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Greetings Members and Staff of the DC Council’s Committee of the Whole. My name is 
Jessica Giles. I am a ward seven resident and the Executive Director of the Washington, 
D.C. office of the Center for Strong Public Schools Action Fund (CSPS). CSPS is a 501(c)(4) 
organization committed to ensuring that every student, especially Black, Brown, and 
low-income kids, attends a high-quality public school, regardless of their zip code.  
 
D.C. has long been a national model for innovation and bold leadership. Last year, D.C. 
ranked first in the nation for learning recovery in both math and reading for grades 3 to 8 
between 2022 and 2024.1 The milestone reflects the continued commitment of D.C.’s 
school leaders, principals, and educators to student success. There are several schools 
that have made improvements for which we applaud, as well as the schools on 
EmpowerK12’s Bold Performance Schools list.2 
 
Academic excellence must be D.C.’s northstar. Still, D.C.’s academic proficiency rates 
overall remain low, and several schools have single-digit math and reading proficiency 
rates. This is more than just “low test scores” — many of our students are unprepared once 
they graduate high school, and this shows up in the data. Only 18 percent of ninth graders 
earn a degree within six years.3 Nearly one in five Black youth is neither in school nor 

3 OSSE. “DC Trends 2011–12 Cohort High School and College Milestones.” 
https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/publication/attachments/DC%20Trends%202011_12%20Cohort%2
0High%20School%20and%20College%20Milestones_January_2023.pdf  

2 EmpowerK12. DC's 2025 Bold Performing Schools. 
https://www.empowerk12.org/research-source/2025-bold-performance-report  

1 Harvard Center for Education Policy and Research. Education Recoversy Scorecard. 
https://educationrecoveryscorecard.org/states/district-of-columbia/#:~:text=The%20District%20of%20Columbia%20ra
nked,the%20full%20period%20between%202019%2D  
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working.4 Notably, DC Public Schools (DCPS) and DC Public Charter School Board, along 
with school leaders, principals, educators, school staff, school partners, and students, are 
all working hard to improve these outcomes.  
 
DC PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
 
DC Public Schools (DCPS) serves 52,036 students, more than half of all public school 
students across more than 117 schools. When tracking a few of the goals outlined in DCPS’ 
Capital Commitment Strategic Plan, 2023-2028, here is where DCPS stands: 

DCPS Progress Toward Capital Commitment Goals5 

Capital Commitment 
Goal 

FY20246 FY20257 How Close Is 
DCPS? 

80% of students pass or 
meet/exceed Math & 
ELA 

Math: 46% 
ELA: 57% 

Math: 51% 
ELA: 61% 

Making progress, 
but ~20–30 points 
short of goal 

Twice as many students 
enroll in Algebra I in 
middle school 

37% 40% Uptick, but not 
close to doubling 
yet 

85% of students feel 
safe and have a sense 
of belonging 

Metric 
changed 

Metric 
changed 

Not yet meeting 
target (exact % 
not published in 
KPIs) 

Twice as many free 
afterschool enrichment 
opportunities (MS) 

Not quantified Not 
quantified 

No public KPI 
confirming 
doubling 

85% on-time 
graduation rate 

76.8% 77.6% Improving, but ~7 
points below goal 

7 Ibid. https://lims.dccouncil.gov/Hearings/hearings/2155  

6 DCPS performance oversight responses. https://lims.dccouncil.gov/Hearings/hearings/2155  

5 DCPS 5-year Strategic Plan. 
https://dcpsstrong.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/English_StrategicPlan2023_FINAL.pdf  

4 D.C. Policy Center. “Long-term unemployment in the District of Columbia: What it means, how it has changed, and 
whom it affects.” https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/publications/long-term-unemployment-in-the-district-of-columbia/ 
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Twice as many 
graduates complete 
AP/IB/DE, CTE, 
internships, or 
credentials 

College-level 
coursework: 
75% 

Data 
pending 

No evidence of 
doubling 

 
While there is evidence that DCPS is moving in the right direction on several measures, 
particularly academic performance and graduation rates, disparities by student group 
remain significant, and a few goals lack clear, public benchmarks to independently assess 
progress. 
 
DC PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOL BOARD 
 
Under the School Reform Act, our Public Charter School Board (PCSB) was established in 
1996 to authorize public charter schools in DC—including opening new schools, monitoring 
each school against its charter, reviewing charters every five years, and, unfortunately, 
closing schools if they do not meet the goals of their charters. It’s 2025-2028 Strategic 
Roadmap focuses on excellent schools, enduring partnerships, and an effective 
organization.8 More specifically, the objectives laid out in the strategic roadmap include 
the following: 
 

Objective What the Objective Is About 

Objective 1: Implement 
the ASPIRE System 

Upholding strong academic standards and ensuring 
DC charter students receive a high-quality education 
that prepares them for life and work 

Objective 2: Strengthen 
Holistic Oversight 

Ensuring schools meet high financial, operational, 
and governance standards in addition to academic 
expectations 

Objective 3: Advance 
Data-Informed 
Decision-Making 

Improving transparency, data reliability, and 
operational efficiency for staff, schools, and families 

8 DC PCSB. 2025-2028 Strategic Roadmap. https://dcpcsb.org/strategic-roadmap  
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Objective 4: Engage 
Stakeholders and Families 

Building trust and understanding by engaging 
families, schools, and communities in authorizing 
decisions 

Objective 5: Cultivate a 
Talented Workforce 

Building and sustaining an agency workforce 
equipped to meet evolving challenges in DC’s 
education system 

DC PCSB’s performance oversight responses were not made publicly available before the 
hearing began, so we’re not able to clearly determine whether the agency is meeting its 
goals in FY2025.  
 
As both DCPS and DC Public Charter School Board have made strengthening academic 
quality a key priority, it is crucial that the agencies make progress on the following goals: 
 

1.​ D.C. must continue implementing the Early Literacy Education Task Force 
recommendations.   

2.​ D.C. must implement a citywide strategy for raising math proficiency.  
3.​ D.C. must strengthen accountability. 
4.​ D.C. must expand the number of intensive, high-quality career programs so 

every high school student can participate. 
5.​ D.C. must ensure equitable funding for both sectors.  

 

1.​ D.C. must continue implementing the Early Literacy Education Task Force 
Recommendations.   

 
In the 2024-25 school year, English Language Arts (ELA) proficiency on the District of 
Columbia Statewide Assessment reached its highest level in a decade, with 38% of 
students meeting or exceeding expectations—surpassing pre-pandemic (2019) levels.9 On 
the 2024 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), DCPS also outperformed 
the national public on fourth grade reading.10 
 
These results are exciting because they show that we are on the right path with 
implementation of evidence-based literacy instruction. In 2022, the Structured Literacy 

10 The Nationals Report Card. District of Columbia (DCPS) Performance Trends: Grade 4 Reading. 
9 D.C. Policy Center. D.C.’s academic recovery outperformsthe fourth-grade similar states and districts.  
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Action Plan Act established an Early Literacy Education Task Force, which produced four 
core recommendations to D.C. advance literacy instruction:11 

1.​ Mandate competency in structured literacy instruction; 
2.​ Mandate specialized structured literacy training for school-based administrators 

who are responsible for evaluating or supporting K-5 teachers and instructional 
coaches; 

3.​ Develop a walkthrough, structured literacy tool to provide on-the-job support, and 
pilot direct coaching support.  

4.​ Collect and publish the English Language Arts (ELA) instructional materials LEAs 
are using, and publish a list of high-quality instructional materials. 

 
Since then, the District has engaged in an intensive phase of implementing the Science of 
Reading. All kindergarten teachers must now demonstrate competency in structured 
literacy under the 2024 Budget Support Act.12 The Office of the State Superintendent of 
Education (OSSE) has also developed a structured literacy walkthrough tool for 
LEAs13—and has put forward guidance for LEAs on the process of adopting high-quality 
science-based literacy programs14. In addition, the District is administering a 
Kindergarten Structured Literacy Coaching Pilot, with on-site coaching that is prioritized 
for schools with the lowest performance in ELA.15 Last year, the D.C. Council required 
1st-3rd-grade teachers to successfully complete an OSSE-approved structured literacy 
training or demonstrate competency in structured literacy instruction.  
 
DCPS has made some progress. According to DCPS, “42 kindergarten educators have 
already successfully completed an OSSE-approved structured literacy training or 
demonstrated competency in structured literacy. 296 educators are on track to 
successfully complete training with the DCPS Reading Clinic, an OSSE-approved 
structured literacy training, during the District Professional Development Day on February 
13, 2026. DCPS will continue to provide support to the remaining 88 kindergarten 
educators in completing the asynchronous version of the training, and all will complete 
training by the start of the 26-27 school year.”16 We commend DCPS for the success of its 
DC Reading Clinic, which both provides interventions for students and trains teachers to 
become specialists.  
 

16 DCPS Performance Oversight Responses. https://lims.dccouncil.gov/Hearings/hearings/2163  

15 DC.Gov. LEA Look Forward for Jan. 17, 2025: Kindergarten Structured Literacy Coaching Pilot, Q1 Grant 
Reimbursement Requests and More. 

14 OSSE. High-Quality Science-based Literacy Programs List for K-5.  
13 OSSE. Structured Literacy Administrator Walkthrough Tool. 
12 Early Literacy Education TAsk Force. Announcing OSSE's Approved Structured Literacy Competency Assessment.  

11 Early Literacy Education Task Force (2023). Recommendations for Structured Literacy Instruction in the District of 
Columbia.  
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To date, it remains unclear where DC public charter schools are in implementing 
structured literacy training. This represents a meaningful gap where DC PCSB can play an 
appropriate oversight role without prescribing specific curricula or instructional models. At 
a high level, DC PCSB could explicitly state that early-grade literacy instruction must be 
evidence-based and aligned to the science of reading. As part of qualitative site reviews 
and renewal processes, schools should be prepared to demonstrate that their literacy 
approach aligns with research-based reading instruction, while retaining flexibility in how 
that alignment is achieved. Both agencies can make the path to implementation metrics 
more transparent and publicly available.  
 

2.​ D.C. must implement a citywide strategy for raising math proficiency.  

 
The 2024–25 District of Columbia Statewide Assessment (DC CAPE) shows only a slow 
recovery in math, with approximately 26% of students now meeting or exceeding 
expectations, and stark gaps in opportunity between various student subgroups.17 In 
response to outcomes like these, the Mayor ordered that there be a D.C. Math Task Force, 
which released a comprehensive roadmap to overhaul how math.18 Before the Math Task 
Force issued its recommendations, OSSE had already begun taking concrete steps to 
strengthen math instruction across the District. This included providing access to Zearn, a 
standards-aligned digital math curriculum, in 36 schools across 16 LEAs, paired with 
implementation support and targeted professional learning. OSSE also launched the Math 
Teacher Bootcamp in 2023, reaching more than 400 educators with training focused on 
strong math pedagogy and coherence across grade levels, and expanded free 
professional learning opportunities through evidence-informed math courses on its 
learning platform. Together, these efforts show that some meaningful groundwork was 
already underway, even as the Task Force rightly called for a more systematic, citywide 
approach. 
 
Once the Task Force met, it made seven recommendations. 
 

1.​ All DC LEAs select, adopt, and implement High-Quality Instructional Materials 
(HQIM) for grades K-8 and all math courses required for high school graduation.   

2.​ All K-12 math teachers, including special education teachers and EL teachers 
responsible for teaching math, as well as math specialists, instructional coaches, 
and interventionists, be required to demonstrate competency in evidence-based 
math instruction.   

18 DC Math Task Force (2025). Recommendations for Evidence-Based Math Instruction in the District of Columbia. 
https://osse.dc.gov/page/math-task-force  

17 OSSE (2025). 2025 Statewide Assessment Results: English Language Arts (ELA) and Math.  
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3.​ All educators teaching math in grades K-8 and educators teaching math courses 

required for high school graduation in DC demonstrate competency on major 
grade-band content. 

4.​ OSSE develops or adopts a non-evaluative observation tool for evidence-based 
math instruction and pilot a math instructional leader cohort.  

5.​ OSSE provides tools and resources for LEAs to support alignment between math 
intervention and core instruction. 

6.​ LEAs meaningfully engage with family members and caregivers about math skill 
development, student math performance data, and the importance of developing a 
growth mindset approach to learning math. 

7.​ OSSE explores the adoption of an "Integrated Math" pathway (combining topics 
like Algebra and Geometry) as an alternative to traditional high school course 
sequencing. 

This framework can mark a turning point for our District in math. By building upon the 
foundation of the Early Literacy Education Task Force, we have been able to create a 
united front on evidence-based literacy that is beginning to show real results in the 
classroom. Likewise, carefully, thoroughly, and transparently implementing the 
recommendations of the Math Task Force is the necessary next step for D.C. students. 
While many of the recommendations center on OSSE, LEAs can still begin implementing 
its recommendations.  

According to its performance oversight responses, DCPS points to continued investment 
in professional learning for math educators, participation in HQIM-aligned networks and 
convenings, and the use of standards-aligned instructional resources where schools have 
opted in as part of its efforts to raise math outcomes. With the funds from the $20 million 
donation, DCPS has also stated it plans to launch two DCPS Math Centers that will be 
dedicated to 6,000 students for math tutoring. Exciting! 

It is unclear what the public charter school sector has/not implemented. With math 
proficiency so low, it’s essential that DC PCSB ensures charter LEAs are aligned with the 
citywide strategy. Both agencies can make implementation metrics more transparent and 
publicly available. Additionally, as was mentioned in the Task Force reports, it’s crucial 
that DCPS and public charter schools have the resources to maintain High-Impact 
Tutoring to support students in strengthening their math knowledge and skills.  
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3.​ D.C. must strengthen accountability. 

 
DCPS and DC PCSB must be accountable to students, families, and the broader public. So 
what does this mean in practice? In practice, this means DCPS and DC PCSB have to 
operate with real transparency and follow-through. The agencies must make their 
decisions, standards, and results visible, understandable, and actionable for students, 
families, and the broader public. It also means setting clear expectations and tracking 
progress over time. When outcomes fall short, accountability means being honest about 
what is not working, adjusting course, and showing how feedback from families and 
communities informs those changes. Accountability here is not about blame; it is about 
high expectations, transparency, follow-through, and ensuring families can see, 
understand, trust how decisions are being made, and become real partners in their 
children’s academic success. There are many ways for DCPS and PCSB to strengthen 
accountability. 
 
DCPS must take steps to strengthen accountability. 
 

1.​ Create dashboards to show whether its lowest performing schools are on track to 
meeting its goals, along with steps the community can take to engage in collective  
partnership. 

2.​ Tailor strategies for academic achievement and postsecondary success to those 
furthest from opportunity.  

3.​ Articulate and implement a strategy to support daily attendance and academic 
supports for immigrant students and for schools with a large number of 
immigrants. We’re seeing academic outcomes for students all across the country 
drop due to increased immigration enforcement.19 

4.​ As OSSE transitions from DC CAPE to Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium 
(SBAC), DCPS must ensure clear, transparent communication about what the new 
results show, how they differ from DC CAPE, and what families should take away 
from them and do to support their students.20 Just as importantly, DCPS needs to 
continue to build school leaders’ capacity to use data well by connecting interims 
to instruction, strengthening formative assessment practices, and ensuring 
supports reach the right students.  
 

 

20 OSSE. OSSE Announces New DC CAPE 2.0 Statewide Assessments. 
https://osse.dc.gov/release/osse-announces-new-dc-cape-20-statewide-assessments    

19 Educators Writers Association. Studies Show How Students Are Affected by Immigration Crackdowns. 
https://ewa.org/data-research-tips/how-school-kids-are-affected-by-immigration-crackdowns  
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PCSB must take steps to strengthen accountability.  
 

1.​ Provide early and direct notification to relevant stakeholders when a school is 
underperforming or facing financial monitoring—including notice about PCSB’s 
next steps, and ensure schools are communicating effectively with families. 

2.​ Update its Absenteeism policy to track chronic absenteeism. We appreciate that 
DC PCSB is undergoing this work currently. 

3.​ Pass the Merger & Acquisition Policy. A Mergers and Acquisitions Policy offers DC 
PCSB a chance to add a much-needed tool to its toolbox—a tool that, when used 
well, can strengthen school quality, preserve stability, and expand opportunity. 
When a struggling school can be paired thoughtfully with a strong operator, 
outcomes improve. We appreciate that DC PCSB is recognizing this and taking 
steps to build a responsible framework, and we were happy to provide a public 
comment.21 

4.​ Implement Board Training and School-Level Support. PCSB must lead on school 
quality by maintaining a proactive role: supporting boards, setting expectations for 
quality governance, identifying distress early, and monitoring key metrics regularly.  

5.​ As OSSE transitions from DC CAPE to SBAC, DC PCSB must ensure clear, 
transparent communication about what the new results show, how they differ from 
DC CAPE, and what families should take away from them. DC PCSB can play a role 
in connecting leaders to OSSE-aligned, evidence-based improvement supports that 
drive real academic growth. 

 
For both DCPS and PCSB, there remain consistently large and unacceptable disparities 
between all students and specific student groups in academic achievement. Collectively, 
DCPS and DC PCSB must put specific strategies in place to support Latino students and 
English Learners in graduating. For example, Latino graduation rates fell 4 percentage 
points, and English Learners fell 3 percentage points from last year. There are also huge 
overall drops in postsecondary enrollment: a 4 percent drop for Black and Latino students, 
and barely any significant improvement has been made for economically disadvantaged 
students, English learners, and students with disabilities. 
 

4.​ D.C. must expand the number of intensive, high-quality career programs so every 
high school student can participate. 

 

21 CSPS Public Comment to the DCPCSB. November 17, 2025, 
https://strongschoolsaction.org/blog/public-comments-november-17-2025-mergers-and-acquisitions/  
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D.C. is producing too few credentials, too many disconnected young people, and a 
workforce system that leaves native Washingtonians locked out of living-wage careers. 
Too many graduates leave our public high schools unprepared for what comes next, and 
that reality shows up in the numbers. Only 18 percent of ninth graders earn a degree 
within six years.22 Nearly one in five Black youth is neither in school nor working.23 At the 
same time, most available jobs require postsecondary education,24 pushing the average 
income for native Washingtonians below a living wage.25 The consequences are already 
visible, with unemployment among young people ages 16-24 remaining high, particularly 
for Black youth, whose jobless rate reached 14.3 percent in July 2025.26 
 
According to the D.C. Policy Center, during the summer, the system only has enough 
capacity to serve about two-thirds of high school students.27 During the school year, 
capacity is even more limited, with space for less than half of high school students.28 
 
Even among participating students, most are in programs that meet frequently, indicating 
that intensive programs are valued and effective. However, if the goal is for every high 
school student to have access to regular, meaningful career experience, the D.C. would 
need to significantly expand opportunities. Right now, there is a large shortfall, especially 
during the school year.  
 
Older students are more likely to get these opportunities, which means many young 
people are not exposed to career-building experiences early enough.29 By the time they 
participate, graduation is close, leaving less time to explore options, build skills, and 
adjust their plans. 
 
DOES is not solely responsible for these outcomes; DCPS, public charter schools, the 
Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE), the D.C. State Board of 
Education, the University of the District of Columbia, the Workforce Investment Council, 

29 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 

27 District of Columbia Policy Center, BCA (Nov. 13, 2024). 
https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/BCA_typeset_11.13.2024.pdf  

26 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Unemployment rate for youth ages 16–24 was 10.8 percent in July 2025,” Monthly 
Labor Review (2025). 
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2025/unemployment-rate-for-youth-ages-16-to-24-was-10-8-percent-in-july-2025.htm  

25 Ibid. 

24 D.C. Policy Center. “Transition to college or career for the District’s high school students.” 
https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/publications/student-transition-college-career/  

23 D.C. Policy Center. “Long-term unemployment in the District of Columbia: What it means, how it has changed, and 
whom it affects.” https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/publications/long-term-unemployment-in-the-district-of-columbia/ 

22 OSSE. “DC Trends 2011–12 Cohort High School and College Milestones.” 
https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/publication/attachments/DC%20Trends%202011_12%20Cohort%2
0High%20School%20and%20College%20Milestones_January_2023.pdf  
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nonprofit organizations, and private-sector partners also play an important role in setting 
young people up for success. That is why we are pleased that the DCPS and the DC PCSB  
signed onto Compact 2043, the Deputy Mayor for Education’s citywide commitment to 
ensure that all D.C. children born today will graduate from high school prepared for 
success in higher education and good jobs.30 Compact 2043 has the following goals:  
 

●​ “All graduating D.C. public school students will complete at least one 
OSSE-approved pathway; D.C.’s graduation rate will be at least 90%; 100% of 
graduates will have a postsecondary plan;” 

●​ “80% of D.C. public school graduates will complete a postsecondary degree or 
credential of value within six years;” and 

●​ “80% of employed D.C. public school graduates will earn a living wage within five 
years of graduation, and 95% will do so within ten years.”31 

 
We are asking the District to dramatically expand access to intensive, high-quality career 
programs to ensure every high school student, not just older students or a limited few, has 
meaningful career-building opportunities before graduation. When considering the types 
of opportunities available, most career programs for students require significant time and 
commitment, meeting multiple times a week for weeks or months. The problem is that 
there are not enough spots in these intensive programs for all high school students who 
could benefit. As DCPS implements its Capital Commitment strategy to prepare students 
for life after graduation by strengthening advanced coursework, credential attainment, 
and postsecondary enrollment 
 

5.​ D.C. must ensure equitable funding for both sectors.  

 
The DC Council rightfully so demands a lot from DCPS and public charter schools. All 
public school funding and educator pay must be allocated through the Uniform Per 
Student Funding Formula to ensure that students receive equitable resources, regardless 
of whether they attend a DCPS or public charter school. Recently, we discovered that $32 
million of fixed costs would be moved from DCPS to the Department of General Services, 
which has the effect of leaving charters without access to $32 million. D.C. must also 
maintain the 3.1% annual increase to the charter facilities allowance to ensure students 
have safe, well-maintained buildings, even without access to capital dollars.  
 

31 Ibid. 

30 Office of the Deputy Mayor for Education. DC’s Compact 2043. https://dme.dc.gov/page/compact-2043  
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In closing, D.C. must strengthen literacy and math outcomes, expand the number of 
intensive, high-quality career programs so every high school student can participate, and 
provide equitable funding. Thank you for holding this hearing and allowing me to testify. I 
look forward to partnering with you all to ensure D.C. leads the nation with strong public 
schools.  
 
 
 
 

 

Contact: jessica@strongschoolsaction.org 

The Center for Strong Public Schools Action Fund is a 501(c)(4) organization with offices in Alabama, 
Georgia, Tennessee, Texas, and Washington, D.C. Our D.C. office is building a pipeline of courageous 
elected officials who are passionate about transforming public education so that every D.C. 
student—especially Black, Brown, and low-income students—attends a high-quality public school 
regardless of their zip code. We recruit, train, and support courageous leaders who put kids first. Learn 
more at strongschoolsaction.org/dc.  
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