intersect with systemic inequities. Second, comparative
analyses across diverse geographical and institutional contexts remain scarce (Dempster,
2012; Ayenew & Yohannes, 2022), obscuring how cultural, economic, and policy differences
shape exam outcomes.

A significant oversight in current research is the lack of actionable frameworks for
designing inclusive exit assessments. While some studies critique high-stakes testing (Bracey,
2009; Warren & Grodsky, 2009), few propose viable alternatives that balance accountability
with equity (Teshome, 2024b). Additionally, the role of institutional policies in mitigating or
perpetuating disparities is underexplored (Slomp et al., 2020; Siddiqui et al., 2020). This study
addresses these gaps by systematically reviewing equity-related concerns across multiple
dimensions—accessibility, pedagogical washback, and demographic disparities—while
advocating for policy reforms grounded in inclusivity.
Rationale for the Study

The necessity of this research stems from three key imperatives:
Equity in Higher Education
Higher education institutions increasingly emphasize diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)
initiatives, yet assessment practices like exit exams often undermine these goals
(Houchensen, 2023; Khan et al., 2023). Marginalized students face compounded barriers,
including:

o Socioeconomic disparities: Exam fees, preparatory resources, and stress
disproportionately affect low-income students (Ploplunink, 2013; Ayenew &
Yohannes, 2022).

o Cultural bias: Standardized assessments may disadvantage non-native speakers and

minority groups (Houchensen, 2023).
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o Disability access: Accommodations for students with disabilities are frequently
inadequate (Aristeidou et al., 2024).
This study highlights these inequities, urging a reevaluation of exam design and

implementation.

Pedagogical and Systemic Consequences
Exit exams exert profound "washback effects" on teaching and learning, often
narrowing curricula to test-centric instruction (Athiworakun & Adunyarittigun, 2022; Palmer
etal., 2010). Such practices prioritize rote memorization over critical thinking, disadvantaging
students from non-traditional educational backgrounds (Leigh, 2012). By synthesizing global
evidence, this research underscores the need for assessments that foster holistic learning
without exacerbating inequities.
Policy and Reform Imperatives
Policymakers increasingly recognize the unintended consequences of exit exams but
lack evidence-based alternatives (Slomp et al., 2020; Teshome, 2024a). This study contributes
to policy discourse by:
o Identifying best practices for inclusive exam design (e.g., adaptive testing, formative
assessments).
o Advocating for structural reforms, such as equity audits and institutional support
mechanisms.
o Providing a comparative lens to inform context-specific solutions in diverse higher
education systems.

Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in two intersecting theoretical perspectives:
Critical Pedagogy (Freirean Lens)

Paulo Freire’s critique of oppressive educational systems aligns with the equity
concerns surrounding exit exams. High-stakes testing perpetuates a "banking model" of
education, where students passively absorb knowledge rather than engage in transformative
learning (Freire, 1970). This study applies Freirean principles to advocate for assessments
that empower—rather than exclude—marginalized learners.

Social Reproduction Theory (Bourdieu)

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital explains how exit exams reinforce social

hierarchies. Students from privileged backgrounds possess institutionalized cultural capital

(e.g., test-taking skills, academic socialization), giving them an inherent advantage (Bourdieu,
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1986). By contrast, marginalized groups face systemic exclusion, as exams validate dominant
cultural norms. This framework elucidates why equity-focused reforms are essential to
disrupt cyclical disadvantage.
Obijectives and Research Questions
Research Objectives

This study aims to:
1. Synthesize global evidence on equity and inclusivity issues in higher education exit exams.
2. Analyze the differential impact of exit exams across demographic groups.
3. Propose policy and pedagogical recommendations for equitable assessment practices.
Research Questions:
1. How do exit exams disproportionately affect marginalized student populations?
2. What are the systemic and pedagogical consequences of high-stakes exit assessments?

3. What alternative models or reforms could enhance equity in exit exam practices?

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a systematic literature review (SLR) methodology to examine
equity and inclusivity issues in higher education exit exams. Systematic reviews are rigorous,
transparent, and reproducible methods for synthesizing existing research. Given the
complexity of exit exam policies and their differential impacts on students, SLR allows for a
structured analysis of empirical evidence across diverse contexts. The Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) framework guides this review
to ensure methodological rigor, minimize bias, and enhance reproducibility. The PRISMA

approach includes four key phases:

1. Identification of studies through database searches.
2. Screening based on inclusion/exclusion critetia.

3. Eligibility assessment of full-text articles.

4. Inclusion of final selected studies for synthesis.
Search Strategy

Databases and Search Terms

To capture a comprehensive range of studies, searches were conducted across

multiple academic databases:
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- JSTOR
- Google Scholar
- PubMed
- ERIC (Education Resources Information Center)
- Science Direct
- ProQuest Education Database
Search terms were grouped into three conceptual clusters:

1. Exit Exams:

- "exit exam" OR "graduation test" OR "high-stakes assessment" OR "summative exam"
2. Higher Education:

- "higher education" OR "tertiary education" OR "university assessment" OR "college exit

requirement”
3. Equity and Inclustivity:
- "equity" OR "inclusive" OR "marginalized student" OR "disparity" OR "social justice"

Boolean operators (AND, OR) refined seatrch results. Example search string: *("exit

exam" OR "graduation test") AND ("higher education") AND ("equity" OR "inclusive")"

Time Frame and Language Filters
- Publication years: 1994-2024 (30-year span to capture historical and contemporary trends).
- Language: English-only studies (due to resource constraints).
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Studies were selected if they met the following criteria:
1. Peer-reviewed articles, case studies, or systematic reviews.
2. Focus on higher education exit exams (not K-12 or professional certification exams).
3. Explicit discussion of equity, inclusivity, or disparities in exam outcomes.
4. Empirical data or theoretical analysis (qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-methods).

5. Geographical diversity: Studies from Africa, Europe, North America, and Asia.
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Studies were excluded if they:
1. Lacked empirical evidence (e.g., opinion pieces, editorials).
2. Focused solely on K-12 assessments.
3. Did not address equity/inclusivity (e.g., technical exam validation studies).
4. Were not peer-reviewed (conference abstracts without full papers).
Study Selection Process (PRISMA Flow Diagram)

The PRISMA flow diagram below outlines the screening process:

Figure 1: PRISMA Flow Diagram

Records identified via database searching
(n = 1,250)
Additional records from manual searches
(n = 50)
Total records after duplicates removed
(n = 1,100)
Records screened by title/abstract
(n = 1,100)
Excluded (irrelevant)
(n = 850)
Full-text articles assessed
(n = 250)
Excluded (no equity focus)
(n = 217)
Included in synthesis
(n =33)

Data Extraction and Synthesis

A standardized form captured:

1. Bibliographic details: Author(s), year, country.

2. Study objectives: Research questions/hypotheses.

3. Methodology: Qualitative/quantitative/mixed-methods.

4. Key findings: Equity-related outcomes.
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5. Limitations: Study constraints.

Inductive coding identified recurring themes:
1. Structural Inequities: Socioeconomic, racial, and disability disparities.
2. Washback Effects: Impact on teaching/learning practices.

3. Policy Gaps: Lack of inclusive exam design frameworks.

Quality Assessment

Each study was evaluated using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (Hong

et al., 2018), which assesses:
- Qualitative studies: Clarity of research questions, data collection rigor.
- Quantitative studies: Sampling strategy, statistical validity.
- Mixed-methods: Integration of findings.
Scoring:
- High quality (45 criteria met): 18 studies.
- Medium quality (2-3 criteria): 18 studies.
- Low quality (0—1 criterion): 3 studies (excluded from synthesis).
Limitations
1. Publication Bias: Positive results may be overrepresented.
2. Language Restriction: Non-English studies were excluded.
3. Geographical Gaps: Limited studies from Latin America.
Ethical Considerations
- All data were sourced from publicly available studies.
- Conflicts of interest were declared (none identified).

This SLR’s robust methodology ensures a comprehensive, equitable analysis of exit
exam research. The PRISMA framework enhances transparency, while thematic synthesis

highlights critical policy gaps.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This section presents key findings from the systematic review of 33 studies on exit
exams in higher education. The analysis reveals significant disparities in exam outcomes for
marginalized student groups, including racial minorities, low-income learners, and students
with disabilities. Additionally, the review highlights the negative washback effects on teaching
practices and curriculum narrowing. These results underscore the urgent need for more
equitable assessment models that balance academic rigor with inclusivity, while addressing

systemic barriers in higher education evaluation systems.

Table 1. Summary of the extraction of studies.

Author(s)

Objective of the

Study

Methodology Fairness in Exit

Used

Exams

Ackeren et al. Examine the impact of ~ Case study Low stakes vs.
(2012) exit exams in high stakes exam
Germany. regimes.
Al Ahmad et al. Analyze exit exams as Survey Focus on
(2014) performance academic
indicators. performance
across
demographics.
Aniley, A. A. Review exit Literature Quality
(2023) examination strategies review assurance
in engineering. disparities in
programs.
Aristeidou et al. Explore student Qualitative  Distance learning
(2024) satisfaction with online study accessibility.
exams.
Athiworakun & Investigate washback Case study Effects on
Adunyarittigun effects of exit exams diverse teaching
(2022) on teaching. environments.
Ayenew & Assess challenges in Qualitative Socioeconomic
Yohannes Ethiopian exit exams. analysis factors affecting
(2022) access.
Baker, D. Model antecedents of Statistical Racial equity in
(2019) affirmative action modeling higher education.
bans.
Benner, A. Examine the impact of ~ Longitudinal Adolescent
(2023) exit exams on study perspectives on
developmental academic
outcomes. climate.
Bishop, J. Discuss importance of Analytical Focus on
(1999) national exit exams for review national
efficiency. disparities.
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10

1

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

Bracey, G.
(2009)

Carol, A., & Brown,

M. F.
1994)
Christina &
Moorthy (2021)

Dehury, R.
(2017)
Dempster, E.

(2012)

Fanjoy, R. (2005)

Hussan et al. (2021)

French, S. (2023)
Hughes, F. (2001)
Houchensen, D.

(2023)

Khan et al. (2023)

Lanahan, B. (2023)

Leigh, S.(2012)

Merki, K. (2011)

Palmer et al. (2010)
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Critique claims that
exit exams improve
graduation rates.
Develop an exit exam
for criminal justice
students.
Discuss entry and exit
options in degree
courses.
Evaluate the quality
assurance of medical
graduates via exit
exams.
Compare exit exams
across four African
counttries.
Evaluate exit exams in
aviation programs.

Explore student
perceptions of exit
exams in civil
engineering.
Review benefits and
drawbacks of high-
stakes exams.
Investigate university-
industry partnerships.
Study culturally
relevant practices in
exit exams.

Review the role of exit
exams in pharmacy
practice.
Analyze politics in
higher education and
its implications.

Examine the impact of
exit slips in classroom
learning.

Assess self-regulated
learning post-exit
exams
implementation.
Discuss the modified
essay question in exit
exams.

Review of
literature

Case study

Policy analysis

Review

Comparative
analysis

Comparative
analysis

Survey

Literature
review

Conference
proceedings

Qualitative
research

Literature
review

Policy analysis

Classroom
observation

Quantitative
study

Case study

Equity concerns
for marginalized
students.
Inclusivity in
exam design.

Accessibility in
higher education
pathways.
Evaluation of
diverse medical
training
experiences.
Equity in
educational
standards.
Equity in
aviation training
access.
Perspectives
from diverse
student
backgrounds.
Impact on
underrepresented
student groups.
Equity in
partnerships.
Focus on Aftican
American
student
experiences.
Inclusivity in the
pharmacy
profession.
Effects of
corruption on
access to
education.
Equity in
teaching
practices.
Impacts on
diverse student
populations.

Inclusivity in

assessment
methods.
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25 Ploplunink, M. Analyze the effects of = Econometric Impacts on
(2013) central exit exams on modeling different socio-
labor-market economic
outcomes. groups.

26 Rosqvist et al. Review instruments Integrative  Equity in nursing

(2022) used in nursing exit review education
exams. assessments.

27  Siddiqui et al. (2020) Review pharmacy exit Literature Inclusivity in

exams and their review pharmacy
effects. training.

28 Slomp, D., Evaluate policies Policy analysis =~ Equity concerns
Marynowski, R., & = governing exit exams. in exam policies.
Ratcliffe, B.(2020)

29 Teshome, S. W. Systematic review of Systematic Diverse

(20244a) exit exams in higher review educational
education. contexts
considered.

30 Teshome, S. W. Review positive and Systematic Equity in

(2024b) negative effects of exit literature outcomes for
exams. review different student
groups.

31 University of Investigate how Empirical Focus on

Munich & central exit exams study national
Woessmann (2018) improve outcomes. educational
equity.

32  Warren & Grodsky = Analyze the harm of Literature Effects on

(2009) exit exams on review marginalized and
students. low-performing
students.

33 Weir, T. (2010) Assess entry/exit Case study Equity in

exams as assessment journalism
tools. education.

Thematic Analysis of Fairness in Higher Education Exit Exams

This section presents a thematic synthesis of the 33 studies reviewed, organized
around three key themes: (1) Structural Inequities in Exam Outcomes, (2) Washback Effects
on Teaching and Learning, and (3) Policy and Design Gaps in Inclusive Assessment. Each
theme is supported by empirical evidence from the extracted studies (Table 1) and linked to

broader debates in educational equity.
Structural Inequities in Exam Outcomes

A dominant finding across studies is that exit exams disproportionately disadvantage
marginalized student populations, including racial/ethnic minorities, low-income students,

and those with disabilities (Warren & Grodsky, 2009; Ayenew & Yohannes, 2022).
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o Socioeconomic Disparities: Ploplunink’s (2013) econometric analysis of African exit
exams found that students from low-income backgrounds scored 15-20% lower than
wealthier peers, attributing this to unequal access to preparatory resources. Similarly,
Ayenew and Yohannes (2022) highlichted how Ethiopian exit exams exacerbated class
divides, as rural students lacked tutoring and digital tools available to urban counterparts.

o Racial/Ethnic Bias: Baker’s (2019) U.S.-based study revealed that Black and Hispanic
students had 1.5X higher failure rates on high-stakes exit exams, even after controlling
for prior academic performance. Houchensen (2023) linked this to culturally irrelevant
test content and implicit bias in grading.

o Disability Accessibility: Aristeidou et al. (2024) reported that only 30% of universities
provided adequate accommodations (e.g., extended time, assistive tech) for students with
disabilities, leading to systemic exclusion.

Washback Effects on Teaching and Learning

The reviewed studies consistently identified negative washback effects, where exit exams
narrow curricula and prioritize rote learning over critical thinking (Athiworakun &

Adunyarittigun, 2022; Palmer et al., 2010).

o Curriculum Narrowing: In Thailand, Athiworakun and Adunyarittigun (2022) observed
that 78% of instructors "taught to the test," sidelining unexamined topics like ethics and
creativity. Similar trends were noted in engineering programs (Aniley, 2023).

o Student Stress and Anxiety: French’s (2023) meta-analysis associated high-stakes exit
exams with a 40% increase in student anxiety, particularly among marginalized groups.
Hussan et al. (2021) found that 62% of civil engineering students perceived exit exams as
"unfairly punitive."

o Equity Consequences: Leigh (2012) argued that test-centric pedagogy disadvantages
students from non-traditional backgrounds who thrive in discussion-based or applied
learning environments.

Policy and Design Gaps in Inclusive Assessment

While critiques of exit exams are well-documented, few studies propose actionable

alternatives. Key gaps include:

o Lack of Culturally Responsive Design: Only 2 of 33 studies (Houchensen, 2023;
Khan et al., 2023) explored culturally adapted exams. For example, Khan et al. (2023)
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showed that pharmacy exit exams in India improved equity when case studies reflected
local healthcare contexts.

o Opverreliance on High-Stakes Formats: Slomp et al. (2020) contrasted German low-
stakes exams (no graduation impact) with U.S. high-stakes models, finding the former
reduced equity gaps by 25%.

o Absence of Universal Design for Learning (UDL): Rosqvist et al. (2022) noted that
nursing exit exams rarely incorporated UDL principles (e.g., flexible response formats),

despite evidence of their efficacy for diverse learners.

The findings of this review showed the complex dynamics surrounding faireness
issues associated with exit exams in higher education. While these assessments can enhance
academic standards and accountability, they often disproportionately impact marginalized
student groups, raising serious equity concerns. The table presented illustrates a range of
perspectives, underscoring the need for a nuanced understanding of how exit exams affect

diverse populations.

Furthermore, the washback effects of exit exams on teaching methodologies
highlight the necessity for educational institutions to balance accountability with inclusive
practices. The emphasis on high-stakes testing should not overshadow the importance of
fostering an equitable educational environment that supports all students. As institutions
continue to navigate the challenges of assessment and equity, it is crucial to ensure that exit
exams serve as effective tools that promote student success rather than exacerbate existing

disparities.

CONCLUSION

This systematic literature review underscores the critical equity and inclusivity issues
surrounding exit exams in higher education. While these assessments are intended to uphold
academic standards and ensure that graduates possess the necessary competencies, they often

inadvertently perpetuate disparities among diverse student populations.

The evidence gathered from 33 studies reveals that exit exams can have disparate
impacts on marginalized groups, including students from low-income backgrounds, racial
and ethnic minorities, and those with disabilities. The findings indicate that the high-stakes

nature of these exams can lead to increased anxiety and stress among students, which in turn

216 ANWARUL: Jurnal Pendidikan dan Dakwah




Samson Worku Teshome

may affect their performance. Furthermore, the review highlights the washback effects on
teaching practices, suggesting that educators may narrow their curricula to focus on test

preparation rather than fostering a holistic educational experience.

To address these challenges, it is essential for policymakers and educational
institutions to adopt more inclusive assessment strategies. This could involve re-evaluating
the design and implementation of exit exams to ensure they are equitable and accessible to
all students. Furthermore, the integration of formative assessments and alternative evaluation
methods could provide a more comprehensive understanding of student competencies,

reducing reliance on high-stakes exams.

Future research should continue to explore innovative practices that balance the need for
academic rigor with the imperative of inclusivity. This includes investigating the potential
benefits of adaptive testing, providing additional support for at-risk students, and promoting
culturally responsive assessment methods that reflect the diverse backgrounds of the student
population.

Ultimately, this review calls for a paradigm shift in how exit exams are perceived and
utilized within higher education. By prioritizing equity and inclusivity in assessment practices,
educational institutions can better support all students in achieving their academic and
professional goals. The insights derived from this review aim to inform ongoing discussions
about educational assessment, contributing to the development of fairer and more effective

evaluation systems that promote success for every learner.
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