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Introduction  

  Good afternoon, Councilmember Nadeau and members of the Committee.  My 

name is Mariatu Okonofua and I am a Public Service Legal Policy Fellow at Children’s 

Law Center. Children’s Law Center believes every child should grow up with a strong 

foundation of family, health and education and live in a world free from poverty, trauma, 

racism, and other forms of oppression. Our more than 100 staff – together with DC 

children and families, community partners, and pro bono attorneys – use the law to solve 

children’s urgent problems today and improve the systems that will affect their lives 

tomorrow. Since our founding in 1996, we have reached more than 50,000 children and 

families directly and multiplied our impact by advocating for city-wide solutions that 

benefit hundreds of thousands more. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today regarding the Mayor’s proposed 

FY25 budget for the Office of Human Rights.  Over the last decade, the District’s growing 

economy has supported significant, progressive investments in housing, behavioral 

health, child welfare prevention, and educational supports. Unfortunately, this year the 

District is considering cuts to the budget at a scale the city has not seen since the Great 

Recession.1 Many fear that these impressive advancements will come to a halt.  However, 

Children’s Law Center believes the District still has a choice.    
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In a time of economic difficulty, the DC Council can choose to take the long view; 

it can choose to protect important investments in our community’s future health, 

education, and economic development. As you consider spending to drive business and 

tourism, recognize that the growth and vitality we want in our city requires multi-

dimensional investments inclusive of all parts of our community. Even with budget 

pressures, we urge this Council to not forget what residents have repeated in public 

hearings over the last year – that public safety, academic achievement, and economic 

development require sustained investment in access to housing, education, and 

healthcare. 

Through our representation of students with disabilities and their families, 

Children’s Law Center has witnessed the struggles that families with limited English 

proficiency (LEP) experience in receiving routine communications and vital information 

about key social services. 2 In particular, our clients have struggled to gain access to 

information about their children’s educational services in their preferred language. This 

week marks the twentieth anniversary of the passage of the Language Access Act. As we 

reflect on the work of OHR’s Language Access Program (LAP), we highlight their 

important role in closing this equity gap for LEP families and students by monitoring the 

accessibility of programs and services offered by covered entities such as District of 

Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) and the Office of the State Superintendent of Education 

(OSSE), and by providing accountability for language access violations. 3   
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However, the proposed cuts to OHR’s budget for FY25 would limit the LAP’s 

capacity to enforce the Language Access Act of 2004 and effectively address the education 

sector’s shortcomings. To ensure a budget that prioritizes all District residents’ access to 

education, health, housing, and other social services, I will be testifying today regarding 

the necessary increase in OHR’s FY25 funding to enable the hiring of two additional full-

time equivalents (FTEs) in the Language Access Program.  

The LAP Requires an Expansion to Its Staff to Effectively Enforce the Language 

Access Act  

As we highlighted in our performance oversight testimony, CLC clients have 

experienced several issues with individual DCPS schools not abiding by the language 

access rights of limited or non-English Proficient (LEP/NEP) students and their families.4 

These clients often face a lack of translation of vital documents such as disability 

evaluation reports, extended wait times in receiving translated Individualized Education 

Programs (IEPs), and interference with the oral interpretation of special education 

meetings.5 For CLC clients receiving transportation services from OSSE DOT, they also 

struggle to receive communication regarding busing routes, delays, and updates in their 

native or preferred language. 6 

Though the LAP has made strides in providing accountability for language access 

violations within the education sector including working with OSSE to develop solutions 

to their difficulties with translated communications, more extensive systemic change is 
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needed to ensure that the language access needs of District students and their families are 

met. Expanding the capacity of the LAP is a vital step in achieving this goal.  

Currently, the Program has only three (3) FTEs. Among the permanent staff, only 

one person oversees training and compliance for the entire city. 7 This is not enough to 

effectively train and monitor compliance for every District agency and covered entity, nor 

sufficient for the government to meet its burden of ensuring that the rights of District 

residents are upheld. To enhance its support and operational services, the LAP needs an 

additional Program Analyst FTE as well as a Data Specialist FTE. 

An additional program analyst would allow the LAP to provide more robust 

compliance monitoring, support, and technical assistance to covered entities. As 

mentioned previously, the present capacity of the LAP only allows for training and 

compliance support to be handled by one person on staff. An additional program analyst 

dedicated to compliance monitoring would expand this function and serve as a point 

person for covered entities and agencies as they develop corrective actions for their areas 

of non-compliance. This would also allow for a balance in staff responsibility for the other 

aspects of the LAP's work, such as training and investigation of reported violations, and 

ensure that these services are efficient and effective. 

  The inclusion of a data specialist to the LAP staff would strengthen the LAP’s 

current data-based functions, such as compiling language access violations data for the 

annual Language Access Compliance Review report. This role would also create new 
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opportunities for information gathering. For example, the LAP currently contracts out to 

conduct its required foreign language field testing. 8 With the addition of a data specialist 

to the LAP staff, this field testing could be done in-house, thereby allowing for quicker 

turnarounds in the collection, analysis, and review of agencies’ compliance with the 

Language Access Act. Moreover, this position would allow for new opportunities in data 

analysis such as the review of trends in agency compliance violations and other key data 

points.  

Finally, increased capacity would allow the LAP Director to focus on broader 

language access priorities, engage more frequently with City executives and 

administrators to develop systemic solutions for pervasive language access violations, 

and foster deeper relationships with the advocate community. This would also continue 

the Council’s goals from last fiscal year to enhance OHR’s ability to support key anti-

discrimination laws and policies within the District as well as those that may come into 

effect in the future. 9 10 

In the FY24 budget, the Council prioritized enhancing OHR's approved budget for 

the Equal Justice program—of which the Language Access Program is a part—specifically 

within the personal services budget.11 As a result, in addition to the use of local funds, 

$400,000 in federal grants was used to fund 2.5 FTEs for the Office of Human Rights' Equal 

Justice Program. 12  This was done in order to support enforcement of the Domestic 

Workers Employment Rights Amendment Act of 2022, which extends employment 
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protections to domestic workers within the District, many of whom have limited English 

proficiency. 13  

The proposed FY25 budget provides OHR with a total budget of $9.2 million 

compared to the roughly $9.3 million it received in FY24. 14 Though the mayor has made 

slight cuts to OHR’s operating budget, we ask this committee to increase OHR’s budget 

to allow for the hiring of two more FTEs for the LAP. While we recognize that the 

upcoming fiscal year is relatively tight compared to previous years, the cost to hire two 

additional FTEs for the LAP would be minimal compared to other budget priorities for 

FY25. 15 We estimate that the cost to hire two new FTEs will be approximately $213,920 

annually. This estimate is based on the anticipated salary and benefit requirements for a 

Grade 12 level employee. Under OHR’s pay scale requirements, an additional program 

analyst and a data specialist would both likely be hired at a Grade 12 level, which has a 

starting salary of $80,784. 16 Moreover, based on the dollar amount allocated to fringe 

benefits in the proposed OHR agency budget, it can be assumed that the fringe benefits 

for these two roles would be approximately $26, 176 per FTE.17  

It is our understanding that historically, the LAP’s FTEs have been funded through 

federal grants. 18 The proposed budget has designated federal funds to support 2.5 FTEs 

through an Equal Opportunity Employment grant and a HUD Housing Grant, as was 

done in the previous fiscal year. 19 While we defer to OHR and the Council’s decision 

regarding the best source of funding for these positions, we nevertheless encourage this 
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Committee to ensure that the FY25 budget includes these positions within the Language 

Access Program so that it may meet its legal burden under the Language Access Act and 

other relevant anti-discrimination law(s).  

Conclusion 

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

Committee may have. 
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