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LEFT BEHIND: A STAR EDITORIAL BOARD SERIES

Nothing beats a regular diploma 

Our position: GED isn't a substitute for skills learned while earning a high school diploma. 

Gary native and high school dropout Leroy Smith earned his General Educational Development diploma in 1995, at age 29, during a 15-year prison stint. Two years later, John Lane, who dropped out at the age of 15, obtained his GED while serving time at the state's Boys School. 

Was the GED a first step in turning their lives around? Not exactly. 

On Tuesday, Smith, 38, received a 545-day prison sentence after pleading guilty to striking his ex-wife. Lane, 25, faces trial next month for his alleged role in the murder of Marcus Gibbs. Both Smith and Lane are taking up precious space in the crowded Marion County Jail. 

Certainly, most GED students are law-abiding, and earning the diploma has improved their lives. But Smith and Lane are sobering reminders that achieving an alternative diploma is not an equal substitute for staying in high school until graduation. 

Developed in the 1940s to help World War II veterans gain admission to college without a diploma, the number of students receiving GEDs rose 185 percent between 1971 and 2001. 

Yet the perception that the GED is, as comedian Chris Rock once called it, a "good enough diploma" isn't reality. 

Nobel Prize winners James Heckman and Stephen Cameron determined in a 1991 study that GED recipients' economic performance was "indistinguishable'' from dropouts'. A 1998 U.S. Department of Education summary of GED research concluded that although recipients took home up to 11 percent higher wages than dropouts, they earned less than traditional grads. 

The fact that GED students spend at most 100 hours preparing for the test (versus 410 hours devoted by high school pupils to core classes) means most don't overcome their poor academic skills. Since it's mostly self-study, test takers don't benefit from traditional classroom instruction, which looms especially large in college readiness; GED grads are only half as likely to gain an associate degree (and far less likely to earn a bachelor's degree) as traditional grads. 

GED students also miss the socialization that comes with attending school. As a result, many don't learn important lessons about prompt and regular attendance and appropriate grooming and dress. Thus, they're less prepared for the expectations of the job market. 

State and federal officials should stop counting GED recipients in graduation statistics. Expanding night school options so more dropouts can attend live classes and earn a traditional diploma also would help. More important, to reduce the number of GEDs –and dropouts – improving education in the early grades, where the seeds of quitting school are sown, is critical. 

