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Executive Summary
This strategic plan focuses on the steps necessary 
for fully developing a mixed-delivery early education 
system that addresses the needs of children from 
birth through age five. In addition, it advances the 
findings and recommendations from previous California 
strategic planning efforts with the latest research, 
input from California’s diverse stakeholders, and the 
needs assessment process completed under the 2019 
Preschool Development Grant Birth Through Five. 
It also includes actionable strategies to attain the state’s 
vision with a recommended sequence of actions.

This comprehensive 10-year strategic plan is created for the current moment 

and seeks to capture the collective wisdom, passion, and commitment of 

those who have contributed their ideas about the changes necessary to have 

an ELC system that supports children and families. Completing the transfor-

mation of our current system will require 7 to 10 years of steady investment 

and management. The areas of need and challenges of the current system are 

 well-documented. Experts and advocates have offered hundreds of recom-

mendations over the years on how to improve and transform the system. 

Experts, practitioners, parents and others contributed to the identification of 

goals and objectives to address these needs. Three overarching categories 

emerged: Quality, Access, and Funding. 

The research and stakeholder input contributed to the following conclusion:

Quality, access, and funding are linked. To achieve and maximize outcomes 

for young children, California needs to both expand access and increase 

quality. Both require more funding, but funding must keep pace with capacity 

to implement expansion and improvement with fidelity. In other words, 

sequencing investments to create a sound structure on which to build a 

system is necessary for sustained success. 
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By investing in access, California can increase the number of children 

receiving care within the system. By simultaneously investing in quality 

improvements, California can ensure that providers added to serve more 

children are highly qualified to support the newly added children and reinforce 

the necessary state infrastructure to support this expansion. Investing in either 

quality or access alone will not produce a high-quality ELC system. Funding is 

also a critical component and needs to be braided appropriately with quality 

and funding. 

The three categories are interdependent: a change in one category supports 

and/or requires a change in the others for the system to absorb and actualize 

the intended impact of the change. For example, expanding the workforce will 

allow for more children to be served by more providers, but this requires more 

space to house expanding programs. As such, it follows that both changes 

require a shift in funding and all changes require attention to the state infra-

structure responsible for implementing the changes to begin with. This means 

that attention to the parts and the whole of this strategic plan matters because 

the sequence (captured in phases) is designed to create launching points for 

further system improvement and development. 
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This strategic plan is structured around three phases with the following critical 

milestones.

Phase 1, Years 1-3
Plan and Build State and 
Local Capacity

Phase 2, Years 4-6
Implement, Expand, and 
Improve

Phase 3, Years 7+
Sustain with Continuous 
Improvement

• Fully develop state and 
regional structure and 
systems to define, mon-
itor, manage, and support 
quality, including but not 
limited to governance, 
data, assessments, and 
capacity to productively 
include all providers.

• Plan and begin implemen-
tation of statewide data 
system.

• Expand paid family leave.

• Create a model for and 
systems to provide state-
wide professional learning 
opportunities.

• Create a plan and begin 
transition to a tiered-re-
imbursement structure 
that links funding with 
objectives for quality and 
compensation.

• Establish priorities for 
interagency collaboration 
to address regulatory and 
statutory changes needed 
to streamline and improve 
system.

• Increase infant and toddler 
care in highest need areas 
of the state.

• Expand preschool for all 
three and four year olds.

• Increase full-day program 
availability.

• Empower and engage 
families as partners in ELC.

• Implement changes to 
contracts and grants to 
link funding with quality 
expectations.

• Streamline requirements, 
including frequency of 
application, monitoring, 
and reporting.

• Create systems and 
 standards that support 
transition within ELC and 
to the K–12 education 
system.

• Support fully developed 
data system used to 
align funding to needs, 
and inform and improve 
quality.

• Support partnerships and 
programs that manifest a 
diverse and well-prepared 
workforce.

• Further support seamless 
transition and alignment 
of services.

Through the actions detailed in this strategic plan, California can transform its 

ELC system by:

• Increasing care options that meet the schedule, location, and setting 

needs of a wide range of families.

• Supporting choice by providing high-quality, accessible options to 

parents. 
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• Growing and improving the quality of the ELC workforce. 

• Embracing ELC as a two-generation strategy that meets the learning and 

care needs of children and supports parents as caregivers by attending 

to their success in career and life.

• Reducing the burden for parents and providers navigating complex 

 systems and rules by changing how programs are funded and monitored.

• Increasing and integrating support for the “whole child” including health 

and behavior.

• Designing a system that presents families with “no wrong door” by log-

ically connecting services and providing guideposts to aid in a family’s 

navigation of the system.

• Increasing investments in the system to expand access, increase com-

pensation, and improve quality through direct incentives and ongoing 

support. 

The PDG Strategic Plan is a series of strategies and sequenced action steps 

resulting from the wisdom and direction of previous early childhood planning 

and research efforts paired with the voices of families, providers, early child-

hood experts, state agencies and early childhood leadership. This strategic 

plan provides a roadmap for expanding access and improving quality and 

highlights where large investments need to be made in a coordinated way to 

make sustainable progress. 

State leadership will need to make decisions together to identify and sequence 

priorities. With coordinated local and state bodies they will need to do the 

tough work of implementing the outlined action steps, but this difficult work 

is worth it. Californians are urgently waiting for an ELC system that allows 

families to focus on their priorities and offers opportunities for children to be 

curious, resilient, and thrive. The time to act is now.
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Introduction 
After decades of working to expand ELC to meet the 
needs of all young children, California is positioned 
to implement a better system and provide all 
children a healthy start. This comprehensive 10-year 
strategic plan is created for our current moment 
and seeks to capture the collective wisdom, passion, 
and commitment of those who have contributed 
their ideas about the changes necessary to have 
an ELC system that supports children and families. 
Completing the transformation of our current system 
will require 7 to 10 years of steady investment and 
management to fully realize desired outcomes. The 
areas of need and challenges of the current system are 
 well-documented. Experts and advocates have offered 
hundreds of recommendations over the years on how 
to improve and transform the system.

This strategic plan focuses on the steps necessary for fully developing a mixed- 

delivery ELC system that addresses the needs of children from birth through 

age five.1 In addition, it advances the findings and recommendations from 

previous California strategic planning efforts with the latest research, input from 

California’s diverse stakeholders, and the needs assessment process completed 

1 Mixed-delivery system refers to a system that coordinates and combines services 
and funding to support a wide variety of programs, providers, and settings so that 
the families can choose between high-quality options that meet their needs and the 
needs of their children. Examples of programs in such a system include but are not 
limited to: Head Start and Early Head Start; licensed family and center-based ELC 
programs; family, friend, and neighbor care; state-funded preschool in school and 
community-based settings; developmental screening; nutrition; early intervention 
and special education; and community-based services.
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under the 2019 Preschool Development Grant Birth Through Five.2 The PDG 

includes actionable strategies to attain the state’s vision with a recommended 

sequence of actions.

As Californians, we share the belief that the future of our children shapes the 

future of our state and we also share a responsibility that crosses our profes-

sional and personal lives. This is reflected in the following PDG vision for ELC.

Mission and Vision for Early Learning and Care: California’s children birth 

through 5, their families, and their communities thrive through an effective 

and impactful early learning and care mixed-delivery system efficiently 

connected to additional child, family, and program supports. 

Governor Newsom, State Superintendent of Public Instruction Thurmond, and 

the California Legislature have challenged and empowered California educa-

tors, providers, policy makers, advocates, researchers, and leaders to design 

an improved system to meet the needs of all children and families. This direc-

tive includes increasing access and improving the quality of ELC by: 

• Increasing care options that meet the schedule, location, and setting 

needs of a wide range of families.

• Supporting choice by providing high-quality, accessible options to 

parents. 

• Growing and improving the quality of the ELC workforce. 

• Embracing ELC as a two-generation strategy that meets the learning and 

care needs of children and supports parents as caregivers by attending 

to their success in career and life.

• Reducing the burden for parents and providers navigating complex 

 systems and rules by changing how programs are funded and monitored.

• Increasing and integrating support for the “whole child” including health 

and behavior.

2 The Preschool Development Grant Birth Through Five Grant (PDG), a $237 million 
federal grant program created by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
(Office of Child Care, 2018), provided 46 states and territories with access to funding 
to analyze the current landscape of their ELC systems and to conduct in-depth 
strategic planning to maximize the availability of high-quality ELC services. One of 
the grant requirements is to complete a comprehensive statewide needs assessment. 
The CDE engaged the American Institutes for Research (AIR) to complete the needs 
assessment. The PDG also supported other activities to contribute to the develop-
ment and implementation of a mixed-delivery system to address the needs of young 
children from birth through age 5.
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• Designing a system that presents families with “no wrong door” by log-

ically connecting services and providing guideposts to aid in a family’s 

navigation of the system.

• Increasing investments in the system to expand access, increase com-

pensation, and improve quality through direct incentives and ongoing 

support. 

California made a significant down payment on ELC reform with the passage 

of the 2019–20 Budget Act, which invests in several of the areas identified 

by the Assembly Blue Ribbon Commission on Early Childhood Education 

(BRC).3 For example, the 2019–20 Budget Act includes funding and direction 

to develop a Master Plan for Early Learning and Care,4 for which this strategic 

plan serves as a point of reference and resource. This strategic plan is orga-

nized around goals related to Quality, Access, and Funding, which align to 

the Master Plan focus areas. Implementation of the recommendations in this 

strategic plan should therefore align with and inform the Master Plan process. 

Strategic Plan Scope

After careful review and analysis of the issues raised by stakeholders, the 

conclusions drawn and recommendations put forth in previous research, and 

the results of the PDG Needs Assessment, the list of issue areas that could 

have been addressed by this strategic plan spanned the nine topics used by 

the BRC: Access, Unified and Streamlined Approach to Quality, Financing, 

Workforce, Transitions into Kindergarten, Connections to Health and Mental 

Health Programs, Facilities, Coordination and Access to Quality, and Building 

State Capacity. 

Experts, practitioners, parents and others contributed to the identification of 

goals and objectives to address these issues. In compiling and cross-refer-

encing the resulting list of strategies and objectives for the nine areas, three 

overarching categories emerged: Quality, Access, and Funding. 

3 In April 2019 the Assembly Blue Ribbon Commission on Early Childhood Education 
(BRC) released recommendations to address significant areas of need for ELC in the 
areas of access, quality, workforce development, facilities, and funding. The BRC 
recommendations were based on an extensive process of study and engagement of 
stakeholders. The full BRC report can be found at:  
https://speaker.asmdc.org/sites/speaker.asmdc.org/files/pdf/BRC-Final-Report.pdf

4 The Master Plan calls for research and development in the areas of finance; 
facilities; access to subsidized care, including cultural and linguistic needs; quality 
improvement; and universal prekindergarten.

https://speaker.asmdc.org/sites/speaker.asmdc.org/files/pdf/BRC-Final-Report.pdf
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This research and stakeholder input contributed to the following conclusion:

Quality, access, and funding are linked. To achieve and maximize outcomes 

for young children, California needs to both expand access and increase 

quality. Both require more funding, but funding must keep pace with capacity 

to implement expansion and improvement with fidelity. In other words, 

sequencing investments to create a sound structure on which to build a 

system is necessary for sustained success. 

These three categories are broad enough to encompass all nine topics while 

providing a narrow structure for strong planning. By investing in access, 

California can increase the number of children receiving care within the 

system. By simultaneously investing in the quality strategies, California can 

increase the number of qualified teachers and providers, including family child 

care, center-based providers, and those providing family, friend, and neighbor 

care, to support the newly added children and reinforce the necessary state 

infrastructure to support this expansion. Investing in either quality or access 

alone will not produce a high-quality ELC system. Funding is also a critical 

component and needs to be braided appropriately with quality and funding. 

The three categories are interdependent: a change in one category supports 

and/or requires a change in the others for the system to absorb and actualize 

the intended impact of the change. For example, expanding the workforce will 

allow for more children to be served by more providers, but this requires more 

space to house expanding programs. As such, it follows that both changes 

require a shift in funding and all changes require attention to the state infra-

structure responsible for implementing the changes to begin with. This means 

that attention to both the parts and the whole of this strategic plan matters 

because the groups and sequence (captured in phases) are designed to create 

launching points for further system improvement and development. 

Following is an overview of the three phases and associated major milestones. 
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Figure 1. Braiding Quality, Access, and Funding

Q U A L I T Y

A C C E S S

F U N D I N G

• Fully develop state and 
regional structure and 
systems to define, 
monitor, manage, and 
support quality, 
including but not 
limited to governance, 
data, assessments, and 
capacity to productive-
ly include all providers.

• Plan and begin 
implementation of a 
statewide data system.

• Expand paid family 
leave.

• Create a model for 
and a systems to 
provide statewide 
professional learning 
opportunities.

• Create a plan and 
begin transition to a 
tiered-reimbursement 
structure that links 
funding with objec-
tives for quality and 
compensation.

• Establish priorities for 
interagency collabora-
tion to address 
regulatory and 
statutory changes 
needed to streamline 
and improve system.

• Increase infant and 
toddler care in the 
highest need areas of 
the state.

• Expand preschool for
all three and four year 
olds.

• Increase full-day 
program availability.

• Empower and engage 
families as partners in 
ELC.

• Implement changes to 
contracts and grants 
to link funding with 
quality expectations.

• Streamline require-
ments, including 
frequency of 
application, monitor-
ing, and reporting.

• Create systems and 
standards that support 
transition within ELC 
and to the K–12 
education system.

• Support fully devel-
oped data system 
used to align funding 
to needs, and inform 
and improve quality.

• Support partnerships 
and programs that 
manifest a diverse 
and well-prepared 
workforce.

• Further support 
seamless transition 
and alignment of 
services.
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Progress Monitoring

This strategic plan also includes multiple measures to monitor implementation 

progress. The availability of data will increase as the state makes progress 

implementing improvements to its data system. As such, the data available 

for monitoring progress on key system improvement strategies will evolve as 

data quality and availability improves. Initially, existing data sources, including 

but not limited to, the following will be used to support progress moni-

toring: Quality Counts California, Department of Social Services, Child Care 

Licensing, labor and demographics statistics, locally collected needs assess-

ments, and the statewide ECE Workforce Registry. Progress monitoring should 

be overseen by a cross-agency state team similar to the State Stewardship 

Team (see page 92) created to inform and monitor the PDG activities. 

Strategic Plan Development Approach

Input from state leaders and stakeholders also led to the development of the 

following design principles for this strategic plan. Specifically, stakeholders 

expressed that in order for this strategic plan to be responsive to needs and 

provide an actionable approach for California, it must address:

1. Families and children as the core focus and end users of the ELC system. 

Leaders, providers, and policy makers establish conditions and services 

as end users of this strategic plan.

2. Current research, stakeholder input, and existing report recommenda-

tions to inform this strategic plan.

3. “How” to improve and change the ELC system through actionable 

implementation steps. 

4. Equity by prioritizing the most immediate and urgent needs on the path 

to addressing the needs of each and every child.

5. Engagement as a means to understand and promote stakeholder contri-

bution and ownership for the system and actions.

Consistent with the design principles, this strategic plan builds upon and syn-

thesizes the contributions of other working groups, committees, and strategic 

partnerships. Research and literature were used to draft goals, objectives, 

strategies, and actions that were reviewed and improved upon by a broad base 

of stakeholders, including parents, providers, leaders, and researchers. The 

development of this strategic plan spanned six months (March — August 2019) 

and was completed in parallel with the PDG Needs Assessment. In order to 
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incorporate stakeholder input and needs assessment findings, an iterative 

approach was utilized to develop this strategic plan.

Stakeholder Engagement

Through the PDG Needs Assessment, literature review and research review, 

recommendations and strategies were organized to address discrete challenges 

identified within the system, producing a list with hundreds of possibilities that 

sometimes overlapped,  created redundancies, or directly conflicted. Stakeholders 

with close  knowledge of the issue areas and context were then engaged to assist 

with creating a list of high-leverage strategies that work in concert.

Throughout this strategic 

plan development pro-

cess stakeholders were 

essential for ensuring 

that this strategic plan 

addressed current chal-

lenges with practical 

measures. Stakeholders 

were engaged through 

a variety of ways (virtual 

and in-person information 

sessions and targeted/

small group input sessions 

on specific topics) and for 

a variety of purposes (to 

inform, provide develop-

ment input, and validate 

progress). Appendices B 

and C provide an overview 

of the stakeholder groups 

and critical contributions 

from the various engage-

ment opportunities. 

User-Centered Design

While this strategic plan focuses on making changes and improvements to 

California’s ELC system, the motivation and reasons for such changes are 

young children, families, and providers. The voices of families and providers 

Figure 2. What Do Parents, Children, and 
Providers Need to Establish and Sustain Trust?
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were used to understand how they experience the system in its many parts and 

pieces. This includes family members experience trying to find ELC options, 

navigating eligibility for subsidies, completing paperwork, and advocating for 

services. Providers shared examples of challenges navigating program require-

ments and seeking training, and struggles with funding levels. The experiences 

of individuals speak to the strengths, weaknesses, and  opportunities for the 

system to reflect values of equity, inclusion, and engagement. 

This strategic plan is grounded in the belief that for the system to meet the 

needs of young children it must develop, grow, and sustain trust among and 

between children, families, and providers. A  major organizing feature of this 

strategic plan is the Trust Framework.5 This was developed and modified 

continuously through discussion with stakeholders at all levels of the system. 

It is through the lens of children, families, and providers that this strategic plan 

focuses on what the system must become to establish the conditions, resources, 

and standards for trust to develop, grow, and be sustained among children, fami-

lies, and providers. Following are statements that capture the needs of children and 

the needs and expectations of families and providers to establish and sustain trust.

Child Needs

I am safe.

I am seen and my needs are addressed.

I am provided with opportunities to learn, grow, and succeed. 

Family and Parent6 Needs/Expectations of System

I can afford high-quality early learning and care.

I can find available high-quality early learning and care.

I am valued and supported as a partner in caring for my child.

I know that the provider can meet the needs of my child and our family. 

Provider Needs/Expectations of System

I can access high-quality training and support to build my knowledge and skills.

I am adequately compensated and have opportunities to learn and grow in a 

fulfilling career.

5 See Appendix A for a description of stakeholder involvement in the development 
of the Trust Framework and related statements. The Framework defines “trust” as the 
relationship-based commitment to care for something in the interest of another.

6 This strategic plan utilizes an expansive and inclusive definition of family and parent 
to include diverse family structures (adoptive, grandparent, single parent, LGBTQ, 
sibling, and others). 
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For each identified category (Quality, Access, Funding), specific trust state-

ments are included as relevant to inform discrete strategies and actions. This 

strategic plan utilized these statements to “map backwards” from the objec-

tives and goals to the identified actions. By incorporating and connecting 

them to the recommendations and findings from related reports and studies, 

this strategic plan defines a set of ambitious strategies and actions to put 

California on the path towards realizing our vision for a high-quality, accessible 

ELC system with children, families, and providers at the center. 

The remainder of this section describes California’s current context, including 

an overview of the needs assessment performed as part of the work com-

pleted for the PDG. This is followed by additional data and background about 

the structure and types of resources that comprise the current system.

Needs Assessment

To inform this strategic plan and other elements of the PDG, the American 

Institutes for Research (AIR) prepared a comprehensive needs assessment. 

To carry out the needs assessment, the AIR team (1) gathered and analyzed 

relevant extant data, (2) conducted interviews with state and local early 

childhood leaders, (3) reviewed prior needs assessments and other publicly 

available reports published within the last five years, and (4) administered a 

survey of local child care and development planning councils (LPCs),7 which 

are required to conduct an assessment of child care needs in their county no 

less than once every five years. 

The following questions are addressed in the report, following the federal 

guidance:

1. Key Terms. How does the state define (1) quality early childhood 

care and education, (2) availability, (3) vulnerable or underserved, and 

(4)  children in rural areas?

2. Focal Populations of the Grant. What are the characteristics of the 

children who are vulnerable or underserved and children who live in 

rural areas? 

3. Availability and Quality. What is the availability and quality of existing 

programs in the state, including programs serving the most vulnerable 

or underserved populations and children in rural areas?

7 See https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cd/re/lpc.asp for information about the role and 
nature of LPCs in California. 

https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cd/re/lpc.asp
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4. Number of Children Served and Awaiting Service. To the extent prac-

tical, what is (1) the unduplicated number of children being served in 

existing programs and (2) the unduplicated number of children awaiting 

service in such programs?

5. Data Gaps: Quality and Availability. What are the gaps in data or 

research regarding the quality and availability of programming and sup-

ports for children from birth through five years, considering the needs of 

working families as well as families with members seeking employment 

or in job training?

6. Data Gaps: Supporting Collaboration. What are the gaps in data or 

research that are most important for the state to fill in order to meet the 

goals of supporting collaboration between programs and services and 

maximizing parental choice?

7. Measurable Indicators of Progress. What are the state’s current measur-

able indicators of progress that align with the state’s vision and desired 

outcomes?

8. Facilities. What are the key concerns or issues related to early learning 

and care facilities?

9. Funding. What are the barriers to the funding and provision of high-

quality early learning and care, education services, and supports and the 

barriers to identifying opportunities for more efficient use of resources?

10. Transitions. What transition supports and gaps affect how children 

move between early learning and care and education programs and 

school entry? 

Through an analysis of the data, research, and stakeholder input, the AIR pro-

vided a summary of their findings with specific recommendations to inform 

the development of this strategic plan. The data presented in the PDG Needs 

Assessment provided the baseline data included in this strategic plan. 

The strategies and actions identified in this strategic plan were informed by 

these findings in combination with a literature and research review and stake-

holder input. 

California Context

The call to action is clear — California should provide for the ELC needs 

of its youngest children and make a significant increase in the quantity 

and high-quality of learning and care options. As found in the PDG Needs 
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Assessment, access to high-quality ELC opportunities is inequitable across 

regions and subpopulations of young children:

• More than 60 percent of children in California live in “child care deserts,” 

defined as areas with a ratio of more than three young children for every 

licensed placement, including both center and family child care.8 

• Children of color make up nearly 75 percent of all children 12 years of 

age and under in California, but they comprise more than 86 percent of 

children eligible for subsidized care.9

 – For African American children, which is the largest group of eligible 

children enrolled in full-day, full-year programs, approximately two 

out of three eligible children did not receive subsidized care in 2017. 

 – Latinx children comprise 52 percent of children under age 12 but 

comprise 68 percent of children eligible for subsidized care. Nearly 

1.4 million Latinx children were eligible for subsidized care, but only 

126,100 (9 percent) were enrolled in subsidized ELC programs in 2017.

Furthermore, while California has increased the number of available ELC 

placements, many go unused each year for a variety of reasons including:

• Lack of available providers due to low wages and limited career 

advancement opportunities.

• Regulations and laws that make it challenging to maintain full enrollment 

throughout the year and continue to receive full funding.

• Areas of the state with limited child care options due to lack of facilities 

to house programs and serve specific needs (e.g., infants and toddlers).

Despite these challenges, California has made significant progress upon 

which it can build for the future. The Governor’s proposed budget released 

in January 2019 set forth a two-generation strategy for ELC, which calls for 

attending to the needs of young children through direct services and sup-

ports while also ensuring that their families have jobs and opportunities that 

8 Malik, R., et al. (2018). America’s child care deserts 2018. Retrieved from  
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/
reports/2018/12/06/461643/americas-child-care-deserts-2018/

9 Schumacher, K. (2019). Subsidized child care helps reduce barriers to success for 
children of color, but few receive it in California. Sacramento, CA: California Budget & 
Policy Center. Retrieved from https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/subsidized-child-
care-can-help-reduce-barriers-to-success-for-children-of-color-but-few-receive-it-
in-california/

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2018/12/06/461643/americas-child-care-deserts-2018/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2018/12/06/461643/americas-child-care-deserts-2018/
https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/subsidized-child-care-can-help-reduce-barriers-to-success-for-children-of-color-but-few-receive-it-in-california/
https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/subsidized-child-care-can-help-reduce-barriers-to-success-for-children-of-color-but-few-receive-it-in-california/
https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/subsidized-child-care-can-help-reduce-barriers-to-success-for-children-of-color-but-few-receive-it-in-california/
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allow for them to bond with and support their children. The 2019–20 Budget 

Act includes over $2.6 billion in new investments (see Figure 3), well-aligned 

with the BRC recommendations, that address key areas of need (e.g., profes-

sional learning, expansion of programs, facilities) and planning for the future 

(e.g., data system, master plan).

Figure 3. 2019–20 New Early Childhood Investments

2019–20 New Early Childhood Investments Amount  
(in millions)

Increase Earned Income Tax Credit for Low-Income Families $1,000.0

Expand Full-Day Kindergarten* $300.0

Infrastructure Grant to Improve Early Learning Facilities* $263.0

Expand Early Learning Facilities at California State 
Universities**

$247.0

Early Learning Workforce Development Grant* $195.0

Increase CalWORKs Stages 1, 2, and 3 $157.5

Developmental and Trauma Screening Training $130.0

Increase Alternative Program Vouchers $93.3

Expand Home Visiting Services (CalWORKs) $150.2

Expand Maternal Infant Early Childhood Home Visiting 
(non-CalWORKs)*

$45.9

Increase General Child Care Slots $50.0

Plan Comprehensive Cradle-to-Career Education Data System* $10.0

Early Learning Master Plan* $5.0

Total $2,646.9

* One-time funding 

** One-time funding and allows for use more broadly than ELC

However, there is broad agreement that current resources do not adequately 

address the needs and expectations for ELC and significant improvements 

are needed to the system to fully meet the health and development needs of 

young children. Additionally, the larger early childhood system in Calfornia 

needs to be more integrated to support the diverse needs of children and 
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families through more streamlined applications, eligibility determination, 

and implementation of services to ensure these investments are maximized. 

The 2019–20 Budget Act increases the level of investment but does not 

fully attend to the challenges related to the level and complexity of funding. 

Figure 4 provides an overview of the various programs and funding streams 

that comprise the state’s child care and preschool budget as summarized by 

the Legislative Analyst’s Office.
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Figure 4. Child Care and Preschool Budget

Dollars in Millions 2017–18 
Revised

2018–19 
Revised a

2019–20 Change 
From 
2018–19 
Amount

Change 
From 
2018–19 
Percent

EXPENDITURES -- -- -- -- --

CalWORKs Child Care -- -- -- -- --

Stage 1 $323 $292 $276 $16 5.5%

Stage 2 b 504 560 597 37 6.6

Stage 3 339 399 482 84 21.0

Subtotals ($1,167) ($1,250) ($1,355) ($105) (8.4%)

Non-CalWORKs Child Care -- -- -- -- --

General Child Care c $340 $412 $457 $45 10.9%

Alternative Payment Program 292 530d 340 189 35.8

Bridge program for foster children 20 41 45 4 9.8

Migrant Child Care 35 40 45 5 12.0

Care for Children With Severe 
Disabilities

2 2 2 --e 2.6

Subtotals ($349) ($1,024) ($889) ($136) (13.3%)

Preschool Programs f -- -- -- -- --

State Preschool—full day $738 $804 $977 $173 21.5%

State Preschool—part day g 503 538 552 14 2.6

Transitional Kindergarten h 808 861 890 29 3.3

Preschool QRIS Grant 50 50 50 -- --

Subtotals ($2,098) ($2,253) ($2,468) ($215) (9.5%)

Support Programs $91 $144 $629 $485 336.1%

Totals $3,704 $4,672 $5,341 $669 14.3%



 California Preschool Development Grant Birth Through Five 19

Dollars in Millions 2017–18 
Revised

2018–19 
Revised a

2019–20 Change 
From 
2018–19 
Amount

Change 
From 
2018–19 
Percent

FUNDING -- -- -- -- --

Proposition 98 General Fund $1,930 $2,077 $1,865 $211 10.2%

Non-Proposition 98 General Fund 746 1,417 2,524 1,107 78.1

Federal CCDF 635 857 639 218 25.4

Federal TANF 388 311 298 13 4.1

Federal Title IV-E 5 10 14 4 41.3

a Reflects Department of Social Services’ revised Stage 1 estimates. Reflects budget 
act appropriation for all other programs. The 2018–19 budget plan also funds 
the Inclusive Early Education Expansion Program ($167 million) using 2017–18 
Proposition 98 General Fund. Funding for this proposal is not included in this table.

b Does not include $9.2 million provided to community colleges for certain child 
care services.

c General Child Care funding for State Preschool wraparound care shown in State 
Preschool—full day.

d Includes $205 million for additional slots in 2018–19 and 2019–20.

e Less than $500,000.

f Some CalWORKs and non-CalWORKs child care providers use their funding to offer 
preschool.

g Includes $1.6 million each year used for a family literacy program offered at certain 
State Preschool sites.

h Reflects preliminary LAO estimates. Transitional Kindergarten enrollment data are 
not yet publicly available for any year of the period.

QRIS = Quality Rating and Improvement System; CCDF = Child Care and 
Development Fund; and TANF = Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.

Source: Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2019

The implementation of each strategy requires a careful series of decisions and 

agreements within and across state leadership. These decisions involve trade-

offs and timing considerations that must be negotiated to achieve the max-

imum impact for children. For example, expanding access to partial day pro-

grams may engage more children for a portion of their day overall, but families 

will still have to find coverage for the latter half of the day, leaving many of the 

current access issues within the system intact. Expanding access to full-day 

programs may require a smaller expansion at first than a partial-day approach 

but would allow children to stay in one location for the duration of their day, 
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which provides developmental benefits and also supports families to maintain 

consistent, full-time employment. These scenarios benefit the system in two 

different ways: (1) by increasing access in general by serving more children, 

and (2) by increasing the number of children served less dramatically but 

expanding how children and families are served with better quality and more 

time in their placements. 

The next section describes in depth the goals, objectives, and related strat-

egies to transform California’s ELC system to deliver on our expectation of a 

healthy start for all young children.
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Goals, Objectives, 
and Strategies

Quality

In California, attention to quality in ELC settings has 
increased dramatically in recent years, but resources 
remain limited. At present quality remains poorly 
defined and inconsistent across settings and programs. 
Current participation in California’s Quality Rating 
Improvement System (QRIS) is limited with less than a 
quarter of children in care settings participating in QRIS.10 
Research substantiates the significant positive impact 
high-quality care and learning opportunities have upon 
infants, toddlers, and preschool age children. This is 
especially true for children from low-income families, 
dual language learners, and children with disabilities, 
but studies show that all children benefit in a myriad of 
ways from high-quality preschool.11 

10 Quality Counts California Common Data File 2017–2018, First 5 California; 
Licensed Child Care Centers Dataset, June 2019, California Department of 
Social Services (retrieved from https://secure.dss.ca.gov/CareFacilitySearch/
DownloadData0); Licensed Family Child Care Homes, June 2019, California 
Department of Social Services (retrieved from https://secure.dss.ca.gov/
CareFacilitySearch/DownloadData) (as cited in the Preschool Development Grant 
Needs Assessment, 2019)

11 Meloy, B., Gardner, M., & Darling-Hammond, L. (2019). Untangling the evidence 
on preschool effectiveness: Insights for policymakers. Palo Alto, CA: Learning Policy 
Institute. 

https://secure.dss.ca.gov/CareFacilitySearch/DownloadData
https://secure.dss.ca.gov/CareFacilitySearch/DownloadData
https://secure.dss.ca.gov/CareFacilitySearch/DownloadData
https://secure.dss.ca.gov/CareFacilitySearch/DownloadData
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To establish and sustain trust…

• Children need access to nurturing and responsive relationships with 

their parents and providers in high-quality learning opportunities

• Families need information and resources that help them identify care 

environments and options that they trust will meet the needs of their 

family and children

• Providers need information, support, and resources to continuously 

develop and improve the quality of services provided to young children

Therefore, the system must:

• Create pathways for preparation and professional learning that ensure 

providers are equipped to provide high-quality learning opportunities

• Provide resources to support families in finding and choosing 

high-quality ELC

• Assess and respond to programmatic feedback on quality through a 

support process

Voices from the Field:12

“I have noticed that kids who have special needs or are English 
language learners or low-income — the providers sometimes 
don’t have enough experience to understand what to do for those 
children and their families. I think they need more support.”

“We had an amazing teacher for my daughter with special needs. 
My daughter’s teacher worked with me to make sure her needs 
were met. My daughter proved many people wrong in what she’s 
able to do now!”

This section addresses the building, management, and support of standards, 

professional learning, and data systems to improve quality. In addition, it 

addresses the infrastructure needed to promote high-quality learning envi-

ronments, including technical assistance and programs to incentivize and 

12 These quotes were shared by parent participants in stakeholder sessions. Their 
names and identifying information have been removed for privacy and the quotes 
have been slightly modified to fit within this strategic plan.



 California Preschool Development Grant Birth Through Five 23

support career paths that connect quality with compensation. The strategies 

for improving quality are linked to several important strategies included in the 

Access and Funding sections of this strategic plan, including development of 

a Tiered Reimbursement System and linking a monitoring and support system 

with identified barriers to high-quality programming: workforce compensa-

tion, facilities, and accessibility.

Goal Statement

All children are in responsive and nurturing ELC settings and receive social, 

emotional, behavioral, and cognitive support that develops them as young 

learners; addresses individual needs including disabilities,  physical and mental 

health, and language; provides for and supports their safety; and honors their 

family’s culture and language.

Objectives

• Early Learning and Care standards address quality expectations and 

practices, including but not limited to health and safety, responsive 

care and guided learning, and supporting family capacity and inclusion. 

Practitioners, leaders, and policy makers use such standards to guide 

decisions about quality and practice.

• All ELC providers have access to learning opportunities that build 

 individual-, agency-, and system-level capacity to provide all young 

children with high-quality care and learning opportunities.

• ELC providers throughout the mixed-delivery system are valued and 

supported, and they develop the competencies necessary to provide 

high-quality services to all children.

• ELC providers receive sufficient support (e.g., scholarships, wage 

increases, mentorship, professional learning opportunities) to move 

along a California career lattice that links educational attainment to 

compensation in order to improve quality.

• ELC providers are knowledgeable and comfortable supporting the family 

as the child’s first teachers and most critical relationships for life-long 

learning.

• Resources for families are available that support their understanding of 

options for ELC that include information about the quality and charac-

teristics of programs that address the specific needs of their child (e.g., 
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dual language learning, disabilities, special health care needs, program 

structure, availability of care). 

• Systems of support (e.g., state and regional professional learning, obser-

vation, coaching) promote and reinforce research and evidence-based 

practices.

• ELC agencies and providers engage in data collection and use data to 

inform practice and assess impact.

Progress Monitoring Measures13

• Growing proportion of the workforce receives increased compensation 

(potentially including benefits and paid leave), and percentage of work-

force relying on public assistance maintains a downward trend.

• Growing percentage of workforce receives job-embedded professional 

development. 

• Growing number of ELC candidates enter the field. 

• Growing number of ELC professionals are retained or advance (based on 

a California career lattice). 

• Growing number of ELC professionals are able to meet the needs of 

dual language learners, children with disabilities, and children from tribal 

communities.

• Increased and growing number of placements for children in ELC 

settings as measured by either an increase in licensed providers or 

expanded facilities in regions with underserved populations and pro-

jected population growth.

• Growing percentage of providers meet established quality standards.

• Growing percentage of providers complete an established quality 

improvement assessment.

• Growing percentage of disadvantaged and vulnerable communities 

receive mental health and health services, developmental screenings, early 

intervention, and home visiting programs (both parents and children).

• Increasing the number of licensed care facilities available statewide, 

including family child care homes.

13 See Strategic Plan Structure section for a list of data sources that could be utilized 
for monitoring progess on these measures. 
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Quality Phase 1: Plan and Build State and Local Capacity (Years 1−3)

Q U A L I T Y

Quality Phase 1: Strategy 1

Align and streamline program standards related to program, facilities, and 

provider qualifications to establish a clear reference point and path showing 

quality progression. 

Why?14

The current ELC system is a complex array of publicly funded programs with 

unique standards and funding requirements. Inconsistent program require-

ments make it challenging to define a minimum standard of quality beyond 

health and safety licensing requirements, set benchmarks for quality improve-

ment for the subsidized care system, and blend funding streams to expand 

and enhance services. 

Impact: 

Aligned quality standards across program types will provide a common point 

of reference for workforce competencies, professional learning, funding, and 

technical assistance inclusive of all center-based, school-based, family child 

care, and voucher programs. Furthermore, aligned program standards will 

reduce administrative burden for those utilizing multiple funding streams.

14 Please note that only Phase 1 for Quality, Access, and Funding includes a Why and 
Impact section. The explanation offered in Phase 1 also applies to Phases 2 and 3. 
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

1. Align and 
streamline 
program 
standards 
related to 
program, 
facilities, 
and provider 
qualifications 
to establish a 
clear reference 
point and path 
for improving 
quality.

1.1 Use the recommended definition of “quality” created as part of 
the Preschool Development Grant Needs Assessment and anal-
ysis of Title 5, Title 22, State Preschool, and Head Start program 
standards to create and adopt a framework that defines, unifies, 
and aligns program standards. Variations based on program type 
are needed to reflect practical differences in funding and profes-
sional learning options for the workforce.

1.2 Support an interagency workgroup, or equivalent process, to 
develop an actionable quality improvement plan that identifies, 
prioritizes, and takes action to revise statutes and regulations 
that operationalize the definition of quality. This includes but 
is not limited to Title 5, Title 22, and State Preschool program 
standards; Child Development Permit Matrix; and Infant-Toddler 
and Preschool Learning Foundations. Given the amount of time 
involved with revising statutes and regulations, consider utilizing 
management bulletins, all-county letters, or equivalent options 
to provide interim guidance.

1.3 Update Quality Counts California Framework, including the 
QRIS matrix to reflect the aligned program standards’ recom-
mended definition of “quality.” In addition, this process should 
consider options to address administrative burdens, enhance 
provider skills on how to work with families toward promoting 
their child’s development, and address the individualized needs 
of children and their families including dual language learners, 
those who have experienced trauma, children with disabilities, 
families experiencing homelessness, and tribal care.
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Quality Phase 1: Strategy 2

Build and support local capacity through universal technical assistance, 

including triaged, targeted, and more intensive supports to expand QRIS 

participation and evidence of increased program quality.

Why? 

Quality Counts California (QCC) supports local and regional agencies and 

other partners in their efforts to enhance the quality of ELC programs. QCC 

also oversees the state’s QRIS. Participation in QRIS is voluntary. Current par-

ticipation rates are inconsistent across counties, settings, and provider types. 

Supporting expanded QRIS participation requires clarifying state, regional, and 

local roles in QRIS implementation. Ensuring capacity is developed equitably 

at each governance level to meet those responsibilities is foundational to 

expanding QRIS participation. Local capacity development should be designed 

around a range of strategies, including a mix of incentives (funding), support 

(training/technical assistance), and requirements (contract requirements/

conditions).

Impact: 

Participation in QRIS will increase as California develops a strong local infra-

structure to align resources and provide technical assistance that supports 

continuous quality improvement for all programs and settings.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

2. Build and 
support local 
capacity through 
universal 
technical 
assistance, 
including 
triaged, 
targeted, and 
more intensive 
supports to 
expand the QRIS 
participation 
and evidence 
of increased 
program quality.

2.1 Review existing quality improvement program investments 
(e.g., Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), QCC proj-
ects, …) for alignment with quality objectives and results to 
determine options to maximize the impact of such investments 
and identify potential resources for reinvestment. Consider the 
following:

• Build on the regional QRIS infrastructure to ensure appro-
priate integration of the Quality Initiatives into the overall 
framework of QCC.

• Over the next three to five years, rebid selected Quality 
Initiative contracts through a competitive process that estab-
lishes clear goals and deliverables, and implements an aligned 
monitoring protocol, including how each contract aligns 
with QCC and coordinates with regional or local bodies for 
 effective implementation. 

• Support and encourage cross-sector partnerships through 
clear guidelines from the state regarding expectations and 
requirements for local and regional partnerships across 
the state. 

2.2 Improve consistency and alignment of QCC and QRIS by clearly 
defining state, regional, and local roles. 

2.3 Use data from local needs assessments, QRIS, Workforce 
Registry (or equivalent resource), and other sources to assess 
and monitor demand and supply of quality improvement sup-
ports and professional development topics (see Quality Phase I, 
Action 3.3). 
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Quality Phase 1: Strategy 3

Expand and upskill the workforce to meet or exceed quality standards for 

increased qualifications and competencies as set by the state.

Why? 

An effectively prepared and supported workforce directly contributes to 

positive outcomes for children. Increased professional standards and con-

sistent expectations of the workforce across all settings in a mixed-delivery 

system coupled with the development of aligned training, preparation, and 

ongoing professional development are key components of an effective quality 

improvement system. 

Impact:

California’s mixed-delivery system reflects an intentional, coordinated 

approach to planning, delivering, managing, and assessing professional 

learning that results in high-quality ELC by highly qualified providers who 

continuously learn throughout their careers. 
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

3. Expand and 
upskill the 
workforce to 
meet or exceed 
quality standards 
for increased 
qualifications 
and 
competencies as 
set by the state.

3.1 In coordination with aligning program standards (see Action 1.1), 
build upon work under the Transforming the Workforce Birth to 
Eight initiative to:

• Develop a framework that unifies professional standards 
across settings and programs. 

• Assess gaps between proposed requirements and current 
workforce skills to identify, quantify, and prioritize areas of 
need.

• Update and begin implementing the career lattice including 
requirements related to education, experience, mentorship/
practicum for providers, permits, and stackable learning 
opportunities that culminate in a degree or certification.

• Develop an estimate of the costs to transition to such 
requirements over a 3−5 year period (see Funding Phase 1, 
Strategy 1).

3.2 Expand professional learning support options through state 
investment in workforce development to support QCC 
($195  million included in 2019–20 Budget Act). Design allocations 
to reflect commitment to equity by:

• Prioritizing programs, regions, and age groups under-
represented in QRIS participation and undersupported by 
QCC.

• Investing in evidence-based approaches (e.g., mentorship, 
degree completion, communities of practice, reflective 
supervision).

• Providing investments and allocations to directly attend to 
critical need areas (e.g., inclusive practices; dual language 
learners; trauma-informed practice; infant and toddler care; 
tribal care; family, friend, and neighbor care).

3.3 Collect data about the impact of professional learning supported 
in Activity 3.2 along with information from local needs assess-
ments and the Workforce Registry (or equivalent resource) to 
inform a plan for future investments with an estimate of cost 
requirements to address immediate needs (next 2−5 years) 
and long-term needs (5+ years) [see Funding Phases 1, 2, 3]. 
Short-term needs may include development of systems and 
staff to manage, organize, and deploy professional learning 
system and delivery structure (see progress monitoring section 
for Quality).
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

3. Expand and 
upskill the 
workforce to 
meet or exceed 
quality standards 
for increased 
qualifications 
and 
competencies as 
set by the state.
(continued)

3.4 Create a long-term, comprehensive plan to coordinate options 
for professional learning delivery and management that meet 
the needs of providers considering at a minimum:

• Accessibility (time, location, language, format)

• Cost-effectiveness

• Relevance to the communities served (including cultural, 
geographic, disability, family structure)

• Career advancement of providers of all types and settings 

• Partnerships to support delivery (including institutions of 
higher education [IHEs])

• Delivery modality (in person, virtual, hybrid)

• All stages of career development (pre-service, in-service) 

• Prioritization of need

• Specific workforce needs related to increasing knowledge, 
skills, and abilities to support linguistic and cultural diversity, 
trauma-informed care, early intervention and infant-family 
and early childhood mental health, classroom and environ-
ments aligned with Universal Design for Learning, inclusive 
practices, responsive and nurturing interactions, and family 
engagement and coaching

The state should use this plan to determine the level of and 
phases of investment needed to meet professional learning 
needs (see Funding Phase 1, Strategy 1). 
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Quality Phase 1: Strategy 4

Initiate design and implementation of a data system to actively inform areas of 

need and impact, and to facilitate interagency coordination.

Why? 

Data collection and evaluation is fundamental to ensuring that the ELC system 

addresses the needs of eligible children and families, and for measuring 

program process and impact over time. An improved data system will inform 

and guide improvements across the system. Current data systems provide 

conflicting and inadequate information that makes it difficult to identify how 

well children are served or what other services may be beneficial to a child 

and their family. Furthermore, families, providers, and program managers 

must submit and process multiple applications and forms for a single child and 

these multiple points of data entry increase errors and redundancies. 

Impact: 

A data system built around accurate child data secured through a unique child 

identifier alongside family, program, and workforce information would support 

data-informed decisions at all levels of the system to maximize impact of 

investments.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

4. Initiate 
design and 
implementation 
of a data system 
to actively 
inform areas 
of need and 
impact, and 
to facilitate 
interagency 
coordination.

4.1 Analyze existing information and develop a plan with options 
for creating a statewide data system that allows for horizontal 
(across agencies) and longitudinal data alignment for analysis 
and reporting. This plan should include consideration of:

• Issuance and management of unique identifiers

• Interface and support of locally managed systems for tracking 
services, children, and families 

• Standard data elements with identified progression for adding 
data elements

• Data use and management to support a centralized 
eligibility list

• System governance

• Funding requirements to support one-time (design and 
build) and ongoing (maintenance and use) system costs (see 
Funding Phase 1, Strategy 1). 

 Options for constructing such a system range from fully central-
ized (e.g., data warehouse, enterprise application) to federated 
(e.g., decentralized with integration standards) approaches. 
The 2019–20 Budget Act includes $10 million to plan an ELC 
data system and another $10 million to plan a comprehensive 
cradle-to-career education data system, which should build 
on existing work, including but not limited by recent CDE data 
system analysis and planning as well as PDG activities to develop 
a model for interagency data sharing. 

4.2 Promote and support local planning bodies to use a 
 standardized needs assessment tool and complementary 
templates to inform state and local plans that support consis-
tency and prioritization of investments in quality and access 
throughout the state.

4.3 Establish Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) between state 
and county agencies that facilitate ongoing data sharing to 
support research and analysis of administrative ELC data. 
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Quality Phase 1: Strategy 5

Plan and begin implementation of a program and provider funding structure 

inclusive of all providers with positive incentives to adopt practices consistent 

with increasing and assuring quality of program and workforce.

Why? 

Linking reimbursement for services with specific quality standards ensures a 

minimum level of quality and creates incentives and positive pressure to par-

ticipate in quality improvement through QRIS or other QCC initiatives. Shifting 

the funding system to a tiered reimbursement model will require investment in 

the support structures that build the capacity of providers to participate suc-

cessfully. It is equally necessary that other strategies outlined in this strategic 

plan, such as workforce expansion and increased local capacity to manage 

quality improvement resources, move forward in tandem with the planning 

and beginning implementation of a tiered reimbursement model (Phase 1) 

so that full implementation of tiered reimbursement can be successful (full 

implementation to be launched in Phase 2 and completed by Phase 3). 

Impact: 

A tiered reimbursement system that incentivizes, and ultimately increases, 

participation in QRIS commensurate with increases in funding rates to achieve 

and maintain clearly defined levels of quality learning and care support.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

5. Plan 
and begin 
implementation 
of a program 
and provider 
funding 
structure 
inclusive of 
all providers 
with positive 
incentives to 
adopt practices 
consistent with 
increasing and 
assuring quality 
of program and 
workforce.

5.1  Create a multi-year plan for implementing a tiered reimburse-
ment structure that draws from examples of other long-term 
system redesign efforts by the state. a Critical design consider-
ations include, but are not limited to:

• Aligning expectations to cost – Utilize available cost modeling 
tools to develop tiers that fully addresses quality expectations 
including, but not limited to, compensation for workforce 
commensurate with education and other qualifications, 
length of day and year, professional learning time and cost, 
and ratios for services.

• Redesigning rate survey – Update the rate survey to define 
and refine cost model.

• Developing expectations for minimum salaries – Identify a 
salary floor based on minimum state and federal require-
ments for providers that accept subsidies.

• Unifying the current system – Address difference in current 
rate structures (i.e., Standard Reimbursement Rate [SRR] and 
Regional Market Rate [RMR]) to create a unified structure.

• Identifying areas for differentiation – Identify what if any 
aspects of the structure must be differentiated to accommo-
date unique characteristics such as regional cost differences, 
age group(s) served, setting, inclusion of children with disabil-
ities, and provider type.

• Creating clear linkages to quality and inclusion of all providers 
– Create mechanism whereby those with and without QRIS 
ratings are included in the system; for instance, in transition 
years allow alternatives to QRIS rating such as educational 
attainment, permit/micro credential/certification, professional 
learning participation, and/or assign a proxy rating for purposes 
of the calculation that equates to the lowest tier of funding.

• Incorporating hold harmless – Given the significant vari-
ation in current rates, create a structure to initially ensure 
that no programs/providers receive less than they currently 
receive, and as funding increases move towards equity across 
the system.

• Identifying phases to transition – Use targets aligned to 
funding levels to convey the significant increases that 
will come as funding is available and establish a schedule 
for ramping up funding over a 5−7 year period, pending 
available resources.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

5. Plan 
and begin 
implementation 
of a program 
and provider 
funding 
structure 
inclusive of 
all providers 
with positive 
incentives to 
adopt practices 
consistent with 
increasing and 
assuring quality 
of program and 
workforce.
(continued)

• Planning for interagency coordination – Create agreements 
to support information sharing, and establish roles and coor-
dinating channels across the multiple agencies affected by 
this system to maximize efficiency and effectiveness of moni-
toring and support.

5.2  Establish supports within the professional development plan 
(see Activity 3.3) to improve education and competencies of 
those currently participating in QRIS or accessing supports 
through QCC professional learning opportunities, including 
family child care; family, friend and neighbor; and  voucher-based 
services.

5.3  Identify and plan implementation of positive incentives for 
providers to participate in and improve QRIS ratings. Examples 
of potential incentives include, but are not limited to reducing 
administrative burden (e.g., application requirements, frequency 
of monitoring) for programs meeting specific QRIS standards, 
extending the contract period from one-year to up to five-years 
based on QRIS rating, and assigning technical assistance to 
grantees with concerning ratings (see Activity 2.3).

a. In 2013 California adopted a new approach to funding K–12 education, com-
monly referred to as the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF). The LCFF serves 
as a good example for how significant system overhaul, including establishing a 
framework for future investment and increases can be made by establishing targets 
and conditions for increased funding. Under the LCFF the state established funding 
targets for all local educational agencies with a method to close the gap between 
existing funding and the targets for each local educational agency. This approach 
established a clear target with a process to distribute increased funding, regardless 
of amount, until the targets were reached. It was projected that this would take 
eight years. As a result of strong state revenue growth, full implementation and 
funding levels were reached in seven years.
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Quality Phase 1: Strategy 6

Resources for families are available about options for ELC that include infor-

mation about the quality and characteristics of the programs that address the 

specific needs of their child (e.g., dual language learners, program structure, 

availability of care).

Why?

Empowerment and engagement of families is a critical component of a 

high-quality ELC system. Early Learning and Care is at its best when families 

are viewed and treated as partners with providers in the care and development 

of their child. Ensuring that families have information about their options for 

high-quality ELC services that meet their need is a critical step in fostering a 

parent’s understanding of and satisfaction with the system. 

Impact: 

The information system builds capacity in families as decision makers and 

places positive pressure on providers to be responsive to quality expectations 

of informed families through meeting or exceeding quality benchmarks.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

6. Resources for 
families are available 
about options for 
ELC that include 
information about 
the quality and 
characteristics of the 
programs that address 
the specific needs of 
their child (e.g., dual 
language learners, 
program structure, 
availability of care).

6.1 Review the effectiveness and impact of current resources 
(publicly and privately funded, such as state and local 
parent hotlines, web-based consumer education support, 
etc.) that assist families in identifying options for ELC.

6.2  Engage a workgroup, including family members (e.g., PDG 
Parent Committee or equivalent group) that is repre-
sentative of all children, including those that are under-
represented or underserved (e.g.,  children who are dual 
language learners, have disabilities, are  experiencing 
homelessness, are in foster care or tribal care) to inform 
the design of tools and resources that:

• Support families to identify high-quality ELC options 
that fit their family’s needs.

• Consider how parent choice and engagement affects 
or influences incentives. 

• Inform and generate public demand for higher-quality 
services and support expanded access.

• Provide access to information about all ELC resources 
as well as whole-child services (per 2018 statutes) 
including early intervention, home visiting, and mental 
health consultation.

• Use parent feedback and input to maximize state and 
local funding for outreach and engagement of families 
(e.g., CCDF).
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Quality Phase 1: Strategy 7

Expand and improve implementation of professional learning and systems of 

support that build provider competencies in inclusion-based practices.

Why? 

Research shows that children with disabilities function best with their peers, 

yet families report that many ELC programs are not adequately prepared to 

include a child with a disability. The field needs to prepare and support all 

ELC providers with the knowledge and skills needed to care for young chil-

dren with delays and disabilities and support their families (PDG stakeholder 

sessions). 

Without sufficient support for all ELC providers, children with disabilities 

experience increased suspensions and expulsions. Children ages three to five 

with disabilities and or emotional and social challenges, while comprising 

just 12 percent of ELC populations, represent 75 percent of suspensions and 

expulsions.15

Impact:

Providers will be equipped to provide high-quality, inclusive care for young 

children with disabilities and their families. Suspensions from ELC settings will 

be limited and expulsions will be eliminated. There will be an increase in ELC 

settings where families can feel confident leaving their child with a disability.

15 Stipek, D., et al. (2018). Getting down to facts II: Early childhood  education 
in California. Stanford, CA: Stanford University and Policy Analysis for California 
Education. Retrieved from https://gettingdowntofacts.com/publications/
early-childhood-education-california

https://gettingdowntofacts.com/publications/early-childhood-education-california
https://gettingdowntofacts.com/publications/early-childhood-education-california
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

7. Expand and improve 
implementation of 
professional learning 
and systems of support 
that build provider 
competencies in 
inclusion-based 
practices.

7.1 Align and expand professional competencies to address 
inclusion of children with disabilities in all settings 
and activities. These can include but are not limited to 
the Commission on Teacher Credentialing Program 
Standards for Early Childhood Special Education, Early 
Start Personnel Model (early intervention), and California 
Center for Infant-Family and Early Childhood Mental 
Health Competencies.

7.2 Develop a workgroup with relevant stakeholders, or 
utilize or expand a current QCC workgroup, to identify 
needs and strategies to ensure QRIS incentivizes and 
supports inclusive access and the use of inclusion-based 
practices and evidenced-based models. Examples may 
include the Inclusive Classroom Profile and customiza-
tions for vulnerable populations to include family, friend, 
and neighbor care; dual language learners, etc.

7.3 Integrate concepts and examples of inclusion-based 
practices into all QCC professional learning activities.

7.4 Include within the plan for the professional learning 
delivery and management system (see Actions 3.2 and 
5.2) consideration of competencies and professional 
development opportunities to ensure all providers are 
prepared to support children with disabilities.

7.5 Expand and fund direct supports (e.g., coaching, mental 
health consultation, reflective supervision, provider rate 
increases, capacity-building supports) to providers that 
serve children with disabilities including early interven-
tion, preschool special education, and mental health 
consultation providers.

7.6 Expand and fund a workgroup with the Early Start 
Program, the CDE, providers and families to create a plan 
to improve the transition from Early Start to Preschool 
Special Education.
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Quality Phase 2: Implement, Expand, and Improve (Years 4−6)

Q U A L I T Y

STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 2

1. Fully implement 
statutory and regulatory 
changes to align 
program standards 
to quality objectives 
across programs and 
agencies.

1.1  Continue to fund and support the work of an interagency 
workgroup to identify, prioritize, and operationalize the 
definition of quality. In addition, focus on revising statues 
and regulations to remove barriers and set forth con-
ditions for alignment. This includes but is not limited to 
Title 5, Title 22, and State Preschool program standards; 
Child Development Permit Matrix; and Infant-Toddler and 
Preschool Learning Foundations.

Phase 2

2. Continue to build and 
support local capacity 
through technical 
assistance, including 
focusing more intensive 
supports to expand 
QRIS participation and 
evidence of increased 
program quality.

2.1  Manage restructured quality program investments 
(e.g., CCDF Quality Projects) with a routine cycle of 
review to assess and ensure alignment with quality objec-
tives and results to determine options to maximize the 
impact of such investments and identify opportunities for 
reinvestment and/or new investment.

2.2 Manage restructured investments in professional learning 
and technical assistance (e.g., QCC, IMPACT Hubs, CCDF 
Quality Projects) with a routine cycle of review to assess 
and ensure alignment with quality objectives related to 
readiness, retention, and support of the workforce to 
meet or exceed quality standards and identify potential 
resources for reinvestment and/or new investment. 

2.3 Continue to use data from local needs assessments, 
QRIS, Workforce Registry, and other sources to assess 
and monitor demand and supply of professional devel-
opment opportunities and topics, and identify areas for 
reinvestment and/or new investment (see Quality Phase I, 
Strategy 4). 
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 2

3. Continue to expand 
and upskill the 
workforce to meet 
or exceed quality 
standards for increased 
qualifications and 
competencies as set by 
the state.

3.1 Implement a professional learning support system based 
on findings, experience, and plans generated from 
Phase 1, Activities 3.1−3.4. Manage and deploy the system 
to meet the needs of all providers inclusive of various set-
tings, locations, age groups, and provider types. Regularly 
collect and review data to assess the effectiveness and 
reach of available support to maintain and advance the 
quality of the workforce.

3.2 Identify areas where targeted professional learning and 
support may be needed. Based on data from state and 
local needs assessments and other sources, engage 
IHEs, regional networks, and others to regularly revisit 
and refine plans to ensure that they address unmet and 
emerging needs of providers to address the needs of 
children and their families. 

3.3 Establish standards for the IHEs and others engaged in 
providing pre-service professional learning to ensure 
learning opportunities are aligned with quality expecta-
tions for pre-service coursework/professional learning 
as defined by permits, stackable credentials, and 
certification.

3.4 Establish college advising and mentoring programs to 
guide prospective and current ELC providers through 
educational programming and a career pathway.

3.5 Develop K–12 career and technical education (CTE) 
pathways for high school students that prepare them for 
careers in ELC and allow for credit accrual to accelerate 
degree completion.

3.6 Partner with state and local Employment Development 
Departments and agencies to share information and 
promote careers in ELC as a means to increase the size 
and quality of the workforce.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 2

4. Implement and 
manage newly 
developed data 
system to actively 
inform areas of need 
and impact, and to 
facilitate interagency 
coordination.

4.1 Implement data system following the plan created in 
Phase 1, Action 4.1. Assess implementation results and 
make refinements as appropriate.

4.2 Identify how state leaders and agencies will use data to 
inform the development and improvement of policies 
and programs. Create processes and assignments that 
support productive and efficient use and management 
of data.

4.3 Provide professional development and support to build 
the capacity of regional and local providers to collect and 
manage data and use reports and other tools to support 
quality. This should include consideration of how new 
staff or providers are onboarded into the system.

4.4 Ensure local planning bodies are accessing critical data to 
assess needs and generate plans that address ELC needs 
(e.g., workforce professional development, facilities, 
outreach, data management and analysis) in their local 
areas. As appropriate through state and locally coordi-
nated support structures, provide technical assistance 
and share examples of effective practice to support the 
continued capacity development of the field to use data 
to inform practice.

4.5 Maintain MOUs between state and county agencies that 
facilitate ongoing data sharing to support research and 
analysis of administrative ELC data. Consider developing 
research consortia across agencies and with other part-
ners to assess practice and generate ideas for further 
improvement.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 2

5. Implement and 
manage program 
and provider funding 
structure inclusive of all 
providers supporting 
children eligible for ELC 
subsidies with positive 
incentives to participate 
in QRIS and adopt 
practices consistent 
with increasing quality 
of program and 
workforce.

5.1  The state continues to support implementation of a tiered 
subsidized ELC reimbursement system with refinement 
based on results and experience. The level of available 
funding, state and local capacity, and data availability will 
constrain the pace at which implementation can occur. 
By the end of Phase 2, full implementation should be 
partially or fully achieved.

5.2  Create MOUs, as needed, related to information sharing 
and coordination across agencies to maximize efficiency 
and effectiveness of monitoring and support.

5.3 Through state and local investments in professional 
learning, implement the professional development plan 
(see Phase 1, Action 3.3) that supports participation in 
QRIS, QCC, and quality improvement. This plan should 
provide opportunities for providers to make progress 
toward higher levels of tiered reimbursement, if appro-
priate, with targeted attention to license-exempt (such 
as family, friend and neighbor care) and voucher-based 
services.

5.4 Implement and review processes to strengthen linkage 
between funding and quality (see Phase 1, Action 5.3). 
This may include, but is not limited to:

• Incentives and supports to reach 3+ level of QRIS 
rating by adapting application and monitoring require-
ments to QRIS rating (e.g., reducing level of adminis-
trative burden for those with higher ratings).

• Determine the feasibility of implementing a recom-
petition process triggered by the quality level of sites 
using the QRIS rating as one indicator of quality.

• Assign technical assistance to grantees whose ratings 
are below an established threshold (see Action 2.3).
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 2

6. Continue to 
provide resources 
for families about 
options for ELC that 
includes information 
about the quality and 
characteristics of the 
programs that may 
address specific needs 
of their child (e.g., dual 
language learners, 
program structure, 
availability of care).

6.1 Continue to assess and provide resources to families 
that aid in their awareness and choice of ELC options 
including family, friend, and neighbor care.

6.2  Routinely assess how family choice and engagement 
affects or influences incentives and supports that inform 
and generate public demand for high-quality services and 
expanded access.

Phase 2

7. Continue to 
expand and improve 
implementation of 
professional learning 
and systems of support 
that build provider 
competencies in 
inclusion-based 
practices.

7.1 Continue to identify needs and implement strategies to 
ensure QRIS incentivizes and supports inclusive access.

7.2 Continue to integrate concepts and examples of 
 inclusion-based practices into all QCC professional 
learning activities.

7.3 Establish standards for the IHEs and others engaged in 
 providing pre-service professional learning to ensure 
all providers are prepared to support children with 
disabilities.
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Quality Phase 3: Sustain with Continuous Improvement (Years 7−10)

Q U A L I T Y

STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 3

1. Align and streamline 
the level and structure of 
funding for early care to 
goals and objectives for 
quality.

1.1 Maintain interagency workgroup to support review 
and revision of statutes and regulations to further 
advance progress toward quality goals and objec-
tives, reflecting current reality of system.

1.2 Review and revise the quality-related standards to 
recognize progress, emerging and new research, 
federal direction, and changes in state and local 
capacity (approximately 7−10 year cycle).

Phase 3

2. Support and sustain 
local capacity through 
technical assistance and 
support that increases 
QRIS participation and 
evidence of increased 
program quality.

2.1 Approximately every 1−3 years assess state and local 
capacity to address and support quality through 
analysis of needs assessment data, monitoring 
reports, practitioner feedback, and other sources.

2.2 Adapt technical assistance to respond to current and 
emerging needs, with emphasis on building capacity 
through attending to structural, knowledge, mate-
rial, and organizational capacity needs.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 3

3. Provide every ELC 
professional with 
competence-based 
training, technical 
assistance, and 
compensation to 
encourage and support 
recruitment and retention 
across a range of care 
settings and age groups. 

3.1 Maintain and evolve professional learning systems 
to align with the needs of providers; considerations 
include, but are not limited to:

• Providing support and incentives for degree 
attainment 

• Professional development relevant to the evolving 
needs of children (e.g., dual language learning, 
inclusive practices, trauma-informed practice)

• Creating opportunities for professionals to build 
capacity in others through coaching, mentoring, 
etc.

• Professional learning options and formats that 
best meet needs of practitioners (e.g., face-to-
face, virtual, hybrid)

3.2 Sustain structures that strengthen the career lattice. 
These may include, but are not limited to, expanding 
mentorship roles, providing new or struggling 
providers with coaching support, and establishing 
apprenticeship programs, learning communities, and 
networks of support.

3.3 Ensure that the high school CTE and the IHE career 
pathways in ELC evolve with the needs of the field 
and address the professional competencies ELC 
providers need through logical and efficient avenues 
for completion.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 3

4. Collect and use data 
to inform state and local 
decisions regarding 
needs, impact, and 
results.

4.1 Routinely assess how data are used by the state to 
inform research, policy decisions, program devel-
opment, and budgeting to ensure the system is 
evidence-based. As needed, plan and implement 
improvements to meet existing and emerging needs.

4.2 Create and support regional consortia to provide 
technical assistance and other support to all pro-
viders, including new providers, to engage in data 
collection and use.

4.3 Ensure local planning bodies use critical data to 
assess needs and generate plans that address needs 
in their local areas and provide support where 
needed (see Quality Phase 2, Action 4.4). As appro-
priate and needed, provide technical assistance 
and share examples of effective practice to support 
continued capacity development of the field to use 
data to inform practice.

4.4 Maintain MOUs between state, regional, and county 
agencies to facilitate ongoing data sharing to sup-
port research and analysis of administrative ELC data 
(see Quality Phase 2, Action 4.5).

Phase 3

5. Provide families with 
resources in a user-
friendly, accessible, and 
timely format to support 
empowerment and 
choice in their selection 
of ELC for their child. 

5.1 Maintain and support continuous improvement of 
resources to families that aid in their awareness and 
choice of ELC options.

5.2  Routinely assess how family choice and engagement 
affects or influences incentives and supports that 
inform and generate public demand for  high-quality 
services and support expanded access.

Phase 3

6. Expand and improve 
implementation of 
professional learning 
and systems of support 
that build provider 
competencies in 
inclusion-based 
practices.

6.3 Approximately every 1−3 years assess provider 
capacity to address and support inclusive practices 
through analysis of needs assessment data, mon-
itoring reports, practitioner feedback, and other 
sources.

6.2 Maintain and evolve professional learning systems to 
align with the needs of providers.
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Access

A family’s first impression of 

the ELC system takes place the 

moment they begin the search 

for care for their child outside the 

home. The search for the best fit 

is different for every family and 

depends on the age of the child. 

Nonetheless, there are three 

common attributes that guide 

the beginning of the search for 

everyone: location, cost, and 

operating hours. The search most 

often begins locally, with proximity 

to home (31 percent) rising to the 

top of the list of reasons families 

choose their provider (California 

Child Care Study, 2019).16 Finding 

these placements is often initiated 

through personal communication 

with social networks, followed 

by online searches that lead to 

identifying options nearby the 

home or work. Forty-two percent 

of families using a center-based 

provider and more than one-

third using license-exempt care 

selected their provider because it 

was close to their home. The other 

two prominent factors shaping 

choice were the setting’s quality 

(29 percent) and affordability 

(27 percent). Lastly, access to 

settings with flexible hours helps 

families find coverage for care that aligns to their own unpredictable or alter-

native work schedules. This is a factor in selecting family, friend, and neighbor 

16 King, C., Weilin, L., Welty, K., Middleton, A., & Hirillal, A. (2019, June). California 
child care study: Final report. Bethesda, MD: Child Trends. 

To build and sustain trust…

• Children need access to safe 

and developmentally appro-

priate ELC settings with rich 

learning experiences, warm 

relationships, and responsive 

interactions.

• Families and children need 

access to ELC opportunities 

that match their needs 

(e.g., cultural, linguistic, 

geographic, compatible 

operating hours)

• Providers need incentives 

and support to pursue and 

persist in careers in ELC 

Therefore, the system must provide:

• Funding and technical 

 assistance to support pro-

viders and families through:

• Expanding or upgrading 

facilities

• Recruitment and reten-

tion of high-quality 

providers

• Increasing access to 

professional learning

• Streamlining the system 

of placement and service 

provision
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settings, which have the most flexible scheduling, often including overnights 

and weekends. 

However, for too many families in California, the search for ELC leads to 

frustration and even desperation. Families report lengthy wait lists for the 

few providers in their region, complicated processes for aligning subsidies 

and understanding eligibility, and difficulty finding placements that respect 

and honor their home culture. Simultaneously, data indicates that subsidized 

spaces go unused in some areas. There may be a misalignment between 

supply and demand, wherein the system fails to target resources where they 

are most needed or fails to design options that meet the needs of families in a 

given community.

Families want to place their child in care where their child’s unique needs 

and culture are embraced. Attending to access across factors (location, cost, 

availabilty, and fit) means attending to equity within the system — how do we 

ensure that Californian families seeking care find high-quality choices that 

are affordable, responsive to their unique needs, and have available space for 

their child?

Voices from the Field:17 

“I wish when I was pregnant that someone would have sat with me 
and went over child care options and asked how and what I wanted 
for my child and told me about what services are available. I didn’t 
even know where to begin.”

“After I got full-time work, I didn’t know I still qualified for other 
services, so I lost access to support and my child care placement. 
I think all caseworkers should be cross-trained on requirements for 
state programs and services so they can support families in need by 
making the right referral to help us keep our placements.”

To expand access to meet this aim, licensed providers must receive support to 

expand or upgrade their facilities, recruit and retain highly qualified providers, 

and receive necessary professional development and technical assistance. 

17 These quotes were provided by parent participants in stakeholder sessions. Their 
names and identifying information have been removed for privacy and the quotes 
have been slightly modified to fit within this strategic plan.
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Both providers and families would benefit from a streamlined, easy-to-nav-

igate system to connect children in need with available spaces, while linking 

eligible families to the variety of available support services and subsidies. The 

strategies below are organized into three phases with the first phase focused 

on building state and local capacity and infrastructure. The later phases build 

upon and strengthen this foundation to enhance access while increasing 

quality.

Goal Statement 1

All families with young children have access to high-quality and affordable ELC 

options within their community that meet the needs of children and families.

Objectives 1

•	 Quality and affordable ELC options are available for all young children and 

their families and align to their needs (e.g., hours of operation, types of 

settings, locations, languages, age groups served).

•	 All families have information that makes them aware of and confident in 

their selection of high-quality ELC options that best meet the needs of their 

child and family.

•	 Coordination across all parts of the system (birth through school age) 

occurs to ensure equity of access and maximize benefits for young children.

•	Data is used to inform strategies that address facility and health and safety 

needs (expansion and renovation), including emergency response. Laws, 

regulations, and public funding facilitate expansion and renovation in areas 

of need.

•	Early Learning and Care environments for young children follow universal 

design and effectively support children with disabilities.

•	State, regional, and local policies, procedures, and systems are designed to 

reduce inefficiencies, gaps, and barriers to quality.

Goal Statement 2

All children are cared for and taught by providers prepared to meet their 

needs, and the needs of their families, to support their success in school 

and life.
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Objectives 2

• Highly effective, culturally and linguistically responsive ELC professionals 

are sufficient in quantity to be able to provide access to high-quality ELC 

opportunities for all young children that reflect the diversity of those that 

they serve. 

• All early providers have the knowledge and competencies necessary to 

meet the health, developmental, and learning, and emotional needs of 

the children they serve.

• Children and families are well-supported and have positive experiences 

as they transition within and between ELC to K–12 schools.

Progress Monitoring Measures

• Increased and growing percentage of four year old children participate 

in part-day and full-day, full-year preschool programs.

• Increased and growing percentage of infants, toddlers, immigrants, 

children with delays and disabilities, and others participate in full-day, 

full-year programs.

• Increased and growing percentage of families at or below the State 

Median Income (SMI) with children under the age of five participate 

in ELC.

• By Phase 3: 

 – Every child from birth through age five has a unique identifier in a 

data system that all education and service agencies use.

 – Data system is utilized.

• Increased percentage of families report satisfaction with the system 

reflecting their expressed values, priorities, and diverse needs, especially 

with transition processes. 

• Process and time for service enrollment is significantly reduced.

• Increase in quantity of available providers.
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Access Phase 1: Plan and Build State and Local Capacity (Years 1−3)

A C C E S S

Access Phase 1: Strategy 1

Plan and begin implementing a statewide eligibility system that supports inter- 

and intra- county sharing of information.

Why? 

California families need to easily locate currently available, high-quality ELC 

options and determine eligibility for services. A real-time, comprehensive 

system could minimize the number of programs a family must contact to only 

those matching their individual child and family needs.

In addition to information on ELC options, families need information on the 

multiple programs and subsidies for which they qualify. Families report often 

receiving incomplete or sometimes inaccurate information. A virtual assess-

ment tool and integrated application forms could address this need. 

Impact: 

Families can easily access diverse, high-quality care options and knowledge 

about subsidies to make an informed decision that best meets the needs of 

their child and family.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

1. Plan and begin 
implementing 
a statewide 
eligibility system 
that supports 
inter- and intra-
county sharing 
of information.

1.1 As part of data system design (see Quality Phase 1, Activity 4.1):

• Evaluate current county-level centralized eligibility lists (CELs) 
and identify key data elements needed to share eligibility 
information statewide among ELC providers as well as other 
services supportive of child and family needs (e.g., health, 
mental health, nutrition, parent/family resources, develop-
mental services, job preparation/education).

• Evaluate best practices regarding management of data to 
ensure relevance (i.e., timely, accurate, complete, easy-
to-use/accessible) to local decision-making.

1.2 Create a plan to develop a statewide, integrated, and compre-
hensive eligibility system (e.g., manages data to inform eligibility 
and related options) in conjunction with the state data system 
that includes information on Head Start services as well as other 
state-supported services (see Quality Phase 1, Strategy 4). 
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Access Phase 1: Strategy 2

Prepare for effective expansion of infants and toddlers care and support 

options.

Why? 

Close and dependable relationships during a child’s earliest days support crit-

ical development of the brain architecture that become the foundation for all 

future learning, behavior, and health. Yet, the largest gaps in ELC options are 

for our youngest children, infants and toddlers from birth through age three. 

These close and dependable relationships can be developed through family 

bonding and/or through paid, high-quality caregiving. Paid Family Leave 

(PFL) allows time for families in the workforce to bond and develop a critical 

dependable relationship with their baby. The PFL also decreases the high 

number of infants in need of ELC placement.

A significant expansion in the number of high-quality ELC options for infants 

and toddlers is needed. In 2017, 87 percent of eligible infants and toddlers 

were not served by a publicly supported program (PDG Needs Assessment, 

2019).18 Gaps are more acute for infants than for one- and two-year-olds.

Impact: 

Strengthening the state’s PFL program and improving access to high-quality 

child care will ensure more infants and toddlers benefit from opportunities to 

develop nurturing and dependable relationships with their families, while also 

ensuring families can find affordable, high-quality child care when they return 

to work.

18 The American Institutes for Research, California Preschool Development Grant 
Needs Assessment. (2019). 
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

2. Prepare 
for effective 
expansion 
of infant and 
toddler care and 
support options. 

2.1  Support families as caregivers to their infants and toddlers, with 
priority given to areas with greatest need based on income and 
available services. This includes, but is not limited to:

• Expand PFL for all families (beginning with eight weeks in 
Year One in Phase 1 per 2019–20 Budget Act).

• Expand family home-visiting programs with attention to 
parent education and early childhood mental health services 
(2019–20 Budget Act).

• Promote and expand developmental screening.

2.2  Form an interagency workgroup to identify and plan changes 
that improve alignment, streamline processes, unify definitions, 
and reduce administrative burden for providers and families as 
a means to ensure that all current placements are fully utilized. 
Given the amount of time involved with revising statutes and 
regulations, consider utilizing management bulletins, all-county 
letters, or equivalent options to provide interim guidance. Review 
county or private market solutions that California can learn from. 
Areas to consider:

• Extend eligibility period for families from 12 months to 2 years 
thereby reducing paperwork and maintaining continuity of 
care, increasing dosage, and alignment with Head Start.

• Allow children in foster care to maintain eligibility regard-
less of potential changes in eligibility status based on 
placement with a guardian/caregiver; this may require reg-
ulatory changes at the CDE and California Department of 
Social Services.

• Review and revise the definition of need to allow for all 
work/school hours, variable schedules, and non-traditional 
 schedules (e.g., weekends and hours when school is not 
in session).

• Increase local flexibility to manage contracts by issuing 
state contracts that span multiple years (see Quality Phase 1, 
Action 5.3).
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

2. Prepare 
for effective 
expansion 
of infant and 
toddler care and 
support options. 
(continued)

2.3  Review and revise current policies and practices so families 
can maintain placement with an ELC provider, especially those 
approaching income-eligibility limits. Areas to consider include 
but are not limited to:

• Treatment of one-time earnings (e.g., bonus, commission) as 
component of family income.

• Exclusion of part or all contributions to CalSavers (state 
retirement savings program) and other retirement systems 
from income calculations.

• Sliding-scale fee options that allow families to maintain care 
while income increases and consider the effect of regional 
cost differences, family income level, number of children 
requiring care, percentage of income spent on care, etc., in 
the fee calculation.

2.4 Review current structures and plan modifications to programs 
to provide support and incentives to expand full-day, variable 
schedule, and alternative-hours ELC options to address family 
need.

2.5 Use data regarding unmet need from the PDG Needs Assessment 
and other sources to prioritize regions to target and support 
expansion of infant and toddler care.

2.6 Provide technical assistance to local planning bodies to plan 
for infant and toddler care expansion needs, including but not 
limited to plans for public-private partnerships to prepare for 
and house services, workforce recruitment and development, 
IHE partnerships, parent/family outreach and engagement, and 
intake support. 

• This may require new funding or a change in scope to existing 
quality improvement contracts/grants funded by the CDE 
and/or another state agency.

2.7 Increase funding and provide additional placements for infant 
and toddlers with priority to areas with highest needs and most 
readiness for effective implementation (e.g., available facilities, 
QRIS participation).
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Access Phase 1: Strategy 3

Prepare for effective expansion of preschool services for children ages three 

and four.

Why? 

The population of 0-5 year olds eligible for subsidized services is currently 

underserved. For the 3–4 age group, approximately 340,000 eligible children 

are not currently served by publicly supported programs that have quality stan-

dards. For the 0–2 population, that number reaches approximately 485,000.19 

Gaps in access to preschool services are more acute in rural areas. Even within 

areas with more supply, placements often go unfilled due to rigid program 

requirements that create administrative burdens for providers and can make it 

challenging for families to qualify for and navigate services for which they may 

be eligible. Effective expansion of preschool requires addressing current bar-

riers and making new investments targeted to areas of unmet need.

Impact:

Addressing infrastructure needs and systematic barriers to preschool 

expansion, including simplifying administrative rules, streamlining eligibility 

requirements, and enhancing data to support targeted program growth before 

or in tandem with increased investment, will ensure equitable and effective 

preschool expansion across the state.

19 For details and exact figures, please see the PDG Needs Assessment.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

3. Prepare 
for effective 
expansion 
of preschool 
services for 
children ages 
three and four. 

3.1 Use data related to unmet need from the PDG Needs Assessment 
and other sources to prioritize regions to target expansion of 
preschool to all four year olds followed by expansion to all three 
year olds.

3.2 Provide technical assistance to local planning bodies to plan for 
preschool expansion needs, including but not limited to plans 
for public-private partnerships to prepare for and house services, 
workforce recruitment and development, IHEs and school dis-
trict partnerships, parent/family outreach and engagement, and 
intake support. (This may require new funding or a change in 
scope to existing quality improvement contracts/grants funded 
by the CDE and/or other state agencies).

3.3 Increase funding and provide additional placements commen-
surate with the capacity and readiness to implement based on 
Actions 3.1−3.2, and facility expansion (see Access, Strategy 6) 
for four year olds and three year olds with priority given to areas 
with highest need and most readiness for effective implementa-
tion (e.g., available facilities, QRIS participation).
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Access Phase 1: Strategy 4

Why? 

California needs between 323,000 to 826,000 teachers to meet the needs 

of ELC needs of children ages birth to five.20 If funding levels were increased 

today, there is not an available pool of qualified providers. As such, it is neces-

sary to identify needs and address barriers to the recruiment and retention of 

providers (compensation, benefits, capacity, etc.). In California, preschool-age 

children are also less likely to be enrolled in a public or private preschool 

program if no adult in the household speaks English well (39 percent vs. 

47 percent).21 Therefore, there is a significant need to recruit providers who 

reflect the diversity of the families served.

Impact:

A significant increase in the number of highly qualified providers would enable 

the state to address the demand for high-quality ELC services. Enhancing the 

diversity of the workforce will increase options for families who do not speak 

English to enroll.

20 Gould, E., Whitebook, M., Mokhiber, Z., & Austin, L. J. E. (2019). Breaking the 
silence on early child care and education costs. Berkeley, CA: Center for the Study of 
Child Care Employment.

21 Public Policy Institute of California. (2019, April) Public preschools in California. 
Retrieved from: https://www.ppic.org/publication/public-preschools-in-california/

https://www.ppic.org/publication/public-preschools-in-california/
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

4. Plan and begin 
implementation of 
initiatives to expand 
the workforce to 
accommodate growth 
of services and specific 
learning and care needs 
of young children.

4.1  Design a tiered-reimbursement system (see Quality 
Phase 1, Activity 5.1) to allocate funding to agencies and 
providers in a manner that addresses equity, expanded 
access, and quality. Then set target reimbursement rates, 
with a schedule for phasing in over time, including con-
sideration of factors that affect workforce recruitment 
and retention, such as:

• Linkage between funding levels and compensation 
that reflects parity with positions requiring similar 
levels of education and experience across provider 
types.

• Adequate funding to address the full range of activ-
ities expected of providers (e.g., direct services to 
young children, professional learning, assessment and 
engagement with data, instructional planning, admin-
istrative tasks).

• Regional cost differences based on labor market 
dynamics.

• Mechanisms for ongoing increases to maintain com-
petitive compensation.

• Access to benefits such as paid time off, health and 
welfare benefits, and retirement contributions. 

4.2  Within the professional development plan (see Quality 
Phase 1, Strategy 3), identify opportunities and options 
to provide professional learning support regarding the 
developmental and learning needs of young children to 
other professionals and providers who play a role in the 
broader early childhood system. These may include, but 
are not limited to:

• Medical professionals — pediatricians, obstetricians, 
nurses, family medicine practitioners, mental health 
providers

• Allied health professionals — occupational and 
physical therapists, speech language pathologists, 
nutritionists, social workers, home visitors, early 
interventionists

• K–12 teachers, principals, and school district leaders

• Institutions of Higher Education faculty and leadership
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

4. Plan and begin 
implementation of 
initiatives to expand 
the workforce to 
accommodate growth 
of services and specific 
learning and care needs 
of young children.
(continued)

4.3 Form and fund a workgroup that includes representatives 
from state agencies involved with the ELC workforce, 
the state’s Early Childhood Policy Council (ECPC), IHEs, 
school districts, community programs, providers, and 
other interested groups to develop a plan that includes 
strategies to recruit, diversify, and maintain existing diver-
sity of the ELC workforce. The plan may include options 
to address awareness, affordability, and opportunities for 
careers in ELC through:

• High school CTE pathways for ELC including high 
school apprenticeship models (see Quality Phase 2, 
Action 3.5)

• Scholarships and financial aid

• Guidance counseling and mentoring programs at IHEs

• Career navigators and other resources to guide those 
interested in ELC

• Stackable certifications/endorsements that culminate 
into a degree

• State and local employment development department 
promotion and incentives for careers in ELC
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Access Phase 1: Strategy 5

Why? 

While state ELC programs are intended to equitably serve eligible young 

children across the state, gaps exist between the intent and desire of a state 

regulation and local interpretation and implementation. As a result, families 

and children can be inadvertently, and sometimes negatively, impacted by 

the system. Families share stories of eligibility issues, differing treatment, and 

preschool expulsions that do not align with state intentions.

Impact:

Actively identifying and implementing strategies to reduce inefficiencies, gaps, 

and barriers to high-quality services across the system will increase equity of 

opportunity and effectiveness of the system to meet the needs of children.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

5. Improve 
coordination 
across all parts 
of the system 
(birth through 
school age) to 
ensure equity 
of access and 
maximize 
support for 
young children 
by reducing 
inefficiencies, 
gaps, and 
barriers to 
quality and 
services.

5.1  Form and fund an interagency workgroup that engages families 
and providers to share specific examples of common and com-
plex situations that reflect the range of experiences in accessing 
ELC. From this information, develop scenarios for access and 
engage in a design process that confronts current and common 
barriers to coordination of services among various ELC pro-
grams (e.g., State Preschool, Head Start, Title 22). Create a plan 
that includes strategies to overcome coordination barriers and 
improve support for transitions.

5.2  Identify options and pathways to implement changes in 
 pre-service, in-service, and other professional development 
of early educators, teachers, and principals that address the 
needs of children to successfully transition from preschool to 
kindergarten with a focus on equitable access within and across 
systems. Considerations include, but are not limited to:

• Reviewing, and if needed, updating competencies associated 
with a multiple-subject teaching credential and administrator 
credentials to include understanding of early childhood 
developmental and learning needs.

• Reflecting current research regarding importance of well-ar-
ticulated curricula with a specific scope and sequence across 
preschool and TK/kindergarten.

• Building understanding through professional learning and 
other resources for preschool and early elementary of 
Universal Design for Learning, and other strategies that sup-
port inclusive practices (see Quality Phase I, Strategy 7).

5.3  Collect data from families regarding the current resources (state, 
regional, and local; public and private) that they utilize and what 
additional information they need to understand their options. 
Use this information to create a plan that addresses how to 
maximize current investments, and if needed, identifies further 
investments, to provide information that families need,  especially 
for those in more isolated communities (e.g., rural, tribal, 
migrant/immigrant, homeless).
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Access Phase 1: Strategy 6

Why? 

High-quality facilities improve the quality of overall ELC. Access to care is 

in part affected by limited facilities to meet the demand. The gap between 

availability and need are not consistent across the state; while some counties 

have higher concentrations of licensed centers, low-income communities of 

color have the least access to licensed settings. Targeting resources to support 

facility improvements and the building of new facilities in those areas is critical 

to increase access. 

Impact:

Planned, coordinated, and targeted initiatives to drive improvement and 

expansion of facilities that leverage state, regional, and local resources will 

ensure increased access to high-quality ELC options in the highest need areas 

of the state.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

6. Plan 
and initiate 
implementation 
of initiatives that 
increase the 
availability of 
ELC facilities in 
areas with the 
greatest need.

6.1 Prepare and fund a comprehensive facility needs assessment and 
research plan utilizing data collected as part of the Preschool 
Development Grant Needs Assessment regarding regions/locals 
and their service need, and through a more targeted survey of 
subsidized providers about information such as:

• Status — rent or own, length of time at facility

• Costs — rent or mortgage, ancillary expenses

• Expansion — interest level, options

• Other Challenges — ongoing facility maintenance, costs, 
proximity to families, other

• Service Population

 The study should identify estimated costs and areas in the state 
most in need of increased access to ELC facilities and make 
recommendations for how such needs can be addressed over a 
5−7 year period (Funding Phase 1, Strategy 2) including, but not 
limited to, options such as:

• Leveraging publicly owned facilities that may have capacity 
such as those owned by school districts (especially those with 
declining enrollment), county offices of education, cities, and 
counties.

• Working with local governments to plan for ELC as part of 
employment, transit, and community development planning.

• Creating state, regional, and local grants and/or loans that 
assist with facility improvement and expansion with focus on 
supporting facilities needing to make improvements to sup-
port accessibility.

• Providing technical assistance and training to support pro-
viders as they plan for expansion, facility design, and acquisi-
tion of new space.

• Creating state or regionally based purchasing collaboratives 
that allow providers to leverage  pre-negotiated, competitively 
priced equipment, furniture, and supplies needed for facility 
expansion.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

6. Plan 
and initiate 
implementation 
of initiatives that 
increase the 
availability of 
ELC facilities in 
areas with the 
greatest need.
(continued)

• Developing strategies (e.g., tax incentives, developer/busi-
ness fees, training, and technical assistance) for existing or 
prospective providers to partner with local developers and 
businesses to provide land at low or no cost and/or funding to 
support development of ELC facilities.

6.2 Address immediate and high-priority facility improvement and 
expansion needs through state infrastructure grants ($263 mil-
lion included in 2019–20 Budget Act). Design grants to reflect 
commitment to equity by:

• Prioritizing programs, regions, and age groups with the most 
evidence of need.

• Investing in providers with evidence of readiness to manage 
and execute an expansion or improvement plan successfully.

• Collecting data and feedback about experience to inform 
future initiatives.
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Access Phase 1: Strategy 7

Why? 

An expansion of ELC services at the magnitude described in this strategic plan 

would require significant retooling and investment in administrative capacity at 

all levels of the system. This includes development of resources and processes 

for state administrators to utilize in technical assistance and capacity building 

among providers and contractors across all setting types. Streamlining pro-

gram requirements and directly supporting providers and contractors with 

technical assistance and capacity building will be critical to ensure they can 

navigate the system as they expand or start services. Such support will reduce 

the administrative burden on providers and contractors, build their business 

acumen, and lead to a more efficient and effective quality assurance process 

for the state while increasing access. 

Impact:

The infrastructure to support significant expansion of services, including the 

administrative capacity to prepare and support providers and contractors 

to fully participate in expansion opportunities as they become available, 

will ensure the system can effectively scale up to meet the needs of young 

children.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

7. Prepare state, 
regional, and 
local systems 
to efficiently 
and effectively 
onboard and 
support an 
expansion of 
providers across 
all types of 
programs.

7.1 Review current application and contract processes to identify 
areas for improved efficiency and accessibility for current, and 
especially prospective providers and contractors through a 
range of activities including, but not limited to:

• Streamlining application process through online and elec-
tronic forms that include prepopulated data (consider as 
part of new data system design, Quality Phase 1, Action 4.1), 
electronic signatures and verifications, application status 
tracking, and online chat and technical assistance through 
mobile friendly content.

• Extending contracts to multiple years (e.g., 3–5 years) and/or 
reducing recompetition frequency or details based on perfor-
mance and quality-related metrics (e.g., QRIS rating, budget 
adherence — see Quality Phase 1, Action 5.3).

• Developing a process for electronic monitoring, as appro-
priate (related to Quality Phase 1, Action 5.3).

• Developing online training and support modules that provide 
useful background and advice for completing the application.

7.2 Develop an outreach strategy to build awareness of current 
and prospective providers regarding areas of state and regional 
needs for expanded access (e.g., locations, age groups, hours of 
services). Utilize the strategy to communicate opportunities for 
funding and resources that support providers to address such 
needs. The plan should consider how to promote opportunities 
and resources through activities such as:

• Presentations at state and regional conferences

• Development of press kits and other resources to share 
information through traditional media outlets

• Provision of information about opportunities for regional 
bodies such as QCC, First 5 County Commissions, Local 
Planning Councils, Resource and Referral agencies, Family 
Resource Centers, and others

• Engagement of IHEs

• Engagement of local faith-based and cultural organizations 
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

7. Prepare state, 
regional, and 
local systems 
to efficiently 
and effectively 
onboard and 
support an 
expansion of 
providers across 
all types of 
programs.
(continued)

7.3 Build state and local capacity to onboard new, and support 
existing, providers and contractors. 

• Create tools and resources to assist with the navigation of 
opportunities and successful management of ELC provider 
services. Such tools should be customizable and dissemi-
nated through regional partners. These tools may include 
resources related to business design and management, 
human resources and talent management, budgeting, pur-
chasing collaboratives, nutrition services, and other commu-
nity resources.

• Create onboarding assistance for new providers and 
contractors. This may include technical assistance for 
new agencies that supports planning and implementation 
of changes to meet requirements to qualify for funding 
opportunities (e.g., how to achieve qualifying scores), 
planning for facilities, learning how to do business with the 
state, grant and application workshops, and other topics 
critical to a strong start as a new provider.
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Access Phase 1: Strategy 8

Why? 

Training is needed for ELC professionals to screen young children for devel-

opmental delay. Such screening can be useful to identify children for early 

intervention and other supports from a very early age.22 Among the challenges 

reported by providers that complete the screenings is difficulty sharing the 

screening results with families and supporting the referral process. Often 

families look to their provider for support in navigating the complex eligibility 

service systems. Increased coordination, communication, and support is 

needed between the local comprehensive service agencies and the provider.

Infants and toddlers are currently not being identified as consistently as their 

older peers. In 2015-16 only one third of all California’s three year olds in 

preschool special education had received early intervention.23 Agencies need 

to work together to improve identification and appropriate referrals for early 

intervention services.

Impact: 

Children who need additional supports to succeed in their childhood activi-

ties will be screened and receive early intervention and/or special education 

supports so they can thrive alongside their peers.

22 WestEd (2017). Developmental screening landscape analysis. A Report prepared 
for the California Departments of Developmental Services and Public Health. 
Sacramento: WestEd Center for Prevention & Early Intervention.

23 Stipek, D., et al. (2018). Getting down to facts II: Early childhood education 
in California. Stanford, CA: Stanford University and Policy Analysis for California 
Education. Retrieved from https://gettingdowntofacts.com/publications/
early-childhood-education-california

https://gettingdowntofacts.com/publications/early-childhood-education-california
https://gettingdowntofacts.com/publications/early-childhood-education-california
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

8. Identify and 
refine state and 
local standards 
and policies to 
create more 
aligned systems 
to identify and 
support children 
with or at-risk of 
disabilities and 
their families.

8.1 Create or refine interagency MOUs on shared responsibilities 
between community referral providers and early intervention 
and special education service providers regarding screening, 
referral, and follow-up.

8.2 Provide professional development and technical assistance 
to ELC providers to understand roles and processes regarding 
screening and referral.

8.3 Establish or expand family navigators (e.g., resources available 
to help families understand service options and facilitate access 
to services) to meet local needs. Family navigators should be 
knowledgeable about ELC options as well as comprehensive 
services, such as supports for families, early intervention, phys-
ical and mental health services, nutrition, and special education.

8.4 Create, implement, and monitor effectiveness of a quality assur-
ance process.
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Access Phase 2: Implement, Expand, and Improve (Years 4–6)

A C C E S S

STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 2

1. Implement a 
statewide eligibility 
system that supports 
inter- and intra-county 
sharing of information.

1.1 As part of the implementation of the data system created 
from Quality Phase 1, Action 6 build out a system and 
process for a statewide, integrated eligibility system 
that includes program information useful for family 
 decision-making. Assess results and make refinements as 
appropriate. 

1.2 Potential resources that could be developed as part of 
or as complementary to the statewide eligibility system 
include, but are not limited to: an eligibility screening 
tool that suggests potential programs and subsidies with 
information about accessing opportunities, an integrated 
application for such opportunities, and other tools to 
support families accessing supports to respond to a full 
range of ELC needs that can be addressed through an 
integrated, mixed-delivery system.

1.3 Identify how state leaders and agencies will use data to 
inform the development and improvement of policies 
and programs. Create processes and assignments that 
support productive and efficient use and management of 
data.

1.4 Provide professional development and support to build 
the capacity of regions and local providers to collect and 
manage data, and use reports and other tools to ensure 
the accuracy and use of the statewide eligibility system. 
This should include consideration of how new staff or 
providers are onboarded to the system.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 2

2. Implement expansion 
of infant and toddler 
care and support 
options. 

2.1 Commensurate with availability of funding, expand infant 
and toddler services, including support for families as 
caregivers as planned for in Access Phase 1, Strategy 3.

2.2 Continue to convene an interagency workgroup to review 
progress and needs of the state, and to further improve 
the alignment, processes, definitions, policies, and effec-
tiveness of programs and funding to ensure providers and 
contractors can operate with efficiency, effectiveness, 
and fully utilized funding to meet needs and demands for 
infant and toddler services.

2.3 In areas where there remain gaps in service, provide 
technical assistance and support to local planning bodies 
to proactively plan for how such needs will be addressed, 
with clear metrics to assess progress. 

Phase 2

3. Implement expansion 
of preschool services 
for children ages three 
and four.

3.1 Commensurate with availability of funding and estimates 
of associated costs, expand preschool services to include 
all three and four year old children based on priorities for 
expansion determined in Access Phase 1, Strategy 2.

3.2 Continue to convene an interagency workgroup to review 
progress and needs to further improve the alignment, 
processes, definitions, policies, and effectiveness of 
programs and funding to ensure providers and contrac-
tors can operate with efficiency and effectiveness, and 
can fully utilize funding to meet needs and demands for 
preschool services.

3.3 In areas where gaps in services remain, provide tech-
nical assistance and support to local planning bodies to 
 proactively determine how such need will be addressed, 
with clear metrics to assess progress. 
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 2

4. Implement and 
assess initiatives to 
grow the workforce 
to accommodate 
expansion of services 
and specific learning 
and care needs of 
young children.

4.1 Continue to implement the tiered-reimbursement system 
(see Quality Phase 1, Action 5.1) and assess impact on 
critical areas related to the recruitment and retention of a 
highly qualified workforce (see Access Phase 1, Action 4.1).

4.2 Deploy, assess, and improve professional learning as 
noted in Quality Phase 1, Strategy 3, for those directly 
providing ELC services as well as for professionals who 
have a role in supporting or addressing the needs of 
young children (e.g., medical professionals, K–12 teachers 
and leaders, IHE faculty).

4.3 Implement and enact recommendations to increase the 
quantity and diversity of the ELC workforce (see Access 
Phase 1, Action 4.3). Ensure process and metrics are in 
place to assess progress and refine approach.

Phase 2

5. Continue to 
assess and improve 
coordination across 
all parts of the system 
(birth through school 
age) to ensure equity of 
access and maximization 
of support for young 
children by reducing 
inefficiencies, gaps, and 
barriers to quality and 
services.

5.1 Implement recommendations to address coordination 
barriers and opportunities based on experience of fami-
lies/system users (see Access Phase 1, Action 5.1). Ensure 
process and metrics are in place to assess progress and 
refine approach.

5.2 Implement changes in pre-service, in-service, and 
other professional development (see Access Phase 1, 
Action 5.2).

5.3 Implement and enact recommendations to address 
information needs of families, especially those in more 
isolated communities (e.g., remote, rural, tribal, migrant 
and immigrant, homeless).

Phase 2

6. Implement initiatives 
that increase the 
availability of ELC 
facilities in areas with 
the greatest need.

6.1 Commensurate with available funding and development 
of partnerships, implement plans to expand facilities (see 
Access Phase 1, Action 6.1). Ensure process and metrics 
are in place to assess progress and refine approach.

6.2 Annually collect and review data to assess areas of con-
tinued need and refine approach to supporting facilities 
improvement and expansion. Consider engaging local 
planning bodies to incorporate facility needs and plans to 
address such needs within local needs assessments.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 2

7. Prepare state, 
regional, and local 
systems to efficiently 
and effectively onboard 
and support an 
expansion of providers 
across all types of 
programs.

7.1 Fully implement and monitor impact of measures taken 
to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the appli-
cation process (see Access Phase 1, Action 7.1). 

7.2 Continue proactive outreach to current and prospective 
providers (see Access Phase 1, Action 7.2). 

7.3 Continue to support new and existing providers with 
tools, resources, and technical assistance (see Access 
Phase 1, Action 7.3). Update and improve as appropriate.

Phase 2

8. Identify and refine 
state and local 
standards and policies 
to create more aligned 
systems to identify and 
support children with or 
at-risk of disabilities and 
their families.

8.1 Maintain interagency MOUs on shared responsibilities 
between community referral providers, medical pro-
fessionals, and early intervention and special education 
service providers regarding screening, referral, and 
follow-up for routine and special services.

8.2 Provide and continue to improve professional devel-
opment and technical assistance (see Access Phase 1, 
Action 8.2).

8.3 Sustain and expand the family navigator system to meet 
local needs (see Access Phase 1, Action 8.3).

8.4 Continue implementation and monitor the effectiveness 
of redesigned quality assurance processes. 

8.5 Expand and fund infant-family and early childhood 
mental health services to serve children and families 
after a positive trauma screening. Create communication 
mechanisms post-referral between the service provider 
and ELC.
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Access Phase 3: Sustain with Continuous Improvement (Years 7–10)

A C C E S S

STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 3

1. Maintain statewide 
eligibility system that 
supports inter- and 
intra-county sharing of 
information.

1.1 Continue to fund and support the implementation of a 
statewide eligibility system with a process to routinely 
engage stakeholders, including providers, families, and 
local and state leaders, to ensure the system remains 
responsive to needs. 

1.2 State leaders and agencies use data to inform the devel-
opment and improvement of policies and programs. 
Follow processes and assignments that support produc-
tive and efficient use of data and its management.

1.3 Sustain and improve professional development and 
support to build capacity of regions and local providers 
to collect and manage data, and use reports and other 
tools to support the accuracy and use of the statewide 
eligibility list. 

Phase 3

2. Ensure families of 
infants and toddlers 
have access to care and 
support options. 

2.1 Provide care and support opportunities for all infants 
and toddlers, including support for families as care-
givers. Annually review population projections to ensure 
plans are in place to guide how the system will grow 
and evolve to address needs with a 5–10 year planning 
horizon.

2.2 Continue to assess and evolve policies, definitions, and 
processes to ensure that providers and contractors can 
operate with efficiency, effectiveness, and fully utilized 
funding to meet needs and demands for infant and 
toddler services.

2.3 Continue to provide technical assistance and support to 
local planning bodies to proactively plan for how areas 
with unmet need will be addressed with clear metrics to 
assess progress.



 California Preschool Development Grant Birth Through Five 78

STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 3

3. Provide access 
to preschool for all 
children ages three 
and four (universal 
preschool).

3.1 Provide preschool services to include all three and 
four year old children. Regularly review population 
 projections to ensure plans are in place to guide how 
the system will grow and evolve to address the needs 
with a 5–10 year planning horizon.

3.2 Continue to assess and evolve policies, definitions, and 
processes to ensure that providers and contractors can 
operate with efficiency, effectiveness, and fully utilized 
funding to meet needs and demands for preschool 
services.

3.3 Continue to provide technical assistance and support to 
local planning bodies, to proactively plan for how areas 
with unmet need will be addressed with clear metrics to 
assess progress. 

Phase 3

4. Sustain the quality 
and quantity of 
providers needed to 
care for and provide 
learning support to all 
young children.

4.1 Sustain and improve tiered-reimbursement system, 
as needed (see Quality Phase 1, Action 5.1), and con-
tinue to assess impact on critical areas related to the 
recruitment and retention of the workforce (see Access 
Phase 1, Action 4.1). 

4.2 Sustain and improve the professional learning system for 
those directly providing ELC services as well as for pro-
fessionals that have a role in supporting or addressing 
the needs of young children (e.g., medical professionals, 
K–12 teachers and leaders, IHE faculty).

4.3 Continue to implement and enact recommendations 
to increase the quantity and diversity of the ELC work-
force (see Access Phase 1, Action 4.3). Ensure process 
and metrics are in place to assess progress and refine 
approach.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 3

5. Continue to 
assess and improve 
coordination across 
all parts of the 
system (birth through 
age five) to ensure 
equity of access and 
maximization of 
support for young 
children by reducing 
inefficiencies, gaps, and 
barriers to quality and 
services.

5.1 Continue to implement measures to address coordina-
tion barriers and opportunities based on experience of 
families and other users of the system. Ensure process 
and metrics are in place to assess progress and refine 
approach.

5.2 Continue to implement changes and make  further 
improvements (see Access Phase 1, Action 5.2).

5.3 Continue to implement measures to address informa-
tion needs of families, especially those in more isolated 
communities (e.g., rural, tribal, migrant and immigrant, 
homeless) and make improvements as needed.

Phase 3

6. Implement initiatives 
that increase the 
availability of ELC 
facilities in areas with 
the greatest need.

6.1 Commensurate with available funding and development 
of partnerships, continue to implement plans to expand 
facilities (see Access Phase 1, Action 6.1). Ensure process 
and metrics are in place to assess progress and refine 
approach.

6.2 Continue to annually collect and review data to assess 
areas of continued need and refine approach to sup-
porting facilities improvement and expansion. Consider 
engaging local planning bodies to incorporate facility 
needs and plans to address such needs into local needs 
assessments.

6.3 Approximately every 7–10 years, update the facility 
master plan to reflect current realities and emerging 
needs.

Phase 3

7. Prepare state, 
regional, and local 
systems to efficiently 
and effectively onboard 
and support an 
expansion of providers 
across all types of 
programs.

7.1 Fully implement and monitor impact of measures taken 
to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the appli-
cation process (see Access Phase 1, Action 7.1). 

7.2 Continue proactive outreach to current and prospective 
providers (see Access Phase 1, Action 7.2). 

7.3 Continue to support onboarding of new and existing 
providers through tools, resources, and technical 
assistance (see Access Phase 1, Action 7.3). Update and 
improve as appropriate.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 3

8. Identify and refine 
state and local 
standards and policies 
to create more aligned 
systems to identify and 
support children with or 
at-risk of disabilities and 
their families.

8.1 Maintain interagency MOUs (see Access Phase 1, 
Action 8.1).

8.2 Provide and continue to improve professional devel-
opment and technical assistance (see Access Phase 1, 
Action 8.2).

8.3 Sustain and expand family navigators to meet local 
needs (see Access Phase 1, Action 8.3).

8.4 Continue implementation and monitor effectiveness of 
a quality assurance process.

8.5 Continue to support services for a positive trauma 
screening (see Access Phase 2, Action 8.5).
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Funding

This strategic plan sets forth inten-

tional investment in the form of 

specific strategies and actions iden-

tified to efficiently and effectively 

address goals and objectives derived 

from an analysis of need. All require 

time, attention, and leadership, and 

many require funding. There are 

activities in this strategic plan that 

are low or no cost, such as creating 

interagency agreements to support 

data sharing. There are other activ-

ities that carry a significant cost, 

such as fully supporting universal 

preschool for California’s nearly one million three and four year olds .24 This 

strategic plan also describes mechanisms for maximizing the effect funding 

can have through strategies that target and align funding to priorities, create 

incentives, and braid multiple sources of funding into a single system of sup-

port, including non-state resources such as local funding, philanthropy, and 

public-private partnerships.

Presently California invests approximately $5 billion in ELC from various state 

and federal resources. While there is clear agreement that more funding is 

needed for ELC, there have been few, if any, efforts to estimate the exact 

amount of additional funding required to support a comprehensive, high-

quality system. The details described in this strategic plan for improving 

Quality and Access serve as a roadmap for developing an expenditure plan by 

outlining strategies and activities that must take place in order to fully realize 

a well-articulated and coordinated mixed-delivery system that addresses the 

needs of all children. These leadership decisions will require extensive input 

from stakeholders that will contribute to establishing the parameters for a 

fiscal estimate of the strategies outlined in this strategic plan. For instance, 

providing an accurate estimate of the cost of expanding preschool to all four 

year olds requires decisions about reimbursement rates, the mix of service 

24 Estimated CA Population for July 1, 2019, ages 0–5: 2,899,686 

Estimated CA population for July 1, 2019, ages 3–4: 999,727

Projections Prepared by Demographic Research Unit, California Department of 
Finance, May 2019

Website: http://www.dof.ca.gov/Forecasting/Demographics/Projections/

To build and sustain trust…

• Children need access to 

high-quality child care 

• Parents need affordable 

options

• Providers need compensation 

and support

Therefore, the system must 

provide…

• Adequate, stable, and predict-

able funding that scales with 

needs and expectations

http://www.dof.ca.gov/Forecasting/Demographics/Projections/
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provider types and settings for preschool services, strategies to recruit and 

retain an adequate workforce, availability, and many other factors.

A critical goal of this strategic plan is to increase equity of the system as 

manifested by:

• Ensuring that the needs of all children, especially our most vulnerable, 

are prioritized.

• Increasing compensation to support workforce quality, recruitment, and 

retention. 

• Removing access barriers and streamlining the system so families 

encounter “no wrong door” and are well served regardless of how they 

enter the system.

• Supporting inclusion and respecting the diverse and rich cultures of chil-

dren and families through support of professional learning, recruitment of 

diverse providers, and expansion of infrastructure in underserved areas.

The pace at which this goal can be achieved will be determined by the 

availability and size of investments that are made over time. To address the 

observed inequities in the current system (e.g., differences in rates, variability 

in support, gaps in services), this strategic plan recommends targeting new 

resources to higher-neevd areas. In effect, providing more of any increased 

funding to areas with the largest gaps. Using such an approach should mini-

mize disruption to current practice for all, accelerate growth for those with the 

greatest need, and increase the resources of the entire system over time.

Goal

Funding for ELC is adequate, stable, and predictable, and scales to meet the 

state’s goals for access, quality, and equity.

Objective

• Funding for ELC is multi-layered and includes state, federal, private, and 

philanthropic funds.

• The level and the structure of funding targets for ELC are designed to 

support California’s goals and objectives to provide high-quality ELC 

opportunities for all young children. 

• Advancement toward funding targets is aligned with ELC priorities and 

resources within a broader early childhood agenda.
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Funding Phase 1: Plan and Build State and Local Capacity (Years 1–3)

F U N D I N G

Funding Phase 1: Strategies 1 and 2

Why? 

While the Great Recession (2008 to 2012) resulted in nearly $1 billion in 

funding cuts to a range of ELC programs and a loss of over 100,000 pub-

licly funded placements for eligible children,25 investments in California’s 

subsidized ELC system have been restored to pre-recession funding levels. 

However, the recent increase in investment has not resolved the unmet need 

for services, particularly for infant and toddler care. There is a need to both 

increase available services and the compensation of the workforce to achieve 

state goals for Access and Quality.

Impact:

A funding plan that accounts for fundamental policy changes and addresses 

the phasing-in and implementation of Quality and Access strategies and 

actions will help ensure that the state moves steadily and substantially toward 

its goals of high-quality ELC opportunities for young children. 

25 Melnilck, H., Ali, T. T., Gardner, M., Maier, A., & Weschsler, M. (2017). Understanding 
California’s early care and education system. Palo Alto, CA: Learning Policy Institute.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

1. Create a 
multi-year cost 
model for this 
strategic plan as 
implementation 
parameters are 
defined. 

1.1 Reach key decisions for Access and Quality approaches 
that become planning parameters to develop a robust cost 
model. These decisions include, but are not limited to setting 
 reimbursement rate targets and identifying a tier structure, 
setting workforce qualification and compensation expecta-
tions, determining the pace of service expansion, the breadth 
of the professional learning system, and specifications for a 
comprehensive statewide data system. 

1.2 Use information from 1.1 to design a cost model that clearly 
articulates assumptions about conditions that trigger or indi-
cate readiness for further investment and specifies:

• Limited-term costs (e.g., one-time and multi-year) such as 
building statewide eligibility and data systems and other 
investments that lay the foundation for systems that sup-
port data, facilities, and workforce development.

• Ongoing costs (e.g., commitments to staff and services) 
such as service placements and state and local infrastruc-
ture to support system delivery.
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

2. Create a fiscal 
framework 
that provides 
specificity and 
options regarding 
the funding and 
revenue that will 
underwrite the 
costs identified in 
the cost model.

2.1 Review and assess existing resources to create a plan to opti-
mize and maximize existing state-managed resources. 

• Review existing investments (e.g., CCDF, CCDF Quality 
Projects, QCC) to ensure alignment to goals and priorities 
of this strategic plan.

• Make a plan to sustain or adjust investments to ensure that 
all funding furthers state goals, addressing higher priority 
needs and/or higher leverage strategies.

• Take administrative actions to ensure the incentives and 
direction provided through existing resources align to goals 
and objectives for Quality and Access. For instance, review 
CCDF Quality Projects to ensure connections to QCC are 
made as appropriate.

• Make recommendations to modify statutes and regulations 
to facilitate use of available funded placements.

• Develop options for aligning federal and state funding pro-
vided to school districts that operate preschool programs 
to goals and priorities for Quality and Access (e.g., expan-
sion of training and services leveraging local Title I and/or II 
funding or Local Control Funding Formula allocations).
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STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 1

2. Create a fiscal 
framework 
that provides 
specificity and 
options regarding 
the funding and 
revenue that will 
underwrite the 
costs identified in 
the cost model.
(continued)

2.2 Identify long-term revenue sources and mechanisms for 
allocation within the state budget that assure commitment to 
fully realizing plan goals. Examples of options include:

• General support through state and/or local general, special, 
or designated taxes.

• Tax incentives to providers and/or businesses to support 
expansion of services.

• State, local, and private resources for facilities including 
state and/or local bonds, developer fees, public-private 
partnerships, and revolving loans.

• Philanthropy.

2.3 Identify allocation structure for funding within the state budget 
to support sustaining long-term commitment to implementa-
tion of the identified strategies. Considerations include, but are 
not limited to:

• Targets or formula approach to ensure stability in state 
and local investments with increases planned based on a 
realistic measure of the ability of such bodies to sustain 
contribution.

• Structure to guide allocation of new funding based on 
priorities across multiple strategies. 

• Access to reserves or other funds to insulate the emerging 
system from short-term cuts related to economic changes. 

2.4 Review revenue options and related projections to ensure that 
assumptions regarding revenues are accurate and complete. 
Make adjustments as needed.
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Funding Phase 2: Implement, Expand, and Improve (Years 4–6) 

STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 2

1. Increase investment 
based on progress and 
needs to address Quality 
and Access strategies.

1.1 Align investments to address priorities identified in 
the plan; adjust as needed to reflect considerations 
of readiness (e.g., groundwork in place for success), 
urgency, opportunities, and availability of resources.

1.2 At least every 3–5 years review the effectiveness and 
alignment of existing resources and make adjustments 
to maximize impact to achieve goals and priorities.

1.3 Continue to review revenue options and related pro-
jections to ensure that assumptions regarding reve-
nues are accurate and complete. Make adjustments as 
needed.

Funding Phase 3: Sustain with Continuous Improvement (Years 7–10) 

STRATEGY ACTIONS

Phase 3

1. Provide ongoing 
investment and a stable 
source of funding that 
grows with population 
and inflation to ensure 
long-term support for ELC 
needs.

1.1 Through the annual state and local budget process 
ensure commitments are made that fully fund needs 
related to goals and objectives for ELC.

1.2 Create proposals for new requests as data and infor-
mation about need and impact are available.



 California Preschool Development Grant Birth Through Five 88

Conclusion

The PDG Strategic Plan provides a series of strategies and sequenced action 

steps resulting from the wisdom and direction put forth by previous early 

childhood planning efforts paired with the voices of  families, providers, early 

childhood experts, state agencies, and early childhood leadership. This 

strategic plan provides a roadmap for the areas of access and quality and 

highlights where large investments need to be made in a coordinated way to 

achieve the state’s goals. 

State leadership will together need to make decisions and prioritize actions. 

The children and families of California are urgently waiting for an ELC system 

that allows families to focus on their priorities while fostering opportunities to 

support their child to be curious, resilient, and thrive. The time to act is now.
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Appendix A:  
Definition of Key Terms

Based on the Needs Assessment Report Provided by  
the American Institutes of Research

Key term Definition

Availability a Availability of (or access to) ELC means that fam-
ilies, with reasonable effort and affordability, can 
enroll their child in an arrangement that supports 
the child’s development and meets the families’ 
needs.

Quality Quality ELC means safe and healthy learning envi-
ronments in which staff are supported in acquiring 
or increasing the knowledge and skills to promote 
relationships, interactions, and activities that 
support all children’s growth and development to 
prepare them for school and life. 

Underserved children Children who meet the eligibility requirements 
for subsidized child care in California but who are 
not served either because of insufficient funds or 
barriers, including but not limited to lack of facilities, 
having special needs or other vulnerabilities, or living 
in a rural area. 

Vulnerable children Children in need of special care, support, or protec-
tion because of age, disability, or various risk factors 
that include but are not limited to poverty, low 
parental education, health and special needs, child 
abuse and neglect, homelessness, and other adverse 
child experiences (ACEs). b Adverse child experiences 
include child abuse (emotional, physical, or sexual); 
neglect (physical and emotional); and household 
challenges (growing up in a household in which 
there is substance abuse, mental illness, violent treat-
ment of a mother or stepmother, parental separation 
and divorce, or a member of the household went 
to prison).
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Key term Definition

Rural (three subcat-
egories of rural are 
used, based on the 
definition developed by 
the National Center for 
Education Statistics) 

Fringe. Census-defined rural territory that is less 
than or equal to 5 miles from an urbanized area, as 
well as rural territory that is less than or equal to 
2.5 miles from an urban cluster.

Distant. Census-defined rural territory that is more 
than 5 miles but less than or equal to 25 miles from 
an urbanized area, as well as rural territory that 
is more than 2.5 miles but less than or equal to 
10 miles from an urban cluster.

Remote. Census-defined rural territory that is 
more than 25 miles from an urbanized area and is 
also more than 10 miles from an urban cluster.

a. Adapted from Defining and Measuring Access to High Quality Early Care and 
Education: A Guidebook for Policymakers and Researchers (OPRE Report #2017-08), 
by S. Friese, V. Lin, N. Forry, & K. Tout, 2017, U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, Administration for Children and Families, Office of Planning, Research and 
Evaluation, Washington, DC. Retrieved from https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/
files/opre/cceepra_access_guidebook_final_213_b508.pdf

b. Adapted from “Relationship of Childhood Abuse and Household Dysfunction to 
Many of the Leading Causes of Death in Adults: The Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACE) Study,” by V. J. Felitti, R. F. Anda, D. Nordenberg, D. F. Williamson, A. M. Spitz, 
V. Edwards, & M. P. Koss, 1998, American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 14(4), 
245–258.

c. Taken from Rural Education in America, 2006, National Center for Education 
Statistics. Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ruraled/definitions.asp

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/cceepra_access_guidebook_final_213_b508.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/cceepra_access_guidebook_final_213_b508.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ruraled/definitions.asp
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Appendix B:  
Stakeholder Engagement
Stakeholder Groups Convened for the Preschool 
Development Grant Birth Through Five Grant

Core Team: A core team provided technical assistance and included leaders 

from the Governor’s Office, the California Department of Education, the 

California Department of Social Services, the California Health and Human 

Services Agency, and First 5 California.

Expert Groups: Three expert groups were convened to provide input on strat-

egies: Data, Finance, and Workforce Compensation. Members of these groups 

were selected based on professional expertise on each topic. 

Parent Committee: Organized by the California Child Care Resource and 

Referral Network, a Parent Committee representing the geographic and 

socio-economic diversity of California was engaged on multiple occasions 

for specific strategic input, prioritization of needs from the parent perspective, 

and identification of gaps in the current system. This committee also included 

representation from families with dual language learners, children with special 

needs, and parents of other vulnerable populations. 

California Department of Education Input Sessions: Several sessions with 

specific teams within the Early Learning and Care Division were held to 

gather critical perspectives from experts within the California Department of 

Education. This included child development consultants and administrators 

representing field staff teams, the policy team, the data team, and others. 

Regional Input Session (in person and virtual): In collaboration with local 

organizations,26 these sessions provided a foundational background about 

the project, and then stakeholders joined others with a similar position 

(e.g.,  providers, families, administrator, advocates). Each small group was asked 

questions that contribute to plan development. See Appendix C for details. 

26 Planning for each session was supported by local libraries, the Humboldt County 
First 5, the Merced County Office of Education, and the Humboldt Network of Family 
Resource Centers. Communication and outreach for each session was supported by 
R&Rs, libraries, LPCs, local First 5s and other local resources/advocacy organizations. 
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State Stewardship Team: The State Stewardship Team included members 

representing state agencies that work with young children in California and 

who may provide critical input on the planning process. The team met regularly 

in Sacramento and was presented with updates on plan development. They 

provided input on specific areas of need throughout the process. 

Existing Stakeholder Groups Convened for the PDG

State Advisory Council on Early Learning and Care: The council dedicated 

one its quarterly public meetings to the PDG Strategic Plan and Needs 

Assessment with time for public comment. See appendix C for more detailed 

information.

State Interagency Coordinating Council on Early Intervention: The mem-

bers of the council are appointed by the Governor. It is comprised of families 

of children with disabilities, early intervention service providers, health care 

professionals, state agency representatives, and others interested in early 

intervention.
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Appendix C: Detailed 
Summary of Stakeholder 
Engagements and Findings
State Advisory Council Engagement 

Overview

On May 6, 2019, the State Advisory Council on Early Learning and Care (SAC) 

took part in an extensive work session to provide feedback on the develop-

ment of the PDG Strategic Plan. To provide framing for the session, WestEd 

presented an initial framework for organizing key ELC topic areas and existing 

recommendations from previous state planning efforts into goals, objectives, 

metrics, strategies and actions. During an interactive exercise, more than 

90 meeting participants (ELC stakeholders) and the SAC members had the 

opportunity to react to these topic areas and pose critical questions to further 

understand the core objectives presented and how they might be operational-

ized and implemented. 

Key high-level takeaways from the work session

• The SAC members and stakeholders provided fruitful guidance on the 

“how”, the strategies and actions for achieving ELC goals and objec-

tives. Further comments emphasized the need for the PDG Strategic 

Plan to not just reiterate existing recommendations, but to provide 

detailed, actionable steps to drive implementation of these recommen-

dations that will be valuable to policymakers, agencies and the early 

learning field.

• The SAC members and stakeholders suggested that this strategic plan 

prioritize drilling deeply into the cross-cutting areas that must be solved 

in order to effectively address quality, access, and equity. Suggested 

priority areas included: data, financing, workforce compensation, and 

management and administration. The SAC suggested that the PDG 

Strategic Plan could offer value by articulating options for addressing 

these critical areas and where to start in terms of implementing them, 
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including suggestions for who would be responsible for key steps and 

potential sequencing of actions. 

• Financing the ELC system to ensure system changes, as well as access 

to high-quality ELC for all eligible children, was identified as a key foun-

dational concern, as was the need for consistent, select data to better 

understand state and local needs in order to address barriers more 

effectively and equitably. Shared definitions and common state stan-

dards with some local flexibility to ensure effective implementation were 

also noted as critical. There was also an emphasis on ensuring families 

are included in the planning process and designing a system that places 

their needs front and center, as well as utilizing equity as a fundamental 

lens for planning and implementation.

Parent Committee

Overview

On June 27, 2019, WestEd conducted a virtual engagement session with the 

newly formed PDG Parent Committee. The primary role of the PDG Parent 

Committee is to provide input on elements of the ELC system that are working 

well, and challenges or barriers families face in accessing ELC services. The 

parent committee is comprised of 10 economically, geographically and 

racially diverse families representing various ELC program types including: 

Early Head Start, Head Start, state-funded child care, family child care, tribal 

child care,  unlicensed family friend and neighbor care, transitional kinder-

garten,  afterschool, and State-Preschool. The purpose of the initial session 

was to collect input centered around what families (families, children, and 

other caregivers) and providers need to establish and sustain trust. Feedback 

collected during this session was used to shape the PDG Strategic Plan’s trust 

framework. 

Key high-level takeaways

In order to establish and sustain trust in California’s ELC system, child care 

must be affordable, accessible, and meet their children’s unique needs. 

Parents also expressed the desire to have more assistance in navigating the 

system, citing the importance of engaging with compassionate program staff 

who are cross-trained on eligibility requirements and processes for all ELC-

related programs.
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• In order to establish and sustain trust with child care providers, families 

want to feel confident that their child is happy, healthy, and safe. Building 

this confidence requires intentional, consistent family engagement 

within all child care settings and should include comprehensive updates 

on their child’s cognitive, social-emotional, and behavioral development. 

Parents also discussed the importance of consistent instructional prac-

tices to support children’s transitions into kindergarten. 

On July 26, 2019, the Parent Committee reconvened for an in-person 

engagement session facilitated by WestEd. The purpose of this session was 

to capture each parent’s unique experiences in early childhood, including 

their needs and supports that would have or could improve their experience. 

Feedback collected during this session was used to further refine the PDG 

Strategic Plan’s trust framework and to gain a deeper understanding of fami-

lies’ hierarchy of needs. 

Key high-level takeaways

• Parents’ top three priorities for California’s ELC system include: (1) access 

to child care that addresses children’s unique needs, (2) implicit bias, 

diversity, trauma-informed practices, and inclusion training for child care 

staff to enhance child care practices and interactions with families, and 

(3) knowledge of programs and services families may be eligible for. 

• Additional recommendations for the system include more parental 

education on how to support their child’s transition into kindergarten 

and consistency in the number of resources available to children with 

special needs, with one parent stating, “I was showered with resources 

early on, but as my son grew, the knowledge of available resources 

diminished.” Parents also felt strongly that the CalWORKs program eligi-

bility requirements should be amended to support families in achieving 

financial stability before being removed from the program, citing that a 

full assessment of families’ income is needed before services are discon-

tinued. This should include the cost of child support, medical insurance, 

child care, housing and transportation to determine whether or not 

families will be able to afford the cost of living in their county. 
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Regional and Virtual Engagement Sessions

Overview

Throughout the month of August, WestEd facilitated a number of in-person 

and virtual stakeholder engagement sessions. The purpose of these sessions 

was multi-faceted. Objectives for each session included building buy-in and 

understanding of the PDG and strategic planning process, collecting input 

from stakeholders to inform the development of this strategic plan’s objectives 

and strategies, and affirming and validating needs and priorities identified 

through previous stakeholder engagement opportunities. 

In-person stakeholder engagement sessions were conducted in six California 

counties: Contra Costa, Merced, Riverside, Los Angeles, Humboldt, and 

San Joaquin. These counties were selected based on data collected through 

the PDG Needs Assessment indicating high needs (e.g., access to child 

care and quality). Two sessions were conducted in each county (afternoon 

and evening) to accommodate schedules of a wide array of stakeholders. 

Community-based, family-friendly neutral locations were selected to host 

each session (i.e., library, Family Resource Center). To facilitate engagement 

with a diverse group of stakeholders representing populations that would be 

most impacted by this strategic plan, WestEd leveraged local-level community 

relationships to help support outreach such as local resource centers, libraries, 

and local Resource and Referral agencies. The focus of the in-person sessions 

was to collect input around what’s needed from an ELC system from the 

perspective of the users of the system: families and providers. 

Figure C1. Regional and Virtual Engagement Session Participation 

Stakeholder Type In-person Session 
Attendees (n)

Virtual Session 
Attendees (n)

Parents 20 26

Child care providers 31 40

Advocates 17 49

Administrators 41 41

Other 9 11

Total 118 167

Combined total of session attendees: 285
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Summary of Key Themes from Regional and Virtual 
Stakeholder Engagement Sessions

Needs for Families

•	 Child care is available during hours that families need it

•	 Child care is affordable and high-quality

•	 Child care is consistently high-quality regardless of the child care setting

• Families have access to local services (proximity to home or work)

• The needs of families of diverse backgrounds are met (DLL, children with 

special needs, inclusive practices, trauma-informed care)

• Families can easily navigate the system and are supported through their 

process

• Parents are engaged, educated in ELC practices, and are viewed as 

partners in their child’s development

• There is relationship-based care among families, children, and caregivers

• Families receive comprehensive services such as mental health and 

social services

• Families have access to emergency care (e.g., families experiencing 

medical emergencies who have no support or care)

• Children grow in awareness of their environment, the people around 

them, and society

• Child care is developmentally appropriate and aligned with TK and 

Kindergarten to promote continuity of practice into the K–12 system

• Developmental screenings are used to ensure children are receiving the 

support they need

• Subsidized child care is available all year

Needs for Providers

•	 Providers are adequately compensated: wages, benefits (e.g., vacation, 

sick leave, and retirement), and parity with the K–12 system

•	 Providers are paid or receive financial support for professional 

development

•	 There is respect for ELC providers
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•	 Substitutes are (available for staff to attend professional development 

during work hours

•	 Providers are able to focus on providing high-quality care and not 

burdened by administrative duties

•	 Providers have access to professional development opportunities and 

resources tailored to support their needs (infant and toddler, DLL, FCC, 

family engagement, etc.)

•	 Professional development offered through higher education institutions 

is flexible to meet the needs of providers (hybrid online and evening 

courses, weekend)

•	 Providers are engaged in communities of practice

•	 The system is facilitative rather than punitive

•	 Early learning and care is viewed as a profession

•	 Providers are aware of all of the resources available to them

• Libraries and/or local resource centers have an ECE expert (e.g., 

Rancho Cucamonga Library)

•	 Family engagement support is an integral part of the child care 

experience

Constraints or rules most frustrating to helping families and children

•	 Lack of professional development supporting infant and toddler devel-

opment, family engagement, inclusive practices and DLL

•	 Lack of available data to advocate for needs

•	 Conflicting eligibility requirements across state, federal, and tribal 

programs

•	 Migrant education eligibility criteria is very specific (children must be 

within a certain age); conflicting definitions at the federal and local levels 

to determine eligibility of services

•	 There is a sense that tribes are not entitled to the same quality of ser-

vices as everyone else

•	 Parents do not view ELC as the gateway to healthy development
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If you had the power to rewrite the rules, how would you 
change them?

•	 Regionalize reimbursement rates 

•	 Incorporate child care facility plans into city planning processes

•	 State departments will collaborate to identify ways to streamline pro-

grams and communicate changes to the field

•	 Strengthen home-based programs to accommodate geographically 

isolated areas

•	 Expand the “migrant” definition to increase access to services

•	 Implement work-release programs so providers can take classes during 

work hours 

•	 Create a statewide, regionally operated network of prescreening or 

health consultants to assist providers
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