
Introducing the Whatcom Early Learning Center, a vital solution to address the childcare 
and skills center deserts in Whatcom County. Partnering with various education and 
community-based service providers, we aim to tackle these issues concurrently. 
Meridian School District is slated to host a future Washington State skills center and will 
serve as the location for an Early Childhood Education program. A satellite ECE program 
is scheduled to start in the fall of 2025, to serve regional high school juniors and seniors 
within the existing satellite structure. The Whatcom Early Learning Center will be ready 
for young learners in 2026.

The lack of accessible childcare is hindering our working families' economic prosperity. 
This problem is exacerbated by the shortage of early childhood learning and care staff, 
especially in rural Whatcom County. We have witnessed the closure of several licensed 
providers, resulting in over 5,000 unfulfilled care slots for children up to 5 years old.

The urgency to establish the Whatcom Early Learning Center is unparalleled. As a 
childcare desert, adults in rural Whatcom County have been excluded from the 
workforce impacting their economic opportunities due to limited access to childcare. 
Additionally, our young adults deserve better prospects, and we must revitalize the 
workforce by providing them with opportunities.

The Whatcom Early Learning Center enjoys unwavering commitment from our 
community, schools, businesses, government, and industry partners. Insights from 
multiple resources, such as the 2022 Healthy Children’s Fund Adoption, United for ALICE 
(United Way) Whatcom profile, Employment Security Department data, and consultations 
with workforce and economic development partners, strengthen our approach. Through 
the feasibility study for the future skills center, a need was also identified to address 
behavioral and mental health.  

Considering 1 in 5 young children are diagnosed with mental, behavioral, or 
developmental disorders, we prioritized behavioral and mental health inclusive services. 
These disorders can be treated with infant-early childhood mental health services, 
designed to alleviate the distress and suffering of a young child’s mental health and 
support the return to healthy development and behavior, by enhancing the quality of the 
caregiver-child relationship.

The people of Whatcom County have already invested in early learning and children 
through a successful community levy. This $12m request will kickstart our urgent 
response to serve our youngest learners, families, young adults, and business partners 
while bolstering the county's workforce.

At approximately 14,000 square-feet, this Center will provide 1 infant room, 1 age-flexible 
room, 2 toddler classrooms, 2 preschool classrooms, 3 behavioral and mental health 
professional offices, two conference rooms, an adult classroom for skills center and 
college students and ancillary service areas. With extended hours and days of operation, 
this center will be an ideal space for community adult education focused around child 
care and early learning.

Addressing the root of the prosperity gap entails filling the voids in space, workforce, 
childcare facilities, and supports. By investing in our earliest learners and ensuring 
equitable progress through the K-12 educational system, we lay the foundation for the 
young people in our community to thrive by twenty-five.

WHATCOM EARLY LEARNING CENTER 

THE NEED 
50% of students in

Whatcom County enter
school “kindergarten ready” 

Over 85% of Whatcom
County business are

challenged by staffing due to
lack of access to early

learning and care

Rural Whatcom County is disproportionally
impacted for childcare access 

There is an absence of an educational
pathway for students to matriculate from
high school to community college and
university to fulfill workforce needs 

ADDRESSING THE NEED

Increase access for 80-120 children from
birth to preschool and their families 

Provide extended hours and
access to childcare for

working families

Increase direct entry to the
workforce with continuing

education from K-12, community
college and university

Eliminate the opportunity gap by optimizing
the foundation of an inclusive, equitable
community where every child belongs

The proximity to Meridian
High School allows teen
parents to continue their

own education while being
hear to  their children 
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 For every dollar spent on
mental health treatment

services for our earliest learners
can yield $8-15 ROI per child

A meta-analysis of studies
published between 2006 & 2020

estimated a 20.1% prevalence
for diagnosable mental

disorders in children age  1-7

WELC V. 3 |  May 2024


