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Nearly one in 10 young adults in the District is out of school and unemployed 

BY MICHAEL ALISON CHANDLER 
 

 

Nearly one in 10 District 
residents aged 16 to 24 was not 
working and not in school between 
2010 and 2012, and about 14 percent 
of residents in that age group are not 
in school and don’t have a high 
school diploma or a GED, according 
to a new report from Raise DC, a 
coalition of public, private and 
nonprofit groups. 

The city calls such people 
“disconnected youth,” and officials 
are trying to find them and help 
them re-enroll in school or job 
training. 

Raise DC was formed in 2012 
with the goal of developing solutions 
to improve opportunities for District 
residents from birth through age 24. 
Linking “disconnected” youth back 
to school or job training is one of five 
focus areas for the group, along with 
kindergarten readiness, high school 
graduation, college completion and 
full-time employment. 

The organization issued a 
baseline report card in 2013, hoping 
to focus the city’s attention on the 
problem of disconnected youth and 
to spur cooperation among 
organizations that could help. 
Wednesday’s report is the first 
update to the original data. 

“The whole purpose of the 
partnership is getting beyond using 
data to admire the problem,” said 
Laurie Wingate, executive director of 
Raise DC. “We are focused on the 
actions that follow.” 

For example, a network of 
community groups, government 

agencies, philanthropies and schools 
helped support the opening of a “re-
engagement center” last year, which 
employs case managers that help 
young people get back into school or 
job training programs and supports 
them over time as they encounter 
challenges, such as with securing 
child care or transportation. 

The new center came under 
scrutiny during oversight 
hearings last year before the D.C. 
Council for making a slow start in its 
effort to help the city’s young people. 
But Raise DC reported that in its first 
nine months, the center connected 
with more than 300 dropouts and 
helped more than half of them re-
enroll in school or a GED program, 
including six who already have 
graduated. 

The report also shows some 
progress more broadly in the 
number of dropouts who re-enrolled 
in school in the 2012-2013 school 
year, the most recent citywide 
snapshot available, with 1,304 
students who re-enrolled in a public 
school, up 15 percent from the 
previous year. The report does not 
include any information as to what 
might have caused the upward trend. 
The report also showed some 
progress in other areas, including 
reading and math proficiency rates, 
as well as the portion of ninth 
graders who were promoted to 10th 
grade.  

In other areas, progress has 
stalled. Most notably, the four-year 
graduation rate did not budge 
between 2012 and 2014, remaining 

at 61 percent, compared to 81 
percent nationally. Raise DC 
released a more detailed report last 
year looking at early risk factors that 
can derail would-be graduates. A 
group of school leaders from public 
and charter middle schools and high 
schools are working to find ways to 
share information and make the 
transition from eighth grade to ninth 
grade, a critical transition point, 
smoother for students, the report 
said. 

Raise DC officials say the report 
card will be updated continually to 
reflect the most recent information 
available from a variety of sources. 
Many of the baseline numbers have 
been changed in the updated report 
using cleaner or more accurate data 
sets. In some categories, key data 
points are still missing. The city does 
not have a common way to measure 
how prepared children are for 
kindergarten, for example. 

Some states have instituted 
kindergarten readiness 
assessments to see how children are 
faring at the official starting line of 
school, but despite its hefty 
investments in preschool, the 
District has no common measure. 
Wingate said a group of schools have 
piloted a survey for pre-
Kindergarten students that could be 
rolled out in 2016. 
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A cradle-to-career focus 
 

BY MICHAEL HARRELD, 
JESSICA LONG, HARRY 
WINGO AND DONNA 
WOODALL 
 

Imagine running a business 
in a Washington, D.C., where a 
well-trained workforce is readily 
available to help us expand the 
goods and services we offer our 
customers. It’s a D.C. where 80 
percent of students who recently 
returned for another school year 
continue to graduation, instead 
of 61 percent; where the number 
of high school graduates earning 
a college degree or credential 
nearly doubles to 90 percent. 
This is a D.C. where we increase 
the number of 18- to 24-year-
olds who are employed or 
continuing with their education, 
and it’s a D.C. with a more 
skilled labor force and stronger 
purchasing power. It’s also a 
safer and more prosperous city. 

Recognizing the power of 
collaboration, two years ago, we 
joined other business leaders 
and our government, 
philanthropic and nonprofit 
counterparts in making a unified 
commitment to the District’s 
children. We are dedicated to 
coordinating resources and 
aligning actions that make 
education and workforce goals a 
reality by using data-driven 
insights—regardless of what that 
data may show. We recognize the 
power of working together to 
achieve a collective impact that 
none of us could achieve alone. 

The organization we helped to 
launch through this 
collaboration—Raise DC—
released a baseline report in 
2013 marking D.C. on five high-
level goals: kindergarten 
readiness, high school 
graduation, college and 
credential completion, re-
engaging youth who have 
become disconnected from 
school or work and increasing 
youth employment. It was a 
stark call to action. This month, 
the organization released its 
progress report, which measures 
the strides made toward the 
citywide goals identified in the 
baseline as key levers for change.  

Of the dozens of core and 
contributing indicators the 
report tracked, the majority are 
moving in the right direction. 
This includes the number of 
youth who have enrolled in 
apprenticeships, the number of 
previously disengaged youth who 
have reconnected to a high 
school-level programs, 
promotions from ninth to 10th 
grade, and overall proficiency in 
reading and math. We’re 
encouraged by this progress. 
However, until we achieve 
radical, needle-moving change 
across the board, thousands of 
D.C. youth are still not 
positioned for success in school 
or careers.  

As employers, we know it’s in 
everyone’s best interest to 
bolster the steady flow of 
qualified young people into the 
District’s labor pool. Georgetown 

University’s Center on Education 
and the Workforce reports that 
more than three-fourths of job 
openings in D.C. by 2020 will 
require some college-level 
education. While employment 
outcomes are what we often 
target in our sector, it is a cradle-
to-career focus that truly 
increases the number of youth 
who are prepared for the skilled 
labor we seek. Kindergarten 
readiness should be as high on 
our priority list as workforce 
training.  

Whether it is through 
committing to hire more District 
youth, becoming a job partner 
for high school interns, 
participating in one of D.C.’s 
Career Academies or leveraging 
organizational strengths in less 
obvious ways, D.C.’s business 
sector has an important role to 
play in ensuring that all of our 
children and youth succeed. As 
District students recently 
returned for another school year, 
we know that there is no 
“summer break” for our 
collective focus on improving 
cradle-to-career outcomes. Our 
work is always in session.  

 

The authors are Raise DC 
Leadership Council members 
Michael Harreld, PNC Bank; 
Jessica Long, Accenture 
Strategy & Sustainability; 
Harry Wingo, D.C. Chamber of 
Commerce; and Donna 
Woodall, Microsoft.
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Education in the District is Moving Forward 
By Herbert R. Tillery and Michael P. Akin 

Children in our city have just started back to 
school, and it’s time to celebrate the significant 
strides forward we’ve made in recent years. 
Let’s say it clearly: Education in the District of 
Columbia is improving, and there remains much 
to do. 

It takes a community to serve our children, and 
these improvements do not happen by accident. 
Rather, they stem from hard work and growing 
recognition that lasting change can only occur 
when we ALL pitch in. We are blessed with 
some truly committed education leaders in our 
great city, but they can’t do this alone. 

That is where Raise DC comes in. Raise DC is 
an unprecedented public-private collaboration of 
civic, nonprofit, business, and government 
leaders with the unified vision of improving 
public education for all children in the District of 
Columbia. When the Captains of Education sit at 
a table with the Captains of Industry, and Non-
profit Leaders sit alongside Foundation Funders 
– and all are informed by a vast series of 
“Change Network” partners who are deeply 
embedded in every corner of DC – this is when 
real and lasting change starts to become 
possible. 

Raise DC brings people and organizations 
together. By emphasizing hard, factual data and 
numbers, Raise DC tracks changes and 
monitors real solutions. It’s not enough to want 
to make a difference – we need to measure 

whether we’re actually making a difference. We 
must know that which we wish to change. 

The Raise DC Progress Report – released just 
this week – is a continuation of this commitment, 
showing us what’s changed (and – importantly – 
what hasn’t) in our city’s education system in the 
two years since the last report. We encourage 
you to review the progress report at 
www.raisedc.org/progressreport. 

Our organizations – the Greater Washington 
Urban League and the College Success 
Foundation – work every day to improve 
educational outcomes for children in our city, 
and we are grateful for the work of Raise DC. It 
is a privilege to serve on its Leadership Council. 
We are all doing the best we can for our city’s 
children, and the Raise DC Progress Report 
helps us do it better. 

There is data in this report that shows real 
improvement in our key success indicators, and 
there is plenty of data that shows how far we as 
a city still have to go. We must take pride in 
these improvements. Likewise, we must not shy 
away from the challenges. This is hard work. It is 
slow work. It is often frustrating and messy work. 
But it is also critically important work, and it must 
succeed if we – together – are to truly raise DC. 

Tillery is executive director of the College 
Success Foundation – District of Columbia. Akin 
is chairman of the board of directors for the 
Greater Washington Urban League.
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