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New York State Education Department &
New York State Board of Regents

89 Washington Avenue

Albany, NY 12234

Re: Ensuring no student loses the chance to graduate due to COVID-19

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

We are writing on behalf of the Coalition for Multiple Pathways to a Diploma to thank you for your
recent announcement about the State’s proposed waiver of Regents exams this year and to
request that you take additional, immediate action to ensure that no student loses the
chance to finish high school due to COVID-19. We ask that you:

e Extend COVID-19 Regents exam graduation exemptions, even before receiving a
determination from the U.S. Education Department about the full cancellation of exams;

e Allow high schoolers aging out of school this year to return in 2021-22; and

e Support schools working to get over-age students to graduation by modifying school
accountability metrics to recognize over-age students who graduate.

Extend COVID-19 Regents Exam Graduation Exemptions

Members of our coalition, along with from around the
State, continue to urge the State Education Department and the Board of Regents to extend last
year's COVID-19 exemptions through August 2021. Thank you for your recent announcement that
New York State will seek a waiver to accountability assessments following the State’s
determination that Spring assessments, including Regents exams, cannot be safely, equitably and
fairly administered. As many seniors begin their last semester of high school, students, teachers
and educators need to know what will be required for graduation. We appreciate that SED may
not know for some time whether some Regents exams will be required for accountability
purposes. Because neither the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) nor New York State’s
ESSA plan requires these tests to be tied to graduation, we urge the Board of Regents to
immediately extend COVID-19 graduation exemptions whether or not exams are ultimately
cancelled or waived for accountability purposes. For example, although New Jersey has not
made a final determination as to whether to administer the high school proficiency test required
by its ESSA plan, on January 11, 2021 it waived the State requirement that students pass this
exam during the 2020-21 school year in order to graduate." Similarly, the Board of Regents’
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authority to approve emergency regulations extending COVID-19 graduation exemptions
requires neither canceling the exams nor prior approval from the Federal government. To allow
students and schools to plan now for the semester ahead, we ask you to immediately
extend the COVID-19 exemptions to graduation requirements through August 2021.

Allow high schoolers aging out this year to return in 2021-22

Our coalition is also extremely concerned about the oldest high school students who, without
your action, may lose the chance to finish high school when they age out in June 2021. Last June,
NYSED and the Board of Regents issued guidance strongly encouraging schools across the State
to allow 21-year-olds to return for summer school and, if necessary, attend school in the 2020-21
year, to complete their education. As the pandemic rages on, we now call on you to extend
this guidance to students aging out in 2020-21 so that no student loses the chance to
graduate due to the pandemic.

This is a matter of basic fairness. Students turning 21 this school year should have as much time
to complete this year’s coursework as their younger classmates. In the face of the incredible
hardships caused by COVID-19, districts across the State have had to adjust grading policies and
timetables, including giving high schoolers additional time to complete coursework. In January,
for example, 1in 5 New York City high schoolers were still working to

complete coursework from last spring; these students are disproportionately students with
disabilities and multilingual learners.? Similarly, many districts have already told high schoolers
that they may have through the first semester of 2021-22 to resolve incomplete grades from this
school year. However, we are concerned that seniors who turn 21 before June 2021 may lose
these opportunities if NYSED does not direct schools to, once again, allow students who have
"aged out” to return in the 2021-22 school year if they need to do so to graduate or complete
their transition goals. As Senior Deputy Commission D’Agati wrote last June, “It would be a cruel
injustice to pull the rug out from under these young adults who have worked so hard for so
long.”

This is also an equity issue because students racing against the clock to finish high school
just before they age out are significantly more likely to be Black, Latinx, students with
disabilities, and multilingual learners. Even before the pandemic, Black and Latinx high school
graduates were 7 times more likely than White graduates to need a sixth year to earn a diploma.*
Similarly, graduating ELLs were six times as likely as non-ELLs to need a 6% year.® Extending
eligibility to students aging out would ensure that these students, who come from the very same
communities that have already been hardest hit by the pandemic, ¢ do not also lose their chance
to graduate because of this terrible pandemic.
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Finally, this request is urgent. Last year, because NYSED did not issue the memo about
extended eligibility until June 18%, it was difficult to get information out to eligible students and
families before the school year ended. This year, your immediate action would allow schools the
time necessary to get the word out to students and families and to create realistic plans to help
students reach the finish line. For this reason, we ask that SED immediately extend the June
18, 2020 memo to urge schools to allow students aging out this year to remain in high
school this summer, and if necessary, to return in 2021-22.

Support Schools Working to Get Over-age Students to Graduation

Schools supporting 21-year-olds need funding and alternate accountability metrics that support
and acknowledge the work they are doing to help these over-age students to earn their diploma
and meet |IEP transition goals under this policy. This year, districts supporting students over age
21 are not receiving funds to do so and, as a result, many students, including many students with
disabilities who needed to remain in their state-approved nonpublic school, were denied the
option of returning to school. We are also concerned that, without changes, schools doing this
work will not receive credit in their accountability scores for over-age students who graduate
during this year of extended eligibility. To support and acknowledge the important work
happening at high schools around the State, State accountability metrics should be modified
to fairly recognize graduates who earn their diploma during this time of extended
eligibility.

We would also like to work with you to continue advocating that schools receive all available
federal COVID-19 education relief funding—and that such funding supplements, and does
not supplant, state support-to address the significant needs created by this pandemic,
including supporting students age 21 and older, whether they attend public high schools or
state-approved nonpublic schools.

Thank you again for your leadership during these incredibly challenging times. We would
welcome the opportunity to discuss these recommendations further and to hear your feedback

about how we can support your ongoing federal and state requests related to these issues.

Sincerely,

Ashley Grant
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