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February 9, 2026

The SAC spent the majority of its time split into research groups and discussing what data should be collected and how to
find participants for surveys/interviews. Afterward, the SAC regrouped and went over opportunities available to students
such as the D.C. State Board of Education’s Youth Civic Leadership Summit.

MEETINGS SUMMARY

March 9, 2026

The SAC began the meeting by announcing the creation of its annual report and requesting volunteers to aid in its
creation. Next, the SAC split into its research projects to look at the data collected thus far. Afterward, Ward 8
Representative LaJoy Johnson-Law spoke about SR26-3 (Calling for a Statewide Framework for Special Education
Instructional Best Practices), which the SAC then passed unanimously. Next, Ward 7 Representative Eboni-Rose Thompson
spoke about graduation requirements and received feedback from students, who supported having more than one
college and career planning meeting during high school and reducing community service hours from 100 to 60 with some
paid opportunities counting towards the requirement.
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At the final SAC meeting of the school year—and Senior Celebration—SAC members shared their favorite part of being a committee
member, plans for the summer, and what they hope the SAC accomplishes next school year. Next, President Jacque Patterson and
Vice President Eric Goulet congratulated the SAC and presented graduating seniors with State Board stoles and certificates. State
Board leadership also thanked the D.C. Education Research Collaborative and research assistants for all of their dedication and
work with the SAC. Ward 1 Representative Ben Williams and Ward 7 Representative Eboni-Rose Thompson were also in attendance
to congratulate SAC members. Executive Director Bernice Butler shared a video message, and Student Representative Perry Pixley
Chamberlain joined the Zoom call to offer virtual congratulations to her peers. 

Student Representatives Dinkins and Ouarid presented the draft SAC Annual Report and next steps for the research
recommendations. These included State Board members following up with SAC members on their research, Mikva Fellows sharing
the report with DC councilmembers over the summer, identifying overlaps with recommendations made at the Youth Civic
Leadership Summit, and continued policy discussions at next school year's SAC meetings.

SAC members shared their feedback for the research project. For example, one SAC member’s feedback for what went well
included, "Working with peers to develop a real important research question and then reading and analyzing data from survey and
interview responses." For improvements, another SAC members shared "I think SAC members, myself included, could work more to
reach out to under covered wards that we don't get much data from". To better share the recommendations in the report, most
SAC members suggested using social media to spread the word, sharing with school administration, and ensuring State Board
members advocate for their implementation.

Lastly, Andrew Gall from the Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE) presented on a model artificial intelligence (AI)
policy, then grouped SAC members to discuss AI learning and instruction, lines that should never be crossed by schools when
using AI technology, privacy and oversight policies for AI-use in schools, and overall, how much autonomy schools should have
when using AI.  Following feedback to OSSE, Representatives Dinkins and Ouarid closed the meeting by wishing everyone a great
summer.

June 8, 2026

MEETINGS SUMMARY
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Identify vision and 
work of the SAC.

October
2025

2025

2025-26

2026

2026

2026

November
Draft project outline/plan.

April - May
Finalize recommendations and annual

report.

December - January
Begin working on project. Develop data

collection instruments and methods.

February - March
Develop data collection approach. 

Review data for themes and
recommendations.

June
Present Annual Report at Senior

Celebration.

This year, the Urban Institute’s Education Research Collaborative (ERC),
led by its Director, Dara Zeehandelaar Shaw, along with Kristin Sinclair,
Bethany Monea, Mary Hayford, Leslee Haisma, Ariella Meltzer, Sofia
Hinojosa, and Stephanie Petrov, worked with the SAC to design
research projects to help them better understand students’
experiences in schools. The three major research groups were College
and Career Readiness, Mental Health, and Safety. Three smaller groups
focused on school meals, access to registered nurses, and
extracurricular activities. 

All SAC-led research used Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR)
framework—from the development of research projects to SAC
members’ presentations at their final meeting and June working
session.

Importance & Relevance

The following pages provide a glimpse into students’ experiences in
school and recommendations from the SAC for current and future State
Board members to consider when making policy recommendations or
planning research projects. Full reports are provided in Appendix B.

SAC RESEARCH PROJECTS
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College and career preparedness allows students to graduate confidently and equipped to succeed personally, and be an active
member of our community. These recommendations allow students to be exposed to varying career paths, obtain certifications,
and gain valuable job experience–either through a 4-year degree, or a different path. However, the benefits of these programs can
only be fully felt when the programs are equally accessible, effective, and when students are made aware of programs.

What issue or need did we observe, and why is it important?

1. How does accessibility/usage of college and career readiness resources vary across wards and schools?
2. What does readiness mean to students at different schools/across different wards?
3. How do demographics affect what resources and paths are available/encouraged for college/career?

Research Questions

The SAC college and career research group conducted a survey that included 195 responses from across the district, including
both multiple choice and free response questions. Though, responses disproportionately came from Friendship Technology
Preparatory Academy High School, which represented well over half (58.1%) of the results. Three interviews with students were also
conducted by SAC members and took place virtually.

In addressing our first research question, a quantitative study conducted by the SAC revealed that there are significant
variations in access to college/career preparation resources across wards.
Regarding our second research question, students consistently state that readiness is an individual and constantly evolving
standard, this presents a challenge in creating consistent programs and standards across the district. However, a common
theme from students was a balance between emotional preparedness and more practical considerations.
Concerning the third research question, demographics significantly affected what resources were available, and what paths
students were pushed towards. 

Quotes from student respondents:
“It's assumed that everyone's going to [get support writing college essays]…with their parents, but … parents might not be
that helpful”
“At school, no one gave students the best advice for college”
Readiness is an “ability to adapt and think critically”

Data Collection & Findings

SAC RESEARCH PROJECTS
COLLEGE & CAREER READINESS
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To help alleviate these concerns and to ensure students feel ready to transition to adulthood, the SAC recommends:

#1. Considering a “scale‑up” approach to college/career preparation.
Begin college/career preparation prior to senior year, with increased opportunities and support as graduation approaches.
Increase meetings between students and college counselors, preferably at the beginning, middle, and end of the year. The
goal is to boost familiarity between students and their counselors. This may call for the hiring of more counselors, thus
decreasing the student-counselor ratio.

Note: "Meeting with counselors should be a continuous process" was a recommendation from last year’s SAC report that is still not
being addressed. 

#2. Make college/career fairs & workshops more common and accessible.
Many who attended DCPS college fairs said these were extremely helpful resources, but many students didn’t use them.
Students note that they are not particularly familiar with trade schools – sessions could be implemented during advisories/on
field trips to teach about trade schools and other pathway options.

#3. Make sure advanced opportunities are varied, available, and accessible.
This could include: increased dual enrollment opportunities, additional Advanced Placement (AP) Classes, technical school
certifications, internships, and OSSE opportunities (such as OSSE Scholars and the US Senate Youth Program).
At some DC high schools, internships are a requirement, and we propose that internships should be more frequently required
considering how often they help students feel prepared for jobs (86% of students with an internship said it prepared them for
a job). Perhaps these internships could be in partnership with the Mayor Marion S. Barry Summer Youth Employment Program
(MBSYEP) program or pre-existing CTE (Career and Technical Education) programs/academies.

#4. Increase professional development for teachers related to the college application process & supporting students in that
process.

Focus on implementing training that focus on the college application process, including how to support students emotionally
during the transition to adulthood.
There should also be training in supporting students who are directly entering the workforce.

Recommendations for further research include: 
Given our initial research and recommendations, we believe it would be beneficial to…

Possibly pilot our recommendations at the school with the most data (Friendship Technology Preparatory Academy High
School).
Consider creating a coverage program or scholarship to cover AP and SAT testing and retakes due to strong positive
correlation between high student achievement on the SAT and taking AP classes. 
Examine whether closer student-counselor relationships increase feelings of preparation and/or student success.

For the full report, see Appendix B.

Recommendations

SAC RESEARCH PROJECTS
COLLEGE & CAREER READINESS
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Young people face numerous mental health challenges, including feelings of anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness, or thoughts of self-harm.
While schools can serve as an important access point for mental health services to support students’ well-being, SAC members have observed
a rise in the number of students struggling to balance the demands of school and everyday life, causing mental health issues. SAC members
expressed concern that students may not be aware of the resources available to them at school, that resources may technically be available
but are not actually accessible, or that students may hesitate to access resources because of stigma, lack of trust, or feelings that the
resources do not understand or meet their needs. They were also concerned that schools do not place an emphasis on mental health and
prioritize academic performance and rigor over student mental health.

What issue or need did we observe, and why is it important?

1. What mental health resources are currently available to students? 
2. What barriers exist (real or perceived) between students and available services?
3. What experiences do students have with mental health support?

Research Questions

Mental Health Resources Inventory: Throughout January 2026, we conducted an inventory of the mental health resources available to DC
students by reviewing publicly available online district and school-level information. SAC members compiled the information and evaluated the
availability and gaps in access and knowledge of resources. Online Survey: In February 2026, we surveyed 201 high school students
representing 11 schools across 6 wards, including both public and charter schools throughout DC. Students were roughly equally represented
across grade level and gender. We asked about students’ knowledge of available resources and where they got their information, the extent to
which they feel supported, and barriers to accessing those resources. Qualitative Data: We collected data from 11 students using open-ended
survey questions and conducted an online interview.

Here are some of the things we learned:
Mental health resources should cover a variety of topics, including, but not limited to, trauma, stress management, alcohol and drug use
disorders, self-harm, human trafficking, and emotional regulation.
Referral programs often have limited slots available for students.
The most sought-after sources tend to be those that leverage existing, trusted relationships with mental professionals or adults. The
least sought sources were anonymous crisis-line resources.
In qualitative data, students shared that mandatory reporting is a barrier to using mental health resources because they are not fully
informed about the situations that trigger mandatory reporting, so they do not feel comfortable seeking support or disclosing mental
health needs.

Quotes from student respondents:
“Personally, I don’t reach out a lot just because I’m afraid of my mental health issues eventually getting out to my parents, and I feel like
that’s what sort of holds back students in a way. However, I do have teachers that I wholeheartedly trust and have opened up to when
needed, so I’d say I appreciate a lot of the support my teachers give me.”
“I think [what prevents students from seeking mental health resources] it’s mostly them not wanting to go to the MHP [Mental Health
Professionals] office, which is understandable because you sometimes don’t want to talk to people about it. But there is no physical
barrier.”

Data Collection & Findings

SAC RESEARCH PROJECTS
STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES

Page 19 of 34



SAC members identified the following recommendations to improve access to mental health resources:

#1. Facilitate lessons for students on mandating reporting. This would lessen stigma and promote students’ willingness and ability to seek
mental health support. These lessons could be incorporated into preexisting school mental health curricula.

#2. Obtain more clarity on the ways different referral processes actually work and facilitate lessons for students on available resources and
how to access them. While the inventory showed that, in theory, there are many resources available, students don’t know they are available or
don’t know how to access them (especially for referral-based supports), or there may not be enough capacity.

#3. Increase students’ trust in the available supports at school. Students are seeking help from peers or other non-professional sources, even
though they are aware that their school has a counselor. The lessons on mandatory reporting will help increase trust, as well as increase
opportunities for continuity of care. Students need to see mental health professionals as a trusted part of their school community, not a
revolving door of unavailable or distant outsiders.

#4. Get a better understanding of the differences in awareness, trust, and needs for resources for students in different grades and genders,
then design and facilitate specific activities for upperclassmen who may feel unsupported by their school. For example, those who report
feeling the least supported by their schools regarding their mental health needs compared to underclassmen, or male students (who reported
less trust compared to female students). 

#5. Take a preventative approach to mental health issues, and make mental health support an ongoing strategy, not a series of one-time,
disconnected activities. Promote awareness of available mental health resources throughout the school year and reintroduce them during high-
stress periods (e.g., preparing for finals or applying for college). Begin curriculum early and reinforce lessons throughout high school. Introducing
and then reintroducing, and careful timing, will make it more likely for students to have supports available when they need them.

For the full report, see Appendix B.

Recommendations

SAC RESEARCH PROJECTS
STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES
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This year, our group of 20 students found ourselves concerned about student safety in schools. This issue came to our attention when we
heard a story about a student who felt apprehensive about going to school because of how unsafe they felt going to and from school, as well
as on the campus. This led us to think about our own experiences in school, how safe we consider our school to be, and how it made us feel
about the school and our learning. Currently, many students feel like they are being criminalized when they arrive at school due to security
measures. Cell phone bans, for example, made students feel unsafe, especially in the event of an emergency. Both concerns create a tense
environment that hinders effective learning. Schools should be places where students feel supported, and when students feel like they are
unsafe or are being treated unfairly, it makes them hesitant about attending school. Overall, our goal was to determine if any specific school
policies contribute to feelings of criminalization or endangerment among students. Ensuring school safety is essential for both student well-
being and academic success. To help students thrive,their concerns need to be addressed. 

What issue or need did we observe, and why is it important?

What makes students feel safe or unsafe in school? 

Research Questions

In order to get a better understanding of this issue, we focused on researching whether or not current school safety policies are working for
students in every ward in DC. This way, we could represent more students in DC. Because there are many components of school safety, we also
used a survey to gather direct input from students about their biggest concerns. We wrote a survey that included Likert-style questions about
students’ feelings of safety in school, on the commute to school, and their assessment of several school safety policies, such as School
Resource Officers (SROs), security guards, metal detectors, phone policies, and other safety resources or policies. We also asked about the
frequency of incidents that make students feel unsafe and safety drills at school. The survey also included open-ended questions about
changes to school safety policies, and what makes students feel safe or unsafe at school. Between February and March 2026, we distributed
the survey to as many high school students as possible by sharing in group chats, newsletters, and sharing with faculty and staff. We received
256 responses from students from 18 different DC schools. Friendship Tech Prep Academy and District of Columbia International School (DCI) are
overrepresented in the survey data, making up 47% and 21% of the sample respectively. The survey sample has a relatively even distribution
across grade levels, with 10th and 11th graders participating slightly more frequently than 9th and 12th graders.

Key findings included:
Overall, students feel at least moderately safe at school and during their commute to school. Students’ feelings of safety at school differ
within and across schools. The most significant finding from our quantitative results was students’ opinions about the cell phone policy.
Nearly every respondent was aware of their school’s phone policy, however, nearly half of the students reported that they would feel “not
at all safe” in an emergency given the phone policy.
Almost half (44%) of survey respondents noted that incidents at their school that made them feel unsafe occurred every few months or
more frequently. Differences in students’ perceptions of the frequency of incidents that make students feel unsafe, both within and
across schools, suggest that students sharing the same environment can experience school safety differently and that not all students in
a school may have equal access to information when safety incidents occur.
In answers to open-ended questions, students reported concerns about uniform policies, the frequency of safety drills, and specifics
regarding what is allowed through the metal detectors.

Quotes from student respondents:
“I think students should know more about the schools security team so that we have a better understanding of who is monitoring our
safety at school.” 

Data Collection & Findings

SAC RESEARCH PROJECTS
SCHOOL SAFETY
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SAC members identified the following recommendations to improve school safety:

#1. The State Board should re-evaluate its stance on the cell phone policy. From the data gathered in our survey, the concern that came up
the most was regarding the phone ban. We noticed more concerns in schools that used forms of physical confiscation, such as the Yondr
pouches used at DCI. This concern was also observed at schools like Friendship Tech Prep Academy and Columbia Heights Education Campus.
Students understand why this policy is in place, as many of them included in their responses that phones should be taken away if it affects
learning. When asked about the phone policy, one student at DCI stated, “A bit excessive, but I understand the reason why.” As reflected in this
response, students do not agree with the complete removal of phones. They worry about access to phones in case of an emergency and feel
that they lack freedom without their phones during recreational periods like lunch. 

#2. School safety policies should apply to teachers and students. A concern that came up, particularly from students at School Without Walls,
was the lack of safety measures in place for teachers. Students have observed that teachers are not required to go through a metal detector
or have their bags checked. This target on students makes them feel criminalized. It also raises further suspicion about teachers, as one
particular student from Walls stated, “Teachers should start going through metal detectors just to be safer. It’s not always students that
cause emergencies.”

#3. Public schools and public charter schools should have more rigorous policies in place for screening teachers and school staff for safety
concerns. Another major concern, observed mainly from students who attend DCI and Benjamin Banneker High School, is the inappropriate
relationships between students and teachers. While some students from DCI reported that having teachers they trust makes them feel safer at
school, many others felt the opposite due to cases of inappropriate student/teacher interactions. Students at DCI also believe their school did
not do a good job at informing them of the situation. In order to avoid these situations altogether, further investigation should be done when
hiring teachers.

#4. Schools should offer more information and transparency around safety policies to students, and communicate clearly and quickly
following any incidents. One important concern raised was communication about school safety policies. Our survey findings show that over
half of our participants did not know if their school had SROs. In addition to this, even students from the same school disagreed on if their
school had SROs. The disconnect between students and school staff on this topic is indicative of the need for clearer communication of school
policies, such as the roles and responsibilities of SROs and security guards.

While our research began to uncover students’ feelings of safety in school and on the way to school, more research is needed.
Recommendations for future research would include a scan of school safety policies to get a better sense of what is already in place,
increasing our survey sample to include a more representative group of students, and asking students through focus groups about how their
feelings of safety might differ when they are in their own neighborhoods as opposed to the neighborhood their school is in. Other research
might include surveys with teachers about their sense of safety, and connections between students’ sense of safety, school attendance, and
grades. 

For the full report, see Appendix B.

Recommendations

SAC RESEARCH PROJECTS
SCHOOL SAFETY
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After hearing concerns of the quality of food from our peers at the DC International School (DCI) and Duke Ellington School of the Arts (Duke
Ellington), we wanted to investigate further their satisfaction with school meals and what can be improved.

What issue or need did we observe, and why is it important?

1. How satisfied are students at DCI and Duke Ellington with their school meals in terms of nutrition, taste, and portion size?
2. What recommendations do DCI and Duke Ellington students offer to improve the quality of meals in their school?

Research Questions

We shared the survey through a Google form that we sent out to our high school with the help of our principals. We also passed out small QR
codes to increase the number of responses. After hearing from about 22 students, we learned that for those that eat at least one school meal
(i.e., breakfast, lunch, or after school meals), most pointed to a need for improvement.

For nutrition, a quarter of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that school meals overall can be more nutritious. For example, only about
one-fifth said all or most of their breakfast was nutritious, and no students said all of their lunches were nutritious. For after-school meals,
only a tenth said most of it was nutritious. 
For taste, almost all agreed or strongly agreed  that meals overall can taste better (with few stating that the breakfast, lunch, or after school
meals tasted good). Over half said they agree that they throw out at least some of their meal. 
Nearly all agreed or strongly agreed that they would rather bring food from home than eat a school meal

Quotes from student respondents:
“Use more whole foods like berries, milk, and chick[en] stop feeding us tv dinners everyday.” 
“Serve lunch on time and add more effort to make them taste good.” 
“They need to taste better and give bigger portions. There are times when they have chicken nuggets and they only give us 4 and their
very small.” 

Data Collection & Findings

SAC RESEARCH PROJECTS
SCHOOL MEALS (INDEPENDENT GROUP)

Recommendations
People should know that school meals are vital for students to perform efficiently which is why their feedback matters. Our top two
recommendations to improve school meals, based on our research findings are:

#1.  Increase the quality and amount of food that is provided. 
#2. Allow students school to vote on school breakfast and lunch.
#3. Schools should conduct check-ups to see if schools are up to date with lunch requirements. Make it a lottery process. Yearly checkups
would provide a more up-to-date lunch standard and one that incorporates yearly reviews from students to make it better.
#4. Hire more kitchen staff. Expanding the school’s budget to hire more kitchen staff would allow for better regulation of food and on-time
lunch.
#5. Have student-oriented panels about new meals. Propose a new meals initiative, where students are able to propose and vote on new meal
ideas that increase.
#6. Get rid of most processed foods that students throw out.

For the complete report, see Appendix B.
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We observed a lack of health professionals present at our school, Benjamin Banneker, as well as difficulties with reaching them when
necessary. We also had personal experiences and heard stories from our peers where the school nurse did not provide adequate medical
assistance. This is important because it is much harder to participate in school and learn when you are sick or injured. Not receiving the
healthcare they need makes students’ jobs much harder.

What issue or need did we observe, and why is it important?

1. What level of access do students have to school nurses at their school?
2. What are students’ overall experiences with school nurse access at their school?
3. What recommendations do students have to make their experiences with school nurses better?

Research Questions

To collect data, we created a survey containing demographic questions, such as age and gender, as well as questions about the student’s
observed healthcare presence, any experiences they have had with nurses (excluding personal details), and what they wanted to be improved
about the healthcare at school. We then sent this survey to students at Banneker, generating a total of 109 responses. 

Overall, two-thirds of respondents said the school nurse was absent when they or someone they know went to visit the school nurse. Results
showed that there is a lack of information about health professionals present at Banneker. When students were asked to describes access to
healthcare at school, about a third responded that they were not sure, while other respondents were split on whether they had a full-time
nurse or one that was split between schools. 

Having a full-time school nurse is also important (two-thirds of respondents indicated this is important or very important). Lastly, of the 40
student respondents who said they had visited the school nurse at least once, slightly more than half either disagreed or strongly disagreed
that the school nurse solved their problems, and this same amount disagreed or strongly disagreed that the school nurse made them feel like
they can always come back to them.

Data Collection & Findings

SAC RESEARCH PROJECTS
SCHOOL NURSES (INDEPENDENT GROUP)

Recommendations
SAC members identified the following recommendations to improve students’ experiences with school nurses:
 #1. Schools should do a better job of informing students of health services at the school—especially those new to the school or transitioning
from middle to high school.
#2. Given that most responses are mainly from Banneker students, we think that a wider study should be done on students' access to and
experience of their school’s health services and access to nurses. Regardless of the results of this survey or future research, every school
should have a licensed nurse trained not just in medicine, but also in ensuring kindness and care of students.

Quotes from student respondents:
“Schools need more certified, full-time healthcare professionals to prevent students from missing class. Current staffing is often
unavailable, and restrictive policies on basic medication leave students without real relief. We need experienced, accessible staff who
can provide actual care.”
“I'd say allowing nurses to give pain meds for girls with periods with a note from their parent or a verbal compliance that their child can
have some of the pain meds. It's not something everyone can get, and it isn't easy going to school with cramps.”
“Give out flyers or send emails about what nurses can and can’t do, so that there aren’t wasted trips. Fill the bathrooms with sanitary
pads that don’t require coins and are stocked all the time.”
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As DC struggles with issues of chronic absenteeism, extracurricular activities can prove to be a promising alternative to fight back.
Research has proved that involvement in high-quality extracurriculars can directly lead to reduced absenteeism (Huang et al.,
2000; Welsh et al., 2002). Yet, these extracurricular offerings are not equitably distributed throughout DC schools, with the quality
of programming also varying dramatically across the city. The establishment of strong extracurricular activities can lead students
to create relationships with trusted adult role models, which can benefit students and encourage positive behaviors. Therefore, in
order to continue the search for solutions to chronic absenteeism, as well as to promote equity with DC schools, the State Board of
Education should examine extracurricular offerings, quality of programming, and student participation in order to identify schools
in most need of additional extracurricular support. 

As a student who has spent more than 1000 hours teaching chess classes, I have personally witnessed the impact of high-quality
extracurricular programming on hundreds of DC students. I can attest to the development of critical thinking skills, curiosity,
focus, and dedication of every student who consistently attended my extracurricular programming. Particularly within
communities furthest from resources, without extracurricular extracurricular activities, there would be no safe, productive
alternative.

What issue or need did we observe, and why is it important?

SAC RESEARCH PROJECTS
ACCESS TO EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITIES (INDEPENDENT GROUP)

What are our recommendations?

 To further the State Board of Education’s mission of ensuring that “all students deserve access to high-quality instruction and
necessary support to meet their full potential” (Roles and Responsibilities | SBOE, n.d.), the SBOE should consider analyzing the
extracurricular opportunities currently provided to DC students. This analysis would include which extracurriculars are being
offered at a school, what content is being learned within these extracurriculars, how much funding is being allocated to
extracurriculars, and what does student participation look like within these extracurricular activities. These questions are crucial
in identifying equity gaps within extracurricular activities that could be essential to combatting chronic absenteeism. In order to
answer these questions, an extracurricular activities committee should convene to gather and collect the necessary data. 

Note: Due to challenges with data collection, this group chose to publish their own experiences in the form of testimony to be read
at a future State Board public meeting.

Page 25 of 34



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The 2025–2026 Student Advisory Committee School was a tremendous success thanks to the commitment and hard work of many individuals.

We would like to express our sincere gratitude to the State Board Senior Policy Analyst and our dear friend, Dr. Darren Fleischer, who was integral
to the success of this program year. Dr. Fleischer provided an unwavering dedication to advancing the purpose and mission of the Student
Advisory Committee. His leadership and encouragement helped make this year both productive and impactful. We are truly grateful for his efforts
and contributions.

We would also like to extend our appreciation to the elected members of the State Board who helped facilitate collaboration and connection with
the Student Advisory Committee throughout the year. We would like to thank Representatives Best, Chang, Colson, Goulet, Henderson, Johnson-
Law, Patterson, Thompson, and Williams for meeting with the SAC in person, presenting resolutions, taking the time to process SAC feedback, and
for all of your support. We would also like to give special recognition to Representative Goulet for consistently bringing energy and enthusiasm to
our meetings, including jumping over tables to keep the excitement alive. 

Additionally, we would like to acknowledge the staff of the State Board of Education for their continued support of the SAC, including Jen Briones,
Andrew Roof, and Executive Director Bernice Butler. Their work was invaluable to the success of our committee.

We would also like to extend our gratitude to our partners at the Education Research Collaborative, including Dara Shaw, Bethany Monea,
Stephanie Petrov, Mary Hayford, Kristin Sinclair, Ariella Meltzer, and Sofia Hinojosa for their support throughout our research projects. 

A very special thank you goes to to our partners at the DC Education Research Collaborative (DCERC), including Dara Shaw (Director, DCERC),
Bethany Monea (University of the District of Columbia), Kristin Sinclair (Georgetown University), Stephanie Petrov (Urban Institute), Mary Hayford
(Urban Institute), Ariella Meltzer (Urban Institute), Sofia Hinojosa (Urban Institute), and Leslee Haisma (Urban Institute).

Thank you to all who shared the mission of and passion with the SAC. Thank you for a fantastic year. 

With Gratitude,

Representative Nyla Dinkins
Representative Sitara Mazumdar
Representative Perry Pixley Chamberlain
Representative Issa Ourid

Page 26 of 34



REGISTER TODAY!

Page 27 of 34



THANK YOU



APPENDIX A
SAC MEMBERSHIP



Name School
Graduation

Year
Issa Ouarid (co-chair) Coolidge High School 2026

Nyla Dinkins (co-chair) Benjamin Banneker High School 2026

Perry Pixley Chamberlain (co-
chair)

School Without Walls High School 2026

Sitara Mazumdar (co-chair) BASIS DC PCS - High School 2026

Abigail Dannenberg School Without Walls High School 2028

Aisha Hamadou Cardozo Education Campus 2026

Alana Quarles School Without Walls High School 2026

Aleicia Davis KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2028

Abigail Dannenberg School Without Walls High School 2028

Aisha Hamadou Cardozo Education Campus 2026

Alana Quarles School Without Walls High School 2026

Aleicia Davis KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2028

Alexander Ting BASIS DC PCS - High School 2027

Allison portillo Washington Leadership Academy PCS 2027

Alvin Silva Sorto District of Columbia International High School 2028

Amelia Gibson School Without Walls High School 2028

Amir Oldes KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2027

Amirah Bunn School Without Walls High School 2026

Amy Arias-Portillo District of Columbia International High School 2027

Anabella Contreras De la Luz District of Columbia International High School 2026

Andrea Perez Lopez Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Angela Duong Columbia Heights Education Campus 2026

Annika Lamberti BASIS DC PCS - High School 2027

Anya Lilly District of Columbia International High School 2028

Asa David Watson Ron Brown College Preparatory High School 2026

Ashley Gonzalez E.L. Haynes PCS - High School 2026

Ava Evans KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2027

Aya Nishikawa School Without Walls High School 2026

Blake Neal Jackson-Reed High School 2028

Blen Gebre Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Brian Keith Burl KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2026

Campbell Tiller School Without Walls High School 2026

Caroline Weishaar School Without Walls High School 2028

Cedar Beck Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Celina Zhang District of Columbia International High School 2026

Chanel Small-Pointer School Without Walls High School 2026

Chiara Cerletti Giraudy School Without Walls High School 2028

Christian Gebre District of Columbia International High School 2027

Corde’ Shaw Friendship PCS - Technology Prep Academy High 2026
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Da'Niyah Johnson Girls Global Academy PCS 2026

Delila Farrin-Kerns BASIS DC PCS - High School 2026

Delina Fitsum Tesfaye Washington Leadership Academy PCS 2027

Desmond Antwi Washington Leadership Academy PCS 2028

Diana Rodriguez E.L. Haynes PCS - High School 2027

Eloise Linden School Without Walls High School 2028

Elynor Westrom School Without Walls High School 2026

Emma Yasmine Jacobson District of Columbia International High School 2028

Erica Floyd Coolidge High School 2027

Evelyn Rosales Flora Cardozo Education Campus 2027

Fadilah Sule Jackson-Reed High School 2027

Fatima Khalid Coolidge High School 2026

Fernanda Funes E.L. Haynes PCS - High School 2027

George Ramey MacArthur High School 2028

Gianna Book Roosevelt High School 2026

Gianna Gabriele Matthews Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Giselle Jack KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2027

Giselle Norquist Washington Latin PCS - Upper School 2027

Hayden Morgan Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Heran Zelalem District of Columbia International High School 2028

Ila Zakrajsek School Without Walls High School 2028

Ilean Hartzog McKinley Technology High School 2027

Inaya Rehana Sen District of Columbia International High School 2028

Isabella Lee School Without Walls High School 2026

Jaala Brown Benjamin Banneker High School 2026

Jacque Patterson, Jr. Duke Ellington School of the Arts 2027

Jadyn White McKinley Technology High School 2027

Jamaiya Hasan Ballou STAY High School 2026

Jane Holley-Miers Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Jasmine Anderson Cardozo Education Campus 2026

Jennifer Sanchez Ramos Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Jeremy Torrez Washington Leadership Academy PCS 2027

Jessie Machado Columbia Heights Education Campus 2027

Jevon Arrington McKinley Technology High School 2026

Johnise Speaks-McNeill Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Jordan Ramey MacArthur High School 2026

Josephine Caspar School Without Walls High School 2028

Josiah Castillo McKinley Technology High School 2026

Julia Mckay-Brun District of Columbia International High School 2026

Julia Serebrisky School Without Walls High School 2027
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Juliana Pena-Ramos District of Columbia International High School 2028

Kamari Mayes District of Columbia International High School 2026

Kamaya L Caldwell McKinley Technology High School 2026

Kamryn Adigun Benjamin Banneker High School 2028

Josephine Caspar School Without Walls High School 2028

Josiah Castillo McKinley Technology High School 2026

Julia Mckay-Brun District of Columbia International High School 2026

Julia Serebrisky School Without Walls High School 2027

Juliana Pena-Ramos District of Columbia International High School 2028

Kamari Mayes District of Columbia International High School 2026

Kamaya L Caldwell McKinley Technology High School 2026

Kamryn Adigun Benjamin Banneker High School 2028

Kelly Martinez District of Columbia International High School 2027

Kewser Telha Coolidge High School 2027

Kichelle Thomasel Girls Global Academy PCS 2026

Kindra Baker Duke Ellington School of the Arts 2026

Kyra Adigun School Without Walls High School 2027

Lavignia Goncalves KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2027

Leo Mosoti Private School 2028

Lillian Miller District of Columbia International High School 2028

Lilly Klein Jackson-Reed High School 2027

Lily Nicole Allen Benjamin Banneker High School 2028

Liora Tomlinson McKinley Technology High School 2027

Lucy Watkins School Without Walls High School 2027

Luisa Orellana-Castillo Benjamin Banneker High School 2026

Madison Morgan District of Columbia International High School 2028

Madison Palmer KIPP DC - Legacy College Preparatory PCS 2027

Mahder Dereje Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Mahlonn Patrick KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2027

MaKiyah Shekinah Payton KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2027

Maraki Gelgalo Capital City PCS - High School 2026

Matthew Woodland Huntley McKinley Technology High School 2028

Maya Nichols Roosevelt High School 2026

Melat Assefa School Without Walls High School 2027

Mika Inoue School Without Walls High School 2027

Mila Appelbaum School Without Walls High School 2028

Miles Flynn McKinley Technology High School 2028

Na'Veah Gaston KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2027

Naima Sade Curtis Duke Ellington School of the Arts 2029

Nathan Ehrenberg School Without Walls High School 2027
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Nazira Shomade KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2027

Nebenmachukwu Okeke School Without Walls High School 2027

Nicholas Premysler BASIS DC PCS - High School 2026

Nicholas Tamarin School Without Walls High School 2027

Nicolle Lugo-Latorre District of Columbia International High School 2027

Nora Durcan Washington Latin PCS - Upper School 2026

Olatayo Sofola Washington Leadership Academy PCS 2026

Olivia Jackson School Without Walls High School 2027

Oluwamayowa Akinsanya School Without Walls High School 2026

Patrick Weaver Private School 2026

Ra Galloway-Slick Other 2027

Reia Stock-Heard School Without Walls High School 2027

Remi Akinrinlola Benjamin Banneker High School 2028

Reva Kelly Washington Latin PCS - Upper School 2026

Roxana Montero Hernandez Cardozo Education Campus 2027

Sabrina Rawlings School Without Walls High School 2027

Salena Kadir District of Columbia International High School 2028

Saron Dessalegn BASIS DC PCS - High School 2026

Se'Mya Mcfail KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2026

Sellah Sacks District of Columbia International High School 2028

Sharon Cardona-Sapon Benjamin Banneker High School 2026

Simone Abiy School Without Walls High School 2028

Skye L. Gaston KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2028

Sofia Warfield District of Columbia International High School 2028

Steven Villanueva Cardozo Education Campus 2027

Susana Hernandez Moreno Coolidge High School 2026

Symon Goldblatt Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Tanese Silver KIPP DC - College Preparatory Academy PCS 2027

Taylor Muie McKinley Technology High School 2027

Tyaira Easter - Butcher Eastern High School 2027

Tyler Branch MacArthur High School 2027

William Hamilton School Without Walls High School 2026

Wongel Lemlem School Without Walls High School 2026

Xavier Owens District of Columbia International High School 2028

Yelena Guerrero BASIS DC PCS - High School 2026

Yeselyn Iraheta School Without Walls High School 2027

Zameer Williams Benjamin Banneker High School 2027

Zeinab Dembele School Without Walls High School 2027
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Student Mental Health Resources 

Young people face numerous mental health challenges, including feelings of anxiety, depression, 
stress, loneliness, or thoughts of self-harm. While schools can serve as an important access point 
for mental health services to support students’ well-being, SAC members have observed a rise in 
the number of students struggling to balance the demands of school and everyday life, causing 
mental health issues. SAC members expressed concern that students may not be aware of the 
resources available to them at school, that resources may technically be available but are not 
actually accessible, or that students may hesitate to access resources because of stigma, lack of 
trust, or feelings that the resources do not understand or meet their needs.  They were also 
concerned that schools do not place an emphasis on mental health and prioritize academic 
performance and rigor over student mental health. 

Research Questions 

● What mental health resources are currently available to students?
● What barriers exist (real or perceived) between students and available services?
● What experiences do students have with mental health support?

Data Collection 

Mental Health Resources Inventory: Throughout January 2026, we conducted an inventory of 
the mental health resources available to DC students by reviewing publicly available online 
district and school-level information. SAC members compiled the information and evaluated the 
availability and gaps in access and knowledge of resources.  

Online Survey: In February 2026, we surveyed 201 high school students representing 11 schools 
across 6 wards, including both public and charter schools throughout DC. Students were roughly 
equally represented across grade level and gender. We asked about students’ knowledge of 
available resources and where they got their information, the extent to which they feel 
supported, and barriers to accessing those resources.  

Qualitative Data: We collected data from 11 students using open-ended survey questions and 
conducted an online interview. 

Findings 

Mental Health Resource Inventory 
● According to public documents, DC high school students have access to over 20 unique

mental health resources. These resources include: seven school-based resources available
to all students at specific schools, five screened school-based resources to which
students must be referred, six curriculum programs or resources, and one virtual/phone
resource available 24-hours a day.

● Resources should cover a variety of topics, including, but not limited to, trauma, stress
management, alcohol and drug use disorders, self-harm, human trafficking, and emotional
regulation.

● Referral programs often have limited slots available for students.



● The process to access many resources was unclear or not easily available online
(especially for referral-based resources).

● While some resources were listed as available on certain websites, it was not clear if they
were still active.

Sources and Feelings of Support 

● Only 43.3 percent of surveyed students feel their mental health is well-supported at
school (see Figure 1).

● Seniors feel less supported compared to other grade levels, and ninth-grade students feel
more supported (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Thinking about your mental health, how supported do you feel at school? (1: not supported 
at all - 5: very supported) (n=189) 

● When asked “Where do you think students at your school get support for mental
health?” only 52 percent selected supports at school (counselors, psychologists, social
workers, therapists, and/or other trusted adult at school). 52 percent said peers and/or
family or other trusted adult outside of school, and 34 percent selected peers and/or
family only (without also selecting an in-school or professional source of support); see
Figure 2.

● The most sought-after sources tend to be those that leverage existing, trusted
relationships with mental professionals or adults. The least sought sources were
anonymous crisis-line resources.



Figure 2. Where do you think students at your school get support for mental health? (students could 
select multiple choices) (n=189) 

Sources of support for students 
(Respondents could choose more than one) 

Percent of 
responses 

Peers, and/or family or other trusted adult outside of school 53 percent 
School counselor, psychologist, social worker, and/or other trusted adult 
at school 

52 percent 

Professional services outside of school (mental health professional and/or 
crisis hotline) 

11 percent 

Peers and/or family ONLY (no school-based or professional services) 34 percent 
No choices selected 6 percent 

Knowledge of Resources and Supports 
● 79 percent of students indicated they were aware that their school had a school

psychologist, counselor, therapist, or social worker. Fewer indicated awareness of mental
health curricula to build mental health knowledge and coping strategies (ex. in-class
lessons on mental health, stress management, etc.) (29 percent), group counseling or
therapy (24 percent), referrals to outside professionals or resources (18 percent),
intervention groups (15 percent), or 24-hour crisis hotlines (5 percent).

● Students were presented with the list of topics from the “available services” inventory
and asked whether their school offered support for any of them. Students most
frequently cited that supports were available for ADHD/challenge with focus (55.7
percent of students cited availability), bullying (51.2 percent), anxiety (46.3 percent), and
depression (45.8 percent).

● The topics students least frequently cited as having available supports were human
trafficking (10.4 percent) and eating disorders and body image concerns (13.9 percent).

“Personally, I don’t reach out a lot just because I’m afraid of my mental health issues eventually 
getting out to my parents, and I feel like that’s what sort of holds back students in a way. However, I 
do have teachers that I wholeheartedly trust and have opened up to when needed, so I’d say I 
appreciate a lot of the support my teachers give me.” - Survey participant 

Access and Barriers to Mental Health Resources 

● 38.3 percent of surveyed students answered “no” or “maybe” to the question “Do you
feel as though you have access to mental health resources when needed?” (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Do you have access to mental health resources when needed? (n=190) 



● Students were asked, “How much do you trust the mental health resources offered at
your school? (1: do not trust at all – 5: fully trust)” 28 percent of students reported low
trust (score of 1 or 2), 36 percent reported moderate trust (score of 3), and 35 percent
reported high trust (4 or 5); see Figure 4.

● 33.5 percent of surveyed students believe that stigma makes it difficult for them to
access mental health resources at school (score 4 or 5 on a scale of 1-5, where 1 means
“Never” and 5 means “Always”); see Figure 4.

Figure 2. Students’ reflections on  trust, stigma, and access to mental health resources. 

● In qualitative data, students shared that mandatory reporting is a barrier to using mental
health resources because they are not fully informed about the situations that trigger
mandatory reporting, so they do not feel comfortable seeking support or disclosing
mental health needs.

“I think [what prevents students from seeking mental health resources] it’s mostly them not wanting 
to go to the MHP [Mental Health Professionals] office, which is understandable because you 
sometimes don’t want to talk to people about it. But there is no physical barrier.” - Student 
interviewee  

Recommendations 

19%

34%

28%

13%

41%

48%

36%

53%

39%

18%

36%

34%

How easy or hard is it to access the mental health resources
your school already has? (1 = difficult, 5 = easy) (n=185)

How much do you think stigma stops students from getting the
mental health support they need? (1 = always, 5 = never)

(n=185)

How much do you trust the mental health resources offered at
your school? (1 = not at all, 5 = fully) (n=184)

Overall, how would you rate students' experience with mental
health resources at your school? (1 = very negative, 5 = very

positive) (n=182)

1 or 2 3 4 or 5



 

   

SAC members identified the following recommendations to improve access to mental health 
resources: 
 

1. Facilitate lessons for students on mandating reporting. This would lessen stigma and 
promote students’ willingness and ability to seek mental health support. These lessons 
could be incorporated into preexisting school mental health curricula. 
 

2. Obtain more clarity on the ways different referral processes actually work and facilitate 
lessons for students on available resources and how to access them. While the inventory 
showed that, in theory, there are many resources available, students don’t know they are 
available or don’t know how to access them (especially for referral-based supports), or 
there may not be enough capacity. 
 

3. Increase students’ trust in the available supports at school. Students are seeking help 
from peers or other non-professional sources, even though they are aware that their 
school has a counselor. The lessons on mandatory reporting will help increase trust, as 
well as increase opportunities for continuity of care. Students need to see mental health 
professionals as a trusted part of their school community, not a revolving door of 
unavailable or distant outsiders. 
 

4. Get a better understanding of the differences in awareness, trust, and needs for 
resources for students in different grades and genders. Then design and facilitate 
specific activities for upperclassmen. For example, those who report feeling the least 
support by their schools regarding their mental health needs compared to underclassmen, 
or male students (who reported less trust compared to female students).  
 

5. Take a preventative approach to mental health issues, and make mental health support 
an ongoing strategy, not a series of one-time, disconnected activities. Promote 
awareness of available mental health resources throughout the school year and 
reintroduce them during high-stress periods (e.g., preparing for finals or applying for 
college). Begin curriculum early and reinforce lessons throughout high school. Introducing 
and then reintroducing, and careful timing, will make it more likely for students to have 
supports available when they need them. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

   

 
 
 

School Safety 

This year, our group of 20 students found ourselves concerned about student safety in schools.  
This issue came to our attention when we heard a story about a student who felt apprehensive 
about going to school because of how unsafe they felt going to and from school, as well as on 
the campus. This led us to think about our own experiences in school, how safe we consider our 
school to be, and how it made us feel about the school and our learning.  
 
Currently, many students feel like they are being criminalized when they arrive at school due to 
security measures. Cell phone bans, for example, made students feel unsafe, especially in the 
event of an emergency. Both concerns create a tense environment that hinders effective 
learning. Schools should be places where students feel supported, and when students feel like 
they are unsafe or are being treated unfairly, it makes them hesitant about attending school.  
 
Overall,  our goal was to determine if any specific school policies contribute to feelings of 
criminalization or endangerment among students. Ensuring school safety is essential for both 
student well-being and academic success. To help students thrive,  their concerns need to be 
addressed.  
 

Research Questions 
 

● What makes students feel safe or unsafe in school?  
 
Data Collection 
 
Online survey: In order to get a better understanding of this issue, we focused on researching 
whether or not current school safety policies are working for students in every ward in DC. This 
way, we could represent more students in DC. Because there are many components of school 
safety, we also used a survey to gather direct input from students about their biggest concerns.   
 
We wrote a survey that included Likert-style questions about students’ feelings of safety in 
school, on the commute to school, and their assessment of several school safety policies, such as 
School Resource Officers (SROs), security guards, metal detectors, phone policies, and other 
safety resources or policies. We also asked about the frequency of incidents that make students 
feel unsafe and safety drills at school. The survey also included open-ended questions about 
changes to school safety policies, and what makes students feel safe or unsafe at school.  
 
Between February and March 2026, we distributed the survey to as many high school students 
as possible by sharing in group chats, newsletters, and sharing with faculty and staff.  We 
received 256 responses from students from 18 different DC schools. Friendship Tech Prep 
Academy and District of Columbia International School (DCI) are overrepresented in the survey 
data, making up 47 percent and 21 percent of the sample respectively. The survey sample has a 
relatively even distribution across grade levels, with 10th and 11th graders participating slightly 
more frequently than 9th and 12th graders. 
 
 



 

   

 
 
 
Findings 

 
Quantitative results indicated that, overall, students feel at least moderately safe at school and 
during their commute to school. Other key survey results included:  

● Most students (93 percent) feel at least moderately safe at school. Students’ feelings of 
safety at school differ within and across schools. 

● Feelings of safety during commutes vary by school, with many students feeling 
moderately safe and few students feeling ‘extremely safe’ and ‘not at all safe.’ Students 
whose schools are located in wards 2, 4, 7, and 8 expressed safety concerns about 
traveling to school. 

● More than half of survey respondents reported not knowing whether their school had 
SROs, and of those who did, 75 percent of survey respondents who had SROs felt that 
they were at least moderately helpful.  

● 90 percent of survey respondents reported that their schools had security guards, and 70 
percent of those found them at least moderately helpful. However, responses varied 
within and across schools in terms of how helpful they found both security guards.  

● The most significant finding from our quantitative results was students’ opinions about 
the cell phone policy. Nearly every respondent was aware of their school’s phone policy, 
however, nearly half of the students reported that they would feel “not at all safe” in an 
emergency given the phone policy (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1. How safe would you feel in an emergency given this phone policy? (n = 240) 

 

● 44 percent of survey respondents noted that incidents at their school that made them 
feel unsafe occurred every few months or more frequently. Differences in students’ 
perceptions of the frequency of incidents that make students feel unsafe, both within 
and across schools, suggest that students sharing the same environment can experience 



 

   

school safety differently and that not all students in a school may have equal access to 
information when safety incidents occur. 
 

Generally speaking, we noticed that many students were not sure what the policies were, 
inconsistency in awareness of school safety policies, and that students found a lot of the policies 
useless and they don’t see the reason for them. Also, we noticed that policies differed across 
schools, so we don’t have one standard model for what school safety looks like. Students 
reported different policies for teachers and students – for example, teachers were not required 
to go through metal detectors.  

 
In answers to open-ended questions, students reported concerns about uniform policies, the 
frequency of safety drills, and specifics regarding what is allowed through the metal detectors. In 
particular, many students expressed a desire to change the cell phone policy and that not having 
access to their phones made them feel unsafe at school. When asked what made them feel safe 
at school, students reported that the major factor in feeling safe was having trusted adults, staff, 
administrators, and peers. This makes students feel both physically and mentally safe. 
 
Recommendations 

SAC members identified the following recommendations to improve school safety: 
 

1. The board should re-evaluate its stance on the cell phone policy. From the data gathered 
in our survey, the concern that came up the most was regarding the phone ban. We 
noticed more concerns in schools that used forms of physical confiscation, such as the 
Yondr pouches used at DCI. This concern was also observed at schools like Friendship 
Tech Prep Academy and Columbia Heights Education Campus. Students understand why 
this policy is in place, as many of them included in their responses that phones should be 
taken away if it affects learning. When asked about the phone policy, one student at DCI 
stated, “A bit excessive, but I understand the reason why.” As reflected in this response, 
students do not agree with the complete removal of phones. They worry about access to 
phones in case of an emergency and feel that they lack freedom without their phones 
during recreational periods like lunch.  
 

2. School safety policies should apply to teachers and students. A concern that came up, 
particularly from students at School Without Walls, was the lack of safety measures in 
place for teachers. Students have observed that teachers are not required to go through 
a metal detector or have their bags checked. This target on students makes them feel 
criminalized. It also raises further suspicion about teachers, as one particular student from 
Walls stated, “Teachers should start going through metal detectors just to be safer. It’s 
not always students that cause emergencies.” 
 

3. Public schools and public charter schools should have more rigorous policies in place for 
screening teachers and school staff for safety concerns.  
Another major concern, observed mainly from students who attend DCI and Benjamin 
Banneker High School, is the inappropriate relationships between students and teachers. 
While some students from DCI reported that having teachers they trust makes them feel 
safer at school, many others felt the opposite due to cases of inappropriate 
student/teacher interactions. Students at DCI also believe their school did not do a good 



 

   

job at informing them of the situation. In order to avoid these situations altogether, 
further investigation should be done when hiring teachers. 

 
4. Schools should offer more information and transparency around safety policies to 

students, and communicate clearly and quickly following any incidents.  
One important concern raised was communication about school safety policies. Our 
survey findings show that over half of our participants did not know if their school had 
SROs. In addition to this, even students from the same school disagreed on if their school 
had SROs. The disconnect between students and school staff on this topic is indicative of 
the need for clearer communication of school policies, such as the  roles and 
responsibilities of SROs and security guards. 
 

While our research began to uncover students’ feelings of safety in school and on the way to 
school, more research is needed. Recommendations for future research would include a scan of 
school safety policies to get a better sense of what is already in place, increasing our survey 
sample to include a more representative group of students, and asking students through focus 
groups about how their feelings of safety might differ when they are in their own neighborhoods 
as opposed to the neighborhood their school is in. Other research might include surveys with 
teachers about their sense of safety, and connections between students’ sense of safety, school 
attendance, and grades.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

   

 
 
 
 

 
Access to School Nurses  

  
We observed a lack of health professionals present at our school, Benjamin Banneker, as well as 
difficulties with reaching them when necessary. We also had personal experiences and heard 
stories from our peers where the school nurse did not provide adequate medical assistance. This 
is important because it is much harder to participate in school and learn when you are sick or 
injured. Not receiving the healthcare they need makes students’ jobs much harder. 
  
Research Questions 

● How many other students at our school had observed similar issues and had struggled 
with getting access to medical help when they needed it? 

● What changes or improvements do students believe should be made to existing health 
programs, and which aspects do they feel should remain the same to best support their 
needs?  

  
Data Collection  
 
Online Survey: To collect data, we created a survey containing demographic questions, such as 
age and gender, as well as questions about the students’ observed healthcare presence, any 
experiences they have had with nurses (excluding personal details), and what they wanted to be 
improved about the healthcare at school. We then sent this survey to students at Banneker, 
generating a total of 109 responses. 
  
Of these responses, approximately 28 percent were from 12th graders, approximately 28 
percent from 11th grade, 24 percent from 10th grade, and approximately 20 percent from 9th 
grade. About 65 percent of responses were from females, and about 33 percent were from 
males. About two-thirds (63 percent) of respondents said they have not visited a school nurse 
since the start of the school year. 
  
Findings 
 

● Most (67 percent) of students said the school nurse was absent when they or someone 
they know went to visit the school nurse. 

● The results showed that there is a lack of information about health professionals present 
at Banneker. When students were asked to select the choice that best describes access 
to healthcare at school, about a third (36 percent) responded that they were not sure, 
while other respondents were split on whether they had a full-time nurse or one that was 
split between schools (31 percent for the former, 25 percent for the latter). 

● Having a full-time school nurse is important. Most (67 percent) felt it was important or 
very important to have one, while only 6 percent said it was not important (see Figure 1). 



 

   

 

 

 

Figure 1. How important is it to you that there is a full-time school nurse at your school? (n=108) 

 
  

● Lastly, of the 40 student respondents who said they had visited the school nurse at least 
once, more (60 percent) either disagreed or strongly disagreed that the school nurse 
solved their problems, and this same amount disagreed or strongly disagreed that the 
school nurse made them feel like they can always come back to them. Only a quarter (25 
percent) of these 40 students agreed or strongly agreed that the school nurse was 
knowledgeable about the advice they gave (see Figure 2). 

  
Figure 2. The school nurse seemed knowledgeable about the advice they gave. (n=40) 

 
  
When asked to provide recommendations to their principal to make access to healthcare at their 
school better, open-ended responses included making information about school nurse availability 
more apparent to students, ensuring school nurses were trained and showed kindness to 



 

   

students, and ensuring school nurses had supplies like band aids and ice. Here are some of the 
quotes from this open-ended question: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Get a nurse that understands and respects the female body and won’t make fun of or diminish you 
for being in pain on your period because they think periods aren’t an excuse to miss school or leave 
early.”  

- Survey participant 

 

“Let students know who our school’s nurse is and where their office is located.” - Survey participant 

 

“Schools need more certified, full-time healthcare professionals to prevent students from missing 
class. Current staffing is often unavailable, and restrictive policies on basic medication leave students 
without real relief. We need experienced, accessible staff who can provide actual care.” - Survey 
participant 

 

“Give out flyers or send emails about what nurses can and can’t do, so that there aren’t wasted trips. 
Fill the bathrooms with sanitary pads that don’t require coins and are stocked all the time.”- Survey 
participant 

 
When asked about what they like about healthcare access at their school, respondents shared 
responses like being able to rest and lay down, comfortable beds and spaces, and having access 
to school nurses at least once a week. Here are some of the quotes from this open-ended 
question: 
 

“I'd say allowing nurses to give pain meds for girls with periods with a note from their parent or a 
verbal compliance that their child can have some of the pain meds. It's not something everyone can 
get, and it isn't easy going to school with cramps.” - Survey participant  

 

“I like how their are multiple medical tools like their being an defribulator on each floor level.” - 
Survey participant   

 

“It makes me feel safe if I ever have a medical emergency at school.” - Survey participant   

 

“They have stretchers/beds which are nice.” - Survey participant   



 

   

 
Recommendations 

SAC members identified the following recommendations to improve students’ experiences with 
school nurses: 
  

1. Schools should do a better job of informing students of health services at the school—
especially those new to the school or transitioning from middle to high school. 

2. Given that most responses are mainly from Banneker students, we think that a wider 
study should be done on students' access to and experience of their school’s health 
services and access to nurses. Regardless of the results of this survey or future research, 
every school should have a licensed nurse trained not just in medicine, but also in 
ensuring kindness and care of students. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Quality of School Meals 

  
After hearing concerns about the quality of food from our peers at the DC International School 
(DCI) and Duke Ellington School of the Arts (Duke Ellington), we wanted to investigate further 
their satisfaction with school meals and what can be improved. 
  
Research Questions 

● How satisfied are students at DCI and Duke Ellington with their school meals in terms of 
nutrition, taste, and portion size? 

● What recommendations do DCI and Duke Ellington students offer to improve the quality 
of meals in their school? 

  
Data Collection  
 
Online Survey: We shared the survey through a Google form that we sent out to our high school 
with the help of our principals. We also passed out small QR codes to increase the number of 
responses. We heard from about 22 students (approximately 73 percent of whom attend DCI).  
 
Findings 
 

● We learned that for those who eat at least one school meal (i.e., breakfast, lunch, or 
after-school meals), most (about 86 percent of respondents) provided responses pointing 
to a need for improvement. For example, in terms of nutrition, few felt all or most of their 
meals were nutritious. Only 23 percent said all or most of their breakfast was nutritious, 
and no students said all of their lunches were nutritious (only 11 percent said most of it 
was); for after-school meals, only 11 percent said most of it was nutritious. Three-
quarters of respondents (74 percent) agreed or strongly agreed that school meals overall 
can be more nutritious. 

● For taste, only 23 percent felt all or most of their breakfast was tasty, 5 percent felt most 
of their lunch was tasty, while 42 percent felt none of it was, and 18 percent felt their 
after-school meal was entirely or mostly tasty (only 12 percent said none of it was tasty). 
Almost all agreed or strongly agreed (89 percent) that meals overall can taste better. 

● Over half (53 percent) said they agree that they throw out at least some of their meal, 
and another quarter (26 percent) said they strongly agree with this—only 11 percent 
disagreed (see Figure 1). 

  
 

 



 

   

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Tell us how much you agree with the following? “I tend to throw out at least some of my 
school means each week.” (n=19) 

  
  

● Nearly all (89 percent) agreed or strongly agreed that they would rather bring food from 
home than eat a school meal (see Figure 2). 

  
Figure 2. Tell us how much you agree with the following? “I would rather bring food from home than 
eat the school meal.” (n=19) 

 
  
Here is what some students said could make the experience of school meals better: 
 



 

   

“Use more Whole Foods like berries, milk, and chicken. Stop feeding us TV dinners everyday.” - 
Survey participant  

“Give us food not grown in a lab.” - Survey participant   

“Get professional cooks and allow us to vote on what to eat.” - Survey participant   
 
One student recommended that schools should “serve lunch on time and add more effort to make 
them taste good.” 
  
Recommendations 
SAC members identified the following recommendations to improve school meals: 
  

1. Increase the quality and amount of food that is provided. 
 

2. Allow students to vote on school breakfast and lunch. 
 

3. Schools should conduct check-ups to see if schools are up to date with lunch 
requirements. Make it a lottery process. Yearly checkups would provide a more up-to-
date lunch standard and one that incorporates yearly reviews from students to make it 
better. 
 

4. Hire more kitchen staff: Expanding the school’s budget to hire more kitchen staff would 
allow for better regulation of food and on-time lunch. Also, partnering with non-profits 
could help bring more nutrition and easy meals for smaller kitchen staff. 
 

5. Have student-oriented panels about new meals: Propose a new meals initiative, where 
students are able to propose and vote on new meal ideas that increase. 
 

6. Get rid of most processed foods that students throw out. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

College & Career Readiness 

College and career preparedness allows students to graduate confidently, be equipped to 
succeed personally, and be an active member of our community. These resources also expose 
students to varying career paths, obtain certifications, and gain valuable job experience–either 
through a 4-year degree or a different path. However, the benefits of college and career 
preparedness programs can only be fully felt when they’re equally accessible, effective, and 
when students are made aware of them. 
 
Unfortunately, SAC members have noted that current college and career resources do not fit 
these criteria. This is demonstrated in a survey conducted by the SAC college and career 
subcommittee, which revealed that approximately one-third of students have never met with a 
school counselor (30 percent; see Figure 3), with a recent high-school graduate sharing that they 
“didn't feel super prepared” for life beyond high school. 

 
Research Questions 

● How does accessibility/usage of college and career readiness resources vary across 
wards and schools? 

● What does readiness mean to students at different schools/across different wards? 
● How do demographics affect what resources and paths are available/encouraged for 

college/career? 
 
Data Collection  
 
Online Survey: The SAC college and career subcommittee conducted a survey that included 195 
responses from across the district, including both multiple-choice and free response questions. It 
is important to note that responses disproportionately came from Friendship Technology 
Preparatory Academy High School, which represented well over half (58.1 percent) of the 
results.  
 
Qualitative Data: We also conducted three virtual interviews with students. 
 
Findings 
 

● Online survey responses revealed that there are significant variations in access to 
college/career preparation resources across wards. For example, all students in ward 6 
reported having a school counselor, compared to only 40 percent of students in ward 7.  

● Over 50 percent of students stated that they were strongly pushed towards college 
education, illustrating a discrepancy in awareness of programs beyond college education 
(see Figure 1). 



 

   

● This may not paint the full picture, as there is concern that there simply isn’t a program at 
school to support students in college and career preparedness. One student shared 
concern that “it's assumed that everyone's going to [get support writing college 
essays]…with their parents, but … parents might not be that helpful”. This suggests that 
there could be further variability across wards and schools that was not fully detected by 
the survey.  

 
 
 

Figure 1: Were you pushed more towards going to college or directly into the workforce? (n=176) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

● 88 percent of graduated students said they are currently attending a four-year university, 
and 13 percent are taking a gap year (see Figure 2).  
 

 



 

   

Figure 2: Please select the option that describes what you are currently doing. (n=8) 

 
● Students consistently state that readiness is an individual and constantly evolving 

standard; this presents a challenge in creating consistent programs and standards across 
the district. However, a common theme from students was a balance between emotional 
preparedness and more practical considerations. 

● Students described readiness as: 
● “ability to adapt and think critically” 
● being “mindful, and self-aware” 
● “able to problem-solve and communicate” 
● “knowing how to self-advocate” 
● knowing “how to do your taxes or … cook”. 
● and having “financial literacy.” 

 
● Improvements in this category are crucial as approximately 26 percent of students feel 

more unprepared than prepared for life after high school. One student  shared that “at 
school, no one gave students the best [advice for college]”, reflecting a pattern of  lack of 
counselor support. 69 percent of survey participants responded that they rarely or never 
see their counselors (see Figure 3). Students feel less connected to them and get more 
help from parents, coaches, teachers, and/or friends (see Figure 4).  
 

Figure 3. How frequently do you meet with your school counselor(s)? (n=171) 

 



 

   

Figure 4. How helpful would you describe each of the following people in preparing you for your 
postsecondary plans? (n=7) 

 
 

● Demographics significantly affected what resources were available, and what paths 
students were pushed towards. Asian students were approximately 50 percent more 
likely to have a private counselor, compared to Black (6 percent) or Hispanic students (11 
percent), and were most likely to feel more prepared for planning their lives after high 
school (see Figure 5). It’s important to note that there were only 2 Asian respondents 
compared to 94 Black respondents and 9 Hispanic respondents. Additionally, Black 
students are pushed to directly enter the workforce rather than attend college more than 
any other group.  
 

Figure 5. How would you describe your overall level of preparedness for planning your life after high 
school? (n=162)  



 

   

 
 
Recommendations 

SAC members identified the following recommendations to ensure students feel ready to 
transition to adulthood: 

1. Consider a “scale‑up” approach to college/career preparation. Begin 
college/career preparation prior to senior year, with increased opportunities and 
support as graduation approaches. Increase meetings between students and 
college counselors, preferably at the beginning, middle, and end of the school year 
to boost familiarity between students and their counselors. 

○ Note: "Meeting with counselors should be a continuous process" was a 
recommendation from last year’s SAC report that is still not being 
addressed.  

2. Make college/career fairs & workshops more common and accessible. Many who 
attended DCPS college fairs said these were extremely helpful resources, but many 
students didn’t use them. Students note that they are not particularly familiar with 
trade schools – sessions could be implemented during advisories/on field trips to 
teach about trade schools and other pathways. 
 

3. Make sure advanced opportunities are varied, available, & accessible. This could 
include increased dual enrollment opportunities, additional Advanced Placement 
(AP) Classes, technical school certifications, internships, and OSSE opportunities 
(such as OSSE Scholars and the US Senate Youth Program). At some DC High 
Schools, internships are a requirement, and 86 percent of students with an 
internship said it prepared them for a job (see Figure 6). We propose that 
internships should be more frequently required, considering how often they help 
students feel prepared for jobs . Perhaps these internships could be in partnership 
with the MBSYEP program or pre-existing CTE (Career and Technical Education) 
programs/academies. 

Figure 6: Do you feel that having an internship helped you be more prepared for college or 
career plans after high school? (skip this if you didn't have an internship) (n=103) 

 



 

   

4. Increase professional development for teachers focused on the  college 
application process to effectively support students. Focus on implementing 
training focusing  on the college application process, including how to support 
students emotionally during the transition to adulthood. There should also be 
training in supporting students who are directly entering the workforce. 

Recommendations for further research would include possibly piloting our 
recommendations at the school with the most data (Friendship Technology Preparatory 
Academy High School), considering creating a coverage program or scholarship to cover 
AP and SAT testing and retakes due to the strong positive correlation between high 
student achievement on the SAT and taking AP classes, and examining whether closer 
student-counselor relationships increase feelings of preparation and/or student success. 

 




