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Child care scholarship model 

for infants and toddlers 

A SUM M ARY FO R EARLY CARE  AND EDUCATI O N PRO VI DERS  

Sonoma County is considering a program that would pay for infant and toddler care in licensed family child care 

homes. Nothing here is final. First 5 Sonoma County is asking providers what they think before making any final 

decisions. 

H AV E  Y OUR  SA Y  

Providers can share their thoughts and feedback in English or Spanish from September 1 through 

September 30, 2026. Provider feedback will help shape the final program, which is expected to be ready by 

December 2026. The first scholarships are expected to be available in September 2027. 

What is the scholarship? 

The proposed scholarship would pay for child care for infants and toddlers in Sonoma County. Children are under 

2 years old when they enroll and keep the scholarship until age 3. About 135 children could be served each year. 

The money comes from Measure I, which Sonoma County voters passed in November 2024. 

The scholarship would be paid directly to the provider, every month, rather than to the family. Scholarships would 

be delivered through a cohort of licensed family child care homes during the First 5 Sonoma County strategic plan 

period of 2026–2031. 

Participation is voluntary. A provider chooses whether to apply, and participating providers are independent 

contractors rather than employees. Taking part would not affect existing subsidy contracts, voucher families, or 

private-pay families. Providers may serve scholarship children alongside children funded in other ways. 

Why family child care homes? 

A dollar buys more care in a home. Full-time infant care costs about $500 less per month in a family child care 

home than in a center, so the same funding reaches more children. 

Many family child care homes can take another infant. Center licenses fix infant capacity to dedicated rooms 

and facility requirements, and licensed infant capacity in Sonoma County centers is already very limited. 

Scholarship funding directed to centers would compete for a small number of existing infant spaces rather than 

add capacity for infants. Family child care homes work differently: within their licensed capacity, providers serve a 

mix of ages and can adjust that mix, so a scholarship can produce infant care that would not otherwise exist. 

Existing licensing provides oversight. Family child care homes operate under state licensing standards, health 

and safety requirements, and background check requirements and receive routine monitoring. The program uses 

these existing requirements rather than creating a new oversight system. 
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What providers would be paid 

 

W H AT  TH E  SCH OLA RS H IP  W OU LD  PA Y  F OR  EACH  EN R OLL ED  CH ILD  

Age of child Full-time (25+ hours) Part-time (under 25 hours) 

Birth to 24 months $1,850 per month $1,375 per month 

24 months to age 3 $1,700 per month $1,325 per month 

 
Why the rate steps down at 24 months. California’s subsidy schedule pays a lower rate for children age 2 and 

older. At 24 months, a child also no longer counts toward the four-infant limit in a licensed family child care home. 

The scholarship continues through age 3, even though the payment rate changes. 

Annual review. Scholarship amounts would be reviewed each year. Adjustments may be based on changes in 

the Consumer Price Index for the West Region, changes in local child care tuition rates, available funding, and 

recommendations from First 5 Sonoma County. 

Payment in full. A participating provider accepts the scholarship as full payment for care covered by the program 

and may not charge a scholarship family more than the scholarship amount. Providers continue to set their own 

rates for families outside the program. There are no family fees to collect or track. 

How and when payment works 

▪ Paid on enrollment, not daily attendance. A child’s absence does not reduce the provider’s payment as 

long as the child stays enrolled. 

▪ A predictable date. Payment is issued by direct deposit on the same date each month, against a published 

annual payment calendar. 

▪ A transition month. If a scholarship child leaves, payments continue for up to one month while another 

scholarship family has the opportunity to choose that provider. 

▪ Part-month enrollment. A child who enrolls before the 15th generates a full month’s payment; a child who 

enrolls after the 15th generates half a month’s payment. 

▪ Ten paid days of non-operation each year. Providers receive payment for up to 10 days when they are 

closed for their own holidays, vacation, or staff development. Providers identify these dates in advance, and 

the closure must apply to all of the provider’s families, not just scholarship families. 

▪ Monthly attendance records and a roster. Providers will keep a monthly record of enrolled children and 

their attendance. Providers who already keep similar records for subsidized children can use the same 

recordkeeping process. 

▪ If a child moves to a voucher, the provider’s payment does not drop. The program pays the difference 

between the voucher rate and the scholarship rate for that child. 

▪ Payment corrections. Overpayments are recovered only where they are material or result from ineligibility, 

fraud, or duplicate payment. Providers receive written notice and have a right to dispute the correction. 

Underpayments are corrected in the next payment cycle. 
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Who can participate 

Participation would be open to licensed family child care homes in Sonoma County that meet all four 

requirements below and are selected through an application process. 

R E QU IR EMEN T S  

▪ Current California Family Child Care Home license. The provider must have a current license and 

operate in Sonoma County. Both small and large licensed homes can apply. 

▪ Good standing with Community Care Licensing. The provider cannot be on probation or have an 

unresolved Type A violation. There is no lookback period. Once licensing considers a Type A violation 

resolved, the provider is eligible to apply. 

▪ At least two years of experience. The provider has held a family child care license and cared for 

young children for at least two years at the time of application. 

▪ Adequate insurance coverage. Providers must have the insurance coverage required by the 

program. Specific coverage requirements will be determined with the selected program administrator. 

 

H OW  T O A PP LY  

Applications are not open yet. Providers do not need to do anything now. 

The program is still a proposal. When an application window opens, First 5 Sonoma County and the 

program administrator would notify licensed family child care providers in Sonoma County directly. 

Windows would be published in advance and open at least once a year, so a provider who is not ready, or 

who is not selected at first, can apply later. 

1  Notice goes out.  Providers are told when an application window opens and how long they will be open. 

2  Apply.  Providers submit an application. 

3  Selection.  Applications are reviewed to make sure providers meet all four requirements. Providers who 

meet the requirements are then considered based on the selection priorities below and where families are 

waiting for child care. 

How providers would be selected 

More providers may apply than the program can support. Among applicants who meet all four requirements, 

priority would be given to providers who have: 

▪ professional development in early care and education completed within the last three years, or college units in 

child development 

▪ the ability to meet multilingual needs, including speaking fluent Spanish 

▪ a history of serving infants and toddlers 

▪ a history of serving subsidized children, or participation in the Child and Adult Care Food Program 

▪ current and projected ability to accept new infants and toddlers during the year after applying 

▪ operating hours beginning by 7:30 a.m. and ending at or after 5:30 p.m. 

Because a scholarship can only be used where a participating provider operates, the number of providers needed 

in each part of the county depends on where families are waiting. 
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Before the first scholarship child enrolls, providers would 

▪ Apply to accept subsidized child care through the program administrator. 

▪ Complete one group orientation. Orientations would be offered virtually at different times, including 

evenings, so they do not conflict with hours of care. 

▪ Receive a supportive home visit. The visit is to meet the provider and make sure the home has the basic 

equipment for infants and toddles, such as cribs, high chairs, books and other materials. It is not a formal 

Environment Rating Scale assessment and is not scored. Funds are available for equipment identified during 

the visit. 

▪ Have a family handbook in English and Spanish. The handbook describes policies, hours, rates, holidays, 

and procedures. Providers who do not already have one, or who need help translating one, receive support 

from the program. 

What providers would commit to 

▪ Serving a child through age three. A child may not be disenrolled because they are no longer an infant or 

toddler. 

▪ Accepting a voucher that becomes available to a scholarship child already in the provider’s care, and 

continuing to serve that child. 

▪ Attending four cohort meetings each year, scheduled in the evenings or on weekends. Each meeting is 

expected to run at least two hours, for about eight hours a year. They deliver professional development and 

build a network among providers in the same area. 

▪ Participating in an annual home visit to confirm that required equipment and materials remain available and 

in good condition and to identify emerging needs. Like the first visit, it is supportive and is not scored. 

▪ Completing a brief monthly capacity survey to confirm whether the home has space for an infant or 

toddler. Providers complete it every month, whether or not the provider is currently serving a scholarship child, 

because families choosing a provider need to know who actually has space. 

▪ Operating within licensed capacity and infant limits, and remaining in good standing with licensing 

authorities. 

▪ Give advance notice before moving. Care must be provided at the address listed on the provider’s license 

and in the provider agreement. 

▪ Completing periodic surveys about their own experience with the program. 

What else providers would receive 

The program uses a quality-building approach. Providers can join at an attainable standard and strengthen their 

practice over time with structured support, rather than being required to reach a high bar before participating. 

▪ Priority for quality supports funded by Measure I. These may include coaching, professional development, 

facility improvements, mini-grants for materials, and help with college fees and tuition. Support concentrates 

on inclusive practices, adult-child interactions, family engagement, support for multilingual learners, social-

emotional support, and developmentally appropriate practice. 

▪ Startup funds for infant and toddler equipment, such as cribs and high chairs, so that the cost of setting up 

does not prevent a provider who wants to expand into infant care. 

▪ A peer network through the four cohort meetings, connecting providers who serve scholarship children in the 

same part of the county. 
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Accountability and provider rights 

Support comes before consequences. Where a provider does not meet program requirements, the program 

begins with technical assistance and a documented improvement plan supported by coaching. It escalates only if 

the matter is not resolved — to corrective action, then suspension of new placements, then ending the 

agreement. Immediate action is available where a child’s health or safety is at risk, as it is for failure to return 

required documentation, false or fraudulent information or claims, licensing violations such as exceeding capacity 

limits, loss of a license, or care given at an address other than the one on the provider agreement. 

Every decision comes in writing, stating what was decided, the reason, the date it takes effect, and how to 

dispute it. Where the action is not immediate, notice comes in advance. 

Raising a concern. Most disagreements are resolved informally, with the program administrator, who responds 

within five business days. 

Filing a dispute. A provider may file a written dispute within 14 calendar days, in English or in Spanish. Someone 

not involved in the original decision reviews it.  

Children stay and payment continues while a dispute is decided, unless the program has acted immediately for 

a child’s health or safety.  

No suspension or expulsion for behavior. If a provider is having difficulty with a child’s behavior, the program 

connects the provider with infant and early childhood mental health consultation and works with the provider and 

the family before any change in placement is considered. 

How families would be chosen 

Families are selected by the same statewide method the county already uses for subsidized child care. Providers 

do not select families. Instead, families choose a provider that meets their needs and has space available.
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What happens next 

▪ September 2026: Public comment. Families, providers, and community members can review the draft 

model and share their feedback.  

▪ Late 2026: Model finalized. First 5 Sonoma County reviews the feedback and finalizes the scholarship 

program.  

▪ December 2026–June 2027: Prepare to launch. First 5 Sonoma County selects a program administrator, 

completes contracting, and prepares the systems and materials needed to launch.  

▪ July 2027: Providers selected. The first group of family child care providers is selected. Providers complete 

orientation and prepare to enroll scholarship children.  

▪ September 2027: Scholarships begin. Families begin using scholarships with participating family child care 

providers. 

Tell the county what you think 

Nothing here is final. First 5 Sonoma County especially wants to hear from family child care providers 

about the proposed rate, requirements, and what would make the program work. Comments are open 

September 1 through September 30, 2026, in English and Spanish. 

By survey:  Click here to complete the survey. 

Provider session, virtual: 

English: September 16, 2026, 6:00–7:30 pm 

Spanish: September 17, 2026, 6:00–7:30 pm 

Click here to register. Every comment will be read or transcribed, and First 5 Sonoma County will publish 

what it heard and what changed. 

QU E ST IONS  AB OU T  C H IL D  C ARE ?  

These agencies are free for any Sonoma County family and also support providers. 

4Cs Sonoma County 

Most of the county 

(707) 544-3077 · https://www.sonoma4cs.org/ 

River to Coast Children's Services 

West County 

(707) 869-3613 · https://rccservices.org/ 

 

https://qualtricsxmb4xyvcmny.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3Wy2AycxJ1Zpl2K
https://qualtricsxmb4xyvcmny.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_4YhBVGTIeZg7U4C
https://www.sonoma4cs.org/
https://rccservices.org/
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