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OVERVIEW 

About This Document 

This is a draft of the proposed Child Care Scholarship Model for Infants and Toddlers for 

Sonoma County. It is published for public comment from September 1 through September 30, 

2026. Nothing in it is final. 

First 5 Sonoma County will review all comments received, revise the model, and publish a 

summary of what was heard and what changed as a result. The final model is expected by 

December 2026, with scholarships available to families estimated by September 2027, following 

time to select and onboard a program administrator and prepare eligible, participating early care 

and education providers. 

Throughout this document, the model is described in the present tense for readability. Every 

element remains a proposal until the model is finalized. 

The Proposed Scholarship at a Glance 

What it is. A local child care scholarship program that helps eligible families pay for child care, 

funded by Measure I, Sonoma County Child Care and Children’s Health Initiative, which was 

passed by voters in November 2024. 

Who it would serve. Children under age two at the time of enrollment, who keep the 

scholarship until age three. Families must live in Sonoma County and demonstrate a need for 

care, such as work, school, or seeking employment. 

Where care would be provided. Licensed family child care homes participating in the program. 

The program is countywide. 

What it would provide. Payment for the child’s care, made directly to the provider rather than 

to the family. Families would keep the scholarship until their child turns three, with care 

continuing through the end of August after the child turns three, so there is no gap before 

preschool or transitional kindergarten. 

How families apply. There is no separate application. That means when a family applies for a 

child care subsidy through either of Sonoma County’s Resource and Referral organizations, 

they are already considered for a scholarship, along with other available child care subsidy 

funding.  

How families would be chosen. The youngest children first, beginning with infants under 12 

months, ordered by the same statewide priority ranking that Sonoma County already uses for 

subsidized child care published by the California Department of Social Services. Priority for the 

scholarship is based on family income and size. 

Families who are offered the scholarship do not need to accept it. Scholarship funds are 

only offered to families when no other subsidy funding is available, for example, CalWORKs or 

the Alternative Payment Program. However, if a family is offered a scholarship but does not 

want it and prefers to wait for an alternative source, they may choose to do so and remain on 

the waitlist.   
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What it costs and how far it goes. Measure I provides $3 million per year for this strategy. 

That is expected to serve approximately 135 children each year, counting both full-time and 

part-time care — about 12% of the children currently waiting for subsidized child care in 

Sonoma County. 

How it relates to existing assistance. This scholarship does not change or replace state or 

federal child care subsidies. It is designed to reach families that the existing system cannot 

currently serve due to funding limitations of current subsidy contracts. 

Immigration status. The program would not collect or ask about immigration status. 

Information collected is used only to determine eligibility, administer the scholarship, and meet 

reporting requirements. 

What This Scholarship Does Not Change 

Existing subsidies are unaffected. This scholarship does not change, reduce, or replace any 

state or federal child care assistance. Families currently receiving CalWORKs child care, an 

Alternative Payment voucher, State Preschool, or Head Start, would see no change to their 

benefits.  

It is not a second version of the state system. California’s child care subsidy programs 

remain the primary source of assistance in Sonoma County and support various care types, 

including licensed centers and unlicensed informal care providers. State and federal funding 

levels are set through state and federal processes, and a county cannot increase them on its 

own. What a local measure can do is add support, which is the specific gap this scholarship is 

designed to narrow. 

Local funds add to the system; they do not substitute for it. Measure I dollars are used to 

serve children whom the existing system cannot reach, not to replace state or federal funding 

already available. First 5 Sonoma County treats state and federal assistance as the first source 

of support for any child who can access it. This is legally required by both Proposition 10 and 

Measure I, which prevent supplantation.  

If subsidy funding becomes available to a scholarship family. Scholarship families are 

already eligible for state or federal assistance and are waiting for funding to reach their rank on 

the eligibility wait list. If a subsidy voucher becomes available to them, the family is expected to 

accept it, and the child moves to that funding source. The child stays with the same provider 

(who is required to accept a voucher made available to a scholarship child in their care), and the 

transition is designed to be seamless. Moving to a voucher also frees a scholarship for another 

family who has no other option. 

If a child is already receiving a child care subsidy, they are not eligible for a scholarship. 

Measure I explicitly states, “Monies may not be used to replace or otherwise supplant the tax 

revenue funding and other county or state funding and payments currently provided or 

otherwise available in support of health care providers and/or child care and early education 

providers.” 

For providers. Participating would not affect a provider’s existing subsidy contracts, voucher 

families, or private-pay families. Providers may serve scholarship children alongside children 

funded in other ways. 
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How This Model Was Developed 

The Child Care Scholarship Model for Infants and Toddlers was developed through research, 

community listening, and financial analysis beginning in late 2025. Early Care and Education 

Subsidy Landscape: A Sonoma County Assessment, completed in April 2026, documented how 

Sonoma County’s existing subsidy system works and whom it serves, analyzed waitlist data 

from Sonoma County Community Child Care Council (4Cs) and Children and Family Circle, 

reviewed the county’s prior Early Learning Scholarship program, and examined publicly funded 

scholarship models from jurisdictions across the country to draw lessons for local design. River 

to Coast Children’s Services (RCCS) did not have families with children under the age of 5 on a 

subsidized child care waitlist because their subsidy contracts are sufficient to serve the 

population in their geographic boundary, which is West County. Nevertheless, RCCS continues 

to be a key stakeholder to this project. 

Alongside that research, First 5 Sonoma County heard directly from 266 parents through three 

activities conducted in English and Spanish:  

• Interviews with 59 parents at eight community sites across the county. 

• A survey of families with children under the age of 5 on a subsidized child care eligibility 

waitlist, which received 199 responses. These are parents who are eligible for 

subsidized child care, but who have not received that care due to a lack of state funding. 

• In-depth follow-up interviews with 8 parents of infants and toddlers who completed the 

parent survey.  

Financial modeling then tested what Measure I funding could realistically accomplish against 

the scale of documented need. These findings, together with input from the Community 

Advisory Council and direction from First 5 Sonoma County staff, shaped the model presented 

here. 

Providing Public Comment on the Draft Scholarship Model 

Public comment is open September 1–30, 2026. All materials and all sessions are available in 

English and Spanish.  

There are two ways to provide comments on the Draft Scholarship Model. 

1. Read the Draft Scholarship Model (this document) and complete a survey. Click here 

to complete the survey. 

 

2. Attend a virtual meeting on Zoom 

a. Are you an ECE teacher/provider? If so, click here to register. 

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

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

b. Are you a PARENT of a child age 0-5? If so, click here to register for one of 

these meetings: 

English: September 23, 2026, 6:00-7:30 pm 

Spanish: September 24, 2026, 6:00-7:30 pm

https://first5sonomacounty.org/wp-content/uploads/Final-Early-Care-and-Education-Subsidy-Landscape_Sonoma-County-Assessment_April-2026.pdf
https://first5sonomacounty.org/wp-content/uploads/Final-Early-Care-and-Education-Subsidy-Landscape_Sonoma-County-Assessment_April-2026.pdf
https://qualtricsxmb4xyvcmny.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3Wy2AycxJ1Zpl2K
https://qualtricsxmb4xyvcmny.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_4YhBVGTIeZg7U4C
https://qualtricsxmb4xyvcmny.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_4YhBVGTIeZg7U4C


 
 

PART 1. WHY THIS PROGRAM EXISTS 

1. Measure I and First 5 Sonoma County 

About Measure I. In November 2024, Sonoma County voters approved Measure I, the Sonoma 

County Child Care and Children’s Health Initiative, following a multi-year effort by community 

champions who built a coalition, qualified the measure for the ballot, and ran an electoral 

campaign. Measure I is a countywide sales tax that establishes a dedicated local funding 

source, in perpetuity, to expand access to early care and education, children’s health, and 

mental health services, including perinatal mental health. 

The measure responded to documented local conditions: declining kindergarten readiness, a 

severe shortage of affordable child care worsened by the COVID-19 pandemic, low wages for 

early childhood educators that undermine workforce stability, and limited access to pediatric and 

perinatal mental health care. It was also developed against the steep ongoing decline of 

Proposition 10 tobacco tax revenue, which has supported services for children from the prenatal 

stage through age five since 1999. 

About First 5 Sonoma County. The ballot measure and the subsequent local Measure I 

ordinance name First 5 Sonoma County as the administrator of Measure I funds, based on the 

organization’s years of experience administering public funding and its close alignment with the 

intent of Proposition 10. First 5 Sonoma County is the county’s Commission of Children and 

Families, governed by a nine-member Commission whose members include representatives of 

the Board of Supervisors, the Department of Health Services, and the Human Services 

Department, along with a parent representative and representatives of community-based 

organizations, K–12 education, health care, and the private sector. 

An eleven-member Community Advisory Council, appointed by the Sonoma County Board of 

Supervisors and staffed by First 5 Sonoma County, provides input and guidance on Measure I 

implementation. Its members include parents, providers, and health professionals. The Council 

makes recommendations for Measure I to the First 5 Sonoma County Commission. 

Where this child care scholarship fits. The Measure I ordinance requires that funds be 

allocated on a mandated 60/40 split, with 60 percent directed to early care and education and 

40 percent to children’s health and mental health care, including perinatal mental health. Within 

the early care and education share, Measure I funds are directed to increase access to high-

quality early care and education, and to improve compensation for the early childhood 

educators. 

The child care scholarship program is one strategy within the early care and education 

allocation, adopted under the First 5 Sonoma County 2026–2031 Strategic Plan and funded at 

approximately $3 million per year. It operates alongside the county’s other Measure I 

investments, such as ECE workforce compensation and quality supports. 
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2. The Need in Sonoma County 

How families get help with child care in Sonoma County. Resource and Referral agencies 

are free resources for families. Every California family has at least one, and any family can 

contact them at no cost for help finding child care and for information about options, availability, 

and cost. Sonoma County has two: 4Cs Sonoma County (4Cs) and River to Coast Children's 

Services (RCCS). 

Families who need help paying for care apply through these same agencies. Both also serve as 

the county's Alternative Payment Program contractors, administering the vouchers that pay for 

one type of subsidized care. When funding is available, an eligible family receives a voucher. 

When it is not, the family is placed on the Child Care Eligibility List and waits until funding 

reaches their priority rank. Resource and Referral agencies also support the child care 

workforce with training and technical assistance. 

Service areas divide the county. 4Cs serves most of Sonoma County; RCCS serves West 

County. Sebastopol is a shared service area between the two. 

Eligible families are waiting because the funding has run out. As of March 2026, 1,141 

children under age five were waiting for subsidized child care. Most were on the 4Cs list, with 

the remainder on a list maintained by Children and Family Circle (CFC), a Family Child Care 

Home Education Network contractor. RCCS did not maintain a waitlist at that time because its 

funding was sufficient to serve its service area. 

These families are already eligible based on reported income and need for care. They are 

waiting because subsidy contracts are fully expended — not because they failed to qualify. The 

shortfall is severe enough that in the 4Cs service area, even families at the highest priority 

ranks, including rank 1, often cannot be served. 

The gap has two parts. This is, first and foremost, a funding gap, and it is the gap this 

scholarship is designed to narrow. The first part is having enough subsidy funding to serve all 

eligible children. The second is paying a rate for infants and toddlers sufficient to cover the cost 

of providing that care within licensing ratios, which are more restrictive for infants than for 

preschool-age children. 

Who is waiting. Two features of this population shape the model. Two-thirds of the children on 

the waitlist are under age three. Additionally, the families waiting have very low incomes, with a 

median monthly household income of approximately $2,464, and most need care in order to 

maintain or seek employment. 

Care is unaffordable for the families who need it most. In family engagement conducted for 

this project, 72% of parents who offered a view described child care as unaffordable. Further, 

more than half of families surveyed on the eligibility waitlist had left a job, delayed starting one, 

or reduced their work hours because subsidized care was unavailable, and more than half were 

paying out of pocket while waiting. 

Infant and toddler care is difficult for providers to sustain. Unmet need for licensed care in 

Sonoma County is estimated at 86% for children from birth to age two, compared with 8.8% for 

preschool-age children. California licensing permits one adult to care for four infants or toddlers, 

compared with twelve preschool-age children in a center or six in a small family child care 

home. Because fewer children can be served per caregiver, providers who serve the youngest 
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children earn substantially less: a small family child care home serving only infants and toddlers 

rather than only preschoolers forgoes an estimated $2,071 per month at prevailing rates. This is 

one of the central reasons infant and toddler capacity has not materialized on its own. 

What this data can and cannot tell us. There is no countywide waitlist. References in this 

document to a “countywide subsidy waitlist” describe a concept rather than a system that exists 

today, and each agency maintains its own records shaped by its own contracts and service 

area. Three further limitations should be understood. 

First, the data likely understates need, because it reflects only families who knew subsidized 

care existed and applied for it through 4Cs, RCCS, or CFC. This means it does not include 

waitlists held by individual providers or other local programs. 

Second, it includes some children already receiving subsidized care whose families are seeking 

a different type or location of care than they were offered. 

Third, a family's rank reflects self-reported information, which is verified only when a subsidy 

becomes available. 

Building a real-time shared view will require collaboration. No single database currently 

holds eligibility and waitlist information for the county as a whole. Creating one will require 

agreement among the agencies on what information is collected, how it is shared, and who 

maintains it. An alternative path would be to build on the database 4Cs already operates, which 

other contractors can currently access on a fee basis. Either approach requires a collaborative 

process involving First 5 Sonoma County, the two Resource and Referral agencies, and other 

subsidy contractors. This work is described further in Section 19. 

3. What This Program Is and Is Not 

Funding is limited, and demand far exceeds it. Cost modeling estimated that serving all 

1,141 children currently waiting would require approximately $18 to $20 million each year, 

depending on whether care is priced at subsidy reimbursement rates or private market rates. 

Measure I provides $3 million annually for this strategy. The scholarship is therefore expected to 

reach roughly 12% of the children currently waiting on subsidy child care lists. Measure I directs 

its early care and education funds to several strategies, not to scholarships alone. Even if 

scholarships were the only strategy funded, a substantial shortfall would remain each year. 

Current child care subsidies are not “entitlements”. Unlike programs such as Medi-Cal and 

CalFresh, where families who meet eligibility requirements generally receive benefits (e.g., an 

entitlement), most publicly funded child care programs operate under fixed contract allocations. 

Once available funding is exhausted, no additional assistance can be provided, even to families 

who meet every eligibility requirement and demonstrate a clear need for care. This is true of the 

state system and of this scholarship.  

What this program does. It provides continuous, fully funded care for a defined group of 

infants and toddlers whose families cannot otherwise obtain it, at a payment rate designed to 

make that care sustainable for providers to deliver. 

What this program does not do. It does not resolve Sonoma County’s overall shortage of 

child care. It does not create licensed capacity on its own, though it is designed to strengthen 

the finances of providers who serve the youngest children in the program. It does not serve 
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every family that qualifies. It does not substitute for the state and federal rate reforms required 

to close the underlying revenue gap in infant and toddler care. 

4. Purpose, Vision, Values, and Theory of Change 

Purpose 

The Child Care Scholarship for Infants and Toddlers makes quality infant and toddler care 

affordable for Sonoma County families that the current subsidy system does not reach, and 

sustainable for the family child care providers who serve them, so that parents can work or 

study and children experience stable, high-quality early learning. It also demonstrates a model 

that can grow as resources allow. 

Vision 

Sonoma County families with young children can find, afford, and keep the quality early care 

they need. This vision is larger than any single program and is pursued through the full Measure 

I portfolio. 

Values 

Equity. Serve children with the greatest economic need first, choose by rules the public can 

see, and reach communities across the county. 

Quality. Participating providers meet a clear standard and are supported to strengthen their 

practice over time. 

Provider sustainability. Pay a rate that makes serving infants and toddlers financially viable. 

Alignment. Build on systems that already work — the state ranking methodology, a single 

application, and the licensing infrastructure that oversees provider health and safety — rather 

than creating parallel structures. 

Learning. Begin at a scale the program can deliver well, measure what happens, and improve 

the model as evidence and conditions warrant. 

Stewardship. Direct public funds where they reach the most children, spend what it takes to 

make care genuinely available, be clear about what the program can and cannot do, and report 

publicly on results. 

Theory of Change 

If First 5 Sonoma County directs Measure I funds to families who qualify for child care 

assistance but cannot obtain it, and pays participating family child care providers a rate that 

makes serving infants and toddlers financially viable, 

then providers can afford to offer care for children under three, and families can afford to use it, 

so that parents can work, study, or return to employment during the fragile months following a 

birth, and children experience continuous, quality early learning, 

resulting in participating children better prepared for preschool and transitional kindergarten, 

participating families with greater economic stability, and a strengthened base of infant and 

toddler capacity that can grow as resources allow. 



VIVA SOCIAL IMPACT PARTNERS  11 

County-level change in child care access depends on the broader Measure I portfolio and on 

future resources, not on this strategy alone. 

PART 2. HOW THE MODEL WORKS 

5. The Delivery Model: Licensed Family Child Care Homes 

Scholarships are delivered through a cohort of licensed family child care homes during the First 

5 Sonoma County Strategic Plan period of 2026–2031. For program purposes, family child care 

means care delivered in a licensed home-based setting under a current California Family Child 

Care Home license issued by the Community Care Licensing Division of California. Both small 

and large licensed homes may apply to participate. 

Why family child care homes 

Sonoma County’s scholarship is a local supplement to California’s child care subsidy system, 

not a replacement for it. With approximately $3 million available annually against a documented 

need many times larger, the local scholarship must concentrate rather than replicate, directing 

each dollar where it can produce care that would not otherwise exist. 

Three considerations shaped that choice. 

1. Where available funding can serve the most children in a licensed setting. Full-

time infant care costs approximately $500 less per month when delivered in a family 

child care home compared to a center. Delivering scholarships through homes serves 

more children for the same allocation. 

2. Where a new infant can actually be served, without requiring new facilities. Center 

licenses fix infant capacity. This means a center is licensed for a specific number of 

infant spaces, tied to dedicated rooms and facility requirements, and cannot shift 

preschool space to infant care without a licensing change. Sonoma County's licensed 

infant capacity in centers is already very limited, so scholarship funding directed there 

would compete for a small number of existing spaces rather than produce additional 

ones. 

Family child care homes work differently. Within their licensed capacity, homes serve a 

mix of ages and can adjust that mix. California licensing permits one adult to care for a 

maximum of four infants or toddlers, compared with six preschool-aged children. 

Providing only infant care is financially difficult to sustain unless the rate paid for the 

infant care is high enough to offset the ratio differences.  

A rate set high enough to close that gap in a home, but still lower than what would be 

required for a center, can lead family child care home providers to serve infants they 

would otherwise decline. Because the county has substantial unmet need for infant and 

toddler care and comparatively little for preschool, increasing care toward the youngest 

children is an adjustment that will provide relief in Sonoma County. 

3. Where oversight already exists. Measure I funds are raised from Sonoma County 

taxpayers and are subject to annual audit and public reporting. Licensed family child 

care homes operate under an established oversight framework — licensing standards, 
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health and safety requirements, background checks, and routine monitoring — that this 

program relies on rather than recreates.  

Center-based and license-exempt care 

Decisions on the ECE scholarship model are about where a limited local investment can do the 

most, not judgments about the value of center-based programs or of family, friend, and neighbor 

(FFN) caregivers. 

More than half of families waiting for subsidized care currently rely on FFN, and many described 

those arrangements as essential but difficult to sustain, dependent on a relative’s availability or 

work schedule. Center-based programs also serve Sonoma County families well, and many 

parents prefer a center. Quality care is delivered in both of these settings. Both also remain part 

of Sonoma County’s early care system, including remaining eligible for state and federal 

assistance. Additionally, all care settings, including FFN and centers, are eligible to receive 

support through First 5 Sonoma County quality investments under Measure I. 

The scholarship’s scope is not permanent. It will be reviewed as capacity, need, and funding 

change, as described in Section 24.  

6. How the Scholarship Relates to State and Federal Subsidies 

The scholarship functions to narrow the gap due to insufficient investment at the state and 

federal levels. Three public systems support child care subsidies in Sonoma County: the 

California Department of Social Services, the California Department of Education, and the 

federal Office of Head Start. Most families must demonstrate both a need for care and income 

eligibility. 

State and federal funding are always the first sources of support. Families already receiving a 

state or federal subsidy that covers their child’s care are not eligible for a scholarship for the 

same child, because the scholarship exists to reach children the existing system is not serving. 

The scholarship is available to families who qualify for a subsidy but for whom no funding is 

available. 

Scholarship families are already eligible for state or federal child care assistance and are on the 

county centralized eligibility list waiting for funding to reach them. If/when funding becomes 

available and a child's priority rank is reached — through CalWORKs Stage 1, 2, or 3, the 

Bridge Program, or the Alternative Payment Program — the family is expected to accept it, and 

the child moves to that funding source. 

The child stays with the same provider, and the program works to make the change seamless 

for the family. The provider's payment is also held stable: the program pays the difference 

between the voucher rate and the scholarship rate, so the change in funding source does not 

reduce what the provider receives for that child. Accepting an available voucher frees a 

scholarship for another family who has no other option. 

Because the model serves children under three and ends at approximately age three, the 

systems that receive these children matter to its design. California’s expansion of transitional 

kindergarten and state preschool is increasing capacity at the older end of the age range, which 

supports the transition described in Section 10. 
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7. Who Is Eligible 

A child is eligible for a scholarship if the family meets all the following. 

1. Age. The child is under age two at the time of enrollment. The program prioritizes the 

youngest children first, as described in Section 8. 

2. Residency. The family lives in Sonoma County. The program is countywide, and the 

same eligibility standard applies in every part of the county. 

3. Income. The program uses the same income eligibility standard and ranking 

methodology as California's subsidized child care system. Families qualify at or below 

85% of State Median Income (SMI) — approximately $115,637 per year for a family of 

four — and are ordered for service using the California Department of Social Services 

ranking table, which accounts for both income and family size. 

Using the state standard rather than creating a local one means families and agencies 

work within a single system. A family's rank on the subsidized child care eligibility list 

carries directly into the scholarship; no one is asked to meet a second set of rules, and 

prioritization is consistent with the process families already know. 

4. Need for care. The family demonstrates a need for care, such as employment, 

education or vocational training, seeking work, or homelessness. This mirrors the state’s 

requirement, so that families navigate one standard rather than two. 

Documentation. Documentation is limited to what is necessary to establish residency, income, 

and need for care, and mirrors what families already provide for state subsidy programs. Where 

a family cannot readily produce a standard document, the program accepts reasonable 

alternative verification and provides help completing the process. 

The application form. Families apply using an application and certification form modeled 

closely on the state's Application for Child Care Services and Certification of Eligibility (CCD 

26), the form used throughout California's subsidized child care system. The scholarship form 

does not include the fields on the CCD 26 used for state and federal reporting, CalWORKs 

stage tracking, or the program codes specific to state subsidy administration. 

Social Security numbers and immigration status. The program does not require Social 

Security numbers for parents or for children, and does not collect or ask about immigration 

status. Information collected is used only to determine eligibility, administer the scholarship, and 

meet program reporting requirements. This commitment is described further in Section 12. 

8. How Families Are Prioritized 

Because far more families qualify than the program can serve, the program publishes exactly 

how children are selected. 

Age group first, then family income rank up to 85% SMI 

The eligible pool is first divided by age group, beginning with children under 12 months, who 

have the highest priority. Within this age group, children are not prioritized by age. For example, 

a 9-month-old and a 3-month-old have the same priority based on age. 
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Within each age group, children are then ordered using the California Department of Social 

Services ranking table — the same statewide methodology Sonoma County already uses for 

subsidized child care. Families are given a rank from 1 to 85 based primarily on income and 

family size. Ranks 1-85 represent families with incomes up to 85% of State Median Income 

(SMI), with rank 1 representing having the greatest financial need. 

• Priority Group 1: Birth up to 12 months 

Children in families with a rank of 1-85 (families with incomes up to 85% SMI) will be the first 

group to receive scholarships, with rank 1 being the first to be served. 

• Priority Group 2: 12 months up to 24 months 

Once all eligible children in Priority Group 1 have been served, scholarships become available 

to Priority Group 2, starting with families at rank 1. 

See the picture below for an example of how the steps work. 

 

Families already on the child care subsidy eligibility waitlist 

Families already on the lists maintained by 4Cs and Children and Family Circle are considered 

using their existing rank and existing application information wherever possible. No family is 

asked to start over or to lose time they have already waited. Because Children and Family 

Circle is a Family Child Care Home Education Network contractor rather than a Resource and 

Referral agency, the program administrator will work with Children and Family Circle to bring the 

families on its list into the scholarship selection process. A family on that list does not submit a 

separate application. First 5 Sonoma County staff will work collaboratively with the selected 

administrator of the scholarship program to determine an approach that will meet the needs of 

the scholarship program without undue burden on the administrator. 
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How the lists are combined. Until a countywide system exists, a single ordered list is 

assembled from the lists each agency maintains separately. 4Cs Sonoma County operates a 

database. Children and Family Circle maintains its list in a spreadsheet, as would River to 

Coast Children's Services if it begins placing families on a list. The program administrator 

combines these sources into one consolidated list on a set schedule. 

Combining the lists does not change any family's rank. Each family keeps the rank and 

application date already recorded by the agency it applied to. The consolidated list is then 

ordered by age group, then by rank, exactly as described above. Where the same child appears 

on more than one list, the record with the earliest application date is used and the duplicate 

removed, so that no child is counted or offered twice. 

Selection is made from a dated version of the consolidated list, and the version used is 

recorded with each round, so the program can show which families were considered and in 

what order. 

Families in West County. River to Coast Children’s Services continues to enroll families and to 

serve them with its existing subsidy funding, consistent with the requirement that state and 

federal assistance be used first. Families in West County are therefore not eligible for a 

scholarship while that funding is available to them. If and when River to Coast Children’s 

Services fully spends its existing subsidy funding and begins placing eligible families on the 

centralized eligibility list, those families are considered for scholarships on the same age and 

rank terms that apply everywhere else in the county. At that point, River to Coast Children's 

Services becomes a third source for the consolidated waitlist. 

Families not already on the child care subsidy waitlist 

New families may apply for child care assistance at any time. Families are not required to have 

previously sought assistance to be eligible. To apply, families should contact the Resource and 

Referral agency serving their geographic area. 

Need is concentrated: approximately 62% of waiting children live in five ZIP codes in Santa 

Rosa and Rohnert Park. At the same time, Measure I is funded by taxpayers throughout 

Sonoma County, and the program has an obligation to make its benefits visible countywide. 

Because a scholarship can only be used where a participating provider operates, geographic 

reach depends substantially on where participating providers are available and whether families 

choose to enroll with them. 

During the initial rollout, First 5 Sonoma County may need to phase in cohorts of providers 

based on geographic boundaries to ensure there is capacity to support providers in 

understanding the program and offering quality supports, while also enrolling families. By the 

end of its strategic plan period (2031), First 5 Sonoma County aims to make scholarships 

available in all regions of the county where there is need, based on eligibility and prioritization 

described in sections 7 and 8. 

If a family is not selected 

Families who are eligible but not initially selected for scholarships due to rollout phasing and/or 

their rank remain on the centralized eligibility list and keep their rank for future openings.  
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9. What the Scholarship Provides 

A monthly payment for the child’s care, paid directly to the participating provider rather than 

to the family. Direct payment keeps families out of the position of holding and transmitting public 

funds and gives providers a predictable single payer. This is the same way that the current 

subsidy system operates.  

Full-time or part-time care. At enrollment, the family commits to either a full-time or a part-time 

schedule, and the payment follows that commitment rather than fluctuating week to week. Part-

time means fewer than 25 hours of care per week; full-time means 25 hours or more. A family 

whose circumstances change may request a change at redetermination or upon a documented 

change in work or school schedule. 

The amount of the award. The scholarship amount is set by the child’s age and by whether the 

family has committed to full-time or part-time care. The current amounts are published in 

Section 16. 

No family fee is proposed. Under the state system, family fees are capped at 1% of monthly 

income, and families below 75% of the state median income pay no fees. Given the very low 

incomes of the families this program serves, the administrative cost of collecting small fees 

would be disproportionate to the revenue.  

Payment in full for covered tuition. Participating providers agree to accept the scholarship as 

payment in full for covered care and may not bill scholarship families for a balance above the 

award. Providers set their own rates for families outside the scholarship program. 

A portable award. The scholarship is attached to the child. A family that moves to another 

participating provider keeps the award. 

10. How Long the Scholarship Lasts 

A continuous commitment. Once awarded, the scholarship continues until the child transitions 

out of the program, assuming they continue to be eligible. A family does not re-compete for it 

each year. Continuity of care in the child’s first three years is an outcome this program is 

designed to achieve. 

Recertification every 12 months. Families confirm continued eligibility each year, a 

requirement that income be at or below 100% SMI (above the initial enrollment requirement of 

at or below 85% SMI). If a family does not complete recertification within the required timeline, 

they will receive a Notice of Action stating that their scholarship will end in 30 days. If the family 

submits the required information during that period and remains eligible, with household income 

at or below 100% of SMI, the scholarship will continue. 

California's subsidy system uses a 24-month eligibility period. This program recertifies annually 

instead, for reasons specific to the families it serves. Most will enter while their child is an infant, 

often during or shortly after parental leave, when household income may be temporarily 

reduced and can change considerably within the first year back at work. Because the program 

can serve approximately 135 children against more than a thousand waiting, confirming 

annually that each scholarship is still reaching a family who needs it is important. 

If income rises above the threshold. The scholarship does not end abruptly. A family whose 

income is found at recertification to exceed 100% of SMI enters a three-month phase-out 
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period, so that an increase in earnings does not produce an immediate loss of child care. The 

scholarship ends at the close of that three-month period. 

Graduation around age three. There is no hard stop on the child’s 3rd birthday. A child 

graduates from the scholarship program at the point that aligns with entry into the next early 

care setting and no later than the end of August following the child’s 3rd birthday. The program 

begins working with families six months before graduation to identify and secure the child’s next 

early learning setting, whether preschool, the California State Preschool Program, transitional 

kindergarten, or another arrangement. 

Moving. Families must remain Sonoma County residents. A family that moves out of the county 

loses the scholarship at the end of the month in which the move occurs. A family that moves 

within the county keeps it and may transfer to another participating provider. 

Changing providers. A family may change to another participating provider with 30 days’ 

advance notice. 

Absences and leave. A child's spot is protected during absences. Extended leave may be 

approved by the program for documented circumstances. First 5 Sonoma County will work with 

the selected contractor to develop further guidance for families and selected providers regarding 

absences. 

Attendance and disenrollment. A child’s slot is protected during absences, but continued 

unexplained absence eventually ends the scholarship. Each threshold below is counted in 

program days, meaning days the provider is open and the child is scheduled to attend. After five 

consecutive program days of unexplained absence, the provider contacts the family in writing 

and notifies the program administrator, who also reaches out to understand why and to offer 

help. After ten consecutive program days, the disenrollment process begins. After twenty 

consecutive program days, and following documented outreach by both the provider and the 

administrator, the scholarship is considered vacated. Provider reporting requirements are 

described in Section 17. 

Siblings. Siblings do not receive priority. Each child is considered individually on the same age 

and rank criteria, so that scarce scholarships are not concentrated in fewer families. 

PART 3. FOR FAMILIES 

11. Applying and Getting Help 

One application. Families apply through the centralized child care eligibility list maintained by 

their Resource and Referral agency — 4Cs for most of the county, RCCS for West County — 

rather than through a separate scholarship application. A family seeking help with child care 

completes one process, not two. 

Available in English and Spanish, online, by phone, and in person. Because not every 

family has reliable internet access, every step available online is also available by phone and in 

person. Interpretation in other languages is available on request. 

Help is available. Outreach, education, and navigation support are funded functions of this 

program, not an afterthought. Families can get help understanding whether they qualify, 
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completing the application, and choosing a provider. Support is coordinated with the county’s 

existing Resource and Referral services and with community organizations families already 

know. 

Families who are not on any list. Many families who would qualify have never applied for 

subsidized care. Outreach is designed to reach them, not only families already on the child care 

eligibility list. 

Choosing a provider. Families select from among participating family child care homes, with 

information about each provider's location, hours, languages spoken, and current openings. 

Availability is updated monthly by providers, so the information families see reflects current 

space. Referrals are based on the location, ages, and schedule a family identifies. The program 

makes referrals, not recommendations: families choose their own provider, and no family is 

assigned to a provider without their agreement. Because the program operates through a 

defined network, this is choice among participating providers rather than across the full market. 

12. Family Rights, Notices, and Privacy 

Notice of Action. Families receive a written Notice of Action for any decision affecting their 

scholarship, including approval, denial, a change in the award, the start of a phase-out, or a 

disenrollment. Notice is provided in the family's language, in plain terms, and in advance of the 

effective date wherever the action is not immediate, and states what was decided, why, when it 

takes effect, and how to appeal. 

The right to appeal. Families may appeal any adverse decision. Appeals are reviewed by 

someone who was not involved in the original decision, and First 5 Sonoma County provides a 

final level of review. Families may submit information and may be assisted by an advocate or 

interpreter. 

Care continues during an appeal. When a family appeals a disenrollment or a reduction in an 

existing award, the scholarship continues while the appeal is decided, so that a child’s care is 

not disrupted before the question is resolved. 

Privacy and immigration status. As described in Section 7, the program does not require 

Social Security numbers and does not collect or ask about immigration status. Information 

families provide is used only to determine eligibility, administer the scholarship, and meet 

program reporting requirements. The program does not share family information with federal 

immigration enforcement agencies except where legally compelled by a valid judicial warrant or 

court order, and any such request is referred immediately to First 5 Sonoma County leadership 

and legal counsel rather than answered by front-line staff. These commitments apply to the 

program administrator, to participating providers, and to every agency with access to the 

countywide eligibility system. 

PART 4. FOR PROVIDERS 

13. Who Can Participate 

Participation is open to licensed family child care homes in Sonoma County that meet the 

requirements below and are selected through an application process. Application windows are 
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published in advance and open at least once a year, so providers who are not ready or not 

selected initially can apply later. Participating providers are independent contractors; the 

program does not employ them. 

Requirements to apply 

A provider must meet all four of the following. 

1. A current California Family Child Care Home license. Both small and large licensed 

homes located in Sonoma County qualify. 

2. Good standing with Community Care Licensing. The provider is not on probation and 

has no unresolved Type A violations. There is no lookback period. Once licensing 

considers a Type A violation resolved, the provider is eligible to apply. 

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

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

4. Adequate insurance coverage. Specific coverage requirements for providers will be 

determined in collaboration with the selected program administrator. 

Provider prioritization for selection 

More providers may apply than the program can support. Among applicants who meet the 

requirements above, the program gives weight to those who have: 

1. ECE professional development completed within the last three years, or college units in 

child development. 

2. Ability to meet multilingual needs, including speaking fluent Spanish. 

3. A history of serving infants and toddlers. 

4. A history of serving subsidized children, or participation in the Child and Adult Care Food 

Program. 

5. Current and projected ability to accept new infants and toddlers during the year following 

application. 

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

Selection is also balanced geographically. A scholarship can only be used where a 

participating provider operates and where families need care. The volume of family needs by 

geography will influence how many providers are needed in each area of the county. This 

means selection will consider geographic need. 

Commitments participating providers make 

• Serving a child through age three. A provider agrees to serve a scholarship child until 

the child completes the program or transitions elsewhere. A child may not be disenrolled 

because they are no longer an infant or toddler. 

• Accepting a voucher made available to a scholarship child. Providers are required 

to accept a state or federal voucher if one becomes available to a scholarship child in 

their care, and to continue serving that child. The provider’s payment does not drop. The 

program pays the difference between the voucher rate and the scholarship rate, so the 
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change in funding is financially neutral for the provider and invisible to the child. This 

requirement applies only to children who transition from a scholarship; other subsidized 

children in the provider’s care are paid at the applicable state rate. 

Before enrolling scholarship children 

Selected providers complete each of the following before enrolling their first scholarship child. 

1. Application to provide subsidized care. Providers apply to accept subsidized child 

care through the program administrator. The scholarship is designed to work alongside 

the subsidy system rather than apart from it, and this keeps a provider positioned to 

continue serving a child if that child's family later receives a voucher. 

2. Group orientation. Providers complete one virtual orientation offered at different times, 

scheduled in the evening so it does not conflict with hours of care. 

3. A home visit. Every provider that participates in the program receives a home visit 

before they can accept their first scholarship child. The purpose is supportive: to meet 

the provider and confirm the home has the basic equipment infants and toddlers need, 

such as cribs, high chairs, and books and materials for the youngest children. It is not a 

formal Environment Rating Scale assessment and is not scored. Providers are given a 

two-week window during which the visit will occur rather than a specific appointment. 

Where the visit identifies equipment a provider needs, funds are available to obtain it. 

4. A family handbook in English and Spanish. Providers maintain a written handbook 

describing their policies, hours, rates, holidays, and procedures. Families receive it and 

sign an acknowledgment before enrollment. Providers who do not already have a 

handbook, or who need one translated, receive support from the program to create it. 

Ongoing requirements 

1. Four cohort meetings each year. Meetings are scheduled in the evenings or on 

weekends so they do not conflict with hours of care. They deliver professional 

development across a range of topics and build a network among participating providers 

in the same area. Each meeting is anticipated to be at least two hours, for an estimated 

eight hours of participation annually. 

2. Annual home visit. Providers serving scholarship children receive a home visit each 

year to support the ongoing maintenance of quality and program standards. The visit 

provides an opportunity to confirm that required equipment and materials remain 

available and in good condition, identify emerging needs, and connect providers with 

resources and support as appropriate. Providers are given a two-week window during 

which the visit will occur rather than a specific appointment. The visit is supportive and is 

not a formal Environment Rating Scale assessment or scored evaluation. 

3. Monthly capacity reporting. Providers complete a brief monthly survey confirming 

whether they have space for an infant or toddler or are full. It is required 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. The program contacts 

providers who miss a survey, and providers who repeatedly do not report may become 

ineligible to accept new scholarship children until reporting resumes. 

4. Monthly attendance records and roster. Providers submit an attendance record for 

each scholarship child enrolled, as described in Section 17. 
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5. Operate within licensed capacity and remain in good standing with licensing 

authorities. Providers always serve scholarship children within their licensed capacity 

and infant limits. 

6. Notice of relocation. A provider who moves must notify the program in advance. Care 

is provided at the address on the license and in the provider agreement. 

7. Program evaluation. Participating providers respond to periodic surveys about their 

own experience in the program as well as other questions used for evaluation and 

quality improvement. 

 

14. What Participating Providers Receive 

The program uses a quality-building pathway with prioritized entry. Providers enter at an 

attainable standard and strengthen practice over time with structured support, rather than being 

required to reach a high bar before participating. The supports below are provided for that 

purpose. 

1. A rate above state reimbursement. Full-time infant and toddler care under the 

scholarship program is paid at $1,850 per month, compared with approximately $1,333 

through state subsidy.  

2. Payment providers can plan around. Providers are paid based on enrollment rather 

than daily attendance, so a child's absence does not reduce payment. Payments are 

issued by direct deposit on the same date each month, against a published annual 

payment calendar.  

If a scholarship child leaves a provider’s program, payments continue for up to one 

month while another scholarship family has the opportunity to choose that provider. If a 

new scholarship child enrolls during that month, the provider continues to receive 

payment for the portion of the month when the scholarship space was vacant. This helps 

provide continuity in funding during the transition. 

3. Payment continuity when a child moves to a voucher. A provider's rate for that child 

does not change. The details are described in Section 16. 

4. Paid days of non-operation. Up to ten paid days each year for the provider’s own 

holidays, vacation, and staff development. 

5. No fee collection. The scholarship is paid directly to the provider as payment in full for 

covered care. There are no family fees to collect or track. 

6. Priority for quality improvement supports. Participating providers are prioritized for 

coaching, professional development, facility improvements, mini-grants for materials, 

college fees and tuition assistance, and other quality investments that First 5 Sonoma 

County makes using Measure I funds. Support concentrates on inclusive practices, 

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

emotional support, and developmentally appropriate practice. The program aligns with 

existing county quality frameworks rather than creating a separate local standard. 
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7. Support to serve infants and toddlers. Startup funds are available to obtain the basic 

equipment infants and toddlers require, such as cribs and high chairs, so that a provider 

who wants to expand into infant care is not prevented by the cost of setting up.  

8. A peer network. The four cohort meetings required each year deliver professional 

development and connect providers who serve scholarship children in the same part of 

the county. 

15. Provider Accountability 

Provider agreements include a progressive accountability framework. Where a provider does 

not meet program requirements, the program begins with technical assistance and a 

documented improvement plan supported by coaching, and escalates only if the matter is not 

resolved — to formal corrective action, then suspension on enrolling new scholarship children, 

then termination of the agreement. Immediate action is available where child health or safety is 

at risk. Where an agreement ends, the program’s first responsibility is to the enrolled children, 

who are transitioned to another participating provider. Providers may dispute adverse 

determinations through the process described below. 

Causes for immediate termination. Some circumstances end participation without progressive 

steps: failure to return required program documentation, submission of fraudulent information or 

claims, non-compliance with licensing requirements including capacity limits, suspension or 

revocation of the provider's license, or providing care at a location other than the one on the 

license and provider agreement. 

Written notice of a decision. A provider receives written notice of any decision affecting their 

participation or payment, including a corrective action plan, a suspension on enrolling new 

scholarship children, termination of the provider agreement, or a payment correction. The notice 

states what was decided, the reason for it, the date it takes effect, and how to dispute it. Where 

the action is not immediate, notice is given in advance of the effective date. 

Raising a concern. Most disagreements are resolved without a formal process. A provider who 

disagrees with a decision is encouraged to raise it with the program administrator, who 

responds within five business days. 

Filing a dispute. A provider who remains dissatisfied may file a written dispute with the 

program administrator within fourteen calendar days of the date of the notice. The dispute 

states the decision being questioned, why the provider believes it is unwarranted, and includes 

any supporting documentation. Disputes may be submitted by mail, by email, or in person, in 

English or in Spanish. 

How a dispute is reviewed. The dispute is reviewed by someone who was not involved in the 

original decision. The provider may present their case, may be accompanied or represented by 

a person of their choosing, and may have an interpreter at no cost. The administrator issues a 

written decision within thirty calendar days. A provider who disagrees with that decision may 

request a final review by First 5 Sonoma County within fourteen calendar days, and First 5 

Sonoma County issues a written decision that concludes the program's dispute process. 

Children and payment while a dispute is pending. Scholarship children already enrolled with 

the provider continue to receive care, and the provider continues to be paid for them while a 

dispute is decided. The exception is where the program has acted immediately because a 
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child's health or safety is at risk. The program's first responsibility remains to the enrolled 

children. 

No reprisal. A provider who raises a concern or files a dispute does so free from restraint, 

coercion, discrimination, or reprisal. Filing a dispute does not affect a provider's standing in the 

program or their eligibility for enrolling future scholarship children. 

Licensing decisions are separate. This process covers decisions made by the scholarship 

program. A decision by Community Care Licensing about a provider's license is appealed 

through the California Department of Social Services, not through this program. 

Suspension and expulsion. Scholarship children may not be suspended or expelled for 

behavior. A provider experiencing difficulty with a child's behavior is connected to an infant and 

early childhood mental health consultation, and the program works with the family and the 

provider before considering whether the child may need a different care setting. This protects 

the continuity that the program is designed to provide, and responds to evidence that expulsion 

from early care falls disproportionately on children of color. 

16. What Providers Are Paid 

Rates are set relative to a breakeven point and take program requirements into account. 

Rates are calculated so that a provider serving an infant or toddler is not financially 

disadvantaged relative to serving an older child at prevailing subsidy rates. This directly 

addresses the revenue gap described in Section 2, in which a small family child care home 

forgoes an estimated $2,071 per month by serving infants and toddlers rather than 

preschoolers. 

Rates are set at approximately 139% of the current state reimbursement rate for Sonoma 

County family child care homes, including the Cost of Care Plus supplement. The same factor is 

applied across every age and schedule category. For comparison, full-time infant and toddler 

care in a family child care home is currently reimbursed at approximately $1,333 per month 

through state subsidy, including the Cost of Care Plus supplement. 

                  Proposed scholarship rates paid to providers  

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

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 aged 2 and older, and at 24 months a child no longer counts against the four-infant limit 

in a licensed family child care home. Because the higher infant rate exists to offset that limit, the 

rate steps down when the limit no longer applies. A child's enrollment is unaffected: the 

scholarship continues through age 3 regardless of the rate band. 

When a child moves to a voucher. If a scholarship child's family receives a state or federal 

voucher, the program pays the difference between the voucher rate and the scholarship rate so 

the provider continues to receive the same amount for that child. This applies only to children 

transitioning from a scholarship. Other subsidized children in a provider's care are paid at the 

applicable state rate. 
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Annual adjustment by formula. Scholarship award amounts will be reviewed annually. 

Adjustments may be made based on changes in the Consumer Price Index (CPI-U, West 

Region), changes in local child care tuition rates, available funding, and recommendations from 

First 5 Sonoma County. 

Quality expectations and payment move together. The rate is set above the state 

reimbursement level because participating providers are asked to do more — professional 

development, participation in cohort meetings, monthly reporting, and monitoring.  

Enrollment is protected across rate bands. The change in rate at 24 months does not affect 

a child's enrollment. As described in Section 13, a provider agrees to serve a scholarship child 

through age three, and a child may not be disenrolled to free capacity for another scholarship 

child. 

17. How and When Payment Works 

Payment follows enrollment, not daily attendance. A child's temporary absence does not 

reduce the provider's payment as long as the child remains enrolled. This protects small 

providers from revenue swings they cannot absorb. 

When attendance does not match the committed schedule. Attendance records confirm that 

a family's committed schedule reflects the care actually being used. Where a child's attendance 

is not broadly consistent with the committed schedule for at least one month — for example, 

where a family committed to full-time care but is consistently using part-time hours — the 

program contacts the family to determine whether a permanent schedule change is needed, 

and reminds the family that they may request a change at any time. Where the schedule 

changes, the provider's rate changes prospectively beginning the following month.  

A transition period when a child leaves. If a scholarship child leaves the provider’s program, 

payments continue for up to one month while another scholarship family has the opportunity to 

choose that provider’s program. 

Monthly attendance records. Providers submit a monthly attendance record for each 

scholarship child, alongside the roster confirming enrollment at the beginning of each month for 

the previous month. The record documents the days and hours of care actually provided. This is 

the same attendance documentation that providers already complete for subsidized children, so 

it does not introduce a separate process.  

Part-month enrollment. Payment is prorated. A child enrolled before the 15th generates a full 

month’s payment; a child enrolled after the 15th generates half a month. 

Disenrollment. Families give 30 days’ notice, and the provider is paid through the end of that 

month the child is enrolled, followed by the transition period above. 

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

ineligibility, fraud, or duplicate payment, using a clear written process with notice and a right to 

dispute described in Section 15. Underpayments identified by the program or reported by a 

provider are corrected in the next payment cycle. 

Days of non-operation. Providers are paid for up to ten days of non-operation each year, 

covering the provider’s own holidays, vacation, and staff development days. Providers identify 
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these dates in advance in the provider agreement, and the closure must apply to all of the 

provider’s families rather than to scholarship families alone. 

PART 5. HOW THE PROGRAM IS RUN 

18. Administration 

The program is administered by a contracted administrator rather than by First 5 Sonoma 

County directly. The administrator handles application intake, eligibility determination and 

ranking, family enrollment and support in choosing a participating provider, provider recruitment 

and management, payment processing, monitoring, data and reporting, family navigation 

support, and consolidating the child care eligibility lists maintained by participating agencies into 

a single ordered list until a central data system is in use countywide. 

First 5 Sonoma County retains policy and design decisions, including eligibility rules, rates, and 

prioritization; approval of the provider network and selection criteria; fiscal oversight and 

management of the administrator’s contract; public reporting; and final authority over family 

appeals. 

This structure reflects both the volume of day-to-day operational work the program requires and 

local precedent: Sonoma County’s prior Early Learning Scholarship program was administered 

by 4Cs and funded by First 5 Sonoma County. 

First 5 Sonoma County will work in collaboration with the selected scholarship program 

administrator to conduct the initial provider application and assess the need to do targeted 

recruitment based on geographic needs demonstrated by families’ needs on the wait list.  

19. Countywide Centralized Child Care Eligibility List 

Accurate prioritization depends on a single consolidated view of who is waiting. Without 

consolidation, the program cannot reliably determine whether the child it is about to serve is the 

highest-priority child in the county. 

First 5 Sonoma County proposes to fund the technology and ongoing maintenance of a 

countywide centralized eligibility list. First 5 Sonoma County would pay a proportional share of 

that cost, based on the share of children in the system who are from birth through age four. 

Consolidation requires a shared data standard, data-sharing agreements among participating 

agencies, a single platform with appropriate access controls, and migration of existing records 

that preserves each family’s original application date and rank. 

The system holds sensitive family information. Access is limited to staff whose role requires it, 

data is encrypted, and the privacy and immigration-related commitments in Section 12 apply to 

the system and bind every participating agency.  

Planning a system of this kind requires stakeholder collaboration and would likely take up to a 

year, including the data-sharing agreements that must be in place before records move 

between agencies. Scholarships are expected from September 2027, so the program will begin 

operating before a shared system exists. 
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In the meantime, the consolidated list is assembled manually. The agencies hold their 

information differently: 4Cs operates a database, while Children and Family Circle uses a 

spreadsheet, as would River to Coast Children's Services if it begins a list. Each agency 

provides an extract of the fields needed for selection on an agreed-upon schedule, and the 

administrator merges them into a single ordered list. 

This interim method has known limits. A manually assembled list is a snapshot, not a live view, 

so it can be out of date between refreshes. It depends on each agency supplying complete and 

consistent information. And it takes staff time at every refresh. These are the reasons First 5 

Sonoma County proposes to fund a shared system, and the reasons the manual method is 

intended to be temporary. 

The interim files hold the same sensitive family information as the future system, so the privacy 

commitments in Section 12 apply to them in full, including who may open a file and how it is 

stored and sent. 

20. Governance, Oversight, and Public Reporting 

Decision-making. The First 5 Sonoma County Commission holds final authority over the 

model’s adoption, its funding allocation, and material changes to its design. First 5 staff are 

responsible for implementation and for oversight of the administrator. The Community Advisory 

Council advises on design and evaluation and reviews the annual Measure I audit. They provide 

recommendations to the Commission. 

Public reporting. The program reports on the number of children served, the geographic and 

demographic distribution of scholarships, the number of participating providers, funds 

expended, and progress against outcomes.  

Record retention. Program records are retained for four years, and the requirement extends to 

the administrator and to participating providers. 

Program integrity. Eligibility is verified at application and at each annual recertification. 

Periodic monitoring and site visits confirm that enrolled children are being served. Controls are 

designed to be proportionate: excessive verification falls hardest on the lowest-income families 

and the smallest providers, which are precisely the people the program is built to serve. 

Family Selection for Scholarships. Until a central waitlist database is in place, each family 

selection round is documented with the dated version of the consolidated list from which it was 

made, and that record is retained under the record retention requirement above. 

21. Budget and Rollout 

The allocation. Measure I provides $3 million per year for this strategy, supporting 

approximately 135 children annually. Funds are divided among scholarships, as well as the 

infrastructure and administration to run the program.  

A deliberate ramp. Annual spending is not level. The first phase builds infrastructure: procuring 

the administrator, configuring systems, developing the centralized eligibility list, and recruiting 

and contracting providers. The second phase enrolls an initial group of children. The third grows 

as capacity is demonstrated and budget allows. A partial first-year spend is a planned feature of 

a careful build, not an unplanned shortfall. 
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DRAFT Timeline. A final timeline will be prepared in collaboration with the selected 

administrator.  

1. September 2026 — public comment. 
2. Late 2026 — model finalized. 

3. December 2026 through June 2027 — procurement, contracting, and start-up planning. 

4. July 2027 — the first cohort of family child care providers is selected, attends orientation, 

and prepares to receive scholarship children. 

5. September 2027 – families begin to receive access to scholarships. 

PART 6. EQUITY, RESULTS, AND THE FUTURE 

22. Equity and Geographic Distribution 

What equity means in this program. Scholarships reach the highest-priority children as 

determined by the published ranking methodology, and the distribution of awards is 

demonstrably proportionate to need across the county’s regions. 

Both dimensions matter. Measure I is a countywide measure funded by Sonoma County 

taxpayers, not a state or federal subsidy allocated from a broad tax base. Residents throughout 

the county agreed to tax themselves for this purpose, so the program is accountable both for 

reaching the families with the greatest need and for demonstrating that benefits are visible 

countywide. 

How equity is pursued. Through prioritization by the state ranking table; the state income 

eligibility standard applied consistently countywide; bilingual application, navigation, and 

provider capacity; access to infant and early childhood mental health consultation for children 

who need additional support; a policy of not collecting immigration status. 

How it is monitored. The program tracks the distribution of scholarships by ZIP code, by race 

and ethnicity, by home language, by age band, and by disability status, and compares that 

distribution with the composition of the eligible population. Results are reported publicly at the 

ZIP code level. Because the program serves a small number of children countywide, no figure is 

published for a group of fewer than ten children; smaller groups are combined into a broader 

geographic or demographic category before release, so that no family can be identified from 

published data. 

How it is corrected. Where distribution proves inequitable, the program may adjust provider 

recruitment, provider requirements, and targeted outreach to both providers and families. 

23. Measuring and Reporting Results 

A phased, mixed-methods evaluation. The first phase examines implementation: enrollment 

numbers, funding administered, provider participation and retention, payment timeliness, and 

distribution of scholarships. The second phase examines short-term outcomes through surveys 

and interviews — with families, on reduction in financial strain, ability to work or study, and 

stress; with providers, on enrollment, financial viability, and administrative experience. Longer-

term measurement addresses continuity of care, children’s transitions into preschool or 

transitional kindergarten, family financial stability, and the stability of the provider network. 
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Baselines already exist from the waitlist analysis, family engagement, and financial modeling 

conducted for this project, and will be used rather than re-created. 

Reporting cadence. At six months after launch, at one year, and annually thereafter. Findings 

are shared publicly. 

Rapid review in the first year. Implementation measures are collected and reviewed monthly 

during the first year, so that problems are identified and corrected quickly. 

What the evaluation can and cannot show. The program will serve a small number of 

children, and without a comparison group, improvements in family circumstances cannot be 

attributed to the scholarship alone. The program will report what it did, for whom, at what cost, 

and what participants report, and will avoid claiming effects the evaluation cannot support. 

24. Review and the Future 

Regular review. The full model is reviewed at least once per strategic plan period, and sooner 

if conditions change materially. Review examines whether the age bands and income threshold 

still target the right families, whether the rate still meets its breakeven standard, whether the 

provider network is the right size and composition, and whether distribution across the county is 

equitable. 

Future scope. Extending the scholarship to additional care types, including centers and 

license-exempt care, is possible but is not committed to at this time. It would depend on 

evaluation findings showing the current model is working, and on the ability to increase the 

allocation, since adding care types without additional funding would spread a fixed allocation 

more thinly and reduce the depth of support that makes the model effective. 

Durability. Measure I provides a funding source in perpetuity, which allows the county to make 

commitments to children and providers that extend across years. Sustaining the program also 

depends on public confidence, which is why the accountability and reporting commitments in 

this document are part of the model rather than separate from it. 
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APPENDIX: KEY TERMS 

Alternative Payment Program (APP) — A program through which a Resource and Referral 

agency administers vouchers that pay for subsidized child care. 

Application for Child Care Services and Certification of Eligibility (CCD 26) — The state 

form used throughout California's subsidized child care system to apply for care and certify 

eligibility. 

California Department of Social Services (CDSS) — The state agency that administers 

several child care subsidy programs. 

California State Preschool Program (CSPP) — The state's publicly funded preschool for 

eligible three- and four-year-old children. 

CalWORKs Stages One, Two, and Three — The three stages of subsidized child care 

available to families receiving or leaving CalWORKs cash aid, administered first by counties and 

then by Alternative Payment Program contractors. 

Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) — A federal program supporting nutrition in 

child care settings. 

Child Care Eligibility List — The list maintained by a Resource and Referral agency that 

determines the order in which families are served when funding becomes available. 

Children and Family Circle (CFC) — A Sonoma County agency that contracts with licensed 

family child care homes to deliver subsidized care as a Family Child Care Home Education 

Network. 

Cost of Care Plus (COC+) — A monthly per-child supplement paid above the standard state 

reimbursement rate, established through the state's agreement with Child Care Providers 

United. 

Emergency Child Care Bridge Program for Foster Children (Bridge Program) — A 

California program providing time-limited child care payments, family navigation, and provider 

training for children in foster care. 

Environment Rating Scale (ERS) — A set of observational instruments used to assess the 

quality of early care and education settings, including a version specific to family child care 

homes. 

Family child care home — Child care provided in the provider's own home under a California 

Family Child Care Home license. 

Family Child Care Home Education Network (FCCHEN) — A contract type through which an 

agency contracts with licensed family child care homes to deliver subsidized care. 
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Family, friend, and neighbor (FFN) care — Care provided outside the licensing system by 

someone the family knows, also called license-exempt care. 

Notice of Action — A written notice informing a family of a decision to approve, deny, or 

change services, and of the right to appeal. 

Ranking table — The California Department of Social Services methodology for ordering 

families by priority when demand exceeds available funding. 

Resource and Referral agency — A free service available in every California county that helps 

families find child care and supports providers; Sonoma County has two, 4Cs and River to 

Coast Children's Services. 

State Median Income (SMI) — A statewide income measure used to set subsidy eligibility. 

Transitional kindergarten (TK) — A publicly funded grade preceding kindergarten in California 

public schools. 

Type A violation — A citation issued by Community Care Licensing for a deficiency posing a 

direct and immediate risk to children's health, safety, or personal rights. 
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