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Greetings, Representatives of the DC State Board of Education, 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 Action Fund 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. Thank 
you for holding this public meeting. Today, I will be testifying about improvements the DC 
State Board of Education should make to our graduation requirements.  
 
All students, no matter their background, can achieve academically, graduate, and earn a 
degree or credential. It’s up to the adults to figure out how. As we figure out the how, it’s 
clear that the current graduation requirements need to change. D.C. has one of the most 
prescriptive graduation requirements in the country. Students must take  24 credits with a 
full 4x4 core in English, math, science, and social studies. On top of that, D.C. adds a D.C. 
history course and 100 hours of community service. Comparatively, many states require 
fewer total credits.  
 
To have one of the most prescriptive graduation requirements in the country, you’d think 
more of our students would graduate prepared for what comes next. Yes, we’re 
graduating more students, but D.C. is producing too few degrees, too few credentials, too 
many disconnected young people, and a workforce system that leaves native 
Washingtonians locked out of living-wage careers. Glassdoor/Redfin ranks Washington, 
D.C., the best big city for new grads. But who are those jobs for? Most available jobs 
require postsecondary education, but only 16% of D.C. students meet the SAT College and 
Career Ready Benchmark, and only 18% of 2011-2012 ninth-graders had completed a 
degree by 2022.  

https://mayor.dc.gov/release/mayor-bowser-encourages-families-attend-edfest-announces-highest-graduation-rate-more-decade
https://www.cnbc.com/2026/04/14/top-large-us-cities-for-recent-college-grads-in-2026.html?taid=69e12ba4242b7b0001b7d5f8&utm_campaign=trueanthem&utm_content=main&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter
https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/publications/student-transition-college-career/
https://schoolreportcard.dc.gov/state/report/explore/103
https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/publication/attachments/DC%20Trends%202011_12%20Cohort%20High%20School%20and%20College%20Milestones_January_2023.pdf


2 

Nearly one in five Black youth is neither in school nor working. The consequences are 
already visible, with unemployment among young people ages 16-24 remaining high, 
particularly for Black youth, whose jobless rate reached 10.8 percent in July 2025. This is 
an urgent racial justice issue to address. The good news is we can address this.  
 
D.C. must dramatically expand access to intensive, high-quality career 
programming to ensure every high school student, not just older students or a limited 
few, has meaningful career-building opportunities before graduation. Early data from the 
Education Through Employment’s Data System D.C. Alumni Early Career Outcomes 
Survey, finds that students who participate in multiple, layered career-focused 
experiences during high school are more prepared to navigate postsecondary decisions 
and identify pathways aligned to their interests, especially for Black and Hispanic/Latino 
students. 
 
Thankfully, Democratic voters support this common-sense approach. CSPS Action Fund’s 
nonpartisan nonprofit affiliate, the Center for Strong Public Schools, commissioned a poll 
through SurveyUSA that found 88% of D.C. Democratic voters believe every high school 
student should have access to a meaningful career-connected learning experience before 
graduation.  
 
In order for every high school student to have a career-connected learning experience, 
D.C.’s graduation requirements must allow for flexibility. Greater flexibility in 
graduation requirements means students can earn a diploma through multiple rigorous 
pathways, demonstrate mastery through academics, have expanded course equivalency 
offerings, receive career-connected learning, and gain real-world experience — all at a 
pace that meets their needs.  
 
According to the DC Policy Center, providers of career asset-building opportunities have 
said the greatest barriers to participation are a lack of awareness of existing college- and 
work-based learning opportunities and a lack of time in young people’s schedules, 
including during the school day. Additionally, the most common eligibility barrier is being 
on track to graduate, which can limit participation for students who are academically 
behind.  
 
With a few targeted changes, the graduation requirements can remain rigorous while 
allowing for greater flexibility for schedules. I look forward to working with each of you to 
ensure every student attends a strong public school. 
 
 

https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/publications/long-term-unemployment-in-the-district-of-columbia/
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2025/unemployment-rate-for-youth-ages-16-to-24-was-10-8-percent-in-july-2025.htm
https://dme.dc.gov/page/research-and-publications
https://strongschoolsnow.org/blog/new-polling-shows-voters-want-schools-to-prepare-every-student-invest-in-strong-schools-and-career-pathways/
https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/BCA_typeset_11.13.2024.pdf
https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/BCA_typeset_11.13.2024.pdf
https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/BCA_typeset_11.13.2024.pdf
https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/BCA_typeset_11.13.2024.pdf
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PROPOSED REVISIONS 
 
Postsecondary & Career Readiness 
 
For the postsecondary plan, we recommend requiring four touchpoints with an advisor, 
and provide guidance on what this should entail.  
 
Endorsement Options 
 
For the CTE and Advanced Coursework options, we recommend that the endorsements 
explicitly allow students to earn college credit or a credential. 
 
Core Foundational Knowledge 
 
We recommend increasing the number of electives (up to 5 credits) to allow students to 
fully pursue endorsement options, coursework, internship, and apprenticeships. The State 
Board of Education should consider where reductions are possible, including incorporating 
the Financial Literacy course into a math, economics, or other existing course; or 
removing Career Preparation (0.5 credits) altogether. A study shows that financial literacy 
interventions barely move behavior, with just 0.1% of the difference in financial outcomes, 
with even weaker effects for low-income communities. Even when students receive hours 
of instruction, the impact fades over time, with little to no effect on behavior 20 months 
later. Currently, there is no guidance on Career Preparation. 
 
Practical Studies Diploma 
 
We do not support the creation of a Practical Studies Diploma. D.C. should maintain one 
state diploma for all students, with appropriate supports for students with disabilities. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259763070_Financial_Literacy_Financial_Education_and_Downstream_Financial_Behaviors

