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ABSTRACT

Two national surveys on graduation requirements and
transition services for students with handicaps are briefly
described. The first study, "State Graduation Policies and Program
Practices Related to High School Special Education Programs" by
Joanne Records Bodner et al., surveyed state special educat*ion
directors Or their designees in 50 states and the District of
Columbia. The ctudy found that 36 states have increased academic
requirements for high school graduation since 1975; most states allow
either modified content or modified instruction within regqular
classes as a means of meeting the requirements. In addition, 21
states require a minimum competency test for graduation, and of
these, 15 determine students' exit documents on the basis of test
scores. The second survey, "Do We Know Enough to Pian for
Transition?" by John McDonnell et al., involved administrators of 44
state education agencies, 34 administirators of state vocational
programs, and 35 administrators of residential programs for adults
with severe handicaps. This survey found that projected need for
services for severely handicapped students exceeded projected service
increases. Policy recommendations are made based on the results of
these studies. (JDD)
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In their efforts to ease the transition from education to community and working hfe fer handicapped
students, educators have encountered a number of obstacles The trend toward increased
academic requirements and competency testing for high school graduation can create competition
between academic subjects and education in the functional skills that are needed for independent
community living. Further, when students complete a more functional high school curriculum n
accordance with therr IEPs, some states award special diplomas or certificates rather than the
regular high school diploma This differentiates students with handicaps from the norm group and
can hmit employment options

After graduation, students are likely to encounter an inadequate number and range of vocational
andresidential placements The data required for adequate planning—number of students graduat-
ing each year, number of persons leaving institutions, the types of services they wiil require length
of waiting lists and projected increases In available placements—have been availlable in only a few
states, and where the data have been available, there have been no mechanisms for sharing the
information with all agencies who need it

These issues were addressed by two national surveys State Graduation Policies and Program
Practices Related to High School Special Education Programs, by Joanne Records Bodner, Gary
M. Clark, and Daryl F. Mellard, discusses increased academic requirements, competency testing,
and the types of diplomas awarded to special education graduates. The second survey, Do We
Know Enough to Plan for Transition?, by John McDonnell, Barbara Wi'cox, Shawn Bowles and G
Thomas Bellamy, reports a survey of state agencies responsible for services to persons with severe
handicaps

In the first survey, a two-part questionnaire was used Section | of the survey, which was
completed by state special education directors, asked their perceptions of the importance of current
secondary special education program practices and the degree of emphasis states have placed on
these practices. Section Il requested factual information about graduation policies, transitional
programs and services, and related teacher preparation programs Section it was completed either
by the state special education director or by a designee Although all 50 states and the District of
Columbia responded to Section Il, there were only 35 responses to Section |

In the second survey, state administrators of educational. vocational, and residential service
agencies were interviewed In a three-step process' initial contact was made by :elephone, a
Gguestionnaire was mailed, and a structured telephone interview was conducted with an agency
representative. All 50 states and the District of Columbia were asked to participate; responses were
received from 44 state education agencies, 34 administrators of state vocational programs, and 35
admimistrators of residential programs for adults with severe handicap ; Participants were asked to
provide the number of students with severe handicaps who were expected to graduate 1n school
years 1984-1985, 1985-1986, and 1986-1987 and the residential and vocational services re-
quired and available in those years.

The first survey found that 36 states have increased academic requirements since 1975, when P L.
94-142 was passed. In most states, these increases are still being phased in, and their full
imphcations for special education students are 'nknown Allowances for special education students
inmeeting these requirements are made 1n 36 s\ates, most aliow either modified Zontentor modified
instruction within regular classes. Only 19 allow special education students to take classes with both
diiferent content and different instruction as a means of meeung the requirements.

In addition, 21 states require a minimum competency test for graduation (others require the test,
Lut use the results for other pur, oses). Of these, 15 determine students’ exit documents on the
basis of test scores. Specific policies regulating administration of the test to special education
students are in effect in 22 states, providing for administration in small groups, extended time mits,
or administration by the special education teacher
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For students who do not meet regular graduanon requirements, 17 states require different exit
documents In 14 states, state policies require that one exit document be awarded to ail students
whether they meet regular or alternative requirements [n 19 states, tne type of d:ploma awarded I1s
determined by the local districts

After graduation, transttion to community iife 1s supported by formal state-level agreements with
vocational education and vocational rehabilitation departments in 39 states Although 39 states
reported having a staff person responsible for transition, these responsibiiities are full ime in onty 9
states

The second survey found that 22 state educational programs (50 of respondents) were able to
provide actual counts of the number of severely handicapped students expected to graduate in each
of the 3 years for which data were requested For vocational programs, 31 states (91% of respon-
dents) had substantial waiting lists. although a few states projected increases in vocational place-
ments for following years Substantial waiting hists for residential services existed in 34 states (97%
of respondents). Projected need exceeded projected increases by numbers ranging across states
from 11210 1,165 placements each year between 1984 and 1986 These figures represent a critical
shortage of adult services Such shortages hinder the adjustment of individuals with severe
handicaps to life in the community and place an undue burden on therr families

POLICY The study of state graduation policies and high school program practices made the following policy
RECOMMENDATIONS  recommendations

¢ State legislators and local boards of education should assign study groups to irves‘.gate the
impact of increased academic requirements on special education students

e Special educators should advocate more individualization in curriculum, instructic,  and perfor-
rance critenia within graduation policies

® Policymakers who determine exit documents should ensure that they provide equitable opportu-
nities for postsecondary education or employment

¢ Formal and informal interagency agreements shouid be developed at the state level to empha-
size the importance of cooperation between special ed:ication personnel and adult services
providers State agencies should advocate for funds to provide incentives for local agencies to
develop local agreements.

® Transitional programming should not be kmited to services but should include instruction in
transitional skiils that will enable students to be more independent after high schoo! |EPs should
include transitional goals beginning when the student 1s young and continuing through high
school

The policy recommendations developed by the study of state service agencies include

e States should impleme.t systems to track vanables relevant to service planning

e The array of vocational and residential service options should be expanded. current programs
need to be enlarged or new service program formats created.

e Careful planning 1s required to mimmize competition for services between school graduates and
those leaving institutions. Planners should address the distinct needs of each group
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