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My name is Fatima Goss Graves and I am the Vice President for Education and Employment at the 

National Women’s Law Center.
i
 Since Congress enacted Title IX of the Education Amendments of 

1972, the Center has worked to advance opportunities for women and girls in education.  I 

appreciate the opportunity to testify before the Council of the District of Columbia to offer our input 

regarding the Empowering Males of Color Initiative (EMOC).
ii
 

EMOC includes a $20 million plan designed to increase the academic performance of Black and 

Latino boys through a $14 million partnership with Urban Prep Academies to bring an all-boys 

public school to Ward 7 or 8; $5.5 million in innovative grants to improve academic and social 

outcomes of boys across the District; and a $500,000 mentoring program to increase literacy.
iii

  

According to the District, its decision to develop this initiative was based on data revealing that 

Black and Latino students are more likely to fall behind White, Asian, and Multiracial students in 

several indicators of academic success and more likely to be pushed out of and dissatisfied with 

school.
iv

  The important data analysis conducted by the District highlights the educational needs of 

boys of color, and we applaud the District for recognizing that there must be a more targeted effort 

to address the needs of its Black and Latino students.  However, nothing in the analysis suggests 

that the initiative should implement sex-exclusive programs.  To the contrary, the data show that the 

District has a long way to go before it is effectively meeting the needs of girls of color.   

Furthermore, there are no conclusive data showing that single-sex education increases achievement 

for boys or girls. In fact, many single-sex programs have been criticized for relying on debunked 

science about supposed gender-based differences in cognitive abilities, promoting harmful sex 

stereotypes about the preferences and talents of boys and girls,
v
 and raising potential enrollment 

issues for transgender and gender-nonconforming students.
vi

 Additionally, the sex-exclusive 

approach of EMOC implicates federal and local civil rights laws, including the Equal Protection 

Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution,
vii

 Title IX of the Education 

Amendments of 1972,
viii

 and the D.C. Human Rights Act.
ix

  Rather than relying on the unproven 

model of sex-exclusive education, we ask the District to expand the initiative to include Black and 

Latina girls and prioritize taking on systemic challenges that lower the outcomes for both boys and 

girls of color in school.  By doing so, the District can seize this opportunity to lead other states and 
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districts and show that an initiative to improve educational outcomes can focus on identifying and 

addressing needs by race and gender together, without excluding either sex. 

I. DATA AND EDUCATIONAL POLICY CONCERNS DEMONSTRATE A NEED TO 

FOCUS ON BOTH GIRLS AND BOYS OF COLOR. 

There is no evidence that only boys of color would benefit from the types of targeted interventions 

included in EMOC.  To the contrary, data compiled by the District of Columbia Public Schools 

(DCPS) show similar gaps in achievement for both girls and boys of color.  These data suggest that 

the barriers students of color face relate to under-resourced schools and communities, which is a 

problem that cannot be fixed with a sex-exclusive approach.  Furthermore, troubling national trends 

indicate that girls of color—especially African American girls—are at high risk of being pushed out 

of school and in into the juvenile justice system and low-wage work, in part due to excessive 

disciplinary practices. 

a. The District’s Data Highlight a Serious Need to Focus on All African American 

and Latino Students. 

Girls of color in the District—particularly Black girls—have a critical need for targeted 

intervention. According to the District’s own data, with the exception of Black boys, Black girls 

have the lowest proficiency rates in math—lower than every subgroup of girls and lower than 

Latino boys.
x
  Only 37 percent of Black boys, 45 percent of Black girls, 55 percent of Hispanic 

boys, and 61 percent of Hispanic girls are proficient in math, compared to 91 percent of White boys 

and 93 percent of White girls. Similarly, Black girls enroll in Advanced Placement (AP) classes at 

lower rates than Latino boys (24 percent versus 31 percent),
xi

 and the AP exam pass rate is virtually 

identical for Black and Latino students regardless of gender. The AP exam pass rates are between 

10 and 20 percent for Black students and just under 40 percent for Hispanic students.
xii

  In 

comparison, 65 percent of White girls and 61 percent of White boys enroll in at least one AP 

course
xiii

 and the AP exam pass rate for both groups is between 70 and 80 percent.
xiv

 In addition, 

reading proficiency rates for Black girls are comparable to the rates for Latino and Black boys. Only 

46 percent of Black girls and 54 percent of Hispanic girls are proficient in reading compared to 32 

percent of Black boys, 43 percent of Hispanic boys, 89 percent of White boys, and 94 percent of 

White girls.
xv

   

School climate also adversely affects both boys and girls of color in the District.  In the 2013-14 

school year, Black girls accounted for 35 percent of suspensions in DCPS, compared to the four 

percent of suspensions that consisted of Latino boys.
xvi

  That’s a larger share than any other group 

of girls, and nearly nine times the share of Latino boys.
xvii

  In fact, Black children collectively made 

up 93 percent of all student suspensions in the 2013-14 school year even though they are only 68 

percent of the DCPS student population.
xviii

  Additionally, at 87 percent and 92 percent, Black and 

Latina girls have the same relatively low rates of attendance as Black and Latino boys, 

respectively.
xix

  In comparison, White students have an in-seat attendance rate of 95 percent.
xx
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Black children on average miss 22 days of school and Hispanic students miss on average 13.5 days, 

compared to the nine days that White children miss on average.
xxi

  Additionally, African American 

girls reported being dissatisfied with school at the same rate as African American boys.
xxii

   A 

single-sex initiative that specifically targets only the needs of Black and Latino boys will not close 

the real and persistent achievement gaps that Black and Latina girls face in District schools. 

b. Resource Inequity Plays a Major Role in the Educational Success of Students of 

Color—Boys and Girls Alike. 

Generally speaking, girls and boys who live in the same communities are affected by the same 

school resource disparities. The correlation between attending a high-poverty, racially isolated 

(high-minority) school and lack of access to quality school resources is strong; in fact, research 

shows that concentrated poverty magnifies issues associated with poverty in general, including 

school quality.
xxiii

  Racially isolated and high-poverty schools that have fewer resources than other 

schools  have more difficulty recruiting and retaining qualified and experienced teachers.
xxiv

   

Racially isolated schools also have less access to rigorous academic programs or after-school 

enrichment activities.
xxv

  All of these factors take a toll on African American and Latino students 

and can affect their ability to be successful in school.  

African American children are also more likely than white children to have teachers who do not 

meet state licensure and certification requirements.  Recent national data show that nearly seven 

percent of the country’s African American students—over half a million students—attend schools 

where 20 percent or more of their teachers have not yet met state certification or licensure 

requirements.
xxvi

  Additionally, teachers in high-minority and high-poverty schools are less likely to 

have the necessary materials available for their classes than those in low-minority and low-poverty 

schools.
xxvii

  

The District has the added challenge that a number of racially isolated, high-poverty schools are 

under-enrolled, making it difficult to provide the same range of course offerings and resources at all 

schools. The recent Washington Post article on the significant disparities between libraries in the 

District’s schools highlights this point. Some schools in the District had only a couple of books per 

student and no librarian, while other schools were “swimming in books.”
xxviii

   These resource 

disparities also play in course offerings. When we compared just the AP courses offered in racially 

isolated Ward 8 schools to a better resourced Ward 3 school, the difference is stark.  In 2011, 

Anacostia High School, which is located in Ward 8, had a total student enrollment of 836—almost 

half of the 1,645 students Woodrow Wilson High School in Ward 3 enrolled at the time.
xxix

  During 

that same period, Anacostia only offered seven AP courses compared to Wilson’s 25 AP courses.
xxx

  

That same year, no students at Anacostia took AP math compared to the 77 students enrolled in that 

course at Wilson.
xxxi

  The same low enrollment and limited course offerings applied to Ballou High 

School—also located in Ward 8—which in 2011 enrolled 1,060 students and offered only seven AP 

courses.
xxxii
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Data also suggest that even within under-resourced, racially isolated schools, girls have fewer 

extracurricular and athletic opportunities than boys.  For example, girls at heavily minority high 

schools have only two-thirds of the opportunities to play sports as boys at heavily minority schools 

do.
xxxiii

  When compared to students at heavily white schools, girls of color in racially isolated 

schools have only 39 percent of the opportunities to play sports as girls at heavily white schools do 

and only 32 percent of the opportunities to play sports as boys at heavily white schools do.
xxxiv

 The 

systematic failure to treat girls, and especially girls of color, in an equitable manner deprives them 

of the many positive health, academic and employment outcomes associated with playing sports. 

The data identified by EMOC highlights the serious need to promote resource equity and provide 

much needed resources to schools and communities that historically have lacked components 

essential to the success of students of color.  

c. Girls of Color—Particularly African American Girls—Are Increasingly Pushed 

Out of School and Into the Juvenile Justice System and Low-Wage Work.  

Larger nationwide trends indicate that girls of color—particularly African American girls—are 

increasingly becoming involved in the school-to-prison pipeline.  For example, while African 

American males are the most likely to be excessively disciplined in school, African American 

females too are disproportionately suspended and expelled.  In fact, an analysis of 2006-07 data on 

the suspension of middle school students showed that African American girls in urban middle 

schools had the fastest growing rates of suspension of any group of girls or boys.
xxxv

  In the 2011-12 

school year, 12 percent of all African American girls in grades pre-K through 12 were suspended 

from school—a rate higher than any other group of girls, and higher than white, Latino, and Asian 

American boys.
xxxvi

   

African American girls are also disproportionately involved in the juvenile justice system.  

According to the 2009-10 Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC), although African American girls 

represented less than 17 percent of all female students, they comprised 31 percent of girls referred 

to law enforcement and approximately 43 percent of girls who have experienced a school-related 

arrest.
xxxvii

  In fact, girls are the fastest growing segment of the juvenile justice system 

population.
xxxviii

    

The EMOC could take a range of steps to reverse the excessive discipline trend for both boys and 

girls of color. For example, the District could ban the use of out-of-school suspensions for students 

in its early childhood and elementary school programs; it could conduct universal mental health 

screenings and refer students with mental health needs to community resources; it could train school 

staff on implicit bias and stereotypes; it could train school staff to identify signs of unaddressed 

trauma that can lead to behaviors that draw a disciplinary response and ensure that students with a 

need get trauma-informed services;  and it could expand its restorative justice, positive behavior 

supports, and social and emotional learning programs.     
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Efforts to help girls of color succeed in school are critical, because women of color are 

disproportionately represented in the low-wage workforce.
xxxix

  The less education a person 

receives, the more likely she is to earn the minimum wage or less.  African American women 

without a high school diploma make up a share of the low-wage workforce that is 4.5 times their 

share of the overall workforce; those with a high school diploma or its equivalent make up a share 

of the low-wage workforce that is 2.9 times their share of the overall workforce; even those with 

some college education or an associate's degree are disproportionately represented in the low-wage 

workforce.  It isn't until an African American woman has a bachelor's degree or more that she is no 

longer disproportionately represented in the low-wage workforce.
xl

 Furthermore, education levels 

have an extraordinary impact on poverty; in 2012, while African American women overall had 

higher rates of poverty than white men and women at every level of educational attainment, 49 

percent of African American women ages 25 and older without a high school diploma were living 

in poverty, compared to 29 percent with a high school diploma and 8 percent of with a bachelor’s 

degree or higher.
xli

   

II. THE EMOC INITIATIVE RAISES CONCERNS ABOUT ACCESS TO EQUAL 

EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL STUDENTS AS REQUIRED BY 

THE U.S. CONSTITUTION, AS WELL AS FEDERAL AND LOCAL CIVIL 

RIGHTS LAWS. 

We are concerned that by pursuing a sex-exclusive initiative, the District is not fulfilling the 

promise of equal educational opportunity enshrined in federal and District law.  Specifically, 

EMOC as currently proposed implicates the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment 

to the U.S. Constitution (as applied to the District through the Fifth Amendment), Title IX of the 

Education Amendments of 1972, and the District of Columbia Human Rights Act (DCHRA). 

The District must demonstrate that the justification proffered for limiting EMOC programming to 

only boys is exceedingly persuasive and can withstand scrutiny under the Equal Protection Clause 

of the Fourteenth Amendment.
xlii

  As noted above, both girls and boys of color are falling behind on 

indicators of academic achievement. And the District has not explained how taking a single-sex 

approach achieves the governmental objectives of increasing academic performance for boys of 

color, or how single-sex education is substantially related to increasing performance for boys of 

color.
xliii

  These explanations must be given before implementation, not post-hoc
xliv

 and must not be 

based on impermissible and overbroad generalizations about the different talents, capacities, or 

preferences of boys and girls.
xlv

  It is also concerning that the District does not offer a substantially 

equal co-educational or all-girls equivalent to Urban Prep as required to avoid a violation of the 

Equal Protection Clause.
xlvi

   

The lack of a substantially equal alternative to EMOC for girls of color also implicates a possible 

violation of Title IX.
xlvii

  Urban Prep will be the only college preparatory school located in Ward 7 

that will be open to all students regardless of academic achievement.  The alternative, comparable 

options offered by DCPS are either selective enrollment schools that require applicants to have a 
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minimum GPA or meet other academic qualifications to qualify for admissions (i.e., Benjamin 

Banneker High School and School Without Walls); a specialized arts school (i.e., Duke Ellington 

High School for the Arts); or require residency within the boundaries of Wilson High School, which 

is not in Ward 7 or 8 and has far fewer children of color than Ward 7 or 8.
xlviii

  Urban Prep’s open 

admissions policy could provide boys in Southeast DC who have the potential—but not the current 

GPA—a pathway to college. Girls of color with the same potential should have the same or a 

substantially equal pathway to a postsecondary education.   

We also disagree with the Attorney General’s assertion that the educational benefits of EMOC are 

substantially equivalent to the New Heights Program.
xlix

  To begin with, the three-year $20 million 

investment that comes with EMOC dwarfs the $3.9 million the District is likely to spend on New 

Heights in the same period.
l
  In addition, New Heights, which is available to all student parents 

regardless of gender, only benefits a subset of girls and boys—those who are pregnant or parenting.  

New Heights does not cater to the needs of Black and Latina girls who do not have parenting 

responsibilities.  Finally, although New Heights’ goal of encouraging student parents to graduate 

high school is important,
li
 it is not an academic program and thus does not measure up to what 

EMOC is offering:  a mentorship program designed to increase literacy; an innovative grant 

program designed to improve academic outcomes for boys of color; or Urban Prep’s goals of 

inspiring students of color to go to college and become leaders in their communities.  In a time 

where women are two-thirds of low-wage workers, nearly half of such workers are women of 

color,
lii

 and a college education is necessary to gain access to higher-paying careers, we should 

inspire not only teen parents, but all girls of color to achieve more. 

Under the DCHRA, it is unlawful for an educational institution to “deny, restrict, or to abridge or 

condition the use of, or access to, any of its facilities, services, programs, or benefits of any program 

or activity to any person otherwise qualified” based on sex.
liii

  Notably, there is no exemption for 

single-sex schools under the Act.
liv

  States and local governments can and often do provide greater 

protections than what is provided in federal law,
lv

 and the lack of an exemption in the DCHRA for 

single-sex schools indicates a deliberate intent to prohibit single-sex schools in the District.    

* * * * * 

We applaud the District’s desire to bring a high-quality, college preparatory school to Ward 7 and 

employ other interventions to help boys of color succeed.  The EMOC initiative has drawn attention 

to gulf-sized educational disparities in the District—disparities that are reflected in educational 

outcomes and school climate.  But in the proposed $20 million plan, the District misses the 

opportunity to tackle many of the underlying reasons behind poorer educational outcomes for boys 

and girls. It does not tackle the fact that African American students are disproportionately enrolled 

in schools with fewer resources and less rigorous course offerings. Nor does it address overly 

punitive disciplinary practices. Addressing these barriers would have a profound effect on all 

students of color in the District. It also does not attempt to provide any targeted solutions for girls of 

color, even though the data suggest an urgent need to do so. We urge the District to reevaluate what 
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solutions are really driven by the data it relied on in developing EMOC.  Thank you for the 

opportunity to participate in this important meeting. 
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