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Good morning Chairperson Grosso and members of the Committee on 

Education.  My name is Renee Murphy.  I am a Senior Policy Attorney at Children’s 

Law Center1 and a resident of the District.  I am testifying today on behalf of Children’s 

Law Center, which fights so every DC child can grow up with a loving family, good 

health and a quality education.  With 100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, 

Children’s Law Center reaches 1 out of every 9 children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods 

– more than 5,000 children and families each year.   

  Children’s Law Center welcomes the opportunity to comment on the school-

based athletics in DC.  We represent children in foster care and low-income children, 

including children with disabilities and children from families where English is the 

second language.  We see a disparity in their chances to participate in sports and other 

extracurricular activities, so we urge DC to do more to promote inclusion and equal 

opportunities for children such as our clients.   

 Children who can participate in athletic activity and other extracurricular 

activities gain important benefits.  Participation in all different life experiences is where 

people “form friendships, develop skills and competencies, express creativity, achieve 

mental and physical health, and determine meaning and purpose in life.”2  For all 

children, the exercise associated with athletics can improve health and combat the 

inactivity-related obesity epidemic.3  There is also strong evidence that extracurricular 
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activities, in general, increase self-esteem and improve behavior in school.4  School-

based activities increase engagement with school. 

In particular for children with disabilities, sports participation can also improve 

social adjustment, increase independence, and improve intellectual functioning.5  

Inclusive extracurricular athletics and other activities are even better, reducing social 

segregation and negative stereotypes for children with disabilities, as well as providing 

benefits for typically-developing children.  Inclusion improves understanding of 

diversity and gives opportunities for typically-developing children to build confidence, 

autonomy, and leadership, as they model for children with greater difficulties.6   

  Sadly, many children face barriers to participating in athletics or other 

extracurricular activities in school.  Close to 30% of DC children in poverty are not 

participating in any organized activity outside of school, compared to 12.1% of middle 

class and 4.5% of DC children from above-middle-class families.7  In households where 

Spanish is the primary language, 36.4% do not participate in any organized activities 

outside of school.8  About 20.5% of children with disabilities in DC participate in no 

organized activities outside of school.9  Very few of our clients – low income children in 

foster care, with disabilities, or from non-English speaking households – participate in 

extracurricular sports or other activities. 

Children face many different barriers.  Academic criteria can exclude many 

children who could benefit from playing school-based sports because of the social and 
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behavioral benefits.10  For children who have been retained in school, many because of 

unidentified disabilities, age restrictions can also exclude them.  For families who do not 

read English, any failure to translate information about athletics and other 

extracurricular activities will limit the opportunity for the child to get enrolled or 

involved.  Some other barriers are logistical or financial.  We are unaware of any fees 

just to participate in competitive varsity and junior varsity sports, but only the few can 

make the cut for the competitive teams.  We are aware of fees for intramural athletics 

and other activities, placing participation out of reach for too many of our clients.  Our 

low-income clients have trouble paying for equipment and other costs, such as 

transportation.11  Indeed, the most common problem that we notice with our clients, 

especially children in foster care and children with disabilities, is transportation after 

school.   

DC can do more to decrease the barriers that keep children from participating in 

athletics and other school-based activities after school.  We have the following 

recommendations to increase inclusion in athletics and other extracurricular activities: 

 OSSE’s Division of Student Transportation should provide transportation 

home after extracurricular activities for the children who need bussing to 

their special education programs.  OSSE’s current policy is not to provide 

transportation after extracurricular activities, including athletics practices 

and competitions.  Instead, the child’s Individualized Education Program 
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(IEP) team must identify the specific activity as necessary.  The fact that 

OSSE will provide such transportation, if it is in the child’s IEP, is not 

published, and few parents and IEP teams know.12  Students placed in 

special programs far from home or who cannot travel on public transit 

because of their disabilities cannot participate in extracurricular activities, 

unless DC provides transportation.  DC’s failure to ensure that these 

students with disabilities have equal opportunity to participate is a 

violation of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, which require that public 

schools provide equal access for children with disabilities to participate 

and benefit from extracurricular activities.13  In Agency Performance 

Oversight and Budget Oversight testimony over the last several years, we 

have urged OSSE to develop a plan and highlighted the need for financial 

support for the Division to provide these services. 

 The Child and Family Services Agency (CFSA), charged with caring for 

children in foster care, should provide transportation home from school 

after athletics and other extracurricular activities.  Currently, CFSA 

contracts with a vendor in order to ensure that foster youth do not have to 

change schools when placed in foster care.  However, the vendor does not 

transport children after 6:00 PM. 
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 DC should ensure, with law and policy that applies to all public schools, 

that vital documents with information about how to participate in 

athletics and extracurricular activities, as well as the forms to participate, 

are translated for all public school students.  Translations must be 

provided whether the activity is provided directly by the school or by a 

contractor.   

 DC should consider eliminating academic requirements for interscholastic 

sports participation.  These requirements disproportionally exclude 

children with learning difficulties and disabilities, who would benefit 

from a school-based activity in which they experience success and build 

positive relationships.  

 DC should ensure that public schools and the interscholastic athletics 

association provide accommodations, aids, and services to children with 

disabilities to ensure that they have an equal chance to participate in 

athletics and other clubs.  For example, age requirements should be 

examined on a case-by-case basis for children with disabilities.  For some 

children, participating with younger children may actually be more 

appropriate because of the child’s disability, and enable the student to 

participate and compete.14  DC should also develop ways for all children 
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to participate in inclusive athletic programming, including training and 

professional development for coaches.   

 DCPS and Public Charter Schools should waive costs of participation, 

including uniform and equipment costs for any athletics, for low-income 

children. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify, and I look forward to answering any 

questions. 
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