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Learning Objectives 

By the end of this session, participants will be able to:

• Explain Tennessee diploma options and graduation requirements, including 

how different pathways affect postsecondary opportunities. 

• Analyze a high school transcript to determine graduation progress, including 

credit accrual, transfers, and deficiencies. 

• Apply key legal protections for students in foster care, including limits on 

additional requirements. 

• Use practical advocacy strategies to support on-time graduation, including 

credit recovery, coordination with schools and DCS, and addressing system 

barriers. 



         
            

 
    

 

Tennessee Diploma Options 

 Regular high school diploma

 Alternate academic high school diploma (Special Education)

Diplomas for eligible students receiving special education (These do not 

count toward the graduation count.

• Special education high school diploma

• Occupational high school diploma



         
            

 
    

 

Tennessee Diploma Pathways  
Postsecondary Options 



         
            

 
    

 
Alternate Academic Diploma Tennessee State 
Board of Education High School Policy 2.103 

(8) Beginning with students entering the ninth (9th) grade in 2018, an alternate 
academic diploma may be awarded to students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities at the end of their fourth (4th) year of high school who have:

(1) participated in the high school alternate assessments; 
(2) earned the prescribed twenty-two credit minimum;
(3) received special education services or supports and made satisfactory progress 

on an IEP;
(4) have satisfactory records of attendance and conduct; and
(5) Have completed a transition assessment(s) that measures, at a minimum, 

postsecondary education and training, employment, independent living, and 
community involvement.

• The required credits may be earned either through the state-approved standards or 
through alternate academic diploma course requirements defined by the Dept. of 
Ed.

• A student who earns an alternate academic diploma shall continue to be eligible for 
special education services under IDEA until the student receives a traditional high 
school diploma or through the school year in which the student turns twenty-
two (22) years old.



         
            

 
    

 
Occupational Diploma: Tennessee State Board of 
Education High School Policy 2.103 

(7) An occupational diploma may be awarded to students with disabilities at the 
end of their fourth (4th) year of high school who have:

(1) not met the requirements for a traditional high school diploma; 
(2) received special education services or supports and made satisfactory 

progress on an IEP;
(3) have satisfactory records of attendance and conduct;
(4) have completed the occupational diploma Skills, Knowledge, and Experience 

Mastery Assessment (SKEMA) created by the TN DOE; and
(5) have completed two (2) years of paid or non-paid work experience.

• The determination that an occupational diploma is the goal for a student with a 
disability will be made at the conclusion of the student’s tenth (10th) grade year 
or two (2) academic years prior to the expected graduation date.

• Students who obtain the occupational diploma may continue to work toward a 
traditional high school diploma through the end of the school year in which they 
turn twenty-two (22) years old.



         
            

 
    

 
Special Education Diploma Tennessee State 
Board of Education High School Policy 2.103 

A special education diploma shall be awarded at the end of the fourth 
(4th) year of high school to students with disabilities who have: 

(a) Received special education services or supports and made satisfactory 
progress on an individualized education program (IEP); 

(b) Not met the requirements for a traditional high school diploma; and

(c) Have satisfactory records of attendance and conduct. 

Students who obtain the special education diploma may continue to work 
toward a traditional high school diploma through the end of the school 
year in which they turn twenty-two (22) years old. 



Tennessee State Board of Education High School Policy, 2.301(VIII)

Each school district in Tennessee shall 
have “procedures to eliminate barriers to 

enrollment and retention for students 
identified as homeless, migrant, foster, or 

military….”



“No LEA shall require any enrolling or transferring 
student, who is in grade eleven (11) or higher and in the 

custody of the Department of Children’s Services or 
exiting its custody, to meet more than the minimum 

requirements for graduation set forth by the state board 
of education. The LEA shall issue a full diploma to any 
such student who meets the minimum requirements.”  

T.C.A. § 49-6-6001(h) 



Tennessee 
Graduation 

Requirements 



22 credit minimum
 Individual school systems 

can require more credits

Tennessee 
Traditional 
Diploma 
Requirements 



4 credits
 English/Language Arts I, II, III, 

IV

 Advanced Placement English 
Language & Composition

 Advanced Placement 
Literature & Composition

English 



3 credits
 Biology

 Chemistry or Physics

 Lab Course (Physical Science, 
Earth Science, Geology, 
Environmental Science, Ecology, 
and others

** Note that Computer Science can substitute 
as the third required course.

Science 



4 credits
 Algebra I or Integrated Math I

 Geometry or Integrated Math II

 Algebra II or Integrated Math III 

 Higher Level Math Course

** Note that Computer Science can substitute as the fourth 
required course.

Students must earn 4 math credits to meet TN high 
school graduation requirements, but only 3 of those 
credits to be taken in high school.  

A math credit taken in middle school can count toward 
the required 4 credits.

Math 



3 credits
 World History & Geography

 U.S. History

 Economics (0.5 credits)

 Civics (0.5 credits)

Social Studies 



.5 credit
 Substitution available under narrow 

circumstances (i.e.: JROTC; see 
counselor to determine if 
substitution is allowable)

Personal Finance 

Physical Education 
.5 credit
 Participation in school sponsored athletics, 

band, JROTC, cheerleading, and intramural 
athletics may be substituted for the 0.5 
credit in Physical Education, but the school 
must approve it.



1 credit

Wellness 

Fine Arts 
1 credit

Foreign Language 
2 credits



3 credits
 Math and Science

 Career and Technical Education

 Fine Arts

 Humanities 

 Advanced Placement (AP) / International 
Baccalaureate (IB)

 Cambridge International Examinations (CIE)

Elective Focus 



1 credit
 Beginning with students who enroll in ninth 

(9th) grade in the 2024-25 school year or any 
subsequent school year, students will need to 
earn at least one (1) credit of computer science 
in high school. Several types of classes may 
qualify.

 Students may fulfill this requirement by 
substituting computer science for the student’s 
fourth credit of mathematics, third credit of 
science, or an elective focus credit. Students 
who transfer from another state or country, or 
from a non-public school to a Tennessee public 
high school during their twelfth (12th) grade 
year are exempt from this requirement. 

Computer Science 



• To receive a traditional high school diploma, all students enrolled 

in a Tennessee public school during their eleventh (11th) grade 

year must take either the ACT or SAT. (This requirement may not 

apply to certain transfer students entering after 11th grade.)

• All high school students must take and pass a United States civics 

test to meet the Social Studies course credit requirement to earn 

a traditional diploma. 

• TN End of Course Tests required for specific courses.

Tennessee State Board of Education High School Policy 2.103

Other Requirements for Graduation with a 
Traditional Diploma 



         
            

 
    

 
Move On When Ready 

 
Tennessee State Board of Education (SBE) High School Policy 
2.103(1)(e) states: 

“A public high school student may complete an early high school 
graduation program and be eligible for unconditional entry into a 
public two-year institution of higher education or conditional entry 
into a public four-year institution of higher education, if the student 
meets the requirements of T.C.A. § 49-6-8103.” 

• Students who are interested in graduating before their senior year 
must complete an intent form.

• If a student has all required coursework, advise they connect with 
their counselor and a DCS Education Specialist to discuss options! 



Types of Tennessee 
High Schools 



• Coursework successfully completed in an LEA, public 

charter school, or Category I, II, or III private school, 

including coursework completed during a summer 

school is fully transferrable to any other approved 

school.

Rule 0520-01-03-.03

Credit Transfer Between 
Schools 



         
            

 
    Alternative School 

• At least one alternative school or alternative program shall be 
established and available for students in grades 7-12 who have been 
suspended or expelled.

• Two or more boards may join together and establish a school attended 
by students of any such school system, or a school system can send a 
disciplined student to another system’s alternative program, provided 
the other system agrees. 

T.C.A. § 49-6-3402



T.C.A.  § 49-16-204
 
Virtual High Schools 

• Virtual schools may be established by a local school district.

• A virtual school shall provide each student access to a 
curriculum that meets or exceeds the academic standards 
adopted by the state board of education. 



         
            

 
    

T.C.A.  § 49-16-204
 
Charter School 

"Public charter school” means a public school in this state 

that is established and operating under the terms of a 

charter agreement.



         
            

 
    

T.C.A.  § 49-16-204
 
DCS Facility Schools 

• Each DCS facility high school shall adopt graduation requirements aligned 

with Tennessee State Board of Education Policy.

• High school credits should transfer from the facility school to the public high 

school following step down - but they often do not - creating risk for school 

dropout.

• For students exiting facility schools, check for missing semesters / credits on 

the transcript. DCS Education Consultant can recoup missing credits due to 

transfer errors. 

• Students in facility schools should receive special education services in 

accordance with the State Board of Education Rules, Regulations and 

Minimum Standards, per the DCS Contract Manual.



         
            

 
    

T.C.A.  § 49-16-204
 
DCS Facility Schools 

• Bledsoe Youth Academy

• Cleveland Academy

• Cornerstone School, New 

Heights School & Duncan 

Academy (TN Children's Home)

• Elizabethton Academy 

• Gateway Center (Helen Ross 

McNabb)

Category 1 Special Purpose Schools

• Mountain Youth Academy

• Mt. Juliet Academy

• Natchez Trace Youth Academy 

• Nicholas Hobbs Academy

• Norris Academy

• Roane Academy

• Wayne Academy 



         
            

 
    

T.C.A. § 49-6-407
 
Uniform Grading Scale 



         
            

 
    Transcript 











         
            

 
    DCS Education Specialists by Region 



Education Passport





         
            

 
    

 
Education Passport 

Collect, at minimum, the documents listed on the right side 
of the Education Passport cover sheet. The Education 
Passport is placed in the child’s digital master file.  



         
            

 
    

 
Education Passport 

• A new Education Passport cover sheet is completed by 
the Family Service Worker (FSW) whenever a student 
experiences a new custodial event or moves to a new 
address.  

• The Education Passport is placed in the child’s digital 
master file.  

• A copy must be given to foster parents by the FSW and 
to the school, including residential schools contracted 
by DCS. 



         
            

 
    

Thank You! 

Guidance and Support for this Training

Provided by:

MNPS School Counseling

Tennessee Department of Education 



ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICE OF THE COURTS
511 Union Street, Suite 600, Nashville, TN 37219

TNCOURTS.GOV/PROGRAMS/COURT-IMPROVEMENT

Carrie Mason, Ph.D., CWLS
CIP Attorney

Carrie.Mason@tncourts.gov


