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Opportunity & Achievement 
 

Definition: 

The City of Tacoma defines opportunity as “a set of circumstances that make it possible to do or 

achieve something; a chance for employment or promotion,” and achievement as “a thing done 

successfully, typically by effort, courage, or skill.” 

  

Issue Statement:  
Childhood poverty is the greatest single risk factor for children, impacting everything from physical 

health and environmental quality to economic opportunity and social and emotional health. Children 

living in households with poverty-level incomes are extremely vulnerable to income loss, health 

episodes, or housing status change. The link between childhood poverty and its impacts on 

adolescent and adult outcomes is well founded, and new research is shedding light on the impact of 

poverty-related stress to children’s development and long-term functioning (Ratcliffe & McKernan, 

2012). 

 In the fall of 2015, about 50% of Tacoma’s kindergarten students met benchmarks in all six 

areas of development and learning of the Washington Kindergarten Inventory of Developing 

Skills. This rate is comparable to neighboring school districts. Students of Color, Low 

Income Students, and students with Limited English proficiency were less likely to meet 

benchmarks in all six of the domains. 

The rate of childhood poverty is driven by limited earning potential of adults as opposed to absence 

from the workforce.  

 

Priority Areas: 

The City of Tacoma subscribes to multi-generational approaches to address the limited earning 

potential of adults by investing in programs for children, youth and adults. The City will invest in 

systems that bring opportunities for living-wage
1
 employment. Further, City investments that make 

measurable impacts on individuals and families experiencing racial inequity and/or who are 

marginalized on the basis of identity and visibility status will be prioritized. Such investments allow 

historically marginalized individuals to build upon their own strengths to increase their earning 

power in the workplace and achieve financial stability and/or accumulate wealth.  

 

The Priority Areas the City of Tacoma will invest in are: 

 Workforce Development 

 Educational support and services 

 Financial empowerment services 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 According to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the living wage for 1 adult and 1 child in Pierce County is 

$24.40 per hour.  



Prepared by Christopher Wright 

Z:\HSPC\Opportunity & Achievement\OA Issue Statement FINAL 04132017.docx  

 2 

 

Workforce Development 
 

Definition 

The City of Tacoma approaches workforce development in two ways: supply-side workforce 

development activities enhance the ability of the residents of Tacoma to participate in the workforce 

while demand-side workforce development activities enhance the ability of employers to increase 

employment opportunities for a trained and capable workforce. For the purposes of Neighborhood 

and Community Services funding, the focus is on supply-side workforce development. The Human 

Services Division will work with other City departments to ensure that supply-side workforce 

development activities are in sync with the demands of employers.  

 

Issue Statement 

Many of Tacoma’s residents struggle with under- and unemployment, limited educational 

opportunity, and poor life outcomes commonly associated with poverty. The City is working to 

understand and address the full range of barriers that community members face to economic 

advancement, including structural barriers to financial stability and wealth generation that have led 

to income segregation and racial disparities.  

 In 2014, approximately 6,500 Tacoma residents had less than a 9th grade education and 

14,000 residents had a 9th to 12th grade education and no diploma. 

 The City’s unemployment rate over the past five years is consistently higher than the 

County’s and has been an average of 2 percentage points higher than the State’s rate. 

 

Priority Areas 

For individuals to enter, progress, and be competitive in the job market, they must have the 

necessary basic skills and industry recognized certifications.  The City will invest in systems that:  

 Provide industry recognized and portable certifications  

 Provide basic or remedial training to meet minimum qualifications for state-approved pre-

apprenticeship training programs  

 Enhance a job-seekers critical skill set as it relates to workplace readiness 

 Provide case management or career navigation services  

 Provide supportive services for students, trainees, and job-seekers 

  Connect historically marginalized populations to services, networks, and opportunities 

leading to an increase in earning power, financial stability, and wealth accumulation 

 

Educational Support and Services 

 

Definition 

The Educational Support and Services Focus Area relates to services that enhance the full spectrum 

of education (from early learning to high school) and the education system’s connections to career 

pathways. 

 

Issue Statement 

 

Children and youth who are not actively engaged in school face serious challenges as they transition 

to adulthood. Not graduating high school can limit future economic success and indicate future 
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employment difficulties and poverty as adults. Pierce County and Tacoma individuals who did not 

graduate high school are less active in the labor force than others with the same level of educational 

attainment. Tacoma residents who at least graduated high school are equally, or slightly more, active 

in the labor force as those with comparable education across the county and state.  

 The median earnings of Tacoma residents with a bachelor’s degree is approximately $20,000 

higher than for Tacoma residents with only a high school diploma (including equivalency). 

 

Priority Areas 

To increase future employment and economic success, the City will invest in systems that provide 

basic education and training and increase academic achievement opportunities for children, youth 

and adults, particularly those impacted by poverty and students of color, that result in: 

 High quality learning opportunities 

 Workplace readiness for youth and adults 

 Youth and adult employment opportunities and connections to the world of work 

 Industry recognized and portable certifications  

 Post-secondary educational opportunities, including apprenticeship 

 

Financial Empowerment  
 

Definition 

The City of Tacoma recognizes that financial empowerment is the interaction between the existing 

financial-systems environment and an individual’s behavior. The City defines financial 

empowerment as programming that works to change residents’ knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors 

to thrive in the existing system by providing support services and behavioral change mechanisms. It 

is also recognized that there is a significant need for financial institutions to develop non-predatory 

gateways and products that meet the banking and credit needs of persons entering or re-entering the 

financial system.   

 

Issue Statement: 

Unemployed residents and low-wage workers often find themselves and their family members 

seeking assistance with finding employment, emergency food and utility assistance, or a brighter 

future for their families. Many families, despite being employed, struggle with monthly expenses 

that exceed their income (“negative monthly cash flow”) and are without sufficient resources to 

build a savings cushion. Additionally, many who are living in, or on the cusp of, poverty face a 

“benefit cliff” that dis-incentivizes income growth with the threat of losing public benefits and 

income supports. 

  

Low-income families who lack emergency savings or a favorable credit score often turn to payday 

lenders, check-cashing services, high- interest auto lots, and rent-to-own stores. Utilities and cell 

phone providers also require up-front deposits, in the absence of good credit, to establish service. 

These deposits, fees, and high interest charges of alternative financial providers take a significant 

bite out of monthly cash flow. 

 Between 5% and 10% of residents are unbanked and spend $60 per month on average on 

check cashing services. These are disproportionately African American and Hispanic 

residents. 
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 Approximately 7,700 low- to moderate-income homeowners are cost-burdened, paying more 

than 30% of their household income on housing costs and homeownership is unattainable for 

many. 

 

Priority Areas 

To become financially empowered, individuals must have increased access, inclusion, and 

knowledge of financial strategies and behavioral supports that allow upward economic mobility.  

The City will invest in systems that provide basic education and training for Tacoma residents that 

result in:  

 Services that increase residents’ access to financial products and institutions  

 Services that provide financial coaching to include debt reduction and credit usage 

 Services that increase financial literacy and develop a habit of budgeting and saving 

 Connections to, and navigation of, benefit systems 

 Removing barriers to accessing transportation and childcare 

 


