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The Council of Presidents (COP) is an association of Washington’s six public baccalaureate degree granting 
college and universities. Located in Olympia, Washington, COP strives to be a common voice for the public 
baccalaureate sector and the most respected and trusted resource for decision makers on issues affecting public 
higher education. COP serves a coordinating role for a number of initiatives and activities common to the 
public baccalaureate institutions, fostering coordination and collaboration among the public baccalaureates as 
well as with other educational partners, both in Washington and nationally.

This report is also available online at http://www.councilofpresidents.org
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Council of Presidents

Overview

The Council of Presidents (COP) Primer is intended to provide introductory information regarding the 
history, framework and engagement at the state level of Washington’s pubic four-year college and universities 
to institutional representatives who are new to public baccalaureate institutions, COP and/or the State of 
Washington.   

History

In 1961 the presidents of the two state universities (University of Washington and Washington State University) 
and three comprehensive universities (Central Washington University, Eastern Washington University and 
Western Washington University) resolved to informally meet on a regular basis in order to develop a systematic 
agenda for their discussions and to assume the role of participants in a continuing Council of Presidents. COP at 
the time considered a variety of business, fiscal, and budgetary procedures which it was hoped would contribute 
to the efficiency of operation of the institutions and to the equity of the financial support received by them. 

The Council adopted as the means for confronting such matters the appointment of four interinstitutional 
committees: business officers (with seven subcommittees: architects and physical plant administrators; budget, 
accounting and reporting; housing officers; personnel officers; purchasing agents; retirement and insurance 
officers; and space analysts); credit hour cost analysis; student financial aids; and extension and continuing 
education.

In 1963 the Washington State Senate adopted Senate Resolution EX-14 in recognition of efforts already made by 
the institutions.

COP was formally established in 1967 as the Interinstitutional Office of Business Studies, with the first office 
location on the University of Washington campus in Seattle. 

In 1969, The Evergreen State College opened. At this time, the office was relocated to Olympia to take advantage 
of the proximity to state government.

In 1973 the name of the office was changed to the Office of State College and University Business Affairs to 
reflect the scope of responsibilities in which the staff was involved. The title of Office of the Council of State 
College and University Presidents was adopted in 1975 as broader issues of responsibility were assumed with 
respect to academic and legislative matters.

In 1981 the current title emerged in a formal interlocal cooperation agreement. In 1985 the office moved from 
the campus of The Evergreen State College to the northeast capitol neighborhood in Olympia, where COP 
presently resides.

1



Council of Presidents Onboarding Primer to Washington Higher Education

The Council of Presidents Fall 2021

Purpose Statement

The Council of Presidents strives to be a common voice for the public baccalaureate sector and the most 
respected and trusted resource for decision makers on issues affecting public higher education.

The Council has four core purposes: 

 � LEADERSHIP

Ensure the long-term success of the six member institutions. Communicate and collaborate with 
education, workforce, business, and community partners. Represent sector on state cross-sector councils, 
committees, work groups, and task forces. Lead strategic development of sector-level policies, practices, 
and advocacy. Advocate for public four-year higher education at the state and federal levels.

 � POLICY

Facilitate institutional and sector conversations to advance public four-year higher education. Implement 
state legislation. Collaborate with educational partners on academic, business, student affairs, and 
workforce policy. Partner, in collaboration with institution with the Education Research and Data 
Center on data collection and analysis. Research and analyze higher education issues to inform sector 
conversations and strategic direction.

 � LEGISLATIVE

Represent Washington’s public four-year sector in the legislative process. Proactively engage with 
legislators, statewide elected officials, and their staff. Develop and respond to policy and budget 
proposals. Engage internal stakeholders in the legislative process.

 � GENERAL

Develop and update sector reports, briefs, and fact sheets. Organize events for collaboration within and 
promotion of the sector with external audiences. Increase the profile of the sector through social media 
and other communication formats.

Structure

COP is an association of Washington’s six public baccalaureate degree granting college and universities. 
COP serves in a coordinating role for several initiatives and activities common to the public baccalaureate 
institutions, fostering coordination and collaboration among the public baccalaureates as well as with other 
educational partners, both in Washington and nationally. 

COP is led by the presidents of Washington’s six public baccalaureate institutions. Each year on July 1 a different 
president assumes the role of COP chair. The chairs of all COP committees also rotate on the same schedule.  

The Council is structured through 20 committees with representation from each institution. The committees are 
either issue or area focused.  There are nine standing committees. These include:

 ® ICAO (Interinstitutional Committee of Academic Officers)

 ® ICBO (Interinstitutional Committee of Business Officers)

 ® ICIR (Interinstitutional Committee of Institutional Research)
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 ® ICLO (Interinstitutional Committee of Legislative Officers)

 ® ICUS (Interinstitutional Committee for Undergraduate Studies)

 ® ICORA (Interinstitutional Committee of Registrars and Admissions Officers)

 ® ICSSO (Interinstitutional Committee of Student Services Officers)

 ® Budget Officers

 ® Financial Aid Directors

Other committees meet as issues emerge. The focus of these committees ranges from veterans’ affairs and 
disability officers to diversity officers and workforce directors. A complete diagram of current COP committees 
can be found here. 

Washington’s public four-year college and universities collaborate across issues and work independently on 
issues that pertain to a single or a group of institutions. 

Governance

The Council is an association governed through consensus. Each public baccalaureate institution represented 
by the Council of Presidents has a single vote. COP positions are determined by the support of all six member 
institutions.

The presidents and all COP committees include representation from each public four-year college or university 
represented through the Council. 

Member Institutions

Washington’s six public four-year college and universities comprise the public baccalaureate sector. 

The sector includes:

 ® Two research institutions – University of Washington and Washington State University

 ® Three comprehensive institutions – Central Washington University, Eastern Washington University and 
Western Washington University, and 

 ® The state’s only public liberal arts college – The Evergreen State College

Each college or university represented by the Council of Presidents is governed by a board of regents or trustees 
who are appointed by the Governor and approved by the Washington Senate. More information about the 
sector can be found here. 

Each institution has an office in Olympia focused on advocacy and maintaining relationships with the 
Washington Legislature, the Governor and other state agencies and elected officials. The comprehensive 
institutions and The Evergreen State College each have an office located in the COP office. The University of 
Washington and Washington State University have offices in the same building as COP.  
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Washington Higher Education Framework

Overview

Washington is a strong local control state. As a result, Washington, relative to other states, is decentralized 
and informal with regards to the structure of higher education. Institutions are key leaders in developing 
and implementing policies and practices at the local, regional, and state level. At the state level agencies and 
organizations exist to collectively represent higher education institutions.  

Washingtonians have access to nearly 500 higher education institutions in the state that together offer a range of 
post-high school credentials. These include:

 ® Washington’s six public baccalaureate institutions, four campuses; multi-institutional partnerships in 
Everett and Spokane, academic partnerships with 21 community and technical colleges; and robust 
online opportunities

 ® Washington’s 34 community and technical colleges

 ® One tribal community college, Northwest Indian College

 ® 10 private, nonprofit institutions. Example: Gonzaga University

 ® 10 other institutions are continuously exempt from state authorization and review by the WSAC. 
Examples: Bastyr University 

 ® 39 other in-state private and out-of-state public and private institutions are authorized to have a physical 
presence in Washington where authorization applies only to specific programs, locations, or activities the 
institution requested for authorization. Example: Perry Technical Institute

 ® Western Governors University

 ® Five institutions are authorized to advertise and recruit in the state for programs offered via distance 
learning or at out-of-state campuses. Example: Walden University

 ® 16 institutions are authorized to offer field placements in Washington as part of distance learning 
programs. Example: Boston University

 ® Four institutions are conditionally exempt. Examples: Oregon Institute of Technology

 ® 49 seminaries and church-related colleges and programs are exempt from state authorization. Examples: 
Faith Christian College

 ® More than 300 private career schools in Washington are licensed and regulated by the Workforce 
Training and Education Coordinating Board. Example: Divers Institute of Technology

 ® Cosmetology and barbering schools must be licensed by the state’s Department of Licensing

Most of these entities have advocates in Olympia and coordinate responses from stakeholders that result in 
feedback regarding proposed policy or ideas or changes to current policy. 

Influencing the influencers and being influenced are individual constituents as well as 254 school districts with 
locally elected boards and 34 community and technical colleges with local board of trustees. All of which are 
influencing and influenced by other entities such as unions, student associations, faculty senates, institutional 
alumni organizations, counties, cities and more.
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In Washington, higher education is represented at the state level by three sector focused organizations: (1) 
the Council of Presidents, (2) the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC) and (3) the 
Independent Colleges of Washington (ICW). These organizations are members of the state’s higher education 
coordinating agency, the Washington Student Achievement Council (WSAC).  

State Board for Community and Technical Colleges

The Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges advocates, coordinates and directs 
Washington state’s system of 34 public community and technical colleges. SBCTC is led by a nine-member 
governor-appointed board. Each member of the board is confirmed by the State Senate. 

There are twenty-nine community colleges and five technical colleges. Each community and technical college 
is governed by a board of trustees appointed by the Governor and approved by the State Senate. There are two 
community college districts: (1) the Seattle District – North Seattle College, Seattle Central College and South 
Seattle College; and (2) the Spokane District – Spokane Falls Community College and Spokane Community 
College. 

Washington’s community and technical colleges are accredited to offer associate degrees, professional technical 
degrees, and applied baccalaureate degrees. In addition, community and technical colleges offer certificates, 
apprenticeships, and basic skills opportunities. 

Independent Colleges of Washington

The Independent Colleges of Washington promote educational opportunity through policy engagement, 
programs, and fundraising partnerships. ICW is dedicated to helping students pursue their college aspirations, 
and Washington achieve its post-secondary attainment goals.  

ICW is led by a 38-member board of directors. The president of each college or university represented by ICW is 
a member of the board of directors. 

There are 10 not-for-profit private institutions represented by ICW. Each not-for-profit private college or 
university is governed by a board of trustees. 

Washington’s not-for-profit private colleges and universities are accredited to offer baccalaureate, graduate, and 
professional degrees.  

Washington Student Achievement Council

The Washington Student Achievement Council leads statewide strategic planning to improve educational 
coordination and transitions; supports Washingtonians through the administration of financial aid, 529 college 
savings plans, and support services; and advocates for the economic, social, and civic benefits of postsecondary 
education. 

The Washington Student Achievement Council proposes goals and recommends resources to increase 
educational attainment by means of legislatively recognized ten-year Roadmap and a short-term Strategic 
Action Plan and improvements and innovations needed to address the state’s evolving educational needs. The 
Council also advocates for higher education and educates the public on the economic, social, and civic benefits 
of postsecondary education. 
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In addition, WSAC connects and aligns the work of educational programs, schools, and institutions to support 
student transitions from secondary and postsecondary education to the workforce; facilitates analysis and 
research to increase educational attainment and system development; assesses the need for additional degrees 
and programs throughout the state; improves student success by setting minimum college admission standards 
and by supporting students’ transitions through all phases of education; protects education consumers by 
authorizing out-of-state institutions to operate in Washington and by monitoring program quality and finances; 
promotes and safeguards quality education and training programs for veterans; and represents the broad public 
interest above the interests of the individual institutions of higher education.

Finally, the Washington Student Achievement Council ensures the quality of state financial aid programs and 
services that support educational access and affordability; provides college savings opportunities through the 
Guaranteed Education Tuition (GET) program and Dream Ahead College Investment Plan; and prepares 
underrepresented middle and high school students for postsecondary education through programs such as 
College Bound and GEAR UP.

WSAC is led by a nine-member council supported by a cabinet-level state agency. The nine-member Council 
consists of five citizens (including a current student) and one representative from each of the state’s four major 
education sectors: ICW, COP, SBCTC and the Office of the Superintendent of Instruction (OSPI).

Cross Sector Higher Education Organizations

In addition, to the higher education agencies there are two key cross sector organizations.

 � Joint Transfer Council (JTC)

The Joint Transfer Council is a multi-sector standing committee that works to improve and advance 
student transfer in Washington. Since 2003, the multi-sector Council has identified statewide transfer 
issues and recommended policy strategies for transfer of credit between institutions and sectors. JTC 
focuses primarily on the development of new transfer pathways, monitoring and updating existing 
transfer pathways and degrees, and establishing multi-sector transfer policy. The JTC also communicates 
state transfer policy to various audiences and stakeholders. 

 � Intercollege Relations Commission (ICRC)

The Intercollege Relations Commission is a unit of the Washington Council on High School College 
Relations. The Commission was formed in 1970 as a successor to the Commission on College and 
University Relations. The goal of the Commission is to facilitate transfer between institutions for all 
students pursuing baccalaureate degrees in Washington. ICRC works closely with the Washington 
Student Achievement Council, Council of Presidents, Joint Transfer Council, the State Board for 
Community and Technical Colleges, the Independent Colleges of Washington and other groups when 
needed to assist with projects related to transfer articulation and higher education legislation.

Membership is comprised of representatives appointed by the presidents of all public baccalaureate 
universities and community and technical colleges, as well as many independent colleges and universities 
in Washington State.
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Other State Agencies and Organizations

At the state level there are two additional higher education focused agencies that partner and collaborate with 
higher education. These agencies develop policy that reflects the priorities of the Governor and the experience 
and thinking of the Board members within the vision, mission, and scope of the agency.

Washington Workforce Training & Education Coordinating Board – The Washington Workforce 
Training & Education Coordinating Board (Washington Workforce Board) is committed to sustaining 
Washington’s economic vitality through a highly skilled workforce; is an active and effective partner of labor, 
business and government leaders; and shapes strategies to create and sustain a high-skill, high-wage economy. 

The Workforce Board is led by a nine-member, Governor-appointed board from business, labor and 
government. 

Washington’s public four-year college and universities voluntarily partner with the Workforce Board’s Career 
Bridge. Career Bridge features approximately 6,500 Washington education programs from across higher 
education sectors in Washington.

Washington Professional Educators and Standards Board – The Washington Professional Educators 
and Standards Board (PESB) ensures that Washington’s educator workforce is composed of highly effective, 
professional educators who meet the diverse needs of schools and districts. 

PESB is led by a 12-member board appointed by the Governor of which a majority are practicing educators. 

The primary role of PESB to Washington’s public four-year college and universities’ is to approve and review 
teacher preparation programs to ensure they meet the state’s standards and requirements. 

In addition, to PESB and the Workforce Board there are a handful of associations and organizations that partner 
with higher education institutions, agencies, and organizations. These include: 

 � Association of Washington Businesses (AWB)

Formed in 1904, the Association of Washington Business is Washington’s oldest and largest statewide 
business association, and includes nearly 7,000 members representing 700,000 employees. AWB serves 
as both the state’s chamber of commerce and the manufacturing and technology association. AWB also 
has a longstanding record of working on behalf of companies in many other industries such as retail, 
wholesale, communications, services, agriculture, transportation, hospitality, and construction. While 
its membership includes major employers like Boeing and Microsoft, more than 90 percent of AWB 
members employ fewer than 100 people. More than half of AWB’s members employ fewer than 10. 

 � College Promise Coalition (CPC)

The College Promise Coalition is a partnership that brings together dozens of organizations and 
individuals, including Washington’s public and private four- and two-year colleges and universities; 
students, families, faculty, alumni, education advocates, and leaders in business and labor. CPC works 
together to expand opportunities for education and training beyond high school so students can succeed 
regardless of their circumstances.

 � College Success Foundation (CSF) 
The College Success Foundation improves educational equity for underserved students through an 
integrated system of supports and scholarships. CSF supports students academically, financially, socially 
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and emotionally beginning in middle school, continuing through high school and college, and extending 
into our scholars’ post-college years to ensure success in life.

 � Council of Faculty (COF)

The Council was established in 1971 by Senate chairpersons and other faculty members from the two 
State universities and four comprehensive colleges of Washington. The faculty governance organization 
(senate, all college, etc.) of each public college or university in Washington elects a faculty legislative 
representative. These six representatives form the Council of Faculty. Each representative is an active 
classroom teacher/scholar who maintains contact with his or her faculty and the state legislature. The 
council seeks to transcend individual institutional agendas to address the statewide higher education 
needs of the citizenry of Washington. The Council of Faculty thus offers the most current, accurate and 
complete perspective of the 6,000+ public higher education faculty in our state.

 � Washington Roundtable (WA Roundtable)

The Washington Roundtable is a nonprofit organization comprised of senior executives of major private 
sector employers in Washington state. Members work together to effect positive change on public 
policy issues that they believe are most important to supporting state economic vitality and fostering 
opportunity for all Washingtonians.

 � Washington STEM (Washington STEM)

Washington STEM is a statewide, independent nonprofit organization headquartered in Seattle, WA. 
Launched in 2011 and founded on the principles of equity, partnership, and sustainability, Washington 
STEM seeks smart, scalable solutions that lead to opportunities for those students most underserved 
and underrepresented in STEM fields. Washington STEM believes that through a high-quality STEM 
education, Washington students will become the leaders, critical thinkers, and creators that will tackle 
the biggest challenges facing our state, nation, and the world.

 � Washington Student Association (WSA)

The WSA focuses on direct legislative advocacy and grassroots organizing to bring awareness and change 
to the issues impacting current and future students. Student leaders from campuses work throughout 
the year to get students engaged with state and local decision makers who impact the higher education 
landscape. WSA works with higher education partners and state agencies to increase investments to our 
universities, decrease the cost of tuition, and increase our financial aid programs. WSA also works on 
preserving the accessibility and quality of our campuses by enhancing and expanding on-campus student 
services that are critical to the success and retention of our students. WSA’s legislative advocacy is led by 
a team of legislative liaisons and their campus associations who work throughout the legislative session 
in Olympia to advocate on behalf of students. On top of each individual campus’ lobby day, student 
associations fund and support one student liaison to serve as their institutions’ full-time student lobbyist 
to ensure a continuous student presence in Olympia.

Intersection with K-12

Like higher education, Washington K-12 is locally controlled. There are 294 school districts in Washington. 
Each school district is governed by a locally elected school board. 
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At the state level there two agencies focused on K-12 education. In Washington, it is worth noting pre-K and 
early learning programs are represented through the work of a third agency, the Washington Department of 
Children, Youth and Families. 

These agencies, like other state agencies, develop policy that reflects the priorities of the Governor or their 
elected leader in the case of the Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) and the experience 
and thinking of the Board members within the vision, mission and scope of the agency. 

Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction – The Office of the Superintendent of Public 
Instruction is the primary agency charged with overseeing public K–12 education in Washington. The 
Superintendent of Public Instruction is a non-partisan elected position and serves a four-year term. The 
position was last elected in 2016.

OSPI works with the state’s locally controlled 294 public school districts and 6 state-tribal education compact 
schools, OSPI allocates funding and provides tools, resources, and technical assistance so every student in 
Washington is provided a high-quality public education. 

The agency’s mission is to transform K–12 education to a system that is centered on closing opportunity gaps 
and is characterized by high expectations for all students and educators. OSPI achieves this by developing 
equity-based policies and supports that empower educators, families, and communities.

Washington’s public four-year college and universities engage with OSPI on a range of issues that intersect 
between K-12 and higher education. Some of the main issues are dual credit and high school graduation.

Washington State Board of Education – The State Board of Education (SBE) provides transparent 
leadership in K-12 education policymaking; effective oversight of schools serving Washington K-12 students; 
and assertive advocacy for student personal growth and success. These three areas of responsibility support a 
system that personalizes learning for each student and values diverse cultures, abilities, and learning styles. 

SBE is led by a 16-member Board that includes seven members appointed by the Governor, five members filled 
through elections by Washington state public school board directors, one private school member, two student 
representatives and the Superintendent of Public Instruction.

Washington’s public four-year college and universities engage with SBE primarily around high school 
graduation requirements. 

In addition, to OSPI and SBE there are several K-12 associations and organizations representing key stakeholder 
voices in education.  These include: 

 � Association of Educational Service Districts (AESD)

The purpose of the Association of Educational Service Districts is to provide communication and 
coordination among ESD Boards for educational advocacy; for fostering leadership and partnerships; 
and for collaboration within the education community. OSPI and ESD superintendents have agreed 
to commit to establish and maintain the OSPI/AESD partnership. They are working together to 
realize an open and coordinated system focused on shared statewide initiatives that collaborates on 
goals, accountability measures, and deliverables, and that engages in continual improvement efforts to 
strengthen the efficacy of the partnership on behalf of Washington’s students. ESDs link local public and 
private schools with one another and with state and national resources. ESD cooperatives and programs 
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enhance educational opportunities because they realize significant savings, allowing districts to send 
more dollars directly to the classroom and provide special services that might otherwise be unavailable 
to their regions.

 � Association of Washington School Principals (AWSP)

The mission of the Association of Washington School Principals is to support principals and the 
principalship in the education of all students. AWSP’s vision of the future is one in which every principal 
strives to ensure that all students achieve or exceed state and local learning requirements. 

 � Public School Employees of Washington (PSE)

PSE of Washington state is a labor union that represents classified educational support professionals in 
K-12 public schools and universities. Classified employees include paraeducators, secretaries, custodians, 
and those involved in campus security, technology, transportation, maintenance, grounds, and food 
service. PSE represents 27,000 members in 175 school districts across the state. 

 � Washington Association of School Administrators (WASA)

WASA is a private, not-for-profit organization open to superintendents and central office, school 
building and educational agency administrators. WASA has 1,000 active members, 500+ retired 
members, and 12 employees. 

 � Washington Council of for High School-College Relations (WCHSCR)

The Washington Council operates for educational purposes and is organized to assist all Washington 
State students to access and engage in post-secondary opportunities at its member institutions. The 
membership of the Council includes representatives from Washington’s public and not-for-profit private 
four-year colleges and universities, community and technical colleges and K-12. 

 � Washington Education Association (WEA)

WEA, the state’s largest public employee union, represents approximately 82,000 public school 
employees, including teachers, classified staff, and higher education staff. The WEA’s mission is to 
advance the professional interests of its members to make public education the best it can be for 
students, staff, and communities. 

 � Washington School Counselors Association (WSCA) 

WSCA represents certificated Professional School Counselors who work in public and private schools 
at all levels. WSCA is focused on the promotion of best practices in, and advocacy for professional 
school counseling. In addition, WSCA develops professional school counselor’s expertise by providing 
leadership and professional development that promotes positive student outcomes in the areas of 
academic support, career planning, and personal/social development, thereby enhancing achievement 
for every student.

https://www.awsp.org/
http://pseclassified.org/
https://www.wasa-oly.org/
https://www.wa-council.org/
https://www.washingtonea.org/
https://www.wa-schoolcounselor.org/
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 � Washington State Parent Teacher Association (WSPTA)

The Washington State PTA is a nonprofit membership association which seeks to bring together the 
home, school, and community on behalf of all children and youth. The board of directors governs the 
affairs of the State PTA and provides leadership training and education to local PTA units and councils. 
The Washington State PTA is chartered by and affiliated with the national PTA. 

 � Washington State School Directors’ Association (WSSDA)

WSSDA builds leaders by empowering its members with tools, knowledge, and skills to govern with 
excellence and advocate for public education. All Washington School Directors effectively govern to 
ensure each, and every student has what they need to be successful within our state’s public education 
system.

https://www.wastatepta.org/
https://www.wssda.org/
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Washington State Framework

Overview

The Constitution of the State of Washington establishes the governance structure at the state level. In 
Washington, the Executive Branch is composed of the Governor, several other statewide elected officials and the 
Governor’s cabinet. The Washington State Legislature consists of the House of Representatives and State Senate. 
The judiciary is composed of the Washington Supreme Court and lower courts. There is also local government, 
consisting of counties, municipalities, and special districts. 

Executive Branch

In Washington, the executive branch is organized by individually elected officials. Elected officials are not 
elected as a ticket. Each office is elected separately creating an outcome of independent priorities and goals that 
may be loosely connected along political party priorities.

Washington is led by a Governor. The Governor is the head of the executive branch and commander-in-chief of 
the state’s military forces. The Governor has the duty to enforce state laws, the power to either approve or veto 
bills passed by the Washington Legislature and line-item veto power to cancel specific provisions in spending 
bills. The Washington Governor may also convene the legislature on extraordinary occasions also known as 
special sessions.

Within the Governor’s Office, is the Office of the Education Ombud (OEO).The OEO resolves complaints, 
disputes, and problems between families and elementary and secondary public schools in all areas that affect 
student learning. The Office of the Education Ombuds functions independently from the public school system 
and provides an alternative to costly lawsuits and administrative hearings. Their services are available to 
students from kindergarten to 12th grade and are free and confidential. 

The Governor’s Executive Cabinet includes members representing the Washington Student Achievement 
Council and the Department of Children, Youth and Families. The Governor’s Small Agency Cabinet includes 
representation from the Workforce Board. No higher education agency or organization is a member of either 
cabinet. 

In addition, to the Governor the state constitution identifies the following offices: Lieutenant Governor, 
Attorney General, Secretary of State, Treasurer, Auditor, Commissioner of Public Lands, and the Superintendent 
of Public Instruction. The offices of each of the state constitutional officers are established in the Washington 
constitution, except for the Insurance Commissioner, which was created by statute. Each office is elected on 
a partisan ballot to concurrent four-year terms, except for the Superintendent of Public Instruction who is 
officially non-partisan. The last election took place in 2016. 

Regarding higher education there are five major elected officials or bodies that influence higher education policy 
and practice in Washington. The most influential are the Governor and the Legislature. 

In addition, the following offices also influence higher education policy and practices:

 ® Attorney General. Within the Office of the Attorney General each public four-year college or university 
has its own assistant attorney general.  There is loose coordination among the different assistant attorney 
generals across the sector.

http://leg.wa.gov/CodeReviser/Pages/WAConstitution.aspx
https://www.governor.wa.gov/
https://oeo.wa.gov/en
https://www.atg.wa.gov/
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 ® Secretary of State. The Secretary of State’s office primarily engages with higher education institutions 
around access to voting drop boxes and information. 

 ® Lieutenant Governor. The Lieutenant Governor’s office has recently prioritized higher education policy. 

 ® Superintendent of Public Instruction. OSPI has a vested interest in the transition from K-12 to higher 
education. 

Finally, there are several state departments governed and managed by independent commissions, including the 
Department of Fish and Wildlife and the Department of Transportation. Heads of the remaining departments 
are appointed by the Governor, with the advice and consent of the Washington State Senate. 

Legislative Branch

In Washington, the State Legislature is the state’s legislative branch. The State Legislature is bicameral and is 
composed of the House of Representatives and the State Senate.  The state is divided into 49 legislative districts 
of equal population, each of which elects two representatives and one senator. Representatives serve two-
year terms and senators serve four-year terms. State Senate terms are offset so half of the senators are up for 
reelection every two years.  There are no term limits in Washington. 

House of Representatives – The Speaker of the House presides over the House of Representatives. The 
Speaker and the Speaker Pro Tem are nominated by the majority party caucus followed by a vote of the full 
House. As well as presiding over the body, the Speaker is also the chief leadership position, and controls the flow 
of legislation. In the absence of the Speaker the Speaker Pro Tem assumes the role of Speaker. Within the House 
of Representatives there are two caucuses, the Republican and the Democrat caucus.  

The House is organized through several committees. Each committee is led by a Chair and Vice Chair from the 
majority party and a Ranking Member from the minority party. In the House, the primary higher education 
related committees include:

 ® House College and Workforce Development Committee: The House College & Workforce Development 
Committee considers issues relating to the state’s public and independent baccalaureate colleges and 
universities, public community and technical colleges, and private career schools. Issues include 
governance and coordination of higher education, financial aid, tuition, distance learning, workforce 
development, apprenticeships and the licensing of private colleges and career schools. 

 ® House Education Committee: The House Education Committee considers issues relating to K-12 grade 
education.

 ® House Appropriations Committee: The House Appropriations Committee considers the operating 
budget bill and related legislation, budget processes, and fiscal issues such as pension policy and 
compensation. The committee also considers bills with operating budget fiscal impacts.

 ® House Capital Budget Committee: The House Capital Budget Committee considers the state capital 
budget which approves money for the construction and repair of public buildings and for other long-
term investments, such as land acquisitions and transfers. In addition, the committee considers state 
money that is either given or lent to local governments or nonprofit organizations for infrastructure, 
housing, and cultural and heritage facilities. The committee also considers bills relating to public works 
contracting, state buildings and land, and the authorization of state debt.

https://www.sos.wa.gov/
https://www.ltgov.wa.gov/the-office-of-the-lt-governor
https://www.k12.wa.us/
http://leg.wa.gov/
http://leg.wa.gov/House/Pages/default.aspx
http://leg.wa.gov/House/Committees/CWD/Pages/default.aspx
http://leg.wa.gov/House/Committees/ED/Pages/default.aspx
http://leg.wa.gov/House/Committees/APP/Pages/default.aspx
http://leg.wa.gov/House/Committees/CB/Pages/default.aspx
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State Senate – The Lieutenant Governor serves as the President of the Senate, but only casts a vote if required 
to break a tie. In his/her/their absence, the President Pro Tempore presides over the Senate. The President Pro 
Tempore is elected by the majority party caucus followed by confirmation of the entire Senate through a Senate 
Resolution. The President Pro Tempore is the chief leadership position in the Senate. The other legislative 
leaders, such as the majority and minority leaders, are elected by their respective party caucuses. Within the 
Senate there are two caucuses, the Republican and the Democrat caucus.  

The Senate is organized through several committees. Each committee is led by a Chair and Vice Chair from the 
majority party and a Ranking Member from the minority party. In the Senate the primary higher education 
related committees include:

 ® Senate Higher Education & Workforce Development Committee: The Senate Higher Education & 
Workforce Development Committee considers issues relating to the state’s public and independent 
baccalaureate colleges and universities, public community and technical colleges, and private career 
schools. Issues include governance and coordination of higher education, financial aid, tuition, and 
workforce training.

 ® Senate Early Learning & K-12 Education Committee: The Senate Early Learning & K-12 Education 
Committee considers issues relating to K-12 education.  The committee also considers issues related to 
early learning programs, including the Early Childhood Education and Assistance Program and Working 
Connections Program.

 ® Senate Ways & Means Committee: The Senate Ways and Means Committee considers the operating and 
capital budget bills and related legislation, including the authorization of state debt.  The committee also 
deals with tax policy and other fiscal issues such as pension policy and compensation in addition to bills 
with operating budget fiscal impacts.  

http://leg.wa.gov/Senate/Pages/default.aspx
http://leg.wa.gov/Senate/Committees/HEWD/Pages/default.aspx
http://leg.wa.gov/Senate/Committees/EDU/Pages/default.aspx
http://leg.wa.gov/Senate/Committees/WM/Pages/default.aspx
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Washington State Funding and Policy

Overview

Instruction at Washington’s public four-year college and universities is funded primarily through state funding 
and tuition. State and federal financial aid programs are a critical component of Washington’s higher education 
funding. The State Legislature sets policy and budgets for state agencies as well as colleges and universities.  

Funding

At the state level the State Legislature sets budgets for state agencies and public colleges and universities. 
The State General Fund and student tuition provide the majority of funds in the state operating budget for 
Washington’s public four-year college and universities. Other revenue sources for higher education include 
grants, contract and dedicated local revenues. 

State Funding – The General Fund includes revenues from the state sales tax, business and occupation tax, 
property tax and other excise taxes. Higher education budget discussions focus on the Near General Fund. 
The Near General Fund includes money from the General Fund, Education Legacy Trust Account, and other 
sources. 

Additional information can be found in the COP Sector Fact Book. 

In Washington, maintenance level is the amount of funding needed by public institutions to deliver the same 
level of services they did in the previous biennium. A maintenance-level budget includes cost increase over 
which the institutions have no control, such as negotiated wage and benefit agreements, inflation in the cost of 
goods and services and increased energy costs.

Washington is not required to provide a certain level of higher education services for its residents. Historically, 
as revenue has declined, legislators reluctantly have reduced funding for higher education and other 
discretionary parts of the state budget more than areas that are protected under Washington law, such as basic 
K-12 education.

Regarding the capital budget, Washington has continually invested in classrooms, research facilities and support 
structures that constitute the brick and mortar of public colleges and universities. The state provides three kinds 
of facility support: (1) building maintenance, (2) repair and renovation and (3) expanded capacity to meet 
increased levels of enrollment. Operating budget funds are earmarked for repair and renovation, and capital 
funds are used to support new construction.  In addition, state law limits the amount of state debt incurred 
through general obligation bonds, institutional requests for new capital construction must be prioritized on a 
biennial basis. 

In October of each calendar year, public four-year college and universities submit operating and capital budget 
proposals to the Office of Financial Management for consideration by the Governor for the biennial and 
supplemental state operating and capital budgets. 

Tuition and Fees – In Washington for the public baccalaureate institutions tuition consists of two compo-
nents.  Operating fees which are primarily used to fund the instructional activities of an institution. The second 
is building fees that cover debt service on the institution’s building. Tuition combined with the following fees are 
commonly referred to as the “sticker price” to attend a higher education Washington: (1) Services and Activities 

https://councilofpresidents.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/2021_Fact_Book.pdf
https://www.ofm.wa.gov/
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Fees (S&A) which support student activities and (2) Technology feeds which at some institutions is charged to 
support technology enhancements. 

Tuition and fees are a component of the Cost of Attendance which also includes room, board, books, 
transportation, and incidentals.

In Washington tuition for public baccalaureate institutions was frozen in the operating budget passed and signed 
into law in 2013-15.  In 2015, increases in tuition were determined not to exceed 14-year average growth in 
median family income in statute.  

Additional information can be found in the COP Sector Fact Book.

Financial Aid – State and federal financial aid programs are critical components of Washington’s higher 
education funding system. Without financial aid, the goal of a college degree would be beyond the reach of many 
Washington families.  

Washington is a national leader in need-based financial aid for college students. The primary grant in 
Washington is the Washington College Grant (WCG), formerly known as the State Need Grant. Established in 
1969, the Washington Grant program has provided funding to low- and middle-income students for over 50 
years, expanding access and affordability in higher education for Washington residents.

In Washington state financial aid dollars are disbursed directly to students. They pass through the Offices of 
Financial Aid on each campus but do not institutional support programs and services on campus.

Additional information can be found in the COP Sector Fact Book.

Policy

At the state level, the State Legislature sets policy for state agencies as well as colleges and universities.  It is 
worth noting that the context is critical to determine if a colleges and universities are considered state agencies.  
Depending on the context “state agency” may or may not capture public baccalaureate institutions.  

There are three major policy drivers in Washington: (1) Costs which includes costs to student and families, costs 
to taxpayers, institutional costs and costs to the economy, (2) Completion which includes graduation, time to 
degree, completion of a credential, retention and employment post-graduation and (3) Access which includes 
access to whom and to what.

Each driver is influenced by a range of considerations or mechanisms that impact the driver including the type of 
fiscal payment, time, impact, and participation.

The lens by which a policymaker or stakeholder views the considerations within the drivers or a combination of 
considerations that combine drivers leads to the state-level policy solutions we experience in higher education.

The State Legislature creates and modifies state statutes, also known as the Revised Code of Washington (RCW). 
The Revised Code of Washington is the compilation of all permanent laws now in force. It is a collection of 
Session Laws (enacted by the Legislature, and signed by the Governor, or enacted via the initiative process), 
arranged by topic, with amendments added and repealed laws removed. It does not include temporary laws such 
as appropriations acts. The official version of the RCW is published by the Statute Law Committee and the Code 
Reviser.

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=28B.15.067
https://councilofpresidents.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/2021_Fact_Book.pdf
https://wsac.wa.gov/wcg
https://councilofpresidents.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/2021_Fact_Book.pdf
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/
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At the local level, college and universities are governed by a local Board of Regents and Board of Trustees. 
Institutional boards are responsible for implementation of Washington Administrative Codes (WAC). 
Regulations of executive branch agencies are issued by authority of statutes. Like legislation and the 
Constitution, regulations are a source of primary law in Washington State. The WAC codifies the regulations 
and arranges them by subject or agency. The online version of the WAC is updated twice a month. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/
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Resources

This primer serves as an introductory document on Washington higher education, the public, four-year college, 
and university sector. The following resources provide for deeper exploration into the topics introduced in this 
primer. 

 ® Public Baccalaureate Sector Fact Book

 ® Washington public baccalaureate sector Fact Sheets

 ® COP Legislative Reports

 ® Common Washington Acronyms

 ® Council of Presidents

https://councilofpresidents.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/2021_Fact_Book.pdf
https://councilofpresidents.org/sector-facts-figures/
https://councilofpresidents.org/legislative-engagement/
https://councilofpresidents.org/about/acronyms/
https://councilofpresidents.org/

