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Introduction

That’s what sets us apart from other institutions. When we say we focus on the 
whole child, we focus on the whole child. And they get it. Our kids know that we’re 
going to feed them first if they’re hungry.” 

ESD 105 staff member

Reducing barriers to learning can promote positive academic outcomes and overall well-being for youth, 

especially those most impacted by social, educational, and economic disparities. Young people who have 

experienced homelessness, foster care, and/or incarceration are disproportionately students of color and 

students living in poverty; these students face barriers from unsupportive systems, which can impact their 

engagement and learning (Krauss et al., 2025). Research has shown that basic needs supports (such as 

mental health services or child care) can reduce barriers to learning; foster positive relationships and 

mental well-being; and improve attendance, credit completion, and retention and graduation rates for 

high school-aged students (Moore et al., 2014; Schultz, 2022). In Washington, students in Open Doors 

reengagement programs have identified lack of access to basic needs services and supports as a con-

tributing factor in their disengagement from high school as well as their decision to reengage through 

Open Doors (Crumé et al., 2020; Petrokubi et al., 2023). 

The Washington State Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) oversees Open Doors Youth 

Reengagement, the “statewide dropout retrieval system” (RCW 28A.175.100) for young people between 

the ages 16 and 21. Washington House Bill #5187, Sec. 522, appropriated proviso funding for OSPI to 

conduct a summer pilot with up to 12 Open Doors programs in 2023 and 2024. Summer pilot programs 

received more money from the state than the usual 10-month school year allocation to provide academic 

and career programming in July and August, with a focus on students who have experienced institutional 

education while in juvenile detention or incarcerated—referred to here as “post-resident youth.” 

Barrier reduction in Open Doors
OSPI recommended that the state legislature allocate barrier reduction funding for Open Doors programs 

to meet individual students’ needs and address issues that inhibited participation in school (OSPI, 2024). 

Summer pilot barrier reduction funding was allocated on a per-student basis, which gave Open Doors 

sites the ability to meet the varied needs of their students. These state funds are not typically available to 

Open Doors programs during the school year. 

https://ospi.k12.wa.us/student-success/learning-alternatives/open-doors-youth-reengagement
https://ospi.k12.wa.us/student-success/learning-alternatives/open-doors-youth-reengagement
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In addition to summer pilot barrier reduction funding, some Open Doors programs meet students’ basic 

needs through other means, such as donations, partnerships with community-based organizations, or 

other funding streams.

Overview of this report 
OSPI contracted with Education Northwest to evaluate the Open Doors summer pilot. This mixed 

methods evaluation includes analysis of quantitative data (student-level data from the Comprehensive 

Education Data and Research System [CEDARS], the Open Doors end-of-year file, and summer pilot 

data collection spreadsheet) and qualitative data (interviews, focus groups, photo elicitation, and 

observations) collected with students, staff members, families, and partners during site visits in July  

and August 2024. 

This report draws upon these data to discuss key findings specific to the summer pilot strategy of 

reducing barriers to learning (box 1). 

The report is organized by four evaluation issues: programming and partnerships, student participation, 

student outcomes, and lessons learned and recommendations. We begin by describing the various ways 

in which Open Doors programs partner and reduce barriers to student participation. Next, we discuss the 

outcomes of students who received support through summer pilot barrier reduction funding. Finally, the 

report closes with a description of lessons learned and recommendations. 

See Open Doors Reports for reports on the summer pilot strategy to expand summer learning and 

prioritize service to post-resident youth. More information on the evaluation and data are available  

in Appendix A at the end of this report. 

Box 1. Summer pilot goals to reduce barriers to learning
1.	 Sites provide resources to address individual students’ barriers to participating in 

education or work experiences related to their pathway goal.

2.	 Sites use summer pilot barrier reduction funds to support individual students with 
specific academic needs (e.g., testing fees, lab fees, credential costs, work tools), 
clothing (e.g., work boots, work gloves, dress clothes), food, or transportation  
(e.g., bus pass, ride share, gas card).

https://educationnorthwest.org/
https://ospi.k12.wa.us/student-success/learning-alternatives/open-doors-youth-reengagement/open-doors-reports
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Key findings 
The evaluation team identified seven key findings based on the quantitative and qualitative data collected. 

Each finding and its supporting data is discussed in detail below the table, grouped by evaluation issue.

Evaluation issue Summary of key findings for summer 2024

Programming  
and partnerships 

1.	 Among sites that used barrier reduction funding to support individual students, 
most funds went to specific academic needs followed by transportation  
and clothing.

2.	Open Doors programs braided together resources and partnerships to support 
students’ individual and collective needs.

Student participation

3.	Barrier reduction funds reached many students who are furthest from opportu-
nity, and about half the students supported by barrier reduction funds received 
them to reach academic goals. 

Student outcomes

4.	 Individual barrier reduction support had a large positive influence on high school 
completion and career progress.

Lessons learned and 
recommendations 

5.	 Barrier reduction supports drew students to Open Doors and benefitted learning 
when the program staff developed strong relationships with students and 
proactively provided support; however, some needs were still not met.

6.	Flexible funding and community partnerships expanded the barrier reduction 
supports Open Doors programs provide to meet student needs. 

7.	 Programs recommend year-round, flexible barrier reduction funding with clear, 
consistent guidelines to meet student needs that impede academic progress.
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Summer 2024 programming and partnerships  
for barrier reduction 

This section describes key findings related to reducing barriers to learning through program design, man-

agement, and partnership. This includes how many programs used the student-level barrier reduction 

funding available through the pilot, how they spent the funds, and how programs supplemented funds 

with other resources and partnerships. 

FINDING 1.
Among sites that used barrier reduction funding to support individual 
students, most funds went to academic needs followed by transportation 
and clothing
We analyzed how Open Doors summer pilot sites used individual-level barrier reduction funding, which 

students were served by the funding, and the outcomes they experienced. Note that Open Doors sites 

supplemented barrier reduction funding with donations, other funding streams, and partnerships, which 

is not reflected in this analysis. 

Eight of 10 summer pilot sites used individual-level barrier reduction funding
Eight summer pilot sites used $37,463 to support individual students’ specific academic needs, clothing, 

food and nutrition, and transportation needs. Pilot sites reported providing the following resources to 

individual students:

Most individual-level barrier reduction funds were spent on academic and 
transportation needs, supporting students’ immediate and long-term goals
The pilot sites spent most of the barrier reduction funds ($14,943) on students’ needs related to academics 

(e.g., testing fees), followed by transportation, clothing, and food and nutrition (figure 1). Because 

transportation is a persistent challenge for students, particularly in rural areas, Open Doors programs 

provide money for ride shares and gas cards so students can participate in academic and career-

connected learning. Transportation, clothing, and food supports addressed not only immediate basic 

needs but also future financial stability by enabling students to pursue their academic and career goals 

through the program. 

Academic. GED testing fees, books and supplies, 

driver’s license fees, commercial driver’s license 

(CDL) fees, CPR certification fees, laptops, 

Washington food worker card training fees

Food and nutrition. Meals, food, field trip snacks

Clothing. Clothing and hygiene support 

services, clothing for job interviews, job-related 

uniforms and gear, clothing for dependents

Transportation. Driver’s education and testing 

fees, gas card, other transportation

https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/food/food-worker-and-industry/food-worker-card


Open Doors Summer Pilot Evaluation | Reducing Barriers to Learning for Students� 5

Figure 1. Dollar amounts spent on individual-level barrier reduction in summer 2024

 

Note: On the summer pilot site data collection sheet, academic was defined as testing fees, lab fees, credential 
costs, necessary tools, required software, culinary knives; clothing was defined as work boots, work gloves, shoes, 
dress shirt; food and nutrition was defined as meals and food; and transportation was defined as bus passes, 
ride service, parking permit. Sites could also provide specific write-in responses about what the funds were used 
for, which is described in the report text above this figure. Data are from the eight pilot sites that reported barrier 
reduction funds used for individual students. 

Example interpretation: Summer pilot sites spent $14,943 on academic needs, $10,303 on transportation, $8,534  
on clothing, $2,509 on food and nutrition, and $1,175 on uncategorized barrier reduction resources. 

Source: Evaluation team analysis of Open Doors pilot site reporting in summer 2024.

She [Open Doors staff member] helps me quite a bit with the food when I can’t really 
afford it. She’s been helping with transportation to a summer camp that I volunteer 
for, and she’s helped me out with getting clothes before when I needed them.” 

Open Doors student

Academic

$14,943

Food and nutrition

$2,509
Uncategorized

$1,175

Transportation

$10,303

Clothing

$8,534
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FINDING 2.
Open Doors programs braided together resources and partnerships to 
support students’ individual and collective needs
Many Open Doors programs provide students with a variety of basic needs supports year round by braid-

ing together resources and partnerships. Staff members emphasized the importance of meeting students’ 

basic needs to facilitate their participation in learning. One staff member said that when Open Doors can 

reduce barriers and address basic needs, the program moves from just being about academic achieve-

ment to a “support hub”.

Summer pilot sites drew upon multiple resources to meet the needs 
of individual students
Basic needs vary among students based on each individual’s available resources and unique circum-

stances. Some common basic needs among high school-aged students include nutritious food, baby 

supplies, safe and stable housing, and other living expenses. Open Doors programs help students meet 

these varied individual needs through not only the summer pilot barrier reduction funding, but also 

funding from other sources such as the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, donations, and part-

nerships with community agencies such as Lifegate Outreach and Revive Community Services.

Basic needs support is always critical, but some students especially need support over the summer, when 

other resources are not readily available. 

If we weren’t open for the summer, [students] wouldn’t have access to the great 
food bags that they could grab every now and then because they need a little bit 
more. They know that we are a safe place to come to if they’re having a crisis and 
that we have resources to give them if they are having a crisis. So, again, being open 
in the summer allows them to come in if they’re having a crisis to get resources that 
they might need.” 

Open Doors staff member

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/wioa
https://lifegateoutreach.com/
https://www.revivecommunityservices.com/
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I helped organize these products at 
Open Doors. I feel proud because 
this is the stuff that Open Doors has 
available for students to grab for free!”

Open Doors student

Student photo of supplies for Open Doors participants.

Summer pilot sites showed students how to access supports, such as public benefits, 
so that they know how to locate resources even after graduation
In addition to providing direct supports, Open Doors staff members help students to locate resources and 

enroll in public benefits. In doing so, staff members help build skills that students will need beyond the 

program. Staff members described the importance of enrolling students in public benefits and guiding 

them to locate community resources so they can continue to meet their basic needs even after they leave 

Open Doors. 

I take that time to sit and just get to know them and be like, ‘What are these barriers? 
What are you facing?’ before we even look at anything else.”

Open Doors partner

“They’ll tell us what they need, and we help them find resources. The biggest thing: 
helping them to find [resources] and being a support person if they need to call 
someplace. And yes, we have food bags and we know who to connect them to and 
we offer them support on, like, ‘Hey, you need to apply for food stamps.’ Or ‘You 
need to apply for AppleCare.’ Or ‘This is how you do it.’ And teaching them that skill 
while supporting them.” 

Open Doors staff member
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Summer pilot sites wove together funding from multiple sources to meet  
collective needs
Collective needs include barrier reduction that took place as part of program delivery and was available 

for all students. For example, some sites used general pilot funds to provide lunch each day of the 

summer pilot. Others used general pilot funds to rent vans to help with transportation to the summer 

program, internships, or other field trips. Other programs secured donations of food, clothing, and 

toiletries and made them available to students as needed during the summer. Programs provided these 

collective barrier reduction supports in addition to individual-level barrier reduction funds to address 

students’ unique goals and needs. 

Open Doors, they have facilitated transportation because my husband and I worked. 
We weren’t able to get her to class, so they were able to come pick her up. They 
were able to bring her home. They fed them lunch so they could be there during the 
day …They’ve just been very supportive. My daughter has been able to speak with 
adults better than before. And just, again, I can’t say enough good things about  
the program.”

Open Doors family member

Student participation in individual-level  
barrier reduction 

This section presents data on the students who received individual-level barrier reduction support 

through the summer 2024 pilot funding and the types of barrier reduction support they received.

FINDING 3 
Barrier reduction funds reached many students who are furthest from 
opportunity, and about half the students supported by individual barrier 
reduction funds received them to reach academic goals
Barrier reduction funding supported 17 percent of students across eight sites
Across eight pilot sites, 17 percent of students (105 students total) received support through barrier 

reduction funds. This represents 10 percent of all summer 2024 students. Previous research found 

persistent inequities related to which students experience basic needs insecurity and which students 

access support: Students of color were more likely to experience higher rates of food and housing 

insecurity, and they also experienced the largest gaps between services needed and services accessed 

(Riggs & Hodara, 2024). However, in the Open Doors summer pilot, we found that barrier reduction funds 
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reached many students who are furthest from opportunity. The success factors described in the next 

section may have contributed to the Open Doors programs effectively reaching and serving students 

with the highest needs. 

The proportion of female students supported by individual barrier reduction  
funds was higher than the proportion of female students in the overall summer 
student population
More than half of Open Doors summer pilot students (54%) identified as male. Likewise, male students 

were more likely to be supported by barrier reduction funding than female students (figure 2). However, 

when comparing the barrier reduction recipients to the overall summer student population, we found 

that male students were slightly underrepresented and female students slightly overrepresented. For 

example, the percentage of female students supported by barrier reduction funding was slightly higher 

compared to the overall population of female students at the eight sites (47% compared to 43%).

Figure 2. The percentage of female students supported by barrier reduction funding was higher 
compared to the overall population of female students

 

Note: N = 607 for all students and N = 105 for received barrier reduction funding. Data are from the eight pilot  
sites that reported barrier reduction funds used for individual students.

Example interpretation: Forty-seven percent of students who were supported by barrier reduction funding 
identified as female. Forty-three percent of all students served by these eight sites during summer 2024  
identified as female. 

Source: Evaluation team analysis of CEDARS data and pilot site reporting in summer 2024.
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Students supported by individual barrier reduction funding were more likely to be 
American Indian or Alaska Native, Black, or white
Students supported by barrier reduction funding were more likely to be American Indian or Alaska Native, 

Black, or white compared to all summer students (figure 3). For example, 10 percent of summer students 

supported by barrier reduction funding identified as Black, while 3 percent of all summer students at the 

eight sites identified as Black. 

Figure 3. Students supported by individual barrier reduction funding were more likely to be American 
Indian or Alaska Native, Black, or white  

Note: N = 607 for all students and N = 105 for received barrier reduction funding. Data are from the eight pilot sites 
that reported barrier reduction funds used for individual students.

Example interpretation: Eight percent of students supported by barrier reduction funding in summer 2024 identi-
fied as American Indian or Alaska Native. Six percent of all students served by these eight sites during summer 2024 
identified as American Indian or Alaska Native. 

Source: Evaluation team analysis of CEDARS data and pilot site reporting in summer 2024.

Students supported by individual barrier reduction funds were more likely  
to be post-resident youth
Basic needs support is particularly important for young people who have experienced incarceration or 

detention. For example, an evaluation of the impact of basic needs support for incarcerated youth found 

that access to reentry services reduced recidivism (Calleja et al., 2016). Furthermore, the Washington State 

Legislature issued the summer pilot funding to ensure that post-resident youth were prioritized in plan-

ning and services. Open Doors students supported by barrier reduction funds in summer 2024 were more 

likely to be post-resident youth (23%) compared to all summer students at the eight sites (16%; figure 4). 

Students supported by barrier reduction funds were also more likely to have had an individualized educa-

tion program (IEP) at some point in their education. 
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Figure 4. Students supported by individual barrier reduction funds in summer 2024 were more likely 
to be post-resident youth and have had an individualized education program (IEP)

 

FRPL = free or reduced-price lunch.

Note: N = 607 for all students and N = 105 for received barrier reduction funding. Data are from the eight pilot sites 
that reported using barrier reduction funds for individual students.

Example interpretation: Twenty-three percent of students supported by barrier reduction funding in summer 2024 
identified as a post-resident youth. Sixteen percent of all students served by these eight sites in summer 2024 iden-
tified as post-resident youth. 

Source: Evaluation team analysis of CEDARS data and pilot site reporting in summer 2024. Post-resident youth data 
self-reported by sites; all other school experiences from CEDARS.

About half of students supported by individual barrier reduction funds received them 
for direct academic support
Almost half of students received barrier reduction funds for specific academic needs directly related to 

their Open Doors pathway goal of GED completion, high school completion, or college or career (48%; 

figure 5). Again, this means that barrier reduction was commonly used to support students’ future 

financial stability by covering testing and training fees related to their pathway goals. Forty-two percent 

of students supported by barrier reduction funds received food, 36 percent received clothing, and 32 

percent received transportation supports. 

Most students who received the barrier reduction funds (61%, or 64 students) used them for only one 

type of support. One in five students received the funds for two types of resources, most commonly 

academic and food. Notably, almost one in five students supported by barrier reduction funds received 

resources in all four areas of need: academic, food, clothing, and transportation. 
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Figure 5. About half of students supported by individual barrier reduction funds used them for 
academic resources to support progress toward their pathway goal

 

Note: N = 105. Data are from the eight pilot sites that reported barrier reduction funds used for individual students. 
On the summer pilot site data collection sheet, academic was defined as testing fees, lab fees, credential costs, 
necessary tools, required software, culinary knives; clothing was defined as work boots, work gloves, shoes, dress 
shirt; food and nutrition was defined as meals and food; and transportation was defined as bus passes, ride 
service, parking permit. 

Example interpretation: Forty-eight percent of students supported by barrier reduction funding in summer 2024 
received the funding for academic resources. 

Source: Evaluation team analysis of pilot site reporting in summer 2024.

Outcomes for students supported through 
barrier reduction funds

FINDING 4 
Individual barrier reduction support had a large positive influence on high 
school completion and career progress
Research in postsecondary settings has shown that supports that address college students’ immediate 

well-being—such as food, housing, child care, transportation, mental and physical health care, and other 

basic needs—are associated with positive outcomes such as improved retention, credential completion, 

and course credit completion (Daugherty & Berglund, 2018; Riggs & Hodara, 2024; Valentine & Deal, 2023). 

Similarly, for high school-aged students, emerging evidence shows that basic needs support improves 

attendance, credit completion, and retention rates (Moore et al., 2014). For young people with limited 

financial resources, workforce and job training must be combined with investment in financial capital and 

immediate stability (Cedeño et al., 2021). 
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Reducing barriers to accessing career credentials promotes academic progress and 
future financial stability
Open Doors staff members and students described both the short- and long-term benefits of using 

barrier reduction funds to help students gain career credentials such as CDL training, driver’s licenses, and 

food handler cards. When programs reduce barriers to learning by paying for testing fees, students can 

make academic progress on their career goals and pathways while gaining valuable career credentials 

that support their continued engagement and future financial stability. 

We had a student who we were able to put through CDL training. This summer, we 
were able to pay for CDL training for him, and he was able to work around that with 
his schedule. He still stays in contact and checks in with us regularly. Just today he 
sent me a picture that he’s doing his driving training.” 

Open Doors staff member

“I have a youth who it took him a year and a half to get his Washington state ID. I 
talked with the guardian about five times trying to get him an ID. He just got it on 
Friday, after a year and a half. Not having a Washington state ID, he couldn’t do 
driver’s education, he couldn’t get a job.”

Open Doors staff member

Students supported by individual-level barrier reduction funding were substantially 
more likely to earn an indicator of academic progress in summer 2024
Fifty-seven percent of students supported by barrier reduction funding earned at least one indicator of 

academic progress (IAP) in summer 2024, while 38 percent of students who did not receive the funding 

earned at least one IAP (figure 6). Barrier reduction funding increased the likelihood of earning an IAP 

through facilitating career progress and earning a career credential. As noted, barrier reduction funding 

was often used to cover testing, training, and license fees that directly supported students in reaching 

their Open Doors pathway goal. Thirteen percent of students supported by barrier reduction funding 

earned an IAP related to career progress and 21 percent earned a career credential compared to 1 percent 

and 0 percent, respectively, of their peers at the eight sites that did not receive the funding. Further, 

students supported by barrier reduction funding were more likely to earn a GED (7% compared to 3%).
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Figure 6. Students supported by individual barrier reduction funding were more likely to earn an IAP 
in summer 2024, particularly related to career progress and credentials

 

IAP = indicator of academic progress.

Note: N = 502 for did not receive barrier reduction funding and N = 105 for received barrier reduction funding.  
Data are from the eight pilot sites that reported barrier reduction funds used for individual students. See table A1  
in the appendix for the IAPs included in each category. 

Example interpretation: Fifty-seven percent of students supported by individual barrier reduction funding in 
summer 2024 earned any IAP. Thirty-eight percent of students at these eight sites that were not supported by 
individual barrier reduction funding in summer 2024 earned any IAP. 

Source: Evaluation team analysis of CEDARS data and pilot site reporting in summer 2024.

Students supported by barrier reduction funding in the summer continued to be more 
likely to earn IAPs related to career progress in fall 2024
Students who supported through barrier reduction funding demonstrated continued academic progress 

into fall 2024, highlighting the sustained impact of the support—even as initial IAP gains leveled out 

compared to their peers. Fifty-three percent of students supported by summer barrier reduction funding 

earned at least one IAP in fall 2024 compared to 62 percent of students who did not receive the funds 

(figure 7). Even without continued funding, students who were supported by individual barrier reduction 

funds in the summer were more likely to make career progress in the fall compared to their peers who 

did not receive the funding in the summer.
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Figure 7. Students supported by barrier reduction funding in the summer continued to be more likely 
to earn IAPs related to career progress in fall 2024

 

IAP = indicator of academic progress.

Note: N = 502 for did not receive barrier reduction funding and N = 105 for received barrier reduction funding. Data 
are from the eight pilot sites that reported barrier reduction funds used for individual students. See table A1 in the 
appendix for the IAPs included in each category.

Example interpretation: Ten percent of students supported by barrier reduction funding in the summer 2024 made 
career progress in fall 2024. Four percent of students at the eight sites who were not supported by barrier reduction 
funding in summer 2024 made career progress in fall 2024. 

Source: Evaluation team analysis of CEDARS data and pilot site reporting in summer and fall 2024.

Barrier reduction funding had a large, positive, and statistically significant relationship 
with increased likelihood of earning a career credential, earning any IAP, earning  
a GED, and making career progress
As described earlier, students supported by individual barrier reduction funding through the summer 

pilot had different identities and school experiences compared to the overall population of students 

at the eight sites, which could drive differences in academic progress and completion. To isolate the 

contribution of barrier reduction funding, we estimated statistical models that account for which Open 

Doors summer pilot the students attended as well as students’ identities and school experiences. 

Regardless of the pilot site, student identities, and school experiences, barrier reduction funding had 

a large, positive, and statistically significant relationship with increased likelihood of earning a career 

credential, earning any IAP, earning a GED, and making career progress (figure 8). Specifically, receiving 

barrier reduction funding in the summer was related to a 25 percentage-point increase in earning a 

career credential, a 24 percentage-point increase in earning an IAP, and a 5 percentage-point increase in 

earning a GED in summer 2024. Receiving barrier reduction funding in the summer was also related to  

a 6 percentage-point increase in making career progress in fall 2024. 
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Figure 8. Regardless of Open Doors program, student identities, and school experiences, receiving 
barrier reduction funding increased the likelihood of earning a career credential, IAP, or GED in 
summer 2024 and making career progress in fall 2024

 

IAP = indicator of academic progress. pp = percentage point.

Note: N = 607. Data are from the eight pilot sites that reported barrier reduction funds used for individual students. 
Vertical bars present statistically significant coefficients (p < 0.05) from ordinary least squares regression analyses 
that examine the relationship between receiving barrier reduction funds and student outcomes in summer 2024 
and fall 2024. The bars represent the change in the probability that a student achieves the outcome, after adjusting 
for differences attributed to student identities, school experiences, and program attended. Students who did not 
receive barrier reduction funds are the reference category. 

Example interpretation: Barrier reduction funding in summer 2024 is associated with a 25 percentage-point 
increase in the likelihood of earning a career credential. 

Source: Evaluation team analysis of CEDARS data and pilot site reporting in summer and fall 2024.

Lessons learned and recommendations  
for reducing barriers to learning for  
Open Doors students 

In this section, we present insights and lessons learned about barrier reduction, both in the summer 2024 

pilot and during the school year. 

FINDING 5 
Barrier reduction supports drew students to Open Doors and benefitted 
learning when the program staff developed strong relationships with 
students and proactively provided support; however, some needs were  
still not met
Barrier reduction funds drew students to engage in Open Doors, and basic needs must 
be addressed before learning can happen
Open Doors providers found that offering barrier reduction support and career-connected learning 

opportunities motivated students to join and persist in the program. Students described how the basic 

needs supports motivated them to come to school and stay engaged over the summer. Barrier reduction 
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support, as well as compensation for summer internships, can be a way to engage students and persuade 

them to finish their diploma or take the GED. Staff members also shared that barrier reduction and basic 

needs supports are the reasons why some students attended the program regularly. 

Especially if something was holding you back from being able to get here. For 
example, the gas cards: If you didn’t have the money to pay for gas to get here, it 
stunts you from being able to come. Someone there [at Open Doors] giving you  
that support of, ‘Oh well we can help you get here. You just have to want to be  
here.’ It gives you even more reason to come.’”

Open Doors student

Open Doors staff members recognize that students’ basic needs, such as food, housing, and transpor-

tation, must be met before learning can happen. In some cases, students must work to meet their basic 

needs in addition to attending Open Doors. Program staff partnered with students to find employment 

that accommodated their school schedules. For example, Open Doors staff members built partnerships 

with community employers to help students find job opportunities. They also offered students paid work 

experiences at program sites, such as proctoring GED tests or office work. Before students begin course-

work, Open Doors staff members often meet with students to ask what needs to be addressed to support 

their learning. 

Let’s just say a student dropped out of school and they don’t know what they want 
to do because they have a situation that needs to be addressed now. They need a 
phone. They need food. They need a car. And so, once these things get addressed 
and we’re mentoring these guys, we’re actually in their ear now and we can 
encourage them to go get their GED or get back in school because they’re listening 
and they actually can see, ‘Hey, there’s another way. There is some hope now. Let 
me get my education as far as that’s concerned so I can further what I’m doing now.’”

Open Doors staff member

“When I first came, they helped me get a job. So yeah, I was working for a little bit 
and then they helped with child care and everything.”

Open Doors student
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Successful use of barrier reduction funds requires trusting relationships and proactive 
offers of support; over time barrier reduction supports can also build trust between 
program staff and students
For many reasons, students may not be transparent about their needs right away. To understand each 

student and the barriers they face, staff members need time to invest in building a trusting relationship 

with the young person. For example, one staff member described the various reasons why a student may 

not be comfortable sharing their individual needs.

All of the kids, after a while of getting to know those students, they all have certain 
barriers that dollars could have addressed. When you have kids that are excited 
about participating in an internship or a work-based learning experience where they 
are going to be getting monetary benefits for participating, the barriers in their lives 
are not that visible because their excitement of engagement is high. But as you 
move forward and the case manager continues to do the work, those barriers begin 
to show. A lot of times the Open Doors students … may not exhibit the vulnerabilities 
up front that you would expect because there may be that shame part.” 

Open Doors staff member

Staff members said that barrier reduction support was more successful when they provided it proactively 

instead of waiting for students to approach them. Asking for support can be difficult or make students 

feel vulnerable. For example, students may feel embarrassed to say that they do not have enough to eat 

at home. Some staff members said they proactively provide basic needs supports by putting food out or 

providing laundry, clothing, and other hygiene products.

When the kid comes in and sits down and starts crying and says, ‘I’m hungry’ … 
those kinds of things. One of the things I like about our model, though, is that it’s 
very self-driven, and we try to make sure that people have their needs met without 
having to ask a lot. It’s hard. I mean, can you imagine walking into a building and 
telling somebody you’re hungry, don’t have any food at home? So we have food out, 
and in our laundry room, we have clothing out. They don’t have to ask for it. They 
just go in and take what they need.” 

Open Doors staff member
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Staff members shared that they build trust with students when they follow through with providing barrier 

reduction supports such as transportation, food, housing referrals, or other resources.

The trust factor. Kids are calling us and saying, ‘Hey, this is what I need.’ Food, 
diapers. Just going above and beyond. Our kids are saying, ‘Hey, I need a little more 
help,’ which … it’s a sign of engagement, a sign that what we’re doing is working  
for kids.” 

Open Doors staff member

In interviews, we asked Open Doors programs what areas of need could be addressed through barrier 

reduction funds to better support young people. One-third of the interviewees mentioned housing. 

Future money for housing vouchers and other methods of housing stabilization could help keep students 

engaged in programming. 

Even with barrier reduction funding, some students’ needs are not met
While barrier reduction funding helped students meet immediate financial needs, some needs were still 

not met. Barrier reduction funding can support students’ engagement in Open Doors, but it does not 

address the root causes for the need. For example, even with the flexible funding, program staff members 

said that food and transportation remained persistent challenges for students. One summer pilot staff 

member said, “Transportation is always going to be a big, big issue. It’s very expensive for us to provide 

it. It is also so important.” In addition, capacity constraints within the community make it challenging for 

program staff members to provide students with needed supports. Staff members particularly mentioned 

needing more special education services in the summer and mental health supports in the community. 

Special education in the summer. Program 

staff members reflected on challenges supporting 

students due to a lack of special education 

services from the district during the summer. 

Some staff members recommended that OSPI 

provide additional funding for special education 

services or support districts in providing those 

services during the summer.

Mental health supports. Program staff 

members also mentioned difficulties related to 

students’ mental health. Some programs have 

therapists, but their capacity is limited, and they 

need more support. One staff member said, “The 

more help we could get, the better.” Program 

staff members recommended more mental 

health funding from the state.
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FINDING 6 
Flexible funding and community partnerships expanded the barrier 
reduction supports Open Doors programs provide to meet student needs
Pilot sites could offer a wider range of barrier reduction support in the summer than 
the school year due to flexible funding focused on individual youth needs
Across sites, staff members said that the flexible barrier reduction funds were a key success factor from 

the summer pilot. During the school year the state often sets limitations on how programs can use barrier 

reduction funds. One staff member said, “Throughout the year, our hands are tied. We wish we could, but 

they call it gifting, so we can’t.” Another staff member said the summer pilot was the first time that Open 

Doors programs could spend money directly on students.

Some of those federal regulations around our partnerships, what they can and can’t 
spend their money on, it’s very prescriptive. So we have to figure out ways to get 
around some of that stuff. We haven’t ever had barrier reduction dollars where we 
can just say, ‘Hey, I need to pay for this particular person’s ID.’ … So this is the first 
time we’ve ever really been able to spend money directly on our students.’” 

Open Doors staff member 

Program staff members benefited from being able to use the funds on whatever students needed to 

support their learning and growth, including IDs, documents, or cosmetics for job interviews. In addition, 

program staff members used cash for basic needs to incentivize participation in summer programming, 

for example, providing a gift card when a student passes a GED test.

Open Doors summer pilot sites were strategic about when to use barrier reduction 
funds and when to leverage existing community resources
Open Doors sites combined the flexible barrier reduction funding with support from community-based 

organizations, public benefits, and other existing community resources. Before the summer pilot, sites 

often partnered with community-based organizations to provide barrier reduction supports that students 

need but sites cannot purchase due to federal and state funding restrictions. During the summer pilot, 

sites continued to connect with their community-based partners. For example, one staff member said 

they met students’ basic needs by first working with their partners, then using the OSPI barrier reduction 

funds. Others noted that the flexible summer pilot funding reduced the burden on community-based 

partners and helped to ensure that partners were not “tapped out” over the summer.
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Some of it we do normally, but we are dependent on community organizations to 
provide it. So the barrier reduction [funds] helped to mitigate that, since we kind of 
tapped them all out throughout the year. But then I think the gas cards and stuff, 
that’s all brand new. It actually triggered lots of conversations in our district office 
because it’s not a typical thing that a school would do. And we pushed a boundary  
a little bit with it.” 

Open Doors staff member 

FINDING 7 
Programs recommend year-round, flexible barrier reduction funding  
with clear, consistent guidelines to meet students’ needs that impede 
academic progress
Programs want clear, consistent guidelines on use of funds
Open Doors staff members appreciated the flexible guidelines on how barrier reductions funds could 

be used. At the same time, staff members wanted “true clarity.” Some were nervous about whether 

their expenditures aligned with the guidelines. In addition, sites would like more explicit guidance on 

allowable barrier reduction expenses from OSPI to share with districts and educational service district 

partners. Staff members said it was difficult to understand which expenses were allowed and which were 

not. They also mentioned challenges communicating that information to OSPI and districts in order to get 

expenses approved.

Programs recommend year-round, flexible barrier reduction funds
Staff members were grateful for the flexible funding in the summer and also mentioned the challenges 

they face during the school year when this type of support is not available. At the same time, the evalu-

ation found that students supported through barrier reduction funds in the summer continued to earn 

more IAPs related to career progress in the fall than students who did not receive funding. Year-round, 

flexible barrier reduction funding could support continued academic progress. Open Doors staff mem-

bers recommended that the Washington State Legislature provide flexible barrier reduction funding 

throughout the year to better support students’ needs. Researchers recommend that state funding to 

districts should strike a balance between ensuring that funds are well spent and maximizing flexibility to 

meet local students’ needs (Asuncion-Reed, 2019).
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For students to be able to come in and stay engaged over the summer, we have 
students that come for food. We have students that come for support. We have 
students that are pregnant. We have students with babies. We have students that 
are homeless. So, to have a place even just to come and be and talk, and that’s 
huge to be able to do some barrier reduction … The barrier reduction is huge in the 
summer. I wish we had it all year long.”

Open Doors staff member

“It [individual barrier reduction funding] is something that would be amazing to 
have the opportunity to have throughout the school year ...  Providing food is very 
limited on what we can do. So having those barrier reduction funds for the summer 
and being able to say, ‘Okay. This is what we want to do,’ and as long as we could 
provide a clear line of what it is for, they were like, ‘Yes.’ I mean, that was amazing. 
If we could do that during the school year, I think we could increase our outcomes 
exponentially and help students really make a difference in their lives.”

Open Doors staff member
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Conclusion
Findings from the Open Doors Summer Pilot demonstrate barrier reduction fundings supports student 

academic and career progress. Barrier reduction funds supported individual students with specific 

academic needs, like testing fees or credential costs, clothing, food, and transportation, including bus 

passes, ride shares, and gas cards. Reducing student barriers to learning can promote positive academic 

outcomes, foster healthy relationships, and improve mental well-being, particularly for students impacted 

by social, educational, and economic disparities (Krauss et al., 2025; Moore et al., 2024; Schultz, 2022). 

When we analyzed which students received support from barrier reduction funding and their outcomes, 

we found a large positive influence, particularly from students furthest from opportunity. In reducing 

students’ barriers, programs identified the importance of strong relationships, building trust, and 

proactively providing support. Open Doors programs also found success in weaving together support 

from partnership, donations, and other funding streams to meet students’ diverse needs. Our findings 

suggest that, when provided the resources and funding to meet students’ individual needs, students 

make academic and career progress. Moving forward, programs recommend that the state provide year-

round, flexible funding with clear, consistent guidelines to meet students’ needs.
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Appendix A

Evaluation methods
Education Northwest developed the evaluation questions and approach in collaboration with OSPI and an 

advisory committee of student and staff teams from five pilot sites. The advisory committee was engaged 

four times over the course of the project and provided feedback on the evaluation design, making 

meaning of the findings, and reporting. The following evaluation questions guided the development of 

interview and focus group protocols and data analysis: 

•	 What happens in the summer pilot programs?

•	 Who participates in the summer pilot programs?

•	 Which students benefit from summer programming, and how do they benefit? 

Prior to data collection, the Education Northwest Institutional Review Board conducted a full review and 

approved the project. 

Qualitative data collection 
To answer the research questions, Education Northwest conducted site visits at the 10 Open Doors sites 

that received summer pilot funding in July and August 2024. The site visits included interviews and 

focus groups with Open Doors staff members, community partners, students, and families. Nine program 

leaders also participated in brief follow-up interviews in spring 2025. In total, Education Northwest 

researchers spoke to 120 individuals across 31 interviews and focus groups (table A1). 

Table A1. Site visit participants

Participants Number of individual participants Number of programs represented 

Open Doors staff members 43 10

Community partners 20 9

Students 51 10

Families 6 2

Student focus groups 
Education Northwest conducted two types of student focus groups at the summer pilot sites. At eight of 

the sites, Education Northwest facilitated a focus group to discuss students’ experiences with Open Doors, 

the opportunities and support provided by the program, and students’ goals and recommendations 

for the program. A total of 38 students participated. At the remaining two summer pilot sites, Education 

Northwest adapted photovoice methods for the student focus groups. Prior to the focus group, students 

were asked to watch a 15-minute video on photovoice developed by Education Northwest. Then, 
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students took photos in response to a series of prompts about their experience in the summer program 

and shared the photographs with the research team. During site visits, researchers displayed printed 

copies of the students’ photos around the room and used the photos to guide a discussion with students 

about the benefits, challenges, and opportunities for Open Doors summer programming. A total of 13 

students participated in the photovoice focus groups. 

After each focus group, Education Northwest distributed a demographic survey to participants. Forty 

students agreed to take the survey. Young people who participated in the focus groups and the survey 

were more likely to be female, be people of color, and have experienced homelessness compared with 

the overall summer pilot student population. Twenty percent of students experienced homelessness and 

15 percent experienced foster care, while 13 percent were caring for dependents and 15 percent were 

caring for other family members. About one-quarter of participants identified as LGBTQIA.

Observations 
Education Northwest conducted observations of various program activities during six site visits to provide 

a broader understanding of program practices and youth experiences. Program activities were observed 

using a semi-structured protocol designed to collect data specific to the key strategies identified in OSPI 

guidance for the summer pilot and the Open Doors theory of action. 

Analysis 
After data collection, the interviews and focus group recordings were transcribed for analysis using Atlas.

Ti software. The first cycle of coding used an established a-priori coding framework developed using 

findings from the previous Open Doors Community Partnerships for Reengagement Initiative. Coding 

was also conducted inductively to allow themes to emerge that were not captured in the existing 

framework. Researchers then applied a process of thematic coding to search for commonalities that 

“hang together” across participant data. The internal validity of results was strengthened by triangulating 

multiple data sources from various perspectives, including the program staff, partners, families, and 

students, as well as through member checks of preliminary analyses. Multiple data sources allowed for 

rich descriptions to support the transferability and potential extrapolations for other Open Doors and 

youth reengagement programs.

Quantitative data 
This evaluation established a data-sharing agreement with OSPI to collect and use student-level admin-

istrative data for the purposes of this evaluation. OSPI deidentified student-level administrative data files 

from the Comprehensive Education Data and Research System (CEDARS), which is OSPI’s longitudinal data 

warehouse, and student-level data collected by the summer pilot sites. OSPI created a common research 

ID before transferring the data to Education Northwest for the purposes of the evaluation. To address 

evaluation questions related to student participation and outcomes, as well specific questions about 

post-resident youth and barrier reduction funding, the evaluation team cleaned, linked, and analyzed the 

student-level administrative data using descriptive and regression approaches.
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Appendix B
The table lists which IAPs were included in each category. We only list the IAPs that were earned by 

summer participants.

Table B1. Categorization of indicators of academic progress

IAP category Indicators of Academic Progress (IAPs)

High school diploma progress a. �Earns at minimum a 0.25 high school credit. 

e. �Passes one or more tests or benchmarks that would satisfy the state  
board of education’s graduation requirements as provided in chapter  
180-51 WAC. 

h. �Successfully completes a grade level curriculum in a core academic 
subject that does not earn high school or college credit. 

GED progress f. �Passes one or more high school equivalency certificate measures (each 
measure may only be claimed once per enrolled student), or other  
state assessment. 

g. �Makes a significant gain in a core academic subject based on the 
assessment tool’s determination of significant gain (may be claimed 
multiple times in a year per enrolled student).

College academic progress i. �Successfully completes college readiness course work with documentation 
of competency attainment. 

l. �Enrolls in a college level class for the first time (limited to be claimed once 
per enrolled student) 

Career progress j. �Successfully completes job search and job retention course work with 
documentation of competency attainment 

k. �Successfully completes a paid or unpaid cooperative work-based  
learning experience of at least 45 hours. This experience must meet  
the requirements of WAC 392-410-315(2). 

Career credential d. �Receives an industry recognized certificate of completion of training  
or licensing received after completion of a program requiring at least  
40 hours of instruction. 

o. �Successfully completes a series of short-term industry recognized 
certificates equaling at least 40 hours. 

Source: Indicators of academic progress are defined here: https://ospi.k12.wa.us/sites/default/files/2023-10/iap_
manual_final.pdf

https://ospi.k12.wa.us/sites/default/files/2023-10/iap_manual_final.pdf
https://ospi.k12.wa.us/sites/default/files/2023-10/iap_manual_final.pdf
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Legal Notice

Except where otherwise noted, this work by the Washington Office of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution License. All logos and trademarks are 
property of their respective owners. Sections used under fair use doctrine (17 U.S.C. § 107) are marked.

Alternate material licenses with different levels of user permission are clearly indicated next to the specific content in the materials.

This resource may contain links to websites operated by third parties. These links are provided for your convenience only and do not 
constitute or imply any endorsement or monitoring by OSPI. 

If this work is adapted, note the substantive changes and re-title, removing any Washington Office of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction logos. Provide the following attribution: 

“This resource was adapted from original materials provided by the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. Original materials 
may be accessed at https://ospi.k12.wa.us/student-success/learning-alternatives/open-doors-youth-reengagement/open-doors-
reports."

OSPI provides equal access to all programs and services without discrimination based on sex, race, creed, religion, color, national 
origin, age, honorably discharged veteran or military status, sexual orientation including gender expression or identity, the presence 
of any sensory, mental, or physical disability, or the use of a trained dog guide or service animal by a person with a disability. 
Questions and complaints of alleged discrimination should be directed to the Equity and Civil Rights Director at 360-725-6162 or P.O. 
Box 47200 Olympia, WA 98504-7200.

Download this material in PDF at Open Doors Youth Reengagement (https://ospi.k12.wa.us/). This material is available in alternative 
format upon request. Contact the Front Desk at 360-725-6000.

https://ospi.k12.wa.us/
https://ospi.k12.wa.us/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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