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AN OPPORTUNITY  
in SEATTLE
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The City of Seattle is committed to providing high-quality preschool education experiences to young children 
and their families. In 2015, the Department of Education and Early Learning (DEEL) launched the Seattle 
Preschool Program (SPP) to deepen the city’s commitment to early learning by increasing access to full-time, 
high-quality preschool for all 3- and 4-year-olds in Seattle.

 
 
 

 
 
IMPACT OF THE DUAL PANDEMICS: COVID-19 AND RACISM 
The COVID-19 pandemic has affected all spheres of human life, including preschool. Programs around the 
country faced an unprecedented shift in how they delivered services, and many pivoted entirely to virtual 
instruction. This incredible shift was also experienced in SPP and was guided by swift support and decision-
making from DEEL. As the COVID-19 pandemic continued, it became apparent that the country was actually 
facing dual pandemics: the present COVID-19 pandemic and an ongoing pandemic of systemic racism and 
racialized violence. Although systemic racism and the fight for racial equity have existed in the United States 
for centuries, awareness and discussion about this struggle have increased over the past few years as a result 
of numerous events of police brutality against communities of color and the development of the Black Lives 
Matter movement.

All of these historic and racialized events (which we call the racial justice movement, or RJM) had profound 
effects on preschool programs. As a result, a large question remains unanswered: How do we ensure that all 
children (especially in communities of color) have access to high-quality and culturally responsive preschool 
experiences, especially during two ongoing pandemics? 

In spring 2021, DEEL partnered with School Readiness Consulting (SRC), a social-justice-focused early childhood 
consulting organization, to help the SPP community better understand the impact of the dual pandemics, guided 
by the following research questions: 

•	 What were the highlights and some lessons learned from DEEL’s response to the pandemics?

•	 How did teachers, program directors, and coaches experience the switch from in-person to virtual  
coaching?

•	 What issues of equity surfaced, and what can be done to improve racial equity going forward?

Seattle Preschool Program In Action 
SPP is offered in a number of settings, including Seattle Public Schools (SPS), family child care (FCC) 
homes, and community-based organizations (CBOs). Over the past 6 years, SPP has made significant 
progress toward meeting its goal of providing accessible, affordable, high-quality, and equitable pre-
school to children across Seattle by taking these steps: 

•	 Rapidly increasing the number of available spots in preschool programs

•	 Continuously working to improve program quality to boost children’s growth and learning—in fact, 
SPP children show strong gains in language, literacy, math, socioemotional, and physical skills

•	 Serving children of all racial/ethnic groups—for example, approximately 75% of currently enrolled 
children are Black, Indigenous, and People of Color, and 40% speak a language other than  
English at home
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LISTENING TO THE COMMUNITY
The SRC team explored the effects of the dual pandemics by conducting focus groups, interviews, and surveys. 
Specifically, the SRC team interviewed DEEL staff, including Early Learning Division leadership and members of 
the Policy, Operations, and Quality Practice and Professional Development (QPPD) teams. Focus groups were 
conducted with SPP program directors and teachers. We also used data from surveys given to program directors, 
teachers, and families in the spring and summer of 2021.

WHOSE VOICES ARE INCLUDED?
While the SRC team could not include all SPP programs and staff in the study, the team selected participants 
using a process to help ensure different experiences would be represented. The two illustrations that follow show 
how different groups were represented in more detail, specifically showing the diversity in program types and in 
race/ethnicity of participants.1

1 Participation in the study by program type and race/ethnicity was generally representative of the SPP program overall, based on available data.

 10 interviews  
with DEEL staff

 38 focus group participants including 
SPP program directors and teachers in 

centers, FCCs, and SPS sites

113 survey responses from SPP 
program directors and teachers in 

centers, FCCs, and SPS sites

610 survey responses  
from SPP families

Race/ethnicity of interview and 
focus group participants

Race/ethnicity of SPP staff 
survey participants
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WHAT DID  
we LEARN?
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Highlights of DEEL’s Response
DEEL’s policies and pandemic responses 
were most helpful when they alleviated 
administrative and financial burdens, allowing 
some flexibility in program operations. 

•	 Program directors and teachers expressed 
appreciation for DEEL’s consideration of 
the specific needs of their programs and 
were particularly pleased with flexibility 
regarding attendance requirements and 
contracts.

•	 According to program directors and 
teachers, families also appreciated the 
flexibility, especially with enrollment 
timelines.

Strategy Spotlight
Overall, program directors and teachers appreciated DEEL’s response to the pandemics. A few  
strategies stood out as being particularly effective:

•	 Leading with compassion and emotional sup-
port during uncertain times

•	 Making it possible to choose between differ-
ent modes of instruction

•	 Easing attendance requirements

•	 Extending enrollment timelines 

•	 Providing additional financial support

•	 Providing learning materials to support  
virtual environments

“I would say that [DEEL] has been very supportive 
of us during COVID and doing whatever they can 
to accommodate our site. We needed a little more 
flexibility. We said hybrid, but our families didn’t 
really want to come back and neither did our 
teachers. So we came back a little later and that 
was perfectly fine. And when families were ready, 
we started two days a week and now we’re up to 
three days a week and they’re able to help us make 
the most of what we can do as opposed to coming 
down on what we can’t do.”  
— Program Director

Lessons Learned from DEEL’s Response
The SPP community was still negatively impacted by the 
pandemics, especially in terms of their mental health and 
access to resources.

•	 SPP families felt wary about the risks of getting sick 
and had to navigate sudden shifts to virtual learning.

•	 SPP program directors and teachers were worried 
about their jobs.

•	 SPP program directors had to take on increased 
responsibilities to support families and teachers.

•	 The mental health and well-being of SPP community 
members (especially in communities of color) were 
affected by increased incidents of racism. 

•	 The COVID-19 pandemic revealed that SPP programs 
in public schools had access to more resources than 
family child care homes and small centers.

“When we were in lockdown, I was worried I’d get 
furloughed or lose my job, or we would not be able 
to reopen . . . . And then after we reopened, I really 
felt the feeling that it was too soon, and I was scared 
of getting sick from coming to work for a while. Now 
that we’re later, maybe I’ve just gotten complacent, 
but I more think of just the physical discomforts of 
COVID-19, we’re not able to offer group or freely 
open sensory experiences for the kids, and I think a 
lot of my individualized support has suffered from 
that, as well as just being physically uncomfortable 
in a mask.” 
— Teacher
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“Social and emotional support I think was the 
biggest thing [during 2020–21 virtual coaching]. 
Just being there and listening to the teachers. I 
had a lot of teachers that were crying. . . . I had 
to do a lot of just listening and also supporting 
teachers with their personal things from a 
professional standpoint. I was advocating for 
them with the directors, a lot of resource sharing 
online, trying to find what I could do, but it was 
never enough.”  
— Coach

 “I got a lot of support from the SPP coach, she was 
really awesome, because we just talked and that’s 
what I needed more than anything was just to talk, 
just explaining to her that I’m not going to focus on 
whether these children can know numbers from one 
to 10 or if they know the ABC’s from A to Z. I said that’s 
not important, what’s important is that these children 
understand this next environment from home. . . . And 
I didn’t want to hear all the other things about, ‘You 
got to do this, and you got to make sure that this point 
is hit and these things.’ . . . Social-emotional was more 
important to me than anything else because all the 
other stuff would come with it.” 
— Teacher

Equity Considerations For Coaching
Experiences using virtual coaching were not necessarily equal for all SPP program directors 
and teachers. These are some potential inequities that directors and teachers feel may exist in 
the coaching model:

•	 More Black directors and teachers found coaching helpful than White directors and 
teachers did.

•	 Program staff in some delivery settings reported meeting more frequently with their 
coaches than staff in other settings did. For example, FCC providers reported the highest 
number of meetings out of all program staff who participated in the study.

•	 Not all directors and teachers had the same knowledge of or access to technology.
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“But not all the teachers at my center are on the 
same page, and it’s definitely the minority of 
teachers. But when those teachers are around, it’s 
like, now we’re walking on eggshells and talking 
in whispers, and there’s that kind of discord within 
the staff about that. . . . There was definitely a 
competing narrative in Seattle, because Seattle 
had a lot of protests going on. And I used it in my 
classroom as an opportunity to talk about protest 
and why people protest and why that’s part of 
democracy. But then there were other teachers 
who were talking about the protest as a nuisance, 
or in terms of a nuisance only, or as some just 
awful criminal act or anarchist takeover.”  
— Teacher

“We have many, many languages across SPP families, 
the families that speak other languages. Yes, there were 
applications, or registration forms, or things like that, that 
are translated, but that’s not it. Anything that’s done for 
the families—we should try to accommodate interpretation 
for events and even curriculum things that are shared with 
families at our level site, online resources for families, the 
DEEL newsletter, professional development newsletter for 
teachers should be in many languages because we have 
teachers that speak probably more than 50 languages. 
Some of those things we’re just thinking monolingually, 
but if it will really be meaningful about equity, and 
reaching out, and being intentional, then we should think 
about accessibility. . . . What are we expecting families 
to access? What are they expecting teachers to access if 
we’re only providing training for teachers in English at this 
point, if that’s the only language?” 
— DEEL Staff
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HOW COULD SPP  
be STRENGTHENED?
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This section presents recommendations based on what was learned that would support DEEL in making changes 
to SPP so that Seattle’s children and families have equitable access to the program and benefit from high-quality 
educational services and outcomes. 

RECOMMENDATIONS WHAT COULD THIS LOOK LIKE? 

#1. Strengthen support 
systems for mental 
health, virtual learning, 
and organizational 
transparency.

•	 Develop mental health support for coaches, teachers, program 
directors, and families, without placing that responsibility on coaches’ 
shoulders.

•	 Develop mental health support for other DEEL staff (education 
specialists, human service coordinators, and program intake 
representatives) who also navigate difficult and complex issues.

•	 Ensure all coaches and education specialists have access to the 
technology needed to support directors and teachers.

•	 Ensure families have equal access to the technology needed for full 
participation in SPP.

•	 Use technology to help engage families.

•	 Increase transparency and flexibility in communication to programs 
and families.

#2. Develop and 
implement a hybrid 
(virtual and in-person) 
approach for SPP 
coaching that is based  
in equity and creates a 
road map for meeting  
both immediate 
needs and long-term 
professional learning 
goals.

•	 Emphasize that coaching should focus on cultural responsiveness, 
racial equity, and long-term professional development.

•	 Make sure that the coaching process and the coaching sessions reflect 
a balance between meeting the most immediate needs of individual 
teachers and program directors and working toward accomplishing 
professional goals.

•	 Identify areas where coaching could meet the needs of teachers 
and program directors, while still making sure their experiences are 
consistent and equitable.

•	 Work with coaches, program directors, and teachers to define a hybrid 
coaching approach for SPP, including setting clear expectations, 
guidance, and recommendations.

•	 Encourage coaches to start the coaching process in person (if 
possible) and to clarify the purpose of the virtual components before 
transitioning into virtual or hybrid coaching.
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RECOMMENDATIONS WHAT COULD THIS LOOK LIKE? 

#3. Increase support for 
stakeholders in commu-
nities of color and tailor 
anti-racist training.

•	 Provide reliable access to high-quality translation and interpretation 
services, which may require hiring additional multilingual personnel.

•	 Ensure all aspects of SPP reflect the cultures and languages of com-
munities and families.

•	 Provide additional funding and support to historically underfunded 
sites, especially FCCs and small centers, which lack the resources that 
public schools have access to.

•	 Customize the content and type of antibias/anti-racist support and 
training according to program directors’ and teachers’ needs, racial/
ethnic identities, and understanding of antibias/anti-racist education.

•	 Provide antibias/anti-racism training to staff in leadership positions, 
especially in the school district, to ensure they are able to support 
directors and teachers.

•	 Use coaching to ensure that racial equity and anti-ableism are pursued 
continually in all sites.


