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School year 2022-23 began the great work 
of recovery from the pandemic as students, 
teachers, and school leaders focused their 
efforts and investments on academic recov-
ery and student wellbeing. At the center of 
these efforts was a push to increase atten-
dance and decrease high chronic absentee-
ism rates. 

In many ways, school year 2022-23 marked 
the first normal year of in-person school 
during the pandemic as COVID-19 cases 
dropped below the previous school year’s 

levels. With the easing of strict COVID-19 
protocols, many schools began to recreate 
school culture and were able to dedicate 
more resources to their core programs. Out-
comes for school year 2022-23 show a new 
state of play for public schools in D.C. They 
indicate some improvements since the previ-
ous school year and a return to pre-pandem-
ic levels. Nonetheless, results for key metrics 
show the pandemic’s impacts on education 
are long-lasting and will take many years to 
undo.
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Summary of key 
metrics
Enrollment shifts: Enrollment grew by 2 
percent but was still lower than pre-pandem-
ic levels in pre-kindergarten and elementary 
school. Earlier grades have significant influ-
ence on the direction of future enrollments 
and school budgets.

Learning outcomes: Statewide assessments 
improved in English Language Arts (ELA) and 
math by 3 percentage points over the pre-
vious school year, but this was not enough 
to make up for pandemic learning loss. 
The share of students who meet or exceed 
expectations remained below the pre-pan-
demic school year 2018-19 for both ELA (by 3 
percentage points) and math (by 9 percent-
age points).

High school graduation: The high school 
graduation rate was 76 percent, showing 
an increase of 8 percentage points over 
pre-pandemic school year 2018-19. However, 
a smaller share of graduates continued their 
education, with postsecondary enrollment for 
the class of 2021-22 decreasing to 53 per-
cent from 56 percent in school year 2018-19.

Postsecondary completion: New data 
showed that for the 9th grade cohort of 2011-
12 (with a four-year high school graduation 
in school year 2014-15), 18 out of every 100 
students completed a postsecondary degree 
within 6 years (by the spring of 2021).

Attendance: 44 percent of students were 
chronically absent, showing an improvement 
from 48 percent in the previous school year. 
Absenteeism was still much higher than 
pre-pandemic levels (29 percent in school 
year 2018-19) despite the switch to a less 
stringent absenteeism policy. Chronic ab-
senteeism among high school students was 
particularly high at 60 percent.

Discipline: Out-of-school suspensions have 
returned to pre-pandemic levels with 6 per-
cent of students receiving a suspension, de-
spite new restrictions on the types of behav-
ior that lead to suspensions and the duration 
of suspensions. 

Retention: After peaking at 81 percent 
during the pandemic, teacher retention was 
back to pre-pandemic levels at 70 percent.

School funding: Schools had additional 
resources to spend on pandemic recov-
ery through ESSER funds. As of February 
2024 reporting, schools spent 50 percent 
of ESSER III funding, and have an additional 
$175 million to spend in school year 2023-24 
and through an extension period (spending 
amounts are not final). 

This year’s State of D.C. 

Schools report starts 

with a chronicle of how 

students fared during the 

second year of attending 

school fully in-person post-

pandemic, with a focus 

on enrollment trends and 

student outcomes. The 

report also documents 

the school environment, 

with the impact of federal 

Elementary and Secondary 

School Emergency Relief 

(ESSER) funding and 

a look at the student 

experience. Finally, the 

report provides a preview 

of school year 2023-24.
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This section presents enrollment trends and 
outcomes for students. Public school en-
rollment has decreased nationally since the 
pandemic, with a drop of 1.2 million students 
in school year 2020-21 that persisted into 
school year 2021-22.1 In school year 2022-
23, enrollment in D.C.’s public schools, in-
cluding District of Columbia Public Schools 
(DCPS) and public charter schools, started to 
turn around, with pre-kindergarten through 
grade 12 enrollment increasing for the first 
time since the beginning of the pandemic 

by 2 percent. However, pre-kindergarten 
and elementary enrollment is still lower than 
pre-pandemic. Academic outcomes have 
increased post-pandemic in both math and 
ELA, excluding high school grades, but re-
main lower than pre-pandemic scores. Out-
comes are mixed for high school students, 
who are more likely to graduate high school 
but less likely to continue to postsecondary 
education.
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Students

Figure 1. Enrollment in D.C.’s public schools over time in pre-kindergarten through grade 12

Source: Office of the Deputy Mayor for Education. 2023. EdScape: Public School 
enrollment by special needs categories. Retrieved from https://edscape.dc.org

Change from previous year, by grade band



Enrollment 
There were 88,528 pre-kindergarten through 
grade 12 students enrolled in school year 
2022-23, with growth for the first time since 
the beginning of the pandemic and a larger 
increase in high schools. The profile of D.C.’s 
student population didn’t change much, 
but there was an uptick in the proportion of 
students who are designated as “at-risk” to 
52 percent. Students are designated as at-
risk if they meet one of the following criteria: 
experience homelessness, are in the foster 
care system, qualify for Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families (TANF) or Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), or are at 
least one year older than the expected age 
for their high school grade.2

Enrollment changes from 
previous school year

In school year 2022-23, enrollment in 
pre-kindergarten through grade 12 grew 
by 1,537 students, or 2 percent (see Fig-
ure 1). Over the same period, enrollment in 
Maryland’s public schools remained flat and 
enrollment in Virginia’s public schools grew 
by 1 percent.3,4 This was the first year that en-
rollment grew in a meaningful way since the 
beginning of the pandemic. Higher enroll-
ment—especially an enrollment increase of 
401 students (4 percent) in pre-kindergarten 
classes for 3- and 4-year-olds—is an import-
ant sign of recovery and a return of trust to 
D.C.’s public schools. Enrollment in these 
non-compulsory grades declined during the 
pandemic, in part due to lower births and in 
part due to lower demand.5 

Enrollment across high school grades grew 
by more than other grade bands at 840 stu-
dents (5 percent). This is linked both to larger 
cohorts aging up and lower 9th grade repe-
tition rates that may have resulted in lower 
dropout rates.6 Elementary school enroll-
ment came to a standstill, and middle school 

enrollment grew at 1 percent. These lower 
enrollment growth rates at earlier grade 
bands suggest enrollment could decline as 
the larger cohorts the city began building in 
early 2010s cycle through high school. 

Enrollment by ward

While 42 percent of D.C.’s public school 
students live in wards 7 and 8, enrollment 
growth was not fastest in these wards (see 
Figure 2). In Wards 1, 2, 3, and 5, enrollment 
grew by at least 4 percent, or twice the rate 
of overall growth across the entire city, be-
tween school years 2021-22 and 2022-23. 
Over this same period, enrollment in Ward 7 
grew by 1 percent and enrollment declined 
by 1 percent in Ward 8.

One bright spot for Ward 7 is pre-kindergar-
ten enrollment, which grew by 7 percent. 
Elementary school enrollment grew fastest 
in Wards 2, 3, and 5. Ward 3 experienced a 
5 percent increase in middle school enroll-
ment, growing five times the city average, 
and Wards 1, 3, and 4 experienced the high-
est enrollment growth at the high school 
level.

Special populations

In D.C., Local Education Agencies (LEAs) 
receive additional funding for certain popula-
tions, including students who are designated 
as “at-risk,” students who are English learners, 
and students with disabilities.

In school year 2022-23, 52 percent of D.C.’s 
public school students were designated as 
at-risk for academic failure, an increase of 3 
percentage points from the previous school 
year (see Figure 3). Growth in the share 
of at-risk students is partly driven by more 
students being eligible for SNAP and TANF 
benefits; between school years 2021-22 and 
2022-23, the percent of students in this cate-
gory increased by 3 percent.7

In addition, students with disabilities made up 
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Figure 3. Special populations in D.C.’s public schools, school year 
2022-23

Source: Office of the Deputy Mayor for Education. 2023. EdScape: Public 
School enrollment by special needs categories. Retrieved from https://ed-
scape.dc.org

Figure 2. Enrollment by ward of student and grade band, school year 
2022-23

Source: Office of the Deputy Mayor for Education. 2023. EdScape: Where public 
school students live. Retrieved from https://edscape.dc.gov

Enrollment change between school years 2021-22 and 2022-23



16 percent of the D.C. school population in 
school year 2022-23, an increase of 1 per-
centage point over the previous school year. 
This slight increase could be due to the first 
year of implementation of OSSE supports 
and professional development required by 
the Addressing Dyslexia and Other Reading 
Difficulties Amendment Act of 2020,8 which 
may have helped to earlier identify students 
with reading disabilities. It could also be the 
result of the return to in-person learning, 
which makes it easier to identify some spe-
cial needs. 

Lastly, the share of students who are English 
learners remained steady at 13 percent. But 
there was a change in how these students 
move out of English learner status. Previously 
English learners had to score a 5.0 on the 
ACCESS assessment to exit English learner 
status.9 School year 2022-23 was the sec-
ond year after OSSE adopted modified exit 
criteria for English learners to need a 4.5 
score on the ACCESS assessment to exit the 
English learner program.10

Race and ethnicity

In school year 2022-23, schools served 

mostly students of color (see Figure 4) in sim-
ilar proportions to the previous year. Across 
all grades, 64 percent of students were Black 
(1 percentage point decrease), 18 percent 
were Latino (1 percentage point increase), 14 
percent were white (increase of 1 percent-
age point), and 5 percent were other races 
or ethnicities (including two or more races, 
Asian, and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander).11 Pre-kindergarten had the largest 
share of white students (18 percent), but this 
share decreased to 9 percent in high school.

Enrollment by sector

In school year 2022-23, 46 percent of 
pre-kindergarten through grade 12 students 
were enrolled in public charter schools. This 
was identical to the share in the previous 
year. The remaining 54 percent enrolled in 
District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) 
schools, with 28 percent of students attend-
ing their by-right school as determined by 
residence, 19 percent attending a DCPS 
by-right school as an out-boundary student, 
5 percent attending a DCPS application high 
school, and 2 percent attending a DCPS city-
wide school (see Figure 5).
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Figure 4. Student race and ethnicity in D.C.’s public schools by grade band, school 
year 2022-23

Source: Office of the Deputy Mayor for Education. 2023. EdScape: Public school enrollment by 
race and ethnicity. Retrieved from: https://edscape.dc.gov

Figure 5. Enrollment of pre-kindergarten through grade 12 students in D.C.’s 
public schools by sector, school year 2022-23

Source: Office of the Deputy Mayor for Education. 2023. EdScape: Trends in Enroll-
ment by Sector. Trends in Enrollment by Sector. Retrieved from https://edscape.dc.gov



D.C. publicly funds 14 adult and alternative public schools comprised of 11 public charter 
schools and three DCPS schools that provide opportunities to earn high school de-
grees, gain English language skills, or enroll in workforce training.48 

In school year 2022-23, 6,501 adult and alternative learners were enrolled in D.C.’s 
public schools, reflecting an 8 percent increase over the previous year. However, this 
number is still 599 below pre-pandemic levels (see Figure 6). Most learners were Black 
or Latino, resided in Wards 4 and 8, and reported speaking a language other than En-
glish at home.49

In addition to schools for adult and alternative learners, D.C. has two specialized 
schools that serve special education students with greater levels of need (St. Coletta 
PCS and River Terrace Education Campus). Enrollment for special education students 
at these schools has increased to 366 students—a 4 percent increase from the previ-
ous school year.

ADULT, ALTERNATIVE, AND SPECIAL 
EDUCATION SCHOOL LEARNERS

112022-23 State of D.C. Schools

Figure 6. Adult and alternative school enrollment at D.C.’s public schools, by year

Source: Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE). Annual enrollment audit reports 
for 2019-20, 2020-21, 2021-22, and 2022-23. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/enrollment





NEW SCHOOL REPORT 
CARD

OSSE implemented a new school 

report card in school year 2022-

23, with new metrics of five-year 

graduation rates, high school 

student growth to proficiency, 

and AP/IB/Dual Enrollment par-

ticipation rates.12 In addition, the 

“at-risk” student group has been 

replaced as “economically disad-

vantaged” students, defined as 

students who qualify for TANF or 

SNAP, have been homeless during 

the academic year, and/or are un-

der the care of the Child and Family 

Services Agency (CFSA or “foster 

care”). It excludes the overage and 

in high school group included in 

the at-risk designation. The new 

approach also replaced school 

ratings with a summative score. 

Outcomes 
Post-pandemic student outcomes are mixed, 
with increases to learning achievement and 
postsecondary enrollment that remain below 
pre-pandemic levels, and high school grad-
uation rates that continue to increase. New 
student-level data on postsecondary comple-
tion showed that of every 100 9th graders in 
school year 2011-12, 18 completed postsec-
ondary education within six years of graduat-
ing high school (by the spring of 2021). For a 
national comparison, as of 2022, 47 percent 
of the population age 25 or older had at 
least an associate’s (10 percent) or bachelor’s 
degree or higher (37 percent).13

ELA and math learning outcomes
In school year 2022-23, D.C. administered 
the state assessment, the Partnership for 
Assessment of Readiness for College and 
Careers (PARCC), for the second time after a 
two-year pause during the pandemic. Be-
tween school years 2021-22 and 2022-23, 
the share of students meeting or exceeding 
expectations increased by 3 percentage 
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points in both ELA and math (see Figure 7). 

These assessed gains are on par with an-
nual pre-pandemic gains (an average of 2.5 
percentage points) but not enough to make 
up for the learning loss students experi-
enced during the pandemic. For example, 
ELA scores increased from 31 percent to 34 
percent for all students, but they are lower 
than the pre-pandemic high of 37 percent 
in school year 2018-19 and returned to the 
levels of five years ago. For math, students 
gained 3 percentage points to reach 22 
percent, but these results are 9 percentage 
points lower than pre-pandemic highs. In 
fact, they have returned to the levels of eight 
years ago. 

Learning outcomes were lowest for students 
with disabilities. Among this group, only 8 
percent met or exceeded expectations in 
ELA, and only 6 percent in math. Among 
economically disadvantaged students (a 
narrower category than at-risk from previous 
years for high school students), 18 percent of 
students met or exceeded expectations in 
ELA and 8 percent met or exceeded expec-
tations in math. More so, achievement gaps 
increased for Black and Latino students 
when compared to white students in math 
and for Latino students in ELA. In addition, 
Latino students had similar achievement lev-

els to all students pre-pandemic and are now 
behind the D.C. average.

Academic growth

Due to the pandemic pause in statewide 
assessments, school year 2022-23 was the 
first year since 2018-19 that academic growth 
measures were available for D.C.’s students. 
Academic growth is typically measured by 
Median Growth Percentile (MGP), calculated 
by ordering student growth percentiles for all 
students from smallest to largest and select-
ing the MGP as the percentile in the middle 
of that list. This means that half of students in 
the group have a student growth percentile 
above the MGP, and half of the students in 
the group have a student growth percentile 
below the MGP.

In the past, the MGP was calculated across 
all students in all school districts that partic-
ipated in the PARCC exams. Because many 
other school districts have left the PARCC 
consortium, MGP only includes D.C. students 
and the median for one district is by defi-
nition 50—and therefore not comparable 
to previous years. MGP in math is highest 
for Latino students (see Figure 8). Students 
who are economically disadvantaged and 
students with disabilities had lower MGPs, 
meaning their achievement improved by less 
compared to similar students.
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DCPS 6TH GRADE ACADEMIES

In school year 2023-24, the District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) launched 
6th grade academies, a new initiative to support the transition from elementary 
to middle school.50 These new academies are built upon D.C.’s summer bridge 
program, a week long program sixth graders participate in where they attend 
field trips, participate in scavenger hunts and team building exercises, and build 
relationships with other students and teachers.51

The 6th grade academies will launch in 11 schools, serving 1,400 students all 
attending Title I schools. The goal of this program is to increase attendance, 
academic success, and students’ sense of belonging. Each participating school 
will have an assistant principal working exclusively with 6th grade students and 
staff. Students will engage in specialized learning experiences and create close 
community among students and staff.52
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Figure 7. Share of D.C.’s public school students meeting or exceeding expectations in ELA and 
math, over time

Source: Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE). District of Columbia Statewide Assessment Results 
from 2022-23. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/page/dc-school-report-card-resource-library
Note: As of school year 2022-23, D.C. reports outcomes for students who are economically disadvantaged instead of 
at-risk. The economically disadvantaged designation includes all the same categories as at-risk except for overage in 
high school.



STRONG STRATEGIES TO DRIVE LEARNING 

Identified as a Bold school by EmpowerK12, DC Prep PCS Anacostia Middle 
attributed their strong academic gains to utilizing data to inform intervention in 
small groups, coming back the DC Prep model and culture systems to ensure 
that school is a place where students care about their growth and learning, 
and investing in developing teachers through live coaching and collaborative 
planning meetings.

Also identified as a Bold school, Rocketship Infinity PCS said their strong ac-
ademic results came from considering the needs of the community, including 
families and staff, to ensure they were able to focus on academics. They also 
heavily invested in professional development, about 300 hours per year for 
coaching, modeling, and co-teaching by assistant principals.
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Figure 8. Share of D.C’s public school students’ median growth percentile in ELA and 
math, school year 2022-23

Source: Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE). District of Columbia Statewide Assessment 
Results from 2022-23. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/page/dc-school-report-card-resource-library
Note: As of school year 2022-23, D.C. reports outcomes for students who are economically disadvantaged 
instead of at-risk. The economically disadvantaged designation includes all the same categories as at-risk 
except for overage in high school.



Literacy outcomes

In school year 2022-23, D.C.’s public schools 
invested significant resources in improving 
literacy rates, in part due to the implemen-
tation of the Addressing Dyslexia and Oth-
er Reading Difficulties Amendment Act of 
2020. OSSE offered professional training to 
kindergarten, first grade, and second grade 
educators on recognizing reading difficulties, 
screening for reading difficulties, and imple-
menting instruction that meets the needs of 
students with reading difficulties. In addition, 
educators across all grade bands received 
awareness training on reading difficulties.

To identify and track reading challenges over 
a school year, many schools in D.C. use Dy-
namic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills 
(DIBELS), a teacher-administered assessment 
focusing on the acquisition of foundational 
literacy skills. Using a sample of approxi-
mately half of all kindergarten through grade 
2 students, an EmpowerK12 analysis found 
that 59 percent of students met benchmarks 
by the end of school year 2022-23, surpass-
ing 49 percent in the previous year and 55 
percent in the pre-pandemic school year 
2018-19. Outcomes for DIBELS in this sample 
are also better than the pre-pandemic levels 
for at-risk students (48 percent meeting the 
benchmarks) and students with disabilities 
(37 percent meeting the benchmarks).14

However, EmpowerK12’s analysis of a com-
puter-based test’s results on a similarly 
sized sample of students shows reading 
comprehension for these grades remains 
below pre-pandemic levels. In school year 
2022-23, 50 percent of students performed 
at or above grade level for reading compre-
hension. This is 17 percentage points lower 
than the share of students that performed at 
grade level in 2018-19 (67 percent). At-risk 
students (39 percent) and students with dis-
abilities (25 percent) also had lower reading 
comprehension than before the pandemic.15

D.C. READING CLINIC

The D.C. Reading Clinic was established in 
201853 and offers two specific programs to 
DCPS educators: the InSchools program 
and the CityWide program. The InSchools 
program allows D.C. Reading Clinic In-
Schools coaches to partner with DCPS 
elementary schools to provide training to 
teachers, co-teachers, supporting coach-
es, and school leadership to ensure the 
development of K-2 students in early liter-
acy skills.54

The CityWide program provides educa-
tors with professional development and 
coaching where they learn to implement 
research-based structured literacy in-
struction.55 Educators receive a stipend 
and DCPS professional learning units for 
participation in the program.56

EARLY LITERACY TASK FORCE 
REPORT

In 2022, OSSE convened an early liter-
acy taskforce to discuss major invest-
ments in early literacy, strategies for 
supporting literacy educators, and ac-
tionable recommendations to improve 
literacy outcomes for students. 

The findings included four key recom-
mendations towards integrating more 
scienced based literacy instruction in 
schools: mandatory competency instruc-
tion for all K-5 general education teach-
ers, English learner teachers, reading 
specialists and interventionalists, and 
K-12 special education teachers; struc-
tured literacy training for administrators 
and instructional coaches; on the job 
support with a walkthrough, observa-
tional tool; and OSSE publishing a list of 
instructional materials established in the 
science of literacy.57
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High school graduation

Four-year graduation rates have steadily 
increased since the pandemic began and 
rose again by 1 percentage point in school 
year 2022-23 to 76 percent (see Figure 
9). Graduation rates improved the most for 
economically disadvantaged students, with a 
5 percentage point increase from 63 percent 
to 68 percent. However, this rate is com-
pared to at-risk students in previous years, 
and now excludes students who are overage 
and in high school, which may have boosted 
their graduation rates. English learners and 
students with disabilities also had large in-
creases of 4 percentage points in graduation 
rates. 

While a higher graduation rate is a positive 
outcome, it is not associated with improved 
learning outcomes. Assessment results show 
no improvement in ELA nor math for high 
school students in post-pandemic years. 
Importantly, math outcomes are lower than 
pre-pandemic, with 11 percent of high school 
students meeting or exceeding expectations 
in school year 2022-23 compared to 18 per-
cent in school year 2019-20.16 In addition, this 
graduating cohort (who started 9th grade in 

2019-20) was the first to experience a low-
er than usual 9th grade repetition in school 
year 2020-21. This may mean a larger share 
of students have been moving on to upper 
grades than in previous years, resulting in 
higher graduation.

9TH GRADE REPETITION

Before the pandemic, 9th grade rep-

etition was on the rise at 28 percent 

of 9th graders being a repeater in 

school year 2019-20 (see Figure 

10).17 However, in school year 2020-

21, when the graduating cohort for 

2022-23 would have been in 10th 

grade, 9th grade repetition declined 

to 24 percent. Latino students and 

English learners had the sharpest 

declines in repetition. On the sur-

face, more students passing 9th 

grade is a positive outcome, but 

given the lack of progress in PARCC 

scores, it did not necessarily mean 

better learning outcomes. 
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Figure 9. Four-year high school graduation rates in D.C., by student group over 
time

Source: Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE). 2023. DC School Report 
Card Data. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/page/dc-school-report-card-resource-library 
Note: As of school year 2022-23, D.C. reports outcomes for students who are economically 
disadvantaged instead of at-risk. The economically disadvantaged designation includes all 
the same categories as at-risk except for overage in high school.

Figure 10. Percent of D.C.’s 9th graders repeating over time

Source: D.C. Policy Center analysis of 9th grade repetition summaries requested from the 
Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE).



Postsecondary college enrollment

The most recent postsecondary enrollment 
data for the class of 2022 shows 53 percent 
of students who graduated high school en-
rolled in a higher education institution within 
six months (see Figure 11). This is a slight up-
tick after the drop for the class of 2021; how-
ever, it is still below the pre-pandemic level 
of 56 percent in school year 2018-19. White 
students had the highest postsecondary 
enrollment at 81 percent. Among this gradu-
ating cohort, 50 percent of Black students, 
and 44 percent of Latino students enrolled 
in postsecondary within six months. Students 
with disabilities had the lowest enrollment at 
30 percent.

Postsecondary completion

Based on cohort data shared by OSSE for 

the 9th grade class of 2011-12, out of every 
100 students that started 9th grade together, 
18 completed a postsecondary degree within 
six years of high school graduation (see 
Figure 12). This is a different and more pre-
cise number than previous D.C. Policy Center 
estimates that combined publicly available 
data for multiple cohorts. 

In this cohort, female and white students 
have the highest postsecondary completion 
(24 and 56 out of 100 completing, respec-
tively), and students with disabilities have the 
lowest (5 out of 100 completing). Students 
who are economically disadvantaged have 
the largest number of students who end their 
education with a high school diploma (52 out 
of every 100), while students with disabili-
ties are the most likely to not complete high 
school (57 out of 100).
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Figure 11. Share of alumni enrolled in postsecondary six months after 
graduation by student group in D.C., over time

Source: OSSE. 2023. DC School Report Card Data. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/
page/dc-school-report-card-resource-library 
Note: As of school year 2022-23, D.C. reports outcomes for students who are econom-
ically disadvantaged instead of at-risk. The economically disadvantaged designation 
includes all the same categories as at-risk except for overage in high school.



Figure 12. Postsecondary completion rates by student group for D.C.’s 9th grade cohort of 
2011-12 (6-year college completion by 2021-22)

Source: OSSE high school graduation cohort data for 2014-15 graduates and postsecondary completion by 
subgroup requested from OSSE.

Illustration 1.

Source: OSSE. 2023. “High school & college milestones: A cohort-based illustration of DC’s trends.” Retrieved from: 
http://osse.dc.gov/publication/dc-trends-2011-2012-cohort-high-school-and-college-milestones



COLLEGE AND CAREER CONNECTIONS IN 
D.C.’S HIGH SCHOOLS
D.C. invests in building connections to college and career for D.C.’s high schoolers, and pan-
demic related federal fiscal aid allowed the city to invest in more programs, and more broadly. 
Many students mentioned they wanted a comprehensive approach where all students at all 
schools have equal access to these programs through better information.

I said I wanted to do forensic psychology and a teacher recom-
mended a dual enrollment class to be sure that’s what I wanted.     
- Student

It is important to emphasize trade schools and other options that 
aren’t college. Schools like the 100% acceptance rate statistic, but 
who cares if this isn’t what kids want to do. We need all sorts of 
resources and support to make a decision. 
- Student

For school year 2022-23, there were many investments in college and career pathway sup-
ports, including the College Rising dual enrollment and mentorship program, the DC Futures 
Tuition Assistance program, Advanced Internship Program, the Youth Earn and Learn Program 
which serves out-of-school youth, and a new Advanced Technical Center which offers classes 
in high-wage, high-demand occupations such as nursing and cybersecurity.18 The city also bud-
geted additional resources for the Marion Barry Summer Youth Employment Program. These 
are in addition to many programs at OSSE, DCPS, DME, DOES, and public charter schools, in-
cluding career and technical (CTE) education programs, dual enrollment opportunities, DC TAG 
scholarships, and other work-based learning opportunities. 
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DCPS College and Career Programs 
include Career Prep Programs 
(internships, tenacity professional 
skills curriculum, apprenticeships, 
for example), DCPS Goes to College 
(college tours, dual enrollment, fi-
nancial aid supports, SAT testing and 
prep), DCPS Persists (college orien-
tations, one-on-one coaching, DCPS 
alumni network access), and Career 
and Technical Education (NAF Acad-
emies, CTE industry-recognized cre-
dentials, work-based learning, early 
college credits, middle school CTE, 
among others).

KIPP Forward is a part of the broader 
KIPP Foundation, and they specifical-
ly work with students on college and 
career guidance and resource provi-
sions to ensure they have a success-
ful future.19 KIPP Forward provides 
college support to their alumni by 
providing financial aid workshops, 
scholarship application support, and 
personalized counseling for college 
selection.20 They also have partner-
ships with colleges and universities 
to support their alumni by identifying 
areas of strength and supports to 
increase graduation rates for KIPP 
alumni and other first-generation 
students.21

E.L. Haynes PCS provides alum-
ni with counselors for academic, 
financial, and emotional support, 
college support funds, and targeted 

workshops and networking oppor-
tunities.22 E.L. Haynes PCS also has 
pre-college programs, including 
international trips, STEM programs, 
and leadership programs. Partici-
pating students receive assistance 
on resumes, interview preparation, 
organizational skills, and email eti-
quette.23

In addition to comprehensive college 
advising beginning in 9th grade, E.L. 
Haynes PCS supports students with 
accessing various programs outside 
of the school through assistance with 
resumes, essay writing, interview 
preparation, and organizational skills. 
This assistance ensures students 
can take advantage of various STEM 
programs, leadership programs and 
opportunities to study on college 
campuses during the summer. 

E.L. Haynes also facilitates access 
to career exploration during the 10th 
grade year by bringing professionals 
into the school building and provid-
ing an opportunity for students to 
shadow professionals in the work 
setting. E.L. Haynes supports stu-
dents once they graduate by offering 
an emergency college support fund, 
a quarterly alumni newsletter, and 
individual support with financial aid 
challenges when requested. The 
school focuses on ensuring that first 
year students make a successful 
transition to college.
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SPOTLIGHTS ON COLLEGE AND 
CAREER CONNECTIONS



DME DUAL ENROLLMENT REPORT

In April 2022, DME and OSSE convened dual enrollment working groups to develop a 
vision statement for dual enrollment along with recommendations for program design 
and expansion of dual enrollment. In addition, student focus groups provided feed-
back to shape recommendations. Their recommendations include but are not limited 
to: creating more options for dual enrollment during the day and summer, ensuring 
programs count towards graduation requirements, encouraging institutes of higher 
education to train instructors for dual enrollment classes, providing orientation and 
cohort programming to students at each grade level, integrating dual enrollment in the 
state accountability framework and school report cards, and considering funding for 
additional staff to manage the Dual Enrollment consortium at OSSE.





This section looks at recovery efforts and the 
student experience in D.C. ESSER funding has 
been an integral part of academic recovery ef-
forts due to the pandemic. According to nation-
al reporting as of September 30th, 2023, states 
and school districts have spent 70 percent of 
these funds and D.C. has spent 67 percent as 
of February 2024 (this share is not final and 
may increase in additional reporting periods).24 
While these funds must be used or committed 
by September 2024 with an extension period 
for some purposes, they have been critical 
in hiring additional staff, supporting student 
and staff well-being strategies, and rebuilding 
school culture. These funds have contributed 
to more professional development opportuni-
ties, high-impact tutoring and intervention pro-
grams, longer school years and days, and addi-
tional investments. Despite these investments, 

chronic absenteeism and wellbeing measures 
have not returned to pre-pandemic levels.

Investments in 
recovery and ESSER 
funding
The school environment in school year 
2022-23 has been shaped by continued 
investment in pandemic recovery and en-
abled, for the most part, by the large influx of 
funding from the federal government through 
ESSER funds. 

ESSER spending to date

To assist schools in addressing pandem-
ic-induced challenges and interruptions to 
learning, LEAs were granted $540 million 

School 
environment
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Figure 13. Share and distribution of ESSER funding spent in D.C., as 
of February 1, 2024

Share of ESSER funding spent

Distribution of ESSER spending

Source: Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE). 2023. 
LEA Continuous Education Plans. OSSE. Retrieved from https://osse.
dc.gov/page/2022-23-lea-continuous-education-plans

Source: Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE). 2024. LEA 
ESSER Dashboard, Feburary 13, 2024. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/page/
lea-esser-dashboard 

Figure 14. Accelerated learning strategies LEAs reported plans to use, 
school year 2022-23

% of all students at 
these LEAs

Count of LEAs



in federal funding in three rounds of ESSER 
funds, beginning in 2020.25 As of February 
2024, after at least three fiscal years when 
funds were first made available, schools 
have spent $364 million according to D.C.’s 
reporting (these numbers may increase with 
additional reporting and are not final). Ac-
celerated learning was the largest expendi-
ture of ESSER spending, accounting for 64 
percent of spending. Of the other allowed 
expenditures, 24 percent has been spent 
on safe reopening, 7 percent on student 
and staff well-being, and 6 percent on other 
expenditures (see Figure 13). For ESSER III, 
schools have spent $173 million so far, with 
$175 million remaining to be spent in school 
year 2023-24 and beyond with allowable 
extensions.

Accelerated learning
In Continuous Education Plans (CEPs), LEAs 
outlined their plans for ESSER spending, 

including their learning acceleration strat-
egies.26 Weighting responses by LEA en-
rollments, the most common accelerated 
learning strategies used by LEAs serving at 
least three-quarters of students are high-im-
pact tutoring, summer programming, new 
professional development programs for staff, 
after-school programming, new intervention 
programs or student supports, new curricula, 
and new uses of staff planning time for accel-
erated learning (see Figure 14). 

In addition to school-level investments, OSSE 
has made a three-year investment of $35 
million to promote and expand the use of 
high-impact tutoring (HIT). HIT is designed 
to support students, especially at-risk stu-
dents, who fell behind academically due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic.27 The District plans 
to serve at least 10,000 students through 
HIT by fall 2024 across 90 percent of priority 
schools, where there is a great concentration 
of students who need academic supports.28
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SPOTLIGHT ON COMMON SCHOOL-REPORTED ACTIVITIES 
TO SUPPORT ACCELERATED LEARNING 

High-impact tutoring 

•	 External tutoring services
•	 Individualized student learning supports
•	 Interventionists providing intensive instruction for students academically 

behind

Professional development for staff

•	 Learning concept alignment for key standards for students
•	 Support for new math and literacy curricula 
•	 New data analysis strategies that allow teachers to be proactive 

Summer programming 

•	 Outdoor learning 
•	 Literacy and math enrichment

 



Figure 16. Number of mental health professionals in D.C.’s public 
schools, by school year

Mental health professionals in D.C.’s public schools, by type and 
school year

Source: OSSE. Healthy Schools Act School Health Profiles for school years 2018-
19, 2019-20, 2021-22, and 2022-23. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/service/
healthy-schools-act-school-health-profiles 
Note: These numbers include both full-time and part-time staff working at 
schools. The School Health Profiles collection was canceled during the school 
year 2020-21 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Source: OSSE. Healthy Schools Act School Health Profiles for 
school years 2018-19, 2019-20, 2021-22, and 2022-23. Retrieved 
from https://osse.dc.gov/service/healthy-schools-act-school-health-
profiles 
Note: These numbers include both full-time and part-time staff 
working at schools. The School Health Profiles collection was can-
celed during the school year 2020-21 due to the pandemic.

Figure 15. DCPS students’ perceptions on feeling loved, 
challenged, and prepared



Safe reopening
Safe reopening investments included air 
quality equipment and servicing, changes to 
facilities and outdoor spaces, supplemental 
staffing for school operations, Coronavirus 
testing, personal protective equipment (PPE) 
and other supplies, sanitation services, and 
public health consulting services. These in-
vestments continued in school year 2022-23, 
although they were less of a critical priority 
with COVID-19 cases well below the previous 
school year (an average of 80 cases per day 
in school year 2022-23 for all D.C. residents 
compared to 294 cases per day in school 
year 2021-22).29

The need for and 
access to mental 
health supports
Mental health supports have been a pressing 
issue for policymakers and school leaders, 
especially with students and staff returning to 
school full-time in person. In listening ses-
sions with students, many students reported 
that they were juggling mental health chal-
lenges with the academic workload, in an en-
vironment where they perceived schools had 
higher expectations of student engagement 
and attendance than the previous year. One 
change that appears to be more permanent 
is parents’ attitudes towards attendance. In 
our listening sessions, parents expressed 
being more understanding of their students’ 
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mental wellbeing, and more willing to allow 
their students to take mental health days, 
especially if schoolwork was being posted 
online virtually, and students weren’t falling 
behind academically.

DCPS administers a student survey called 
Panorama across all students in grades 3 
through 12 to track student perceptions 
about being loved, challenged, and pre-
pared. Panorama survey findings do not 
show much progress since the fall of 2020 
when the schools only offered virtual in-
struction (see Figure 15). The overall index 
is down by one percentage point, and the 
shares of students who report feeling loved 
and challenged both declined by 3 per-
centage points, while the share who report 
feeling more prepared increased by 3 per-
centage points in the fall of 2022 compared 
to 2020. 

A study supported by Youth Invest Partners 
and conducted by Bellwether, a nonprofit 
education consulting organization, of over 
5,000 public charter school students in D.C. 
using many of the same questions as in 
the Panorama question bank provides an 

additional snapshot of student wellbeing in 
school year 2022-23. The study found that 
more than 50 percent of students reported 
valuing school, but less than 40 percent 
reported feeling engaged in school. In ad-
dition, older students scored lower than 
younger students on indicators of wellbe-
ing.30 Student safety at school was also 
disconcerting; 24 percent of students report-
ed not feeling safe at school, both physically 
and psychologically, and 33 percent reported 
they were likely to be bullied online.31

With 7 percent of ESSER funds going toward 
student and staff wellbeing, schools have 
invested more in trauma-informed practices, 
meals, and mental health services and sup-
ports, among other interventions. This has 
supported a shift away from part-time mental 
health professional staff and toward full-time 
mental health professional staff. Part-time 
mental health professionals represented 20 
percent of the total in school year 2019-20 
and 14 percent in school year 2022-23 (see 
Figure 16). Licensed independent clinical 
social workers, who hold a master’s degree 
in social work, are the most common type of 
mental health professionals.32

DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA PUBLIC SCHOOLS (DCPS) WHOLE 
CHILD APPROACH

In school year 2019-20, the District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) began the 
Connected Schools model, a whole child, whole school, whole community approach that 
support’s a student’s academic development and their family’s well-being.58  The model is 
established on six research-based principles: a connected school manager role, authentic 
community and family engagement, healing centered practices, strong student support 
systems, place-based support, and academic enrichment.59 

In school year 2022-23, 14 schools participated in the Connected Schools model. 215 
community partners work within this model, and 2,600 students have been served using the 
connected schools approach.60
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Student experience
Even with recovery investments, chronic 
absenteeism remains high with 44 percent of 
students missing 10 percent or more of the 
school year—14 percentage points above 
pre-pandemic levels—compared to 29.7 
percent nationally in school year 2021-22.33 
In contrast, other indicators, such as teach-
er retention and out-of-school suspensions, 
have returned to pre-pandemic levels. In 
school year 2022-23, 70 percent of teach-
ers stayed in the same position at the same 
school following a brief improvement during 
the pandemic, and compared to 82 percent 
nationally at schools where 75 percent or 

more of students were approved for free and 
reduced-price lunch in school year 2021-2234. 
Additionally, 6 percent of students received 
an out-of-school suspension.

Chronic absenteeism

Chronic absenteeism, defined as missing 10 
percent or more of the school year, remains 
one of the greatest challenges for D.C.’s pub-
lic schools, especially at high schools. Chron-
ic absenteeism declined to 43.7 percent in 
school year 2022-23, a 4.4 percentage point 
decrease from 48.1 percent in school year 
2021-22 (see Figure 17). However, this is still 14 
percentage points higher than the 29.4 per-
cent of students chronically absent in school 
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Figure 17. Chronic absenteeism rates by student group, 2018-19, 2021-22, 
and 2022-23 school years

Source: Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE). 2023. DC school report card 
data. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/dcschoolreportcard 
Note: As of school year 2022-23, D.C. reports outcomes for students who are economically 
disadvantaged instead of at-risk. The economically disadvantaged designation includes all 
the same categories as at-risk except for overage in high school.



year 2018-19. Importantly, absenteeism 
undermines all other investments in schools. 
If students are not consistently present, they 
are unable to access the academic and so-
cial supports provided to them by schools. 

Chronic absenteeism is a particularly big 
issue in high school, where 60 percent of 
students are chronically absent. Almost a 
third of 9th graders start high school with 
“profound” chronic absenteeism; 31 percent 
of 9th graders miss 30 percent or more of 
school days.35

NEW ATTENDANCE 
POLICY

D.C. implemented a new atten-
dance policy in school year 2022-
23, making year to year compar-
isons tricky. The new attendance 
policy states that students must 
attend at least 60 percent of the 
day, meaning they can miss up 
to 40 percent of the day without 
being counted as absent (com-
pared to 20 percent under the 
old policy). This is a more flexible 
policy, but it means that students 
may miss more instructional time. 
For high schoolers in particular, 
there is a negative correlation be-
tween absenteeism and gradua-
tion rates. There are high schools 
where a majority of students are 
chronically absent, and a majority 
graduate.36

DME’S EVERYDAY LABS 
INTERVENTION

In school year 2022-23, the Office 
of the Deputy Mayor for Educa-
tion expanded its partnership 
with EveryDay Labs (EDL) to offer 
every public-school serving K-12 
students access to this interven-
tion that targets communications 
to families based on attendance 
records. In April 2023, DME ob-
served that among 43,629 stu-
dents who received the interven-
tion, 58 percent improved their 
attendance rate.

In listening sessions, parents, students, and 
teachers identified several new factors con-
tributing to the recent rise in absenteeism 
rates. Illness has become a more common 
cause. Many mentioned an increase in men-
tal health days, and students and parents 
are particularly concerned with safety issues 
when commuting to school especially if stu-
dents have to drop their siblings off at school 
which is also contributing to absenteeism 
and tardiness. Additionally, students reported 
frequently leaving early. 

Participants in listening sessions also shared 
a noticeable shift in attitudes toward atten-
dance. Both students and families place less 
importance on physical presence in schools 
as a requirement for learning, and this is 
especially true for older students. This shift 
is attributed to the belief that virtual learning 
options effectively compensate for missed 
time in the classroom, thereby diminishing 
the impact of absences on education. Along-
side this, there is a perceived decrease in 
accountability for attending school.

332022-23 State of D.C. Schools



“Poverty is the biggest 

barrier to kids coming to 

school. The majority of our 

students are in crisis mode. 

Their stories are staggering. 

It’s really hard to teach 

when the vast majority of 

your students can’t have their 

basic needs met. I feel like 

we’re lucky we have social 

workers at all grade levels, 

but even then, that’s not 

enough. Social workers are 

under stress, they don’t have 

the capacity to meet the basic 

needs of our kids. I think 

that’s a big problem.” 

– Teacher

“If I wake up and try to get 

ready but find myself sitting 

there, I tell my mom it’s not 

happening. Since everything is 

digital anyway, I still do my 

work.” 

– Student

“Kids are going to tell 

parents they don’t want to 

go to school, and parents are 

not forcing them to go, but 

kids don’t have the capacity 

to make that call yet. I’m 

frustrated when parents allow 

the kid to make that call. 

It’s not my job to get your 

kid to school, it’s my job to 

teach them when they’re in 

school. It’s my job to make 

them want to stay all day and 

love learning, but it’s not my 

job to put their body in the 

chair. [It’s the] parents’ job 

to get kids to school.” 

– Teacher

“In school, [my son] finishes 

his work fast and gets bored. 

Before I was like, ‘You can’t 

miss days…” Now, I’m more 

lenient. Now, I just tell him 

to stay home, take a mental 

health day, and get your work 

done. Even the interaction 

with other kids, social 

stress, they’re not used to 

that yet. When they’re home, 

they can still do their work. 

Before COVID, they weren’t 

allowed to do that. Now it’s 

‘Missing from out of school, 

assignments complete.’” 

– Parent of high school student
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SUCCESSFUL ATTENDANCE 
STRATEGIES FROM BOLD SCHOOLS
D.C. Policy Center partnered with EmpowerK12 to interview leaders of schools iden-
tified as Bold schools that had strong academic results especially among students 
furthest from opportunity. They mentioned some strategies that were successful in 

improving attendance.

Making school fun and joyful

• Weekly town halls with Dodgeball, a knockout game, or a shadow boxing com-
petition

• School trips, field experiences or community-based experiences such as the 
6th grade Capital Experience Lab

• Attendance incentives like attendance royalty which awarded kids attendance 
crowns and wristbands, the opportunity to participate in a family raffle after a 
full week of attendance, or parties where students had the opportunity to dunk 
the principal and staff for perfect attendance 

• Class-level incentives including a golden clock awarded to every home room 
that has 95 percent attendance for the week and pizza parties

• Maximizing every minute of the day with things like “Strong Start” activities at 
the beginning of the day so the school day feels like something students don’t 

want to miss

Engaging families

• Strong and intentional communication with students and families on why stu-
dents need to be here for a full day targeted toward families with lower atten-
dance

• Outreach to parents through an attendance team made up of a Multi-Tiered 
System of Support (MTSS) coordinator, counselor, and social worker

• Sending letters and meeting with families to build authentic relationships with 
parents

• Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions with frequent family connections and some 
home visits

• Intensive communication, which includes weekly detailed newsletters review-

ing what students accomplished as well as next week’s plans

Addressing needs and barriers to attendance

• Adjusting the school schedule to make sure that the oldest students have core 
content later and younger students have core content and interventions in the 
morning

• Partnering with DC Connect or Boys Town to pick up a small number of stu-
dents at specific sites and drive them to school

• Focus on middle school prep to get 5th graders excited to be in school and for 
the transition to 6th grade



Discipline and school safety

During school year 2022-23, 6 percent of 
students received at least one out-of-school 
suspension, up from 4 percent in school year 
2021-22 (see Figure 18). This rise occurred 
during the second full year of the Student 
Fair Access to School Act, which aimed to re-
strict the reasons for and durations of out-of-
school suspensions. Despite this legislation, 
suspension rates have returned to pre-pan-
demic levels for most groups. Black students, 
economically disadvantaged students, and 
students with disabilities experienced the 
highest levels of out-of-school suspensions. 
Meanwhile, the rate of in-school suspensions 

increased slightly to 1.7 percent of students.

Community safety

Community safety continues to be an issue 
for D.C.’s students. When students do not 
feel safe, they are less likely to attend school, 
engage academically, or maintain their social 
and emotional health. During listening ses-
sions, students spoke about safety as import-
ant both inside and outside of the classroom.

Concerns about community safety also 
connect with incidents of violence across the 
District, in particular homicides. Understand-
ing the impact of violence across D.C. is par-
amount in understanding how students nav-
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Figure 18. School discipline by student group in D.C.

Source: Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE). 2023. 2022-23 DC School Report 
Card - Discipline. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/page/dc-school-report-card-resource-library 
Note: As of school year 2022-23, D.C. reports outcomes for students who are economically dis-
advantaged instead of at-risk. The economically disadvantaged designation includes all the same 
categories as at-risk except for overage in high school.
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In school year 2021-22, OSSE began a 
restorative justice grant program to make 
discipline practices across schools more 
effective and equitable.61 The restorative 
justice initiative, led by RestorativeDC 
(RDC), was a partnership that allowed 
RDC to provide technical assistance to 48 
schools in which schools reviewed their 
systems and reshaped them to create 
more equitable, just environments.62 
Schools worked with RDC over a multi-
year period to implement a school-wide 
integration of restorative justice practices 
that emphasize the need for developing 
positive school culture, community-based, 
and proactive and preventative restorative 
practices. Of the 48 schools working with 
RDC, approximately 11-15 of them are work-

ing intensely on a whole school approach 
over this multi-year period. The remaining 
schools are receiving some technical assis-
tance to integrate restorative practices into 
their school practices/culture, but that varies 
greatly depending on a number of factors 
that include how long they have been 
working to implement restorative practices, 
staff capacity and buy-in and other factors. 
Many of these schools are just beginning 
this process, which like any organizational 
shift, does not happen overnight. During 
our listening sessions, some teachers 
and parents shared that they felt that 
consequences being left unenforced or 
that there was lack of buy-in from staff or 
training that can help improve practice.

They are helping the bully by providing better coping and discipline, but they’re not thinking 
about the student who now has to face the bully every day and has a lot of anxiety.

 – Parent

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE/APPROACHES TO DISCIPLINE



igate attending school, academic outcomes, 
and mental well-being. In school year 2022-
23, homicides (used as a metric as the most 
reliable type of crime reported) decreased 
by 5 percent over the previous school year 
to 222, but this level is higher than 158 homi-
cides in school year 2018-19 pre-pandemic.37 
Homicides were still disproportionately con-
centrated in Wards 7 and 8, where 64 percent 
of the total occurred—meaning that students 
living in and attending schools in Wards 7 and 
8 are more likely to be directly or indirectly 
exposed to related trauma. 

Educator retention

During school year 2022-23, the number of 
teachers in D.C.’s public schools for pre-kin-
dergarten through grade 12 rose to 8,73238 
marking a 7 percent increase over the 8,151 
teachers in school year 2021-22.

Teacher retention (defined as staying in the 
same role as the same school) reached its 
highest point at 81 percent in school year 
2020-21 amidst the pandemic, but dropped 
back to 70 percent in the fall of 2022, return-
ing to pre-pandemic levels (see Figure 19). 
This decrease suggests that the initial uncer-
tainty of the pandemic led to fewer job chang-
es among teachers. An additional 9 percent 
of teachers stayed in D.C.’s public schools but 
moved to different schools. Early Childhood 
Education and English as a Second Language 
teachers stayed in their schools most often 
(82 percent), while Career Technical Education 
teachers were most likely to leave (58 per-
cent).39 

During our listening sessions, teachers em-
phasized the importance of clear and vi-
sionary leadership, stability and consistency 
throughout the year, and the flexibility to be 
creative and manage their schedules when 
deciding whether to stay or leave. 

“I want support but I also want 

to be respected as an adult 

[including through] leadership 

opportunities within the school 

so I can keep growing in my 

career but keep teaching.” 

– Teacher

In school year 2022-23, the citywide vacancy 
in teaching positions fell to 3 percent from 6 
percent in the previous year, suggesting an 
improved hiring environment for new posi-
tions.40 Even with this decrease, however, both 
teachers and students noted in our listening 
sessions that navigating staffing shortages 
remained a significant challenge. Schools 
used various strategies to cope, such as vir-
tual teachers, in-house substitutes, or having 
teachers cover additional classes, which often 
proved burdensome. The difficulty in finding 
substitutes prompted some schools to hire 
dedicated substitutes to reduce strain. In our 
listening sessions, teachers mentioned that 
dedicated substitutes helped reduce stress, 
had more familiarity with school culture, and 
were able to better relate to students.

“The first Wednesday of every 

month is called Wellness 

Wednesday. So our dismissal 

for students is at 1:30. And 

then once your students are 

dismissed, then folks can go 

about doing whatever they need 

to do to be well.” 

– School principal
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“Teachers miss because they’re burnt out and “Teachers miss because they’re burnt out and 

underpaid. Any given day we’re short staffed underpaid. Any given day we’re short staffed 

and we’re combining three classrooms and the and we’re combining three classrooms and the 

lesson plan goes out the window. It’s not lesson plan goes out the window. It’s not 

about the enrichment of the program, it’s about the enrichment of the program, it’s 

about the data. This bleeds into my home about the data. This bleeds into my home 

life too – when I have to deal with all this life too – when I have to deal with all this 

at work I’m exhausted, and I don’t have the at work I’m exhausted, and I don’t have the 

energy to deal with my own kids’ behavior.” energy to deal with my own kids’ behavior.” 

– Teacher– Teacher

“When you have more teachers, more adults “When you have more teachers, more adults 

in the building supporting students. in the building supporting students. 

Students thrive and teachers thrive Students thrive and teachers thrive 

because they have that extra support.” because they have that extra support.” 

- School principal- School principal



Figure 19. Teacher retention in D.C.’s public schools over time

Source: OSSE Educator Workforce Reports. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/page/
dc-educator-workforce-data



Principal retention

In school year 2022-23, D.C.’s public schools 
employed 235 principals.41 Of these, 74 per-
cent continued their roles in the same school 
as the previous school year and another 5 
percent remained as D.C. principals, but in dif-
ferent public schools. Principal retention rates 
have now stabilized to pre-pandemic levels, 
reflecting a similar trend to teacher retention 
(see Figure 20). This stabilization follows a 

period of higher retention during the pan-
demic. During our listening sessions, teachers 
expressed a preference for administrators 
who provided clear direction and flexible 
schedules and noted that frequent changes in 
school leadership disrupted the continuity of 
the school’s vision and mission. 
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Figure 20. Principal retention rates in D.C.’s public schools, by year

Source: Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE). 2023. District of Columbia Educator Retention for 
2018-19, 2019-20, 2021-22, and 2022-23. Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/page/dc-educator-workforce-data





In school year 2023-24, schools continue to 
work hard to decrease chronic absenteeism, 
which is estimated to have improved by be-
tween 8 and 12 percentage points for DCPS 
(data were not available for public charter 
schools) as of December 1, 2023.42 Enroll-
ment increased by 2.2 percent across all 
grades. There are a few policy changes that 
have the potential to shift the education land-

scape in the years to come, including three 
studies from the DME, a new public charter 
accountability framework, a bigger push for a 
school climate survey, and a new Education 
through Employment data system. There are 
challenges ahead, too, with the potential of a 
fiscal cliff after ESSER funds run out.

Look ahead to 
school year 2023-24 
and beyond
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DME studies 
In 2023 and 2024, the DME is undertaking 
three interrelated studies on school bound-
aries, school facilities, and school funding. 
The first study, the Boundary and Student 
Assignment Study will evaluate the current 
boundaries, feeder patterns, and student 
assignment policies of DCPS, with plans 
to make recommendations in 2024 to be 
implemented no earlier than school year 
2025-26. Some policies would take longer to 
implement—this is the earliest that boundary 
revisions would go into effect.

The second study, the D.C. Public Education 
Master Facilities Plan (MFP), is a 5- to 10-year 
strategic plan that aims to optimize school fa-
cilities use, guarantee that all students attend 
modern, state-of-the-art facilities, and ensure 
that all school facilities are well-maintained. 

The third is a funding adequacy study, the 
first since 2013, which will assess how D.C. 
distributes resources to improve school qual-
ity. This study may lead to revisions in the 
Uniform Per Student Funding Formula (UP-
SFF), adjustments to funding formula weights 
and policies, changes in non-formula funding, 
and alterations in how school budgets are 
developed.

In addition to the above studies, the DME 
is convening a School Safety Enhancement 
Committee with the objective of provid-
ing actionable recommendations on ways 
schools and those within the school ecosys-
tem can ensure public schools are safe for all 
youth and children. The committee is com-
prised of representatives and experts from 
city education and public safety agencies. 
The committee will meet between November 
2023 and January 2024 and deliver a final 
report to the Mayor in February 2024.43

Public charter 
schools 
accountability 
framework
The D.C. Public Charter School Board (DC 
PSCB) has proposed a new academic ac-
countability system, Annual School Perfor-
mance Index Report & Evaluation (ASPIRE)44 
to more effectively evaluate the quality of 
education for students from marginalized 
backgrounds. One notable change is a move 
from a three-tier evaluation scale to a five-ti-
er scale. Another change is the inclusion 
of school-specific mission and goals in the 
evaluation rubric. The framework will also 
consider not just post-secondary outcomes, 
but also career outcomes, and have a great-
er focus on absenteeism. This framework will 
be applied for the first time in school year 
2025-26.45

Education through 
Employment data 
system
DME has created the Office of Education 
Through Employment Pathways to support 
D.C. residents on the path to accessing good 
jobs and to achieve economic mobility. A 
key initiative of this office is to establish an 
Education Through Employment data system. 
This system will collect, analyze, and report 
data on the progress of D.C. residents in 
education, workforce training, and employ-
ment.46 Once this data system is in place, for 
the first time, D.C. will be able to assess the 
early career outcomes of former D.C. public 
school students and gain valuable insights 
on the effectiveness of programs offered to 
assist D.C. residents in accessing employ-
ment opportunities. 
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Fiscal cliff
D.C.’s public schools may face a fiscal cliff 
when ESSER funds are no longer available 
in school year 2024-25, although there will 
be potential for leveraging late liquidation 
to help soften the landing with an extension 
period. Public funding for schools increased 
by 56 percent from fiscal year 2019 to 2024, 
alongside a 9 percent increase in enrollment. 
An estimated two-thirds of this increase 
came from UPSFF increases and one-third 

came from ESSER and other one-time fund-
ing.47 Adding a pressure point, Full-Time 
Equivalents (FTEs) or staff counts have risen 
faster than enrollments at LEAs receiving 
ESSER funds, and these extra supports and 
federal resources will be a challenge to 
replace moving forward (see Figure 21). The 
Mayor has proposed a historic 12.4 percent 
increase to the UPSFF in school year 2024-
25, which will provide a smoother landing 
and allow schools to continue to address 
many of the pandemic recovery challenges.
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Figure 21. FTEs and enrollment at LEAs receiving ESSER funding in D.C. as percent of 
pre-pandemic

Source: OSSE enrollment audits and LEA quarterly ESSER reporting data requested from OSSE. 
Note: FTEs refer to full-time equivalent positions.



Education in D.C. is at a pivotal time in recovery 
after the pandemic. As the data show, much 
work is needed to return to and to surpass the 
progress that was ongoing pre-pandemic (see 
Figure 22). Chronic absenteeism is a top priori-
ty, as students being in school make it possible 
to learn, to benefit from mental health supports, 
to participate in opportunities that connect 
them to college and career, and so much more. 
The expanded role of schools, which got even 
larger during the pandemic, can be a challenge 
to maintain—while necessary as many student 
needs are outside of the classroom.

Moving forward in this new normal, schools 
in D.C. should come together with a vision for 

success post-pandemic, how to achieve it, and 
how to measure it. This could mean reimagin-
ing the school experience with a new citywide 
focus on school climate. It could mean a new 
look at experiences after high school with the 
Education Through Employment data system. It 
could mean thinking through staffing and flexi-
ble scheduling to improve teacher retention. In 
all these areas, D.C.’s schools need a pledge 
to improve outcomes for young people—a 
citywide goal and what each school can do to 
move the needle to these ends. Importantly, 
there should be a realignment of incentives 
that have shifted during the pandemic. 

Conclusion
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Figure 22. Core metrics to measure pandemic recovery in D.C.

Chronic 
absenteeism

Meeting or 
exceeding 
expectations 
in math

Meeting or 
exceeding 
expectations 
in ELA

High school 
graduation

Postsecondary 
enrollment 
within 6 
months*

Teacher 
retention

Out-of-school 
suspension

60% of high school 

students are chronically 

absent

Elementary and middle 

school students have 

made gains in ELA, but 

high school students have 

not.

Growth, as measured by 

MGP, is highest in math for 

Latino students.

24% of this cohort 

repeated 9th grade, lower 

than pre-pandemic.

18 out of every 100 

9th graders in 2011-12 

completed postsecondary.

3% of teaching positions 

were vacant in fall 2022, 

down from 6% in the 

previous year and back to 

pre-pandemic levels.

Out-of-school 

suspensions are back 

to pre-pandemic levels, 

despite new restrictions. 

Source: Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE) school report card data. 
*Postsecondary enrollment within 6 months is reported on a year lag in the school report card (2022-23 report 
card data refers to postsecondary enrollment for the class of 2021-22, for example).
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