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As I visit schools across the state and meet with students, teachers, parents, business leaders, and community members, I hear again and again that we need to do more to prepare our students for graduation and to prepare our graduates for success. 

The new regulations that the Board of Regents approved a few weeks ago (March 3, 2011) will help us meet this goal. Under this new system, we will maintain a high standard for graduation and we will provide all students with adequate support and with multiple opportunities to meet the graduation requirements. 

Over the coming weeks, we at the R.I. Department of Education (RIDE) will be writing to schools and to parents regarding the new graduation requirements. I would like to take a moment to clarify a few points right away.

First, the changes to the graduation requirements go into effect beginning with the Class of 2014, this year’s freshmen. The graduation requirements for the current sophomores, juniors, and seniors remain unchanged. Students in these classes will have to meet their current district graduation requirements in three areas: coursework, performance-based diploma assessments such as senior projects or portfolios, and a score of partially proficient or better on the state assessments. Students who do not reach the level of partially proficient must demonstrate proficiency in another way, which their school district determines.

These three multiple measures – coursework, performance-based diploma assessments, and state assessment results -- remain requirements for the current freshmen; however, this year’s freshmen who do not score partially proficient or better on a state assessment that they will take in their junior year must take the assessment again in their senior year, and if their score improves they will still meet the graduation requirement. Students will also be able to request waivers if assessments are truly an inadequate measure of their achievement; however, these exceptions should be rare.
These new requirements set high expectations for our students, schools, and families. Students must take their learning seriously. Schools must provide all students, including students with disabilities and English-language learners, with the necessary support to help them meet the graduation requirements. 

Parents, too, need to take an active role in their children’s education. I urge parents and students to review the results of the most recent state assessments, especially for students in the eighth and ninth grades. These scores, along with course grades, will help parents judge whether their child needs additional support. If your eighth- or ninth-grade child scored at or below a Level 2 (partially proficient), I encourage you to meet with teachers or counselors at school to be sure that your child is getting the help to be on the road toward graduation. 

I do not believe that a test score alone should determine whether a student is ready to graduate, nor do I believe that a test score alone is a reasonable way to measure student achievement. I believe this so strongly that every statewide system we’ve built – student graduation requirements, teacher evaluations, and school accountability – considers multiple sources of evidence.  We must measure student growth and achievement using many sources of evidence, including the state assessments. 

In my visits to classrooms and schools, I have seen teachers who are excited, creative, knowledgeable, and skillful. These teachers are working with students who are achieving at high levels on state assessments, but their students’ achievements are not simply the result of test preparation. These achievements are the result of relevant, meaningful, and effective instruction. Great instruction will lead to high student achievement in all areas, including performance on state assessments.  

We do not have to choose between a rich, high-quality learning environment and improving student achievement on the state assessments. In every classroom, our students should be joyful and excited about learning while they are gaining the knowledge, skills, and expertise they will need for success. 

With our new diploma system in place, we have to make sure that this learning comes alive in our schools and classrooms every day, that students and teachers have the support they need, and that parents are engaged and have good information about the academic progress of their children. Working together, we can ensure that all of our graduates are ready for success in college, careers, and life.





