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On June 18, 2009, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on New High School Graduation Requirements.  Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Education (DOE) and the State Education Department (SED) as well as union leaders, academics, advocates, parents and students. 

Background

The Council’s Education Committee has previously examined graduation rates in City schools, finding them to be “a significant measure of the success or failure of a school system.”
  The Committee has also looked at the dropout problem in New York City, including the high cost to individuals and society, which result from students’ failure to graduate from high school.
  Today’s hearing will consider the implications for New York City’s public school students of the State’s new high school graduation requirements.

Historically, high school students in New York State have had two main paths to graduation – the Regents diploma and the less rigorous local diploma.
  In 1996, as part of a national trend towards raising academic standards, New York State’s Board of Regents (“the Board”) adopted higher graduation standards that were to be phased in for both Regents and local diplomas.
  Ultimately, the Board planned to eliminate the less stringent local diploma requirements altogether, and specified a timeline for the phase-out of such.
  However, the Board extended the date for elimination of the local diploma, first in 2003 and then in 2005, so that for students who entered 9th grade this year (September 2008) or later, the receipt of a local diploma was no longer an option.

A recent report issued by the NYC Coalition for Educational Justice (CEJ) entitled, Looming Crisis or Historic Opportunity? Meeting the Challenge of the Regents Graduation Standards, points out the potential impact of the end of the local diploma on graduation rates, given that many students in City schools currently graduate with a local diploma.
  The CEJ report also emphasizes that the higher graduation requirements are likely to have a disparate impact based on race and class.  According to the report, a much smaller percentage of African American and Latino students achieve a Regents diploma than their white counterparts, and far fewer students in high-poverty schools obtain a Regents diploma than those in low-poverty schools.
  To date, DOE has not disclosed a plan to help more students meet requirements for a Regents diploma as the local diploma is phased out.  The urgent need for such a plan is captured in CEJ’s observation that, “If the new requirements had been in place in 2007, close to 10,000 additional students would have failed to graduate.”

Detailed below are the high school graduation requirements for the local diploma (which is still an option for this year’s tenth, eleventh and twelfth graders), the Regents diplomas, and various other diploma options.  There is also a discussion of issues and concerns that may arise as a result of the new state graduation standards.

Current General Requirements for a Regents or Local Diploma
The requirements for a high school diploma are determined by the New York State Education Department (SED).  General education students entering into ninth grade beginning in the 2001-2002 school year and thereafter, must earn at least 22 units of credits to receive either a Regents or local high school diploma. A unit of credit is defined by the (SED) as “at least 180 minutes of instruction per week throughout the course of the school year or the equivalent.”
  A unit of credit is earned by “mastery of the learning outcomes as set forth by the New York State - developed or locally developed syllabus for a given high school subject”
 or earning a “passing score of at least 85 percent or its equivalent on a department - approved examination in a given high school subject without the completion of a unit of study, and the successful completion of either an oral examination or a special project.”
  A Regents or local diploma is equivalent to earning a high school diploma and terminates a student’s entitlement to free public education.
  A high school equivalency diploma or an IEP diploma is not considered equivalent to a high school diploma and does not terminate a student’s entitlement to free public education.  
Generally, requirements for a diploma depend on the year the student first entered ninth grade.
  Currently, there are several different types of diplomas a student can earn including:
(1)
Local diploma - available to students with disabilities who enter grade 9 prior to September 2010 and fail required Regents examinations for graduation but pass Regents Competency Tests (RCT)
 and available to general education students who enter grade 9 prior to September 2008 and achieve a score of 55-64 on Regents examinations.

(2) Regents diploma - available to students who successfully pass five Regents exams in addition to completing 22 units of credit.
 
(3) Regents diploma with honors - available to students who achieve an average of 90 percent on all Regents examinations required for the Regents diploma.

(4) Regents diploma with advanced designation - 

a. For students who entered ninth grade prior to 2009, this diploma is available for students who pass two math Regents, two science Regents exams, and one Regents exam in a language other than English upon successful completion of at least 2 units of credit in that language.

b.  For students who enter ninth grade in 2009 and thereafter, this diploma is available for students who pass three math Regents, two science regents and one Regents exam in a language other than English upon successful completion of at least 2 units of credit in that language.

(5)
High school equivalency diploma - awarded to students based on successful completion of a standardized test covering the core academic subjects.  Available to students who are 19 or older on the day of testing and have filed an application or to students who are 17 or 18 if they meet certain specified criteria.

(6)
Individualized education program diploma (IEP diploma) - available to students with disabilities who either (a) have achieved the goals outlined in his/her individualized education plan at the end of the year in which he/she turns 21 or (b) have “achieved the educational goals based on the appropriate  level of learning standards established by the Commissioner.”

(7) Regents diploma upon completion of an approved career and technical
education program (CTE diploma)
 - available to students who successfully complete five Regents assessments and a technical assessment
 in addition to 22 units of credits.

New High School Graduation Requirements 
As part of the gradual phase-in of higher graduation standards instituted by the SED, graduation requirements changed again starting with students entering ninth grade in September, 2008.
  All students must earn at least 22 units of credit.  However, for a Regents diploma, students will be required to pass five regents examinations including, comprehensive English, Global History and Geography, United States History and Government, a math elective and a science elective.
  For a Regents diploma with advanced designation, students are required to pass three math Regents, two science Regents, and one Regents exam in a language other than English.  The SED further provides that local school districts may establish diploma requirements in addition to those required by the State Commissioner’s Regulations.
  
The SED has eliminated the local diploma option for general education students entering the ninth grade in 2008 and after.  The local diploma will only be available for (1) students with disabilities who score 55-64 on any of the Regents examinations, (2) students with disabilities who fail one or more Regents examinations and who pass corresponding RCTs or (3) students who successfully appeal two Regents examination scores within three points of the 65 passing score and who meet the other requirements of the appeals process.
NYC Department of Education Graduation Requirements 
New York State’s high school graduation requirements vary depending on the year a student first enters ninth grade.
  However, as mentioned above, the SED allows school districts to establish additional diploma requirements.
  The New York City Department of Education (DOE) guidelines for graduation as stated in Chancellor’s Regulation A-501 requires that students must:

· Achieve passing grades on five New York State Regents Examinations: English, Mathematics, Global History, U.S. History and Government, and Science 
· Accumulate 44 credits,
 including 8 credits in English; 8 credits in Social Studies, consisting of Global History (4 credits), U.S. History and Government (2 credits), Economics (1 credit), and Participation in Government (1 credit); 6 credits in Science; 6 credits in Mathematics; 2 credits in Second Language; 1 credit in Health Education; 1 credit in Art; and 1 credit in Music. Students who first entered 9th grade in the 2001-2002 school year or later must complete 4 credits in Physical Education. Students who first entered 9th grade in the 2000-2001 school year or earlier must complete their school’s Physical Education requirements. (Remaining credits may be acquired as electives or as sequence requirements in technical, vocational or academic areas of concentration.).
· Attain 90% attendance.
  
The DOE also allows the following variances to these requirements to students with disabilities:

· Through fall 2009, the State Education Department will permit students with disabilities receiving special education services who fail a required Regents examination to take the Regents Competency Test (RCT) in that subject in order to graduate from high school.

· Upon application of a student or his/her parents, an IEP diploma may be awarded to students with disabilities receiving special education services who have completed 12 years of schooling, excluding kindergarten, and have achieved the educational goals described in the current Individualized Education Program (IEP) or who have met all diploma requirements, but have not passed one or more required Regents examinations or RCTs. The student remains eligible, however, to attend the public high schools until the attainment of a high school diploma or until the end of the school year in which the student’s twenty-first birthday occurs.

The regulations also provide that students who fail to meet the high school graduation requirements may continue to receive support and instruction through the end of the school year in which their twenty-first birthday occurs.
  
Graduation Data

The most recent graduation data available for students in City public schools is the class of 2007 (students who entered ninth grade in 2003-04).
  According to the DOE’s calculations, 62% of the class of 2007 (comprised of 70,439 students) graduated within 4 years.
  Of these graduates, 65.3% (28,507 students) earned Regents diplomas and 29.7% (12,954 students) earned local diplomas.
  When graduation rates are disaggregated by race, disparities in the distribution of Regents diplomas are clear: 38.2% of Hispanic and 38.7% of Black students who graduated earned local diplomas, compared with 15.9% of White and 13.3% of Asian students.
  Regents diplomas were awarded to approximately 55.8% Hispanic students, 55.9% Black students compared with 78.7% white students and 84.5% Asian students.

Issues and Concerns
Since local diploma is no longer an option available to students, the primary concern is that the DOE has not articulated a plan to help the neediest students meet the more rigorous graduation requirements to earn a Regents diploma.  This is a particular concern in the wake of severe budget cuts to schools.  The recent CEJ report calls on DOE and SED to form an “Emergency Working Group on School and College Success,” including key stakeholders and external partners, to formulate a comprehensive plan to ensure that this year’s ninth graders, and students who will enter high school subsequently, are adequately prepared to graduate with a Regents diploma.
  CEJ offers two recommendations to help struggling students and schools: redesign the school day and year to expand time for learning by 25%; and transform low-performing schools into “community schools” with comprehensive support services such as health clinics, preventive services and adult education classes.
  Unfortunately, the full impact of the recent budget cuts on these community schools is not yet known, however it is already clear that many after school programs and other needed educational supports will be lost.

There is also mounting concern over a practice that is known as “credit recovery,” which was highlighted in a New York Times article last spring.
  Credit recovery involves allowing students who have failed or are about to fail a class to get credit for the class without retaking it or attending summer school.  There is no central monitoring of these credit recovery programs, so they vary widely.  Several examples cited by the New York Times include a five-day crunch session over the mid-winter break, a six-week program consisting of 6 classes, interactive computer programs culminating in an online test, and independent study packets.  The article particularly highlighted the case of a student in one school who was given credit for writing just three essays.  One principal interviewed for the story called credit recovery “the dirty little secret of high schools.”
  Critics contend that this practice undermines teaching and grading systems.  While principals currently have greater autonomy, they are also being held more accountable for student performance.  The fear is that principals will increasingly resort to credit recovery to boost their graduation rates.  The pervasiveness of credit recovery is unclear, however the concern is that without local diploma option, the practice will escalate.  The practice of credit recovery runs contrary to State regulations which require a minimum number of hours of study.  However, according to a recent news report, the State is in the process of developing a new policy on “making-up” credit “to provide clear, up-to-date guidance on what is permissible concerning the awarding of credit.”
  SED collaborated with DOE in drafting the proposed policy, under which schools would create a committee that must approve all programs for make-up credit.
  

Conclusion
Today’s hearing offers an opportunity to gather information about how the DOE will prepare this year’s ninth graders and incoming high school students to meet the new graduation requirements and to learn more about the plan for credit recovery programs at the schools.  The Committee will also hear from elected officials, parents, advocates, unions and other interested persons  with ideas and concerns about the new high school graduation requirements.
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