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For the last four decades, students have had the 
option to graduate early from high school. In 
almost two dozen states across the country, with 

parental consent, school and 
district notification, and course 
credit completion students may 
leave high school before their 
senior year, and even earlier in 

some cases 1. Highly motivated and academically strong 
students have long taken advantage of early graduation. 

But, today’s policymakers are revisiting early graduation 
as they come to the realization that postsecondary 
remediation is too costly; that postsecondary institutions 
and potential employers need an assurance of profi-
ciency over a set of core academic skills and content; and 
that time saved by students who meet their graduation 
requirements early presents opportunities for improving 
postsecondary preparation. According to the Alliance 
for Excellent Education, remediation costs the country 
upwards of $3.7 billion 2.  

To meet the needs of today’s students, states are 
piloting and applying new approaches that make gradu-
ating early an accessible option for a variety of students. 
Early graduation is one of many strategies policymakers 
are eyeing within the larger context of reforming the 
nation’s high schools.   

States are leveraging the latter years  
of high school
Data show that persistent numbers of high school 
graduates continue to be unprepared for college. In fact, 
among full-time, first-time college students entering 

four-year institutions in 2001, the six-year graduation 
rate among degree-seeking students was just 57 
percent.3  Researchers also have found that “in the past, 
the opportunity to take college courses while still in 
high school was mainly offered to those students who 
already excelled beyond their grade level. However, 
education reform leaders are now looking at ways to 
reach out to a wider pool of students who can benefit 
from college coursework and, in the process, decrease 
the amount of remediation that needs to be offered at 
the college level.” 4    

Noted findings by the National Commission on the High 
School Senior Year reveal that student motivation drops 
in the senior year; and, as a result, serious preparation for 
college ends at Grade 11. The National Association for 
College Admissions Counseling also warns that “slacking 
off” during the senior year even impairs students who 
kept up with their coursework throughout high school.5  
According to former U.S. Education Secretary Richard 
Riley, college leaders described the senior year of high 
school as a “wasteland.” 6

To maintain students’ academic momentum and 
decrease the need for postsecondary remedial courses, 
states are enlisting programs that keep students on track 
for the demands of college and a variety of career and 
technical education programs:

■■ Board Examinations:  The National Center for 
Education and the Economy (NCEE) and eight 
states are collaborating to pilot an early graduation 
program, called the Board Examination Systems 
Program, that will offer 10th grade board exams – 
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tests that set at the level necessary to succeed in 
first-year college courses. If students pass these 
tests, they will receive their high school diploma 
and enroll in community college. If students do not 
pass, they may retake the exams and gain valuable 
insight to the knowledge and skills they need for 
postsecondary readiness. NEA is a supporter of 
the pilot program, and discussions and activities 
continue among collaborating state affiliates in 
Arizona, Delaware, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, 
New Mexico, and Utah.  

■■ Dual Enrollment Plus:  The Education Commission 
of the States (ECS) reports that a small but growing 
number of states have developed programs that 
permit students to enroll full-time in postsecondary 
courses their final semester or year of high school. 
Though technically not an early graduation approach 
(since seniors in dual enrollment plus programs 
may be earning needed high school credit), such 
programs provide students who have completed all 
graduation requirements before the end of Grade 12 
an opportunity to accrue postsecondary credits and 
keep their academic skills sharp. 7  

States are experimenting  
with financial incentives
In some states, students who complete all high school 
requirements before their senior year are eligible for 
state scholarships. These types of financial incentives are 
available in a small number of states, such as the Texas 
Early High School Graduation Scholarship Program, the 
Arizona Early Graduation Scholarship Program, and the 
Utah Centennial Scholarship Program.  

Award amounts may reach as much as $2,000 to offset 
tuition, books, and fees. Early graduation scholarship 
programs provide the largest awards to high school 
juniors and gradually decrease support for subsequent 
semesters.  Students may use these non-need based 
awards at public or private institutions of their choice 
in addition to accredited career and technical educa-
tion programs.  

Early graduation scholarship policies are relatively new.  
ECS cautions policymakers against lowering graduation 

requirements to allow students to graduate early. They 
also urge consideration of the potential difficulty for 
students with fewer credits to gain admission to more 
competitive postsecondary institutions, as well as 
ongoing issues surrounding transfer students should 
early graduates decide to leave the college originally 
attended following high school. 8  

States are strengthening collaborations 
with community colleges 
For many students who graduate early, community 
college is the next stop. It is also where students’ career 
and college readiness is tested and where the transition 
from high school to postsecondary success becomes 
delicate. In fact, a key component of NCEE’s new Board 
Examination Systems Program is its focus on a mastery 
of skills that should reduce students’ need for remedial 
courses.  

Paramount to efforts to curb postsecondary remedia-
tion and ensure success is the relationship between 
high schools and colleges. As a result of an increasing 
awareness of the need for enhanced articulation 
between levels of institutions by administrators, 
parents, and state education department officials, 
more effective partnerships are developing. 9

In 2007, the state of Illinois passed the College and 
Career Readiness Act, Public Act 095-0694, to fund 
pilot projects consisting of a community college and 
partner high schools to support the alignment of K-12 
curriculum with college level coursework, as well as to 
better prepare students to be successful in transitioning 
from high school to college. The College and Career 
Readiness (CCR) Act has five main purposes: 1) align 
ACT scores to community college courses to diagnose 
college readiness; 2) reduce remediation through 
college preparatory courses, college readiness skills, and 
successful transitions; 3) align high school and college 
curricula; 4) provide resources and academic support 
to students; and 5) develop an evaluation process to 
measure the effectiveness of readiness programs. 10  

Although Illinois does not have a formal early graduation 
policy per se, students who have fulfilled their high 
school graduation requirements may petition to leave 



school before their senior year.  In addition, policies 
generated by legislation like the CCR Act reveal move-
ments among policymakers that may have broader 
implications. For example, according to a related first-
year evaluation report on the CCR Act, the legislation 
was successful in the following areas:  

■■ One approach advanced by the CCR Act is for pilot 
sites to address the critical window when high 
school students at the junior level (Grade 11) take 
the ACT test as part of the Prairie State Achievement 
Exam (PSAE), enroll in their senior year (Grade 12) of 
high school, and matriculate from high school to col-
lege in subsequent years.

■■ The community college administrators and liaisons 
work collaboratively with high school partners to 
facilitate and support curriculum alignment. By 
demystifying the teaching and learning process at 
both levels, faculty can better understand the gap 
between what high school students are learning and 
how they are expected to perform in college.

■■ An important advantage of the CCR Act is its potential 
to engage professionals throughout the state in a 
collective dialogue about college readiness.

Emerging policy areas  
for early graduation
Completing high school is the first step toward 
becoming an adult; yet, studies find that young people 
leave high school unprepared for current career 
realities and that both the career and personal areas 
of their lives are in a state of change and uncertainty.11 
Factors cited as hindering the post-high school transi-
tion included career confusion, lack of post-secondary 
educational opportunities, and difficulty in adjusting to 
post-secondary educational demands.  

For this reason, NEA supports public high schools 
expanding graduation and promotion options for 
students and creating partnerships with colleges, 
alternative schools, and career and technical 
programs. The Association believes that states and 
local districts should employ multiple options in 
determining graduation and promotion requirements, 
and asserts that these options serve as valid indicators 
of readiness for postsecondary opportunities.12  

Although early graduation is not a new option for 
students, many components of its more recent iterations 
will require more research and evaluation. As pilots and 
practices evolve, there are some areas of early gradua-
tion policy that are percolating and may be subjects of 
additional interest in future policy discussions:

■■ Advanced math and science:  questions are being 
raised about early graduates earning fewer credits 
in middle- and advanced-level classes, as well as the 
low number of credits earned in math and science 
courses.13

■■ Middle school outreach:  experiences of early college 
high schools – schools designed so that students can 
earn both a high school diploma and an associate’s 
degree or up to two years of credit toward a 
Bachelor’s degree – increasingly cite the necessity of 
bridge programs as critical to improving the academic 
and social preparation of high school students.14  

■■ Early graduation as a cost-savings measure:  proposals 
to eliminate the senior year of high school to save 
money periodically are floated among some state 
policymakers. Although early graduation is and may 
be becoming a more viable option for many students, 
efforts to rush graduating students before they are 
ready are being met with much public scrutiny.  
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