
Background
Early Support (aka Early Intervention) providers deliver Washington’s first stage of special education for
children 0-3 years old with services like occupational, speech, and feeding therapies. Such providers
contract with the Department of Children, Youth & Families (DCYF) to deliver the state’s Early Support for
Infants and Toddlers (ESIT) program, which fulfills the federal requirements of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Part C.

Why Invest in Early Support?
The 0-3 age range presents a unique window of opportunity for neurodevelopment, as 85% of brain growth
occurs in this period. In the short term, Early Supports help children achieve important developmental
milestones; in the long term, such supports transform long-term health and economic outcomes, with
especially positive impacts for systemically marginalized children. 

DCYF reports 39% of children exiting ESIT do not need additional special education services. Thus, by
reducing the need for further services, ESIT saves the rest of the special education system significant
dollars down the line. 

According to a RAND Corporation study, for every $1 spent on such programs, society gains $17 due to
savings related to reduced need for special education, improved high school graduation rates, lower rates
of involvement with the criminal law system, and increased job income. 
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Investing in Early Supports

Problem 
The ESIT system is underfunded, with ESIT providers struggling financially statewide. Providers are facing
major financial and staffing challenges, and some are forced to reduce services. Unfortunately, it is
children and families who ultimately pay the price when services decline. 

Background
Historically, as part of Washington’s special education funding formula, the special education multiplier for
0-3-year-olds has been the same as for 3-5-year-olds. But in 2020, the 0-3-year-old special education
system was moved statutorily from OSPI to DCYF, and as an unintended consequence, the two multipliers
became de-linked. This meant that when the 3-5 special education system received an increase to its
multiplier years later, the 0-3 system was left behind. 

Solution 
The fix is to simply re-link the 0-3-year-old special education multiplier to the 3-5-year-old special
education multiplier. This would bring the 0-3-year-old special education multiplier up from 1.15 to 1.2 (the
same as the current 3-5-year-old special education multiplier) and would ensure that the 0-3-year-old
system benefits from future increases to the 3-5-year-old system. DCYF estimates this would cost the state
$6.72M/year.

With this technical fix, the Legislature would strengthen the overall special education system and
improve access to critical services for families with young children with disabilities across the state.
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