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Good afternoon my name is Nathan A. Saunders, and I am the President of the Washington 

Teachers’ Union.  I would like to thank you for convening a meeting to hear public comments 

concerning proposed changes to the high school graduation requirements. 

 

Generally, the Washington Teachers’ Union supports the District of Columbia State Board of 

Education in its efforts to provide students with a well-rounded curriculum that prepares them for 

both college and careers.  We also would like to continue to be a part of the dialogue and action 

required to ensure that all our students can enjoy bright futures.  However, before there is a move 

made to increase high school graduation requirements, we must have a strategic plan in place 

which is designed to counteract the unintended, but foreseeable harm these changes may cause to 

our students. 

 

The first foreseeable harm may come in the form of lower graduation rates.  According to U.S. 

Department of Education school statistics for the 2010-2011 school year, the District of 

Columbia Schools has a graduation rate of fifty-nine percent (59%) placing it next to last place in 

the country.  Our students will need additional academic and socio-emotional supports in order 

to meet increased graduation standards.  These supports should come in the form of smaller class 

sizes, increased access to computers, school libraries and school counselors as well as 

afterschool programs geared toward skill remediation.  These services must become available to 

students, and students and parents must know how to get them, before the graduation 

requirements change. 
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Another foreseeable harm is the havoc the changes to graduation requirements may wreak on our 

special needs student population.  Many of these students already face incredible challenges 

fulfilling current graduation requirements.  We must develop and implement a plan which 

ensures that students with disabilities, who can graduate with a high school diploma, have all of 

the special education supports they are entitled to.  This means that DC Public Schools must 

fully comply with the requirements of student Individualized Education Plans.  For example, 

students who are supposed to be in a small, special education academic setting should be 

provided with the environment they need to thrive.  They should not be forced to endure a 

general education classroom with twenty (20) or more other students.  The effect of the changes 

to the graduation requirements on our special needs population must be carefully monitored, and 

we must be willing to make changes, if we see that the new requirements disparately impact 

special needs students.     

 

Before the graduation requirements are increased, we must also have a plan for students who 

have opted for a career or trade pathway.  These students know that they do not want to attend 

college; they would rather pursue a skilled trade.  We must ensure that these students are able to 

take all the courses necessary for their trade as well as enjoy internships and other opportunities 

to gain work experience.  The goals of the students who want to work in a trade should not be 

hampered, delayed or otherwise harmed by the new standards for graduation. 

 

Although I have spoken about the problems which may be posed by the proposed changes to the 

graduation requirements, let me also say that there is nothing wrong with setting high standards  
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for the academic achievement of our children.  However, we must ensure that we have all the 

necessary resources and supports in place to assist students in meeting the goals we establish.   

Expectations should be high, but not impossible or unrealistic.  Hopefully, DCPS will develop a 

suitable plan for addressing the important issues I have raised. 
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