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Commissioner Gist’s statement on guidance regarding waivers and
the Diploma System:

Over the past several days, there has been a lot of public discussion
about the Rhode Island Diploma System. In particular, the discussion
has focused on the requirement that high-school students must attain
partial proficiency on statewide assessments (in mathematics and
reading) or show improvement when they retake the assessments in
their senior year in order to be eligible to earn a high-school diploma.

Three years ago, when the Board of Regents established this graduation
requirement, the Board specifically stated in its regulations that
students who are “unable to demonstrate graduation readiness
through the state assessment or a Regents-approved testing
alternative” may apply to their school district “for a waiver of the state-
assessment graduation requirements.” The regulations go on to state
that only students who have “completed the sequence of testing
requirements” may seek a waiver, and the regulations further state
that the Education Commissioner shall monitor the waiver process.

In keeping with these regulations, which give school districts the
authority to issue waivers, the R.l. Department of Education has issued
guidance to all superintendents to help them determine which students
may be eligible for waivers. We published initial guidance in August.
Earlier this month, we published additional guidance on our website
and we notified all superintendents about this guidance on January 3.
The guidance is available here:

http://ride.ri.gov/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Diploma-
System/Waiver-Decision-Tree.pdf




This guidance states that evidence of eligibility for a waiver may include
acceptance into a 2- or 4-year non-open-enrollment, accredited higher-
education institution or into a national community-service program
such as AmeriCorps.

This waiver opportunity, which districts may choose to offer to some of
their high-school seniors, is clearly in the best interest of these
students. This waiver opportunity is also a direct response to
suggestions brought to us from our partners in higher education, who
expressed concerns that entering freshmen without high-school
diplomas may be ineligible for financial aid.

Offering waivers to some students, however, in no way diminishes the
importance of the graduation requirements as an indicator, for the vast
majority of students, of readiness of success. In fact, it is clear to us that
most students who score “substantially below proficient” on our state
assessments are not ready for success in postsecondary education. In
fact, even students at the next scoring level (partially proficient) are not
always ready for success in postsecondary education. For now,
however, a Diploma System that requires students to score partially
proficient or show improvement is a reasonable first step toward a
system we envision for the future, a system that will be truly based on
college and career readiness.

Although success on statewide assessments remains a central element
in our Diploma System, we also recognize that, for a small number of
students, standardized assessments are not an appropriate measure of
academic achievement. When an accredited postsecondary institution
accepts a student for enrollment, we are willing to take that as an
indication that the institution is prepared to support that student to
ensure success. We believe that only a few hundred students in any
senior class would meet this criterion. These students may not be as
ready for success as they need to be, but students who have earned



college acceptance should at the least be eligible for waivers from the
state-assessment graduation requirement. If they meet the other
graduation requirements, such as course completion, they will be able
to earn a high-school diploma and move forward with their education
or their pursuit of a challenging career.

This guidance on waiver eligibility should not be construed as a policy
shift or a change in our overall expectations for student achievement.
We intend this guidance, however, to provide an eminently reasonable
way to assist our school districts as they make decisions about which
students are eligible to earn a diploma.

- Deborah A. Gist, Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary
Education



