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Celebrations, Challenges, and Opportunities:  

Walla Walla Head Start celebrates over 30 years of 
serving Walla Walla families, and looks forward to 
new challenges and opportunities to improve 
outcomes for our community’s most vulnerable 
learners. From left to right, top to bottom: 

Celebrating a student’s perfect attendance; Bilingual 
education information at an Open House and Resource 
Fair; Fatherhood Connection Night at Walla Walla 
Head Start; Fatherhood Connection strengthens 
families by emphasizing father-child connections and 
activities; Family activities with Fatherhood 
Connection, a group started by Walla Walla Head 
Start Policy Council fathers; September 2019 
Preschool Open House and Resource Fair; 
Community partners share information at Walla Walla 
Head Start Resource Fair. 
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Overview  

Nestled up against the Blue Mountains in southeast Washington state, Walla Walla is a small, 
friendly city where many residents count multiple generations of ancestry. It is also an 
increasingly well-known tourist and retirement destination, praised for its award-winning wines 
and charming Main Street. Walla Walla Public Schools, the largest school district by population 
in Walla Walla County with 39,479 residents within its boundaries, has experienced significant 
changes and successes in the past year.1 Both a construction bond and a replacement levy were 
passed, ensuring funding of both future plans and current obligations; and the decision was made 
to convert one of six elementary schools, Blue Ridge Elementary, into an early learning hub, 
following much community discussion around declining enrollment.2 3 4 Walla Walla Public 
Schools continues to experience a decrease in the numbers of residents under 18, even while the 
the population as a whole has grown 4.96% over the past 10 years.1 The greatest impact to the 
Head Start program in the next several years will result from the transition of its long-time home, 
Blue Ridge Elementary, into the new Walla Walla Center for Children and Families.4 
Additionally, the formerly blended Head Start/ECEAP preschool has been split into two distinct 
programs: Walla Walla Head Start, with Walla Walla Public Schools as the grant-holding body; 
and Walla Walla Early Childhood Education Assistance Program (ECEAP,) with Educational 
Service District 123 administering this Washington-state directed preschool program. Further 
change occurred when both programs simultaneously shifted from a 4-day-a-week, half-day only 
structure, to a 5-day-a-week mix of half-day and full-day (school-day length) sessions: 3 (three) 
sessions of full-day and 4 (four) sessions of half-day Head Start classes; 4 (four) sessions of full-
day and 2 (two) sessions of half-day ECEAP classes.5 In order to maximize resources and 
minimize confusion for families, and take advantage of a shared location and pool of applicants, 
these two programs continue to share a director/administrator for day-to-day operations, and 
coordinate intake and placement decisions based on program eligibility.6 A major shift towards 
full inclusion of special education students was also implemented this year, with this progress 

                                                             
 
2 “Bond news and updates,” Walla Walla Public Schools, accessed March 9, 2020, https://www.wwps.org/bond. 

3 “Voters approve replacement levy,” Walla Walla Public Schools, February 11, 2020 (accessed March 9, 2020,) 
https://www.wwps.org/news/spotlight/5765-voters-approve-replacement-levy. 
 
4 Sheila Hagar, “Confirmed: Blue Ridge Elementary change is coming,” Walla Walla Union-Bulletin, October 16, 
2019, (accessed March 9, 2020) https://www.union-bulletin.com/news/education/walla_walla/confirmed-blue-ridge-
elementary-change-is-coming/article_344922b8-f03f-11e9-85c9-b749a4a010ad.html. 

5 Diana Evenson, (Director, Walla Walla Head Start; Administrator, Walla Walla ECEAP), in discussion with the 
author, Walla Walla, February 10, 2020. 
6 Diana Evenson, (Director, Walla Walla Head Start; Administrator, Walla Walla ECEAP), in discussion with the 
author, Walla Walla, March 5, 2020. 
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formally recognized by the Washington State Office of Public Instruction.7 A final change to the 
core structure of the program came with the decision to reduce Walla Walla Head Start’s service 
area, from all of Walla Walla County to the smaller Walla Walla school district (Walla Walla 
Public Schools.)5 

Financial challenges have also impacted the Head Start program: due to the effects of the 
McCleary v. Washington court decision on Washington state school district funding, it was 
decided to convert virtually all positions, including coordinator and lead- and assistant-teacher 
positions, to classified positions. The result is that these positions no longer necessarily require a 
bachelor’s degree or teaching certificate and are paid at a much lower rate.6 Much of the previous 
certificated teaching staff has either retired, or opted to leave the program following these 
changes. It is now unclear how many staff are required to hold a bachelor’s degree in order to 
meet the Head Start standard of 50% of staff nationally, adding further uncertainty to future 
budgeted salary projections.5 Finally, the recent School Employees Benefits Board (SEBB) 
decision, requiring school districts to provide full benefits to any employee accruing 630 hours in 
a school year, took effect January 1, 2020.8 It seems that the impact to Walla Walla Head Start 
might be minimal, as all positions were effectively made full-time for the current year in an 
effort to anticipate possible additional costs.5 Additionally, Walla Walla Public Schools has 
implemented the policy of limiting substitute hours to ensure that these employees do not reach 
the new insurance hour threshold.9  

While reviewing this Community Needs Assessment, it is important to keep in mind that many 
core demographic measures are in fact mathematical models based on the last national decennial 
census, conducted in 2010. All data within this report from the U.S. Census Bureau, Washington 
State Office of Financial Management, and several other sources, will be updated to actual 
population counts and other demographic measures, following the 2020 Census beginning April 
1, 2020. Therefore, though every effort was made to ensure the veracity of the data used, the 
unfortunate fact is that this document is submitted just prior to the collection and release of the 
most accurate data available for the next 10 years.  

Regardless of this distinct disadvantage, this Community Needs Assessment still serves an 
import function as a platform for highlighting local needs and concerns, especially in the areas of 
mental health, and the housing and childcare needs of families in the program. All of these hold 
challenges and opportunities for us to better serve young children and their families in the 
coming years, and thereby build a more vibrant, resilient, and inclusive community.  
                                            
                                                             
7 Libby Thompson, (Director of Special Education, Walla Walla Public Schools), in discussion with the author, 
February 27, 2020. 
 
8 “Employee and retiree benefits,” Washington State Health Care Authority, accessed March 2, 2020, 
https://www.hca.wa.gov/employee-retiree-benefits/school-employees. 

9 Chris Gardea, (Assistant Superintendent, WWPS,) letter to the author, March 11, 2020. 
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Community Demographics 

Although the service area of Walla Walla Head Start will change beginning in school year 2020-
2021, from the larger area of Walla Walla County to the smaller school district of Walla Walla 
Public Schools, census data are not compiled at the school district level; the Washington State 
Office of Financial Management produces only estimates of population by age and 
Hispanic/Non-Hispanic ethnicity at the school district level. Therefore, some of the data below 
rely on City of Walla Walla demographic data, as the City of Walla Walla lies entirely within 
Walla Walla School District, and contained 84.13% of the estimated school district population as 
of 2018, the most recent year for which city-level data are available.1 10 Combined with the fact 
that the following is the very tail end of data extrapolated from the last national census in 2010, 
these data should be viewed with prejudice.11  

A Shrinking Pool of Pre-K Children in Walla Walla County 

For convenience of comparison to previous years’ Community Needs Assessments, and to better 
understand shifts in the local population, the following table and chart illustrate the estimated 
population change of the seven school districts within Walla Walla County over the past ten 
years, comparing the percentage change of 0-4 year olds with the change in total population. 
Since 2010, the estimated population of children 0-4 years old has shrunk in all but two school 
districts: College Place (an estimated increase of 4 children), and Touchet (no estimated increase 
nor decrease.)1 Walla Walla Public Schools saw an estimated decrease of -4.56% in 0-4 year olds 
and an estimated increase of 4.96% in the total population; this is compared to the Washington 
state estimated population growth of 3.16% statewide for 0-4 year olds, and 12.22% total 
population growth.1 

 

 

                                                             
10 “QuickFacts, Walla Walla City, Washington State, Population Estimates, July 1, 2018 (V2018)”, U.S. Census 
Bureau, accessed March 1, 2020, https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/wallawallacitywashington,US/AGE 
135218. 

11 “Estimates of April 1 population by age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin, Small Area Demographic Estimates 
(SADE), Frequently asked questions,” Washington State Office of Financial Management, accessed March 11, 
2020, https://www.ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/dataresearch/pop/asr/sade/sade_faq.pdf. 
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Figure 1 Percent Change of Estimated Population of Zero-to-Four Year Olds, Compared to Total Residents, by School District, 
Walla Walla County 1 

School District Est. Population 2010 Est. Population 2019 Percentage change 
Walla Walla 0-4 yr old 2239 2137 -4.56% 
Walla Walla total 37612 39479 +4.96% 
College Place 0-4 yr old 791 795 +0.5% 
College Place total 12876 14208 +10.34% 
Waitsburg 0-4 yr old 81 70 -13.59% 
Waitsburg total 1556 1571 +0.96% 
Prescott 0-4 yr old 102 95 -6.87% 
Prescott total 1346 1355 +0.67% 
Touchet 0-4 yr old 69 69 0 
Touchet total 1120 1206 +7.68% 
Dixie 0-4 yr old 17 15 -11.77% 
Dixie total 497 493 -0.81% 
Columbia 0-4 yr old 222 203 -8.56 
Columbi total 3884 3999 +2.96 
Table 1 Percent Change of Estimated Population of Zero-to-Four Year Olds, Compared to Total Residents, by School District, 
Walla Walla County1 
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Race and Ethnicity 

School district-level population estimates are not divided by race, but only by age and Hispanic 
or Non-Hispanic ethnicity, limiting the ability to pinpoint shifts in race at this level. Measures of 
race are best viewed at the city level, as the City of Walla Walla falls entirely within Walla 
Walla school district, and also includes a similar proportion of both the total county residents 
(63.47%), and the total number of zero-to-four year olds in the county (63.28%).1 12As the 
following graph demonstrates, within the City of Walla Walla, the majority of residents identify 
as non-Hispanic White (67.4%), with nearly a quarter identifying as Hispanic or Latino of any 
race (23.8%); 21.9% speak a language other than English at home.13  

 

Figure 213 *Percentages do not total to 100. 

                                                             
12 “Small Area Demographic Estimates: Counties” [Data file], Washington State Office of Financial Management, 
Forecasting Division (2010-2019), retrieved March 11, 2020 from https://ofm.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public/ 
dataresearch/pop/asr/sade/ofm_pop_sade_county_2010_to_2019.xlsx. 
 
13 “QuickFacts Walla Walla city, Washington; United States,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 11, 2020, 
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/wallawallacitywashington,US/AGE135218 
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Shifts in Age and Ethnicity  

As stated in the 2019 edition of this Community Needs Assessment, the estimated percentage of 
children under 5 identified as Hispanic in Walla Walla County was twice the rate of the 
estimated overall population14; this trend continues when the area is reduced to the school district 
level, with an estimated 45.11% of the 0-4 year old population identified as Hispanic, versus an 
overall Hispanic population of 22.9%.1 The following charts illustrate the shifts in estimated 
population by age and Hispanic/Non-Hispanic ethnicity since 2010 within the Walla Walla 
School District.1 These trends should continue to be a center of focus for preschool providers, in 
order to provide culturally and linguistically appropriate services to students and families, and to 
manage resources wisely as the overall pre-K population in Walla Walla school district continues 
to contract.11 

 

 

Figure 31 *Percentages are rounded to 1/100% for the purposes of this chart. 

                                                             
14 “Under 5 child population by race/ethnicity in Walla Walla,” Annie E. Casey Foundation Kids Count Data Center, 
accessed April 18, 2019, https://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/4485-under-5-child-population-by-race-
ethnicity?loc=49&loct=5#detailed/5/6982/false/870/3,724,142,2,4533,71,1,13/10129,1030. 
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Figure 41 *Percentages are rounded to 1/100% for the purposes of this chart, and therefore do not total 100. 

 

 

 

Table 2 Percent Change of Estimated Populations in Walla Walla School District1 
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Age Range & Ethnicity 2010 Est. Pop.1 2019 Est. Pop.1 Percent Change 
0-4 Hispanic 859 964 +12.22% 
0-4 Non-Hispanic 1,379 1,173 -14.94% 
0-4 Total 2,239 2,137 -4.56% 
5+ Hispanic 6,537 8,075 +23.53% 
5+ Non-Hispanic 28,838 29,267 +1.49% 
5+ Total 35,373 37,342 +5.57% 
Total Hispanic & Non-
Hispanic 

37,612 39,479 +4.69% 
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Single-Parent Families with Young Children 

The presence or absence of parents significantly impacts young children and their families, and 
these household factors are detailed in the table below.15 16 Most noticeably, though only 8.84% 
of households in the City of Walla Walla were estimated to be single-parent households, an 
estimated 39.99% of households with children 6 and younger were led by single parents. This 
compares with an estimated 23.92% for Washington state as a whole, and indicates less stable 
family situations for the preschool population, as only one parent is available in these 
households. In households where single parenting was not a planned choice, this leads to greater 
stress on the single parent, and has been shown to adversely affect childhood outcomes.17 As 
single-parent households are far more likely to be in poverty, they should be an expectedly large 
proportion of Head Start-eligible families.18 

 

Demographic Factor WW City15 WA State16 
Total households 12,144    2,800,423 
Average household size    2.35      2.55 
Single-parent households   1,073    217,955 
Single-parent households with children 6 and younger      594      83,007 
Households with children 6 and younger   1,486     347,066 
Percentage of households with children 6 and younger led 
by single parents 

39.99%      23.92% 

Table 3 Single-parent households in the City of Walla Walla, and Washington state 

 

 

                                                             
15 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates Subject Tables, Households and Families, Table ID 
S1101, Walla Walla city, Washington,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 8, 2020, https://data.census.gov/ 
cedsci/table?q=walla%20walla%20city&g= 1600000US5375775 &tid=ACSST5Y2018.S1101&vintage=2018. 

16 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Households and Families, Table ID S1101, Washington 
state,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 8, 2020, https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=Household%20and% 
20Family&g=0400000US53&hidePreview=false&tid=ACSST5Y2018.S1101&vintage=2018&cid=AMOUNT_FO
RMATTED&t=Household%20and%20Family. 

17 Cameron Neece, Shulamite Green, and Bruce Baker, “Parenting Stress and Child Behavior Problems: A 
Transactional Relationship Across Time,” American Journal on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities 117, 
no.1 (January 2012): 48-66, doi: 10.1352/1944-7558-117.1.48. 
 

18 “The Changing Profile of Unmarried Parents,” Gretchen Livingston, Pew Research Center, April 25, 2018, 
accessed March 8, 2020, https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2018/04/25/the-changing-profile-of-unmarried-
parents/#fn-24392-7. 
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Community Strengths 

With a fairly stable population and a strongly rural, somewhat isolated geography, the Walla 
Walla Valley has fostered tightly-knit, small-town communities. One measure of income 
inequality, the Gini Coefficient, is slightly below the state average: 0.4402, versus 0.4568 for 
Washington as a whole (a higher coefficient indicates greater income inequality.)19 Ninety-seven 
percent of children have health insurance, and the ratio of 1:870 for primary-care physicians far 
exceeds that of other top-performing communities in the U.S.20 Unusually for such an area, there 
are three post-secondary educational institutions within a five-mile radius: Walla Walla 
University, Whitman College, and Walla Walla Community College. Over 64% of City of Walla 
Walla residents age 25 and older have attended some college or earned a degree, slightly more 
than the national average.21 22 The City of Walla Walla, as noted above, lies entirely within the 
Walla Walla school district and has been recognized nationally for efforts to build a welcoming 
and sustainably liveable community. Awards range from a Washington State Govenor’s Smart 
Communities Award, to NerdWallet’s Top 50 Best Small Cities to Live in the U.S.23 Recent 
years have seen great efforts within Walla Walla to tackle problems of food insecurity, 
homelessness and rising housing costs, mental health, the opioid crisis, and the effects of trauma 
and adverse childhood experiences on children of all ages. Dozens of churches and other 
community organizations run daily soup kitchens, secure shelter and assistance for those in need, 
and provide a myriad of services to assist our most vulnerable residents. Acting as an umbrella 
for many smaller organizations, Blue Mountain Action Council serves as a major non-
governmental single-entry point for emergency social services ranging from food pantry access 
to utility payment assistance, reducing the burden families in need face when trying to access 

                                                             
19 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Gini Index of Income Inequality, Table ID B19083, 
Walla Walla city, Washington state, United States,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 19, 2020, 
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=%20walla%20walla%20city%20income%20inequality&g= 
1600000US5375775_0100000US_0400000US53&tid=ACSDT5Y2018.B19083&hidePreview=true&t=Income%20
and%20Poverty. 
 
20 “2019 County Health Rankings and Roadmaps,” Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, accessed February 15, 2020, 
https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/washington/2020/rankings/walla-walla/county/outcomes/ overall/ 
snapshot. 

21 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Educational Attainment, Table ID S1501, Walla Walla 
city,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 17, 2020, https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=walla%20walla 
%20city%20education&g=1600000US5375775&tid=ACSST5Y2018.S1501&t=Education&layer=place. 

22 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Educational Attainment, Table ID S1501, United States,” 
U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 19, 2020, https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=Educational%20 
Attainment&tid= ACSST1Y2018.S1501&hidePreview=false&t=Educational%20Attainment&vintage=2018. 

23 “City Awards and Recognition,” City of Walla Walla, accessed March 5, 2020, https://www.wallawallawa.gov/ 
our-city/city-awards-and-recognition. 
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multiple channels for assistance.24 Commitment to Community, an agency of BMAC, promotes 
community organizing and self-advocacy within low-income neighborhoods and the Hispanic 
immigrant community. Community Council is a non-partisan, non-governmental group 
dedicated to engaging the local community in collaborative study and implementation of 
solutions to community-identified problems, and has produced recommendations that continue to 
influence policy making in the region.25 Walla Walla Alliance for the Homeless has created a 
Sleep Center, along with other programs, to address the unmet needs of homeless residents; and 
Christian Aid Center provides short-term shelter for over 400 men, women, and families a year, 
as well as 37,000 meals a year to all comers, no documentation required.26 27  

Walla Walla Public Schools itself has a history of strong community support and engagement, 
with over 45 years of consecutive educational levy approvals including February 2020.28 
Additionally, a major bond was passed in November 2018, allowing repairs and upgrades to 
multiple district schools.29 Responding to demographic and cultural shifts towards more Hispanic 
and Spanish-speaking residents, the Equity and Dual Programs department was created to 
coordinate the dual language program and address issues of equity and access for English 
language learners.30 Out of five remaining elementary schools, Edison Elementary is 
transitioning to a full dual-language educational model, and bilingual classroom streams are in 
place at Green Park Elementary and Sharpstein Elementary as well. Family and Community 
Engagement and Support (F.A.C.E.S.) sponsors multiple sessions of free parent education 
classes every year at district schools, along with other family engagement program support.31 
Since 2010, The Health Center is a school-based clinic that provides primary and behavioral 
health services to support children at four district schools, and has been recognized nationally for 

                                                             
24 “BMAC,” Blue Mountain Action Council, accessed February 27, 2020, https://bmacww.org/. 

25 Community Council, accessed March 18, 2020, https://www.wwcommunitycouncil.org/. 

26 “Our Mission,” Walla Walla Alliance for the Homeless, accessed March 19, 2020, https://www.wwalliance 
forthehomeless.com/. 

27 “Christian Aid Center,” accessed March 19, 2020, http://www.christianaidcenter.org/. 

28 “Our Levy History,” Walla Walla Public Schools, accessed March 6, 2020, https://www.wwps.org/levy. 

29 “2018 Replacement Bond,” Walla Walla Public Schools, accessed March 6, 2020, https://www.wwps.org/ 
2018bond. 

30 “Equity and Dual Programs,” Walla Walla Public Schools, accessed March 19, 2020, https://www.wwps.org/ 
departments/equity-and-dual-programs. 

31 “Family and Community Engagement and Support,” Walla Walla Public Schools, accessed March 16, 2020, 
https://www.wwps.org/departments/family-engagement. 
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supporting students with trauma-informed practices and improving school outcomes.32 Finally, 
Walla Walla Public Schools responded to the dismal local kindergarten readiness rate of just 
24% by transforming one school, Blue Ridge Elementary, into an early-learning hub hosting 
Walla Walla Head Start, Walla Walla ECEAP, and a new school district-run Transitional 
Kindergarten, along with other community partners.33 This simultaneously addresses the 
district’s need to reduce costs in its K-12 programs as enrollment slowly declines and Walla 
Walla’s population ages.34 The study and community comment period leading up to the school 
board’s decision to proceed with this early learning hub, the Walla Walla Center for Children 
and Families, featured much outreach and invitation to the community at large, public meetings, 
and Q&A sessions designed to capture as much community input as possible, and make the 
difficult school closure decision as transparent as possible. The invaluable trust of the 
community is one the greatest strengths Walla Walla Public Schools can hope to possess as it 
moves forward with this new chapter in early learning in the Walla Walla Valley.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
32 Jane Ellen Stevens, “Resilience practices overcome students’ ACES in trama-informed high school, say the data,” 
Aces Too High News, accessed March 16, 2020, https://acestoohigh.com/2015/05/31/resilience-practices-overcome-
students-aces-in-trauma-informed-high-school-say-the-data/. 

33 “Walla Walla Center for Children & Families: About the Center,” Walla Walla Public Schools, accessed February 
11, 2020, https://www.wwps.org/ccf/about-the-center. 

34 Sheila Hagar, “Numbers may add up to Walla Walla elementary school closure,” Walla Walla Union-Bulletin, 
May 23, 2019, accessed February 11, 2020, https://www.union-bulletin.com/news/education/walla_walla/numbers-
may-add-up-to-walla-walla-elementary-school-closure/article_fcfb8492-7d82-11e9-a9de-2f6a5e64a0be.html. 
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Challenges to Our Children and Community 

In the winter of 2019-2020, Walla Walla Head Start’s Family Advocates compiled a list of 
recurring concerns expressed by parents with children in the program.35 Although families face 
myriad and unique problems, the following themes recurred throughout the list:  

• Lack of mental health resources 
• Lack of affordable housing 
• Lack of affordable childcare & early learning opportunities 

These are not just problems that Head Start Families grapple with, but problems faced by all 
families in the wider community. In fact, they correspond exactly with the top three priorities 
identified in the Walla Walla Department of Community Health Community Health 
Improvement Plan.36 Therefore, it makes sense to first highlight these most pressing concerns. 

 

Lack of Mental Health Resources 

According to Walla Walla Head Start’s Homelessness and Mental Health Coordinator, lack of 
mental health resources is the most pressing concern for program families.76 By Head Start 
enrollment requirements, families in the program generally should not exceed the federal poverty 
guidelines. Multiple studies have shown strong correlation between mental, behavioral, and 
developmental disorders and poverty; suggested causes for this include the chronic stress, poor 
nutrition, and lack of access to professional care that accompany poverty.37 In 2018, the most 
recent year for which data were available, 13.5% of children 5-17 years old in Walla Walla 
school district were estimated to be living in poverty; that is, within the federal poverty 
threshold, the strictest government test of poverty.38 According to the U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control, 22% of children in this group have a mental, behavioral, or developmental disorder; 
overall, 1 in 6 children ages 2-8 has a mental, behavioral, or developmental disorder.39 It is 
                                                             
35 Cresencia Gutierrez-Duran, (ERSEA/Parent Involvement Coordinator, WWPS Head Start,) email message to the 
author, February 20, 2020. 
36 “Community Health Improvement Plan 2019-2023,” Walla Walla County Department of Community Health, 
accessed March 2, 2020, https://www.co.walla- walla.wa.us/document_center/Health/Assessment/CHIP%20Process  
%20Draft%20Document%20updated%20(002).pdf. 

37 Kevin M. Simon, Michaela Beder, and Marc W. Manseau, “Addressing poverty and mental illness,” Psychiatry 
Times 35, no. 8 (2018): 2,  https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/special-reports/addressing-poverty-and-mental-illness. 

38 “SAIPE School District Estimates for 2018,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 2, 2020, 
https://www.census.gov/data/datasets/2018/demo/saipe/2018-school-districts.html. 

39 Cree RA, Bitsko RH, Robinson LR, Holbrook JR, Danielson ML, Smith DS, Kaminski JW, Kenney MK, Peacock 
G. Health care, family, and community factors associated with mental, behavioral, and developmental disorders and 
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difficult to know for sure what the numbers in the Walla Walla area are, especially as there are 
no psychiatrists specializing in children and adolescents in the county.40 The entire county of 
Walla Walla was federally designated as a health provider shortage area for mental health as of 
January 2017, indicating fewer than 1 psychiatric professional per 30,000 residents.41 This writer 
was able to identify six current local providers of various levels of certification, who specifically 
highlight experience working with children and/or families.42 The CDC also confirms a small 
presence of behavioral health specialists in Walla Walla county, with at least 7.1 psychologists 
and 16 licensed clinical social workers (LCSW) per 10,000 children under 18 in 2015; however, 
these providers usually have full caseloads and do not necessarily accept Medicaid, the form of 
health insurance most likely to be utilized by low-income families.43 In 2019, 59% of children 
attending Walla Walla Public Schools (including Head Start attendees) were classified as “low-
income,” meaning that they qualified for free or reduced lunch, and therefore were from 
households at or below 185% of the federal poverty guidelines.44 45 46 

Prior to the closing of Walla Walla Public Schools due to the COVID-19 emergency, The Health 
Center at Blue Ridge Elementary, an in-school clinic at the Head Start host site, provided 
counseling services to Head Start students through their contract with Walla Walla Public 
Schools.76 Six students were being seen by Health Center counselors; however, The Health 
Center’s first service priority is to the students of Blue Ridge Elementary due to the earlier 
elementary start date, and no preschool referrals were made after October 2019 because all 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
poverty among children aged 2–8 years — United States, 2016. U.S. Centers for Disease Control Morbidity and 
Mortality Weekly Report, 2018;67(5):1377-1383. 

40 University of Michigan Behavioral Health Workforce Research Center. Estimating the Distribution of the U.S. 
Psychiatric Subspecialist Workforce. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan School of Public Health; 2018. 

41 “Access to Behavioral Health Providers,” Washington State Department of Health, accessed March 3, 2020, 
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1000/SHA-AccesstoBehavioralHealthProviders.pdf. 

42 “Find a Provider,” Mental Health Network of Walla Walla, accessed march 15, 2020, https://www. 
mentalhealthww.com/providers. 

43 “Behavoiral Health Service Providers by County,” U.S. Centers for Disease Control, accessed March 2, 2020, 
https://www.cdc.gov/childrensmentalhealth/stateprofiles-providers/washington/index.html. 

44 Pam Jacobson, (Walla Walla Public Schools District Data Security and Student Records Coordinator,) email 
message to the author, February 28, 2020. 
 
45 “Washington State Summary Walla Walla Public Schools,” Washington State Office of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction, accessed February 28, 2020, https://tableau.ospi.k12.wa.us/t/Public/views/OnePager/OnePager? 
iframeSizedToWindow=true&:embed=y&:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=no&:showVizHome=no&:toolb
ar=no&:format=pdf&organizationid=100283. 

46 “Federal Register, Vol.84 No.54, Wednesday March 20, 2019,” pg. 10297, Office of the Federal Register, 
accessed February 28, 2020, https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2019-03-20/pdf/2019-05183.pdf. 
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counselors were fully booked. Head Start staff still provided referrals to outside providers, but to 
their knowledge no families had pursued this option, primarily due to transportation issues. For 
the first time this year, a private-practice LCSW agreed to see students on-site at Blue Ridge 
Elementary, but as this was an informal, non-contractual “link” to a provider, it was difficult to 
secure private meeting space for counseling sessions.47 Additionally, these ad hoc spaces (often 
in a cubicle) were open to distractions, making it difficult to fully engage preschool clients. The 
outside provider had time for three preschool clients a week, and communicated well with 
preschool families, despite the improvised setting. Having no formal relationship with the 
overseeing authority for the space (Walla Walla Public Schools,) the outside provider was also 
unable to communicate with preschool teachers of clients, missing the opportunity for valuable 
coordinated planning and integrated student support. Formally contracting with outside providers 
for services (via Walla Walla Public Schools,) along with providing dedicated space for them, 
could be a great step forward in improving mental and behavioral health care access, and help 
relieve the backlog of unmet counseling needs for Head Start students.76 Currently, there are no 
plans for any such spaces.48 Walla Walla ECEAP preschool, hosted at the same site, contracts 
with outside provider Catholic Charities of Walla Walla for counseling services.76  

When Blue Ridge Elementary becomes the Walla Walla Center for Children and Families after 
the close of the current school year, The Health Center will remain as a tenant in the repurposed 
space.48 Theoretically, without competition from elementary students, there should be more 
counselor hours available to Head Start students; however, the new Transitional Kindergarten 
program may take those counseling slots instead, as those students will follow the WWPS 
calendar.33 

Due to the demographics of Walla Walla Public Schools, and the preschool population in 
particular, there is an added challenge to accessing care: language. Spanish-speaking behavioral 
health providers are needed, but the few who practice here have full caseloads and are not able to 
offer services to Head Start students and families.76 There is a Spanish-English bilingual therapist 
currently at The Health Center at Blue Ridge Elementary, but this provider has also not had any 
openings to see preschool clients. Again, it remains to be seen whether the transition of the 
current host space, from an elementary school into an early-learning hub, will actually result in 
increased availability of Health Center providers to preschool clients. In any case, attention 
should be given to recruiting more Spanish-speaking mental and behavioral health providers, as 
the demographics continue to shift to an increased Hispanic and Spanish-speaking preschool 
student and families population. Both Walla Walla Head Start preschool Director Diana 
Evenson, and Family Services and Mental Health Coordinator Christine Ludwig, emphasized the 
acute need for such providers.5  

                                                             
47 Jill Juers, (Licensed Independent Clinical Social Worker,) email message to the author, March 3, 2020. 
 
48 Samantha Bowen, (Interim Director, Walla Walla Center for Children and Families,) email message to the author, 
February 27, 2020. 
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A further concern regarding the partnership with The Health Center focuses on communication 
between counseling providers and preschool staff. Beginning in the 2019-2020 school year, 
Walla Walla Head Start shifted from a 4-day-a-week model, to a 5-day model.49 This has 
reduced the time available for teacher planning and communication with other members of a 
student’s support team; furthermore, Health Center staff don’t have time to meet with teachers to 
coordinate mental health support.76 The lack of communication with The Health Center as to how 
better integrate specific supports into the classroom has been a frustrating “missing piece.” In 
order to take full advantage of the rare privilege of on-site providers, and truly integrate mental 
and behavioral health into classroom practices, the relationship between Walla Walla Head Start 
and The Health Center requires focused attention for improvement. 

Head Start program parents also expressed a strong need for in-home family support, specifically 
in-home parenting support and in-home support for families experiencing or coming out of 
trauma.35 Although there is currently no framework in place for such services through Head Start, 
there are in-home services available through Comprehensive Healthcare, a regional mental and 
behavioral healthcare provider that does not discriminate based upon ability to pay for services.50 
Walla Walla Public Schools, along with many other community partners, has shown creativity in 
improving access to critical services like those provided at The Hub on 3rd; given the critical 
impact that early childhood trauma has on child development, including experiencing the fallout 
of mental illness in a caregiver, it is worth investigating creative solutions to increase access for 
this population as well.88  

One proposed solution to the access problem in areas underserved by mental health professionals 
is telemedicine, or telehealth: using audio-video call technology to conduct healthcare 
appointments. Coordinated Care, one of the insurance options available to families receiving 
health insurance through Washington state’s Medicaid program, covers telehealth services for in-
network providers who offer this service.51 UnitedHealthcare, Amerigroup, and Community 
Health Plan of Washington, other Washington state Medicaid providers, may also cover mental 
health services via telehealth. 52 53 54 Children receiving school-based health care services, when 
                                                             
49 “Preschool Expansion,” Walla Walla Public Schools, February 4, 2019, accessed February 12, 2020, 
https://wwps.org/news/spotlight/5335-preschool-expansion. 

50 Comprehensive Healthcare, accessed March 2, 2020, https://www.comphc.org/index.php. 

51 “Coordinated Care Telehealth,” Coordinated Care, accessed March 15, 2020, https://www.coordinatedcarehealth. 
com/members/medicaid/benefits-services/telehealth.html. 

52 “Telehealth and Telemedicine Reimbursement Policy, Professional: Reimbursement Policy CMS 1500 Policy 
Number 2020R0046D,” UnitedHealthcare Community Plan, accessed March 15, 2020, https://www.uhcprovider. 
com/content/dam/provider/docs/public/policies/medicaid-comm-plan-reimbursement/UHCCP-Telehealth-and-
Telemedicine-Policy-(R0046).pdf. 

53 “Telemedicine FAQ: Provider Update,” Amerigroup, accessed March 15, 2020, https://providers.amerigroup.com 
/Public%20Documents/WAWA_CAID_PU_TelemedicineFAQ.pdf. 
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covered by the Medicaid’s Fee-For-Service model, are also covered for psychological services 
provided via telehealth.55 56 Since income-eligible Head Start families are usually also Medicaid 
recipients, this could be one way to greatly increase access to mental and behavioral health care 
providers, while leveraging a student’s or family’s existing health care insurance, and 
simultaneously leaping over transportation and financial barriers. 

Home visiting programs for at-risk and low-income families are coordinated through Walla 
Walla Family Medical Center (1st Steps,) and Children’s Home Society of Walla Walla (Early 
Head Start; Parents as Teachers.)57 For families seeking parenting education support in the 
community, Walla Walla Public Schools facilitates multiple sessions of Love & Logic parenting 
classes every year, in both English and Spanish, which are free and open to all resident families, 
regardless of a child’s age.58 Walla Walla Community College also offers parenting classes for 
college credit through observation of children and discussion and lectures, parent-child classes, 
and a Parent Cooperative Preschool.59 60 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
54 “Telehealth Services (Telemedicine),” Community Health Plan of Washington, accessed March 15, 2020, 
https://www.chpw.org/resources/Providers/Telehealth_Services.pdf. 

55 “School-based health care services (SBHS),” Washington State Health Care Authority, accessed March 15, 2020, 
https://www.hca.wa.gov/billers-providers-partners/programs-and-services/school-based-health-care-services-sbhs. 

56 Washington Apple Health (Medicaid) Physician-Related Services/Health Care Professional Services Billing 
Guide, February 1, 2020, p. 85, accessed March 15, 2020, https://www.hca.wa.gov/assets/billers-and-
providers/physician-related-servs-bg-20200201.pdf. 

57 “Maternal & Child Health,” Walla Walla County Health Department, accessed March 13, 2020, 
https://www.co.walla-walla.wa.us/government/health_department/mch.php. 

58 “Family Engagement Activities and Workshops,” Walla Walla Public Schools, accessed March 19, 2020, 
https://www.wwps.org/departments/family-engagement/activities-classes#parent. 

59 “Parenting Education,” Walla Walla Community College, accessed March 19, 2020, https://www.wwcc. 
edu/student-resources/parentchild-resources/parenting-education/#. 

60 Parenting Education at Walla Walla Community College, accessed March 19, 2020, https://www.facebook. 
com/WWCCParentingEducation/. 
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Lack of Affordable Housing & Homelessness 

Put bluntly, lack of affordable housing is the leading cause of homelessness, making the two 
inextricably linked.61 62 An addendum to the 2019 edition of this community needs assessment 
recommended considering housing cost-burden when determining a student’s eligibility based on 
income, and that recommendation still stands in 2020.63 Approximately 56% of renter-occupied, 
and 21.5% of owner-occupied housing units are “housing cost-burned” in the City of Walla 
Walla, meaning that 30% or more of gross income goes toward housing costs.64 Low-income 
families pay a higher portion of their income towards housing costs no matter what the cost may 
be, as they start with a smaller pot of money to begin with. In 2015 in Walla Walla County, the 
smallest geographic unit for which data are available, there were 5,325 “low-income” 
households, but only 1,474 subsidized housing units, with 150 of those units set to expire by 
2017.65 More recently, the first-time buyer home affordability index for Walla Walla County in 
the 4th quarter of 2019 was 85.6; anything less than 100 indicates that a family earning the 
median family income will not be able to afford the median home price in the area.66 The same 
report found that the first-time buyer housing affordability index had fallen by 9.5 points in the 
past 2 years, indicating that housing is becoming increasingly less affordable. The median home 
price in the county jumped over 56% from 2012 to 2019, and over 19% since 2017 alone, while 
the median income from 2012 to 2018 grew just under 16%.66 67 “Fair-market” rent for a 3-
bedroom home in Walla Walla County is $1,505 a month, or $18,060 a year according to the 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (H.U.D.); but the median household 
                                                             
61 “Mayors’ 2020 Vision for America: A Call to Action,” The United States Conference of Mayors, accessed March 
17, 2020, https://www.usmayors.org/2020-vision/make-housing-more-affordable-and-end-homelessness/.  

62 “Homelessness in America: Overview of Data and Causes,” National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty, 
accessed March 17, 2020, https://nlchp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Homeless_Stats_Fact_Sheet.pdf. 

63 “Addendum to the 2019 Walla Walla Head Start/ECEAP Community Needs Assessment,” Walla Walla Head 
Start/ECEAP, June 2019. 
 
64 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Selected Housing Characteristics, Table ID DP04, Walla 
Walla city,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 19, 2020, https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=walla%20walla 
%20city&g=1600000US5375775&tid=ACSDP5Y2018.DP04&vintage=2018&hidePreview= false&t =Housing. 

65 “2015 Washington State Housing Needs Asssessment, Walla Walla County,” Washington State Department of 
Commerce, accessed March 13, 2020, https://www.commerce.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/AHAB-needs-
study-Walla-Walla.pdf. 

66 “Housing Market Snapshot, State of Washington and Counties, Fourth Quarter 2019,” Washington Center for 
Real Estate Research, accessed March 19, 2020, http://realestate.washington.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/03 
/2019Q4WSHMR.pdf. 

67 “2012-2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Median Income In the Past 12 Months (In Same 
Year Inflation-Adjusted Dollars), Table ID S1903, Walla Walla city,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 17, 
2020, available at https://data.census.gov/cedsci/. 
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income is only $48,678, meaning that at least half of all Walla Walla County households are 
housing cost-burdened by this metric.68 69 Within the City of Walla Walla, almost three-quarters 
of low-income households (earning up to 80% of median household income) are housing cost-
burdened; for very low-income households (earning up to 50% of median household income,) 
the number is almost 9 in 10, at over 85%.70 

 

          

Figure 5 Fair market rent as a percentage of median    Figure 6 Percentage of renting households in the 
household income, Walla Walla county68 69                               City of Walla Walla, housing cost-burdened71 

                                                             
68 “The FY 2020 Walla Walla County, WA HUD Metro FMR Area FMRs for All Bedroom Sizes,” U.S. Dept. of 
Housing and Urban Development, accessed March 17, 2020, https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/fmr  
/fmrs/FY2020_code/2020summary.odn. 

69 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Median Income In the Past 12 Months (In 2018 Inflation-
Adjusted Dollars), Table ID S1903, Walla Walla city,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 17, 2020, https://data. 
census.gov/cedsci/table?q=%20walla%20walla%20city%20median%20family%20income&g=1600000US5375775
&tid=ACSST5Y2018.S1903&t=Income%20%28Households,%20Families,%20Individuals%29%3AHousehold%20
and%20Family&vintage=2018. 

70 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Financial Characteristics, Table ID S2503, Walla Walla 
city,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 17, 2020, https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=walla%20walla% 
20city&g=1600000US5375775&tid=ACSST5Y2018.S2503&vintage=2018&hidePreview=false&t=Housing. 

71 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Selected Housing Characteristics, Table ID DP04, Walla 
Walla city,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 19, 2020, https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=walla%20walla 
% 20city&g=1600000US5375775&tid=ACSDP5Y2018.DP04&vintage=2018&hidePreview=false&t=Housing. 
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Figure 772 67 Median home price increase compared to median income increase, Walla Walla county 

 

The Walla Walla Housing Authority, which administers the Section-8 housing voucher program 
for Walla Walla County, directly administers four rent-controlled housing complexes; three are 
in Walla Walla (Belmont Apartments, Lariat Gardens, and Parkview Apartments,) and one 
(Valle Lindo) is located in College Place School District, and is reserved for qualifying families 
working in agriculture.73 There are also 25 single-family homes scattered throughout Walla 
Walla. The total units available directly through the Housing Authority is 136 (excluding 128 at 
Valle Lindo;) all of these have income limits up to 60% of the area median income, excepting 
Parkview Apartments for which no income limit was listed. Most of the 1,474 subsidized units 
mentioned above would in fact be privately-owned units accepting Section-8 vouchers, which 
can become unavailable if the owner decides to price a unit above “fair market rent,” as these 
vouchers cannot be used to rent units over that limit.62 Since September 2018, it has been illegal 
for landlords to discriminate based on housing income source, meaning that it is illegal for 
landlords to refuse to accept tenants based soley on the use of a Section-8 housing voucher. 

                                                             
72 “Housing Market Snapshot, State of Washington and Counties,” Fourth Quarters 2012-2019, Washington Center 
for Real Estate Research, accessed March 19, 2020, available at http://realestate.washington.edu/research/wcrer/ 
housing-reports/. 

73 “Affordable Housing,” Walla Walla Housing Authority, accessed March 3, 2020, http://www.wallawallaha.org/#/ 
affordable-housing/. 
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In June 2019, Walla Walla Community Council released its report on affordable housing in the 
region, with recommendations to address unmet needs in this area.74 Some of those that might be 
helpful for supporting housing cost-burdened Head Start families are:  

• Promote awareness of rental and utility assistance programs. 
• Encourage relationships and educational programming with local property management 

companies to educate families on the housing market and what they can do to be better 
qualified applicants. 

• Promote awareness of low- or no-cost home weatherization and critical infrastructure 
programs for families that own their homes. 

• Promote awareness of first-time homebuyer programs and the mortgage application 
process, including educational programming with local mortgage providers, as families 
who could qualify for a mortgage might not be aware that home ownership is an option, 
due to lack of education around the process. 

Homelessness is a direct result of the lack of affordable housing, and 210 students of Walla 
Walla Public Schools have been identified as homeless (per the McKinney-Vento Act) during 
the 2019-2020 school year until February 24, 2020.75 Within Walla Walla Head Start, 17 
students had been identified as homeless as of February 28, 2020; within the ECEAP program, 
15 students had been identified as of March 3, 2020 (these students would not be included in the 
WWPS totals, as WWPS does not administer this program.)76 77 According to Christine Ludwig, 
WWPS Head Start Family Services and Mental Health Coordinator, most identified families are 
doubled-up with family or friends; only one family stayed at a shelter. She also highlighted 
multiple barriers to identifying homeless students and families: there is a perception of 
homelessness as a failing in life, and families understandably do not want to see themselves this 
way; there are barriers to communicating the definition of homelessness (according to the 
McKinney-Vento Act;) and finally, the term “homeless” is not used to describe students unless 
the parent or caregiver consents to its use, in order to maintain engagement with the family. 
However, since meeting the definition of  “homeless” guarantees students rights under the law 
and opens doors to services, it is important that families are fully aware of the definition and 
what their rights are, especially if a child is qualifying for Head Start based on their housing 

                                                             
74 “Affordable Housing Community Council Report: A report to the residents of Columbia and Walla Walla 
counties and the Milton-Freewater area,” Walla Walla Community Council, Summer 2019, accessed February 7, 
2020, https://www.wwcommunitycouncil.org/media/1125/affordable-housing-study-report_2019.pdf. 

75 Ali Walker, (Administrative Secretary, WWPS Department of Teaching and Learning,) email message to the 
author, February 24, 2020. 
 
76 Christine Ludwig, (Head Start Family Services and Mental Health Coordinator, WWPS,) in discussion with the 
author, Walla Walla, February 24, 2020. 

77 Maria Remington, (Walla Walla ECEAP Family Support Specialist,) email message to the author, March 3, 2020. 
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status. One way to broach the topic with families is for Family Advocates to ask at enrollment if 
families are “in transition,” or “doubled-up” with another family or relatives; if the reasons for 
doubling-up are economic, families meet the definition of homeless under McKinney-Vento. 

Lack of emergency shelter, especially on weekends, and lack of local halfway houses were also 
cited as concerns by program parents. Within Walla Walla County, there are few options for 
families with children needing shelter: YWCA, Christian Aid Center, and one site owned by 
Blue Mountain Action Council. The YWCA, with 25 women’s beds in two buildings, is first and 
foremost a domestic violence shelter, and though in 2019 it hosted 179 children under 18 (along 
with their mothers or female guardian,) for a total of 2802 bed nights, it is not accessible to 
children whose female guardian is not experiencing domestic violence.78 The average length of 
stay for those children who did stay at YWCA in 2019 was 48 days. The faith-based Christian 
Aid Center operates a facility with approximately 40 beds for women and their children under 
18; stays at Christian Aid Center are limited to 30 days, unless a woman is accepted into a long-
term extension program.79 80 Christian Aid Center also runs a separate shelter for men, though 
children are not permitted to stay there.81 In the spring of 2019, there was a unit available to 
house single men with their minor children; it is not known if this is still an option.82 It was not 
possible to obtain statistics for the number of children served at Christian Aid Center in 2019. 
Blue Mountain Action Council runs a single site for families who are homeless, in danger of 
becoming homeless, or fleeing domestic violence; families must not exceed the 30% median 
income limit, and must actively participate in case management to stay at this site.83 Similarly, 
this writer could identify only one, 7-bed halfway house in Walla Walla that is open to women 
with children, Oxford House Blue Mountain.84 It is important to note that an Oxford House, 
while part of a widespread network of transitional housing for people in recovery from addiction, 
is not an emergency or short-term option, and requires a substantial commitment from 
applicants. 

                                                             
78 Mary Bird, (YWCA Director of Client Services,) email message to the author, February 26, 2020. 
 
79 Lisa Shenk, (Women & Children Recovery and Community Support Specialist,) email message to the author, 
March 9, 2020. 

80 “Women and Children Services,” Christian Aid Center Walla Walla Rescue Mission, accessed March 5, 2020, 
http://www.christianaidcenter.org/services/women-children-services. 

81 “Men Services,” Christian Aid Center Walla Walla Rescue Mission, accessed March 5, 2020, 
http://www.christianaidcenter.org/services/men-services. 

82 Lisa Shenk, in discussion with the author, Walla Walla, May 3, 2019. 
 
83 “Housing for Homeless Families,” Blue Mountain Action Council, accessed March 14, 2020, https://www.bmac 
ww.org/services/housing/195-homeless-families. 

84 “Transitional Housing in Walla Walla,” Transitionalhousing.org, accessed March 2, 2020, 
https://www.transitionalhousing.org/ci/wa-walla_walla. 
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There are also few resources to help with transition to permanent housing; these include Blue 
Mountain Action Council (BMAC) Supportive Services for Veterans, and the Exit Homelessness 
program through Walla Walla Alliance for the Homeless.85 The Exit Homelessness program is 
open to all, not just those staying at the Sleep Center (which is not open to children.)86  

Although formal programs to assist homeless families in Walla Walla are incredibly limited, it is 
imperative to reach children in these situations. Homeless children begin Head Start behind their 
low-income peers; experience more delays in language, literacy, and social-emotional 
development; have lower educational performance even after homelessness ends; and are less 
likely to access early childhood education in the first place.87 Given the effects of homelessness 
on child development, we cannot afford to wait for homeless families to find Head Start; the 
program must continually reach out to them. One avenue for such outreach already in place is the 
Early Head Start program administered by Children’s Home Society of Walla Walla, which runs 
a center-based program at The Hub on 3rd, a partnership of that agency along with Blue 
Mountain Action Council, Catholic Charities of Walla Walla, and The Health Center.88 The 
Early Head Start program was placed there specifically to be accessible to teenage parents who 
are at greater risk of homelessness, and The Hub on 3rd hosts a shelter for unaccompanied youth 
as well. Providing a smooth transition for these children as they graduate to Head Start, and 
building on efforts to do that in years past, can help ensure that school is a stable anchor for these 
children at greatest risk. 

 

 

Lack of Affordable Childcare & Early Learning Opportunities 

As community conversations across the nation increasingly recognize the critical role quality 
early childcare and educational experiences play in shaping our children’s future, so have those 
in Walla Walla. Multiple local agencies and organizations have cited access to affordable early 
childhood education and childcare as a top priority for the entire County of Walla Walla.36 
Childcare Aware of Washington, the most comprehensive source of information on childcare and 
preschool providers in the state, issues a yearly data report for each county; unfortunately, the 
                                                             
85 “Supportive Services for Veteran Families,” Blue Mountain Action Council, accessed March 16, 2020, 
https://www.bmacww.org/services/housing/supportive-services-for-veteran-families. 

86 “The Exit Homelessness Program,” Walla Walla Alliance for the Homeless, accessed March 5, 2020, 
https://www.wwallianceforthehomeless.com/exit-homelessness. 

87 “Early Childhood Homelessness: An Overview October 2018,” Schoolhouse Connection, accessed March 3, 
2020, https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/ECE-Overview-SHC-October-2018.pdf. 

88 “At the Hub,” Whitman College, accessed March 4, 2020, https://www.whitman.edu/newsroom/at-the-hub. 
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2019 report has not yet been released as of this writing, and so this Community Needs 
Assessment will rely on information from the 2018 report. Childcare Aware differentiates 
providers by the ages of children accepted by the provider (“school-age only” or not,) not by 
curriculum, so no differentiation is made here between daycare and preschool. Additionally, data 
was not available for the specific number of preschool-age (3 and 4 year-olds) slots; the number 
of slots potentially available to preschoolers was calculated by subtracting out providers and 
spots designated as “school-age only.” However, the remaining number necessarily includes 
toddlers and infants, as well. There are two major barriers to providing full access to private 
childcare or preschool: enrollment capacity, and the cost of each enrollee slot. 

First, there is an issue of access in the form of a shortage: in Walla Walla county in 2018, there 
were a total of 967 childcare slots for children under six years old, at 33 providers (both center- 
and family child care.)89 However, there were an estimated 3,659 children under six years old, 
with 2,203 or 60.2%, estimated to have all parents in the labor force, more than twice as many 
children as spots at licensed providers.90 This works out to 1,236 children under six potentially in 
need of childcare, but without a spot available. Additionally, there is a shortage of childcare by 
time of day: one concern raised by Head Start parents was the lack of after-school care available 
for preschool-aged children, but only four providers, with 45 total slots, provide service in the 
evening.35 89 

                                                             
89 Sarah Kelley, “2018 Data Report: Trends, Child Care Supply, Cost of Care, & Demand for Refferals,” Childcare 
Aware of Washington, accessed April 21, 2019, https://childcareawarewa.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2018-
Data-Report.pdf. 
 
90 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Age of Own Children Under 18 Years in Families and 
Subfamilies By Living Arrangements By Employment Status of Parents, Table ID B23008, Walla Walla county,” 
U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 11, 2020, https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=walla%20walla%20county% 
20children%20under%206%20all%20parents%20in%20the%20labor%20force&g=0500000US53071&tid=ACSDT
5Y2018.B23008&t=Children&layer=county&vintage=2018. 
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Figure 8 Number of provider-reported spots (excluding school-age only) compared to children under age six potentially requiring 
childcare 89 90 

Second, there is an issue of access in the form of cost barriers: in 2018, Walla Walla county was 
ranked the 4th least-affordable county for center-based childcare (“center”,) and the 10th least-
affordable county for family childcare (“FCC”, based at the provider’s home.)91 The median cost 
of preschool-age childcare (including private preschool) in 2018 was $654/month for family (in-
home) childcare and $802/month for center-based preschool care; however, the median family 
income was $66,445/year for families with children, meaning that a family earning the median 
income would pay a median rate of between 11.8% and 14.5% of their total income, per child, 
for preschool-age children.89 92 Washington state, through its Working Child Care Connections 
program, subsidizes childcare for working low-income parents with a copay starting at 
$15/month for families earning up to 82% of FPL, and phasing out completely for families 
earning above 200% FPL or 85% of the state median income (approximately $505/month for a 
single parent of one child at 200% FPL, over 24% of monthly income.)93 Documentation burdens 
may prevent some families from accessing this resource, particularly in families with multiple 
stressors (i.e. inadequate housing, unstable partner relationships, substance abuse issues, etc.)94 
                                                             
91 “2018 Child Care Affordability in Washington State,” Childcare Aware of Washington, accessed March 2, 2020, 
https://childcareawarewa.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/2018-Affordability-Analysis-by-County-2019-04-08-
FINAL.pdf. 

92 “2018: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Median Income In the Past 12 Months (In 2018 Inflation-
Adjusted Dollars,) Table ID S1903, Walla Walla county,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 11, 2020, 
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=walla%20walla%20county%20median%20family%20income&g=0500000U
S53071&tid=ACSST5Y2018.S1903&t=Income%20%28Households,%20Families,%20Individuals%29%3AHouseh
old%20and%20Family&vintage=2018. 

93 “Working Connections Copay Calculation table Effective April 1, 2019,” Washington State Department of 
Children, Youth, and Families, accessed March 5, 2020, https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/ 
copay_calculation_table.pdf. 

94 “Working Connections Child Care,” Washington State Department of Children, Youth, and Families, accessed 
March 17, 2020, https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/services/earlylearning-childcare/getting-help/wccc. 
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In 2017, 664 individuals in Walla Walla school district alone received WCCC subsidy support, 
and 61% of those in Walla Walla county searching for referrals through Childcare Aware; but in 
2018, only 27 Walla Walla county childcare providers with 612 slots accepted these subsidy 
payments for children ages birth to preschool (3 and 4 years old.)89 95 96 Because of low subsidy 
rates (an average of a third of the cost of high-quality care) and increases in the minimum wage 
paid to child care workers, fewer child care providers across the state are expected to continue 
accepting WCCC subsidies in the future.97 

 

                                                             
95 “Walla Walla School District, DSHS Client Services All Ages, FY 2018,” Washington State Department of Social 
and Health Services, accessed February 20, 2020, http://clientdata.rda.dshs.wa.gov/Services/GetStateClient 
SvcsByAge? fiscalyear=2017&agegroup=All%20Ages&geotype=County&geoname=Walla%20Walla&output=pdf.                    
 
96 “Child Care in Walla Walla County, January 2018,” Childcare Aware of Washington, accessed March 5, 2020, 
https://childcareawarewa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/2018-county-data-report-walla-walla.pdf. 
97 “Preserve High-Quality Child Care for Working Families,” Childcare Aware of Washington, accessed March 5, 
2020, https://childcareawarewa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Updated-Impact-of-min.-wage-one-pager- 
FINAL.pdf.  
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Figure 9 Cost of Preschool/Childcare As a Percentage of Annual Median Income, Families With Children In Walla Walla County 
2018 89 92 93 
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Other Challenges to Our Children and Community 

Although the issues discussed above are widely recognized as top priorities, there are several 
others likely to impact children in low-income families; of particular importance to Walla Walla 
families are food security, English language learning opportunities, and educational attainment 
of adult family members.  

 

Food Security 

In Walla Walla school district, 59% of children were eligible for free or reduced lunch in 2019, 
compared to 45% state-wide.44 98 In Washington state, this federal program and two others 
provide frontline services for hungry children: the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), administered under the name Basic Food; and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC).  

During State Fiscal Year 2017, 8,168 school district residents received Basic Food benefits out 
of a program-estimated total population of 39,000, over 20% of all residents.95 Approximately 
738 residents received Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF,) which can also be used 
for food purchases. WIC, providing nutrition and health services to families with pregnant 
women and children up to age five, up to 185 percent of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL), is 
administered at two sites in Walla Walla County; both the Walla Walla County Department of 
Community Health and Family Medical Center are located within the city of Walla Walla, 
though they serve residents throughout the county. In 2019, 8,247 client visits occurred at the 
County office, and 7,687 at the Family Medical Center office, for a total of 15,934, or an average 
of 1,328 non-repeated clients per month.99  

Food banks in Walla Walla include Pantry Shelf, Blue Mountain Action Council 
(BMAC)/Helpline, Salvation Army, and St. Vincent DePaul. BMAC is the coordinating agency 
for distribution of food to the food banks, as well as management of the vouchers needed to 
access them; one-third of the population served by BMAC for food pantry access is under 18 
years old.100 Additionally, Christian Aid Center in Walla Walla serves dinner free to all comers 
365 days a year, without documentation requirements.  

                                                             
98 “Washington State Summary: State Total,” Washington State Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 
accessed March 9, 2020, https://tableau.ospi.k12.wa.us/t/Public/views/OnePager/OnePager?iframeSizedToWindow 
=true&:embed=y&:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=no&:showVizHome=no&:toolbar=no&:format=pdf&or
ganizationid=103300. 

99 Becky Hermsen, (WIC Nutritionist, Walla Walla County Department of Community Health,) in discussion with 
the author, February 27, 2020. 
100 Jeff Mathias, (Food Bank Director, Blue Mountain Action Council,) in discussion with the author, February 25, 
2020. 
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One innovative program to improve access to fresh fruits to low-income students is Backpack 
Bridge, wherein single-serving donations of fruit are distributed to identified children at 
elementary schools on Friday afternoons, to “bridge” the weekend when students may not have 
access to fresh produce. In 2018, 8,732 Backpack Bridge meals were distributed in the Walla 
Walla region.101  

Currently, there is a small, informal food pantry (shelf-stable foods only) for Head Start families 
kept in a conference room cupboard; however, staff have identified the need for a dedicated 
space, along with the capacity to store fresh fruits or vegetables, to serve families who may not 
have a food pantry voucher, or are experiencing a short-term crisis and need food immediately. 
Additionally, staff hope to establish a hygiene pantry of toiletry items as well.6   

 

English Language Learning 

In 2019, 14% of Walla Walla school district K-12 enrollees were English language learners.102 
Within the City of Walla Walla, an estimated 21.7% of residents over 5 years old spoke a 
language other than English at home between 2014-2018, with Spanish being far and away the 
most common non-English language spoken at 18.6% of all residents.103 Over 27% of city 
residents 5-17 years old spoke Spanish at home, and this was the greatest percentage of Spanish-
speakers by age (vs. 19.2% for 18-64 year olds, and only 7% of those over 65.)104  

Of all resident Spanish speakers, over 96% of those born in the U.S. rated themselves as 
speaking English “very well” or “well,” while only a little over 51% of non-U.S. born Spanish 
speakers held the same opinion of their English proficiency.103 

                                                             
101 “BMAC Annual Report: April 1, 2018-March 21, 2019,” Blue Mountain Action Council, accessed February 25, 
2020, https://www.bmacww.org/images/Annual_Report_2019.pdf. 

102 “Washington State Summary: Walla Walla Public Schools,” Washington State Office of the Superintendent of 
Public Instruction, accessed March 7, 2020, https://tableau.ospi.k12wa.us/t/Public/views/OnePager/OnePager? 
iframeSizedToWindow=true&:embed=y&:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=no&:showVizHome=no& 
toolbar=no&:format=pdf&organizationid=100283. 

103 “2013-2017 American Survey 5-Year Estimates: Nativity by Language Spoken at Home by Ability to Speak 
English for the Population 5 Years and Over, Table ID B16005, Walla Walla city,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed 
March 18, 2020, https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_17_5YR 
_B16005&prodType=table. 

104 “2013-2017 American Survey 5-Year Estimates: Age by Language Spoken at Home for the Population 5 Years 
and Over, Table ID B16007, Walla Walla city,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 18, 2020, https://factfinder. 
census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_17_5YR_B16007&prodType=table. 
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One longitudinal study performed with English language learner students in south King county 
(metropolitan Seattle area) found that ELL students entering Kindergarten achieved English 
language proficiency in an average of 3.8 years, with longer horizons for older students.105 
During the 2018-2019 school year, 14.4% of Walla Walla Public Schools ELL students achieved 
proficiency and met the standard to exit ELL services; an additional 45.7% had made some 
progress, leaving 39.1% of ELL students without measurable progress.102 Given that Walla Walla 
Public Schools’ stated mission is develop “Washington’s most sought-after graduates,” it is 
crucial that speakers of all languages be well-supported from the earliest ages. To this end, Walla 
Walla Public Schools has greatly expanded dual-language instruction within the past five years, 
strengthening or adding dual-language streams to two elementary schools (Green Park, 
Sharpstein,) and transitioning a third to all dual-language instruction (Edison,) while introducing 
Spanish language classes at both middle schools.106 Currently, there is one bilingual Head Start 
classroom at the Walla Walla site, although the majority of staff are bilingual and use Spanish to 
communicate with students and families as needed. Looking at the steady increase in children of 
Hispanic origin in the area, bilingual education and communication should continue to be a 
priority for Head Start.1 

 

Educational Attainment of Adult Family Members 

Of adults age 25 and older in the City of Walla Walla, 86.8% were high school graduates (or 
have obtained the equivalent diploma), while 25.9% had obtained a bachelor’s degree between 
2013-2017.10 The importance of the high school diploma to employment was most significant, 
with 14.57% unemployment for those who had not graduated, versus 6.47% for those who 
had.107 Another great drop in unemployment occurred when a bachelor’s or higher was obtained, 
down to 2.9%.107 However, among adults of Hispanic origin, only 66.18% had obtained at least a 
high school diploma or equivalent, versus 94.03% of non-Hispanic white residents.108 This 
                                                             
105 Jason Motamedi, “Time to reclassification: How long does it take English learner students in Washington Road 
Map districts to develop English proficiency? (REL 2015–092),” 2015, Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, 
Regional Educational Laboratory Northwest, accessed March 1, 2020, http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs. 

106 “Bilingual Education Plan Approved,” Walla Walla Public Schools, March 8, 2017, accessed March 1, 2020, 
https://www.wwps.org/news/news-events/3931-bilingual-education-plan-approved. 

107 “2013-2017 American Survey 5-Year Estimates: Educational Attainment by Employment Status for the 
Population 25 to 64 Years, Table ID B23006, Walla Walla city,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 18, 2020, 
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_17_5YR_B23006&prodTy
pe=table. 

108 “2013-2017 American Survey 5-Year Estimates: Educational Characteristics, Table ID S1501, Walla Walla city,” 
U.S. Census Bureau, accessed March 18, 2020, https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/ 
productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_17_5YR_S1501&prodType=table. 
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indicates a significant disparity in educational attainment by ethnicity, that greatly impacts an 
individual’s financial security, and by extension, the financial and social health of the entire 
community. Current on-time graduation rates for Walla Walla Public Schools are 90.3% overall, 
and 89.3% for Hispanic students, with multi-racial students having the lowest graduation rate of 
80.0%, along with the highest dropout rate of over 13%.102 This suggests that supports for multi-
racial families may need focused review, in order to improve outcomes for these students. 

One important resource for higher education and technical training in the community, Walla 
Walla Community College, has recently faced large budget cuts, resulting in reductions in staff, 
faculty, and degree and certificate programs.109 This has been attributed largely to a reduction in 
enrollment, as prospective students have chosen to join the labor force rather than enroll in 
courses during a strong economy. Although the local community college is in a period of 
challenging transitions, there is at least one example of a Head Start program working to both 
strengthen parent educational attainment and opportunities, and widen the pool of qualified 
teacher applicants, through partnership with the early childhood education program at a 
community college. Educational Service District 112, which administers Southwest Washington 
Child Care Consortium, the nation’s largest community-based childcare system, partnered with 
Clark County Community College to offer early childhood education classes to Head Start 
program parents who were committed to finishing a degree, and thereby themselves becoming 
eligible teacher candidates.110 This offers an intriguing model for future collaboration with 
parents seeking to both pursue a degree and improve outcomes for their own children, while at 
the same time addressing the need to deepen the pool of applicants for Head Start teacher 
positions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
109 Ashley Nanfria, “Walla Walla Community College in a Financial Emergency,” NBCRightNow, September 4, 
2019, (accessed March 12, 2020) https://www.nbcrightnow.com/news/walla-walla-community-college-in-a-
financial-emergency/article_1b51f410-cf74-11e9-beba-d3346d0825db.html 

110 Presentation at Washington State Association of Head Start and ECEAP’s Parent Leadership Institute, North 
Bend, WA, April 23, 2019. 
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Public Preschool in Walla Walla: Present and Future 

Currently, there are two public preschool programs within Walla Walla public school boundaries 
(Head Start, Early Childhood Education and Assistance Program/ECEAP,) and a third set to 
open next year (Transitional Kindergarten.)33 Like Head Start, ECEAP enrolls eligible 3- and 4-
year olds; Transitional Kindergarten will enroll only 4-year olds.111 There are also Head Start 
and ECEAP sites in the other six school districts within Walla Walla county, though no plans for 
immediate expansion; with the exception of Waitsburg and Dixie school districts, the 2019-20 
DCYF Saturation Study did not find any need for additional slots for Head Start and ECEAP 
eligible children, following significant expansion at the end of school year 2018-19.112 Migrant 
Head Start and Early Head Start programs are not included in the Saturation Study totals. ESD 
(Educational Service District) 123 administers all ECEAP sites in Walla Walla county. 

School district Current ECEAP/HS slots Est. eligible children 
Walla Walla 234 228 
College Place 55 17 
Waitsburg 0 9 
Prescott 20 6 
Touchet 10 3 
Dixie 0 4 
Columbia 17 14 
Table 4 Current ECEAP/Head Start slots and number of estimated eligible children, by school district in Walla Walla county 112 

 

Current Programs in Walla Walla and College Place 

Because of their proximity and rates of crossover enrollment, public preschool programs within 
the boundaries of both Walla Walla Public Schools and College Place Public Schools are 
discussed here.  

Inspire Development Centers in College Place hosts both ECEAP slots (part of the tabulation 
above) and Migrant Head Start programs (not counted above;) these programs account for 40 
students and 120 students, respectively.113 Migrant Head Start serves children whose families 
follow seasonal harvest migration patterns for work, and the program typically runs May-
October, along with a smaller Migrant Early Head Start program serving up to 8 women with 

                                                             
111 “Transitional Kindergarten,” Walla Walla Public Schools, accessed February 10, 2020, 
https://www.wwps.org/ccf/tk. 

112 “2019-20 ECEAP and Head Start Saturation Study,” Washington State Department of Children, Youth & 
Families, accessed February 16, 2020, https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/eceap/ECEAP_ 
HeadStart_Saturation_Study.pdf. 

113 Marta Ibarra, (Director, Inspire Development Center College Place,) in discussion with the author, February 13, 
2020. 
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children birth to age 3. Early Head Start also serves up to 8 mothers and children birth to age 3 at 
this location. Transportation is provided to all enrollees at Inspire. A small number of children 
from the ECEAP program typically open-enroll in Walla Walla Public Schools; this year’s 
cohort is expected to be 7 out of 23 starting kindergarten in autumn of 2020. 

Children’s Home Society of Walla Walla hosts Early Head Start at The Hub on 3rd in Walla 
Walla, serving 20 mothers and their children six weeks to age 3.114 There are both center-based 
and home-based slots available, depending on client need; this program maintains a full wait list, 
but plans to remain at the current location where it is easily accessible to teen parents. 
Additionally, 51 families participated in the Parents as Teachers program administered through 
CHS in 2019. This international, evidence-based home-visiting program supports families from 
pregnancy through a child’s third year. 

Iglesia Adventista in College Place hosts 15 ECEAP slots, with a full school-day program 
Monday-Friday.115 Although expansion is hoped for in the future, currently there is no physical 
space to do so, and the DCYF study cited above does not indicate any further need. There are 3 
Walla Walla students currently attending this site. Separately, College Place School District runs 
a Developmental Preschool classroom, for 17 students residing within College Place district 
boundaries and requiring an Individual Education Plan (IEP.) This classroom hosts two half-day 
sessions Monday-Friday. 

Walla Walla ECEAP is hosted at Blue Ridge Elementary, alongside Walla Walla Head Start, and 
fills 5 classrooms: four full school-day classes, and two half-day sessions (one morning, one 
afternoon.)6 A total of 99 children are enrolled here: 72 in school-day classes, and 27 in the half-
day sessions.77 This follows the award of Expansion program monies last year; previously, all 
classes were blended with Head Start students, and were half-day only. One staff member 
provides Family Support Specialist to both College Place and Walla Walla families, with an 
additional two staff members fully dedicated to the Walla Walla program. 

Walla Walla Head Start occupies 5 classrooms currently, as well; there are 3 full school-day 
classes, and 4 sessions of half-day classes, two each in the morning and afternoon.6 This follows 
the award of Duration program monies last year; previously, as mentioned above, previously all 
classes were half-day sessions only. There are 136 Head Start slots in total.  

Beginning in the 2019-20 school year, all 4-year olds identified as requiring special education or 
developmental services in Walla Walla were fully integrated into Walla Walla Head Start and 
ECEAP classrooms; previously, these students had been served in a self-contained classroom.116 
For identified 3-year old students, a 2-hour, 4-day-per-week dedicated playgroup is run by a 
                                                             
114 Shari Entrikin, (Family Advocate/Enrollment Specialist, Children’s Home Society Walla Walla,) email message 
to the author, February 27, 2020. 
115 Beth Mertens, (Teacher, College Place ECEAP,) in discussion with the author, February 13, 2020. 
116 Libby Thompson, (Director of Special Education, Walla Walla Public Schools,) in discussion with the author, 
February 27, 2020. 
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certificated special education teacher, along with two para-educators; beginning in the fall of 
2020, this will expand to 3 hours, 4 days per week.116 Currently, a school psychologist dedicates 
3 days per week to special education preschool students; though this will decrease to 2 days in 
autumn of 2020, it is hoped that one special education para-educator position can be added as 
well. A speech therapist and assistant also serve children at Walla Walla Head Start and ECEAP, 
and the WWPS Behavior Team, a group specially trained for behavior crisis interventions, is 
fully available to both Head Start and ECEAP preschools. The state Office of the Superintendent 
of Public Instruction has recognized WWPS for their progress towards goals of inclusion for 
preschool special education students, and a grant was awarded to provide for further 
implementation of special education supports. Following a needs assessment conducted by ESD 
123 in both Head Start and ECEAP classrooms, the grant allows all Head Start and ECEAP lead 
teachers and assistant teachers to receive 4 hours of additional training on appropriate classroom 
supports for special education students, as well as a full-day training for data collection. 
Additional training is to be provided to the certificated special education teacher, school 
psychologist, and one other staff position, as well as attendance at a national conference on 
inclusion of special education students. Currently, the certificated special education teacher 
meets once per week with each classroom teacher whose classroom includes an identified special 
education student; it is hoped that adding a special education para-educator position in autumn 
2020 will allow these meetings to continue, as the certificated special education teacher’s duties 
will be split between the Head Start and ECEAP preschools, and new Transitional Kindergarten 
program.  

In March 2020 in the City of Walla Walla, the county Department of Community Health, 
through a contract with ESD 123, provided birth-to-three services for 51 children identified with 
special education needs (excluding medically fragile children;) in College Place, this number 
was 13.117 Although these numbers may change as children’s assessed needs change as they 
mature, they are a reference point for the numbers of children who may require special education 
support in Walla Walla’s preschools in the next five years. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
117 Cynthia Wolski, (Developmental Disabilities Coordinator, County of Walla Walla Department of Community 
Health,) in discussion with the author, March 11, 2020. 
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The Future of Early Childhood Education and Head Start in Walla Walla: Celebration 

After uncountable hours of hard work by WWPS board members, staff, and community partners, 
an exciting new chapter is beginning for early learning in Walla Walla. In autumn of 2020, Blue 
Ridge Elementary School, the current home of Walla Walla Head Start, will re-open as the Walla 
Walla Center for Children and Families (WWCCF,) envisioned as an early-learning hub for the 
community that will bring educational and outreach services for families together under one 
roof.33  

This will coincide with the start of the new Transitional Kindergarten (TK) program, hosted at 
the same site, administered by WWPS and funded for eligible students by the state of 
Washington.118 WWPS sought funding for this program due to the low readiness rates of 
incoming kindergarten students: less than 25%, or nearly half the state average.33 Students will be 
admitted to following eligibility screening, and non-eligible students will be admitted on a space-
available tuition basis. The screening criteria, at least one of which must be met by eligible 
students, are as follows: 

• Lack of access to a licensed preschool, due to financial, transportation, or other barriers 
• Qualifying for free/reduced meals per income guidelines (at or below 185% FPL) 
• Qualifying for bilingual education for Spanish-dominant students 
• Lagging social or academic performance per WWPS screening 

Per state law, the Transitional Kindergarten program is open to students four years old, but not 
yet five years old, as of August 31; and the Transitional Kindergarten program cannot adversely 
impact other community or private preschool programs, i.e. Head Start. A 4-year old student 
eligible for Head Start of ECEAP, for example, would only be admitted to Transitional 
Kindergarten if screening criteria were met, and no Head Start slots were available. All TK 
classes will be full school-day and follow the WWPS calendar, with a curriculum mirroring that 
of regular kindergarten classes. The target class size is 20 students, with current plans for two 
English-instruction classrooms, and one bilingual (Spanish-English) classroom for Spanish-
dominant students.119 Like Head Start, TK students will be provided transportation, meals, and 
special education services. There will be one head teacher and one assistant per class. Unlike 
Head Start, all lead teachers will be certificated.33  

 

 

                                                             
118 “Frequently Asked Questions About Transitional Kindergarten,” Walla Walla Public Schools, accessed February 
20, 2020, https://www.wwps.org/ccf/tk/faq. 

119 Samantha Bowen, (Interim Director, Walla Walla Center for Children and Families,) email message to the 
author, February 11, 2020. 
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The Future of Early Childhood Education and Head Start in Walla Walla: Challenges 

Although the funding sources for Head Start, ECEAP, and Transitional Kindergarten are 
different, and program requirements for staff certification are different, it cannot help but be 
noted that the more economically disadvantaged students in Head Start and ECEAP will have, by 
program staffing model definition, less-educated teachers. The staffing model for ECEAP 
specifies classified (non-certificated) teaching staff; certificated teachers are not a mandate of 
Head Start (although it is unclear what the requirement for degree-holding staff is, at the local 
level.)5 Current ECEAP income limits are 110% of FPL; Head Start income limits are 130% of 
FPL; and Transitional Kindergarten income limits are 185% of FPL.120 121 122 Additionally, Head 
Start prioritizes admission for children who are homeless, in foster care, or receiving public 
assistance such as TANF or SSI.123 As noted above, the McCleary court decision in Washington 
state has forced difficult economic decisions at school districts state-wide; but even before this, 
Walla Walla Head Start had an “unsustainable” funding model, as it was flat-funded and 
employed certificated teachers who were part of the local Walla Walla Education Association 
bargaining unit, and therefore were entitled to salaries and benefits not covered by the Head Start 
grant.6  

Leaving aside the issue of teacher education, other questions facing the Walla Walla Head Start 
program include student transportation costs; possible costs from the Washington State 
Employment Benefits Board (SEBB) decision; possible licensing costs; and the loss of Title 1 
funds.  

Regarding transportation costs, it seems that for the coming year at least, this will be provided to 
Head Start by WWPS as a sort of in-kind donation, as is currently the case with rent/program 
housing cost and utilities, as there will be “no direct charge” next year.124 This would be a great 
boon to the Head Start budget, as the program currently pays transportation costs for students.5 

As to possible increased program costs from employee benefits due to the SEBB decision to 
cover less-than-full-time employees, WWPS has instituted an hour limit to ensure that substitute 

                                                             
120 “2020 ECEAP Income Eligibility Limits,” State of Washington Department of Children, Youth & Families, 
accessed March 15, 2020, https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/eceap/ECEAPFederalPovertyLevel2020 
pdf. 

121 “ECEAP and Head Start,” State of Washington Department of Children, Youth & Families, accessed March 15, 
2020, https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/services/earlylearning-childcare/eceap-headstart. 

122 Federal Register / Vol. 85, No. 55 / Friday, March 20, 2020 / Notices (p. 16052), accessed March 22, 2020, 
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2020-03-20/pdf/2020-05982.pdf. 

123 “Eligibility/ERSEA,” Head Start, accessed March 20, 2020, https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/eligibility-
ersea/article/poverty-guidelines-determining-eligibility-participation-head-start-programs. 

124 Nancy Taylor, (Director of Fiscal Services, WWPS,) email message to the author, March 5, 2020. 
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employees do not cross the benefit threshold.9 As noted above, this should protect Head Start 
from owing these additional expenses, as teacher substitutes to the Head Start program are hired 
and scheduled by WWPS. 

The issue of licensing is new for Head Start; although licensing is not currently required, all 
Head Start sites must meet state, local, or tribal licensing requirements.6 The current standard is 
35 ft2/student indoors, and 75 ft2/student outdoors; but if licensing were required and costly 
changes were required to meet the standard, this would adversely impact program cost and could 
jeopardize Head Start’s tenancy at the Walla Walla Center for Children and Families. Beginning 
the 2020-2021 school year, Washington DCYF, which administers all area ECEAP sites through 
ESD 123, will require licensing for all sites to be applied for July 1, 2020. Additionally, degree 
requirements of a minimum Associate of Arts in Early Childhood Education will apply for all 
ECEAP lead teachers. Currently, Head Start requires a minimum of 50% of lead teachers nation-
wide to hold a Bachelor of Arts in Early Childhood Education, but as noted above, there is no 
clear guidance as to what this means at the program level. Until the current 2019-2020 school 
year, all Walla Walla Head Start teachers (as opposed to para-educators, or assistant teachers,) 
held a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

Finally, beginning with the 2019-2020 school year, Walla Walla Head Start will no longer 
receive Title 1 funds; these were previously used to fund 5-7% of family engagement positions, 
and one position which was fully funded via Title 1.5 Through creative juggling of budget 
priorities, despite the loss or reduction of various funds, school year 2019-2020 is the first year 
that Walla Walla’s Head Start grant fully covered all salaries and benefits. However, the impact 
to the program has been deeply felt, as salaries have been dramatically reduced, already resulting 
in the loss of almost all certificated teaching staff, and at the risk of losing more. 

 

The Future of Early Childhood Education and Head Start in Walla Walla: Opportunity 

Beginning with fiscal year 2020-2021, Walla Walla Head Start will apply for Quality 
Improvement funds to support trauma-impacted children; this is a separate application from 
those for Duration and Continuation funds.6 A non-competitive grant, it would result in 
approximately $250/enrolled slot of additional monies, which must be used for trauma-informed 
practice supports. Two of the approved activities toward which these funds may be applied, 
include supporting mental health for students, and improving compensation of education 
personnel, in order to improve program quality. Given the above-mentioned priorities and 
challenges, these seem exactly in line with program needs.5 
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Recommendations 

In light of the above evaluations of Walla Walla Head Start’s community needs, the following 
recommendations are offered. These are grouped loosely into the categories of special 
demographic concerns, mental health access, housing security, childcare access, and program 
budgeting priorities. 

Special demographic concerns 

1. Continue culturally and linguistically appropriate supports for Hispanic families and 
bilingual English-Spanish instruction. 

2. Explore ways to increase support for single-parent families and students. 
3. Maintain Policy Council as a major avenue to developing parent leaders, and giving 

parents experience in programming, advocacy, and further educational opportunities. 
Although the transitions of the 2019-2020 year have disrupted the usual meeting 
schedule, Policy Council is mandated in the Head Start standards. 

Increase mental healthcare access 

1. Expect Transitional Kindergarten to occupy at least some of the Health Center counseling 
hours previously dedicated to elementary students, and continue to pursue alternative 
providers. 

2. Improve communication between Head Start and Health Center staff, and work towards 
integrating student mental health supports into classroom plans. 

3. Pursue formal contracts for increased student counseling services with outside Medicaid-
accepting providers, with WWPS as lead partner in this work that can also benefit 
Transitional Kindergarten students and families. 

4. Provide dedicated space for outside mental healthcare providers to meet with student and 
family clients at the Walla Walla Center for Children and Families, with WWCCF as the 
lead partner in this work. 

5. Prioritize recruitment of bilingual English-Spanish providers. 
6. Investigate ways to improve access to in-home mental health support for families, 

including telehealth options for families receiving Medicaid. 

Increase housing security 

1. Invite local property management companies and Walla Walla Housing Authority to 
provide educational programming to families on the housing market and tenant rights 
and responsibilities, and ways to improve or remedy their tenant record. 

2. Promote awareness of and invite speakers such as Blue Mountain Action Council, to 
provide educational programming on home-improvement and weatherization programs 
for low-income homeowner families. 



March 2020 Walla Walla Head Start Community Needs Assessment	
 

                                                                                        40 

3. Invite local mortgage providers to provide educational programming on first-time 
homebuyer programs. 

4. Promote awareness of student rights under the McKinney/Vento Act. 

Increase childcare access 

1. Educate families regarding Washington’s Working Childcare Connections subsidy 
program, and assist with documentation collection. 

2. Explore the possibility of Early Head Start at Walla Walla Center for Children and 
Families. 

3. Investigate the ESD 112/Southwest Washington Child Care Consortium model for 
connecting parents to training in Early Childhood Education, and explore whether such a 
model could be adapted to Walla Walla. 

Program budgeting priorities 

1. Explore creative funding solutions for teacher compensation, including the Quality 
Improvement funds. A standardized early-education program staffed by hardworking, 
caring teachers who do not hold B.A. degrees is infinitely preferable to no program at all; 
however, it is difficult to understand, even with the financial imperatives facing the grant 
holder, how less-educated teachers for less-advantaged students will translate to a more 
level playing field with their more-advantaged peers. It is also difficult to imagine how 
highly trained teachers, with the experience and education necessary to help more-
challenged students, will be attracted to lower-paid positions. (Until the 2019-2020 
school year, all lead Head Start teachers were certificated, so past performance of Walla 
Walla Head Start students under this very different model should not be used as an 
indicator of future performance.) 

2. Encourage full understanding of #1 and any advocacy on this position by Policy Council 
members, as well as all Head Start parents, in order to increase community impact on 
funding solutions. 

3. Anticipate possible licensing gaps and costs to remedy them, should licensing become a 
mandate.  

4. Continue regular teacher training and support for special education students as part of 
ongoing professional education in an integrated model. 

 

 

 

 

 


