
  

 

  
 

 

COORDINATOR: ASHLEY GRANT  —  AGRANT@ADVOCATESFORCHILDREN.ORG  —  212-822-9548 
 

 
October 30, 2020 
 
New York State Education Department 
89 Washington Avenue 
Albany, NY 12234  

 
Dear Interim Commissioner Rosa, Vice Chancellor Brown, and Members of the Board of Regents:  

 

On behalf of the Coalition for Multiple Pathways to a Diploma, thank you for your response to our August 2020 letter 
urging the New York State Education Department (SED) and the Board of Regents to extend COVID-19 exemptions 
to graduation requirements through August 2021 and to apply for assessment waivers from the U.S. Department of 
Education. While we understand that the State needs federal approval to cancel all standardized exams and is 
continuing to monitor the feasibility of administering the tests safely and fairly in light of current circumstances, we 
urge you to move forward quickly to extend last spring’s COVID-19 exemption that decoupled Regents 
exams from diploma requirements—a step that you can take now. This action does not require federal approval 
and would allow educators and young people to plan for the year ahead knowing students will be able to graduate if 
they meet credit requirements, regardless of whether Regents exams are ultimately administered this year. 
  
The Board of Regents and SED do not need federal approval to take this critical action. As SED noted in its 
presentation at the March 2020 Regents meeting, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) does not require states to 
use accountability assessments for graduation purposes. While the law requires students to be assessed at least 
once in reading, math, and science while in high school, most states comply with this mandate “by giving all students 
in a particular high school grade a statewide assessment, the results of which are not consequential for high school 
graduation” [emphasis added]. Regardless of whether New York ultimately applies for a federal testing waiver and 
cancels standardized assessments altogether, nothing prevents SED and the Board of Regents from taking 
immediate action to exempt students from the requirement to pass Regents exams during the 2020-21 school year to 
earn a high school diploma. This policy is entirely within the State’s control. 
  
Your action is urgently needed. During these challenging and unprecedented times, schools and students need to 
know as soon as possible what will be required to graduate from high school this year. Teachers are already 
stretched thin as they rework lesson plans for remote and hybrid settings; what works in person may not be effective 
online, and educators should be free to explore new ways of teaching and assessing students in the coming year. 
Teachers’ focus should be on creating the most engaging learning environments possible under the circumstances 
and on supporting their students’ social-emotional wellbeing—not on preparing them to pass a high-stakes 
standardized test needed for graduation. Likewise, many students—especially those who have disabilities, are 
learning English as a new language, are experiencing homelessness, or are still waiting on devices—are struggling 
tremendously in the absence of full-time in-person schooling. Instructional supports for these populations do not 
always translate to a remote setting, and students should not have to worry that their future will be derailed because 
of the pandemic.  
  
Finally, students need assurances that they will not need to compromise their health or the health of their 
families to meet graduation requirements. Families and educators across the state are concerned about how 
Regents exams will be administered safely as soon as January, particularly in light of the announcement at this 
month’s Regents meeting that it will not be possible to administer State assessments remotely during the 2020-21 
school year. Even in districts offering hybrid instruction, some students, including large percentages of low-income 
students of color, have opted to continue with fully remote instruction because they or a member of their household 
have an underlying health condition that makes them especially vulnerable to complications of COVID-19. Students 
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who have completed all other graduation requirements should not be forced to choose between risking their health 
and safety to sit for an exam, and putting their postsecondary plans on hold.  
 
Given the extraordinary circumstances, we again urge you to take immediate action to extend COVID-19 exemptions 
to graduation requirements through August 2021. The January administration of the Regents exams is less than 
three months away, and students and schools need to be able to plan for the year ahead.  
  
Please contact me with any questions. We would be happy to discuss this recommendation further. 
  
Respectfully, 
 

 
Ashley Grant  
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