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Good morning. I am Elizabeth Davis, President of the Washington Teachers’ Union (WTU). The 
WTU 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. 
 
Teachers understand and sympathize with those who want to return to our classrooms. Virtual 
instruction cannot replace the experiences our students get in a classroom. We understand the 
social and developmental concerns facing our students in this virtual environment. However, we 
do believe that teachers are doing an exceptional job during this pandemic, reaching and 
engaging their students, despite many technical issues and concerns. In the words of one WTU 
teacher: 
 

“Virtual learning is not ideal; however, I do feel as if it is improving each and 
every day as teachers and students and families settle into a new routine. I 
would prefer to continue on the virtual learning trajectory and continue to do 
our very best as opposed to renter our building for in person learning without 
preparations and without knowing the state of our building and whether or not 
precautions have been taken. There is absolutely no need to risk lives. We 
should stay the course and continue to improve until a vaccine is created and 
building are safe and secure.” 
       ~~ A WTU Teacher 

 
The WTU understands that learning in our classrooms, both brick and mortar and digital, is 
impacted by many factors some out of the direct control of teachers. But, we can – and will – 
advocate for our students to receive the supports they need. The educational environment isn't 
confined to the classroom but, instead, extends into the home and the community and around 
the world. Information isn't bound primarily in books; it's available everywhere in bits and bytes. 
 
We have long known that the Digital Divide impacts our students. It impacts their achievement 
and their opportunities. It impacts standardized test scores which impact teacher evaluations 
and salaries. The Digital Divide impact school funding. This Council has long promised equity 
for our students. It is time that you stepped up to end this great inequity. In the words of a 
teacher: “All students should be given internet-enabled devices (not just WI-FI) every year.” 
 
The WTU once again calls on the Council and DC Public Schools to ensure that every student 
receives a laptop or tablet. We hope DCPS will include funding for this effort in next year’s 
budget. If they fail to do so, we will be coming back to ask the Council to prioritize this 
investment in our students and communities. 
 
 

It’s not yet Safe to Reopen Our Schools 
When Lewis Ferebee was confirmed as DCPS Chancellor, he stated: “‘You can only move at 
the rate of trust.” In our current environment, trust is more important than ever. Yet, trust in our 
system remains broken. The Union has begun surveying its members about their concerns 
about returning to school buildings on November 9th. Of the nearly 750 responses to a survey 
question asking “Do you believe it will be safe to reopen schools to in-person learning on 
or before November 9?” only 15 individuals said “Yes.” 
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In response to the question “Do you believe your school will be prepared physically 
(enhancements to air systems, signage, hand sanitizing stations, etc.) to reopen to in-
person learning on November 9?” only 3.2% or 24 individuals said “yes.” 

 

I want to echo the calls made last week by Councilmembers Robert White, Mary Cheh, Brianne 
Nadeau and Trayon White for DCPS to release detailed plans around their intention to return to 
school. In response to the question, “Do you believe DCPS has shared detailed information 
regarding how schedules and staffing plans will be developed if we reopen schools for in-
person classes on November 9?” only 9 individuals, 1.2%, of our 745 respondents answered 
Yes. 
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Teachers are scared. And rightly so. They deserve information. Once again, Chancellor 
Ferebee promised to move “at the rate of trust.” It’s time he shared information and built trust 
with his teaching workforce.  
 
Earlier this week, the WTU sent this letter to the Chancellor requesting that DCPS rescind the 
staffing assignment survey they issues to teachers on July 29th until DCPS has returned to the 
bargaining table, bargained in good faith to agreement with the WTU. We hope the Council will 
exercise its oversight authority to ensure that DCPS only moves forward to reopen our schools 
to in-person learning when it is safe for our students, teachers and community. 
 
 

Teaching During a Pandemic 
As an educator, I am held responsible for much more than the academic progress of my 
students. Teachers understand that the essence of high-quality education is a close relationship 
between a knowledgeable, caring adult and a secure, motivated child. Educators grasp that 
their most important role is to get to know each student as an individual in order to comprehend 
his or her unique needs, learning style, social and cultural background. This relationship building 
is difficult and is more so in these trying times. 
 
I am exceptionally proud of the work that WTU teachers have done over the past six months, 
opening their homes to students, turning their kitchens into science labs, and spending 
countless hours learning new technology to deliver lessons. We have not been fully successful, 
but we have learned a lot and we continue to improve as Distance Educators. Moving too 
quickly to reopen schools will cause new problems and anxiety. Again, “There is absolutely no 
need to risk lives. We should stay the course and continue to improve until a vaccine is 
created and building are safe and secure.” 
 
Among the improvements we can make are:  
 
 
Device Distribution 
The WTU’s primary concern, dating back to last spring, was the distribution of computers to 
students and ensuring that all students were able to access on-line lessons. While I’m certain 
that you’ll hear different numbers from DCPS, I want you to hear what we’re hearing from 
teachers who are in classrooms. 
At least 16.8% of teachers are reporting to the WTU that their students do not have access to a 
computer or a tablet. Many of these students continue to do work on devices – often cell phones 
– that fail to provide a strong learning platform. 
 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FyynDx2Zya-ef2MFkol-5U84EZL7wOay/view?usp=sharing
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Among the biggest problems are in ECE classrooms. We’re hearing from many teachers that 
their ECE devices arrived late or have not yet been distributed: 
 

“The ECE devices were handed out two weeks later than they were supposed 
to be given to students (four weeks after school started), which shows me that 
we were not prepared when we started distance learning.” 

 
The WTU understands that many devices were not ordered until August 1. We hope the 
Council will inquire into the accuracy of this timing. We knew back in March that we would be 
spending at least part of their week, even under the most optimistic scenarios, in Distance 
Learning. It is unsettling that DCPS too so long to move forward with needed computer 
purchases. 
 
Again, the WTU’s recommendation is to fully move to a 1:1 student: device ratio. This will 
end this problem and ensure students are prepared for Distance Learning as well as help to 
close the digital divide. 
 
 
Tech Issues 
A majority of teachers, 64%, reported that to the WTU that their students had technology 
issues. These issue fall into a number of broad categories, ranging from internet connectivity 
problems to difficulties in logging into DCPS platforms. Many of these same teachers 
reported problems with DCPS’ tech support and their ability to help students and their 
families solve their tech issues. 
 
In the words of two teachers: 

 
“Because of DCPS' insufficient tech support staffing, parents have spent hours 
on hold.” 
 
“Some of the student issues are resolved in a timely matter. Others reported 
that the call was never answered or put on hold and then call terminated.” 
 
“DCPS should've really had their help line available prior to the start date to 
ensure that all families could successfully log in.” 
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“DCPS devices were not set up and families struggled to figure out how to do 
this after getting the devices, many DCPS devices seemed incompatible with 
Teams.” 

 
In our survey, that among students who reported technical issues and contacted DCPS tech 
support more than 20% of the technical issues were not solved in a timely manner. 
 

 
The WTU’s hopes DCPS will share detailed information on call volume and types of issues 
that students and families have reported. This will allow us to the city to make and implement 
recommendation to ensure that student needs are met. 
 
 
Teacher Technology 

DC Public Schools needs to make a substantial investment in teacher technology. Many 
teachers report that the computers provided to them by DCPS are outdated and unable to 
support the applications and programs that they need to engage with their students. More 
than 50% of teachers report using a personal device to teach their courses and a majority of 
those who fall into the “other” category report using both a DCPS and personal device, 
because of limitations on their DCPS device. 
 

 
 
The WTU recommends that DCPS, as a part of its upcoming FY2022 budget, invest in a 
robust program to upgrade and replace the technology available to teachers. Our city should 
be meeting industry best practices replacing 30 to 40 percent of computers annually. 
 
 
Professional Development 
When the abrupt and rapid pivot to distance learning was made in March 2020, educators were 
teaching themselves and each other how to best survive and make teaching and learning online 
work for a wide variety of students and their needs. It was a challenging experience. DCPS 
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made a solid effort to provide tutorials and other virtual resources for teachers, but the type of 
support and resources educators needed depended on a variety of factors: grade level, 
discipline, special needs of students and level of comfort and/or expertise with technology tools. 
 
Many teachers felt that the two weeks of professional development offered at the end of the 
school year was not immediately applicable and many educators shared that they felt that the 
programming offered at that time failed to address the needs of our most vulnerable students 
and those with the highest level needs. There were many big picture ideas presented without 
the nuts and bolts of how to actually design and implement those ideals in online classrooms.  
 
While we appreciate the work and support that DCPS put into preparing our teachers for 
these challenges, many have found the supports DCPS has provided insufficient. In many of 
the DCPS professional development sessions, questions are not answered, the chat may be 
limited or disabled and live participation and collaboration are not centered as part of educators' 
learning experiences. 

 

 
 
 
The WTU tried to fill in those gaps in our classes and workshops over the summer. The WTU 
workshops prioritized: (1) Technology issues based on the recommendations/requests of our 
members; (2) Teacher Wellness, focused on our educators' physical and mental health and 
well-being; and (3) our New Educator Academy with special focus on the tools but also the 
methods and strategies for integrating social emotional learning and social justice. We also had 
specialized sessions on meeting the needs of English Language Learners and Special 
Education students. 
 
When educators returned this fall, the demands and the workload has increased significantly for 
all educators who are working around the clock to develop technology proficiency while re-
envisioning how instruction can be transformative using the DCPS-sponsored platforms. Calls 
and texts at all hours are not uncommon. Continued updates to platforms often cause glitches 
and hiccups in the delivery of the best planned of lessons. 
 
We were excited to collaborate with DCPS and UDC to offer a jointly planned professional 
development on Best Practice in Online Teaching and Learning led by an expert in this field, at 
the college level where they have been using as well as studying the effectiveness online 
platforms and pedagogy for far longer than we have.  We hope to continue this partnership into 
the future. 
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Attendance 
It is important that our school system sets high expectations for our students. Last spring, after 
students learned that attendance was optional and that most of their assignments would be for 
extra credit, we saw a substantial decline in student engagement. The varying, and confusing, 
messages that were broadcast to families from Central Office often conflicted with instructions 
that school leaders and teachers were giving to our students.  
 
While much of this has been greatly improved, we continue to have concerns about classroom 
attendance. DCPS has aggressively messaged that students need to log into Canvas each day 
between 6:00 AM and 11:59 PM to be counted present for that day. This should not absolve 
students from their obligation to attend and participate in their classes. 
 
Approximately 20% of teachers who responded to our survey this week reported that fewer than 
75% of their students are “logging into class regularly.” This number stands in stark contrast to 
the data being reported by DCPS. 
 

 
Just a few years ago, our city went through a very difficult period because administrators looked 
the other way when students failed to show up for class. We cannot afford another graduation 
scandal.  More importantly, we must make sure that our students are engaged, learning the 
skills and behaviors that will allow them to succeed beyond high school. 
 
The WTU recommends that DCPS works with teachers to ensure course attendance can and is 
recorded uniformly across the District. 
 
Supporting our Teachers 

While much of the rhetoric around the desire to return to in-person learning focuses on the 
needs of students, we must also look at and understand the needs of our teachers and school-
based staff.  Distance learning has been difficult for teachers, with a majority reporting that they 
have difficulty managing their teaching workload. 
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The Washington Teachers’ Union is appreciative of the work DCPS is doing, in partnership with 
the WTU, to explore ways to better support teachers and their mental health. This work is critical 
to continuing distance learning and we hope that DCPS and the Council will prioritize it in the 
coming weeks and months. 
 
The WTU also wants to reiterate our warnings against returning to our schools too soon. The 
decision to reopen before an effective treatment or vaccine is available will place extreme strain 
on our teachers who, as I referenced earlier in my testimony, face significant fears about our 
city’s ability to safely reopen for in-person learning. This is especially acute as we approach the 
Holidays. If we reopen in early November, many teachers will be unable to visit family or travel 
for the Holidays due to concerns about exposing loved ones to the coronavirus and mandatory 
quarantines placed upon those who visit family outside the District, Maryland and Virginia. 
 

Concluding Thoughts 
I’d like to thank the Council for holding today’s oversight hearing on Distance Learning. Not a 
single teacher doesn’t want to return to our school buildings. However, the WTU and our 
members are committed to making Distance Learning work until it is safe for our students, 
teachers and communities to return to our school buildings. The past few months have been 
challenging. We have struggled – and continue to do so – to get technology in the hands of all 
students. Many students are not logging in and teachers are spending countless hours calling 
them and their parents to try to re-engage them in their classes. We know that students and 
teachers feel disconnected and are missing out on many opportunities that we can’t provide 
outside of our schools.  However, we are working to overcome these challenges. They are 
nothing compared to the loss of a loved one. 
 


