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Introduction 

 

Good afternoon Councilmember Grosso and members of the Committee. My 

name is Kimberly Waller. I am a Policy Attorney at the 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 8 children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods – more than 5,000 

children and families each year.  The overwhelming majority of children we serve are in 

the DC public school system and would greatly benefit from improved school climates 

and school-based suicide prevention programs.   

Data tells us that, in the District of Columbia, suicide is the second leading cause 

of death for ages 10 to 24.2 Schools play a critical role in the lives of our youth and 

school-based suicide prevention programs are a viable solution to aid in reversing this 

tragic statistic. We also know, through research and our own experiences that DC 

children, and especially the children we serve, bring traumatic experiences with them 

into the classroom every day impacting their ability to learn, as well as their mental 

health and wellness.  The "Youth Suicide Prevention and School Climate Survey Act” is 

one of many ways a school can address and counteract the trauma our students face by 

encouraging feelings of safety, trust, and comfort amongst students, teachers, staff, and 

families.  
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While my testimony today will focus primarily on the school climate provision of 

the "Youth Suicide Prevention and School Climate Survey Act”, I want to briefly 

address Councilmember May’s “Assessment on Children of Incarcerated Parents Act.” 

DC has the highest incarceration rate in the country, and the number of women arrested 

in DC has increased dramatically.3 We know that having an incarcerated parent has a 

significant and long-lasting impact on children and it is important that we find ways to 

counteract these negative effects.4 We applaud the Council’s attention to this important 

issue.  

DC’s Youth 

Adverse childhood experiences impact a child’s ability to learn and cause long-term 

negative consequences throughout adulthood. DC children are more likely to grow up 

in poverty, be homeless or witness violence than most children across the country. A 

joint Office of the State Superintendent of Education and Department of Health study 

reports that 13 percent of middle school students and 9 percent of high school students 

reported not going to school on one or more days during the previous month because 

they felt unsafe either at school or on their way to or from school.5 Other notable 

statistics include: 

 Children in DC are at far greater risk of abuse and neglect than children in other 

states;6   

 In DC, forty percent of high school students reported seeing or hearing violence 

and abuse during the past 12 months;7   
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 Many DC children also witness or are victims of domestic violence; there were 

nearly 33,000 domestic violence calls made to the police in 2013;8 

 One in four DC children live in poverty – currently defined as less than $24,000 

a year for a family of four – and, in Wards 7 and 8, the figure is closer to one in 

two children;9  

 During the 2013-2014 school year, approximately 4,000 DC public school 

students were homeless.10 

 At the end of 2014, there were over 1,000 DC children growing up in foster care 

and many more are at risk of entering into care because of parental neglect.11  

School Climate and Trauma-Informed Schools 

Trauma-informed schools and a positive school climate, where students are 

supported, respected, engaged, and emotionally and physically safe, can help 

counteract many of the adverse childhood experiences our student’s face.12 Supportive 

and reliable relationships in schools lead to a healthier teaching and learning 

environment.13 Schools that provide a safe and supportive community help students 

grow emotionally and socially, while avoiding problems like emotional distress, 

behavior problems and suspensions, drug use, and violence.14 

A school climate survey can help schools understand their strengths, needs, and 

weaknesses in providing the best learning and working environment for their students 

and staff. Important measures of school climate should include frequency of 

suspensions and expulsions, data about school bullying, and survey results showing if 

students and teachers feel safe at school and if students are receiving the support they 
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need to thrive.15 Each school is unique and school climate improvement will look 

different from school to school. School climate surveys will provide the schools the 

knowledge they need to engage in data-driven decision making to improve their school 

community.  

Other Jurisdictions 

School climate surveys have been successful in many other states and 

jurisdictions. For instance, California has administered school climate surveys since 

2004.16 The California Department of Education issues regular reports advising schools 

on how to use school specific climate survey data to implement programmatic changes 

that will benefit the school community, including school violence and bullying 

prevention, attendance rates, mental health services, and substance abuse prevention 

and treatment.17 Additionally, California decision-makers examine school–specific 

survey results to determine “how and where to allocate often–limited resources that 

address the needs of students within schools.”18   

Advocacy organizations and other groups also use survey data to advocate for 

specific changes in individual schools. The California Endowment, an organization that 

advocates for improved school climate in California schools, recommends a number of 

approaches that have been successful in a variety of school settings. These approaches 

include: (1) trauma-informed schools – meaning changing the environment of the entire 

school and asking “What happened to this child?” as opposed to “What is wrong with 



5 

 

this child?,” (2) incorporating Positive Behavioral Intervention and Support (PBIS) in 

school discipline responses; (3) implementing restorative practices in responding to 

behavior problems; and (4) bullying prevention programs.19  

Conclusion 

As the District continues to find ways to improve academic outcomes in DC 

schools, it is imperative that decision-makers understand that this cannot be done 

without comprehensive school and city-wide interventions specifically designed to 

address children’s exposure to trauma and its impact on classrooms.  Collecting school 

climate survey data is one tool in continuing the progress that our city has already 

made in incorporating trauma-informed approaches in schools. I look forward to 

continuing to work with Councilmember Grosso, members of the Education 

Committee, and my colleagues working in this field to push for improved school 

climate and trauma-informed schools. My hope is that this legislation is just one step in 

a larger reform effort to improve our schools, provide a safe and supportive 

environment for all students, families, and staff, and making all public schools, 

traditional and charter, trauma-informed. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify and I welcome any questions. 

 

                                                 
1 Children’s Law Center fights so every child in DC can grow up with a loving family, good health and a 

quality education. Judges, pediatricians and families turn to us to be the voice for children who are 

abused or neglected, who aren’t learning in school, or who have health problems that can’t be solved by 

medicine alone. With 100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, we reach 1 out of every 8 children in 
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