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Washington, D.C. – Economists around the world have for years written about the problems associated with commodities which are free.  When there is no price attached to a product, such as water, there is no incentive to turn off the tap.  During our travels, for example, I notice that I tend to take longer showers - hey, it comes “free” with the cost of the room, so why not?  Numerous other examples have intrigued economists   Air is free to breathe, or to use for industrial purposes, or even in a home fireplace to burn wood.  However, when everyone uses the oxygen in air to burn, there is no longer clean air for everyone.  Unless there is a cost associated with burning, people, or corporations, will pollute.  The subsequent “cost” may come in the form of regulations requiring pollution control measures or fines, or even outright prohibition of wood burning stoves, but in order to preserve “good” free air there has to be a cost.
I mention this economic principle because it is related to a situation involving the public school system here in Washington, D.C.  During 2017 nearly one third of the high school seniors in D.C. public schools were absent over 30 days of the 180 day school year.  In response, shortly after the beginning of the 2018 school year, D.C. school system administrators introduced a new rule mandating that students who miss over 30 days of school will not be able to graduate.  When spring arrived, there was a public uproar claiming that this new policy was “unfair” (one of my least favorite words) because the rule had been introduced after the school year had begun.  Naturally the politicians took notice and immediately began discussions in the D.C. City Council about eliminating the rule. Shortly, two Council members introduced legislation to allow any student to graduate so long as they “meet other academic standards.”     The bill passed 12-1.
As an educator I have continued to be disappointed with the performance of students in the D.C. public schools.  There was great fanfare when a record number of seniors, 73%, graduated last year.  Put another way, there was civic pride when only 1/4th of the senior class did not graduate!  Unfortunately, an investigation by a news organization revealed that a large number of the 73% graduating students were simply waived through, with no regard for completion of courses, exams, or even attending class.  As a result of the ensuing scandal, a new emphasis was placed on rigor, so much so that after three quarters of the current school year, only 46% of seniors were “on track” to receive a diploma.   Based on experience I will predict that this number will magically increase by the end of the school year.  In fact, teachers at one of the city’s high schools reported that attendance records have recently been altered to erase absences of many students.
What concerns me as a retired classroom teacher is the statement by politicians (and others) that students with excessive absences should graduate (or be promoted in the lower grades) so long as they meet those “other academic standards.”  I cannot conceive how essentially any student, other than a particularly brilliant one, who misses 6 weeks of classes (being absent 30 days = 6 weeks, assuming 5 days of classes each week) can gain sufficient knowledge to pass even the minimum standards in a minimally rigorous class.  Of course, there are medical situations which can cause a student to miss a significant amount of class time, but in such situations either a home bound teacher can be assigned (at the school system’s expense) or the student is given assignments to complete while at home during the illness.  I doubt that this has been the case in most chronic absence situations.
There are several insights to take away from this tragic situation.  First, and foremost, neither the truant students nor their parent(s) appear to place any value on the free education to which they are entitled.  Speaking charitably, perhaps their experience has been that so little learning takes place in D.C. public schools, why go to class?  I have heard this argument, but what is certain is that it is impossible to learn if you are not there.   As a teacher, I always believed (strongly) that I could teach just about anyone anything if I “had” them in my classroom.  What I do know with absolute certainty is that I cannot teach an empty seat.
The second lesson is that far too many adults in Washington also devalue their public schools by failing to establish, and enforce, standards of excellence.  The spineless politicians who have consistently failed to back up (and often undercut) moves by school system administrators to establish challenging expectations are an ongoing embarrassment.   What signal does it send to children, parents, residents and educators when your elected officials adapt policies which excuse truancy?  
Here is all you need to know about the D.C. public schools:  no modern U.S. President and essentially no elected official in Congress or the D.C. government have chosen to send their own children to any of these schools.   You can find their youngsters only in private schools.  Maybe it is time that every school age child in D.C. has that same opportunity, but many, apparently, will still not show up.
I thought you might like to know.
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