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CALIFORNIA MUST CHOOSE CHILDREN
California leaders need solutions to support the well-

being, care, and learning of babies, toddlers and young 
children — and of the caring adults in their lives — to 

create a state where children thrive.



INTRODUCTION
On November 3, 2026, California will choose its next governor. As candidates prepare their 
platforms and as parents consider their votes, Californians should recognize that a child 
born today will spend the majority of their early childhood under the next administration. 

Now the world’s fourth largest economy, California welcomes nearly 420,000 newborns 
annually.1 We must build on the momentum of the last eight years, in which our state 
has made unprecedented investments in systems that support our youngest and their 
families. The next governor will face both remarkable opportunities and significant 
challenges. 

In an uncertain federal policy environment that will have considerable impact on 
California’s budget, California’s future leader must protect and advance our most precious 
resource — our children. 
 

WHY EARLY CHILDHOOD MATTERS

California’s governor is responsible for Californians of all ages, but it is California’s 
youngest children who will experience the most dramatic and long-term impact 
by the governor’s policy and investment decisions. Not only that, investing in 
children is one of the best return on investments the state can make. Research 
finds a 13% return on investment for comprehensive, high-quality, birth-to-five 
early education.2 This is because more than one million neural connections are 
made each second in the first years of a child’s life; and that ultimately 90% of 
brain development happens before the age of 5.3 



Children depend on safe, stable, nurturing 
relationships and environments for healthy 
development. 

•	 These relationships flourish when 
families are supported by paid family 
leave, well baby visits, secure housing, 
and high quality early care and 
education.

•	 Families also need access to healthcare 
and other developmental supports 
that are often delivered through home-
visits that support parenting and high-
quality, accessible, and responsive early 
care and education opportunities. 

 
Ultimately it is these strong relationships 
that buffer the impact of poverty, toxic 
stress, adverse childhood experiences 
(ACEs), and systemic racism. 

•	 A 2025 study shows that as many as 
65% of Californians have experienced 
at least one adverse childhood 
experience. 

•	 There is a high cost of inaction, with an 
estimated cost of $1.5 trillion dollars to 
the state on health care costs and lost 
healthy years of life.4 

•	 Access to high-quality, culturally 
responsive home visits, early care and 
education, and economic and legal 
supports for families are the antidote.5 

•	 These supports are critical because 
more than two in three families of 
young children report experiencing 
emotional distress, including stress 
(50%), anxiety (45%), loneliness (42%), 
and depression (36%).6 

 
All children have the right to be cared for 
in safe, stable, nurturing environments 
where their caregivers have the support 
they need to thrive. 



CURRENT STATE OF EARLY CHILDHOOD IN 
CALIFORNIA & RECENT PROGRESS
Current State of Early Childhood in California
Early childhood policy, like all US policies and systems, has roots in historic injustice and 
structural racism. In this complex web of policies, programs, and practices, children and 
families face myriad issues. 

There are an array of systems, services, and professionals that support young children and 
their families in their first five years of life. These include hospitals, pediatricians, home 
visitors, health care providers, early educators, family childcare providers, family friend 
and neighbor caregivers, community-based centers, schools, and an array of poverty 
mitigation and child welfare services such as foster care, Medi-Cal, CalFresh, CalWORKS, 
among others. 

One unique asset within California’s early childhood landscape is its network of 
Children and Family Commissions at the local and state level. Also known as First 
5s, these commissions exist in all 58 counties and focus on coordinating county 
services (across departments including county departments of health, county 
departments of social services, etc.) to meet the needs of families with young 
children. 

First 5s have individual local priorities but collectively work to ensure the voices 
of California’s families and their young children are uplifted and considered by 
policy makers. First 5 California is the state-level commission and advocates 
for and funds family-friendly policies and efforts to get young children ready to 
enter school. Proposition 10 tobacco tax revenues support funding the county 
commissions and state-level commission.7 First 5s may serve as a backbone 
agency to support a network of care to respond to ACEs and toxic stress or to 
ensure access to critical prevention and early intervention services.

Specific to the early care and education sector, California has a mixed delivery system that 
delivers these services through public, private, and nonprofit organizations. There is also 
variation in the settings of the service; in a provider’s home, in the family’s home, in an 
early learning center, in a school, etc. California’s mixed delivery system is a strength that 
helps meet the needs of individual families.8 

The mixed-delivery system offers families choice in the type of early care and education 
services they select for their child; however the current cost of care is so high and the 
supply is so limited that many Californian families are not able to receive the benefits of 



the mixed delivery system because they 
are not able to easily access care, let alone 
have a choice in the care they select. 

In 2022, only 1 in 9 children eligible for 
subsidized child care programs received 
services.9

•	 According to data from the RAPID 
Survey Project at Stanford University, 
one parent in Monterey County 
shared “I can’t find a childcare 
provider in my area that will accept 
the payment the state offers for 
childcare. Everyone is full or so 
expensive I’d have to pay out of 
pocket.”10 

•	 Another parent in Los Angeles 
County shared, “I would love to have 
a third child but I simply cannot 
afford it due to the cost of childcare.”

•	 While there is some public 
investment in child care and 
preschool services, the American child care market is considered a market failure.11

The complex network of individuals supporting families and their young children 
through health care services, child welfare services, economic supports, and other 
key sectors is similarly complex. 

•	 There are numerous state and federal agencies and divisions that fund and regulate 
these systems. Some funding streams start out at the federal level (e.g., Child Care 
& Development Block Grant (CCDBG), Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF), Head Start Act funding, Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting 
(MIECHV) Program funding, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Parts 
B & C funding) and have associated federal requirements in addition to any state 
level oversight. 

•	 Some funding streams originate at the state level (e.g., Prop 10 funding, Prop 98 
funding, State General funds, California State Preschool Programs (CSPP) Quality 
Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) Block Grant funds) and can have more 
flexibility in how they’re implemented because they are not subject to the federal 
regulations. 

•	 The current federal administration has already withheld funding from states 
related to education and immigration services;12 and has passed H.R. 1, also known 
as the One Big Beautiful Bill, which has substantive cuts to major federal funding 



programs like Medicaid, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and 
federal student loans.13 This legislation could result in a loss of Medicaid coverage 
for up to 3.4 million Californians and at least 735,000 Californians would be at risk of 
losing their CalFresh benefits.14

The next governor will need to respond to a federal administration with priorities 
counter to the interests of many Californians. 

Recent Progress
Despite the challenges and complexities, California has made a great deal of progress 
over the last eight years. Wins include:

•	 Universal PreK (UPK) Expansion: California more than doubled its investment in 
the California State Preschool Program (CSPP) since 2021 and tripled its investment 
in Transitional Kindergarten (TK). In the 2025-26 school year, all 4 year olds will have 
access to TK.15 The state also established a Preschool through Third Grade teaching 
credential. 

•	 Paid Family Leave Expansion: SB 951 passed, boosting leave benefits for lower- 
and middle-income workers, including childcare and development employees; 
expanding maximum duration of Paid Family Leave (PFL) benefits from six weeks to 
eight weeks; and expanding job protections to more workers.16

•	 Early Intervention: Notable early intervention progress included establishing the 
CalWORKS Home Visiting Initiative in 2019, with over 20,000 families received home 
visits by 2022.17 Additionally, in 2022 the state made changes to Early Start to better 
meet the developmental needs of infants and toddlers across California, including 
lowering eligibility thresholds and decreasing case loads at regional centers that 
serve children with developmental disabilities.18 Finally, building on Medi-Cal 
expansion efforts, DHCS launched CalAIM in 2021 to transform and improve Medi-
Cal to provide services beyond doctor’s offices and hospitals, including behavioral 
health; dental; and opportunities for respite care, homecare services, and asthma 
care. Additional reforms will be phased through 2027.19 

•	 Medi-Cal Transformation: California’s Medi-Cal program has made important 
strides toward strengthening whole-child and whole-family care. The Department 
of Health Care Services (DHCS) added doula services and dyadic care services as 
a benefits effective January 1, 2023. Doula services include emotional and physical 
support provided during pregnancy, labor, birth, and the postpartum period, as well 
as support for and after miscarriage and abortion.20 Dyadic services are a family and 
caregiver focused model of care intended to address developmental and behavioral 
health conditions of children and includes services provided to parent(s)/caregiver(s) 
(known as a “dyad”).21 Additionally, DHCS added Community Health Worker (CHW) 
services as a Medi-Cal benefit starting July 1, 2022. CHW services are preventive 
health services to prevent disease, disability, and other health conditions or their 
progression; to prolong life; and promote physical and mental health and well-
being.22

https://www.dhcs.ca.gov/CalAIM/Pages/Initiatives.aspx


•	 Maternal Health and Postpartum Supports: The 2021 “Momnibus Bill” (SB 65) 
developed a fund to grow and diversify the midwifery workforce, extend California’s 
Medicaid coverage for doulas, and extend Medicaid eligibility for birthing people 
and families experiencing postpartum depression from two to twelve months.

•	 California’s Children and Youth Behavioral Health Initiative (CYBHI): a multiyear, 
multi-billion-dollar effort launched in 2021 focused on improving the behavioral 
health and well-being of children, youth, and families (the core of the Master 
Plan for Kids’ Mental Health).23 Since 2024, 850 California organizations have been 
awarded more than $2 billion to conduct over 1,500 activities focused on advancing 
behavioral health supports and services.

•	 Passage of the Behavioral Health Services Act (BHSA) in 2024, replacing the 
Mental Health Services Act (MHSA) of 2004; the BHSA reforms behavioral health 
care funding to prioritize services for people with the most significant mental health 
needs. This act increases oversight, transparency, and accountability at the state 
and local levels; adds the treatment of substance use disorders (SUD); expands 
housing interventions; and increases the behavioral health workforce.24 

•	 Reduced Family Fees:25 Family fees for childcare and development programs were 
revised to limit fees and improve ease of administration. Reduced family fees means 
subsidized programs are more affordable for families who are receiving public child 
care benefits.

•	 Child Savings Accounts: The California Kids Investment and Development Savings 
Program (CalKIDS) was launched in 2022 to help jumpstart college savings for 
children statewide by awarding scholarship accounts up to $1,500. Also in 2022, 
the California HOPE for Children Trust Account Program was established through 
Assembly Bill 156. The HOPE program provides a trust fund account for eligible 
children in foster care and children that lost parents due to COVID. 

•	 Reimbursement Rates for Early Care and Education and Bargaining with the 
Child Care Providers United (CCPU) Union: Work is underway to update the 
process the state uses to reimburse childcare and preschool programs. The state 
is transitioning to a single rate structure informed by the actual cost of providing 
services. This policy change will likely lead to improved compensation of providers 
and greater financial stability for programs.26 Furthermore, in 2023, the state and 
CCPU fully ratified a new memorandum of understanding, providing retirement 
and health benefits and more than $1 billion in funding towards the childcare and 
development workforce. The 2025 agreement preserves these benefits for three 
more years.27

Guiding some of this strategy was the 2020 Master Plan for Early Learning and Care, 
outlining a plan to transform California’s early childhood systems by 2030 and the 2022 
Medi-Cal’s Strategy to Support Health and Opportunity for Children and Families, a policy 
agenda for children and families enrolled in Medi-Cal. There has been significant progress 
towards the goals set out in these plans; and there is still a lot of work left for the next 
governor to realize the state’s vision for young children and their families.28 

https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/KidsMentalHealthMasterPlan_8.18.22.pdf
https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/KidsMentalHealthMasterPlan_8.18.22.pdf
https://cdn-west-prod-chhs-01.dsh.ca.gov/chhs/uploads/2020/12/01104743/Master-Plan-for-Early-Learning-and-Care-Making-California-For-All-Kids-FINAL.pdf
https://www.dhcs.ca.gov/Documents/DHCS-Medi-Cal%27s-Strategy-to-Support-Health-and-Opportunity-for-Children-and-Families.pdf


CRITICAL OPPORTUNITIES
In the face of federal threats to investments in California, the next governor should 
work to protect the progress made in the last eight years and make new gains for 
young children and their families. There are still critical unmet needs for families with 
young children.

System Navigation
The number of different funding streams and entities overseeing the services supporting 
young children and their families makes it challenging for families to navigate. 

•	 Not only are families unclear on what services they can access, families also have to 
find the right door for the right service. 

•	 They must complete an application process, and in some circumstances, submit 
paperwork to complete repeated eligibility determinations. This is challenging 
enough for all families; and in California, 59% of children under the age of five are 
multilingual and live in homes with families who may also face translation and 
interpretation challenges when trying to access services.29 

•	 Families need access to important services including healthcare, nutrition supports, 
legal counsel, workforce development, and early care and education. 

•	 While there are existing services to support families in navigating the complexities 
of this system; these resources are limited. 

These resources could be better maximized and more efficiently used with updated 
enrollment systems. 

Governance
California has many different state departments; a number of which are responsible for 
administering the wide range of services for young children and their families.30 

•	 This complicated web of oversight has areas of overlap and alignment, but most 
often state departments are working independently. 



•	 This results in challenges for families when they try to access services and are met 
with different eligibility requirements. 

•	 Funding for early childhood services is respectively complex and spread across 
many different local, regional, state, and federal entities. 

•	 Current levels of funding for early childhood services are not sufficient to meet the 
state’s needs. 

The state could more efficiently and effectively administer programs that benefit 
children and families if it had a streamlined approach to governing the programs and 
agencies that serve them. 

Economic Security
Economic insecurity and poverty are challenges facing too many Californians.31 

•	 California’s poverty rate rose from 15.2% in 2022 to 16.9% in 2023, according to the 
California Poverty Measure (CPM); and with the end of pandemic relief programs, 
poverty among children rose.32 

	□ The National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine report that 
children growing up in families with income below the poverty line fare worse 
than children from wealthier families in most dimensions, ranging from physical 
and mental health, to educational attainment and labor market success, to risky 
behaviors and delinquency.33 

•	 Data collected by RAPID, at the Stanford University Center on Early Childhood from 
2022-2024 indicate that about two in three (68%) of California parents of infants 
and toddlers report having moderate-to-extreme stress about paying for their basic 
needs.34 

•	 Californians also face a housing crisis.35 Between 2021 - 2022, more than 50,000 
babies and toddlers in California experienced homelessness.36 

	□ Similar to research on poverty, experiencing homelessness has been shown to 
have negative impacts on a child’s outcomes.37 

To ensure that children have the best start in life, many families need improved child 
tax credits, expanded paid family leave benefits, housing subsidies, and basic income 
programs. 

Early Care and Education
While many families face economic insecurities, so do many of the educators; family 
childcare providers; paraprofessionals; and family, friend, and neighbor providers that care 
for young children.

•	 In 2022, 47% of early educator households in the state participated in one or more 
public safety net programs.38 



•	 Reimbursing providers based on the true cost of care will be key next steps to 
improve compensation for early care and education professionals.39 

California’s families also struggle to access affordable early care and education services. 

•	 Data released in April 2025 states that “one in 6 parents of children ages 0–5 
could not find childcare when they needed it for a week or longer in 2023” with 
affordability being the primary reason for this. 

•	 These challenges are even more pernicious for families with infants and toddlers. 

•	 In 2023, 70% of households with children under 5 spent $200 or more on childcare 
weekly, which was a considerable increase from pre-pandemic costs.40 

•	 Many families simply can not access reliable childcare and struggle to work as a 
result. 

The next governor will need to continue the commitment to Universal 
PreKindergarten (UPK) and will need to increase early care and education availability 
that addresses the diverse needs of Californian families so all families can thrive.

Birth Justice
Quality healthcare services are critical during pregnancy, delivery, and postpartum. It’s 
also essential for families to experience working with professionals who have training in 
Trauma Informed Care and culturally affirming practices, and who can speak the same 
language as them. 

•	 There are many obstacles to accessing maternity care at all, with the number of 
hospitals delivering babies in California dropping from at least 250 in 2012, to 214 in 
2025.41 

•	 California needs improved access to maternity care, including doulas and midwives, 
access to lactation spaces and supports, and increased access to home visits to 
support new parents. 

•	 While these services and rights are afforded to some, there remain major policy 
implementation challenges that restrain many’s ability to access.42 According to a 
proclamation released by the executive branch in September 2024, “on average, a 
new mother loses her life due to a pregnancy-related complication every five days 
in our state. This heartbreaking reality is even more pronounced for Black women, 
who are three times more likely to die from pregnancy related causes.”43 

	□ The maternal mortality crisis is preventable and not present to the same degree 
in other countries.44 

California’s next governor will need to continue to grapple with protecting 
Californians giving birth. 



Health Coverage and Access
Stable health insurance coverage is key to accessing health care, and something many 
families with young children struggle to maintain. 

•	 A majority of California’s children rely on Medi-Cal for their health coverage, which 
requires families to renew their eligibility every year.45 

•	 While improvements have been made to streamline this process, many children 
still lose their Medi-Cal coverage as part of this eligibility renewal process because of 
administrative errors and long wait times.46 

•	 Temporary subsidies for those purchasing coverage through Covered California, 
the Affordable Care Act (ACA) marketplace, initially launched in 2021 as part of the 
nation’s COVID-19 response are set to expire at the end of 2025, which will lead to 
increased costs in the subsidized California market.47 

•	 The “One Big Beautiful Bill” limits California’s ability to tax Medicaid services in 
order to draw down federal funding, limits certain payments to Medicaid providers, 
and requires many able-bodied adults in Medicaid to work, study, or complete 
community service to access healthcare. It also increases the frequency of eligibility 
redeterminations for childless adults.48 

•	 Access to healthcare should be a universal right for all Californians, regardless of 
immigration status. Recent changes in federal policy exclude immigrants from 
essential support and access to healthcare coverage which may lead children and 
families to suffer from treatable illnesses and compromised community health. 

Ensuring California’s children have continuous health insurance will have rebounding 
positive impacts on their long-term health and outcomes. 



HOW TO GET INVOLVED & LEARN MORE 
Despite measurable improvements to children’s health and educational outcomes over 
the past decade, they face an uncertain future. The challenges facing California’s young 
children and their families are directly connected to the commitment of our state’s 
leaders. The next administration must affirm a strong commitment to fighting for our 
youngest children; it’s what they deserve.

To learn more about early childhood issues and the upcoming gubernatorial election, 
visit the Choose Children Campaign’s website at: https://choosechildren.org

First 5 California sponsored this primer; and developed the content with its  
Choose Children partners.

https://choosechildren.org/
https://first5california.strongerstarts.com/address-toxic-stress/?utm_source=google_search-Traffic&utm_medium=paiddigital&utm_campaign=wave2.5extension&utm_content=mixed&utm_term=ca-english&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=22990783081&gbraid=0AAAAAo_NVXGaQLnMwiZ0YCUieutdajK9x&gclid=CjwKCAjw3tzHBhBREiwAlMJoUsPB6umWtCvRUxkSTl7yGHrt_qmiEKdSZ4_hzm-IsBS-LUWLxk2MGxoC_GQQAvD_BwE
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SYSTEM NAVIGATION 
California families have access to culturally resonant navigation and 
peer support that connects them to economic, social-emotional, 
and developmental services.

BIRTH JUSTICE 
California birthing people and families receive high-quality, 
culturally responsive care and seamless services before, during, and 
after birth.

HEALTH COVERAGE & ACCESS 
California families with young children have affordable and high-
quality health care.

ECONOMIC SECURITY 
California families have the financial resources necessary to ensure 
their child’s healthy development.

EARLY LEARNING AND CARE 
California families have quality, affordable and culturally and 
linguistically affirming early learning and care for their children, 
birth to age 5.

GOVERNANCE 
California has a well-developed infrastructure governance to 
prioritize families with young children and birthing people.
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