
Coalition for DC Public Schools and Communities: Candidate Questionnaire 
Candidate Questionnaire: Rhonda Henderson, Ward 4 
 
1.Why are you running for this office?  
 
I am incredibly proud to be a native Washingtonian, a graduate of DC Public Schools, and a 
long-term educator. While public education has improved, persistent achievement gaps remain, 
and the education discourse grows more acrimonious by the day. I am running for the State 
Board of Education to elevate the voices of children and families, to provide high-quality school 
choices in every neighborhood, and provide safe travel for beautiful schools. 
 
2.How will you engage your constituents, parents, teachers, students and the community?  
I am consistently encouraged by our community's commitment and enthusiasm for high quality 
education in Ward 4, and I am excited to continue to engage with them to improve the school 
experience for all children. I will leverage social media and newsletters to share updates, news, 
and events. Most importantly my constituents should expect to hear from me through direct 
personal engagement. I will host monthly get togethers focused alternatively on an issue before 
the SBOE, or an issue of the community's choice. Ward 4 will know they have an education 
advocate in me. 
 
3. What qualifications do you bring to the office of State Board of Education, including 
your professional or personal experience with public education in our city? 
I have been an advocate for DC Public Schools since I began kindergarten at Bunker Hill 
Elementary School. I graduated from Banneker Academic High School convinced that our--
native Washingtonians--voices mattered a lot in determining the future of our city. My 
educational training includes degrees from Columbia (BA), Harvard (Ed.M), and UVA (MBA). 
I've most enjoyed my experiences as a teacher, student support leader, and operations manager. 
Currently, I work in education finance. This experience prepares me to think strategically, work 
collaboratively, and act with urgency to fulfill the mission of the State Board of Education.  
 
4.Under Mayoral Control of education, in effect since 2007, the State Board of Education 
has very limited authority over policy. Do you believe their authority should be expanded? 
Yes ____ No_____ If Yes, in what areas?  
 
The State Board of Education should exercise more leadership in 1) defining a long-term vision 
for public education; 2) setting a collaborative tone and urgent pace to implement policies that 
achieve equity for all students; 3) working with stakeholders from all sectors to recommend 
policies that promote high quality schools, (including educator diversity and retention, culturally 
responsive curriculum, and 4) holding accountable all agencies for aligning resources to 
priorities. 
 
5. Should charter schools be subject to the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) and the 
open meetings laws for boards of directors? Yes____ No______ Please explain your answer.  
 
Congress limited mandatory access to DC's open meetings law to include charter schools. Until 
the District has the rights and privileges like every other state, it will be an uphill battle to 



mandate FOIA. Fortunately, law is different than best practice. Charter school governance has 
evolved. A new generation of school leaders are exploring ways to increase transparency into 
how their respective LEAs function, including their board of directors' meetings. I encourage 
cross-sector information sharing that increases equitable opportunities and outcomes for all 
students 
 
6. In 2016 the State Board of Education made important recommendations for how schools 
in the District of Columbia should be judged as succeeding or not, consistent with the 
Federal ESSA (Every Child Succeeds Act). They included putting in place a star rating for 
each school - 1 to 5 stars. Do you believe the metrics proposed for that rating system 
capture school quality? Yes__ No___ 
 
The STAR rating provides quantifiable data about school performance using consistent language. 
The data is best used as a part of a larger conversation about school quality. Student-teacher 
relationships, the degree to which schools incorporate culturally-relevant and trauma informed 
instruction; parent engagement and satisfaction; diversity of extra-curricular activities are 
important aspects of school culture that cannot be captured reliably in the STAR framework. We 
will adjust the metrics over time to find the right balance. The more important choice we need to 
make is, are we willing to make radical action to ensure all students receive a great education. 
 
 
7. Last year, DCPS was embroiled in a series of scandals around graduation rates, leading 
to calls for an independent research entity to provide better analysis of how our schools are 
doing. Do you agree that such an entity, outside of the control of the Mayor, is needed? Yes 
____ or No_____ If yes, what do you think would be the most sensible model?  
 
I believe a pragmatic solution in the near-term evaluates OSSE's capacity to collect and 
disseminate accurate data in an expedient manner. From this evaluation, the City Council, EOM, 
and SBOE recommend improvements, and monitor for 12-18 months. Concurrently, OSSE 
continues to provide data aligned with the short and long-term priorities. Principals need 
additional support and leadership, as it is very difficult to reverse trends associated with long-
term neglect. As an SBOE member, I will work closely with my colleagues to hold OSSE 
accountable for quality school leader training, and appropriate monitoring of attendance and 
graduation requirements. 
 
8. The State Board of Education voted on and approved the use in DC of the PARCC test 
to satisfy How do you view the role of standardized testing in DC schools?  
 
The recent report on teacher attrition affirms my greatest concern: how we support and grow 
teachers and school leaders, particularly educators of color. We know that teachers are the most 
important school-based factor in student success. We also know that students of color are taught 
at a rate disproportionate to their white peers by inexperienced teachers. We know that teacher 
burn-out is real. We know teachers want a career path that reflects their personal ambitions. We 
know principals desire stability and support. As SBOE member, I will initiate a diverse task-
force to examine teacher wellness, and present solutions about how to increase teacher/leader 



tenure. When we love and support our teachers, we will begin to create equity in our schools for 
all children. 
 
9.  Almost half DC students now attend public charter, not neighborhood, schools in the 
District of Columbia. We have over 200 publicly funded schools and 66 separate school 
systems (65 charter school systems and DCPS). Up to 20 new charter schools can open each 
year. Should the Council and/or Mayor have the authority to limit the expansion of charter 
schools? Yes____ No____ Please explain your answer.  
 
The Mayor, Council, OSSE, DME, PCSB must work together to map a strategic plan for the 
growth of quality school seats in our city. We live in a three-sector city with private, public 
charter and traditional schools. Our priority should be maximizing opportunities for public 
school families. It should be noted that increased PCSB oversight regarding school quality has 
limited charter school growth, while the number of traditional public schools has increased, such 
as Excel Academy converting to DCPS, and New North Middle opening in Ward 4.  
 
  
10. Should the Council and/or Mayor have authority over charter school siting (where they 
are located)? Yes____ No____ Please explain your answer. 
 
 
As a State Board of Education member, I will hold our city accountable to: properly maintain all 
DC Public School Buildings through efficient DGS service; and offering charter schools "first 
right of refusal" for excess buildings. In an environment of constrained real estate options, it is 
essential that we leverage fully the resources available to us. Additionally, I will encourage 
charter schools to engage in productive conversations with community leaders, including City 
Council members and parents, about school locations. 
 
 
11. The following issues are of great concern in our city. Which of these issues do you think 
is most important and why? • Funding equity • School diversity/ integration • Giving 
disadvantaged student subgroups priority access to schools if they serve less than the 
district average • Expanding the number and support for educators of color  
 
The recent report on teacher attrition affirms my greatest concern: how we support and grow 
teachers and school leaders, particularly educators of color. We know that teachers are the most 
important school-based factor in student success. We also know that students of color are taught 
at a rate disproportionate to their white peers by inexperienced teachers. We know that teacher 
burn-out is real. We know teachers want a career path that reflects their personal ambitions. We 
know principals desire stability and support. As SBOE member, I will initiate a diverse task-
force to examine teacher wellness, and present solutions about how to increase teacher/leader 
tenure. When we love and support our teachers, we will begin to create equity in our schools for 
all children. 
 
 



12. The DC State Board of Education had a representative on the Mayor's Cross-Sector 
Collaboration Task Force. Earlier this year, the task force put forward draft 
recommendations related to improving outcomes for at-risk students and creating a 
framework for coordinating planning decisions between DCPS and charter schools. Which 
recommendation do you think is the most important and why?  
 
The draft recommendations demonstrated how complex and difficult it is to work across city 
agencies to improve student achievement. Barriers preventing "at-risk" students from accessing 
high quality education (1.1, 5.1, 5.2) are incredibly urgent and demand immediate action. As a 
former school leader, I know it takes more than funds to help students grow. We must conduct 
school-level needs assessments, match resources appropriately, and convene regularly across-
sectors (where SBOE can lead vigorously) to ensure we are achieving results for kids.  
 
 
13. How should the SBOE hold the Office of the State Superintendent of Education 
accountable? 
 
With appropriate support and collaboration, OSSE can play a pivotal role in narrowing the 
persistent opportunity and achievement gaps. I will work with OSSE to increase its capacity to 
collect and disseminate efficiently data aligned with our long-term vision for public education; to 
implement with fidelity attendance and graduation standards, and the Student Fair Access to 
Schools Act. Our schools perform best—and our most vulnerable students benefit most-- when 
there is a strong vision, coherent strategy, and aligned resources. I will consistently call on OSSE 
to illustrate how it is fulfilling its mission to create an equitable school system. 
 
 


