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(1)

IN SEARCH OF EDUCATIONAL EXCELLENCE
IN THE NATION’S CAPITAL: A REVIEW OF
ACADEMIC OPTIONS FOR STUDENTS AND
PARENTS IN THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

FRIDAY, MAY 9, 2003

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
COMMITTEE ON GOVERNMENT REFORM,

Washington, DC.
The committee met, pursuant to notice, at 11:30 a.m., in room

2154, Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. Tom Davis (chairman
of the committee) presiding.

Present: Representatives Tom Davis, Shays, Souder, Ose, Lewis,
Cannon, Blackburn, Waxman, Cummings, Kucinich, Tierney, Clay,
Van Hollen, Ruppersberger and Norton.

Staff present: Peter Sirh, staff director; Melissa Wojciak, deputy
staff director; Keith Ausbrook, chief counsel; Jim Moore, counsel;
Robert Borden, counsel/parliamentarian; David Marin, director of
communications; Scott Kopple, deputy director of communications;
Teresa Austin, chief clerk; Joshua E. Gillespie, deputy clerk;
Shalley Kim, legislative assistant; Phil Barnett, minority chief
counsel; Rosiland Parker and Tony Haywood, minority counsels;
Michael Yeager, minority deputy chief counsel; Earley Green, mi-
nority chief clerk; Jean Gosa, minority assistant clerk; and Cecelia
Morton, minority office manager.

Chairman TOM DAVIS. Good morning. A Quorum being present
the Committee on Government Reform will come to order. Welcome
to today’s hearing on academic options for students and parents in
the District of Columbia.

The condition of the District’s public school system has concerned
me since the first day I came to Congress as chairman of the Dis-
trict of Columbia Subcommittee. I represent a district just across
the river. While we have made strides since then—the D.C. College
Access Act, which I introduced, the establishment of charter
schools—the quality of educational opportunities in the Nation’s
Capital should continue to worry all of us.

The ability of the city’s schools to meet its core goals has been
long challenged by financial mismanagement and an array of other
issues. Poor academic achievement scores are just one indicator.
Students in the District should expect access to the same quality
education as students in my district in Fairfax and in Prince Wil-
liam counties and across the region and across the country. This
is the Nation’s Capital.
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According to a U.S. Department of Education report, D.C. spends
far more per pupil than Montgomery County, MD or Fairfax Coun-
ty, VA. Unfortunately, the District lags behind in school perform-
ance in comparison to other districts. Money is an important factor
but in and of itself is not the only factor.

When a child can’t expect to get her hands on an errorless study
guide to prepare for the Stanford 9 exam, I am concerned; and par-
ents ought to be concerned.

The District claims they need more money but are paying a con-
sultant close to $300,000 for 6 months of work to figure out the
budget and how many employees they have. I am concerned.

When I hear about deteriorating schools, test scores that have
not improved and staggering high school dropout rates, I am con-
cerned. We all ought to be concerned.

The question before us today is whether the District schools are
providing what students need to succeed and, if not, what we might
be able to do about it. We all want the District’s education system
to improve, every one of us, both sides of this. We have different
ideas about how we can accomplish that.

I visited the schools in the city and have seen the conditions
under which the students are asked to learn, and I think we can
do better. I have come to the conclusion that parents and students
stuck in failing schools need—no, deserve an opportunity to choose
from a wider pool. I have received calls from parents who are frus-
trated, angry, even distraught by the condition of their child’s
school; and I think we need to do more than just sympathize. I
think it is our moral imperative.

The school choice debate shouldn’t be about politics. It should be
about an honest appraisal of the state of affairs in our public
schools, about offering alternatives for students and parents; and
what is being proposed is not a mandate but a choice.

Now these are challenging fiscal times, to be sure, but education
remains priority No. 1. In the President’s fiscal year 2004 proposed
budget, $756 million has been allocated for school choice programs
and some of that targeted toward a scholarship program in the Dis-
trict of Columbia.

I have traditionally opposed Federal dollars going to private
schools because I think Federal dollars ought to be targeted to pub-
lic schools. But, for the District, I think we have to ask this ques-
tion. Wouldn’t more choices funded by Federal dollars provide a
needed alternative for low-income children attending low-perform-
ing schools?

Enhancing educational quality in the District is a critical compo-
nent of maintaining the positive momentum we have seen in recent
years under the stewardship of Mayor Williams and the Council.
It is our duty to provide resources so that these kids can have a
bright future. The District school system must be equipped with
strategic tools and resources to assure the safety and well-being of
the city’s most vulnerable children.

Congress saw the disparity and opportunity for District residents
to attend college compared to other State residents. In 1999, Con-
gress passed the D.C. College Access Act, legislation which I of-
fered; and, I might add, we continue to fund. It has been a success-
ful program. The act gave District students the right to attend any
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public college in the United States at an in-State tuition rate or re-
ceive $2,500 to attend any private college in the city or region. This
has helped defray the tuition expenses of higher education for Dis-
trict of Columbia high school graduates and has made that dream
of achieving a college education more realistic to thousands of D.C.
students. It has leveled the playing field and brightened the fu-
tures of thousands of young adults.

Now we need to reach out to more children. In order to provide
greater educational options and innovations within the public
school system, District of Columbia School Reform Act of 1995 es-
tablished charter schools for the city. That was controversial at its
beginning. D.C. charter schools are publicly funded but operate
independently from the school system, offering more choices within
the public school framework.

The goal of school choice in the District of Columbia is not sub-
traction but addition. Public charter schools are a key component
of a comprehensive reform strategy; and today we are going to ask
the question, are they enough? Expanded choices have benefits be-
yond the primary goal of educating District children better. They
can also be an incredible economic development tool.

Families flock to areas where schools succeed. In Fairfax County,
where I once headed the government, our No. 1 selling point was
our education system. That brought companies to relocate there. It
kept companies expanding there. It produced a pool and a resource
for these companies for their missions and to expand it, and today
Fairfax County is one of the greatest economic success stories of
this Nation. While national unemployment has gone to 6 percent,
in Fairfax County, it’s half that.

Families flock to areas where schools succeed. They flee areas
where schools underperform. Improving the education system will
not only help the District but the entire Washington region as well.
To have a healthy region, we need to have a healthy city, and noth-
ing is more important to the health and vitality of that than its
children and its future. All of us want the same thing, and hope-
fully we can have an honest debate how best to achieve that.

We have a very distinguished panel of witnesses before us today.
Our witnesses are here because of their commitment to the chil-
dren of the Nation’s Capital. I look forward to hearing testimony
from our witnesses, and I want to thank our witnesses for sharing
their experiences and suggestions with us.

It is my hope that appropriate legislation involving school choice
will be supported by District leaders, and the framework of that I
think is something we need to have a discussion on, certainly the
Chair is very open on. I look forward to strengthening communica-
tions between all of the key stakeholders in this.

Before I yield to Mr. Waxman for his opening remarks, Ms. Nor-
ton I understand you have some guests in here today, is that right?

Ms. NORTON. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
I have just discovered that some young people from the Cesar

Chavez public charter school were visiting the Congress today.
They wanted to talk to me about preventing teenage pregnancy,
and I thought that I might ask them to come to this hearing for
a few minutes. They are one of the most successful of the 42 char-
ter schools.
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So I would just like the young women from Cesar Chavez to
stand up so that everybody can see what a charter school youngster
looks like.

Chairman TOM DAVIS. Thank you very much for being with us
today.

Now the rules of the committee, as all of you are guests, we don’t
boo, we don’t applaud, we sit here and listen and have an intellec-
tual debate and have extensive discussions. Ms. Norton has some
deep concerns about some of the proposals, and we are going to
work together on this and try to fashion something that helps the
city.

I now yield to my friend and ranking member, the gentleman
from California, Mr. Waxman.

[The prepared statement of Chairman Tom Davis follows:]
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