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Prior to the 1970s, if students with mild disabilities attended 
public schools, they were segregated from their general edu-
cation peers and often were viewed as the educational 
responsibility of special education personnel only (McGrath, 
Johns, & Mathur, 2004; Ripley, 1997). The Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Amendments of 1997 
included the importance of access to the general education 
curriculum for students with disabilities, and the IDEA 2004 
mandates that students with disabilities receive instruction 
in the same general curriculum as students without disabili-
ties (Dieker, 2001). The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 
(NCLB, 2002) also emphasizes that all students are general 
education students (Sailor & Roger, 2005). The IDEA 2004 
stresses the importance of high expectations for students 
with disabilities by ensuring “access to the general educa-
tion curriculum in the regular classroom, to the maximum 
extent possible” (emphasis added) (20 U.S.C. §1400(c)(5)
(A)). Karger (2004) wrote that the wording “regular class-
room” and “maximum extent possible” were added to the 
language to highlight the relationship between the access to 
the curriculum and the regular classroom. Likewise, these 
laws require that students with mild disabilities make ade-
quate yearly progress as measured by grade level standard-
ized assessments (Bost & Riccomini, 2006; Christenson & 
Thurlow, 2004; Murawski & Dieker, 2004; Sitlington & 
Neubert, 2004). In response to these federal mandates, state 
departments of education are requiring that students with 
mild disabilities be educated in the general education 

classroom (Burstein, Sears, Wilcoxen, Cabello, & Spagna, 
2004) without regard to the implications that a change of 
that magnitude might have.

McLeskey, Henry, and Axlerod (1999) wrote that the 
extent to which students with learning disabilities are edu-
cated in the general education classrooms “is one of the most 
controversial issues facing educators” (p. 55) because there 
are mixed results regarding the effectiveness of these inclu-
sive programs for students with learning disabilities. Yet, the 
national percentage of students served under IDEA, ages 6 
to 21, and being educated in the general education environ-
ment for at least 80% of the school day, has increased from 
45.3% in 1995 to 52.1% in 2004, an increase of 6.8 percent-
age points (U.S. Department of Education, 2006).

The recent trend to further increase the percentage of 
students with mild disabilities who receive their instruction 
in the general education classroom with appropriate sup-
ports and accommodations also has been emphasized at the 
state level. In Georgia, for example, one of the performance 
indicators of its Continuous Improvement Monitoring 
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Abstract
In response to federal and state mandates, students with disabilities increasingly are being educated in more inclusive 
settings. Although accountability related to state curriculum standards and standardized test scores is important, graduation 
rates may be the critical factor in deciding whether current educational policy is resulting in successful outcomes for 
students. This study examined the records of 67,749 students with mild disabilities in Georgia during a 6-year period to 
determine the effects of inclusion (i.e., the amount of time spent in general education classrooms) on graduation rates. 
Results indicated a 62% increase in the percentage rate in inclusion for students with mild disabilities, while graduation 
rates for students with mild disabilities have remained stable (+0.4%) at less than 30%.
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Process is to include more students with mild disabilities by 
using the 90/80 rule, which states that 90% of the special 
education population will be educated in the general educa-
tion classroom for 80% or more of the day (Georgia Depart-
ment of Education [GADOE], 2008). State policymakers 
believe this performance indicator will ensure that all stu-
dents with mild disabilities receive instruction in the least 
restrictive environment. In Georgia, the percentage of stu-
dents under IDEA, ages 6 to 21, with disabilities, and being 
educated in the general education environment for at least 
80% of the school day, has increased from 37% in 2002 to 
60% in 2008 (GADOE, 2009e).

As a result of the increased emphasis for including  
students with disabilities being educated in general educa-
tion classrooms, states have begun modifying “graduation 
requirements for receiving a standard diploma for both stu-
dents with and without disabilities” (Burdette, 2007, p. 2) to 
reflect the push for meeting higher standards. The trend for 
higher standards includes the elimination of classes for stu-
dents who may need more intensive or specialized instruc-
tion (Bridgeland, DiIulio, & Morison, 2006; Brigham, 
Gustashaw, Wiley, & Brigham, 2004; Gutierrez, 2007) and 
the discontinuation of multiple diploma and graduation 
options. In many states, graduation is even more closely 
linked to high-stakes tests and a standard core curriculum 
that will force more students to drop out (Amrein & Ber-
liner, 2002; Bost & Riccomini, 2006; Burdette, 2007; Chris-
tenson, & Thurlow, 2004; “Dropouts,” 2004; Kumashiro, 
2008; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2001; “Ore[gon] Students,” 
2008). For example, in California, there was a substantial 
increase in the dropout rate in the same year (2006) that an 
exit-exam requirement was put into effect (McNeil, 2008). 
“After Massachusetts began requiring a high school exit 
exam, not only did graduation rates drop but ninth-grade 
retention rates increased, as did the percentage of missing 
tenth graders” (Downing, 2008, p. 1). In New Hampshire, 
nearly one half of all students with mild disabilities drop out 
before graduating, and their dropout rate has “gotten slightly 
worse,” while the rate for all other students has become bet-
ter (“Dropout Rate,” 2007). And in Georgia, the largest 
school district in the state began phasing out its lower level 
academic standards, forcing thousands of students to take 
more challenging classes. “But some Gwinnett teachers and 
parents fear students will struggle in more difficult classes, 
causing some to drop out of high school” (Diamond, 2007, 
p. D5).

Raising the bar may intensify the challenge of getting all 
students to meet the same standards to graduate (Gutierrez, 
2007). Although there are “inconsistent—and, some have 
argued, often inaccurate—methods used by the states to 
calculate their official high school graduation rates,” (Edi-
torial Projects in Education, 2008, p. 19), a recent national 
study showed that only about 70% of ninth graders earn a 

diploma 4 years later. In Georgia, the rate (58.1%) is con-
siderably lower (Editorial Projects in Education, 2008) and 
has improved only 0.7 percentage points during a 10-year 
period (Editorial Projects in Education, 2009). Research 
shows that ninth grade is a critical year (Balfanz, 2009), and 
for those who eventually drop out, this process begins in 
middle school (Balfanz, 2009; National Association of 
School Boards of Education, 2008; Stanley & Plucker, 
2008). More than one third of students who were enrolled in 
Grade 9 did not move on to Grade 10 (Editorial Projects in 
Education, 2007). National studies indicate that although 
more than 70% of students with disabilities exit high school 
with a regular diploma or an alternative (e.g., certificate of 
completion, Individualized Education Program), less than 
60% earn regular diplomas (Swanson, 2008; U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2006). In school year 2003–2004, of the 
students with disabilities ages 14 to 21 who exited school, 
54.5% graduated with a regular high school diploma, 31.1% 
dropped out, and the remaining 14.4% either earned a cer-
tificate of completion, reached maximum age, or died (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2006).

Students who do not complete high school are at an 
increased risk for lower wages, higher rates of incarcera-
tion, and less access to postsecondary education (Christle, 
Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007; Sitlington & Neubert, 2004; 
Test, Fowler, White, Richter, & Walker, 2009). Without a 
high school diploma, options are severely limited for post-
secondary career success (Christenson & Thurlow, 2004; 
“Dropouts,” 2004; Greene, 2002; Rumberger, 1987). High 
school dropouts earn on average $270,000 less than high 
school graduates and a million dollars less than college 
graduates (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002). Although there are 
benefits to including students with mild disabilities in the 
general curriculum, it is not yet clear whether the benefits to 
inclusion outweigh the consequences for students with mild 
disabilities who cannot meet the requirements necessary 
for a standard high school diploma (Sitlington & Neubert, 
2004; Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Gallini, Simmons, & 
Feggins-Azziz, 2006). Although accountability related to 
standardized test scores (e.g., high school exit exams) is 
important, graduation rates may be the critical factor in 
deciding whether current educational policy is resulting in 
successful outcomes for students. Therefore, the purpose of 
this study was to determine the effect of limiting choices 
and raising standards on graduation rates for students with 
mild disabilities. Data for students with mild disabilities 
who were seeking standard diplomas in Georgia for the past 
6 years’ graduating classes were examined. Students with 
mild disabilities were chosen, as they are the students who 
are most often placed in inclusive settings, who more often 
work toward a standard diploma, and who are assessed 
using statewide assessment tools. The data for this popula-
tion were readily available because they do participate in 
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statewide testing and because the numbers of students in 
each mild disability category are large enough to be reported 
publicly.

Method
The study compared state-reported school district data 
regarding the amount of time students spend in general edu-
cation in high school to the graduation rate. For this study, 
inclusion was defined as students spending 80% or more of 
their school day in a general education classroom. High 
school graduation rate was defined as the number of stu-
dents in 12th grade who graduated from high school with a 
standard diploma. Standard diplomas were defined as a 
high school completion credential that is fully aligned with 
state academic standards (34 C.F.R. §200.19(b)(1)(iv) U.S. 
Department of Education, 2008). Alternative credentials 
(e.g., certificates of attendance, special education diplomas) 
were not counted.

Specifically, the following three questions were asked:

1. Has the rate of inclusion changed for students with 
mild disabilities in Grade 8 through Grade 12 and for 
each disability category?

2. How have graduation rates changed when students 
with mild disabilities seeking a standard diploma 
have been served in inclusive settings?

3. Are graduation rates different for students with various 
mild disabilities, regardless of the diploma options?

Population and Sample

The data for this study included individual records for stu-
dents with mild disabilities in 12th grade in Georgia during 
the 2003 to 2008 school years. Mild disabilities were 
defined as students with specific learning disabilities 
(SLD), emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD), mild 
intellectual disabilities (MID), and other health impair-
ments (OHI). The data for these same students when they 
were in eighth grade were examined for the 1999 to 2004 
school years to compare the number of students for the 
same class 4 years later. The Georgia Department of Educa-
tion provided data from the End of Year Summary Report 
submitted by each public school district for all students in 
each of the 180 school districts receiving services under the 
IDEA, including disability type, educational placement, 
and type of diploma.

The number of students with mild disabilities in eighth 
grade who were included in the data analysis for each grad-
uating class was as follows: 9,232 in 1999, 10,568 in 2000, 
11,203 in 2001, 11,710 in 2002, 12,279 in 2003, and 12,757 
in 2004. The number of students with mild disabilities in 
12th grade for each class included in the data analysis 

ranged from a low of 5,734 in 2003 to a high of 7,656 in 
2008 (see Table 1).

Design
As most state agencies do not have a longitudinal system in 
place that allows them to track a cohort of students during a 
4-year period to accurately determine graduation rates, 
researchers have developed other methods for determining 
graduation rates (Boser, 2006). One method used to calcu-
late graduation rates is to average each cohort’s average 
enrollment from Grade 8 to Grade 10 and compare it to 
Grade 12 graduates. Another method was developed by 
Tom Mortenson of the Pell Institute for the Study of Oppor-
tunity in Higher Education, who estimated graduation rates 
by dividing the number of standard diplomas in a year by 
the number of ninth-grade students enrolled 4 years earlier 
(Boser, 2006). The design chosen for this study compared 
the number of students at the end of eighth grade to the 
number of students graduating in that same cohort 4 years 
later. This method more accurately reflects current NCLB 
guidelines for calculating graduation rates, which are 
defined as the percentage of students who graduate from 
secondary school with a regular diploma in the standard 
number of years (NCLB, 2002, § 1111(b)(2)(C)(vi)).

To answer the first research question regarding how the 
rate of inclusion changed for students with mild disabilities 
in Grades 8 through 12 for each disability category, the 
study defined inclusion as an educational environment 
where a student spends at least 80% or more of the school 
day in general education. The number of students with mild 
disabilities in inclusive settings was divided by the total 
number of students with mild disabilities for each graduat-
ing class, yielding a percentage. Then the percentages were 
compared during the 6-year period to look for trends in 
graduation rates for those who were served via inclusion 
(vs. those served, e.g., in self-contained program models). 
A method similar to the one required by the NCLB Act’s 
non-regulatory guidelines (U.S. Department of Education, 
2008) was used to determine the relationship between time 
spent in general education classrooms (inclusion) and grad-
uation rates of students with mild disabilities seeking a 
standard diploma. Rather than using ninth-grade data, the 
number of students from the end of eighth grade was com-
pared to the number of students graduating 4 years later, 
because the data for ninth-grade students in Georgia are not 
available until the October full-time equivalency (FTE) 
count. In this way, students who left school before the Octo-
ber FTE count were included in the data. A second deter-
mining factor for selecting eighth grade as the marker for 
calculating effect relates to tracking of Carnegie Units for 
graduation, a practice used nationwide to calculate comple-
tion of high school (Boyer, 1983). When a state lists the 
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number of credits needed to earn a diploma for high school 
students, it is based on the number of Carnegie Units accu-
mulated from Grades 8 through 12.

A descriptive analysis of the data was used to answer all 
three research questions. Data were disaggregated by year, 
disability category, educational environment (general edu-
cation, resource, self-contained, etc.), and diploma type (i.e., 
standard diploma, special education diploma, and certificate 
of attendance). Data then were disaggregated and analyzed 
for each of the four different disability categories: SLD, 
EBD, MID, and OHI. To answer the first research question 

regarding the change in the rate of inclusion, first the per-
centage of students with mild disabilities in inclusion was 
calculated when they were in eighth grade and then com-
pared to the inclusion rate for this same class of students 4 
years later. The second research question regarding how 
graduation rates have changed for students with mild dis-
abilities seeking a standard diploma when they have been 
served in inclusive settings was answered by comparing the 
trends in percentages of inclusion to graduation rates during 
the 6-year period. The third research question regarding 
graduation rates for students with various mild disabilities 

Table 1. Rate of Change of Inclusion

Grade 8 Grade 12

Inclusion/total  
disability

SWD in  
inclusion (n)

 
SWD (n)

Inclusion  
rate (%)

SWD in  
inclusion (n)

 
SWD (n)

Inclusion  
rate (%)

Increase in  
inclusion (%)

1999–2003
 All SWD 2,585 9,232 28.0 2550 5,734 44.5 58.9
 MID 137 2,068 6.6 178 1,442 12.3 86.4
 EBD 467 1,928 24.2 324 830 39.0 61.2
 SLD 1,761 4,471 39.4 1,698 2,772 61.2 55.3
 OHI 220 765 28.8 350 690 50.7 76.0
2000–2004
 All SWD 2,491 10,568 23.6 2,992 6,505 46.0 94.9
 MID 74 2,201 3.4 230 1,608 14.3 320.6
 EBD 411 2,202 18.7 362 882 41.0 119.3
 SLD 1,762 5,172 34.1 1,956 3,171 53.5 56.9
 OHI 244 993 24.6 444 844 52.6 113.8
2001–2005
 All SWD 3,009 11,203 26.9 3,104 6,569 47.3 75.8
 MID 133 2,214 6.0 290 1,575 18.4 206.0
 EBD 488 2,208 22.1 369 914 40.1 81.4
 SLD 2,014 5,455 37.0 1,933 3,125 61.9 67.3
 OHI 374 1,326 28.2 512 955 53.6 90.1
2002–2006
 All SWD 3,173 11,710 27.1 3,768 7,161 52.6 94.1
 MID 140 2,279 6.1 302 1,590 19.0 211.5
 EBD 512 2,332 22.0 491 1,000 49.1 123.2
 SLD 2,102 5,562 37.8 2,293 3,449 66.5 75.9
 OHI 419 1,537 27.3 682 1,122 60.3 122.7
2003–2007
 All SWD 4,293 12,279 35.0 3,958 7,392 53.4 52.6
 MID 202 2,257 8.9 360 1,590 22.6 153.9
 EBD 677 2,385 28.4 517 1,003 51.5 81.3
 SLD 2,724 5,784 47.1 2336 3,506 66.6 41.4
 OHI 690 1,853 37.2 745 1,293 57.6 54.8
2004–2008
 All SWD 4,873 12,757 38.2 4,754 7,656 62.1 62.6
 MID 252 2,181 11.6 421 1,513 27.8 139.7
 EBD 829 2,492 33.3 584 945 61.8 85.6
 SLD 2,930 5,886 49.8 2,746 3,684 74.5 49.6
 OHI 862 2,198 39.2 1,003 1,514 66.2 68.9

SWD = students with mild disabilities; MID = students with mild intellectual disabilities; EBD = students with emotional/behavioral disorders; SLD = 
students with specific learning disabilities; OHI = students with other health impairments.
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was calculated for each of the four categories of disabilities 
for the 6-year period to look at any trends in percentage of 
students who graduated compared to the inclusion percent-
ages for these same six graduating classes.

Results
Table 1 represents the percentage of inclusion rates and 
change in inclusion rates for all students with mild disabilities 
in Grade 8 to Grade 12 for each cohort from 2003 through 
2008. This was calculated by dividing the number of students 
with mild disabilities in inclusion by the total number of stu-
dents with mild disabilities for each grade level. Inclusion per-
centages for all students with mild disabilities in eighth grade 
went from 28.0% in 2003 to 38.2% in 2008. For 12th-grade 
students with mild disabilities, the inclusion percentages went 
from 44.5% in 2003 to 62.1% in 2008. This demonstrates con-
certed efforts by the state to increase inclusion for all students 
with mild disabilities during this time period. The increase in 
percentage rates from Grade 8 to Grade 12 was calculated by 
dividing the inclusion rate of the 12th-grade class by the inclu-
sion rate of the eighth-grade class and multiplying by 100 to 
find the change in percentage. Increases in inclusion for each 
cohort ranged from a low of 52.6% for the class of 2007 to a 
high of 94.9% for the class of 2004.

Table 1 also represents the inclusion rates for each dis-
ability category from Grade 8 to Grade 12 for the years 
2003 through 2008. The inclusion rate of each grade refers 
to the number of students in each category in general educa-
tion setting more than 80% of the time divided by the total 
number of students in each category. For example, the total 
number of students with MID in eighth grade in 1999 was 
2,068 and 137 of these students were in inclusive settings, 
which was 6.6% of all students with MID. In 2003, this 
same graduating class had a total of 1,442 students with 
MID, 178 of whom were in inclusion settings for an inclu-
sion rate of 12.3%. The change in inclusion for students 
with MID from 6.6% to 12.3% is an increase of 86.4% dur-
ing the 4 years of high school. This change in percentage in 
inclusion from Grade 8 to Grade 12 is affected both by an 
increase in the number of students in inclusive settings (137 
to 178), and a decrease in the total number of students with 
MID in 12th grade (2,068 to 1,442). For students with MID, 
the percentage of increase in inclusion settings from Grade 
8 to Grade 12 ranged from a low of 86.4% in 2003 to a high 
of 320.6% in 2004. For students with EBD, the percentage 
of increase in inclusion ranged from a low of 61.2% in 2003 
to a high of 119.3% in 2004. For students with SLD, the 
percentage of increase in inclusion ranged from a low of 
41.4% in 2007 to a high of 75.9% in 2006. For students with 
OHI, the percentage of increase in inclusion ranged from a 
low of 68.90% in 2008 to a high of 113.8% in 2004. These 
percentages were calculated for each disability category for 

each graduating class from 2003 through 2008. For each 
disability category, the percentage of students who were 
included increased, with the largest increases occurring for 
students with MID in each graduation year and the smallest 
increases in inclusion for students with SLD.

Table 2 represents the graduation rate for each cohort 
from 2003 through 2008 and was calculated by dividing the 
total number of 12th graders with disabilities in all settings 
who received a standard diploma by the total number of 
students with mild disabilities at the end of eighth grade 
who were entering ninth grade in the fall. For example, in 

Table 2. Graduation Rate of Students with Disabilities from 
Grade 8 to Grade 12

Disability
SWD in  

Grade 8 (n)
SWD graduated 
in Grade 12 (n)

Graduation 
rate (%)

1999–2003
 All SWD 9,232 2,428 26.3
 MID 2,068 95 4.6
 EBD 1,928 300 15.6
 SLD 4,471 1,660 37.1
 OHI 765 373 48.8
2000–2004
 All SWD 10,568 2,513 23.8
 MID 2,201 72 3.3
 EBD 2,202 288 13.1
 SLD 5,712 1,718 33.2
 OHI 993 435 43.8
2001–2005
 All SWD 11,203 2,465 22.0
 MID 2,214 68 3.1
 EBD 2,208 298 13.5
 SLD 5,455 1,637 30.0
 OHI 1,326 462 34.8
2002–2006
 All SWD 11,710 2,896 24.7
 MID 2,279 83 3.6
 EBD 2,332 349 15.0
 SLD 5,562 1,922 34.6
 OHI 1,537 542 35.3
2003–2007
 All SWD 12,375 3,032 24.5
 MID 2,312 80 3.5
 EBD 2,397 402 16.8
 SLD 5,796 1,914 33.0
 OHI 1,870 631 33.7
2004–2008
 All SWD 12,851 3,429 26.7
 MID 2,237 85 3.8
 EBD 2,511 416 16.6
 SLD 5,902 2,130 36.1
 OHI 2,201 798 36.3

SWD = students with mild disabilities; MID = students with mild intel-
lectual disabilities; EBD = students with emotional/behavioral disorders; 
SLD = students with specific learning disabilities; OHI = students with 
other health impairments.
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1999 there were 9,232 students for all categories of mild 
disabilities. Four years later in 2003, 2,428 students with 
mild disabilities graduated with a standard diploma for a 
total graduation rate of 26.3%. During the 6 years of the 
study, the graduation rate for all students with mild disabili-
ties went from 26.3% in 2003 to 26.7% in 2008. From 2003 
to 2008, the graduation rates for each cohort of students 
with MID decreased from 4.6% to 3.8%, students with 
EBD increased from 15.6% to 16.6%, students with SLD 
decreased from 37.1% to 36.1%, and students with OHI 
decreased from 48.8% to 36.3%.

Graduation rates (Figure 1) varied for each disability cat-
egory, with a decrease of approximately one percentage point 
in graduation rates from 2003 through 2008 for students with 
MID and SLD, an increase of one percentage point for stu-
dents with EBD, and a decrease of 12.5% for students with 
OHI. Figures 2, 3, 4, and 5 represent the data from the inclu-
sion rate of students in specific categories in Grade 8 and in 
Grade 12 (bars) for each graduating class in 2003 through 
2008, with the graduation rate (line) for students in inclusion 

for each graduating class. These figures show that as inclu-
sion increases from Grade 8 to Grade 12 for all disability 
categories, the graduation rate stays stable (MID, EBD, SLD) 
or decreases (OHI). A Pearson r analysis of the data (r = 
.461875) indicates a weak positive relationship between 
inclusion and graduation rates for all students with mild dis-
abilities; a visual examination of Figures 2 through 5 shows 
that relationship more clearly in graphic form.

To determine whether 12th-grade students with mild dis-
abilities in inclusionary settings were more likely to gradu-
ate, rates were calculated to examine the completion rates 
for each graduating year from 2003 to 2008. Figure 6 repre-
sents these completion rates as a calculation of the number 
of students with mild disabilities in inclusion who received 
a standard diploma divided by the total number of students 
with mild disabilities in inclusion in 12th grade for each 
year. Completion rates for those students with mild disabili-
ties enrolled in 12th-grade inclusive settings were as fol-
lows: 65.1% in 2003, 59.4% in 2004, 56.3% in 2005, 57.7% 
in 2006, 56.6% in 2007, and 59.3% in 2008. Completion 
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Figure 1. Graduation rates for students with disabilities from Grade 8 to Grade 12
OHI = students with other health impairments; SLD = students with specific learning disabilities; EBD = students with emotional/behavioral disorders; 
MID = students with mild intellectual disabilities.
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Figure 2. Inclusion rates for students with mild disabilities in grades 8 and 12 (bars) and graduation rates (line)—MID 
MID = students with mild intellectual disabilities.
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rates varied for each disability category with a slight per-
centage decrease from 2003 to 2008 (Figure 6). Although 
the overall percentages of completion rates for students 
with mild disabilities in 12th grade were higher than cohort 

graduation rates during the 6 years of the study, completion 
rates still decreased for each disability category: 3.7% for 
students with MID, 0.4% for students with EBD, 4.5% for 
students with SLD, and 5.6% for students with OHI.
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Figure 3. Inclusion rates for students with mild disabilities in grades 8 and 12 (bars) and graduation rates (line)—EBD 
EBD = students with emotional/behavioral disorders.
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Figure 4. Inclusion rates for students with mild disabilities in grades 8 and 12 (bars) and graduation rates (line)—SLD 
SLD = students with specific learning disabilities.
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Figure 5. Inclusion rates for students with mild disabilities in grades 8 and 12 (bars) and graduation rates (line)—OHI 
OHI = students with other health impairments.
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Discussion

Since 1997, the IDEA has stressed the importance of includ-
ing students with special needs in the general education 
classroom. Both the IDEA (2004) and the NCLB Act (2002) 
have strengthened the mandate that all students should have 
access to the general education curriculum. The purpose of 
this study was to examine inclusion in the general education 
classroom and graduation rates for students with mild dis-
abilities, with an eye toward the effect that increasing inclu-
sion placements works to limit options for most students. 
As more students are prescribed a service plan that places 
them in the general classroom, fewer course or content 
options are permitted. Future practice and policy decisions 
regarding service delivery options for students with mild 
disabilities should be based on data analysis of successful 
student outcomes (Brigham et al., 2004). One such outcome 
is graduation rates.

In Georgia, the number of students with mild disabilities 
being educated in inclusionary settings has increased from 
37% in 2002 to 60% in 2008 (GADOE, 2009e). Despite a 
62% increase in the percentage rate in inclusion for students 
with mild disabilities and graduation rates remaining stable 
(+0.4%), overall graduation rates for students with mild 
disabilities during the 6-year period of this study are still 
less than 30%. Graduation rates for students without dis-
abilities during this same time period have increased by 
8.1% from 70.8% to 78.9% (GADOE, 2009a and d). 
Although inclusion has many benefits for students with dis-
abilities, it is not clear whether the benefits outweigh the 
consequences for those who cannot meet the requirements 
necessary for a standard high school diploma (Cook, Cam-
eron, & Tankersley, 2007; Skiba et al., 2006).

The change in graduation rates for the individual cate-
gories of MID, SLD, and EBD reflects the change in 

graduation rates for the total population of students with 
mild disabilities. However, for students with OHI, the grad-
uation rate has steadily declined a total of 12.5% from 2003 
to 2008. Overall, the graduation rate for students with mild 
disabilities declined steadily from 2003 to 2005, increased 
slightly in 2006, and then remained stable through 2008. In 
December 2005, Georgia adopted graduation test waivers 
and variances that may explain some of this slight increase 
in rates starting in 2006 (GADOE, 2009d). Although gradu-
ation waivers and variances allow students to exempt one 
portion of the Georgia High School Graduation Test under 
specific circumstances and still graduate, one barrier for 
many students may be state standardized graduation test 
requirements. According to Mastropieri and Scruggs 
(2001), high-stakes tests, which may determine whether 
students are able to graduate, can be beneficial by “promot-
ing access to the general education curriculum and intensi-
fying school accountability . . . [On the other hand], 
high-stakes tests may also promote inappropriate academic 
placements and set unrealistic expectations for students 
who are not functioning on their grade level” (p. 267). In 
addition, “some school administrators are reporting that 
‘diploma sanction’ has produced higher rates of dropouts of 
secondary-level students with special needs and other stu-
dents who consider themselves unlikely to pass such tests” 
(Mastropieri & Scruggs, p. 267).

With increased emphasis on meeting the standard cur-
riculum goals (mainly goals to permit students to move to 
colleges and universities) other life skills, vocational, and 
prevocational courses are unavailable for many of the stu-
dents who need them. Trends in curriculum for American 
high schools are overwhelmingly focused on classes that 
teach skills needed for a postsecondary education. There 
need to be choices and opportunities for students with dif-
ferent strengths and abilities, not just those students who 
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Figure 6. Percentage of students with disabilities enrolled in 12th-grade inclusive settings who graduated with a standard diploma
OHI = students with other health impairments; SLD = students with specific learning disabilities; EBD = students with emotional/behavioral disorders; 
MID = students with mild intellectual disabilities.
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are preparing for college. As students with MID are gradu-
ating at a rate of approximately 4%, their postsecondary 
options are severely limited. For students with EBD, their 
graduation rates between 13.5% and 16.8% are not much 
better than students with MID. As Sitlington and Neubert 
(2004) and Wagner and Davis (2006) have found, students 
with EBD need options for relevant and engaging curricula 
to best meet their academic needs. Students with SLD are 
more than twice as likely to graduate than students with 
EBD, but still have dismal graduation rates of between 
30.0% and 37.1%. Despite the 40 plus years of research and 
best practices on strategies to support students with learn-
ing disabilities, their graduation rates seem to indicate 
either these strategies are not as successful as research has 
shown, or the strategies are not being implemented as 
intended in high school. Because students with SLD are 
more likely to be included in general education classroom 
but less likely to graduate from high school and seek post-
secondary education than their nondisabled peers (Wagner, 
Blackorby, & Hebbler, 1993), there need to be more diploma 
and curriculum options for these students. For students with 
OHI, the graduation rates decreased from 48.8% to 36.3% 
during the 6-year study. This dramatic decrease is troubling. 
Although there is no readily apparent explanation for this 
decrease in graduation rates for students with OHI, this 
decline requires that educators examine their practices more 
closely to best educate these students and help them reach 
their goals of graduation. Although it is true that graduation 
rates are influenced by individual, family, school, commu-
nity relationships, and an individual’s ability to identify 
with academics (Christle et al., 2007), our findings suggest 
that federal and state policies promoting inclusion may be 
having an unintended outcome of increasing dropout rates.

More effort needs to be put into ensuring that students 
with mild disabilities have appropriate supports and curric-
ulum to help them meet high school requirements for grad-
uation as evidenced by the stable graduation rate of 
approximately 26% in each of the 6 years of the study. In 
the 35 years since Public Law Number 94-142 (Education 
for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 [1975]), the data 
from this study seem to indicate that students with disabili-
ties do not have the same chances of graduating as any other 
student. Although laws continue to be written to ensure that 
students with disabilities receive an individualized and free 
and appropriate public education, data show that they in 
fact are not receiving the same opportunities as students 
without disabilities. As graduation requirements are stan-
dardized and diploma options are limited, individual options 
for specialized instruction are being eliminated (Bridgeland 
et al., 2006; Brigham et al., 2004; Burdette, 2007; Gutier-
rez, 2007). In response, decisions should be made at the 
state level to provide more technical assistance and 
resources to districts to ensure adequate supports and cur-
riculum are in place for students with disabilities.

It appears that state and federal legislators no longer 
recognize that people have different goals on graduation 
from high school. Instead, policy now requires that all stu-
dents meet the same standard by the year 2014 (NCLB, 
2002). Whereas Sitlington and Neubert (2004) believed 
that “it is likely that the use of differentiated diplomas will 
continue to grow” (p. 282), the Education Commission of 
the States (2008) reports that 35 states have diploma 
options of only standard or college prep/honors as of 
2008. In particular, Georgia just changed its graduation 
requirement for freshmen entering in 2008 to only one 
standard diploma for all (GADOE, 2009e). Increasing 
efforts to promote access and participation in the general 
curriculum should not necessarily result in fewer diploma 
options for students.

Between the end of Grade 8 and Grade 12, the results of 
this study indicate that thousands of students with mild dis-
abilities leave school. This might suggest that one general 
curriculum is not meeting the needs of all students. Although 
the general curriculum and standardized tests for all stu-
dents may meet the needs of the state and federal agencies 
for accountability purposes, there seems to be a disconnect 
for those students who come to school with different needs 
and abilities. We need to ensure that although we have high 
expectations for all students, we continue to provide access 
to an appropriate education for all students. Educators need 
to find ways to support and enhance the strengths and abili-
ties of all students, not just those whose goals include 
immediate entrance to college after high school. Setting 
higher standards and having all students meet them is of no 
benefit when the narrow focus of the curriculum works to 
usher some students out before graduation. There are many 
different career opportunities available to students as they 
leave high school. Students need to have curricula that pre-
pare them for these varied opportunities, not just college 
preparation. For example, Georgia has implemented the 
Georgia Work Ready Program, which enables students who 
are not college bound to earn a work ready certificate after 
passing assessments in applied reading and math skills. 
“Softer talents” such as collaboration, communication, and 
the ability to think critically are necessary for success in 
any career (“Georgia Needs,” 2009). The ultimate goal of 
K–12 education should be to prepare students for life after 
high school. With this goal in mind, researchers and policy 
makers must continue to examine how educational prac-
tices and policy affect student outcomes and promote and 
ensure that all districts have the resources to implement best 
practices.

Federal and state policy makers should be aware that 
policies regarding inclusion as the primary placement for 
students with disabilities to receive access to the general 
curriculum do not necessarily bring about successful 
results. Collecting and analyzing data should provide 
policy makers with the information required to evaluate 
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the effectiveness of current educational policies such as 
inclusion. Although the special education literature is 
replete with effective strategies and interventions to use 
with students with disabilities in inclusive settings, there 
seems to be a disconnect between best practices and 
implementation as evidenced by the low graduation rates 
for students with mild disabilities in inclusion. Further 
research needs to be conducted on the implementation of 
best practices to facilitate successful inclusion and how to 
monitor these best practices in actual classrooms. Another 
area of future research should examine whether students’ 
inclusion in the general curriculum is at the expense of an 
individualized education as mandated by the IDEA. Fur-
ther research on the impact of public policy on the gradu-
ation rates of students with mild disabilities also should 
be conducted.

Limitations
One limitation of this study is the way graduation rates 
were calculated. States use many different formulas to cal-
culate graduation rates that include using yearly cohorts, 
dropout and transfer rates, and multiyear averaging, yet, 
“for all their differences, the various graduation rate esti-
mates do not produce significantly different outcomes” 
(Boser, 2006). Because the data were not analyzed using 
complicated formulas to calculate graduation rates, which 
take into account dropout rates, transfer, withdrawal rates, 
and multiyear averaging, the graduation rates in this study 
do not match publicly reported state data. Regardless, this 
study presents a raw percentage that can be compared dur-
ing the 6-year span of the study to look at trends in 4-year 
completion rates with a standard diploma, and it has impli-
cations for policy makers as they make policy regarding 
graduation rates.

A second limitation to the study is using the variable of 
inclusion policy as it impacts graduation rates. This study 
did not examine the many factors that influence dropout 
rates, as research shows that students experiencing aca-
demic difficulties are more prone to drop out, whereas those 
students who feel a sense of belonging and are connected 
are less likely to drop out (Christle et al., 2007). This study 
also did not examine student outcomes such as grades, exit 
exams, or credit hours earned as they relate to graduation 
rates; rather graduation rate is the student outcome and 
inclusion is the policy that is being mandated at the state 
level.

Another limitation is that inclusion is an ill-defined vari-
able, making it difficult to attribute changes in graduation 
rates to changes in inclusive policies. In addition, students 
with disabilities were transitioned into inclusive programs 
at some time between Grade 8 and Grade 12. Future 
research should study these variables.

Implications for Future Research

A preliminary examination of graduation outcomes for  
students with mild disabilities leads to many other ques-
tions regarding access and relevance of the general curricu-
lum. These include, for example, whether students from 
some disability categories are more successful than others 
at earning standard diplomas and why, whether instruction 
in inclusionary settings is appropriate, and whether inclu-
sion is working for students with mild disabilities as indi-
cated by student outcomes. Another question to consider 
is whether standardized requirements are forcing more 
students to drop out. More research needs to be conducted 
on how to increase the graduation rates of students with dis-
abilities. Additionally, graduation data from other states 
need to be examined to see whether the low graduation 
rates for students with mild disabilities in Georgia are simi-
lar to national trends or specific to one state. The most trou-
blesome question left unanswered from this study is 
understanding why, regardless of the number of students 
with disabilities who graduate with a standard diploma in 
Georgia, there are many more who do not graduate or who 
exit school in other ways. (See, for example, Table 2 for 
school completers with MID in 2004–2008 = 3.8% com-
pared with noncompleters = 96.2%). Where do they go? 
Are they absorbed by some other social service system? Do 
they just age out of K–12 services? Districts may be in the 
position to determine how individual students exit school, 
but state level data are not useful in clearly identifying the 
patterns. Our findings suggest the importance of additional 
research to make sure that federal and state policies are 
having the desired effects that were intended.
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