education issues

What’s a Modified
Standard Diploma?
By Melanie G. Snyder

f you have a child with special needs in eighth grade or
beyond in a Virginia public school, you, your child and
your child’s IEP team will need to determine the most
appropriate high school diploma for your child to pursue, based on your child’s unique abilities and needs.

I

Types of Diplomas in Virginia
Virginia has four diploma levels. Each requires a different combination of standard credits and verified credits. A standard credit is given when the student has completed 140 hours of instruction and has completed the
requirements of the course. Verified credits are given
when the student has earned a standard credit and has
passed an end-of-course SOL test or a substitute assessment test approved by the state Board of Education.
• The Advanced Diploma is the most academically rigorous diploma, requiring 24 standard credits and 9 verified credits.
• The Standard Diploma is slightly less rigorous than
the Advanced, requiring 22 standard credits and 6 verified credits.
• The Modified Standard Diploma is the next level
diploma, requiring 20 standard credits. No verified credits are required for the Modified Standard Diploma.
• The Special Diploma is awarded to those students
with special needs who have completed the requirements
of their IEP. No specific credit requirements are attached
to the Special Diploma.
Purpose of the Modified Standard Diploma
The Modified Standard Diploma was created by the
Virginia Department of Education in the year 2000 to
provide an alternative for students with special needs
between the Standard Diploma and the Special Diploma.
“The Board of Education had a great deal of concern
about how students with special needs were fitting in
with our standards-based accountability system,” says H.
Douglas Cox, Assistant Superintendent in the VDOE
Division of Special Education and Student Services. “The
board saw that there were students who were not quite
able to achieve the standard diploma, but could meet
prescribed standards.” The Modified Standard Diploma
provides those students with a viable alternative.

Modified Standard Diploma Requirements
The Modified Standard Diploma requires students to
demonstrate basic numeracy and literacy skills. In order
to achieve this, the student is required to earn four standard units of credit in English and three standard units of
credit in math. In addition, students need to earn two
credits each in science, history/social studies and
health/PE. One credit is required in fine or practical arts
and the remaining six of the required total of 20 credits
may come from a variety of electives. (see Resources for
more information about approved courses for the
Modified Standard Diploma)
While the Modified Standard Diploma does not
require any verified credits, if a student takes a course for
which there is an end-of-course test, the student must
take the test, either with or without standard or non-standard accomodation. However, the student does not have
to pass the end-of-course test in order to graduate.
The school is held accountable for the performance of
students pursuing the Modified Standard Diploma,
which gives added incentive for the school to help ensure
that the student pursuing this diploma is successful.
Diplomas and Post-Graduation Employment
As for what the Modified Standard Diploma may
mean for students after graduation, Cox points out that
student transcripts do not indicate the type of diploma
earned by the student. Employers reviewing a student’s
high school transcript and qualifications for employment will not know what type of diploma the student
earned. “The Modified Standard Diploma should not be
a barrier to employment in any way for an otherwise
qualified student,” says Cox.
Making the Decision
It is ultimately up to the student’s IEP team to determine the most appropriate curriculum for the student,
how the student’s performance will be assessed and the
best diploma option for the student to pursue. As critical
members of that IEP team, both you and your child will
want to carefully consider the options and play a role in
making this decision.
This decision can be made any time after your stu-
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dent’s eighth-grade year. The decision should be made as
early as possible to give adequate time to plan your
child’s academic curriculum to fulfill the requirements of
the chosen diploma option. As a parent, you will need to
provide written consent for your child to pursue the
Modified Standard Diploma. However, the diploma
choice is also flexible. The path is always open to students shifting into pursuing a higher level diploma if it
appears they are capable of doing so.
“The Board of Education was very passionate about
this and it’s critically important for parents to understand,” says Cox. “Our goal is certainly that the Modified
Standard Diploma be a viable option for students who
need it, but we don’t want school divisions or parents to
think it is the only option. Many students with special
needs pursue the standard diploma and do just fine.”
Students who are pursuing the Modified Standard
Diploma may take any courses and tests required for the
Standard or Advanced Diplomas. They cannot be excluded from such courses or tests. The list of approved courses for students pursuing the Modified Standard Diploma
includes courses approved for both the Standard and
Advanced Diplomas to facilitate students’ ability to
switch to pursuing one of these more advanced diplomas
if possible. Choices and flexibility are key priorities for
students with special needs, according to Cox.
He adds, “With these diploma options, there’s a place
for every child with special needs.”

Melanie G. Snyder, mother of two teens, has written for
over a dozen parenting magazines, children’s magazines
Cricket, Calliope and Guideposts for Kids, Harcourt
Educational Publishers, SIRS Discoverer, www.Education
News.org and numerous other publications.

Virginia Diploma Resources
Outline of requirements
for Modified Standard Diploma:
www.pen.k12.va.us/VDOE/ForStudents/diplomamodified-std.pdf
Complete list of approved courses
for the Modified Standard Diploma:
www.pen.k12.va.us/VDOE/Instruction/webcrses.html
#MSD
Frequently Asked Questions about Earning
a Virginia High School Diploma:
www.pen.k12.va.us/2plus4in2004/faq.shtml

Notes
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