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Postsecondary Basic Needs Task Force: Vision and Action Agenda 

Toward Washington’s state goal of 70% postsecondary attainment, Washington Student Achievement 
Council has identified students’ unmet basic needs as a rapidly growing barrier to postsecondary 
attainment, including food and housing security, childcare access, and mental/behavioral health care. 
Recent research shows pre-pandemic basic needs barriers have been exacerbated by our current 
economic and public health crises and are impacting an expanded population of students, particularly 
low-income students and students of color. And yet, siloes across educational sectors have limited 
awareness, consensus-building, and planning to advance a statewide agenda to address postsecondary 
basic needs.  

In 2019, WSAC convened the Postsecondary Basic Needs Advisory Group to identify barriers as well as 
effective regional partnerships.  Building on this foundation in spring 2021, WSAC convened a Basic 
Needs Task Force, co-designed and co-led by student policy consultants.  This stakeholder group 
included community-based partners and students, staff and administrators representative of diverse 
educational sectors and experiences. The Task Force has developed a state vision, values, and is in the 
process of preparing a multi-year action agenda to address postsecondary basic needs and to serve as a 
roadmap for unified state-level change.  

Vision and Values 

The Task Force built consensus on the following statement and vision of a future Washington where all 
students have access to basic needs: 

Postsecondary basic needs in Washington encompass but are not limited to food and housing 
security, access to quality, affordable childcare, and access to health care including 
mental/behavioral health care.  Washington envisions a future where racial justice, economic justice 
and educational equity are centered in building basic needs security for all postsecondary students:  

As Washington eliminates barriers to basic needs for postsecondary students, pursues equitable 
outcomes and reduces disparate impacts, all students will have access to basic needs resources, 
leading to better academic outcomes, higher rates of persistence and completion, and greater 
stability to pursue their goals in the workforce and in further training and education. 

Within this vision, three values are highlighted: 

● Attainment:  Basic needs stability is foundational for students’ persistence and completion, and 
should be a priority toward our state’s attainment goal 

● Eliminating barriers:  Washington should identify and eliminate systemic and policy barriers for 
postsecondary students to access existing basic needs resources and support 

https://hope4college.com/rc2021-bni-during-the-ongoing-pandemic/
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdocs.google.com%2Fdocument%2Fd%2F15lnEDfMZ9ljJzD_O5g0coQzGC8dfcVnWVVaJMH01IAE%2Fedit%3Fusp%3Dsharing&data=04%7C01%7CAaronW%40wsac.wa.gov%7Cd8ea1890ba364a6457a008d8cc975fa7%7C11d0e217264e400a8ba057dcc127d72d%7C0%7C0%7C637484297829918599%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=iHF%2F9bxLkoD2NPWZNfJl%2BynF5c0%2BWdpPvCHbfBJw4HE%3D&reserved=0
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1aj3YZEAY9CEjmsB0INMByLj8NJZsk74d/view?usp=sharing
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● Equity:  Washington should identify disparate impacts of basic needs security on student 
populations and focus solutions on those most impacted. 

In addition, these values are integrated throughout the Action Agenda that the Task Force is developing: 

● Data-driven:  Data on postsecondary basic needs security and evidence-based solutions must be 
prioritized and drive actions. 

● Coordinated and holistic approaches:   Because basic needs are interconnected, solutions need 
to be holistic rather than separate and disconnected. 

● Proactive, student-centered systems:  Washington systems should proactively ensure basic 
needs stability toward persistence and completion, rather than react to basic needs instability 
and crisis.  Washington should appropriately invest in proactive systems designed with students’ 
experiences in mind. 

● Partnership: Addressing postsecondary basic needs requires a collaborative and regionally 
customized approach.  Higher education institutions, student leadership, public agencies, 
community-based organizations, and private sector entities all have a stake in postsecondary 
attainment, and thus have a critical role to play in basic needs stability toward attainment. 

Postsecondary Basic Needs Action Agenda 
The Task Force built consensus that all students should have housing security, food insecurity, and 
access to childcare and mental/behavioral health care to reduce barriers to students’ persistence and 
completion. They prioritized actions based on a topic-focused analysis of key information from research 
and subject matter experts, development of problem statements, and identification of promising 
models and opportunities.   

Housing insecurity and homelessness  
 
Why is this important?   

● Housing insecurity and homelessness affects 6 in 10 CTC students and some universities 
reported a third to half of students facing homelessness or housing insecurity in 2019.   

● Housing insecurity is often intertwined with other basic needs insecurity, including personal 
safety, but due to stigma many students don’t seek help and outreach can be challenging. 

 
What are some of the barriers? 

● The restrictiveness of eligibility requirements for coordinated entry services for public 
homelessness support, such as requiring students to not have shelter for a period of time, can 
cause housing insecurity to be unaddressed until it becomes a crisis. 

● Many students face stigma with sharing their unmet housing needs. Some students aren’t aware 
that they’re eligible for community or campus resources or programs.  

● Colleges and universities may not be aware of opportunities to partner with municipal 
organizations, councils, and community organizations to address housing needs.  Many 
organizations aren’t aware of the extent of postsecondary housing insecurity and homelessness. 

● Students on residential campuses may face gaps in safe, affordable housing during school breaks 

https://hope4college.com/washington-state-community-and-technical-colleges-realcollege-survey/
https://wsac.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2020-12-07-Students-Homelessness-Pilot-Year-One-Handout.pdf
https://wsac.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2020-12-07-Students-Homelessness-Pilot-Year-One-Handout.pdf
https://hope4college.com/rc2021-bni-during-the-ongoing-pandemic/
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and summers.  
 
Question for consideration:    

●  How can Washington support regional and/or local efforts with institutions to address housing 
insecurity and homelessness for students? 

Food insecurity 
 
Why is this important? 

● Food insecurity is reported by 37-47% of CTC students.   Similar prevalence is reported at 
universities assessing basic needs.  

● Those with food insecurity perform worse academically than those who are food secure. 
● Students of color, low-income students, and students with dependents have disproportionate 

impacts. 
 
What are the barriers? 

● Many eligible students aren’t enrolled in SNAP.  As well, food benefits restrict access to many 
postsecondary students who are otherwise income eligible.   

●  The Basic Food Employment & Training (BFET) program is only available to Associate-level 
students. 

● While most campuses have volunteer/charity initiatives to support food insecurity, most do not 
have proactive systems to prevent food insecurity for all students. 

● Lack of awareness of the prevalence of food security perpetuates misunderstanding about food 
insecurity and stigma in accessing resources. 

 
Questions for consideration 

● What role do you see for data on unmet basic needs to dismantle misperceptions about food 
insecurity and other basic needs insecurity? 

● What potential do you see for proactive, equitable food security systems in Washington, 
particularly for student’s ineligible for SNAP? 

Childcare access 
 
Why is this important? 

● Childcare is an equity issue:  Women are more likely than men to be parenting while in school.  
38% of student parents are students of color.  About 41% of parenting students are raising their 
children as single parents while in school.  28% of financial aid-receiving students are parents, 
and among Pell grant recipients, student mothers graduate with more debt.  

● Caregiving demands affect student parents’ ability to devote the time needed to succeed in 
school.  Without affordable, accessible, quality care, student parents are twice as likely to drop 
out than students without children. 

 
 

https://hope4college.com/washington-state-community-and-technical-colleges-realcollege-survey/
https://wsac.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2020-12-07-Students-Homelessness-Pilot-Year-One-Handout.pdf
https://wsac.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2020-12-07-Students-Homelessness-Pilot-Year-One-Handout.pdf
https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Food-Insecurity-as-a-Student-Issue.pdf
https://hope4college.com/washington-state-community-and-technical-colleges-realcollege-survey/
https://hope4college.com/washington-state-community-and-technical-colleges-realcollege-survey/
http://referenceiwpr.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/C461_WA-State-BP_Final.pdf
http://referenceiwpr.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/C461_WA-State-BP_Final.pdf
http://referenceiwpr.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/C461_WA-State-BP_Final.pdf
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What are the barriers? 
● Many students with dependents struggle to find and afford childcare.  Many WA campuses have 

childcare centers, but many typically only serve a fraction of student parents on campus.  
Regions vary widely in community-based available care for children of students, known as 
“childcare deserts.”  

● The impact of the pandemic has destabilized an already struggling system: 27% of WA parents 
quit their job or left school/training due to lack of childcare; 27% went from full- to part-time 
work/school/training. 

 
Questions for consideration 

● What would childcare access look like if it were supported across all postsecondary education 
sectors?   

● What information do you think is important to respond to childcare access gaps? 

Mental/behavioral health care access 
 
Why is this important? 

● Depression, anxiety, and thoughts of suicide among students were high pre-COVID and are now 
rising.  Students of color and lower socio-economic background students are more strongly 
impacted.   

● Without support, mental/behavioral health issues can negatively impact persistence and 
academic performance. 

 
What are some of the barriers? 

● Many students are unaware of resources and services to support mental/behavioral health, 
both on campus and with community providers.  

● Students who seek services can be stymied by the complexities of resource navigation, 
insurance eligibility, and additional costs. 

● Students often lack health care services that are timely, culturally competent, and that allow 
access between terms and during summer quarter. 

● There is a wide variety of care models across postsecondary sectors and regions, and campus 
and community resources to support students vary at each institution.  This can lead to lack of 
access for some students, or inconsistencies in services. 

● Campus and community providers are often intended to complement each other, but gaps 
remain, including a lack of coordination or a shared care plan between campus and community 
providers that can cause students to fall between the service cracks. 

 
Question for consideration 

● What do you see as missing in our state policy and investments that is making it hard for 
students to access care? 

 

http://referenceiwpr.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/C461_WA-State-BP_Final.pdf
http://referenceiwpr.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/C461_WA-State-BP_Final.pdf
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwashingtonstem.org%2Ffocus_area%2Fstembythenumbers%2F%23SBTNReports&data=04%7C01%7Camim%40wsac.wa.gov%7C917210d18a664440100b08d937687d23%7C11d0e217264e400a8ba057dcc127d72d%7C0%7C0%7C637601744176151644%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=uHxNdfL7HkmcchJoFh8SPkyaZrYhUCq0uAOciXSIhDY%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dcyf.wa.gov%2Fpractice%2Foiaa%2Freports%2Fearly-learning-dashboards&data=04%7C01%7Camim%40wsac.wa.gov%7C917210d18a664440100b08d937687d23%7C11d0e217264e400a8ba057dcc127d72d%7C0%7C0%7C637601744176161599%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=YujSfCStUHB9UWajuuF1jXTnWH3bwiK5NzY5Xf%2BTPPo%3D&reserved=0
https://www.awb.org/wp-content/uploads/mounting-costs-report-2019.pdf
https://wsac.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2020-12-17-Mental-Health.pdf
https://www.newportacademy.com/resources/treatment/washington-state-mental-health/
https://www.newportacademy.com/resources/treatment/washington-state-mental-health/
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