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I am Elizabeth Davis, president of the Washington Teachers’ Union. The Washington Teacher’s Union 
represents over 5,000 active and retired teachers. We are dedicated to social and educational justice for 
the students of the District of Columbia and to improving the quality of support, resources, 
compensation and working conditions for the public servants and proud teachers who educate our 
students. Many of our WTU members live and pay taxes in the District and have kids or family members 
that attend DC schools. I am a DC teacher and DC resident. 
 
In spite of the dedication and best efforts of our teacher members, far too many students in the District 
of Columbia are stymied in reaching their full potential because of the barriers they face in our schools 
and in our communities. The barriers our students face are real and the resulting achievement gaps that 
are present in the District of Columbia are striking. It is time that we acknowledge the truths about our 
educational systems in our city and directly confront the challenges our students face.  
 
Thank you for allowing me to present our views on a major issue that has been plaguing Washington, 
D.C. public schools for a longtime: teacher turnover. 
 
Over the course of today’s hearing, we can expect to hear a variety of data points and varying 
interpretations of those data. We want to take a moment to once again express the WTU’s support for 
an independent Research Collaborative that could establish common definitions and conduct 
independent research on issues, like teacher turnover, to help our city make sense of the vast amounts 
of data and many interpretations of that data. Additionally, we believe that all stakeholders should have 
access to information from all our city’s public schools and that all organizations that accept public funds 
should be subject to Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). 
 
Teacher turnover is a significant problem in the District of Columbia. Our schools and classrooms lose a 
high-percentage of highly-qualified teachers each year, a level of churn that is higher than other large 
jurisdictions. In its October 2018 report and its report update the D.C. State Board of Education (SBOE) 
found that average annual teacher attrition at the school level in both District of Columbia Public 
Schools (DCPS) and public charter schools is—and has consistently been—about 25 percent. This is 
significantly higher than the national average and is higher than other urban jurisdiction.  
 
And, we know that the impacts are most deeply felt in communities of color and communities with high 
percentages of students classified as at-risk. The DC SBOE found that the rate of annual teacher 
departure rises with the percentage of students considered at-risk. The District’s teachers leave schools 
with fewer than 20 percent of at-risk students at an annual rate of 18–20 percent while schools with the 
highest percentages lose almost a third of their teachers each year. 
 
High teacher turnover undermines student achievement and consumes valuable staff time and 
resources. It also contributes to teacher shortages throughout the country, as roughly 6 of 10 new 
teachers hired each year are replacing colleagues who left the classroom before retirement. Research1 
published by the Learning Policy Institute (LPI) shows that urban districts can, on average, spend more 
than $20,000 on each new hire, including school and district expenses related to separation, 
recruitment, hiring, and training. 
 
 

  

                                                 
1 https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/the-cost-of-teacher-turnover 
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Why Teachers Leave the District 
 

 
 
 
Our teachers leave for a variety of reasons, including a punitive evaluation system that emphasizes 
testing. Ultimately, the WTU believes that the high rate of teacher turnover in DC Public Schools is the 
direct result of policies and procedures developed by DCPS administrators over the past decade. In a 
2018 survey of our members, the WTU found that teachers leave the profession for many reasons, 
including:  

 The lack of support to develop and improve teaching and instruction.  

 Excessive requirements to spend time on paperwork instead of planning and preparation for 
classes; 

 Numerous top-down initiatives that lack adequate funding or preparation;  

 The lack of teacher voice in decision making; and 

 A punitive and biased evaluation system (IMPACT). 
 
In survey after survey, the leading cause of teacher discontent within DCPS is the IMPACT teacher 
evaluation system. Research has shown that IMPACT does not effectively measure progress being made 
by students from diverse backgrounds. And we believe that it gives undue weight to test scores as the 
main measurement of teacher success. Because of IMPACT and the high-stakes testing environment it 
reinforces, we lose some of DC’s best educators to other school districts, creating an unstable learning 
environment for thousands of DC students who are prevented from developing the long term 
relationships with educators that lead to improved learning and performance. 
 
This is why the WTU believes it is time to replace IMPACT. It was designed and implemented without 
input from the educators whose performance it is meant to judge. In fact, DC Municipal Regulation § 1-
617.18 prohibits DCPS evaluation systems from being a subject of collective bargaining, making labor-
management collaboration impossible on this crucial element of any effort to improve our public 
schools. That’s why we worked with Councilmember Trayon White (Ward 8) and co-sponsors Brianne K. 
Nadeau, Brandon T. Todd, Robert C. White, and Charles Allen, Vince Gray, Mary Cheh and Jack Evans to 
introduce the “Equitable Evaluations for D.C. Public Schools Employees Act.” We see this legislation as 
vital to creating an evaluation system that works for teachers, administration and other school 
employees.  
 
There are numerous other policy areas that we’d like to see further discussion and debate on as well. 
We’d like to see the end of one-year contracts for principals and efforts to provide Local School Advisory 
Teams (LSATs) a true voice in principal selection and performance reviews. We’d like to see increased 
funding for social-emotional programming and staff in our schools, reducing the need for teachers to 
also serve as social workers and psychologists for students, many of whom face trauma. We need to 
enforce caps on class size. We need to ensure special education students receive the services they are 
entitled to and that special education teachers are given adequate time to complete required 
paperwork and plan for upcoming lessons. And, we need to improve and expand professional 
development, especially for our newest teachers.  

“Teaching is one of the hardest jobs — period, the end.  And teaching in D.C. 
Public Schools is even more difficult than in some other places where conditions 
might be more ideal. We want to be a place where people want to come and 
want to stay and not worry how they’re going to take care of themselves.” 

- Chancellor Kaya Henderson 

 

https://educationdc.net/2018/02/26/another-school-year-more-high-teacher-attrition/
https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/code/sections/1-617.18.html
https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/code/sections/1-617.18.html


 
Ultimately, however, any investments we make will fail unless our city’s teachers feel valued and heard. 
In our survey, the main factors that cause teachers to leave DC Public Schools relate to teaching 
environment and teacher frustration with not being able to provide their students with the education 
they need and deserve. Most teachers who leave say they are quitting because of “lack of support.” 
 
To combat this, we need to recognize that teacher satisfaction and turnover are influenced by 
conditions that impact the students outside of a school building. We urge the city to invest in affordable 
housing and rent control. To invest in health care and fully fund emergency medical services at United 
Medical Center. And, to make school lunches free for all students.  
 
We also call on the city to invest substantially in Trauma Informed Practices & Screening. When trauma 
goes unchecked and is sustained, it can disrupt a child's brain development, interfering with functions 
children depend on in school such as memory recall, focus and impulse control. In a trauma-informed 
school, the adults in the school community are prepared to recognize and respond to those who have 
been impacted by traumatic stress. To ensure adequate staffing to help students combat trauma, we 
need more information on the experiences of our students and propose that the city screen every 
student for trauma and uses the findings to ensure adequate staffing. 
 
The WTU also strongly believes that we need One Set of Rules for All 
Schools. Regardless of where a student attends school, she is entitled to 
the same rights as a student, including transparency and adherence to all 
local laws. 
 
It has been shown that salary levels are not the main factor motivating 
teachers to leave. However, while the District has among the nation’s 
highest wages for teachers, the District also has a high cost of living 
substantially reducing their purchasing power.  
 

 

 
 
Given these facts, the city can do more to expand homeownership among teachers and to offer tax 
incentives for teachers who spend personal money on classroom supplies. We encourage the Council to 
re-examine and expand workforce housing, the homestead tax deduction, HPAP and EAHP tax credits as 
ways to help DC teachers become and stay homeowners. We oppose programs that seek to profit from 

NCTQ, 12/5/2014 



investments in our teachers and schools; teachers should build equity in their homes not a lien holder. 
 
In the WTU survey of teachers leaving DC Public Schools, many responses echoed the answer of one 
high school teacher who wrote: “I am leaving DCPS and moving to a district where the teachers voted on 
a new curriculum to adopt, and created a two-year phased implementation plan. I am excited to be 
working somewhere that values and respects teachers as true professionals.” She concluded by saying: 
“Top-down initiatives lead to more bureaucracy and actually hurt student learning.” Teachers want to 
be involved in decision-making. If they are not, many leave and go to districts that respect their 
expertise. 
 
I also want to note that teachers leaving our schools do not leave the profession. Like most teachers, 
they are dedicated body and soul to serving students and to making sure students get the education 
they need to unleash their full potential. Teachers who leave DC and are quickly hired by other school 
systems. 
 

Teacher Diversity 
The Washington Teachers’ Union wants to take the opportunity presented by today’s hearing to also 
highlight research undertaken by the The Albert Shanker Institute, endowed by the American 
Federation of Teachers,2 on Teacher Diversity. 
 
The data compiled by the Shanker Institute shows a remarkable decrease in the number of African 
American educators in the District of Columbia. Between 2003 and 2011, the proportion of the D.C. 
teaching force that was White increased substantially—more than doubling from 16 percent to 39 
percent. At the same time, the Black share of the workforce contracted by a similar amount, from 77 
percent to 49 percent, while the share of Hispanic teachers increased modestly. The shrinkage of the 
Black teacher force in Washington, D.C., is alarming in its sheer magnitude. 

 
The benefits of a diverse teacher force are not in doubt. There is reason to believe that minority 

students benefit most by having among their teachers individuals from their own racial and 

ethnic group who can serve as academically successful role models and who can have greater 

knowledge of their heritage culture. There is also reason to believe that all students benefit from 

                                                 
2 http://www.shankerinstitute.org/sites/shanker/files/The%20State%20of%20Teacher%20Diversity%20(3)_0.pdf 
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being educated by teachers from a variety of different backgrounds, races and ethnic groups, as 

this experience better prepares them to succeed in an increasingly diverse society. 

 

 

  

  
The Impact of Turnover – Growing Achievement Gaps 

 

 
 
We must recognize the impact that teacher turnover has on achievement gaps. Again, the DC SBOE 
found that the rate of annual teacher departure rises with the percentage of students considered at-
risk. The work of our teachers across the city has helped many, many students improve. 

However, the greatness of our city should be judged by how it treats its most vulnerable. On this 
front, we have failed. Over the last 15 years of reform in DC, the achievement gap between 
students eligible for reduced price lunch and those who are not eligible has significantly grown. 
Yes, all scores are up, but the achievement gap grew an average of 18.75 scale points or 
approximately 105% from 2003 - 2019. 

“The results indicate that students in grade-levels with higher (teacher) turnover score 
lower in both ELA (English) and math…Moreover, the results suggest that there is a 
disruptive effect of turnover beyond changing the composition in teacher quality.” 

“How Teacher Turnover Harms Student Achievement,” 
Ronfeldt, Lankford, Loeb and Wyckoff (2011) 



 
 
The NAEP scores mirror results on the city’s PARCC tests, the other major standardized test 
administered in the District, which is used for accountability in the city’s STAR accountability 
rating system as well as a key component of the District’s IMPACT Teacher evaluation system. 
The PARCC scores show steady, albeit slow, growth across most demographic groups. 
However, once again, we see achievement gaps growing across demographics. 
 

District of Columbia 
PARCC Results 
 

State ELA % 4+   4-year  
Growth 

  2016 2017 2018 2019   
All Students 26.7% 30.5% 33.3% 37.1%  10.4% 

White 74.3% 82.0% 82.1% 85.0%  10.7% 

Black 19.3% 22.0% 24.7% 27.8%  8.5% 

Hispanic 24.7% 28.9% 32.0% 37.3%  12.6% 

Asian 55.7% 66.2% 71.6% 74.0%  18.3% 

At-Risk 13.2% 15.8% 18.4% 21.1%  7.9% 

English Learners 13.8% 1.5% 18.8% 19.7%  5.9% 

Students with Disabilities 5.4% 4.8% 5.7% 7.9%  2.5% 

       

PARCC Scores State Math % 4+   4-year  
Growth 

    2016 2017 2018 2019   
All Students 24.8% 26.9% 29.4% 30.5%  5.7% 

White 71.0% 75.5% 78.8% 78.8%  7.8% 

Black 17.4% 18.6% 20.7% 21.1%  3.7% 

Hispanic 22.0% 28.2% 28.2% 30.5%  8.5% 

Asian 59.7% 64.5% 69.8% 69.4%  9.7% 

At-Risk 12.9% 14.2% 15.7% 16.3%  3.4% 

English Learners 18.5% 21.2% 20.9% 22.7%  4.2% 

Students with Disabilities 6.4% 5.3% 6.4% 7.2%  0.8% 

       
Source: https://osse.dc.gov/parcc  

    
 
These numbers are hard to digest, but they are the facts. The highest levels of teacher turnover are 
in schools serving low income students who in order to succeed need a wide range of services and who 
suffer the most from not being able to depend upon the type of nurturing that is possible only when 
teachers stay long enough to get to know the students and their needs. 
 

source:%20https://osse.dc.gov/parcc


Solutions. 
Teachers say they are frustrated with the system because they are not given the support they need to 
handle children who are suffering from the effects of poverty, from having parents who are forced to 
work two or more jobs to keep food on the table and who often do not have the time or energy to help 
them develop the self-confidence or habits needed to succeed in school. 
 
Classroom teachers must take multiple burdens, beyond simply instruction. But, all too often they are 
not given the resources they need to do the job. They do not receive the training and orientation they 
need to serve most DC students, especially children whose every day needs are desperate and wide 
ranging. And while teachers do not receive the tools they need to build first class educational 
opportunities, they are under great pressure to achieve high IMPACT scores. One teacher answering our 
survey wrote: 
 

“We have been demoralized into submission by implicit threats of low IMPACT scores 
when you don't manufacture the desired result.” 

 
In most successful school systems, teachers are allowed to spend the time it takes for instruction 
preparation. Here they are allowed to allocate less than ten percent of their time to preparation and are 
forced to use more than 25 percent of their day carrying out administrative tasks. 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, the Washington Teachers’ Union, in collaboration with many DCPS administrators 
and educational experts, have developed a five-point approach to addressing and solving the problem of 
lack of teacher retention in DCPS: 
 

1. Develop curriculum and programs through processes of collaboration between administrators 
and classroom teachers. 
 

2. Reform of the teacher evaluation system so that it measures actual performance of the duties, 
tasks and attitudes needed to nurture and educate DC students. 
 

3. Give new DC teachers the training and orientation they need to serve DC children. 
 

4. Reallocate resources to schools that need them the most, the schools that serve children from 
low income families. 
 

5. Restructure school and classroom administration to free teachers up for what they do best: 
teaching our young people. 

 
We also call on the Mayor and Council to fully Fund DC Schools. Despite an increase in city’s education 
budget for FY2020, 20 public schools, including 17 schools in Wards 7 and 8, saw significant budget cuts 
for the current school year. Overall funding for DCPS did not keep up with rising costs, leading to staff 
and supply cuts in many schools. We specifically call for the city to: 
 

a. Meet 2013 Adequacy Levels. In 2013, the District Government commissioned an Adequacy 
Study calling for per pupil expenditures of $11,628.  We need to reach, if not exceed, this 
amount in the FY2021 budget and for the first time fully funding our schools. The proposed FY 
2020 budget increased the UPSFF base by 2.2 percent, from $10,658 to $10,891 per-student. 

b. Ensure At-Risk Dollars supplement rather than supplant required spending. Achievement gaps 
across nearly all subgroups measured by NAEP have not changed or have grown since 
2002/2003. The NAEP scores mirror results on the city’s PARCC tests. The PARCC scores show 



steady, albeit slow, growth across most demographic groups. However, once again, we see 
achievement gaps growing. Research is clear that increased spending can, when combined with 
other reforms, help close achievement gaps, but in DC the funds have not reached the students 
who are in greatest need. 

c. Increased supplemental funding for students with Learning Differences. The District of 
Columbia continues to fail DC students with special needs. The US Department of Education 
labeled DC as “needs” assistance” in implementing federal requirements of Part B of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA). Additional funding will allow DC Public Schools to reduce 
special education class sizes and increase the planning time allowed for Special Education 
Teachers. 

 
As a city, we need to move beyond a framework for public education that emphasizes “choice” and 
embrace one that recognizes our citizen’s right to education. A key piece of this agenda must be 
targeted at reducing teacher turnover and increasing supports for our teachers to allow them to 
succeed professionally. 
 
The WTU stands ready to collaborate with all stakeholders in order to reach these goals. 
 
Thank you very much. 
 


