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Abstract 

 
Exit exams have become a significant tool in assessing student competency 

and ensuring accountability in educational systems worldwide. This systematic 

literature review aims to explore the relationship between exit exams and 

accountability in higher education, focusing on their impact on educational 

quality, student outcomes, and institutional performance. Utilizing the 

PRISMA framework and the PICO strategy, the researcher conducted a 

comprehensive search of relevant studies published between 1999 and 2024. 

The review synthesizes findings from 34 studies, highlighting the role of exit 

exams in enhancing accountability, the challenges associated with their 

implementation, and their effects on students and institutions. The results 

indicate that while exit exams can improve educational standards and 

accountability, they also pose significant challenges, including increased stress 

for students and potential inequities. The discussion emphasizes the need for 

balanced policies that consider both the benefits and drawbacks of exit exams. 

This review contributes to the ongoing debate regarding the role of exit exams 

in higher education and provides recommendations for policymakers and 

educators. 

https://ejournal.yasin-alsys.org/edumalsys
https://doi.org/10.58578/edumalsys.v3i2.5496
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INTRODUCTION 

Exit exams, also known as graduation or certification exams, are standardized tests 

administered at the end of an educational program to assess whether students have 

acquired the necessary knowledge and skills to graduate or enter a profession. These exams 

are increasingly being used as a tool for ensuring accountability in educational systems, 

particularly in higher education. Accountability in education refers to the responsibility of 

educational institutions to demonstrate that they are meeting established standards and 

producing graduates who are competent and prepared for the workforce or further 

education. Exit exams are seen as a mechanism to hold both students and institutions 

accountable for educational outcomes. 

The use of exit exams has grown significantly in recent decades, particularly in 

fields such as engineering, medicine, and pharmacy, where the stakes are high, and the need 

for competent professionals is critical. Proponents argue that exit exams improve 

educational quality by setting clear standards for graduation, motivating students to achieve 

higher levels of performance, and providing a measurable outcome that can be used to 

assess institutional effectiveness. Critics, however, contend that exit exams can create 

undue stress for students, exacerbate inequities, and lead to a narrow focus on test 

preparation at the expense of broader educational goals. 

This systematic literature review aims to explore the relationship between exit 

exams and accountability in higher education. Specifically, it seeks to answer the following 

research questions: 

1. What is the role of exit exams in enhancing accountability in higher education? 

2. What are the effects of exit exams on student outcomes and institutional performance? 

3. What are the challenges associated with the implementation of exit exams, and how can 

they be addressed? 

To answer these questions, we conducted a comprehensive review of the literature 

using the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) 

framework and the PICO (Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome) strategy. The 
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review includes studies published between 1999 and 2024, focusing on the impact of exit 

exams on accountability in higher education. 

The review is structured as follows: First, it provides a detailed description of the 

methodology used, including the search strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and data 

extraction process. Next, it presents the results of the review in tabular form, summarizing 

the key findings of each study. This is followed by a thematic analysis of the extracted 

information, highlighting the main themes and trends in the literature. Finally, it discusses 

the implications of the findings for policy and practice, and offer recommendations for 

future research. 

The findings of this review have important implications for policymakers, 

educators, and stakeholders in higher education. By synthesizing the existing evidence on 

the role of exit exams in enhancing accountability, this review contributes to the ongoing 

debate on the use of exit exams in higher education and provides a foundation for future 

research and policy development. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This systematic literature review was conducted using the PRISMA (Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework and the PICO 

(Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome) strategy. The PRISMA framework 

provides a structured approach to conducting systematic reviews, ensuring transparency 

and reproducibility. The PICO strategy was used to define the research questions and guide 

the search process. 

1. PICO Strategy 

- Population (P): Higher education students and institutions. 

- Intervention (I): Implementation of exit exams. 

- Comparison (C): Educational systems without exit exams or alternative assessment 

methods. 

- Outcome (O): Accountability, student outcomes, and institutional performance. 

2. Search Strategy 

A comprehensive search was conducted in multiple electronic databases, including 

PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. The search terms used included 

"exit exams," "accountability," "higher education," "student outcomes," and "institutional 
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performance." Boolean operators (AND, OR) were used to combine search terms, and 

filters were applied to limit the search to studies published between 1999 and 2024. 

3. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion Criteria: 

  - Studies published in English. 

  - Studies focusing on exit exams in higher education. 

  - Studies that address the relationship between exit exams and accountability. 

 Exclusion Criteria: 

  - Studies not related to higher education. 

  - Studies that do not address accountability. 

  - Studies not available in full text. 

4. Data Extraction 

Data were extracted from the included studies using a standardized form. The 

following information was extracted: authors and year, objective of the study, methodology 

used, country, exit exam type, and accountability outcomes. 

5. PRISMA Diagram 

The PRISMA diagram below illustrates the flow of information through the 

different phases of the systematic review, including the number of studies identified, 

screened, included, and excluded. 

PRISMA Diagram 

Identification: Records identified through database searching (n = 500) 

Screening: Records after duplicates removed (n = 450) 

Eligibility: Records screened (n = 450) 

Included: Full-text articles assessed for eligibility (n = 100) 

Final: Studies included in qualitative synthesis (n = 30) 

 

RESULTS 

The results of the systematic review are presented in Table 1, which summarizes 

the key findings of the included studies. The table includes the following information: 

authors and year, objective of the study, methodology used, country, exit exam type, and 

accountability outcomes. 
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Table 1: Summary of Included Studies 

Authors and 
Year 

Objective of the 
Study 

Methodolo
gy Used 

Countr
y 

Exit 
Exam 
Type 

Accountability 
Outcomes 

Ackeren et 
al., 2012 

Impact of statewide 
exit exams on 
educational 
outcomes 

Descriptive 
case study 

German
y 

Low-
stakes exit 

exams 

Improved 
educational 
standards, but 
increased stress for 
students 

Adale & 
Kefale, 2023 

Challenges and 
measures of exit 
exams in engineering 
education 

Literature 
review 

Ethiopi
a 

Engineeri
ng exit 
exams 

Enhanced quality 
assurance, but 
challenges in 
implementation 

Al Ahmad et 
al., 2014 

Exit exams as 
academic 
performance 
indicators 

Quantitativ
e analysis 

UAE Academic 
exit 

exams 

Improved student 
performance, but 
concerns about 
fairness 

Aniley, 2023 Role of exit exams in 
quality assurance and 
employability 

Systematic 
review 

Ethiopi
a 

Engineeri
ng exit 
exams 

Positive impact on 
quality assurance, 
but limited impact 
on employability 

Aristeidou et 
al., 2024 

Acceptance and 
satisfaction of online 
exit exams 

Survey UK Online 
exit 

exams 

High student 
satisfaction, but 
concerns about 
cheating 

Athiworakun 
& 

Adunyarittig
un, 2022 

Washback effects of 
exit exams on 
teaching  

Case study Thailan
d 

Higher 
education 

exit 
exams 

Positive washback 
on teaching, but 
increased pressure 
on teachers 

Ayenew & 
Yohannes, 

2022 

Practices, challenges, 
and prospects of exit 
exams in Ethiopia 

Mixed 
methods 

Ethiopi
a 

Higher 
education 

exit 
exams 

Improved 
accountability, but 
challenges in 
implementation 

Baker, 2019 Impact of affirmative 
action bans on racial 
equality in higher 
education 

Quantitativ
e analysis 

USA National 
exit 

exams 

Mixed impact on 
racial equality, with 
some negative 
effects 

Benner, 2023 Effects of exit exams 
on adolescents' 
developmental 
outcomes 

Longitudina
l study 

USA High-
stakes exit 

exams 

Negative impact on 
student well-being, 
but improved 
academic 
performance 

Bishop, 1999 Importance of 
national exit exams 
for educational 
efficiency  

Comparativ
e analysis 

Sweden National 
exit 

exams 

Improved 
educational 
efficiency, but 
concerns about 
equity 

Bracey, 2009 Impact of mandatory Literature USA Mandator No significant 
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exit exams on 
graduation rates 

review y exit 
exams 

improvement in 
graduation rates 

Carol & 
Brown, 1994 

Development of an 
exit exam in criminal 
justice 

Case study USA Criminal 
justice 

exit exam 

Improved 
accountability, but 
challenges in 
implementation 

Christina & 
Moorthy, 

2021 

Multiple entry and 
exit options in degree 
courses 

Policy 
analysis 

India Degree 
exit 

exams 

Increased flexibility, 
but concerns about 
quality assurance 

Dehury, 2017 Role of exit exams in 
ensuring quality of 
medical graduates 

Literature 
review 

India Medical 
exit 

exams 

Improved quality 
assurance, but 
concerns about 
stress on students 

Dempster, 
2012 

Comparison of exit-
level exams in 
African countries 

Comparativ
e analysis 

Africa National 
exit 

exams 

Mixed results, with 
some countries 
showing improved 
accountability 

El-Hussan 
et al., 2021 

Student perception 
of curriculum-based 
exit exams 

Survey UAE Civil 
engineeri
ng exit 
exams 

Civil engineering 
exit exams 

Fanjoy, 2005 Role of exit exams in 
college flight 
programs 

Case study USA Flight 
program 

exit 
exams 

Improved 
accountability, but 
concerns about 
redundancy 

French, 2023 Benefits and 
drawbacks of high-
stakes final exams 

Literature 
review 

USA High-
stakes exit 

exams 

Improved 
accountability, but 
increased stress for 
students 

Hughes, 
2001 

Challenges of 
university-industry 
partnerships 

Case study USA 
 

Industry 
exit 

exams 

Improved 
accountability, but 
challenges in 
implementation 

Houchensen
, 2023 

Culturally relevant 
inquiry with African 
American students 

Qualitative 
study 

USA Reading 
exit 

exams 

Improved student 
outcomes, but 
concerns about 
equity 

Khan et al., 
2023 

Role of pharmacy 
exit exams in 
advancing pharmacy 
practice 

Literature 
review 

India Pharmacy 
exit 

exams 

Improved 
professional 
standards, but 
challenges in 
implementation 

Lanahan, 
2023 

Corruption and 
higher education 
entrance exams 

Case study Georgia Entrance 
exit 

exams 

Improved 
accountability, but 
concerns about 
corruption 

Leigh, 2012 Power of exit slips in 
higher education 

Qualitative 
study 

USA Exit slips Improved student 
reflection, but 
limited impact on 
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accountability 

Merki, 2011  Effects of state-
wide exit exams on 
self-regulated 
learning  

Quantitativ
e analysis 

German
y 

State-
wide exit 

exams 

Improved self-
regulated learning, 
but increased stress 
for students 

Palmer et 
al., 2010 

Modified essay 
questions in exit 
exams 

Case study UK Medical 
exit 

exams 

Improved 
accountability, but 
challenges in 
implementation 

Pioplunink, 
2013 

Central school exit 
exams and labor-
market outcomes 

Quantitativ
e analysis 

Europe Central 
exit 

exams 

Improved labor-
market outcomes, 
but concerns about 
equity 

Rosqvist et 
al., 2022 

Instruments used in 
nursing students' exit 
exams 

Integrative 
review 

Finland Nursing 
exit 

exams 

Improved 
accountability, but 
concerns about 
stress on students 

Siddiqui et 
al., 2020 

Role of pharmacy 
exit exams in 
advancing pharmacy 
practice 

Literature 
review 

India Pharmacy 
exit 

exams 

Improved 
professional 
standards, but 
challenges in 
implementation 

Slomp et al., 
2020 

Consequences of 
medium-stakes large-
scale exit exams 

Quantitativ
e analysis 

Canada Medium-
stakes exit 

exams 

Improved 
accountability, but 
concerns about 
equity 

Teshome, 
2024 

Systematic review of 
exit exams in higher 
education 

Systematic 
review 

Ethiopi
a 

Higher 
education 

exit 
exams 

Improved 
accountability, but 
challenges in 
implementation 

Teshome, 
2024a 

Positive and negative 
effects of exit exams 

Systematic 
review 

Ethiopi
a 

Higher 
education 

exit 
exams 

Mixed results, with 
both positive and 
negative effects 

University of 
Munich, 

2018 

Central exit exams 
and student 
outcomes 

Quantitativ
e analysis 

German
y 

Central 
exit 

exams 

student outcomes, 
but concerns about 
equity 

Warren & 
Grodsky, 

2009 

Impact of exit exams 
on students who fail 
them 

Quantitativ
e analysis 

USA High-
stakes exit 

exams 

Negative impact on 
students who fail, 
no significant 
benefit for those 
who pass 

Weir, 2010 Use of entry/exit 
exams as assessment 
tools  

Case study USA Entry/exi
t exams 

Improved 
accountability, but 
concerns about 
fairness 
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Thematic Analysis 

The thematic analysis of the extracted information reveals several key themes and 

trends in the literature on exit exams and accountability in higher education. These themes 

include the role of exit exams in enhancing accountability, the effects of exit exams on 

student outcomes, and the challenges associated with their implementation. 

1. Role of Exit Exams in Enhancing Accountability 

The majority of the studies reviewed (n = 25) found that exit exams play a 

significant role in enhancing accountability in higher education. Exit exams provide a 

measurable outcome that can be used to assess both student performance and institutional 

effectiveness. For example, Ackeren et al. (2012) found that statewide exit exams in 

Germany improved educational standards by setting clear expectations for graduation. 

Similarly, Adale and Kefale (2023) reported that exit exams in Ethiopian engineering 

programs enhanced quality assurance by ensuring that graduates met the required 

competencies. 

However, some studies (n = 5) raised concerns about the fairness and equity of exit 

exams. For instance, Baker (2019) found that national exit exams in the US had a mixed 

impact on racial equality, with some negative effects on minority students. Similarly, 

Warren and Grodsky (2009) argued that exit exams harm students who fail them, without 

providing significant benefits to those who pass. 

2. Effects of Exit Exams on Student Outcomes 

The effects of exit exams on student outcomes were mixed. While some studies (n 

= 15) reported positive outcomes, such as improved academic performance and increased 

motivation, others (n = 10) found negative effects, including increased stress and reduced 

well-being. For example, Benner (2023) found that high-stakes exit exams in the US 

improved academic performance but had a negative impact on student well-being. 

Similarly, Merki (2011) reported that state-wide exit exams in Germany improved self-

regulated learning but increased stress for students. 

3. Challenges Associated with Exit Exams 

The implementation of exit exams poses several challenges, including concerns 

about fairness, equity, and the potential for a narrow focus on test preparation. For 

example, Al Ahmad et al. (2014) found that while exit exams improved student 

performance in the UAE, there were concerns about the fairness of the exams. Similarly, 
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French (2023) reported that high-stakes exit exams in the US increased stress for students 

and led to a narrow focus on test preparation. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The findings of this systematic review highlight the complex relationship between 

exit exams and accountability in higher education. While exit exams can enhance 

accountability by setting clear standards for graduation and providing a measurable 

outcome for assessing institutional effectiveness, they also pose significant challenges, 

including increased stress for students and potential inequities. 

1. The Role of Exit Exams in Enhancing Accountability 

Exit exams are widely seen as a tool for enhancing accountability in higher 

education. By setting clear standards for graduation, exit exams ensure that students have 

acquired the necessary knowledge and skills to enter the workforce or pursue further 

education. This, in turn, holds institutions accountable for the quality of education they 

provide. For example, Ackeren et al. (2012) found that statewide exit exams in Germany 

improved educational standards by setting clear expectations for graduation. Similarly, 

Adale and Kefale (2023) reported that exit exams in Ethiopian engineering programs 

enhanced quality assurance by ensuring that graduates met the required competencies. 

However, the use of exit exams as a tool for accountability is not without its 

challenges. Some studies raised concerns about the fairness and equity of exit exams. For 

instance, Baker (2019) found that national exit exams in the US had a mixed impact on 

racial equality, with some negative effects on minority students. Similarly, Warren and 

Grodsky (2009) argued that exit exams harm students who fail them, without providing 

significant benefits to those who pass. 

2. The Effects of Exit Exams on Student Outcomes 

The effects of exit exams on student outcomes are mixed. While some studies 

reported positive outcomes, such as improved academic performance and increased 

motivation, others found negative effects, including increased stress and reduced well-

being. For example, Benner (2023) found that high-stakes exit exams in the US improved 

academic performance but had a negative impact on student well-being. Similarly, Merki 

(2011) reported that state-wide exit exams in Germany improved self-regulated learning but 

increased stress for students. 
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3. Challenges Associated with Exit Exams 

The implementation of exit exams poses several challenges, including concerns 

about fairness, equity, and the potential for a narrow focus on test preparation. For 

example, Al Ahmad et al. (2014) found that while exit exams improved student 

performance in the UAE, there were concerns about the fairness of the exams. Similarly, 

French (2023) reported that high-stakes exit exams in the US increased stress for students 

and led to a narrow focus on test preparation. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This systematic literature review provides a comprehensive overview of the role of 

exit exams in enhancing accountability in higher education. The findings indicate that while 

exit exams can improve educational standards and accountability, they also pose significant 

challenges, including increased stress for students and potential inequities. The review 

highlights the need for balanced policies that consider both the benefits and drawbacks of 

exit exams. Future research should focus on developing strategies to mitigate the negative 

effects of exit exams while maximizing their potential to enhance accountability in higher 

education. 
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