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�        tHE fuLL stoRY on fuLL daY: an anaLYsis of fuLL-daY kindERgaRtEn in wasHington statE

All children deserve the best chance to 
succeed. It is their right and it is our 
responsibility. The Washington State 
Constitution enshrines “ample provi-
sion for the education of all children” 
as the primary duty of the state, and the 
people and their representatives bear 
this responsibility because it is critical 
to the welfare of our community. Qual-
ity education lays the foundations for a 
thriving society: successful individuals, 
an informed and engaged populace, 
strong institutions, economic growth 
and vitality, and individual financial 
security.

The last several decades have seen 
an abundance of research stressing 
the importance of the early years of 
a child’s education and extolling the 
benefits of quality early learning initia-
tives. Full-day kindergarten is one such 
initiative. Full-day kindergarten results 
in increased academic achievement 
and school readiness for participants. 
It not only produces positive, long-term 
economic benefits for individuals and 
society, it also results in immediate 
returns for families, schools, and Wash-
ington State’s bottom line. 

The Economic Opportunity Institute 
conducted an exhaustive literature 
review of local and national research, 
interviewed administrators of full-day 
kindergarten programs in Washington 
State, collected data from states across 
the country, conferred with staff from 
various local agencies and organiza-
tions, and reviewed laws and legislation 
on the topic. The goal of this policy 

brief is to distill the information gained 
through our inquiries and provide 
policy makers, opinion leaders, and 
interested individuals with a compre-
hensive analysis of full-day kindergarten 
in Washington State.

The key findings of this research are:

n Fewer than half of incoming 
kindergarten students are 
prepared for the challenges of the 
classroom. High levels of student 
unpreparedness are prevalent 
throughout Washington’s public 
education system, as evidenced by 
failure to pass elementary school 
assessments in reading and math 
and by the necessity for high school-
level remediation for incoming 
college students.

 
n National and local research 

demonstrates that full-day 
kindergarten results in positive 
academic and social benefits for 
students. As compared to their 
peers in half-day kindergarten, 
full-day students perform at higher 
levels in the fundamental areas of 
reading and math. These academic 
gains made in the full-day classroom 
may also persist into later grades, 
bolstering overall early academic 
achievement. Further, full-day 
kindergartners are more socially and 
emotionally prepared for first grade 
than their counterparts in half-day 
classes.
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n Full-day kindergarten produces cost 
savings to schools as fewer students 
will require remediation services in 
later grades or be retained in a lower 
grade level. Parents and families 
also experience financial benefits 
in the form of increases in income 
and/or decreases in childcare 
expenses. The state’s financial 
responsibility for childcare subsidies 
may also decrease as kindergarten 
students spend more time in the 
classroom. 

n Fewer than 40% of kindergartners 
in Washington State participate in 
full-day kindergarten. Availability 
of the program is limited and 
adequate funding is difficult to 
secure. The state limits funding to 
cover only half-day kindergarten, 
requiring districts to search out 
additional financial support for 
full-day programs. As a result of 
limited resources, low-income and 
high-income students are the most 
likely to have access to full-day 
kindergarten while middle-class 
students are forced to do without.

n Full-day kindergarten is a growing 
national trend. Every year, an 
increasing number of students 
across the nation enter a full-day 
classroom. A number of states 
require all school districts to 
offer full-day kindergarten or 
mandate that all students attend 
it. In addition, over half the states 
strongly encourage the provision of 
full-day kindergarten by providing 
school districts with a variety of 
funding incentives. 

n Education and policy leaders 
in Washington State recently 
recognized full-day kindergarten 
as an integral part of a quality 
education. The final report of the 
Washington Learns committee 
recommended that voluntary full-
day kindergarten be phased-in for 
all students. Unfortunately, while 
the 2007 Legislature did initiate a 
phase-in of full-day kindergarten, 
funding for all students will not be 
provided until the 2016-2017 school 
year. In the meantime, over 300,000 
students will be denied state 
support for full-day kindergarten.

n All children in Washington critically 
need full-day kindergarten. A 
decade is too long to wait. Full-
day kindergarten constitutes 
a fundamental part of basic 
education and should be treated 
and legislated as such. The current 
state budget surplus presents a 
perfect opportunity to make a smart 
investment in the children and 
future of Washington State. The 
long and short-term benefits to be 
gained more than justify the cost of 
implementation.

The Economic Opportunity Institute de-
velops practical and effective proposals 
to increase the well-being and econom-
ic security of middle and low-income 
families in Washington State. Full-day 
kindergarten offers the opportunity to 
ensure the success of our children and 
families, and to enhance the state’s 
economy vitality all while helping to 
realize the constitutionally mandated 
paramount duty of our state. 
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In Washington State and across the 
nation, reforming public education 
to meet the demands of a changing 
economy has dominated public policy 
discourse for the last two decades. 
The new economic climate demands a 
skilled and highly educated workforce 
that can keep pace with a knowledge-
based world. Policymakers, opinion 
leaders, and researchers have come to 
a general understanding that a strong 
system of education is built upon a 
child’s first opportunities to learn. We 
now know that the more attention and 
resources paid to the early years of edu-
cation, the greater the chance children 
have to overcome barriers and seize 
opportunities for future academic and 
personal success. 

At the request of Governor Christine 
Gregoire, the 2005 Legislature formed 
the Washington Learns committee to 
perform a comprehensive review of 
the state’s system of public education. 
The work of the committee was divided 
into three primary areas: early learning, 
kindergarten through twelfth-grade (K-
12) education, and higher education/
workforce training. The final report of 
the committee, issued in November of 
2006, contained a number of strategies 
to “bring us closer to a world-class, 
learner-focused, seamless education 
system for Washington.”1 One of the 
main visions threaded throughout the 
work of Washington Learns is the im-
portance of linking the three different 
systems of education into one stream-
lined cohesive educational pathway. 

Washington Learns recommended the 
phase-in of voluntary full-day kindergar-
ten for all students as one critical step 
in this process. Providing quality early 
learning and early schooling opportuni-
ties, of which full-day kindergarten is a 
key component, is good for children, 
families, schools and communities, 
and boosts long-term economic vitality. 
Full-day kindergarten delivers a sig-
nificant public good, creating a nexus 
point where early intervention can 
result in benefits far beyond the costs 
incurred.
 
We face a pervasive culture of un-
preparedness at every level in public 
education in Washington. In 2006, only 
46 percent of fourth graders tested 
passed all three subjects of the Wash-
ington Assessment of Student Learning 
(WASL).2 Just over half of high school 
students in the Class of 2008 met the 
state’s Certificate of Academic Achieve-
ment graduation requirement after 
taking the 10th-grade WASL test for the 
first time.3 One in four students imme-
diately entering four-year universities 
in the state must take remedial high 
school-level courses in English, math, 
or both. For those entering community 
college, three in five students require 
remediation.4 Every year, from bottom 
to top, a large number of students in 
Washington’s public schools fall short 
of meeting basic expectations. 
 
All students face the danger of stum-
bling when they do not receive a strong 
foundation for learning. Even in the ear-
liest educational experiences, students 

i. a community Ready for change

1 Washington Learns. (2006). Washing-
ton Learns: World-class, learner-focused, 
seamless education. Olympia, WA: 
Office of the Governor, p. 18. 

2 Office of the Superintendent of 
Public Instruction. Washington State 
report card (website). See: http://re-
portcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/waslCurrent.
aspx?schoolId=1&reportLevel=State
&orgLinkId=1&yrs=. Input codes: 4th 
grade, all, 2005-2006, numbers.

3 Ibid. Input codes: 10th grade, all, 
2005-2006, and numbers. Students 
graduating in 2008 are required to 
receive a Certificate of Academic 
Achievement, acquired when the 
student meets or exceeds standard on 
the reading, writing, and match subject 
areas of the 10th-grade Washington 
Assessment of Student Learning.

4 Washington Higher Education Coor-
dinating Board. (2005). Status report on 
college readiness. Olympia, WA: Author. 



from all backgrounds can and do fail to 
meet basic standards. A recent survey 
of student readiness conducted for 
the Office of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction (OSPI) found 56 percent of 
incoming kindergartners in 2004 were 
not adequately prepared for the aca-
demic and social challenges of kinder-
garten. On average, more than two out 
of five children attending kindergarten 
in middle-class classrooms were not 
ready to learn. In classes where the 
majority of students qualify for free or 
reduced-price school meals (a good 
indicator of student poverty) only one 
quarter of students were considered 
ready for kindergarten (see Exhibit 1).5  
Further, teachers commented they felt 
school preparedness has been “de-
creasing over time.”6  
 
When taken together these data clearly 
illustrate a broad pattern: a large 
number of students are not prepared 

for kindergarten and grade school, 
are not meeting high-school gradua-
tion requirements, and finally are not 
prepared for college. It is also clear that 
not being ready to learn afflicts children 
from all incomes. It could be the result 
of difficult family conditions, the satura-
tion of television and internet entertain-
ment, a lack of reading in the home, 
a surfeit of privilege or of poverty, the 
lack of parental attention, or any num-
ber of other factors. 

No matter what the reasons, up and 
down the income ladder family circum-
stances and popular culture conspire 
to make too many children miss a step 
before they even begin kindergarten. 
Quality early educational experiences, 
especially full-day kindergarten, can 
help change this picture to one where 
all students advance through public 
education and into the world ready to 
learn and succeed.

i. a community Ready for change

5 Pavelcheck, D. (2005). Student readi-
ness for kindergarten: A survey of kin-
dergarten teachers in Washington State. 
Olympia, WA: Office of Superintendent 
of Public Instruction, pp. 20-21.

6 Ibid: p. i.

ExHibit �: Students Prepared for Kindergarten by Classroom Income Level
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Full-day kindergarten provides a myriad 
of benefits for students and for the 
broader community. From increased 
academic achievement and school 
readiness to more time for meaningful 
instruction and increased continuity 
in coursework, full-day kindergarten 
lays the foundation for a robust public 
education.
 

fuLL-daY kindERgaRtEn 
studEnts acHiEvE at 
HigHER LEvELs 

Full-day kindergarten and its benefits 
have long been subjects of study for the 
educational research community. Over 
the last several decades, a large body 
of research on full-day kindergarten 
programs shows students in full-day 
programs consistently make greater 
academic progress than their peers in 
half-day programs. 

In particular, when comparisons are 
made between the cognitive test scores 
of students in half-day programs and 
those in full-day programs, full-day 
kindergartners have been shown to 
progress more quickly in the key areas 
of literacy and math.7 For example, one 
study found that students in full-day 
programs scored up to 17 percentile 

points better than half-day students on 
cognitive math and reading tests, and 
up to 15 points better in tests in the first 
and second grades.8 Another evaluation 
of full-day students in public schools 
showed a 22 percent increase in math 
score gains and a 32 percent increase in 
reading gains over students in half-day 
programs.9 

On the local front, students enrolled 
in full-day kindergarten in Washington 
State also exhibit greater academic 
achievement and academic progress 
than their peers attending half-day pro-
grams. Data from four diverse school 
districts (Tonasket, Yakima, Edmonds, 
and Hood Canal) illustrate the imme-
diate and persistent effects of full-day 
kindergarten.

In Tonasket full-day kindergarteners 
emerge more prepared to meet grade-
level expectations. Yakima full-day 
students continue to outperform their 
half-day peers in reading assessment. 
And in Edmonds and Hood Canal, 
students who attended full-day kinder-
garten exhibit the lasting effects of 
their kindergarten experiences in 
reading, writing, and math into the 
third and fourth grades (see Exhibits 2 
through 5).10 

ii. benefits for students in full-day 
kindergarten

7 Lee, V.E., Burkam, D.T., Ready, D.D., 
Honigman, J., & Meisels, S.J. (2005). 
Full-day versus half-day kindergarten: 
In which program do children learn 
more? American Journal of Education, 
112.; Elicker, J. & Mathur, A. (1997). 
What do they do all day? Comprehen-
sive evaluation of a full-day kindergar-
ten. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 
12: 459-480.; and Walston, J.T. & West, 
J. (2004). Full-day and half-day 
kindergarten in the US: Findings from 
the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 
kindergarten class of 1998-1999 (NCES 
2004-078). Washington, DC: National 
Center for Education Statistics.

8 Ohio State Department of Education, 
Division of Early Childhood Educa-
tion. (1992). The effects of preschool 
attendance & kindergarten schedule: 
Kindergarten through grade four, a 
longitudinal research study. Columbus, 
OH: Author.

9 Walston & West (2004). 

10 Exhibits 2 through 5 were drawn 
from OSPI’s early learning toolkit  
district profiles. The methodologies 
used by each school district in com-
parative analysis were not described.  
Each district follows particular policies 
for admission into full-day kinder-
garten and therefore it is particu-
larly significant that all districts show 
advanced achievement for full-day 
kindergarten students.



ExHibit �: Tonasket School District: 2004-2005 Students Reading at Grade 
Level upon Entering First Grade, by Kindergarten Class11

35%

88%

67%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

Half-Day Kindergarten
Class

Full-Day Kindergarten
Class #1

Full-Day Kindergarten 
Class #2

Source: data taken from OSPI. (n.d.). Early learning toolkit: Effective practices in Washington State (Tonasket School District). 
Olympia, WA: Author.

ExHibit �: Yakima School District: 2003-2004 Second Grade Reading Assessment 
Full-Day vs. Half-Day Kindergarten Students12
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11 The Tonasket School District tracked 
three kindergarten classes in the 2003-
2004 school year: two full-day classes 
and one half-day class.

12 The reading assessment used for 
this analysis was the MASI-R Fluency 
Analysis. ‘Percentage of students meet-
ing standard’ means the percentage of 
students who have reached the fluency 
benchmark on the MASI-R Fluency 
Analysis. ‘Fluency’ refers to reading 
words (or letters) accurately, rapidly 
and efficiently.” Personal communica-
tion (phone conversation) with Sue 
Geiger, K-12 Reading Administrator, 
Office of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction, May 29, 2007.
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ExHibit �: Edmonds School District: Percentile Ranking Comparisons in 
Six Measures of Third Grade Achievement Among Four Cohorts13

Source: OSPI. (2004). Early learning toolkit: Effective practices in Washington State (Edmonds School District), Full-day 
kindergarten follow-up of four cohorts of students, April 2004. Olympia, WA: Author. 

ExHibit �: Hood Canal School District: Fourth-Grade WASL Met-Standard Rate 
Comparison for Two Cohorts of Kindergarten Classes14

Source: OSPI. (n.d.). Early learning toolkit: Effective practices in Washington State (Hood Canal School District). Olympia, WA: Author. 

13 ITBS is the Iowa Test of Basic Skills. 
In this exhibit, National Percentile 
Ranks (NPRs) are the average percen-
tile score of the group tested compared 
to all other students tested nationally. 
For example, if a cohort received an  
average national percentile ranking of 
65 on a particular test, it means that 
the cohort scored better, on average, 
than 65 percent of students who took 
the test nationwide, and only 35 per-
cent scored as well or better than the 
cohort. The cohorts used in this exam-
ple were full and half-day kindergarten 
students from 1999-2000, 2000-2001, 
2001-2002, and 2002-2003.

14 OSPI describes performance on the 
WASL according to four levels: 1 – well 
below standard, 2 – below standard, 
3 – met standard, and 4 – exceeds 
standard. The WASL met-standard rate 
refers to the percentage of students 
who met or exceeded the standard, or 
levels 3 and 4.
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Increased student achievement in full-
day kindergarten is typically attributed 
to a variety of features inherent in a 
full-length class day. A nationwide study 
found that on average, full-day classes 
spend 30 percent more time on reading 
and language arts studies, and 46 per-
cent more time on mathematics than 
half-day classes. However, not all of the 
time is spent on formal lessons. Teach-
ers report they appreciate the flexibility 
of the longer days because it allows 
more time not only for class instruc-
tion, but also for small-group activities, 
independent learning, and individual 
attention.15 

The 2004 survey of Washington State 
kindergarten teachers reported that one 
of their greatest challenges was meet-
ing academic goals for the year.16 Teach-
ers stated that full-day classes create 
an environment that is less rushed 
and stressful for both the teachers and 
the students. They believe the calmer, 
relaxed atmosphere is more conducive 
to learning and teaching. 
 
One of the more significant features of 
full-day kindergarten is that the proven 
benefits have been shown to have a 
greater impact on students from disad-
vantaged backgrounds. This is particu-
larly true in the area of math, where dis-
advantaged students often begin even 
further behind.17 With an increase up to 
550 hours over the school year, class-
room activities and coursework can be 
tailored more specifically to meet the 
needs of the individual student, allow-
ing the student to progress to the best 
of their ability. As teachers expand the 
curriculum horizontally, students enjoy 
greater satisfaction and achievement 
because they are able to explore themes 
and units in more depth.18 
 

In March of 2007 the Washington 
State Institute for Public Policy, at the 
request of the Washington State Leg-
islature, released a report addressing 
the evidence-based effects of full-day 
kindergarten programs. The study ana-
lyzed 23 scientifically rigorous full-day 
kindergarten evaluations and presented 
findings corroborating the outcomes 
of the research summarized above. 
According to the report, full-day kinder-
garten, when “compared with half-day 
kindergarten, produces a statistically 
significant boost to test scores during, 
or shortly after, kindergarten.”19 
 
The advantages of full-day kindergarten 
also extend into later grades. Teachers 
report that students who attend full-
day programs are better prepared for 
first grade than their peers who attend 
half-day kindergarten.20 Some research, 
including that of some Washington 
school districts depicted above, shows 
advanced achievement into the third 
and fourth grades. Other areas of 
improved academic performance for 
full-day students in later grades include 
decreases in referrals to special educa-
tion and decreases in rates of grade 
retention.21 However, other research, 
including the recent Washington State 
Institute for Public Policy study, ques-
tions whether the initial gains from full-
day kindergarten are sustained in later 
grades.22 So far, little investigation has 
been conducted on the causes of the 
erosion effects indicated in some stud-
ies. Several possible explanations have 
been raised, including the mingling of 
half-day and full-day students in later 
grades where teachers might focus 
their time and attention on students 
who enter with lower skill levels.23

 

15 Walston & West (2004).

16 Pavelcheck (2005).

17 Walston & West (2004).

18 Elicker & Mathur (1997).

19 Aos, S., Miller, M. & Mayfield, 
J. (2007). Benefits and costs of K-12 
educational policies: Evidence-based 
effects of class size reductions and full-day 
kindergarten (Document No. 07-03-
2201). Olympia, WA: Washington State 
Institute for Public Policy.

20 Elicker & Mathur (1997).

21 Plucker, J.A. & Zapf, J.S. (2003). 
Short-lived gains or enduring benefits? 
The long-term impact of full-day kinder-
garten. Bloomington, IN: Center for 
Evaluation & Education Policy.

22 Rathburn, A., West, J., & Germino 
Hausken, E. (2004). From kindergarten 
through third grade: Children’s beginning 
school experiences. Washington, DC: Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics.

23 Wolgemuth, J.R., Cobb, R.B., 
Winokur, M.A., Leech, N., & Ellerby, 
D. (2006). Comparing longitudinal 
academic achievement of full-day and 
half-day kindergarten students. The 
Journal of Educational Research, 99(5): 
206-269.
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studEnts sHow gains 
in sociaL gRowtH and 
scHooL REadinEss

Full-day kindergarten has also been 
shown to produce social and emotional 
benefits for the students as they mature 
over the course of the year. In 2005, 
WestEd, a well-known educational re-
search organization, published a policy 
brief on full-day kindergarten stating 
that students “do better with the transi-
tion to first grade, show significant 
gains in school socialization…, and 
are equipped with stronger learning 
skills.”24  
 
Full-day students also appear to be 
more comfortable in their surround-
ings. They demonstrate greater ease in 
initiating independent learning, involve-
ment in classroom activities, interac-
tion with one another, and in their 
relationship with their teacher.25 They 
also show less fatigue and daily frustra-
tion than their half-day peers, likely as 
a result of social and emotional matu-
rity.26 Further, two longitudinal studies 
of full-day kindergarteners reported 
increased attendance rates during 
elementary school.27

By attending full-day kindergarten 
classes, children benefit from extended 
exposure to a learning environment 
and from the reduction in the number 
of physical disruptions and reloca-
tions throughout a typical school day. 
Furthermore, due to increasing partici-
pation in pre-kindergarten programs, 
kindergarten can no longer be con-
sidered the single common point of 
entry for children into a classroom-type 
environment. Full-day kindergarten 
plays a vital role in easing the transition 
for children from different pre-kinder-
garten, child care, and home settings 
to the challenges of formal schooling in 
first grade. A full day schedule is best 
able to facilitate this transition, and to 
extend the comprehensiveness of the 
standard K-12 system.28

Research demonstrates the majority of 
children benefit both academically and 
socially from the experience of full-day 
kindergarten. Full-day kindergarten is 
an integral part of strong basic educa-
tion, providing all children with a clear 
pathway for lifelong learning. It should 
be noted that full-day kindergarten, 
while critical, is only one part of a ro-
bust system of early education. Invest-
ment in universal full-day kindergarten 
for all students should not preclude 
investment in other important early 
learning and elementary school initia-
tives such as universal pre-kindergar-
ten and the reduction of early primary 
school class sizes. 

 

24 WestEd. (2005). Full-day kindergar-
ten: Expanding learning opportunities. 
San Francisco, CA: Author.

25 Cryan, J., Sheehan, R. , Weichel, J., 
& Bandy-Hedden, I.G. (1992). Success 
outcomes of full-day kindergarten: 
More positive behavior and increased 
achievement in the years after. Early 
Childhood Research Quarterly, 7(2): 
187-203.

26 Elicker & Mathur (1997).

27 Weiss, A.D.G & Offenberg, R.M. 
(2002). Enhancing urban children’s 
early success in school: The power of 
full-day kindergarten. Paper presented 
at the annual meeting of the American 
Educational Research Association, 
New Orleans, LA.; and Hough, D. & 
Bryde, S. (1996). The effects of full-day 
kindergarten on student achievement and 
affect. Paper presented at the annual 
meeting of the American Educational 
Research Association, New York. As 
cited in WestEd (2005). 

28 Elicker & Mathur (1997).



savings to scHooLs and 
distRicts

A number of case studies in recent 
years have shown that students who 
attend full-day kindergarten are less 
likely to repeat a grade, resulting in 
long-term cost savings to districts that 
can then invest this money into other 
educational programs.29 According to 
one administrator, full-day students are 
far less likely to need remedial reading 
classes, tutoring, or future additional 
assistance.30 For schools, full-day kin-
dergarten is a two-pronged investment 
that directly benefits kindergartners as 
well as the whole student body.

In 2003, the Bremerton School District 
completed a simple analysis on the 
costs and benefits of offering full-day 
kindergarten to all students in the dis-
trict. Their results show an operational 
cost savings of $3,000 per student per 
year and over $400,000 for one cohort 
of 93 kindergartners from first through 
fifth grade.31 Additional savings to 
school districts offering full-day kinder-
garten would come from the decreased 
need for mid-day transportation to 
and from the half-day programs and, 
for those districts that employ them, a 
decreased demand for school crossing 
guards in the middle of the day. 

incREasEd woRk HouRs 
and wagEs

Financial benefits from full-day kin-
dergarten also extend to parents and 

families. As of 2005, over 60 percent of 
mothers with at least one child under 
six were active members of the work-
force.32 Many of the kindergarten-age 
children in working single-parent or 
two-parent households attend, at their 
parent’s expense, before and/or after-
school childcare. 

With full-day kindergarten, those 
parents who stay at home to provide 
before or after school care for their 
kindergartner will have increased 
opportunities to move into the work-
force. The calculation provided on 
the next page (Exhibit 6) describes a 
scenario where a parent who provided 
care for their child at home during off-
school hours worked for the three ad-
ditional hours their child now spends in 
a full-day kindergarten program. Even 
for a parent earning below the state 
median income an additional three 
hours a day would result in a significant 
increase in income over the course of 
a year. Some parents would have the 
opportunity to move into the workforce 
full time, further increasing the annual 
household income, as well as gaining 
non-wage compensation such as health 
coverage.33 

Were almost 11,000 parents in Wash-
ington to take advantage of a minimum 
of three additional work hours per day 
at $10 per hour, these families would 
see a combined increase in income of 
$58 million in one year.

iii. benefits for schools, 
families, and the public

29 Ackerman, D.J., Barnett, W.S., & 
Robin, K.B. (2005). Making the most 
of kindergarten: Present trends and 
future issues in the provision of full-day 
programs. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University, National Institute for Early 
Education Research.

30 Personal communication (personal 
interview) with Bette Hyde, Superin-
tendent, and Linda Sullivan, Director 
of Early Learning, Bremerton School 
District, June 9, 2006.

31 OSPI. (n.d.). Early learning toolkit: 
Effective practices in Washington State 
(Bremerton School District). Olympia, 
WA: Author. This analysis assumes 
that none of the students in the cohort 
would meet kindergarten benchmarks 
without full-day kindergarten and 
would all require remedial resource 
room services. Conversations with 
staff and analysts from the Bremerton 
School District revealed the analysis 
cited actually results in $550,000 in 
savings. Personal communication 
(phone conversation) with Linda 
Sullivan, Director of Early Learning, 
Bremerton School District, May 23, 
2007.

32 National Association of Childcare 
Resource and Referral Agencies. 
(2006). Child care in America: Basic 
facts. Arlington, VA: Author. See: http://
www.naccrra.org/docs/childcareina-
mericafactsheet.pdf.

33 Part-time employees are much less 
likely to be offered any type of fringe 
benefit than are full-time employees. 
Lockhart, R. (2007). Washington State 
employee benefits report. Olympia, WA: 
Employment Security Department, 
Labor Market and Economic Analysis 
Branch, p. 2.
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dEcREasE in cHiLdcaRE 
ExpEnsEs

Those parents who place their child in 
center-based or family care situations 
will likely see lower childcare fees when 
their child is in a full-day classroom. 
The costs of child care vary widely 
across the state.37 The additional three 
hours per day spent in the full-day kin-
dergarten classroom would result in a 
significant drop in time spent in private 
childcare settings during the school 
year as many full-day kindergartners 
would only require ‘part-time’ child care 
instead of the more expensive ‘full-
time’ care.38 Parents of these children 
would see their financial responsibil-
ity for the cost of child care decrease 
substantially.

The full extent of the increases in 
disposable income for families cannot 
be tallied without further research and 
data collection. However, full-day kin-
dergarten will result in a large number 
of families in Washington experiencing 
financial gain either from an increase in 

hours worked or a decrease in child-
care expenses, resulting in more for 
families to save and spend. The addi-
tional income spent on taxable items, 
multiplied across the large number of 
families affected, will add to the public 
coffers. Full-day kindergarten will lessen 
the financial burden for the parents and 
benefit state and local governments 
and thus the public as a whole. Addi-
tionally, full-day kindergarten will result 
in reduced government-subsidized 
childcare costs.39  

dEcREasE in pubLic 
subsidiEs of cHiLd caRE

The state subsidy rate for eligible 
children40 in full-time child care is 
twice that for part-time child care. As 
the students receiving childcare sub-
sidies move into full-day kindergarten 
programs and spend less time in child 
care, the state will pay less for childcare 
subsidies. Exhibit 7 shows the differ-
ence in monthly per student subsidy 
payments for an eligible kindergarten 

ExHibit �: Potential Increase in Household Income Resulting From More 
Work Hours

Hours of work gained per day through full-day kindergarten34   3 hours
126% of the state minimum wage35  $10 per hour
Wages gained per day $30 per day
 
Number of school days per year 180 days
Wages gained per year per parent $5,400 per year
 
Kindergarten enrollment36  approx. 72,000 students
Full-day kindergarten enrollment  54,000 students
(assumed 75% participation rate) 

Number of parents taking advantage of add. working hours 10,800 parents
(assumed 20% impact, calculated on one parent per child)  

Possible total combined wages gained per year $58,320,000 per year

34 Kindergarten is defined in Wash-
ington State statute as a minimum of 
450 hours of instruction over a 180-day 
school year (RCW 28A.150.220(1)(a)). 
SB 5841 as passed the Legislature in 
2007 requires any full-day kindergarten 
program to provide at least 1,000 
hours of instruction over the school 
year, increasing the time in the kinder-
garten classroom from 2.5 hours to 5.5 
hours per day.

35 As of 2007, the minimum wage in 
Washington State is $7.93 per hour. 
See: Washington State Department of 
Labor and Industries minimum wage 
website: http://www.lni.wa.gov/ 
WorkplaceRights/Wages/Minimum/ 
default.asp.

36 OSPI’s grade-level October 2006 
Headcount enrollment document, 
available on the OSPI data admin-
istration website at http://www.k12.
wa.us/DataAdmin/default.aspx.

37 Schraeger, L. & Rowswell, S. (2005). 
Licensed child care in Washington State, 
2004. Olympia, WA: Department 
of Social and Health Services (now 
moved to the Department of Early 
Learning). Each childcare provider sets 
its own age-based fee structure. A child 
in kindergarten may count as a ‘school-
age student’ or as a ‘preschooler’, two 
common age categorization levels, 
at two different facilities. Personal 
communication (phone conversation) 
with Steve Rowswell, Child Care Market 
Survey Data Administration Manager, 
Washington State Department of Early 
Learning, May 18, 2007.

38 The part-time rate typically applies 
to children spending five or fewer 
hours in child care per day, or fewer 
than 25 hours per week. Schraeger & 
Rowswell (2005).

39 Lee (2005), Elicker & Mathur 
(1997), & Cryan (1992).

40 Families in Washington earning less 
than twice the federal poverty level are 
eligible to receive childcare subsidies 
from the state.



student in full-time vs. part-time center-
based care. 

Subsidy rates are tied to the cost of 
child care and vary by region. Therefore, 
the calculation below gives cost savings 
in two exemplar regions.42 Multiply-
ing such monthly per student savings 
across the potentially large number of 
eligible children who would experience 
this change, the state would realize a 
sizeable decrease in subsidy payments.

Long-tERm savings

Reducing costs for schools, parents, 
and government-subsidized child care 
constitute only one facet of the commu-
nity benefits reaped through investing 
in early childhood education. Research 
shows that successful educational 
initiatives targeting young children may 
also result in substantial reductions in 
social spending by the state. 
 
Several long-term studies have been 
conducted over the past forty years to 
assess the effects of high-quality inten-
sive early childhood education initia-
tives, of which full-day kindergarten is 
one component. Multiple studies found 
a dramatic decrease in participants’ 
relative delinquency rates, crime rates 
and welfare dependency, along with 
increased long-term academic achieve-
ment and adult earning potential. The 
initial investment in early learning 

reduced government spending and 
boosted economic performance.43  

A new book by economist Robert Lynch 
estimates that the benefits to the public 
of universal high quality pre-kindergar-
ten, fully phased-in by the 2008-2009 
school year, would far outstrip the costs 
within fewer than 20 years nationally 
and 22 years in Washington State. His 
analysis estimates that by 2050, Wash-
ington State would see $17 billion in 
total benefits, including the increased 
compensation of participants and the 
savings to individuals from reduced 
crime.44 This research indicates that 
early intervention is one of the most 
effective ways of influencing the long-
term success of students. 

As there are currently no long-term 
cost-benefit analyses estimating the 
financial effects of full-day kindergar-
ten, we can only look to the research of 
Lynch and others to get a sense of the 
kind of return on investment possible. 
Most likely, a comprehensive analysis 
that takes into account the savings to 
schools, families, and the public plus 
the increase in public funds resulting 
from an increase in disposable in-
come would show huge benefits. Such 
research would provide the evidence to 
back up what we already know: univer-
sal full-day kindergarten meets a critical 
need for our children and is a smart 
investment in our community. 

Full-time subsidy rate for kindergarten students  
Part-time subsidy rate for kindergarten students  
Monthly Per Student Savings to State

Region 2 – SE Washington

$394 ($17.91 daily rate x 22 days)

$197 ($8.96 daily rate x 22 days)

$197 per month

Region 4 – King County

$559 ($25.40 daily rate x 22 days)

$279 ($12.70 daily rate x 22 days)

$280 per month

ExHibit �: Difference in Monthly Childcare Subsidy Payments Between Full-Time and Part-Time Care41

41 Rowswell, S. (2007). Child care sub-
sidy rates – November 2005. Olympia, 
WA: Department of Early Learning, 
data provided via email.

42 Region 2 includes Benton, Colum-
bia, Franklin, Kittitas, Walla Walla, and 
Yakima counties. Region 4 encompass-
es King County. Schraeger & Rowswell 
(2005). These regions were used for 
comparative purposes as they tend to 
have the lowest and highest subsidy 
rates of all the regions, respectively. 

43 Lynch, R.G., (2004). Exceptional re-
turns: Economic, fiscal and social benefits 
of investment in early childhood develop-
ment. Washington, DC: Economic 
Policy Institute: Washington DC.

44 Lynch, R.G. (2007). Enriching 
children, enriching the nation: Public 
investment in high-quality prekindergar-
ten. Washington, DC: Economic Policy 
Institute: Washington DC.
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Full-day kindergarten programs have 
multiplied across Washington State, 
even while the Legislature denied full-
time status to kindergarten students 
and the funding to accompany such 
a change. In the past decade, full-day 
kindergarten has been funded and 
implemented independently by local 
school districts.
 
In 2004, the Economic Opportunity 
Institute and Office of Superinten-
dent of Public Instruction conducted 
a survey of early learning programs in 
Washington’s school districts.45 The 
survey found 43 percent of responding 
districts offered full-day kindergarten 
to at least some of their students and 
another 11 percent offered extended-day 
programming to some percentage of 
kindergartners.46 Half of the surveyed 
full-day kindergarten programs served 
75 to 100 percent of kindergarten 
students within the district. Another 
9 percent served 50 to 75 percent of 
students, and 24 percent of programs 
targeted specific demographic clusters 
of children and served less than one-
quarter of students. 
 
Many districts deem it necessary to go 
beyond the state mandate of half-day 
kindergarten to provide more instruc-
tion to some, if not all, kindergarten 
students. But the numbers also show 
that the great majority of students in 
the state still do not have access to full-
day kindergarten. Forty percent of the 
districts running full- or extended-day 

kindergarten programs reported being 
unable to meet the demand.47 In the 
current school year, 2006-2007, only 37 
percent of kindergartners attend full-
day kindergarten in the state’s public 
schools.48 

 
adEquatE and stabLE 
funding is HaRd to find

Most school districts in Washington 
State cannot afford to offer full-day 
kindergarten programs, and those that 
do must make difficult fiscal trade-offs 
in order to make these programs avail-
able. The state basic education funding 
formula, which covers approximately 70 
percent of all public education spend-
ing in the state, defines kindergarten 
as a half-day program and only pro-
vides enough funds to cover the cost 
of half-day instruction. Any district that 
decides to offer full-day kindergarten 
must raise money to fund the program 
from other sources. One of the major 
sources has been Initiative 728 (I-728). 
 
Approved by voters in 2000, I-728 dedi-
cates a portion of the state property 
tax and lottery revenues to the Student 
Achievement Fund. The fund then 
annually allocates money to school 
districts on a per-student basis for 
class-size reduction, extended learning 
opportunities, professional develop-
ment, early childhood programs, and 
the building improvements required to 
facilitate these activities. The Initiative 

iv. access to full-day kindergarten 
in washington state

45 Speck. E. (2004). Beyond the man-
date: An analysis of a survey of school 
district early learning programs in Wash-
ington State. Seattle, WA: Economic 
Opportunity Institute.

46 47% of the 296 school districts 
in the state responded to the survey. 
Though the survey did not receive 
responses from all school districts, 
the geographic, economic, and ethnic 
demographics of the responding 
districts on the whole reflect those of 
the entire state. One exception is that 
a slightly higher percentage of urban 
school districts responded over rural 
districts. 

47 Speck (2004).

48 Aos (2007): p. 11. This percentage 
comes from personal communication 
between WSIPP staff and OSPI staff 
regarding preliminary findings from 
an upcoming OSPI survey of district 
kindergarten programs. 



went into effect in 2001 and funds were 
made available to districts. However, 
the 2003 Legislature amended I-728 to 
reduce the per-student allocation by 
over 40 percent. The immediate cause 
of the I-728 funding reduction was a 
state budget shortfall resulting from 
recession, but the state also faces a 
long-term structural deficit. Sustaining 
and enhancing educational programs 
will be impossible in the long term 
without restructuring of Washington’s 
taxation system.49

While the per-student allocations will 
return to the levels approved by voters 
in 2008, schools, districts, and their stu-
dents have lost a great deal of financial 
support in the meantime (see Exhibit 8).

Given the wide variety of vital issues 
I-728 funding is meant to address, dis-
tricts using this money to offer full-day 

kindergarten clearly put a high value on 
its benefits. Despite long-term stability 
concerns, I-728 remains the largest source 
of funding for full-day kindergarten in 
the state. Sixty-seven percent of districts 
providing full- or extended-day programs 
reported that I-728 dollars go toward 
supporting their programs. Fifty-eight 
percent of the full-day kindergarten pro-
grams surveyed were started after 2001, 
after the first dispersal of I-728 fund-
ing, with the number of new programs 
steadily increasing since that time.50

 
Beyond I-728, the most common fund-
ing sources for full-day kindergarten are 
tuition provided by parents, Title I (fed-
eral funds allocated for at-risk and low-
income students)51, and local levies. 
However, most of these sources cannot 
fully fund any one district’s program, 
no matter how limited in scope. Most 
programs use a combination of sources. 

ExHibit �: Initiative 728 Per-Student Allocations, Original and Amended

Source: Washington State Senate Ways and Means Committee. (2007). A citizen’s guide to Washington State K-12 finance. 
Olympia, WA: Washington State Legislature. Lost allocation figures derived from the Consumer Price Index calculator at 
http://www.minneapolisfed.org/research/data/us/calc/.
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49 In 2002 the Washington State Tax 
Structure Study Committee issued a 
report that found Washington’s system 
of taxation inequitable to middle-class 
and low-income families, subject to 
large fluctuations in revenue, and is 
and will continue to be inadequate in 
meeting the demand for state expendi-
tures. Washington’s current tax system 
creates an ongoing “structural deficit,” 
or the gap between state revenues 
and demand for state expenditures, 
that will continue to grow every year. 
Washington State Tax Structure Study 
Committee. (2002). Tax alternatives 
for Washington State: A report to the 
Legislature. Olympia, WA: Author; and 
Watkins, M. & Smith, J. (2003). It’s not 
just the recession: The budget crisis and 
Washington State’s structural deficit. 
Seattle, WA: Economic Opportunity 
Institute.

50 Speck (2004). 

51 Title I, Part A is a federal program 
designed to increase access to high-
quality education in high-poverty areas. 
School districts receive grants and 
then allocate the majority of funds to 
schools in the district according to 
the size of the low-income student 
population. Of the individual schools 
receiving Title I funding those with 
more than 40% low-income students 
may use the money to fund school-
wide programs to serve all students 
in the school. Schools not eligible or 
not choosing to institute school-wide 
programs must use the funds on 
programs and services for specific 
at-risk or failing students. OSPI (n.d.). 
At-a-glance: Overview of Title I, Part A. 
Olympia, WA: Author. See: http://www.
k12.wa.us/TitleI/pubdocs/At-A-Glance-
TitleIOverview.doc. 
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The districts in Washington State most 
likely to offer full-day kindergarten are 
those with either a low or a high propor-
tion of low-income students.52 The pri-
mary sources of available funding help 
to explain the uneven distribution of 
programs across the state. In districts 
with few low-income students, schools 
can justify charging tuition for full-day 
kindergarten. At the other end of the 
spectrum, poorer districts can operate 
programs using Title I funds targeted 
to serve high percentages of low-in-
come students. This funding division 
creates a system of unequal access dis-
proportionately excluding middle-class 
students whose parents cannot afford 
tuition and who realize little benefit 
from federal supplementary funding 
(see Exhibit 9).

Most schools in the state do not re-
ceive enough Title I funding to imple-

ment full-day kindergarten programs. 
Neither are most schools able to serve 
all the students whose parents cannot 
afford to pay tuition. The basic fact is 
that the majority of schools simply 
cannot afford to offer full-day programs 
to all students without increased 
state funding. 

 
commitmEnt and fund-
ing REsuLt in tHRiving 
LocaL pRogRams

As the following district profiles illus-
trate, full-day kindergarten programs 
have catalyzed significant educational 
progress in school districts across the 
state. These successes provide the policy 
foundation for statewide adoption of 
universal voluntary full-day kindergarten.
 

ExHibit �: Full-Day Kindergarten Access by School District Income Level, 
2003-2004

Source: Speck. E. (2004). Beyond the mandate: An analysis of a survey of school district early learning programs in Washington State. 
Seattle, WA: Economic Opportunity Institute, Figure 3.
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Yakima School District
The Yakima School District in South 
Central Washington is one of the few 
districts in the state that provides 
universal access to full-day kindergar-
ten for all students. Over two-thirds 
of Yakima students are eligible for free 
or reduced school meals and close to 
30 percent are bilingual and/or Eng-
lish language learners. An initial pilot 
program provided one full-day kinder-
garten class in each elementary school, 
targeting high-risk students. When 
I-728 money became available full-day 
kindergarten became universally avail-
able to every kindergarten student, with 
impressive results.
 
Even the schools with the highest 
number of disadvantaged students 
showed marked improvement on the 
cognitive assessments used to deter-
mine progress. Yet success is not only 
a measurement of test scores. Parents 
and teachers in Yakima report that one 
of the most positive effects is in the at-
titude of the students. “They really view 
school as learning and motivating,” 
said Yakima Schools Director of Teach-
ing and Learning Dr. Karen Campbell. 
“Kindergarten has become achieve-
ment and learning oriented.”
 
The district has found full-day kinder-
garten programs to be cost effective, 
in that the initial expenses have been 
more than compensated for by the 
reduction in spending on remedial and 
individual reading and teaching help in 
the early grades. This is one example 
of how the benefits of full-day kinder-
garten accrue to the students, schools, 
and districts as a whole.53  
 

Bremerton School District
After five years of positive experience 
with innovative early learning initia-
tives, the Bremerton School District 
began offering universal full-day kinder-
garten this school year (2006-2007). 
Like many districts and states, Bremer-
ton began offering full-day kindergarten 
as a pilot program for at-risk students. 
However, rather than determining ac-
cess based on socio-economic status, 
students were selected based on their 
performance in the first six weeks of 
kindergarten, after which those that 
needed more help stayed for the rest of 
the day.
 
The first cohort of these students is 
now in third grade, and all but a few 
have maintained or improved upon 
their gains from kindergarten. The dis-
trict estimates that it saves $3,000 per 
at-risk student through this program, 
as the majority of them don’t need the 
remedial reading assistance they would 
have otherwise required. 
 
The academic, emotional and cognitive 
success of these students convinced 
the district that full-day kindergarten 
was a worthy investment for all of 
their students. “We know it works for 
at-risk kids, why not do it for all kids?” 
said Bremerton District Early Learn-
ing Director Linda Sullivan. Out of 
the nearly 400 students registered for 
kindergarten in June of 2006, all but a 
handful of families had opted for full-
day kindergarten. The program is being 
funded by a combination of I-728 funds 
and a local levy. However, the district 
is so confident in the potential of the 
program that they are predicting the 
costs will be easily compensated. “If we 
continue the way that we’ve seen it pay 
off, then we’ll recover those funds in 
the first year.”54 

53 Personal communication (phone 
interview) with Karen Campbell, Direc-
tor of Teaching and Learning, Yakima 
Schools, June 14, 2006; Summary 
results of the Dynamic Indicators of 
Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) 
provided by Greg Day, Director of Aca-
demic Assessment, Yakima Schools; 
and information included in a report by 
Brown, J. (2003). Early learning and care 
survey results: Districts find innovative 
ways to expand programs. Seattle, WA: 
Economic Opportunity Institute.

54 Personal communication (personal 
interviews) with Bette Hyde, Super-
intendent, and Linda Sullivan, Early 
Learning Director, Bremerton School 
District, June 9, 2006.
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Bellevue School District
The Bellevue School District has been 
improving and expanding their full-day 
kindergarten program for two decades. 
As one of the wealthier school districts 
in the state, the district had the abil-
ity to explore early learning initiatives 
before other areas could find the fund-
ing. For the first ten years, Bellevue’s 
full-day program was completely tuition 
based. By 1997, full-day kindergarten 
classes were available at nearly all of 
the elementary schools. 
 
Unfortunately, those who could not af-
ford the tuition were not able to partici-
pate, and the district was unable to find 
funding to subsidize them. However, the 
elementary school principals were so 
confident in the potential of the program 
that they refused to continue to deny 
access to the lower-income students. A 
decision was made to increase the size 
of classes in grades 1-5 and to raise tuition,
so that scholarships could be provided 
for low-income families to send their 
children to full-day kindergarten. 
 
These sacrifices were successful in 
increasing access. In the 2005-2006 
school year, 83 percent of all kinder-
garteners in Bellevue were enrolled in 
full-day classes. Unfortunately, some 
middle-class families remain ineligible 
for scholarships and are unable to af-
ford the program. Without state assis-

tance, many other kindergarteners in 
the same situation will continue to be 
excluded.
 
This is unfortunate because full-day kin-
dergarten has become such an integral 
part of the K-12 system in Bellevue. As a 
high-performing district where student 
test scores are well above state aver-
ages on nearly every exam and in every 
grade, high academic standards begin 
early. “Kindergarten has a very specific 
curriculum and we have both reading 
and math expectations for our kinder-
garteners,” explained Bellevue Assis-
tant Superintendent of School Admin-
istration and Curriculum Development 
Jan Zuber. By investing time and energy 
in the early stages of academic develop-
ment, Bellevue creates a solid founda-
tion for later success.55

 
These are just a few of the many dis-
tricts throughout the state that have 
experienced the benefits of full-day 
kindergarten. These districts know that 
full-day kindergarten should be a funda-
mental part of basic education through-
out the entire state. Other states have 
also come to recognize the value of 
a full-day curriculum. As a result an 
increasing number of students across 
the country are getting the chance to 
participate in full-day kindergarten as 
states create or increase their public 
investment.

55 Personal communication (email) 
from Dr. Jan Zuber, Assistant Superin-
tendent of School Administration and 
Curriculum, Bellevue Schools, June 
16, 2006.



Full-day kindergarten has become a 
staple of basic education in the United 
States. Across the country the number 
of students attending full-day programs 
has steadily grown to over 60 percent, 
up from a mere 20 percent in 1970 (see 
Exhibit 10).56  
 
The existence of programs in other 
states is contingent upon two factors: 
legislation and funding. Some federal 
money, such as from the No Child Left 
Behind Act, is distributed to school 
districts and put toward full-day kinder-
garten. However, the funding of educa-
tion primarily falls to the states, and 
full-day kindergarten receives the bulk 
of its financial support from state and 
local resources. 
 

In all, eleven states have adopted public 
policy for universal full-day kindergar-
ten. As of the 2006-2007 school year, 
seven states57 require that all districts 
offer voluntary full-day kindergarten to 
all students, and fully fund every kinder-
garten student as a full-time student. 
By the 2008-2009 school year districts 
in Delaware will also be required to 
offer full-day kindergarten. Two states, 
Louisiana and West Virginia, currently 
require all kindergarten students in 
public schools to attend full-day pro-
grams. In addition, by the 2007-2008 
school year all students in Maryland 
will be subject to a similar requirement 
(see Exhibit 11).58  
 

v. full-day kindergarten across 
the country

ExHibit �0: Percentage of Kindergarten Students Enrolled in Full-Day 
Programs in United States

Sources: Kauerz, K. (2005). Full-day kindergarten: A study of state policies in the United States. Denver, Co: Education Commission 
of the States, p. 2; and US Census Bureau. (2000). Scholars of all ages in The population profile of the United States. Washington, 
DC: Author.
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56 US Census Bureau. (2000). Schol-
ars of all ages in The population profile 
of the United States. Washington, DC: 
Author.

57 Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Mis-
sissippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, 
and South Carolina. Delaware in 2008. 
Kauerz, K. (2005). Full-day kindergarten: 
A study of state policies in the United 
States. Denver, Co: Education Commis-
sion of the States.

58 Personal communication (phone 
conversations) with staff from the 
Maryland and Delaware departments 
of education, March 28, 2007. By the 
2008-2009 school year each Delaware 
school board will be required to 
provide full-day kindergarten to all 
students plus at least one half-day 
kindergarten class if more than 18 
students in the district request such 
an option.
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Beyond those states with universal 
full-day kindergarten requirements59, 
six states provide a strong incentive 
for districts to offer a full-day option by 
funding full-day kindergarten at a level 
equal to or greater than the amount 
funded for first grade (see the Case 
Study on New Mexico on page 21). 
Washington, DC also provides more 
funding for any type of kindergarten 
program than for first grade.60 Addi-
tionally, in April of 2007, North Dakota 
approved full state funding for volun-
tary full-day kindergarten for any school 
districts choosing to provide it begin-
ning in the 2008-2009 school year.61 In 

doing so, all states with strong fund-
ing incentives structurally and fiscally 
integrate full-day kindergarten into their 
provision of a basic K-12 education. 
 
A further 15 states emphasize the value 
of full-day kindergarten by requiring 
or funding participation on a lesser 
scale. New Jersey and Illinois require 
only specific districts to provide full-day 
programs (see Box 1). Some states run 
programs where districts may apply for 
state funding for full-day programs and 
are chosen based on the proportion of 
at-risk or low-income students in the 
district or if the district has never previ-

ExHibit ��: States with Full-Day Kindergarten Requirements

     States requiring all school 
districts to offer voluntary full-
day kindergarten

Alabama North Carolina
Arkansas Oklahoma
Georgia South Carolina
Mississippi Delaware 
 
  
 
Sources: Kauerz (2005) and conversations with staff from state departments of education. Contacts provided upon request.

     States requiring all 
kindergartners to attend 
full-day kindergarten

Louisiana
Maryland
West Virginia

     States requiring specific 
school districts to offer vol-
untary full-day kindergarten

Illinois
New Jersey

59 Several of the states with universal 
full-day requirements also utilize incen-
tivized funding. Georgia and Illinois 
both fund full-day at levels equal to or 
higher than first grade, and North and 
South Carolina fund all kindergarten, 
full or half day, at a higher level than 
first grade. Kauerz (2005).

60 The five states are Alaska, Ne-
braska, New Mexico, New York, and 
Wisconsin. Kauerz (2005).

61 Personal communication (phone 
conversation) with Anita Decker, 
Director of Approval & Accreditation, 
North Dakota Department of Public 
Instruction, May 29, 2007.



ously offered full-day programming. 
Other states appropriate funding to dis-
tricts for at-risk students and then allow 
the districts to utilize the money for 
full-day programs or other initiatives. 
 
Every year new states introduce leg-
islation to make full-day kindergarten 

a part of public education. Between 
January and March of 2007, legislation 
was proposed in three states requir-
ing districts to offer voluntary full-day 
kindergarten, and legislators in seven 
states proposed increased funding for 
districts offering full-day programs.62  

box �: Full-Day Kindergarten in “The Abbott Districts” Of New Jersey

In New Jersey a series of court decisions determined that students in 
the poorest districts in the state have a fundamental right to the same 
educational opportunities as those in wealthier districts. In 1973, the 
New Jersey Supreme Court held that the ultimate responsibility for 
providing adequate public education rests with the state rather than the 
local districts.

In another decision in 1998, the New Jersey Supreme Court found the 
education provided to students in certain urban school districts to be 
inadequate and thus unconstitutional. In order to close the gap and 
provide the students in these districts with an adequate education, the 
court ordered the State of New Jersey to provide special funding for 
programs to 28 urban school districts with the highest percentages of 
low-income students, at-risk students, and students of color. A portion 
of the funding ordered to these ”Abbott Districts” is required to go to-
wards the provision of universal preschool and full-day kindergarten for 
all students in these districts.

The recipient communities have responded very well to these reforms: 
enrollment in preschool and full-day kindergarten rose dramatically, and 
kindergarten teachers reported that children who participated in Abbott 
preschools were better prepared than those who had not. The number 
of districts covered by the ruling has grown to 31 districts, and in 2000 
another 17 rural school districts sued to become “Abbot Districts”.

Sources: Liss, B. (2005). Defining T and E: Court battles over school funding rage on as the playing field grows 
more crowded. Newark, NJ: Rutgers University, The Institute on Education Law and Policy.; and Achilles, C., 
Frances, C., & Walker, E.M. (2005). The Impact of the 1998 Abbott v. Burke decision on educational progress in 
New Jersey high poverty districts: What have we learned?” Berkeley, CA: University of California, Berkeley, Boalt 
Hall School of Law, Earl Warren Institute on Race, Ethnicity and Diversity.

62 “Connecticut, Indiana, and Rhode 
Island lawmakers proposed legislation 
that would require school districts to 
offer full-day kindergarten. Legislators 
in Arizona, Colorado, Indiana, Minne-
sota, North Dakota, Ohio, and Oregon 
proposed new funding to reimburse 
school districts that choose to offer 
voluntary, full-day kindergarten. Utah’s 
proposal would appropriate funds to 
expand full-day kindergarten to the 
state’s Title I schools.” National Con-
ference of State Legislatures. (2007). 
Child care and early education legislative 
update: Proposed legislation, January 1-
February 28, 2007. Denver, CO: Author. 
See: http://www.ncsl.org/programs/
cyf/legupfeb07.htm.
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Although many states clearly recognize 
full-day kindergarten as an effective 
initiative worthy of investment, most 
still fail to provide universal access 
leaving participation extremely uneven. 
In states with less comprehensive or 
consistent support for full-day kinder-
garten, the responsibility for adequate 
early education falls on the individual 
districts and schools. As in Washington 
State, independent resources may in-
clude local levies or tuition-based pro-
grams. The latter is generally used in 
districts or schools where the majority 
of the families can afford the expense, 
and are then able to subsidize the mi-
nority of families who cannot. Forcing 
reliance on local resources leaves many 
students without access to full-day kin-
dergarten, nearly 40 percent nationally 
and over 60 percent in Washington.
 
While the overall percentage of the 
student population in full-day programs 
has dramatically increased, participa-
tion and access is highly dependent on 
income level. The schools most likely 
to offer full-day kindergarten are either 
those in poorer urban or rural districts 
where public funding is available to 
target disadvantaged students, or in 
more affluent districts where the com-
munities can afford the expense inde-
pendently. Again, as in Washington, 
the children most likely to be excluded 
from such programs are from middle-
class families.63

In states that don’t currently offer 
universal access to full-day programs, 
the popularity and demand for them 
is steadily increasing. Each year, states 
consider or pass legislation to appro-
priate funds, initiate pilot programs, 
or create exploratory commissions to 
investigate full-day kindergarten. Such 
initial forays are often followed by legis-
lation to create or expand the programs 
statewide. In comparison to other 
states Washington is falling behind.

gLobaL cHaLLEngE statEs 
and fuLL-daY kindERgaRtEn

Washington Learns identified seven 
states against which Washington’s 
progress towards a “world-class” sys-
tem of education should be measured. 
The Global Challenge States are the 
highest ranked states on the Progres-
sive Policy Institute’s New Economy 
Index according to 21 indicators of 
competitive potential. The seven states 
are: California, Colorado, Connecticut, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey 
and Virginia.

In relation to these seven states, Wash-
ington fares relatively poorly when com-
pared on important indicators of invest-
ment in students: per student spending 
on K-12 education and the percentage 
of full-day kindergarten enrollment. 
Washington State ranks last in per pu-
pil spending and sixth out of eight on 
full-day kindergarten enrollments (see 
Exhibits 12 & 13).

63 Lee (2005).



ExHibit ��: State and Local Public K-12 Expenditures Per Student, 2004-2005 
State (National Ranking)

Source: National Education Association. (2006). Rankings and estimates 2005-2006. Washington, DC: Author
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ExHibit ��: Full-Day Kindergarten Enrollment By State in ‘05-06/‘06-07

Sources: Personal communication with and documentation provided by state education agency staff, March-April, 2007.64 
Contacts provided upon request.

Notes: The graph contains the most current full-day enrollment data available. Virginia, New Jersey and Massachusetts were only 
able to provide data from the 2005-2006 school year. California’s full-day kindergarten enrollment data were not available at the 
time of the request and therefore were not included in the comparison.

64 Colorado Legislative Council 
(2007). Staff Fiscal Note: SB07-026. 
See: http://www.leg.state.co.us/clics/
clics2007a/csl.nsf/billcontainers/
17AF271E6545AD6087257251007B9651/ 
$FILE/SB026_00.pdf; Virginia Depart-
ment of Education (2006). 2005-2006 
School membership: Division totals by 
grade (excel spreadsheet). http://www.
doe.virginia.gov/VDOE/dbpubs/Fall_
Membership/2005/readme.htm; and 
(2006). School divisions offering half-day 
kindergarten (excel spreadsheet).; Mas-
sachusetts Department of Education. 
(2007). Report on the Kindergarten 
Development Grants: Transition planning 
for full day kindergarten, quality full day 
kindergarten. Malden, MA: Author.; and 
Aos (2007). 
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casE studY: fuLL-daY 
kindERgaRtEn in nEw 
mExico gRows into 
univERsaL pRogRam

The full-day kindergarten program in 
New Mexico serves as a model for 
organic policy development. After 
decades of struggling with one of the 
lowest performing public education 
systems in the country, state political 
and education leaders searched for new 
approaches to improve the education 
system by targeting non-English-speak-
ing and disadvantaged students, while 
also addressing the needs of middle-
class and wealthy students.
 
Educators who knew their students 
needed help and attention in the earli-
est stages of their academic careers fo-
cused on full-day kindergarten. In 1993, 
the state government commissioned 
an All-Day Kindergarten Task Force to 
investigate the concept. Their initial 
inquiry found broad-based support for 
full-day programming among teachers, 
parents, and administrators.65 A bill al-
locating $12 million for full-day kinder-
garten was introduced into the state 
legislature, but failed due to budgetary 
concerns and a lack of political will.66 
 
It would be another seven years before 
a bill supporting full-day programs 
in New Mexico would be successful. 
During the intervening years, attitudes 
and perceptions regarding a full-day 
schedule gradually shifted to create 
widespread support for a comprehen-
sive full-day kindergarten program 
universally available throughout the 
state. During this time, school districts 
in New Mexico received no state sup-
port for full-day kindergarten. Despite 
limited resources and a variety of 

challenges, a majority of districts in 
the state used whatever funding they 
could find to fund full-day kindergarten 
programs. By 1999, 51 of New Mexico’s 
89 school districts offered full-day pro-
grams, with 33 districts offering some 
full-day classes in every school, and 18 
districts with full-day classes only in 
select schools.67  
 
Even with creative funding strategies 
and a clear majority of districts com-
mitted to full-day kindergarten only 
14.1 percent of kindergarteners in New 
Mexico were able to participate, even as 
analysis proved many of the programs 
to be highly successful. One Albuquer-
que elementary school found the aver-
age scores of full-day kindergarteners to 
be three times higher than the average 
of their peers in half-day classes.68 
 
Eventually, the combined force of 
strong evidence and political pressure 
led to the passage of legislation fund-
ing full-day kindergarten available to all 
students. The legislation was carefully 
crafted and incorporated several key 
components. The legislative plan was 
to phase-in the implementation, begin-
ning in the 2000-2001 school year, 
giving priority to districts with the high-
est determined need, and completing 
the process in the 2004-2005 school 
year with universal access. The legisla-
tion specifically mandated that early 
literacy be a primary focus in all classes 
receiving state funding and that teach-
ers apply English literacy tests at the 
beginning and end of the year, in order 
to determine progress. The legislation 
further mandated teachers to undergo 
ongoing professional development 
training. In addition, a comprehensive 
evaluation of each program is   
required annually to ensure effective-
ness and consistency with the state-

65 Raden, A. (2002). Achieving full-day 
kindergarten in New Mexico: A case 
study. New York, NY: The Foundation 
for Child Development.

66 Ibid.

67 Think New Mexico. (1999). Increas-
ing student achievement in New Mexico: 
the need for universal access to full-day 
kindergarten. Santa Fe, NM: Author.

68 Ibid.

69 New Mexico Administrative Code, 
Title 6, Chapter 30, Part 5.



wide curriculum.69 
 One distinctive feature of New Mex-
ico’s approach is the state does not 
require all districts to offer full-day pro-
gramming. Instead the state created a 
permissive system where districts must 
apply for full-day funding, at a funding 
level higher than that for first grade. No 
district has waived the additional fund-
ing.70 Full-day kindergarten was phased-
in over a five-year period and by the 
2004-2005 school year, 100 percent of 
districts in New Mexico offered volun-
tary full-day kindergarten.
 
Universal full-day kindergarten in New 
Mexico can serve as a model program 
for Washington State. It demonstrates 
how passionate commitment to educa-
tional opportunity and effective strate-
gies on the part of school districts and 
communities can result in the creation 
of a comprehensive statewide program 
out of a multitude of individual pro-
grams. All kindergarten students in 
New Mexico now have equal access to 
full-day kindergarten and an increased 
opportunity to learn and achieve. The 
permissive approach to public policy 
worked because all districts recognized 
the benefits of the full-day experience 
and the state encouraged adoption by 
providing funding incentives. 
  

70 Kauerz (2005): p. 7.
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Washington State is making progress 
towards creating a more robust and 
high-quality system of public education. 
But full-day kindergarten and the major-
ity of students who will benefit from it 
are being left behind.

 
LEgisLatuRE passEs 
incompLEtE fuLL-daY 
kindERgaRtEn LEgisLation

When the Office of Superintendent of 
Public Instruction (OSPI) submitted 
its budget request to the Office of the 
Governor, OSPI asked for $117 million 
in the 2007-2009 biennium to imple-
ment Washington Learns’ recommen-
dation for the phase-in of voluntary 
full-day kindergarten.71 The proposal in 
the budget request described a four-
year phase-in for all kindergarten 
students, beginning in the schools with 
the highest percentage of students 
eligible for free or reduced-price meals. 
However, when the Governor’s budget 
was finalized, OSPI’s proposal had 
been dramatically cut. The Governor’s 
proposal and the legislation embodying 
it prolonged the phase-in to a ten year 
process and further limited the funding 
to only those students qualifying for 
free or reduced meals.
 
The legislation and budget proviso that 
passed the Legislature and were sent 
to the Governor covered all students. 
Unfortunately, the ten-year program-
matic phase-in remained.72 Further, the 

legislation explicitly stated the funds 
allocated to support full-day kindergar-
ten cannot be considered part of basic 
education funding. 

It will be 2016 before all districts have 
funds for full-day kindergarten. In the 
meantime a large number of kindergar-
ten students will not have the oppor-
tunity to participate. In the 2007-2008 
school year, nearly 65,000 students 
entering kindergarten will not receive 
state support to enable participation 
in a full-day program. The following 
year 58,000 kindergartners will miss 
out, and so on. Due to the decade-long 
ramp-up strategy, almost 325,000 stu-
dents will have been denied state sup-
port by the time the state will fund all 
kindergartners (see Exhibit 14). Further, 
without being designated a part of ba-
sic education there is no guarantee that 
state funding for full-day kindergarten 
could not be stripped away at any time.

As shown in the graph on income and 
school readiness (Exhibit 1), middle-
class students face significant barriers 
to being ready for the academic chal-
lenges of kindergarten. Yet, the students 
who already have relatively high levels 
of access to full-day kindergarten will 
be the first to receive funding while the 
majority of middle-income students will 
continue to wait. These students, all 
students, deserve the foundation for an 
excellent education: full-day kindergar-
ten. We will not realize a ‘world-class’ 
education system if something so 
fundamental takes a decade and denies 

vi. washington’s Recent action to 
increase access to full-day kindergarten

71 OSPI. (2006). Supporting achieve-
ment, 2007-2009 operating budget: Full 
day kindergarten, AA. See: http://www.
k12.wa.us/LegisGov/2007Documents/
FullDayKindergarten2007-09.pdf.

72 Senate Bill 5841(2007). The ten- 
year phase-in period is not defined in 
the text of the legislation, but rather 
laid out in the fiscal note attached to 
the bill.

73 This estimate is based on the state’s 
2006-2007 kindergarten enrollment 
(72,541), taken from OSPI’s grade-level 
October 2006 Headcount enrollment 
document, referenced above. The 
estimate assumes kindergarten enroll-
ment will stay relatively stable over the 
next ten years. 



opportunity to over 300,000 children. 
As part of the background research for 
this brief, the Economic Opportunity 
Institute (EOI) contacted legislative and/ 
or department of education staff from 
states currently or soon to be requiring 
full-day kindergarten attendance or provi-
sion. Of the eleven states, EOI staff spoke 
with representatives from nine states. The 

conversations revealed that seven of these 
states had or have mandated universal 
full-day kindergarten requirements to be 
implemented in five years or less. Only 
two of the states legislated periods longer 
than five years from the passage of the 
enacting legislation through the school 
year in which all school districts had to 
meet requirements (see Exhibit 15).74 

ExHibit ��: Estimate of Kindergarten Students Receiving Washington State 
Funding for Full- and Half-Day Instruction over 10-Year Phase-In73

Year     School Year     Students Funded For Full-Day    Students Funded for Half-Day
      
1 2007-2008   7,200    64,800
2 2008-2009   14,400    57,600
3 2009-2010   21,600    50,400
4 2010-2011   28,800    43,200
5 2011-2012   36,000    36,000
6 2012-2013   43,200    28,800
7 2013-2014   50,400    21,600
8 2014-2014   57,600    14,400
9 2015-2016   64,800    7,200
10 2016-2017   72,000    0

Total Number of Students Denied Full-Day Kindergarten Funding 324,000

ExHibit ��: Length of Full-Day Kindergarten Phase-In Periods Across the Nation

Source: Phone conversations with staff from the Arkansas, Delaware, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklaho-
ma, South Carolina, and West Virginia education agencies and/or legislatures, April-May, 2007. Contacts provided upon request.

3 3

4 4

5 5 5

6

7

10

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

DE LA AK SC MS NC WV MD OK WA
States Mandating Full-Day Kindergarten Provision/Attendance

Ye
ar

s 
to

 U
ni

ve
rs

al
 Im

pl
em

en
ta

tio
n

74 Phone conversations with staff from 
the Arkansas, Delaware, Louisiana, 
Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, 
Oklahoma, South Carolina, and West 
Virginia education agencies and/or 
legislatures, April-May, 2007. Contacts 
provided upon request. It should be 
noted that EOI collected only informa-
tion regarding the length of phase-in 
periods and did not collect informa-
tion about funding mechanisms or 
the manner in which phase-ins were 
accomplished.
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The Washington State Constitution 
mandates that public education is 
the government’s highest priority. 
Article IX, Section I states: “It is the 
paramount duty of the state to make 
ample provision for the education of 
all children residing within its borders, 
without distinction or preference on 
account of race, color, caste, or sex.”76  
The text of the full-day kindergarten 
enacting legislation specifically ex-
cludes full-day kindergarten from being 
considered part of basic education, and 
thus exempt from the state’s constitu-
tional mandate. However, the districts, 
schools, teachers, parents, and stu-
dents that currently reap rewards from 
full-day kindergarten know, despite any 
legal language to the contrary, full-day 
kindergarten is an essential tool in 
helping children succeed and a critical 
part of basic public education in Wash-
ington State.

The Washington State Institute for 
Public Policy estimates “providing 
full-day kindergarten to all children in 
Washington could increase state edu-
cation expenditures by $190 million” 
per year.77 The enacted budget for the 
2007-2009 biennium shows a surplus 
of more than $700 million dollars.78 

Given the dire need of students in the 
public schools and the enduring impact 
of early education programs, the state 
has a responsibility to invest a portion 
of this surplus in granting all children a 
greater opportunity to thrive by univer-
salizing access to full-day kindergarten. 
This is a small price to pay to help 
ensure the academic and personal suc-
cess of current and future generations. 
In deciding upon the 2008 supplemen-
tal budget appropriations, the 2008 
Legislature should look to the numbers, 
the research, the children, and the fu-
ture. Each of these will point to full-day 
kindergarten as a smart investment in 
our schools, families, and communi-
ties; an investment needed now for all 
kindergartners.

A recent poll of Washington State vot-
ers found that the most important leg-
islative issue on which to focus policies 
and spending was K-12 education.79 In 
recognizing public education as the 
main public interest issue, both the 
state and the people are acknowledging 
the value of a well-educated populace 
and the parallels that exist between an 
excellent educational system, an effec-
tive democracy, and a strong economy. 
There exists broad-based understand-
ing that civic and economic vitality are 

vii. a vital and smart investment 
of public funds

“Education is the single most important investment we can make for our children, 
our state, our economy, and our future.”75  

—Governor Christine Gregoire

75 Washington Learns (2006): p. 3.

76 Washington State Constitution, 
Article IX, Section I. See: http://www.
courts.wa.gov/education/constitution/
index.cfm?fa=education_constitution.
display&displayid=Article-09.

77 Aos (2007): p. 11.

78 Washington State Office of Financial 
Management. (2007). 2005-2007 with 
2007 Supplemental Budget, and 2007-
2009 Enacted Budget balance sheet. 
Olympia, WA: Author.

79 Partnership for Learning. (2004). 
Voter survey, August 2004. Seattle, WA: 
Author. See: http://www.partner-
ship4learning.org/resources/PFLVoter-
SurveyAug04.pdf.

80 Boots, S.W. (2005). Building a 21st 
century economy: The case for investing 
in early education reform. Washington, 
DC: The New America Foundation.



intimately linked to public education.80

Inherent in the relationship between 
education, democracy and the economy 
is an emphasis on early learning. The 
cognitive gains made in the extra hours 
of a kindergarten class may seem small 
initially, but it is these gains that can 
translate to greatly improved inquiry 
and productivity in later years. 

Whether we look to academic achieve-
ment, social and emotional develop-

ment, school readiness, the financial 
impact on families and the community, 
the long-term return on investment, or 
the stories from participating schools; 
we find that full-day kindergarten 
works. To fulfill the primary mandate of 
the Washington State Constitution and 
ready our children for the demands of 
the 21st century, we must fund full-day 
kindergarten for all students as a cor-
nerstone of basic education. 

sEction vii: a vitaL and smaRt invEstmEnt of pubLic funds        ��
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