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Seattle Promise sees record
applications despite pandemic
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Manny Dubinsky, a senior at Middle College High School, is planning to attend the Seattle Maritime Academy later this year through
the Seattle Promise program. He is one of 2,100 seniors who applied to the Promise program this year.
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Growing up, Manny Dubinsky
wasn’t sure he wanted to go to
college. He had faced some
social anxieties early in high
school, which he thought might
follow him to college, and he
didn’t want to end up buried in
student debt.

“Itkind of freaked me out ata
young age,” said 19-year-old
Dubinsky, a senior at Seattle’s
Middle College High School. “I
thought, 1don’t need to go to
college to have a job.””

Then he signed up for a sum-
mer course at the Seattle Mari-
time Academy, a program run
by Seattle Central College that
offers certificate programs for
students who want to pursue a
career in the maritime industry
— including in passenger trans-
portation, fishing and seafood
processing, international trade
and military operations.

HIGHER EDUCATION | Leaders of the
tuition-free community college program
think that many students were drawn
to the idea of postsecondary stability.

“After that summer, I was
really curious,” he said. “I was
like, ‘Maybe I could learn more.
Maybe I could turn this into
something.””

When he heard about the
Seattle Promise, the city’s tu-
ition-free community college
program funded by taxpayers
through Seattle’s Families, Edu-
cation, Preschool and Promise
Levy, he knew it was an oppor-
tunity he couldn’t let pass him
by. With his father’s help, he
applied to the program this
spring, choosing to continue his
education at the maritime acad-
emy, located in Ballard.

Dubinsky is one of 2,100 se-
niors — more than 50% of Seat-

tle Public Schools’ class of 2021
— who applied to the Promise
program this year, reflecting a
19% increase from last year,
according to state data. Of
those, about 66% were students
of color, said Melody McMillan,
executive director of the Seattle
Promise program.

The numbers are much higher
than the program’s pandemic-
era enrollment projections,
which Promise staff thought
might be affected by the nation-
wide hit on community college
enrollment numbers; communi-
ty colleges saw about a 13.1%
drop in enrollment in the fall of
2020, according to Inside High-
er Ed.

At Seattle Colleges — which is
made up of three Seattle com-
munity colleges: North, South
and Central — general student
enrollment was down about
11%, said Chancellor Shouan
Pan.

“It feels really real that the
Promise program gave students
structure,” said Kurt Buttleman,
vice-chancellor of academic and
student success at Seattle Col-
leges. “It gave them hope for the
future ... and it gave students
joy. For many families, this was
one of the few positives at differ-
ent points in the last year that
really helped.”

While it’s difficult to know
how large a role the pandemic
played in Seattle Promise’s fall
2021 application numbers,
McMillan said students who
watched past seniors lose an
in-person final year of high
school might have realized they
didn’t know what the upcoming
fall would look like — and that
the Promise program offered
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postsecondary stability that
might not be guaranteed
otherwise.

“Plans can change in an
instant,” McMillan said. “...
With students experiencing
economic impacts in differ-
ent ways [during the pan-
demic], Seattle Promise
offers a fiscally responsible
option for families who
might have been impacted.”

Though application num-
bers were higher than last
year’s, the outreach process
was difficult this year be-
cause students were taking
classes remotely, she said.
Promise staffers worked
with the district to schedule
an appointment with all
seniors to discuss their post-
secondary options, and sent
frequent reminders to make
sure they didn’t miss it.

The program also offered
several application work-
shops — interpreted in mul-
tiple languages — in an at-
tempt to make the process
more accessible, McMillan
said.

Building relationships
with students, however, was
still tricky during a pandem-
ic school year. Promise staff-
ers are currently working to
help students complete their
financial aid applications,
which are required in order
to first see how much federal
aid a student qualifies for.
Staffers are also thinking of
ways to prepare the incom-
ing freshmen and eliminate
any learning gaps before

they step onto campus in the
fall, Buttleman said.

Ted Dubinsky, Manny’s
father, said he’s looking
forward to seeing his son get
a hands-on learning experi-
ence through the academy.

“It provides a lot of relief
to have a plan of where he’s
going to go that will end up
employing him,” he said. He
added that his son has al-
ready gotten a job offer,
contingent on his graduation
from the academy.

“I'would certainly encour-
age a lot of kids to do this,”
he said.

The Promise program
launched in 2018, after
Seattle voters overwhelm-
ingly approved the Families,
Education, Preschool and
Promise Levy, which grew
the College Promise and
gave the city’s public high-
school graduates two years’
of free postsecondary educa-
tion. It started as a smaller
initiative based at six Seattle
high schools, called the 13th
Year Scholarship, which
used private donations to
cover a year of tuition.

The program is mainly
funded by the levy, with
some help from private and
public partnerships through
the Seattle Colleges Founda-
tion.

The free college Promise
model has been praised by
education experts and has
grown in popularity
throughout the country,
including in New York, Cali-
fornia, Michigan and Ore-
gon.

“More coordinated efforts
between high schools and

colleges for students making
the transition to postsecond-
ary is really critical,” said
Nicole Yohalem, opportunity
youth director at the Com-
munity Center for Education
Results, a nonprofit that
works to close educational
opportunity and achieve-
ment gaps in South King
County.

In a 2019 CCER survey of
more than 7,000 South King
County and South Seattle
students, 96% said they
want to continue their edu-
cation after high school,
even though less than a third
were earning a college de-
gree or career credential by
their mid-20s.

The same survey conduct-
ed this year found similar
results, despite indications
that the pandemic might
have an impact on college
choices. This year, about
95% of students surveyed
said they wanted to pursue
postsecondary options,
which can include a four-
year degree, a two-year
degree, an apprenticeship or
some college degree.

“Our students know that a
postsecondary education is
becoming a requirement for
careers they want to aspire
to ... or to a stable income,”
said Alejandra Pérez, the
college and career manager
at CCER. “Who has been
allowed to access what, who
has been protected and who
isn’t — it shows a massive
amount of inequity based on
race and class in our com-
munity. And a lot of our
students come from families
who have been directly
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affected by this.”

Programs like Seattle
Promise are critical in re-
minding parents and com-
munity members not only to
encourage students’ aspira-
tions, Pérez said, but also
“actually believe them when
they say they want to go to
college.”

“It’s literally a promise,”
she said. “Our students are
able to have a path after high
school even if they don’t
know what they want to do.
It can either be a safety net,
or it can be a path you want
to pursue. And those are just
as valuable.”

In the past, critics have
raised concerns that the
program is limited to stu-
dents in Seattle, though
many lower-income stu-
dents have moved south.
Although the Seattle Prom-
ise program is limited to the
city’s public-school students,
aKing County Promise is in
the works to increase equity
in the county’s historically
underserved areas.

It’s not identical to the
Seattle Promise and doesn’t
offer a free-tuition guaran-
tee, but the staff of the King
County Promise program is
searching for partners that
could increase schools’ ca-
pacity to offer student advis-
ing around postsecondary

success, said Kyla Lackie,
director of the Puget Sound
College and Career Network.

The application process
for possible partners will be
built out later this year,
Lackie said. Hopefully, she
said, the partnerships will
officially launch in the fall of
2022.

“The model is that school
districts, colleges and com-
munity organizations who
are interested in forming a
Promise partnership will join
up and apply,” she said. “...
We've been thoughtful and
intentional about, ‘How do
we make it so Seattle Prom-
ise or another Promise pro-
gram doesn’t stop at the
Seattle city limits but is actu-
ally something more stu-
dents around King County
have access to?’”

In addition, the county’s
program isn’t limited only to
students who have just grad-
uated from high school.

“Young people who have
left high school but want to
continue education can be
part of it,” Lackie said.

She added, “With King
County Promise, we’ve al-
ways been really [focused
on] looking with an eye
toward systems changes that
will increase equity and
practices and strategies that
will support students. Many
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of these strategies feel like
they’re right on time.”

In Seattle, Promise leaders
are constantly fine-tuning
their model.

For example, Barbara
Childs, executive director of
communications and re-
cruitment, said the team is
currently looking at poten-
tially expanding its equity
scholarships, which current-
ly offer $500 per quarter to
eligible students for nontu-
ition expenses, such as
books, child care and hous-
ing. Officials are also dis-
cussing the idea of comple-
tion scholarships for stu-
dents — for those who might
need more than 90 credits to
complete a degree — and
expanded mentoring for
students of color, she said.

“We want these students,
all 2,100 of them, to see for
themselves how smart and
brilliant and incredible they
are, and help them uncover
for themselves the potential
they have,” Childs said.

Dubinsky, who plans to
start classes at Seattle Mari-
time Academy either this
summer or fall, said he’s
looking forward to learning
more about an industry he’s
never had a chance to ex-
plore.

“I'm really grateful to have
[the Promise program],” he
said. “... There’s going to be
awhole lot more to learn
about next year ... butIjust
know this is a big opportuni-
ty and I'm going to try and
make the most of it.”

Elise Takahama: 206-464-2241 or

tletimes.com; on

Twitter: @elisetakahama.




