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Driver Education Voucher Program
Framework and Guidelines

Executive summary

House bill (HB) 1878, which focuses on young driver safety, aims to reduce serious injury
and fatal crashes by extending driver training age requirements, expanding access to driver
education, and adding training requirements. HB 1878 requires Washington State
Department of Licensing (DOL) establish the Driver Education Voucher Program (DEVP) to
minimize barriers to obtaining a driver license. DEVP will subsidize the cost of driver
education for individuals who experience economic hardship, including those with mobility
limitations.

This document provides a high-level framework and guidelines for establishing the DEVP
that will begin January 1, 2027, and continue subject to available funding. By following this
framework, DOL plans to create a voucher program that is:

e Equitably distributed, improving access to driver education.
e Focused on user experience and collaboration with interested parties.

The guidelines in this document cover outreach opportunities and channels, program
eligibility, voucher distribution, and recommended funding levels. Beginning January 1,
2028, DEVP will report annually on program activities and funding recommendations.

Legislative requirements — RCW 46.82.480

The establishment of the voucher program is codified in law, subject to funding and
reporting requirements, and has no end date.

(1) Beginning January 1, 2027, and subject to the availability of funds appropriated in the
omnibus transportation appropriations act for this specific purpose, the department must
establish a program to provide vouchers for individuals at least 15 years of age but under
25 years of age to cover up to the average cost of driver training education courses for
drivers who reside in low-income households, with the goal of assisting as many people as
possible with the greatest need, measured both by income and mobility needs otherwise
unserved, to access driver training education. A voucher may be applied to the cost of a
course offered by a school district or an approved private school under chapter 28A.220
RCW," the cost of a course offered by a driver training school under this chapter, the cost
of a driver training education refresher course, the cost of a safe driving course if required

"app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=28A.220
I ———
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under RCW 46.20.1191(9),2 or the cost of a condensed traffic safety education course. A
voucher may not be provided more than once for any of the eligible courses under this
subsection.

(2) In consultation with the Washington traffic safety commission, the department shall
adopt rules establishing eligibility criteria and application and award procedures, and any
other necessary rules, for implementing this section.

(3) An applicant who has previously received financial support to complete a driver training
program under RCW 74.13.338(2)(b)® or 49.04.290% is deemed ineligible for a voucher
under this section.

(4) Driver training education course costs or fees may not be inflated to offset any voucher
amounts provided by applicants. The department may evaluate such course pricing to
determine if costs or fees have been inflated for this purpose.

(5) By December 1, 2025, the department, in consultation with the Washington traffic
safety commission and the department of social and health services, shall provide to the
appropriate committees of the legislature, a policy framework and guidelines for the
voucher program, to include the following considerations:

(a) Targeted demographics, including individuals or families who are cost burdened
or eligible to receive funds under economic and community services programs;

(b) Consideration of the need for a vehicle by geography, taking into account
mobility needs and other mobility options available in a community;

(c) An approach to reach young adults over the age of 18, especially for those
enrolled in community or technical colleges; and

(d) Recommended voucher funding levels for projected or anticipated eligible
individuals.

(6) Beginning January 1, 2028, the department shall annually report to the transportation
committees of the legislature the following:

(a) The income criteria used to determine voucher awards for driver training
education courses;

2 app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=46.20.1191
3 app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=74.13.338
4 app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=49.04.290
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(b) The number of applicants for driver training education vouchers annually by
county;

(c) The number of vouchers awarded annually by county;
(d) The number of vouchers redeemed annually by county;
(e) The dollar amount of vouchers redeemed annually by county;

(f) The community average income of voucher recipients during the reporting period;
and

(g) The number of eligible applicants who did not receive or could not use a voucher.

(7) This section does not create an entitlement to receive voucher program funds.
Outreach and collaboration

Collaboratively building a sustainable voucher program has been a cornerstone of
launching DOL’s Driver Education Voucher Program. DOL’s approach included the
following efforts:

e InJuly 2025, DOL started meeting with the Washington Traffic Safety Commission
(WTSC) and Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) twice monthly. DOL
continues to consult with WTSC and DSHS while developing the driver education
voucher framework and guidelines.

e DOLresearched other states’ driver education voucher programs and met with
program staff from other states.

e In October 2025, DOL collected feedback from interested parties, including
financial assistance organizations, driver training schools, and other members of
the public via a survey.

e DOL program staff started meeting with impacted driver training schools to ensure
the voucher program meets their needs as small business owners.

Policy framework

Applicants to the Driver Education Voucher Program live across Washington state and are
15 up to 25 years old. When distributing vouchers to applicants, DOL must consider
factors, including household income and mobility needs.

To ensure voucher recipients meet the requirements above, DOL proposes developing a
driver education voucher equity index to estimate the community-level need for a driver
education voucher. Using census tracts, the goal of this index is to identify the geographic
areas in Washington state with the greatest need for driver training financial assistance. A

[
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larger share of the driver education program vouchers can be allocated to those areas of
the state.

Applicant eligibility criteria
DOL uses income-based eligibility criteria. Individuals or families at or below 200 percent

of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) qualify for the DEVP. This is based on DSHS feedback,
indicating the eligibility criteria is commonly used for other financial assistance programs.

The two categories of eligible drivers are:
e Drivers who are required to take novice driver education (age 15, up to 22)
e Drivers who are required to take additional courses due to moving violation history
(age 18, up to 25)

Estimates of eligible population

In Washington state between 2018 and 2023, there was an annual average of 285,000
people inthe 15 up to 25 age range living below 200 percent of the FPL. Since people aged
15 up to 25 will be eligible to apply for a driver education voucher, 285,000 is the estimated
number of people who will be eligible for DEVP each year. DOL’s evaluation of other states’
driver education scholarship or voucher programs indicates demand will outpace fund
availability.

Table 1. Population age 15 to 24 with income below 200 percent of the Federal Poverty
Level in Washington state.

Age 2018 2019 2021 2022 2023 5-year average

15 25,502 | 27,183 | 25,544 | 26,905 | 27,244 26,476
16 26,568 | 21,618 | 28,490 | 23,899 | 24,789 25,073
17 21,992 | 19,689 | 22,509 | 22,434 | 24,269 22,179
18 25,626 | 20,625 | 17,905 | 23,120 | 20,030 21,461
19 28,056 | 31,840 | 25,289 | 20,795 | 24,818 26,160
20 40,324 | 32,561 | 30,222 | 29,064 | 31,421 32,718
21 40,651 | 36,643 | 38,326 | 31,672 | 29,394 35,337
22 38,627 | 31,284 | 40,034 | 32,933 | 33,546 35,285
23 30,628 | 28,544 | 33,215 | 32,883 | 33,086 31,671
24 30,248 | 27,037 | 25,552 | 28,207 | 31,329 28,475

Total (ages | 308,222 | 277,024 | 287,086 | 271,912 | 279,926 284,834

15-24)

Data source: United State Census.gov, ACS 1-Year Estimates from the Public Use Microdata Sample.
Note: ACS 1-year estimates for 2020 not available in PUMS.

While Table 1 provides an estimate of the eligible population, it is important to consider
additional factors to accurately estimate the annual demand for vouchers.

[
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The proportion of eligible applicants who will submit an application
for a voucher

The percentage of eligible people who apply for low-income benefits in other statewide
programs varies considerably. Factors, such as program awareness and ease of the
application process, might impact the application rate. The type of program also impacts
the number of applicants. Accurately estimating the application rate for the Washington
state voucher program isn’t possible until the program is implemented and evaluated
annually.

The number of applications that will be submitted each year from the
eligible population

DOL does not expect the entire eligible population group to apply for a voucher within a
single year. For example, a 15-year-old who meets income eligibility in 2027 might wait a
few years before getting a driver instruction permit and/or applying for a driver education
voucher. This delay could be for a variety of reasons (e.g., lack of interest or hesitation to
start driving, competing obligations at school or home, or lack of access to a vehicle to
practice driving).

Data source for the driver education voucher equity index

DOL is in consultation with the Department of Social and Health Services and the
Washington Traffic Safety Commission in analyzing the best data approaches to inform the
framework for DEVP. DOL plans to use data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American
Community Survey (ACS) to develop the voucher equity index and voucher distribution
method. The ACS is an ongoing survey of the nation’s population conducted by the U.S.
Census Bureau; it provides detailed demographic, housing, social, and economic data.
The ACS data estimates are released annually for a variety of geographic areas, including
census tracts. Census tracts are small statistical subdivisions of a county that could be
updated after each decennial census. Based on the 2020 census, there are 1,784 census
tracts in Washington, each averaging 4,150 residents.

The ACS estimates are based on data from a random sample of people and housing units,
not the entire population. The ACS has an annual national sample size of approximately
3.5 million households (about 1 out of every 40 U.S. households). The ACS survey response
rate is nearly 94 percent. Since the ACS is a sample of the population, it can be used to
obtain characteristics of an area or make comparisons across areas.

Factors to consider for driver education voucher distribution
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A set of ACS variables have been identified that point to a community-level need for driver
education vouchers. DOL will use these factors to estimate the need for driver education
vouchers for each Washington census tract. This information can be used to inform how
vouchers are distributed to applicants throughout the state — with a larger share of
available vouchers going to areas of the state with a higher estimated need.

e Income-related factors

o Percentage of the population below 200 percent of the FPL in the past 12
months. An estimate of the population eligible for low-income benefits or
assistance based onincome level.

o Percentage of the population living in households that received
Supplemental Security Income (SSl), cash public assistance income, or
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) supportin the past 12
months. An estimate of the population that has received low-income
benefits or assistance in the past 12 months.

e Mobility-related factors

o Percentage of workers age 16 years and over who commute to work by
driving alone. This variable can serve as a proxy for communities that are
more vehicle dependent and have fewer viable transportation options (e.g.,
public transportation, biking, or walking as a substitute for driving).

o Mean travel time to work (minutes) for workers 16 years and over.
Communities with a higher mean travel time to work can serve as an
indicator of a longer distance from urban centers. These communities often
have limited transportation options, increasing the need for a vehicle for
essential travel.

e Population eligible for a voucher. Percentage of the population aged 15 up to 25
years. The population age group eligible for a driver education voucher.

e Public school enrollment. Percentage of the population aged 15 up to 25 years
enrolled in public school. This includes public kindergarten through twelfth grade,
as well as public college/undergraduate and public graduate/professional school.

Driver education voucher equity index application

The driver education voucher equity index will be used as part of a mathematical model to
ensure vertical and horizontal equity in voucher distribution. This will include the use of
identified variables to weigh the most important factors. The model will be used to
prioritize distribution among Washington census tracts. Communities with the most
demonstrated need will receive more vouchers.

Targeted outreach
I ———
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House bill 1878 directs DOL to develop “an approach to reach young adults over the age of
18, especially those enrolled in community or technical colleges.”

To support this requirement, DOL will meet with the Washington State Board for
Community and Technical Colleges (WSBCTC) to understand effective communication
channels for students. Based on these insights, DOL will develop strategies to efficiently
reach students and educators. This approach will be adapted for other partner
organizations.

Subject to available resources, DOL will employ a range of outreach methods targeting
younger drivers, including:

e Social media platforms

e YouTube videos

e Podcasts and webinars

e Text messaging campaigns

DOL will also explore complementary strategies, such as influencer partnerships,
contests, and content development (e.g., blog posts and infographics).

Recommended funding

The numbers below are based on preliminary estimates; DOL intends to use these figures
as a starting point. Amounts will be updated based on actual revenue accrual and
fluctuations in the driver education market.

As previously indicated, demand for vouchers will likely outpace available funding. DOL is
recommending:

e $2.4 million of funds from the established account be directed to fund driver
education vouchers in 2027 — 95 percent for first-time driver education and 5
percent for driver intervention courses.

e Individual $450 vouchers for first-time driver education (5,065 vouchers) and $100
vouchers for driver intervention courses.

Note: The average cost of driver education varies from $600 to $800 depending on
location. Research and review of similar programs, including feedback from
Washington driver training schools, indicates higher course completion rates when
customers pay some portion of the total course amount.

e Monthly voucher awards will be made on a first come, first served basis according
to the driver education voucher index. DOL will consider approved but not awarded
applications for up to 60 days from the approval date. If an award hasn’t been made
after 60 days, the applicant must reapply. This means if there are qualifying

[
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applicants but not enough vouchers available, DOL will hold the approved
applications for 60 days, moving the pre-approved but unawarded applications to
the top of the award list the following month.

Program application, evaluation, and future reports

DOL is contracting with an online application and distribution system vendor for voucher
and grant programs. The vendor will provide a user-friendly platform capable of generating
automated reports and details on program spending and distribution.

The first annual report, due January 1, 2028, will detail revenue generated into the
established account based on appropriations made in HB 1878. This report will summarize
all activities and make updated funding recommendations based on program participation
and distribution.
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