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The	District	has	experienced	steady	increases	in	high	school	graduation	rates	over	the	past	
seven	years.	This	improvement	has	been	coupled	with	increases	in	public	school	enrollment	
and	higher	standardized	test	scores	on	the	National	Assessment	of	Education	Progress.1	
	
While	there	is	much	to	celebrate	associated	with	these	improvements,	several	data	points	also	
indicate	that	DC	students	are	not	ready	for	the	next	steps	in	college	or	careers	when	they	
graduate	from	high	school.	Specifically,	
	

• Partnership	for	Assessment	of	Readiness	for	College	and	Careers	(PARCC)	scores,	which	
predict	college	readiness,	show	that	only	27%	of	DC	students	are	college-ready	in	
reading,	and	25%	of	DC	students	are	college-ready	in	math2	

• The	6-year	college	graduation	rate	for	DC	students	was	just	23%	in	20123	
• The	average	SAT	score	is	1285	out	of	2400,	compared	to	the	national	average	of	14844	
• Of	DCPS	students	who	took	at	least	one	AP	exam,	just	34%	received	a	passing	score	of	3,	

4	or	5	on	one	or	more	tests5		
• Over	80%	of	DC	graduates	take	remedial	courses	at	the	University	of	the	District	of	

Columbia6	
	
Why	are	we	seeing	a	dissonance	between	a	69%	high	school	graduation	rate	and	college	and	
career	readiness	predictors?	Is	it	a	factor	of	implementation	of	the	requirements,	the	
requirements	themselves,	or	other	factors?	
	
The	high	school	graduation	requirements	task	force	will	dive	into	this	topic,	exploring	three	
principal	questions:	
	

1. What	do	we	as	a	city	want	our	high	school	diploma	to	mean?	
2. How	should	we	measure	whether	a	student	has	achieved	the	standards	of	a	

diploma?	
3. What	changes	to	DC’s	graduation	requirements,	if	any,	should	be	made	to	ensure	

our	diploma	reflects	achievement	of	these	standards?	
	
Based	on	findings	to	the	above	questions,	the	task	force	will	recommend	changes	to	the	
requirements.	
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Background:	Current	Graduation	Requirements	
	
The	District	of	Columbia’s	graduation	requirements,	established	in	2007,	require	students	to	
earn	24	prescribed	credits	and	complete	100	hours	of	community	service.	The	number	of	
required	classes	is	on	par	with	or	exceeds	requirements	for	the	rest	of	the	nation7	and	provides	
the	same	diploma	for	all	graduates.		
	
Across	the	nation,	states	and	districts	have	provided	more	than	one	pathway	to	earning	a	high	
school	diploma.	For	example,	in	San	Jose,	California,	students	pursue	one	of	four	pathways.	Two	
pathways	are	aligned	to	the	standards	outlined	by	the	University	of	California,	the	state’s	
system	of	state	universities,	and	the	other	two	pathways	are	alternative	requirements	for	
students	who	receive	special	education	services	or	attend	alternate	programs.		
	
Other	states	and	cities	support	student	learning	through	graduation	requirements	with	
interdisciplinary	senior	projects	(Philadelphia8),	a	focus	on	skills	including	reading,	research,	
and	technology	usage	rather	than	on	specific	English	classes	(New	Hampshire9),	global	
citizenship	coursework	in	addition	to	core	subjects	(Vermont10),	and	honors	or	college	
preparatory	pathways	(multiple	states	and	cities).	Some	states	require	students	to	pass	a	
standardized	test	or	complete	a	standards-based	portfolio	project	to	receive	their	diploma.	
	
DC’s	existing	high	school	graduation	requirements	are	generally	aligned	with	the	entry	
requirements	for	competitive	universities,	state	colleges,	and	most	trade	schools.	Despite	this	
alignment,	however,	some	of	DC	public	schools’	most	talented	graduates	are	struggling	at	elite	
colleges.	For	example,	a	student	who	was	the	valedictorian	at	a	DC	school	wrote	a	Washington	
Post	op-ed	about	how	he	struggled	to	catch	up	with	other	students	upon	entering	Georgetown	
University.”11	
	
In	short,	DC	students	who	meet	all	of	the	city’s	high	school	graduation	requirements	are	being	
exposed	to	the	core	classes	colleges	and	trade	schools	recommend,	but	achievement	data	
suggest	this	coursework	may	not	be	enough	to	help	them	succeed	in	college-level	courses	and	
obtain	college	degrees.	It	is	worth	revisiting	these	requirements	to	ensure	students	are	
prepared	to	succeed	upon	graduation	from	high	school.		
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Appendix:	Academic	Graduation	Requirements	for	a	District	of	Columbia	24.0	Diploma	
	

	


