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Introduction and Executive Summary 
 
Longstanding structural inequities have resulted in significant racial disparities in educational outcomes 
in the D.C. Public Schools system. Black and Latino students are subjected to disproportionately high 
rates of school discipline compared to white, non-Latino students, graduate high school at rates far 
lower than their white counterparts, and are overrepresented in our criminal justice system. It is clear 
that the DCPS has systematically failed to meet the needs of students of color, and that a significant 
investment to reduce racial disparities in the District’s education system is critically necessary for both 
boys and girls.1 

In January 2015, the Office of the Mayor of the District of Columbia and the Office of the Chancellor of 
the DC Public Schools jointly announced a new $20 million initiative called “Empowering Males of 
Color” (“EMOC”). Intended to improve the academic trajectory of young men of color, EMOC involves 
four principal components: (1) a grant program to schools initially called “Proving What’s Possible” 
(now simply called “Empowering Males of Color Grants”) (2) a mentoring and tutoring program called 
“500 for 500,” (3) an effort called “Celebrating Males of Color” aimed at honoring the academic 
achievements of young men of color, and (4) an all-male public college preparatory school, currently 
called the “Empowering Males High School,” modeled on the Chicago-based Urban Preparatory 
Academy.2  

Many community members and organizations, including the ACLU, have welcomed the critically-
needed attention and resources EMOC promises to direct toward some of the District’s most 
underserved students. 3 At the same time, however, the Mayor’s announcement raised significant 
questions regarding the potential exclusion of girls and women of color from the programs to be 
initiated under EMOC. Despite being overlooked in much of the critical investigation that has been 
focused on the racial achievement gap in education, girls of color suffer from many of the same 
problems as boys of color, including poverty, a highly racially segregated school system, overpolicing, 
racial bias, and high incidence of family violence and trauma.4 Girls of color also face unique obstacles, 
such as gender-based violence, teen pregnancy, and family obligations that undermine their academic 
progress.5 Not surprisingly, girls of color within DCPS also suffer from serious educational disparities in 
the very areas that EMOC is targeting; on many measures, the gap between girls of color and their 
white counterparts is just as stark as it is for boys of color compared to their white counterparts. Thus, 
girls, as well as boys, are in need of the educational benefits the EMOC initiative promises to offer. 

Local officials and a number of national and community-based organizations have voiced these 
concerns, so far without a response from the Mayor or DCPS.6 In addition, the ACLU raised concerns 
about the potential impact on gender-non-conforming students, and the process by which the EMOC 
initiative was proposed, specifically regarding the lack of transparency and community involvement in 
formulating the components of the initiative and selecting the all-male Urban Prep as a principal 
partner. The ACLU sought to meet with the Mayor’s office and the Chancellor’s office to discuss these 
issues, without success, and presented testimony raising these concerns to the D.C. Council Committee 
on Education in April 2015.  

In light of the many unanswered questions regarding EMOC’s formulation and implementation, the 
ACLU issued a request for public records related to the initiative. The primary focus of our investigation 
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was whether girls of color would be able to benefit from the educational opportunities EMOC offers. 
(DCPS initially withheld a large number of documents in response to our FOIA request; most of these 
were subsequently produced following an appeal to the Executive Office of the Mayor, which 
concluded that most of the documents that had been withheld were subject to disclosure.)  

The following presents a summary and analysis of our findings from all the records that were 
produced, as well as from other public sources. This memo first discusses the genesis of EMOC and its 
justifications, followed by a more detailed description of each of its key components. It then provides a 
brief analysis of some troubling policy issues and legal vulnerabilities in the program that our 
investigation has revealed, and provides some recommendations to address them. 

Our investigation confirms that the concerns raised about EMOC’s potential exclusion of girls were 
warranted: although DCPS has apparently not created formal admissions criteria for any of the EMOC 
components,7 the majority of the programs to be rolled out appear to be either officially or effectively 
open only to boys. Yet, based on the documents produced, DCPS will be unable to justify excluding girls 
of color from any of the programs sponsored under EMOC. In order to fully achieve its goals, DCPS 
must ensure that the significant opportunities and supports offered by EMOC are available to both 
boys and girls of color.8 

 

Summary of EMOC 

There is a desperate need for additional resources and focused attention on addressing the racial 
achievement gap in DCPS schools. The Mayor and DCPS can and must take urgent steps to fix this 
system, which is failing too many of its students—and the announcement of the Empowering Males of 
Color initiative was a promising step. The initiative is targeted at improving the academic trajectory of 
young men of color, although DCPS has stated that the initiative will be open to boys regardless of race 
or ethnicity. Unfortunately, however, our findings confirm that many of the programs announced 
under EMOC will likely be available only to boys, leaving girls of color behind. 

The components of EMOC are described briefly below. Although many questions remain unanswered 
as to the structure of each of EMOC’s components and their admissions or eligibility criteria, the 
documents produced and publicly available sources suggest the following:  

 “EMOC Innovation Grants” (formerly called “Proving What’s Possible” grants): This component 
of EMOC is to provide $5.5 million in funding to school-based programs focusing on family and 
community engagement, academic support and enrichment, and social and emotional support. 
DCPS recently released the list of PWP grantees (see Table 1).9 

o Eligibility criteria governing participation in specific programs remains unspecified, and 
only brief descriptions have been made public. Though a few of the funded programs do 
not specify whether they are open to girls of color, the majority appear to be targeted 
exclusively at boys. 

o All cover areas in which girls as well as boys of color would clearly benefit—for example, 
the program at Columbia Heights Education Campus, which includes “expanded trauma 


