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DCYF does not discriminate and provides equal access to its programs and services for all persons without regard
to race, color, gender, religion, creed, marital status, national origin, citizenship or immigration status, age, sexual
orientation or gender identity, veteran or military status, status as a breastfeeding mother, and the presence of
any physical, sensory, or mental disability or use of a dog guide or service animal. If you would like free copies of
this publication in an alternative format or language, please contact DCYF Constituent Relations at 1-800-723-4831
or email communications@dcyf.wa.gov.

Original Date: April 2026
Licensing Division | Approved for distribution by Ruben Reeves; Assistant Secretary
1



mailto:communications@dcyf.wa.gov

RESIDENTIAL PRIVATE SCHOOLS (RPS) PRELIMINARY REPORT

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report is prepared in compliance with Senate Bill 5515 enacted in 2023, which required the
Washington State Department of Children, Youth, and Families (DCYF) to submit a preliminary
progress report on the licensing and oversight of residential private schools (RPS) to the
Legislature no later than July 1, 2025. With the introduction and enactment of SB 5506,
however, that 2025 date was extended and the RPS preliminary progress report is now due on
July 1, 2026.

Senate Bill 5515 was enacted due to the legislature finding a lack of oversight in RPS. This
finding led to the legislature tasking DCYF with collaboratively coordinating an oversight and
monitoring process to ensure the health, safety and well-being of children served by RPS. These
facilities have not previously been covered by licensing WAC, and are unique and unlike any
current licensed program, so the creation of a new chapter specific to these programs was
necessary. Senate Bill 5515 required DCYF to engage in a negotiated rule making process with
the State Board of Education (SBE) and other impacted parties to adopt minimum health and
safety rules. The bill specified that the adopted rules must address the needs of children and
youth during non-instructional hours, including but not limited to the following areas:

e Space allotted to each child or youth for sleeping

e Developmentally appropriate privacy requirements

e Personal storage

e Nutritional needs

e C(Cleanliness and hygiene of living quarters

e Social and emotional well-being

e Health and wellness accommodations

e Compliance with Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
e Physical safety
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Introduction

DCYF’s vision statement is “All Washington’s children and youth grow up safe and healthy —
thriving physically, emotionally, and educationally, nurtured by family and community.”

SBE’s mission and vision statement is “to cultivate an equitable and inclusive K-12 education
system that fulfills our VISION of every student being empowered with the knowledge and skills
they need to thrive in a changing world.”

With the implementation of SB5515, DCYF and SBE were tasked with bringing their mission and
visions together to establish a cross-agency collaboration that also draws on the expertise of the
Department of Health, the Washington State Fire Marshal, the RPS programs, and other
affected parties. The goal of this multi-faceted collaboration was to establish minimum health
and safety rules in RPS that will help students thrive while ensuring they are protected from
abuse and neglect.

Collaboration with Impacted Parties

In DCYF's initial research, 12 schools were identified as meeting the definition of residential
private schools as defined in RCW 74.15.020. During early stages of the research, DCYF also
identified several other parties impacted by SB 5515, and those parties were also recruited to
be a part of the negotiated rule making process. These parties included the accrediting agencies
that were currently accrediting the RPS programs, school advocates, parents, alum, and current
students.

The State Board of Education, Washington State Patrol Fire Marshals, and the Department of
Health were identified as external partners with an interest in the project. Internal to DCYF,
impacted parties were identified as the Office of Tribal Relations, the Racial Equity and Social
Justice Division, Group Care Licensing, Policy and Rules office, Communications, and
Government Affairs.

All impacted parties were advised of the scope and timeline involved in establishing regulatory
rules and licensing RPS programs through introductory webinars, emails and phone calls. All
impacted parties were subsequently recruited to be a part of the Negotiated Rule Making
(NRM) process.
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Negotiated Rule Making

In preparation for engaging in NRM, DCYF collaborated with the SBE and other impacted parties
in the collection of data relevant to residential private schools in Washington. Prior to the
beginning of the NRM process, DCYF staff also completed a nationwide search to gather data on
the practice of licensing residential private schools in other states.

As part of the collection of data, DCYF project managers also visited nine of the 12 identified
RPS programs. These visits facilitated an understanding of the school program, their physical
buildings, and student populations. The visits also provided insight into which health and safety
rules would work for such a diverse set of programs.

Once all the data was collected, a crosswalk was developed for the purposes of comparing the
rules used to govern residential private schools in other states, DCYF rules in comparable
residential settings, current RPS program accreditation standards, and current rules in place at
RPS programs in Washington. The crosswalk data was then analyzed to gain insights into which
rule areas were most applicable to the safety criteria outlined in SB5515. An initial draft of the
rules was developed from the analysis of this criteria that would later be used as the framework
for establishing minimum licensing standards through the NRM process.

Prior to the beginning of the official NRM process, there were five work group meetings held in
January and February of 2024 with the impacted RPS facilities, accreditors, DCYF staff, the State
Board of Education, and interested community partners. These work groups were created to
review the licensing standards draft before the negotiations. Each of the impacted parties were
able to review the rule standard, offer feedback, and vote as to whether the rule standard
needed to be negotiated or if the rule standard was acceptable as written.

Once the work groups concluded, the NRM process with impacted parties began in March of
2024. Rulemaking meetings occurred every Wednesday, for four hours each for a total of six
sessions. All meetings were virtual in order to best accommodate impacted parties. The
negotiations were facilitated by a third party, Public Consulting Group (PCG). Of the rule
standards created, 14 of 16 were negotiated by the groups in these meetings. Out of the two
that were not negotiated, it was not necessary to negotiate one of them due to the rule being
approved while in the work groups and one of the rules, nondiscrimination, was deemed a non-
negotiable rule by DCYF leadership. Of the 14 rules negotiated, 13 reached full consensus and
one was left pending with final decisions to be made by executive leadership.
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Initial Rule Drafting Phase

After negotiations, the rules went through a DCYF internal review. As a part of this process, a
policy review was also conducted by the DCYF Policy and Rules Division. The rules were
reviewed and analyzed for any needed edits as well as formatting and language revisions. There
were, however, no major content changes to the rules after they were negotiated. With the rule
finalization steps in place, the CR-101 for the rules was filed on Dec. 3, 2024.

Pilot

After negotiated and revised RPS rules were drafted, an RPS licensing pilot with volunteer
schools was conducted. The pilot was created to test how well the new application, inspection
and maintenance processes work, including the clarity of the WAC, the workflow, and the
usability of forms. The pilot was intentionally designed to evaluate each part of the process and
its impact both on licensing staff and residential private schools. The pilot ran from October
2024 through April 30, 2025. The data collected was analyzed and used to develop practical
training and procedures for the implementation of the licensing process.

Research Questions
1. Are the RPS WAC rules clear, equitable, measurable, enforceable, and
encompassing of students’ health and safety needs?
2. What are the equity impacts of the licensing process and timelines to DCYF and
RPS?
3. What are the workload impacts to DCYF and RPS staff?
4. What are the usability and efficiency of licensing policy, procedures, and forms?

Pilot Methodology

Recruitment

The pilot recruited from all identified residential private schools statewide. A virtual
introduction was held on the final day of the negotiated rule-making process, and recruitment
letters with informed consent were emailed to schools to ensure voluntary participation. Four
schools of different sizes and locations volunteered. DCYF also identified staff volunteers for the
pilot, approved by Licensing Division leadership. Because staff participated within their normal
group care licensing duties, no recruitment or consent documents were required.

Methods

A mixed method program evaluation pilot was used to determine the clarity and enforceability
of RPS WACs, as well as the usability and workload impacts of the licensing system to both DCYF
and RPS staff. The program evaluation was designed to provide data to guide the decision-
making process concerning specific licensing actions and the maintenance of the residential
programming. Pilot planning was inclusive of considerations around issues of equity and social
impacts.
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Tools

Specific qualitative and quantitative data were gathered to assess the operational validity of the
licensing operations. This data was analyzed to provide leadership with information necessary
to determine if the WAC, policy and procedures, or tools should be amended. The pilot
intentionally set out to gather the data needed to identify discrepancies between actual
implementation of the rules and their intended design. Having insight into the identified
defects in the design and implementation plan allowed for corrections to be made prior to
implementing the licensing process in July of 2026.

Post Pilot Rule Finalization Process

Upon completion of the pilot, the data collected was analyzed for insights that were utilized in
creating forms and policies and procedures for RPS programs. A training course for onboarding
the schools and informing DCYF licensing staff was also created using the data provided by the
pilot and in partnership with all impacted parties.

Prior to the rules being submitted for public comment, DCYF participated in ongoing
collaborative efforts with DOH and the Washington State Fire Marshall to optimize the
coordination of RPS facility inspections. With their respective input, the level of their
involvement in the licensing of RPS programs was incorporated into the WAC rules.

Once all the data from the pilot was collected and transformed into actionable insights and final
discussions were had with external partners, the rules were submitted to the DCYF policy and
rules team (PRO). With the PRO team’s input, final edits to the rules draft were made and they
were filed for public comment on Oct.22, 2025. Due to the public comment period not resulting
in changes to the WAC that would require a public hearing, the CR-103p was filed on Jan. 15,
2026, to finalize the rules. All impacted parties continued to receive updated information about
the project throughout the rule filing process, and the rules are now final as of Feb. 15, 2026.

Licensing

After the RPS licensing rules became effective on Feb. 15, 2026, the initial application phase of
the licensing process began. As this phase started, the number of schools needing to be
involved in the licensing process reduced significantly due to decisions made by the SBE in
consultation with DCYF regarding the accreditation standards of some of the schools being
deemed comparable to the negotiated RPS WAC rules. With the reduction in RPS programs,
DCYF is currently working with five RPS schools towards licensure. Once application materials
are received, inspections will be scheduled and all applicable licensing documentation and
policies/procedures will be reviewed. RPS schools will potentially be able to be licensed as soon
as July 1, 2026, and they must be licensed by the beginning of their school year in the fall of
2026.
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