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Methods:
In researching the topic of heightened academic requirements for high school graduation I found several studies that wanted to answer the same questions; are these requirements necessary and are they beneficial. Within the journals the researchers used methods that analyzed  data they collected or was collected through a third party organization such as a state census. 

The first journal was a statistical analysis of two separate sets of data. The first set was an analysis of the school districts assessment achievement results throughout the state in general. The second data analysis looked at individual case studies in districts that had already implemented new graduation requirements to measure the passing rate of students. The researchers then compared the two sets of data to conclude the differences between those districts that had implemented changes and those who had not (Hussain, Miles, Monk, 1999).  
Another study, similar to the first, involved a secondary analysis of data gathered from several data sets put together by the U.S Department of Education, Office of Special Education (OSEP) in order to compare the differing outcomes of students with special needs. The data was obtained through Annual Reports to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. This method analyzed the numbers to conclude how many students with disabilities earned a high school diploma, how many earned an alternative certificate of completion and how many dropped out. These numbers were compared between schools with heightened graduation requirements and schools requiring less and what impact the differences had on the outcome of the students with disabilities (Gaumer, Kleinhammer-Tramil, Thurlow, 2007). 
The third method of data analysis that was encountered was a prolonged observational study. This study done in order to obtain longitudinal information on student’s social backgrounds and academic experiences. Within this longitudinal study the researchers also analyzed data relative to state assessments and accountability policies. The longitudinal study followed a nationally represented sample of eighth graders into high school, through higher education and into the work force. All fifty states and the District of Columbia were represented within this randomly chosen study sample. The information for the analysis of state assessment and accountability polices was obtained from the National Longitudinal study of schools (Muller, Schiller, 2003). 

Each of the methods of data analysis was unique in the process the information was collected and used. The most thorough and informative method was the longitudinal study that followed the group of students from 8th grade into the workforce. This study showed that what academic opportunities and requirements that students are presented with early on, create a guiding path into dictating what the students will continue to require of themselves.  This method gave a broad perspective rather than just a snap shot of data. 
The Findings: 

The majority of the research that I found centered its focus on determining the long-term effects of increasing high school graduation requirements on both the general education and special education population. I feel that all of the studies served their purpose in acquiring the information they set out to. While reading I found that there tended to be two resulting opinions about the subject, either researchers felt that the data proved that students were benefiting from the requirements or researchers felt that it was building barriers for these students. More so the particular studies that I found concluded that the heightened requirements were benefiting those bound for college rather than those going straight to the workforce or those with special needs (Durkin, 2013).
The findings of the analysis that compared the school districts within the same state as a whole was that students were participating more, yet long-term results could not be determined due to the nature of the data. The results of this study for the districts that increased requirements showed four outcomes, modest declines in the percentage of students passing the exams, unchanged drop-out rates, increased spending that were similar in magnitude to increases in districts with little or no increases in requirements and increases in professional staffing levels in core instructional areas. The study looked only at test score and passing rates, giving the researchers a small glance at the resulting outcomes. 
In comparison the longitudinal study that followed a represented population sample of eighth graders through schooling and into the workforce was able to give a larger view of the long-term effects of more challenging high school graduation requirements. The students in schools with the higher graduation requirements, assessment, or accountability polices tended to enroll in higher level academic classes went on to enroll in higher level college courses freshmen year, with the pattern proving to persist throughout their schooling careers. 
    Lastly, the results of the studies that looked specifically at the students with disabilities did not really surprise me. When I began researching the of heightened graduation requirements I assumed that in regards to student with special needs it would be a difficult transition due to the simple fact they are already a few academic steps behind the average. The studies focus was to determine how many students with disabilities were receiving certificates of completion rather than a high school diploma. The results showed that when new, more strenuous requirements are put in place such as exit exams, and more advanced academic courses more students with disabilities receive an alternate certificate instead of a high school diploma. The results showed that this was due to the students failing scores and inadequate preparation. 
Summary:
As a special education teacher and elementary teacher, these are a great concern for me. With heightened graduation requirements these students should be given the opportunities needed early on to prepare for a more challenging secondary education. Starting these requirements in high school may be coming at a late point in education, and state officials should be looking at stating sooner. All of the research found on this topic is in support of a more challenging curriculum for students to follow whether in special education or general education. The research also proves to show that students need to be gradually brought up to the desired academic level rather than requirements being put into place without preparing the students to be able to achieve what is asked of them. 
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