May 11, 2020
BY EMAIL

Members of the New York State Board of Regents
New York State Education Department

89 Washington Avenue

Albany, NY 12234

Re: Give Overage 12t Graders the Chance to Graduate After COVID-19
Dear Chancellor Rosa, Members of the Board of Regents, and Interim Commissioner Tahoe:

As parents, students, educators, and advocates across New York State, we are writing to
urge the New York State Education Department and the Board of Regents to give students who
are aging out of school this year the opportunity to return to high school for the 2020-21
school year, rather than lose their chance to earn a high school diploma.

As you know, students in New York State have the right to work toward a high school
diploma until the end of the school year in which they turn 21. Although most students graduate
within four years, many students need five, six or even seven years to complete high school. Last
summer, 2,722 students across New York State earned a high school diploma in their sixth year
of high school.

Each of these sixth-year graduates was once considered “overage and under-credited.”
Students become overage and under-credited for a variety of reasons. Many have experienced
homelessness or spent time in foster care. Others have experienced court involvement; arrived in
the United States as teenagers new to learning English; or dropped out of school to work to
support themselves or their families. Overage students are disproportionately students of color,
students with disabilities, multilingual learners and students from low-income households. For
example, students with disabilities are more than three times as likely as students without
disabilities to need a sixth year and Black and Latinx students are seven times as likely as White
students to need a sixth year to graduate.

This school year, before COVID-19 shut down New York State high schools, another
small but determined group of overage students were working hard to meet high school
graduation requirements. Although educators, parents and public officials have worked diligently
to create remote learning opportunities, thousands of students across New York State—through
no fault of their own—have been unable to engage in remote learning or to adapt to this altered
learning method, and will not be able to earn full course credits this term.

We are deeply concerned that the overage students unable to earn course credit this term
will be those who are already marginalized and whose families are already being hit hardest by
COVID-19: students whose families do not have access to computers or broadband internet and
who are still waiting to receive remote learning devices; students living in homeless shelters or
overcrowded apartments who lack a quiet spot to study; students whose days are now spent



caring for younger siblings or ill family members; students who are not receiving the same
special education supports and services they typically receive at school; and immigrant students
now making deliveries during the day to support their families who will not receive a stimulus
check.

These circumstances are incredibly difficult for any student. But, for overage students,
the consequences are dire. Without an opportunity to finish earning credits when schools reopen
in 2020-21, many overage students will simply age out without a diploma, making it much more
difficult for them to access post-secondary opportunities and jobs especially at a time of surging
unemployment rates. When the current public health crisis subsides, these overage high school
seniors need the opportunity to return to school to finish earning their diplomas and prepare for
the transition to post-secondary opportunities.

We urge NYSED and the Board of Regents to issue guidance directing school districts to
allow high school students to complete work from this school year at least until the end of
summer 2021 and to allow students who are aging out of school this year to return for
another year, rather than lose their chance to earn a high school diploma.

We also urge New York State to provide per pupil funding for these students to
ensure that schools and districts have the funds they need to support these young people
during the 2020-21 school year. Although this is a small group of students — estimated to be
under 2,500 statewide — overage students are concentrated in transfer high schools and other
alternative programs. For example, in New York City, about 1 in 4 of the currently enrolled
students who will age out in June 2020 attend one of 51 transfer high schools. The State must
ensure these schools have sufficient resources to give this exceptional group of young people the
last chance they need to earn a high school diploma. Additionally, we urge that any such students
who graduate be counted towards their school’s graduation rate for ESSA accountability
purposes so that schools are recognized for fulfilling their commitment to these older students in
the 2020-21 school year.

We look forward to working with you to ensure that students who would otherwise
age out of school this year can return to school so they do not lose their chance to earn a
high school diploma as a result of the pandemic. To discuss these recommendations further,
please contact Ashley Grant, coordinator of the Coalition for Multiple Pathways to a Diploma, at
212-822-9548 or agrant@advocatesforchildren.org. We wish you and yours health and safety.
Thank you for your leadership during these challenging times.

Sincerely,
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