Are “IEP Diplomas” Worthless?

Parents, students, teachers and transition specialists have been concerned about the continued use of the “IEP Diploma” in New York State because it is proving to be a substantial barrier to youth with disabilities as they try to move into adult work and secondary education.  The use of this “diploma” which is effectively nothing more than a certificate of completion has resulted in a generation of young adults that cannot read, write, or problem-solve at a basic level of  proficiency.  Parents of these young adults are surprised to find out that their child has been tracked in this way during their high school attendance and tell us time and time again that if they had known what limitations the Certificate would place upon their child, they never would have allowed it.   To make matters worse, current GED guidelines prohibit students from taking the exam until after a year post high school completion although many school districts tell their kids with disabilities not to worry about dropping out because they can “just come back and take the GED”.

      Young adults who have finished high school with this Certificate are finding that they are shut out of employment prospects, college, and certain vocational and career training.  Without a high school diploma, their prospects for independent living have been either permanently taken away or so seriously eroded that few regain footing.  Many are finding their way into the juvenile justice system which is a direct pipeline into the adult corrections system.  The “IEP Diploma” should be eliminated and replaced with career technology education tracks and regular (in addition to existing Regents Diploma tracks) high school diploma options for those students needing and choosing them.  A new accompanying vocational skills diploma would offer those students a meaningful high school experience leading to valued employer-demand skills that can be tailored to the particular region of the country or market in which the student intends to live after graduation.  Considering that the current “safety-net” of “local diploma” option is ending for entering freshman students in 2009, the impetus for improving this system couldn’t be more pressing.

    Monitoring and oversight by both the state and school districts themselves has proven lacking.  Current mandates require notification to parents and students of their rights in the special education and transition process but the typically used approach of simply mailing packets of information to families is not working.  Additionally, although students’ IEPs note that students are encouraged to attend their own IEP meetings, few do for reasons stemming from lack of knowledge of the importance of the process to their future outcomes.  The state could make it mandatory that the student attend all meetings.  A state form for the IEP is supposed to be signed off by parent and student but the “Clear Track” mechanism is only being used by 4 local districts that we know of in our area.  Most teachers confess that they are unaware of what their own students’ IEPs contain and for many, do not even realize that one exists.  Most regular education teachers do not understand how to make their classrooms more inclusive for all students that they teach and teaching colleges have not kept pace with this pressing set of skills that all teachers should master as part of their training.

     The question of how to improve outcomes starts with an expectation that parents and students need to be more fully aware of their responsibilities as well as the school districts’ responsibilities to children’s’ post high school outcomes.  It should never be satisfactory to release a student even with a severe disability from the expectation that their high school experience will result in skill sets to live independently in the community through work and college or additional vocational education.  There needs to be a way for students who find themselves with an “IEP Diploma” to get back to school, get into college, get financial aid as well as state vocational rehabilitation services.  The door should never shut and a continuum of services for life-long working and learning should be the norm instead of the exception.

     Expectations for students with disabilities through the No Child Left Behind Legislation have been highlighted and addressed as needing to be heightened yet the mechanisms that leave the status quo in place are hard at work.  School Guidance counselors are needed more than ever to address the multiple needs of students with disabilities entering high school and working their way toward graduation.  All counselors should understand the significant role they play in assuring that families of students’ with disabilities become active in their students’ aspirations and work together to assure services are in place to expect high outcomes.  School social workers also have a huge role to play and many hired as high school guidance counselors need specialized training in the Special Education Laws and regulations impacting not only the transition process but the menu of services available for students with disabilities who need additional help to excel.

     CSE meetings that result in tracking any student toward an “IEP Diploma” should be required to assert some very specific reasons for the restricted Certificate in line with showing that parents and student understand the serious implications that will result from the designation.  A showing of mailing does not constitute good effort and multiple venues for parent and student participation beyond the CSE meeting schedule must be offered and attended  The state should consider a Consent letter that both parent and student must sign evidencing their understanding in their native language that the Certificate will hinder equivalency certification, any college training, certain vocational training, as well as employer desirability.  The idea that a student impact statement be mandatory is compelling.

     There needs to be requirements that the school districts are compelled to fulfill that bring parents, teachers, and students together multiple times during the year to discuss student progress toward goals and options for changing tracks during the year based on need.  Districts need to provide multiple training options for parents during the school year with instruction on the special education process and their rights in that process in language that is understandable and with transportation and child care made available to encourage participation.  Phone-in meetings would be highly desirable to many families who balance the demands of work and family daily.  Currently, school districts have wide latitude in how they are allowed to inform parents about their rights in the process and for the most part, a once a year mailing is the norm and is not sufficient.

     The drop-out rate for students with disabilities is almost twice that of their non-disabled peers and the post high school outcomes are abysmal.  Many get so frustrated with not receiving the supports they need and should be getting especially if they have not been diagnosed early that they see little benefit from attending especially when they have been tracked for an “IEP Diploma”.  Teaching approaches that are consistently failing need immediate attention by the NYS Board of Regents to determine a much different approach for students who are showing us by their actions that what we are doing is not working for an increasing number.  Without immediate, bold action and increased effort and oversight, we are talking about another generation of students who will be dependent upon entitlement programs that leave little guesswork for the majority of future outcomes for these students.  We must do better.
