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Introduction
In the first three years of a child’s life, foundational brain architecture 
is established, making children’s earliest experiences the most 
important. The creation of healthy brain architecture is dependent 
on good health, positive and nurturing relationships with adults, 
exposure to enriching learning opportunities and safe neighborhoods.

Yet too often in California, children—especially children of color, 
foster youth, and those growing up in poverty—lack the components 
critical for a healthy early life. For example: 

As few as 3% of families that might benefit  

from voluntary home visiting have access to  

home visiting programs.1 

32% of children entering foster care are  

under the age of three.2

Only 9% of eligible infants and toddlers have 

subsidized child care.3

  

California’s policymakers are failing our state’s youngest children, 
paying far too little attention—and allocating far too few resources—
to the critical and formative early years. Research by Nobel Laureate 
Professor James Heckman from the University of Chicago shows us 
that investing in high-quality early childhood programs can yield 
up to 13 percent savings per year, and cost-effective programs can 
also yield savings across multiple systems including reductions in 
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later spending on education, health, sociability, economic mobility and criminal 
justice.4 By underinvesting in the early years, California’s policymakers are missing 
a multitude of opportunities to address achievement disparities before they even 
develop—causing the state to spend more later on less effective programs and 
more costly solutions.

Investments that support children during early childhood are an essential long-
term investment in California’s future. Heckman’s research shows that investing in 
kids early on is critical to preventing achievement gaps. Disparities in achievement 
and opportunity open early in children’s lives and, once present, are more difficult 
to resolve and more likely to persist throughout childhood and into adulthood. 
While high-income families are spending tens of thousands of dollars annually 
on supports for their youngest children, most of California’s infants and toddlers 
receive stunningly little. This inequity is threatening California’s ability to ensure a 
well-prepared workforce and a stable society.

Additionally, California’s future workforce will be smaller than California’s current 
workforce. Research conducted by Professor Dowell Myers of the University of 
Southern California tells us that now, more than ever, it is crucial to ensure that 
every single child is prepared to succeed. In 1970, children made up 33 percent 
of California’s population; by 2030 that figure is expected to decline to just 21 
percent.5 Coupled with a projected shift in the ratio of seniors to working-age 
adults, there will soon be insufficient children prepared to fill roles as employees 
and consumers as adults. California’s policymakers must help ensure that all the 
babies born today, and those who immigrate or move here, succeed.

For a strong future, California policymakers must commit to a big goal: establish 
a child-centered, comprehensive and sustainable network of quality services and 
supports, starting before birth, to ensure all kids have equitable opportunities to 
reach their full potential.

It is a complicated challenge. It will require a focus on multiple programs and 
policy areas that address the diverse needs of California’s children across regions, 
race and income levels. It will also require an approach that makes services and 
systems of support interconnected, efficient and sensible for families. 

In a state known for innovation, California’s leaders must make sure that every 
California baby has the opportunity to reach his or her full potential—starting now.
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