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Objectives:

 Gauge voter attitudes about early 
learning in Washington to assist with 
program development and evaluation, 
fundraising, and communications 
including government relations

 Provide a baseline to determine 
changes in attitudes over time

Davis, Hibbitts & Midghall, Inc.

Research Objectives
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 Conducted 500 interviews with 
registered voters in the state of 
Washington between March 27–April 2, 
2009

 Margin of error:  +/- 4.4%

Davis, Hibbitts & Midghall, Inc.

Methodology
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General Priorities

For each item I read, please tell me what priority Washington state should give to it 
considering the condition of the economy generally, and that the private, public, and 

non-profit sectors have limited financial resources?
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Reasons to Support Early Learning

Why Washington Should Assure Every Child Has Positive Early Learning 
Opportunities from Birth to Age 5 (Open)

Response Category Percentage

Important/crucial time of life 26%

Create foundation/ensure a better future for all children 25%

Parent’s responsibility/not state’s responsibility 13%

Every child should/would receive a quality education 7%

Will better prepare children to succeed in a globalized world 5%

Provide equality/all parents not able to provide early learning to 
children

2%

More funding 2%

All other responses 1% or less

Nothing comes to mind 7%

Don’t know 6%
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Reasons to Support Early Learning

“Those are really the key years of a child’s life.” (Female, Western Washington, 
Republican, 35-44)

“Early childhood learning opportunities (such as Head Start) greatly influence 
future success in school.” (Female, Eastern Washington, Independent, 18-24).

“The earliest impression you have on a person’s life has a greatest impact.” 
(Male, Eastern Washington, Independent, 45-54).

“The U.S. continues to lose ground to other nations in terms of education, and 
I  think that early learning opportunities are one way to improve that.” (Male, 
King County, Independent, 18-24)

“Those are very formative years and a lot of information can get into those 
little heads at that age.  We should  be making the effort to build the 
foundation before it's too late.” (Male, Western Washington , Democrat, 25-34)

“It would be better for the community in the long run that we have a good, 
educated population.” (Female, King County, Democrat, 45-54)

“I  don't agree w ith that [fund early learning]. I  don’t think the state should 
have to, that's what parents are for.” (Female, Eastern Washington, Independent, 
35-44)
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Reasons to Support Early Learning

How important is it for Washington state to help make sure that all children get 
positive and quality early learning opportunities from birth to age 5, so they are 

ready to succeed in school and thrive in life?

Urgent 
23%

Very Important 
38%

Important 
24%

Not Important 
14%

Don't know 
1%
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Reasons to Support Early Learning

Rate the following reasons for why Washington state should support families and 
care providers with information and resources to help prepare children from birth to 

age 5 to succeed in school and thrive in life
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More children ready for school allows limited K-12 education 
dollars to be stretched further

Not all children are born into the same circumstances and 
this kind of investment and commitment helps level the 

playing field

Every year more than one-half of the 80,000 children in 
Washington state who enter kindergarten don't have all the 
skills, especially the social and emotional skills, they need to 

start school and be successful

Experts estimate an economic return of between $4-$17 for 
every dollar invested in high-quality early learning programs. 
By increasing likelihood children will be literate, employed, 

and college bound, we decrease . . .

90% of brain development takes place in the first 5 years of 
life and that is why early care and education--at home or in 

a licensed care situation--is so critical

Very good Good Poor Very Poor Don’t know
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Reasons to Support Early Learning

Which reason is the best one for why Washington state should support families and 
care providers with information and resources to help prepare children from birth to 

age 5 to succeed in school and thrive in life?
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Don't know

More children ready for school allows limited K-12 education dollars 
to be stretched further

Not all children are born into the same circumstances and this kind 
of investment and commitment helps level the playing field

Every year more than one-half of the 80,000 children in 
Washington state who enter kindergarten don't have all the skills, 
especially the social and emotional skills, they need to start school 

and be successful

Experts estimate an economic return of between $4-$17 for every 
dollar invested in high-quality early learning programs. By 

increasing likelihood children will be literate, employed, and college 
bound, we decrease . . .

90% of brain development takes place in the first 5 years of life 
and that is why early care and education--at home or in a licensed 

care situation--is so critical
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Reasons to Support Early Learning

Do you disagree or agree that the first five years of a child’s life have a 
significant impact on their ability to succeed in school and life?

Don't know
2%

Strongly 
disagree

4%
Somewhat 
disagree

3%

Somewhat 
agree
16%

Strongly agree
75%
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Reasons to Support Early Learning

What final comments do you have about the importance of Washington state 
assuring that all children have positive early learning opportunities from 

birth to age 5? (Open)

Response Percentage

High priority/essential/important 21%
State should provide funding for early learning 16%
Parent’s responsibility/not state’s responsibility 9%
Children are our future 6%
Children should begin education at an early age 6%
Provide foundation to ensure a better future 6%
More funding is needed-general 4%
Parents should be educated 4%
State has other priorities 4%
Equality/not all parents able to provide early learning opportunities to children 4%
State should be involved 4%
All other responses 3% or less
Nothing 26%
Don’t know 12%
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Reasons to Support Early Learning

“All k ids should be able to get it, regardless of economic background.”(Female, 
Eastern Washington, Democrat, 35-44).

“I t's just so crucial that these children are taught early, so they're able to 
transition into typical classroom development and it costs less state dollars.” 
(Female,  Eastern Washington, Republican, 35-44). 

“People should get off the phobia of paying taxes to better the education of 
our future, children).” (Male, King County, Democrat, 55-64).

“I  don't feel it 's the states or federal governments' responsibil ity, it 's the 
parents. But unfortunately, not all parents take that to heart.” (Female, King 
County, unidentified party affiliation, 55-64).



13 Davis, Hibbitts & Midghall, Inc.

Reasons to Oppose Early Learning

Rate the following reasons for why Washington state should NOT support 
families and care providers with information and resources to help prepare 

children from birth to age 5 to succeed and thrive in live?
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Government should not be interfering in the lives 
of families and young children

There are more important priorities

We are pressuring children at younger and 
younger ages to focus on academics; they should 

be able to play and just be kids at this stage

We have enough trouble funding the state 
services that already exist

It is a parent's responsibility to pay for their child's 
care or pre-school and not the government's 

responsibility

Very good Good Poor

Very poor Don't know
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Reasons to Oppose Early Learning

Which reason would you say is the best one for why Washington state should 
NOT support families and care providers with information and resources to help 

prepare children from birth to age 5 to succeed in school and thrive in life?
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13%

13%

13%

17%

24%

Don't know

We are pressuring children at younger and younger 
ages to focus on academics; they should be able to 

play and just be kids at this stage

There are more important priorities

Government should not be interfering in the lives of 
families and young children

We have enough trouble funding the state services 
that already exist

It is a parent's responsibility to pay for their child's 
care or pre-school and not the government's 

responsibility
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Early Learning Program Development

At what age do you think children begin learning?

Don't know
2%

Before birth
22%

At birth
45%

During their first 
year
19%

Second year
6%

Third year
4%

Older
2%
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Early Learning Program Development

What do you think is the most important skill children should have in order to 
thrive once they start school?

4%

3%

8%

11%

12%

22%

40%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Don't know

Other

Being independent and handling things like going to the 
bathroom alone

Having a good attention span

Knowing the alphabet, colors, and counting to 10

Controlling their behavoir and emotions

Working and playing well with others
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Early Learning Program Development

What would make the biggest difference in helping ensure all Washington 
children have positive early learning experience?

Don't know
8%

Equally both
49%

Local public 
and/or private 
services and 
programs for 
families, both 
children and 

their parents or 
primary 

caregivers
38%

State level 
services and 
programs for 

children
5%
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Communications

What is your biggest source of information about issues like early learning in 
Washington state? (Open)
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Information at community centers/Library
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Radio/Public Radio

Public television

News magazines/other printed media

Local weekly newspaper

Network TV

Cable TV

Teachers

Internet & social networking sites like MySpace and Facebook

Local daily newspaper

Friends/family/word of mouth
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Observations & Conclusions
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Seven in ten of voters found public K-12 education, the 
economy, and the cost of healthcare as the top three urgent or 
high priorities facing the state.

Slightly under one-half of all voters found early learning an 
urgent or high priority, however majorities of Democrats, 
liberals, and those with kids under the age of 6 found it an 
urgent or high priority.

While not a top priority facing the state, majorities of voters 
thought early learning was urgent or important and agreed that 
the first  5 years of life had a significant impact on children.
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All reasons why the state of Washington should support early 
learning were thought to be good or very good reasons by a 
majority of voters, with “90% of brain development taking place 
in the first 5 years of life” and “the economic return of $4-$17 
for every dollar invested in high quality learning” at the top.

Majorities of subgroups less likely to support early learning 
thought “90% of brain development taking place in the first 5 
years of life” as the best reason Washington state should 
support early learning. 
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No reason for why the state should not support early learning was 
thought as very good or good by a majority of all voters, however, 
majorities of Republicans and conservatives found the arguments that 
“early learning is a parents’ responsibility” and “the state is having 
enough trouble funding other issues” as good or very good reasons. 

A plurality of voters thought funding early learning should be done 
equally through local public and private and state programs and 
services.  Less than one in ten thought it should be done solely through 
state level services and programs for children. 
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A high plurality of voters thought children begin learning at birth, 
followed by before birth and the first year of life.

Voters thought the most important skill children should have before 
entering school was the ability to play and work well with others, 
followed by controlling their behavior and emotions. 

There was no consensus as to the best way for organizations like 
Thrive by Five Washington to give them information about early 
learning.

The top communication method was TV followed by local daily 
newspapers, information mailed to their homes, and radio. 
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