
This project was made possible by the input of youth from the Young Women’s Project and the Youth Mayoral  
Forum Leadership team, and the generous support of the Moriah Fund and the Annie E. Casey Foundation. 



 

DC VOTES FOR CHILDREN AND YOUTH 

2018 ELECTION ADVOCACY GUIDE 
 

Elevating Equity and the Interests of DC Children and Youth 

 
With the 2018 local District elections around the corner, we are entering a moment of critical opportunity. Now 

is the time to push for the needs of the over 120,000 children and youth who call DC home—but currently lack 

a vote—to the forefront of every candidate’s agenda. 
 
Created in partnership by DC Action for Children and DC Alliance of Youth Advocates, the DC Votes for 
Children and Youth 2018 Election Advocacy Guide provides residents of all ages—registered voters and 

residents who cannot vote—with a toolkit of targeted data, talking points and questions to empower them to 

advocate and learn where each candidate stands on the following nine key issues affecting DC children and 

youth today: 

 

EARLY CHILDHOOD 

All young children in DC need access to quality early care and education programs to ensure they enter school 

healthy and ready to learn. 

 

HEALTH  

Health services must be high-quality, well-coordinated and child-centered in order for all DC children to meet 

their full potential. 

 

BEHAVIORAL AND MENTAL HEALTH 

To be healthy and thrive, young people need mental and behavioral health services that are quickly accessible, 

youth-friendly, and culturally competent.  

 

ACHIEVEMENT GAP 

With focused resources and thoughtful strategies, the District can close the achievement gap.  

 

SCHOOL CULTURE: 

Supportive school climates and fair school discipline practices promote academic achievement and 

attainment for all DC students. 

 

FOSTER CARE:  

Facing significant challenges and trauma, many children in foster care need tailored resources and robust supports. 

 

ECONOMIC SECURITY 

DC children are best positioned when their families are economically secure and share in the District’s growing 

prosperity. 

 

HOMELESSNESS: 

All DC children and youth need safe and stable housing to thrive. 

 

YOUTH EMPLOYMENT 

Young people need strong education and workforce development opportunities to succeed in DC’s 

competitive job market.  



Early Childhood
All young children in DC need access to quality early care and education 
programs to ensure they enter school healthy and ready to learn.

THERE  
ARE NEARLY 
43,000  
CHILDREN  
UNDER 5  
IN DC

THE EARLY  
YEARS ARE  
CRITICAL FOR  
A CHILD’S  
DEVELOPMENT

EARLY 
CHILDHOOD 
EDUCATION  
IS NOT 
ACCESSIBLE TO 
ALL DC FAMILIES

SUPPORTING 
CHILDREN MEANS 
SUPPORTING 
THEIR 
CAREGIVERS

76%  
of DC  
children  
under  
5 are  
children  
of color
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under 5  
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In the first  
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brains make  
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per second
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are vital for DC families

Home Visiting
Medicaid

Workforce Development

Adult Education Programs

Quality Improvement Network

SNAP
WIC

Housing Supports

Early Head Start/Head Start

Too many DC families  
struggle to afford child care,   
especially low and  
middle-income families

Child care costs  
DC families  
an average of:

$23,000
PER YEAR

TANF



QUESTIONS FOR CANDIDATES

Early Childhood

All young children in DC need access to quality early 
care and education programs to ensure they enter 
school healthy and ready to learn.

1.  Early childhood represents the most critical time for brain development. How can the District 
ensure more of our youngest residents have access to high-quality early care and education 
programs?

2.  In the District, young children rely on many different resources—home visiting, early 
intervention, health care, mental health supports, nutrition programs, and early learning 
opportunities—to help them reach their full potential. Different agencies run these programs 
making it confusing and/or difficult for families to get what they need. How would you support 
agencies to improve coordination and efficiency? 

3.  The average cost of child care for children under the age of 3 in the District is more than 
$23,000 per year, what many residents pay for college tuition. What solutions do you propose 
to make child care more accessible for low and middle-income families?

4.  Early childhood educators play a critical role in the healthy development of young children; 
however, these educators make on average $14/hour and receive very few benefits. What 
steps would you take to ensure these educators receive adequate compensation and 
professional supports?

5.  Working parents with young children must juggle family and work responsibilities. Decisions 
about work-life balance are often challenging. How could the District incentivize the business 
community to support parents’ child care and parenting responsibilities? 

DC ACTION  
FOR CHILDREN

DC ALLIANCE OF  
YOUTH ADVOCATES



DC’s insurance rate is one of the HIGHEST in the country:

Health
In order for all DC children to meet their full potential, health services must 
be high-quality, well-coordinated and child-centered.

HEALTH
INSURANCE HAS
MADE THE
DIFFERENCE FOR
DC CHILDREN

DESPITE HIGH 
RATES OF 
INSURANCE, DC 
CHILDREN 
CONTINUE TO 
FACE DISPARITIES 
IN HEALTH 
OUTCOMES

DC CHILDREN
NEED AN
INTEGRATED
SYSTEM OF CARE
THAT MAKES IT
EASY TO CONNECT
TO AND ACCESS
HEALTH
SERVICES

In DC, disparities by race start at birth:

Preterm births in DC by race

Chronic diseases such as  
asthma occur at higher rates  

for DC’s children of color:

% of children with asthma by race

9%9%
 

13%
 

7.5%

2.2%

11%
9% 8%

 2015-2016
 White  Black Hispanic Asian/ 
    Pacific Islander

 2015
 White  Black Hispanic Other*

Government agencies, 
health care providers, 
and community 
partners must 
collaborate and 
coordinate services  
so that every DC  
child can reach  
their full potential

98% 
of all DC children  

are covered by  
health insurance

70% 
of all DC children  

are covered by  
Medicaid/CHIP



QUESTIONS FOR CANDIDATES

Health

Health services must be high-quality, well-coordinated 
and child-centered in order for all DC children to meet 
their full potential. 

1.  98% of DC children are covered by health insurance; however, disparities in health outcomes 
are vast, and widen based on the child’s race/ethnicity and zip code. What steps should the 
District take to achieve health equity for DC children and families of color?

2.  The link between student health and academic achievement is strong: when students are 
healthy they are better learners. What challenges do you see with the current school-based 
health and mental health services and how would you approach addressing them? 

3.  Both before and after birth, mothers and babies need high-quality health care and other 
types of supports to ensure a healthy start. How will you ensure that these services and 
supports are connected and easy to access, regardless of the mother’s race/ethnicity or  
zip code? 

4.  Research indicates that when parents are insured and healthy, their children are more likely 
to access primary care. How will you ensure that children not only have health coverage but 
access care?

5.  Even low levels of exposure to environmental toxins such as lead are dangerous for young 
children; exposure to toxins can negatively affect a child’s physical, mental and behavioral 
development. Given that exposure to environmental toxins disproportionately affects children 
of color, how will you promote health equity by implementing policies and programs that 
proactively work to ensure healthy development and quality of life for all District children?

DC ACTION  
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YOUTH ADVOCATES



Behavioral and Mental Health
Young people need mental and behavioral health services that are quickly 
accessible, youth-friendly and culturally competent.

SCHOOL-BASED
MENTAL HEALTH
SERVICES  
IMPROVE
STUDENT  
LEARNING AND  
WELL-BEING

TOO FEW DC
CHILDREN 
RECEIVE
THE MENTAL &
BEHAVIORAL
HEALTH 
SUPPORTS
THEY NEED TO
THRIVE

SOME YOUNG
PEOPLE FACE
GREATER RISK

Nearly 1 IN 4 students in public schools have been identified as needing
behavioral health services

 

In schools, mental health services support:

School
attendance

School  
climate

and  
supports

Academic  
engagement

and  
achievement

Suspension
and  

expulsion

The need to invest in culturally competent and youth-friendly services is clear:

LGBTQ middle
school students

report attempting
suicide at

3X 
the rate  
of  their  

peers

Latina middle
school students

report attempting
suicide at over

4X 
the rate of
their white

female peers

However, in 2017  

ONLY 12%
of insured children  
and youth received  

these services



QUESTIONS FOR CANDIDATES
Behavioral and Mental Health

To be healthy and thrive, young people need mental 
and behavioral health services that are quickly 
accessible, youth-friendly, and culturally competent. 

1.  How can the District build and sustain a strong behavioral health system so that young people 
have what they need to address trauma, find confidence and become healthy young adults? 

2.  Nearly 1 in 4 students in DC public and public charters schools have been identified as 
needing behavioral health services; however, last year only 12% received those services. What 
steps will you take to ensure that youth who need behavioral and mental health supports 
are quickly connected to youth-friendly, and culturally competent resources?

3.  How can the District to a better job of supporting populations of students who are at higher 
risk of suicide or self-harm? 

4.  How can the District prevent experiences that cause trauma or other behavioral health 
issues like depression, substance abuse or anxiety? 
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Achievement Gap
With focused resources and thoughtful strategies, the District can close the 
achievement gap.

THE
ACHIEVEMENT
GAP STARTS
EARLY AND
PERSISTS AS
STUDENTS
AGE

STUDENTS OF
COLOR AND
STUDENTS WITH
FEWER
RESOURCES ARE
LESS SUPPORTED
AND MORE
LIKELY TO LAG
BEHIND

STUDENTS NEED
INTERVENTIONS
& RESOURCES
THAT ARE
TAILORED TO
THEIR NEEDS

By AGE 3
hear 30 million
fewer words

KINDERGARTEN
less academic
readiness

3rd GRADE
lower reading
proficiency

8th GRADE
lower math
test scores

HIGH SCHOOL
less likely to
graduate

When children in low-income families do not have the supports  
they need early in life, they start behind and struggle to catch up:

Students designated as  
at-risk can benefit most  
from out-of-school  
time opportunities:

In DC, almost  
half of all students  
(48,000) are  
designated  
as “at-risk”  

ONLY  
21% 
of economically
disadvantaged  
students are 
proficient  
in reading on  
the PARCC

Black and 
Hispanic children 
are 3 and 4 times 
less likely, 
respectively,  
to be proficient  
in reading

out-of-school time
learning opportunities

culturally competent
classroom supports

high- 
quality 

educators
and  

mentors

equitable 
resources 

that respond
to student 
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QUESTIONS FOR CANDIDATES

Achievement Gap

With focused resources and thoughtful strategies, the 
District can close the achievement gap.  

1.  From your perspective, what is the most important education issue facing DC students and 
their families today?

2.  Regular school attendance is necessary for academic success.  However, many DC students 
face persistent barriers to attending school consistently. What policies and programs would 
you prioritize to support student attendance?

3.  Black and Hispanic children are 3 and 4 times less likely, respectively, to be proficient in 
reading than their white peers. What steps can the District take to reduce the achievement 
gap in DC schools? 

4.  Like the achievement gap, the enrichment gap—the gap in access to afterschool and 
summer programs–is widening in the District. How will you ensure that all DC children, 
regardless of their race, zip code, or family income, have access to enriching out-of-school 
opportunities? Where and how would you decide to invest? 

5.  Nearly 50% (48,000) of all DC public and public charter students have an at-risk 
designation1, meaning they need additional support to succeed in school. And, over 
12,000 children attending DC public and public charter schools have individual education 
plans (IEPs). What efforts would you champion to ensure that children from all 
backgrounds succeed in school?

1 As defined by OSSE, an at-risk designation refers to a student who possesses one of the following characteristics: 
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School Culture
Supportive school climates and fair school discipline practices promote 
academic achievement and attainment for all DC students.

LAST YEAR, 8% OF
STUDENTS IN  
PUBLIC/PUBLIC  
CHARTER
SCHOOLS WERE
SUSPENDED OR
EXPELLED

CURRENT 
DISCIPLINE
PRACTICES KEEP
TOO MANY  
AT-RISK
AND STUDENTS  
OF COLOR OUT  
OF THE
CLASSROOM

At-risk students—many of whom are  
students of color—are also over-represented:

Though at-risk students 
make up about

of the enrolled  
student population,

they receive  
about 

of all  
suspensions.

Out-of-
school 
suspensions 
by grade:

Over half the students suspended  
or expelled were already identified  

as truant.
After their first suspension,  

these students’ rate of  

chronic absenteeism 
increased by 10%.

Of all disconnected youth, 

55%
report that repeated
suspensions were a  

reason they disconnected 
from school.

  K-4th            5th-8th         9th-12th

Nearly 40%  
of those students 

(7,894)  
were suspended  
more than once, 
resulting in thousands 
of hours of lost 
instruction time
 

Black  
students are

7.7 X
more likely to receive

an out-of-school
suspension than

their white  
peers

 

 

 
50% 72%

SUSPENSIONS
DO NOT  
PROMOTE
POSITIVE SCHOOL
CLIMATE OR
ACADEMIC
SUCCESS



QUESTIONS FOR CANDIDATES

School Culture

Supportive school climates and fair school discipline 
practices promote academic achievement and 
attainment for all DC students.

1.  In DC schools, black and brown children are more likely to be suspended or expelled than their 
peers. If elected, how will you support schools to carry out discipline policies that are unbiased, 
address the root causes of student behavior challenges and protect all students? 

2.  How will you support teachers and administrators in making sure all schools are welcoming 
and safe places where students want to go and learn?

3.  Students experience bullying in many forms today. How would you help reduce all types 
bullying among DC children and youth? 

4.  What types of policy changes or investments would you make to improve school culture and 
make students feel more empowered both inside and outside of the classroom? 

DC ACTION  
FOR CHILDREN

DC ALLIANCE OF  
YOUTH ADVOCATES



Foster Care
Facing significant challenges and trauma, many children in foster care 
need tailored resources and robust supports.

THERE ARE
898 DC
CHILDREN IN
FOSTER OR
GROUP CARE

IT IS
CHALLENGING
FOR MANY
CHILDREN IN
FOSTER CARE TO
ACHIEVE IN THE
CLASSROOM

YOUTH THAT
AGE OUT OF  
CARE NEED 
SPECIALIZED
SUPPORTS TO
SECURE STABLE
EMPLOYMENT &
HOUSING

8%
of high school students  
in foster care  
tested proficient  
in math in 2017

5%
of high school students  
in foster care 
tested proficient  
in reading in 2017

The supports 
and resources 
DC children in 
foster care need 
vary by age

53
District youth aged out  
of foster care in 2017

57%
of these youth aged out 
without full or part-time 
employment or school 
enrollment

18-20
years 0-4

years

5-11
years

12-17
years

Students  
under the  

care of CFSA are

1.3 X
more likely to be 

chronically absent  
than students not  

under the care  
of CFSA

DC children in foster care by age:



QUESTIONS FOR CANDIDATES

Foster Care

Facing significant challenges and trauma, many 
children in foster care need tailored resources and 
robust supports. 

1.  In 2016, there were 902 substantiated investigations of child abuse and neglect. How will you 
support efforts to prevent child abuse and neglect in the District?

2.  Many children in DC’s child welfare system experience significant trauma that impacts their 
health, well-being, and ability to succeed. If elected, what steps would you take to better 
support positive outcomes for children and youth in foster care to support their health, well-
being and academic potential?

3.  Many young people who interact with the foster care system feel that the District must do a 
better job holding both foster home placements and the Child and Family Services Agency 
(CFSA) more accountable. How will you ensure that the people and agencies charged with 
supporting youth in foster care are held accountable and that youth voices are heard? 

4.  Youth that age out of the foster care system face steep challenges when trying to find 
employment and secure housing. From your perspective, how can the District support 
youth in foster care and equip them with the life skills they need as they transition into 
adulthood?

DC ACTION  
FOR CHILDREN

DC ALLIANCE OF  
YOUTH ADVOCATES



Economic Security
DC children are best positioned when their families are economically secure 
and share in the District’s growing prosperity.

IN DC, 
PROSPERITY  
IS NOT  
SHARED 
EQUITABLY

1 in 4
DC CHILDREN
LIVE BELOW
THE POVERTY
LINE

THE PATH TO
ECONOMIC
SECURITY IS
STEEP FOR
CHILDREN WHO 
LIVE IN PERSISTENT 
POVERTY

DC’S HIGH COST 
OF LIVING 
CREATES
ADDITIONAL
BARRIERS TO
FAMILY ECONOMIC
SECURITY

DC Median  
Houshold 
Income,  
by Race

The percentage  
of DC children in 
poverty varies vastly  
by ward:

DC’s cost of living is over 
450% above the federal 
poverty line. To afford living 
in DC, a family of four would 
have to earn an annual 
income of

$109,500
PER YEAR.

Almost half of DC 
children live in families 

BELOW 250% 
of the poverty line 
which amounts to  
an annual income  
of $60,848 for a  
family of four

The benefits of economic security have life-long impacts: 

DC 1 4
WARD

2 5 73 6 8

Children who  
experience economic  
security have better  
physical and  
mental health

which lead to  
improved  
educational  
and career  
attainment  
later in life



QUESTIONS FOR CANDIDATES

Economic Security

DC children are best positioned when their families 
are economically secure and share in the District’s 
growing prosperity.

1.  When families are economically secure, children have better access to stable and affordable 
housing, nourishing food, high-quality health care and educational opportunities. In your 
view, what can the District do to ensure all families have access to opportunities that allow 
them to achieve economic security?

2.  Rent and housing prices continue to rise in DC, stretching family budgets and forcing 
families to seek more affordable housing options outside of the District. In fact, 3 out of 5 
children live in families that spend more than 30% of their income on housing. How will you 
preserve and increase affordable housing options for children and families in the District?

3.  The District of Columbia has one of the highest median incomes in the country. However, 
this prosperity is not shared across our community. In 2016, the median incomes for Black 
and Latino households were $40,500 and $60,800 respectively. This is two to three times less 
than white median household income, which amounted to $119,500. What are your thoughts 
on these inequities and how would you address them if elected?

4.  Approximately 31,000 DC children live in poverty. Research shows that childhood poverty 
can have lifelong consequences that affect future health, education, and earnings. Many 
children living in poverty grow up to become poor adults, and as they have children on their 
own, poverty persists through future generations. What can the District do to address 
childhood poverty and mitigate the consequences for children and families?
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Homelessness
All DC children and youth need safe and stable housing to thrive.

DC IS AMONG
CITIES WITH THE
HIGHEST RATES
OF CHILD
HOMELESSNESS
IN THE NATION

HOMELESSNESS
SERVICES MUST
BE RESPONSIVE
TO THE NEEDS OF
SPECIFIC YOUTH
POPULATIONS

HOMELESS
YOUTH IN DC
STILL FACE
TOO MANY
BARRIERS TO
ACCESS THE
SERVICES
THEY NEED

6.4% of DCPS 
and public 
charter 
students are 
experiencing 
homelessness 
or are housing 
unstable:

The number of students  
experiencing  
homelessness has  
doubled since  
2013

The District funds 553 beds 
for homeless youth. 

However, this still leaves a

564
bed deficit

Without stable housing, youth struggle to:

access trauma, substance abuse,
or behavioral health supports
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OVER 30%
of homeless youth in  
DC identify as LGBTQ

Yet only 9% of youth  
housing programs have expertise 

working with LGBTQ youth

Among 
teenagers and young  

adults, homelessness is 
complex and often hidden

1,117
youth under the age of 25

experience homelessness
or housing  
instability

find meaningful  
employment 

complete their
education



QUESTIONS FOR CANDIDATES

Homelessness

All DC children and youth need safe and stable 
housing to thrive.

1.  Many children and youth exit the foster care or juvenile justice systems into homelessness or 
housing instability. How would you work with others in DC government to prevent this and 
ensure young people have a smooth transition?

2.  Many DC families in our family homeless system are headed by a youth parent. What do you 
think are the best ways to support these young families? What will you do to address their 
unique needs and get them safe housing?

3.  Young people experiencing homelessness need more than just housing to succeed. How 
will you ensure that these young people can take advantage of things like afterschool and 
summer programming, medical services, transportation to school, and other needs?

4.  Experiencing homelessness can make academic achievement extremely challenging. How 
will you better support homeless children and youth to achieve academic and career 
success? 

5.  What other systems—outside of housing—do you plan to work with to prevent and end 
youth homelessness? Why would you choose these systems? 
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Youth Employment
Young people need strong education and workforce development 
opportunities to succeed in DC’s competitive job market.

YOUNG DC
RESIDENTS
STRUGGLE TO
ACCESS  
ENTRY-LEVEL
EMPLOYMENT

TOO MANY DC
YOUTH LACK THE
EDUCATIONAL
CREDENTIALS
THEY NEED FOR
CAREER
SUCCESS

TOO
FREQUENTLY, DC
YOUTH LACK THE
SUPPORTS TO
OBTAIN CRITICAL
EDUCATIONAL &
WORKFORCE
SKILLS

Yet 71% of all jobs in the  
District require some  
post-secondary
training  
beyond  
high  
school

Youth Unemployment Rates

   

20%

12%

Black DC y DC youth outhAll All US youth

9%

Among black  
District residents
age 20-24, over

20%
were unable  
to find paid,

unsubsidized  
work in 2016

8,300+
DC youth 16 - 24 are

neither in school
nor employed

This represents 9% of all
District youth of this age.

ONLY 42%  
of DCPS high school seniors  

are on track to graduate  
in 2018

Cannot access living  
wage jobs with career potential

Under-resourced youth struggle to 
succeed in educational programs

Are hindered in meeting 
educational benchmarks

Experience multiple,  
increasingly prolonged 

periods of disconnectionLack access  
to entry-level  
employment



QUESTIONS FOR CANDIDATES

Youth Employment

Young people need strong education and workforce 
development opportunities to succeed in DC’s 
competitive job market. 

1.  DC’s job market is difficult to enter, especially for young people without a high school 
diploma or with low reading or math skills. How will you make sure that young DC residents 
are prepared for employment or job training after high school? 

2.  We know the unemployment rate for youth of color is nearly double the rate for all youth. 
What are your plans to ensure that young people of color have access to early, paid work 
experiences so they can succeed in the long term?  

3.  Thousands of District youth are disconnected from school and work. How will you prioritize 
these young people in your role through educational and training opportunities?

4.  Perhaps the best-known employment program in the District, the Marion Barry Summer 
Youth Employment Program (MBSYEP) provides exposure to work for nearly 13,000 youth 
every year. Is it enough? What more can the District do to engage youth in workforce 
development year-round?

DC ACTION  
FOR CHILDREN
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