A high-quality education system – one that empowers
children, including children of color, to excel in their
early years through higher education – gives kids what
they need to reach their full potential in life.
Over the past four years, Washington state has made concerted investments
in public schools. It has also sustained or advanced state and federal
investments in quality child care and pre-kindergarten, voluntary parentchild home visiting and other services that support the early care and
education of Washingtonians from birth to age five.
In the coming years, these changes will be put to a crucial test: Will they help
children, especially children of color, surmount the barriers to quality K-12
learning and lifelong achievement?
Start Strong:
In order for every child to have the opportunity to succeed in school and in
life, we need to ensure that when kids enter public schools in Washington,
they start strong with early childhood education, stay strong through the K12 years and finish strong through graduation so they are ready for college
and career.
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Fortunately, our state has powerful tools for removing
barriers to kindergarten readiness through the Early
Childhood Education Assistance Program (ECEAP) and
robust quality standards in child care. A 2017 analysis
by KIDS COUNT in Washington found that additional
investments in ECEAP to serve more kids would
dramatically reduce disparities in kindergarten
readiness for kids of color.1
Another important component in ensuring children
have a strong start in life is making sure that kids get
high-quality child care when they are not in school.
However, for far too many families, child care is not
affordable.
Stay Strong
All along the way through school, kids and families
should be supported to meet critical benchmarks in
reading and math. However, racial disparities persist in
our education system because of systemic racism,
including factors like inequitable funding between lowincome and high-income schools, housing instability
and racially disproportionate disciplinary practices. As a
result, children of color have lower rates of third grade
reading proficiency than the state average. Only 25.9
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percent of American Indian and Alaska Native, 30.8
percent of Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander, 33.8
percent of Hispanic/Latinx and 35.3 percent of Black
kids are meeting reading standards in the third grade.4
As kids progress in school through middle school and
high school, this disproportionality persists all the way
to graduation.

Finish Strong
Our state should set every kid up for success as they
make the transition to adulthood. A high school
diploma is a necessary foundation for higher education
and an important foundation for work. Whether or not
kids graduate on time from high school is an important
predictor of college enrollment and completing a
college degree.
Kids of color face the greatest barriers to on-time
graduation. An extensive body of research shows that
systemic barriers like living in poverty and having low
socioeconomic status are leading predictors of whether
or not kids graduate on time.5
American Indian, Pacific Islander, Black, Latinx and
mixed race students are two to three times more likely
to live in poverty in Washington state than their white
and Asian counterparts.6 These same groups of kids are
also less likely to graduate on time or enroll in a postsecondary degree program.
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example
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Notes

Steps to Progress

1 “Early

State lawmakers, parents, educators and administrators
should consider supporting the following steps to boost
success of children in school and in life:

2 Office

•

•

•

•

Expand the reach and flexibility of the Early
Childhood Education and Assistance Program. In
addition to ensuring more 3- and 4-year-olds can
get quality pre-K, educators can pair ECEAP
assistance with other sources of public and private
funding, from Head Start to private tuition, to
achieve expanded opportunity for a high-quality
early childhood education experience.
Invest in family, friend and neighbor care and
facilitated play groups. Boosting the supply and
frequency of quality early learning opportunities that
match the cultural needs and preferences of parents,
and that welcome culturally and linguistically diverse
caregivers, is a cost-effective means of increasing
school readiness among children from all walks of
life; incentivizing school districts to host such groups
would help to improve relationships between
schools and families who feel excluded by traditional
public education systems.
Expand the state need grant, which provides tuition
assistance to all students with a household income
below 70 percent of state median income, so all
income-eligible students have an affordable path to
a degree or certificate.
Invest in local communities and school districts that
are designing programs and policy solutions that
remove barriers for students of color to thrive in
school, including investing in school board trainings
on race and racial equity, ensuring parents of color
are included in the hiring of leadership staff and
principal leaders and other important steps to create
accountability and make progress toward more
equitable outcomes for students of color.
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