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In Washington, child care providers play a crucial role in shaping young children's early
development. Every day, they create nurturing environments, guide social-emotional
growth, and support children with diverse and sometimes complex needs. Providers are
required to meet specific education and professional development standards, ensuring they
have the skills to offer high-quality care.

Yet, despite these requirements, providers face significant financial strain. Subsidy rates
remain too low, leaving many underpaid while families struggle to afford care. Parents often
must choose a provider based on cost rather than quality, making it difficult for highly
trained caregivers to sustain their work. At the same time, providers are expected to
complete ongoing training and professional development, and accessing additional
education and specialized training can be challenging due to cost and availability.

The lack of funding for higher wages and professional growth puts providers in a difficult
position. They want to continue improving their skills and offering the best care possible, but
the financial barriers are steep. Washington’s child care system risks losing the very people
dedicated to its success.

Given Washington’s current financial crisis, it’s more important than ever to keep investing
in the state’s youngest learners and those who care for them. A strong child care system
supports families, strengthens communities, and ensures a brighter future for all.
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Summary

The 2025 Fair Start for Kids Act (FSKA) Recommendation Report (2025 Recommendations) outlines the
recommendations produced by the Early Learning Advisory Committee (ELAC), in conjunction with the work of
the Washington State Department of Children, Youth, and Families (DCYF), regarding the DCYF phased
implementation of FSKA strategies and priorities pursuant to RCW 43.216.075(2)(b) and RCW 43.216.772.

Given the current early learning budget landscape, the recommendations are intentionally focused on
preserving and reinforcing the foundation established through FSKA. The recommendations highlight both
the urgent need for continued progress and the importance of protecting the foundations of what has already
been built. These recommendations support strategic investments that stabilize and scale services statewide,
ensuring the early learning system remains a cornerstone of child and family well-being.

The report prioritizes phased-in investments that can be implemented as funding becomes available. The
recommendations reflect ELAC's priorities and support the Early Care and Education Access and Living Wage
Implementation Plan, which aligns with the Early Learning Strategic Plan, FSKA Implementation Plan, DCYF’s
operating principles, and core equity drivers such as access, provider voice, and compensation through a living
wage.

DCYF appreciates ELAC’s advisory role and thanks them for their recommendations. DCYF is not requesting
funding or new investments related to these recommendations at this time. This report is intended to support
alignment and long-term planning rather than signal a funding request.

The 2025 Recommendations focus on three key priority areas essential to continuing the development and
strengthening of Washington state’s early learning infrastructure. They include:

e Goal 1: Improve Child Care Access and Affordability for Families
e Goal 2: Increase Early Care and Education Workforce Compensation
e Goal 3: Expand Professional Development Opportunities

Introduction
Washington’s Fair Start for Kids Act (FSKA)

The Fair Start for Kids Act was a $1.1 billion investment to make child care and early learning more affordable
for Washington families by expanding access, capping copays, and providing resources to support child care
and early learning providers.

The changes made under the Fair Start for Kids Act created an integrated system of child care and early
learning in Washington State that is accessible, affordable, and in which providers and child care workers can
have the support they need to provide quality care.

Early Care and Education Landscape and Roadmap

Washington state has a strong commitment to high-quality early learning, as evidenced by policy development
and increased investments throughout the years. The most recent and substantial was the FSKA that advanced
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high-quality learning through expanding family eligibility (among other policy changes) and increased
investments. DCYF continues to support the children, youth, and families in Washington State with these
investments.

Additionally, DCYF has worked with partners, advisory groups, and others to create the Early Care and
Education Access and Living Wage Implementation Plan (the Plan). The Plan is DCYF’s road map to expand
access to high-quality care through Washington’s mixed delivery system with family financial contributions
capped at no more than seven (7) percent of family income (an amount considered sustainable for families)
and living wages and benefits for the child care workforce. 12 See how these historical investments continue to
impact Washingtonians today here: Washington's Early Care and Education System.

Early Learning Advisory Council

DCYF’s Early Learning Advisory Council (ELAC), serves as a vital advisory body to DCYF, ensuring that
community voices—especially from providers, parents, and historically underserved populations—are heard.
This advisory body is critical for informing early learning policy development and system design as these
individuals, or those they represent, are often expected to effectuate and/or operationalize these changes.

ELAC is deeply committed to advancing equity, reduce disparities, and addressing disproportionality within the
early learning system. These values are embedded in the development of the recommendations and are
reflected in both the process and the outcomes. The committee prioritizes culturally responsive, family-
centered approaches and recognizes that system change must be rooted in the professional and lived
experiences of those most impacted.

Thank You

We would like to express our sincere gratitude to all ELAC Members and Regional Advisors and ELAC's
Provider Supports Subcommittee for their dedication and thoughtful contributions to the development of
these 2025 Recommendations. Your insights and experiences helped shape a set of goals that reflect the real
needs of Washington's early learning communities.

2025 Recommendations

The recommendations in this report build on and align with existing efforts, including the goals and principles
in DCYF's Early Learning Strategic Plan and the Early Care and Education Access and Living Wage
Implementation Plan. They reinforce those commitments while continuing to prioritize the core elements of a
strong early learning system—ensuring families have access to affordable, high-quality care that meets their
needs while also supporting a thriving early care and education workforce.

By anchoring these recommendations in the progress already underway, this report supports a phased and
strategic expansion of Washington’s early learning infrastructure—one that is responsive to family and

1 child Care and Development Fund (CCDF) Program.
2Washington State 2023-2025 Operating Budget, Sec. 229 (31).
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provider needs and rooted in a long-term vision for equitable access to affordable, high-quality care for every
child in the state.

Report Methodology

The following recommendations were developed through a series of Community Engagement discussions with
ELAC and the Provider Supports Subcommittee. These engagements were scheduled and happened on:

e Nov. 19, 2024 — ELAC Report Development Session

e Jan.7,2025 — ELAC Report Development Session

e Jan. 22,2025 — Provider Supports Subcommittee of ELAC Meeting
e Feb. 4,2025 — ELAC Report Development Session

e Feb. 18, 2025—ELAC Report Review Session

e April 1, 2025—ELAC Meeting

The recommendations were reviewed by DCYF staff and cross-walked with existing policy and implementation
efforts, in addition to the Early Care and Education Access and Living Wage Implementation Plan. These efforts
reflect DCYF's commitment to continuous process improvement and government efficiency.

Key Areas

The 2025 recommendations focus on three key goals essential to continuing the development and
strengthening of Washington State’s early learning infrastructure. These goals are built on previous efforts and
aim to address critical needs within the system to support children, families, and providers alike:

e Goal 1: Improve Child Care Access and Affordability for Families
e Goal 2: Increase Early Care and Education Workforce Compensation
e Goal 3: Expand Professional Development Opportunities

Goal 1: Improve Child Care Access and Affordability for Families
(RCW 43.216.772(1)(f))

The lack of access to affordable, high-quality early care and education harms our state economy. With rising
costs driven by inflation, families are struggling to pay for child care. Today, the cost of child care is more than
tuition at the University of Washington.® Making child care affordable for families is more important than ever.
Child care subsidy rates should reflect the true cost of quality care, and current rates need to be increased to
reflect this. Some child care providers do not accept child care subsidies as there is a current belief that
subsidy rates are far lower than what private pay families would pay.

Continued investments in the Working Connections Child Care (WCCC) subsidy rates that reflect the true cost
of quality care are needed. The plan outlines a 10-year strategy to make this a reality and will monitor

3 Child care is more expensive than public college tuition in 38 states and Washington D.C..
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progress throughout implementation. Status updates will be made available every two years after the
publication of the original implementation plan.

e Institute a copayment scale that preserves access and ensures affordability for families.
o Ensure that all families have access to high-quality early care and education, where families pay
no more than 7% of their household income for care.
o Maintain copayments at no more than 7% of family income.
e Update WCCC eligibility criteria to reflect the true cost of living.
o Raise the income eligibility for working parents to qualify for subsidies, aligning with the
increased cost of living and living wages for families.
o Expand WCCC approved activities for full time care, including families who are income eligible
and participating in programs such as, but not limited to, Head Start, Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF), Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), English language
class, and Working Families Tax Credit.
e Improve funding models for a sustainable child care system.
o Enable integrated and inclusive classrooms.
= |dentify and address inconsistencies and reduce contradictions across various standards
and programs that are often provided in the same setting, including but not limited to
licensed child care, Early Childhood Education and Assistance Program (ECEAP), Head
Start, and Transition to Kindergarten.
o Shift investments in ECEAP toward school-day/school-year models instead of part-day
programs, which are difficult for working families to utilize.

Increase Child Care Subsidy Rates (RCW 43.216.772(1)(a))

The second strategy for improving child care access and availability is through increasing subsidy child care
rates to reflect the Cost of Quality Care Model and other critical rate policy considerations.

e Shift to a cost-based model for subsidy rates.
o Transition from the Market Rate Survey to the Cost of Quality Care Model to ensure subsidy
rates reflect provider expenses and the true cost of high-quality care.
e Address regional disparities.
o Update regional rate calculations to reflect current demographics and economic conditions,
ensuring fairness in funding across all areas.
o Eliminate inequitable regional rate differences so that children in impoverished areas receive
the same quality care as those in wealthier regions.
e Expand access to special needs and nonstandard care.
o Allow presumptive eligibility for the WCCC special needs rate so that services are not delayed
while awaiting eligibility for special education and related services.
o Prioritize funding and support to increase capacity for special needs education and non-
standard hour care.

o Raise the income threshold for families with children who have complex needs, ensuring more
families qualify for assistance.
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Goal 2: Increase Early Care and Education Workforce Compensation
(RCW 43.216.772(1)(c))

Increasing child care and early learning providers’ compensation serves to increase access and capacity, and
the quality of living for those who provide this vital service. Child care providers deserve to receive living
wages and benefits that honor the essential work that they do. Currently, the early care and education
workforce receives low wages and minimum benefits, if there are any benefits at all. Low wages and lack of
benefits continue to contribute to widespread staffing shortages and turnover in early care and education
programs.

The Child Care Collaborative Taskforce also recommended transitioning to a cost of quality care rate model to
be inclusive of living wages. As directed by the FSKA, DCYF has developed this model, but needs legislative
approval to implement it. The ECE Access & Living Wage Implementation Plan proposes a scaled transition to
using the Cost of Quality Care Rate Model and starting the transition to rates that scale to living wages and
benefits.

e Use the Cost of Quality Care Rate Model to set WCCC rates which reflect the true cost of high-quality
care to support living wages for providers.

o Institute a wage scale which includes a wage floor for child care workers and wage bands that
allow flexibility for child care employers.

o Promote equitable access to grants, enhancements, and incentives for providers for meeting
the needs of special populations, incentivizing growth in areas of need, and supporting
providers to increase quality.

e Strengthen provider support and workforce compensation.

o Provide reimbursement for provider education and expertise in specialized areas like special
needs and complex care.

o Allocate future investments to support professional development and operational costs.

Goal 3: Support Early Care & Education Professional Development Opportunities
(RCW 43.216.772(1)(i))

Providing professional development opportunities and supporting the substitute pool for child care and early
learning providers are essential investments needed to ensure high-quality early learning programming for
children served. Currently, early care and education providers in Washington State serve a variety of children
with different needs. Early care and education providers need greater access to opportunities that support
their own professional development to better support children with best practices. Without adequate
opportunities for professional development or staffing relief, the workforce can be overwhelmed and burnt
out, which compounds retention and turnover issues.

Professional development opportunities must be flexible and be offered in several modalities and languages to
meet the unique diversity of the early care and education workforce. The following ELAC recommendations
highlight key strategies that build from recommendations in the Early Care and Education Access and Living
Wage Implementation Plan.
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e Expand Access and Flexibility for Professional Development

o Provide adequate community-based, linguistically and culturally aligned professional
development curriculum and resources, including relationship-based professional
development coaching, to support and grow the capacity of the child care workforce to
meet the increasing family demand for early care and education services.

= Offer asynchronous, multilingual, education opportunities, making training like Child
Care Basics (CCB), community-based pathway training (PACE) available through
DCYF's Training Portal for self-paced learning.*

o Increase access to continued education for individuals who do not yet meet minimum

requirements, providing more pathways into the field.
e Improve Affordability & Funding for Training

o Increase access to no-cost in-service training courses available to providers.

o Partner with the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges and higher education
institutions to increase access, navigation support, and innovative practices to meet the
needs of the diverse and growing early care and education workforce.

e Ensure High-Quality Training Standards

o Expand access to comprehensive training options, including racial equity training.

o Create access to childhood development training that includes evidence-based education
on gender identity, starting at age three, and guidance on supporting LGBTQIA+ families,
including those with trans and non-binary children, to ensure healthy gender identity
development.

Supporting the Substitute Pool
¢ Improve Substitute Pool Transparency & Accessibility
o Work to fully utilize funds to support providers furthest from opportunity.
e Expand Substitute Pool Recruitment & Training
o Strengthen recruitment efforts in underserved areas, ensuring that providers have access to
substitutes statewide.

Conclusion

Currently, DCYF is not requesting funding to implement ELAC’s recommendations. This report is an important
planning and alignment tool that helps inform future policy discussions, long-term system design, and
implementation sequencing consistent with the Access and Living Wage Implementation Report framework.
ELAC’s recommendations focus on preserving the progress made through the Fair Start for Kids Act and
reinforcing the foundation of Washington’s early learning system.

DCYF is committed to supporting ELAC's statutory role and collective recommendations and will continue to
engage with partners to assess feasibility, timing, and opportunities.

The goals are in alignment with the future work laid out in the Early Care and Education Access and Living
Wage Implementation Plan. The Plan is our north star in ensuring that families have access to affordable, high-

4 https://dcyftraining.com/
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quality early care and education and pay no more than seven percent of their household income for care while
also uplifting the early care and education workforce with living wages and benefits.

Continued, strategic investment in child care is essential —not only to support families and providers today,
but to ensure a strong, stable economy and future for children and communities across the state.
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