
1

FIRST 5 LA: A TAKE ON 
EQUITY

SUMMARY
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Today it is accepted that early childhood 
interventions have long-term benefits for children. 
Despite this evidence, an increasing number of 
children face poverty, lack adequate education, and 
have poor health outcomes. Through a survey of 
the literature as well as an analysis of demographic 
data, we have found that childhood inequities 
are a significant and growing concern for those 
working to impact young children. Children of 
color disproportionately face barriers to housing, 
education, and health care access. Which is a 
troubling finding when we consider that children of 
color constitute a majority of young children. 

More importantly young children ages five and 
under are among the most developmentally 
vulnerable to adversity, discrimination, and 
exclusion. These barriers are the legacy of historical 
inequities faced by communities of color in housing, 
education, and health policy. As such, government 
agencies, philanthropies, and non-profits working 
to address these issues can have impact by 
recognizing that increasing equity—that is, closing 
racialized and other gaps—is a vital component 
to any program, policy, or intervention to enhance 
early childhood outcomes. 

This brief was written by the PolicyLink/PERE 
partnership to advise First 5 LA on how to make 
equity operational.

While the nation is projected to become majority 
non-white by 2044, Los Angeles County reached 
that milestone in the 1980s. Since then, Los An-
geles has experienced dramatic demographic 
transformation—driven, in part, by an influx of 
immigrants from Latin American and Asia. Today, 
demographic shifts—including migration trends—
have slowed but the effects are evident particularly 
when looking at the county’s youngest residents. 

Today, children of color constitute a majority of 
young children ages five and under and they are 
facing significant inequities. Los Angeles is the 
seventh most unequal among the largest 150 metro 
regions in the U.S. Poverty and working poverty 
rates for families with children under five are higher 
than the state average. Racialized income and 
early childhood education gaps persist. To ensure a 
thriving Los Angeles, leaders in the private, public, 
and nonprofit sectors must commit to putting all 
children on the path to success through equity-
focused strategies to grow good jobs, build skills for 
work, remove barriers, and expand opportunities 
for children left behind.

INTRODUCTION

The first five years of a child’s life are the 
most critical for mental, physical, and social 
development. More than 90 percent of a child’s 
brain develops by age five (Huelke 1998).  During 
these years, the child rapidly adapts and grows in 
response to their surroundings, allowing them to 
acquire the abilities and skills necessary to thrive. 
Recognizing the importance of this time in a child’s 
life, First 5 LA was established to invest funds from 
tobacco taxes into early childhood education and 
parent services in Los Angeles County.

In the early years of First 5 LA, its key priorities 
were to improve access to affordable and quality 
early childcare and education as well as developing 
ways to enhance education programs for children 
(First 5 LA 2017). Since then, First 5 LA has shifted 
its approach towards achieving meaningful, 
lasting change that addresses the complexity of 
the challenges faced by young children and their 
families. As a result, the organization has four 
target outcomes:
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Health

• Families: Increased family Protective 
Factors

• Communities: Increased community 
capacity to support and promote the safety, 
healthy development, and well-being of 
children prenatal to age 5 and their families

• Early Care and Education Systems: 
Increased access to high-quality early care 
and education

• Health-Related Systems: Improved 
capacity of health, mental health, and 
substance abuse services systems to meet 
the needs of children prenatal to age 5 and 
their families

As the organization evolves, the challenges 
that children face are evolving as well. One 
particular aspect, and the focus of this paper, 
is the importance of equity in addressing the 
key challenges for young children. Children, but 
particularly young children of color are at risk 
for lifelong poverty, poor health outcomes, and 
educational setbacks.

Many of these risks are linked with historic 
adversity, discrimination, and exclusion faced by 
their communities in housing, education, and health 
care access (e.g. Avila 2004). At the core of these 
issues is an economic and governing system that 
has either ignored inequity or even put into place 
discriminatory public policy that denies good 
quality jobs, access to health care and opportunity 
to communities of color through red lining, 
segregation and historic disinvestment (Katznelson 
2005). This trend cannot continue, not only for the 
immediate wellbeing of the children, but also for the 
future health of society and the economy. In order 
to strengthen the prospects for our future, we need 
to look at efficiency and effectiveness through a 
new lens -- just growth.

Research teaches us that the path to a thriving 
economic future must include equity. Institutions 
like the International Monetary Fund, the OECD, 
and Standard & Poor’s are contributors to the 
growing body of evidence that finds that lower 
inequality contributes to economic success. The 
latest data analyses find that inequality hinders 
economic growth and prosperity, while greater 
economic and racial inclusion fosters economic 
mobility and stronger growth (Berg and Ostry 2011).  

Other research emphasizes how diversity 
contributes to innovation, problem solving, and 
business success. Businesses with a more diverse 
workforce achieve a stronger bottom-line and 
higher market share (Herring 2009). Sustainable 
economic growth requires equity to be at its heart 
(Benner and Pastor 2012).

This paper applies the lens of just growth and 
equity taken from Policylink/PERE’s work to the 
key outcome areas for First 5 LA, utilizing literature 
from the field as well as analyzing data trends 
to shine a light on the inequities faced by young 
children of color. The research shows that in each 
key outcome area significant racial disparities exist 
for young children of color. This makes a case for 
equity as a key consideration when addressing 
challenges across health, families, communities and 
neighborhoods, and early childhood education.

Early childhood is when children of color can 
experience significant health setbacks or 
even death. The literature on young children 
emphasizes that inequities experienced in early 
life have negative effects on the future success 
of many children. Recent infant mortality rates 
show that Black newborns are more than three 
times as likely to die in the first year of their life 
when compared to their white counterparts and 
Latino newborns almost twice as much (California 
Department of Public Health 2016). In addition, 
trauma experienced by communities of color 
can disrupt important developmental changes in 
young children that lies the groundwork for social 
orientation, brain function, and physical health. 
Toxic stressors like abuse, violence, malnutrition, 
or neglect, can cause the brain to “rewire” itself in 
order to survive and adapt to stressful situations 
creating serious cognitive, memory, and linguistic 
challenges (Wilson and Conyers 2013).
Children of color who may suffer these 
developmental battles are also less likely to receive 
a diagnosis at an early age. Around a quarter 
of children under the age of six are at risk for 
developmental and behavioral delays (First 5 LA 
2018a). Yet, despite the prevalence of these delays, 
there are lower screening rates for Latino, Black, 
and Asian-American/Pacific-Islander children in 
California leading to delayed diagnosis (Zuckerman 
et al. 2014).
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Communities & Neighborhoods

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE DATA 
ANALYSIS

 In the case of autism spectrum disorder (ASD), 
doctors often diagnose children of color at older 
ages and with more severe symptoms (Zuckerman 
et al. 2014).

Given the crucial development that occurs during 
the first five years, adversity, discrimination, and 
exclusion are particularly detrimental for young 
children. Children living in areas of concentrated 
poverty and racial segregation often face multiple 
barriers to academic achievement throughout their 
lives including reduced access to early childhood 
education, afterschool programs, and housing 
insecurity (Rothstein 2015). 

Given the entrenched nature of racial segregation 
in the country’s history, these disadvantages are 
difficult to escape (Rothstein 2017). One study 
shows that 67 percent of Black families originating 
from the poorest quarter of neighborhoods 
a generation ago continue to live in those 
neighborhoods, today (Sharkey 2013). This is 
especially troubling considering that there is 
growing evidence that generational exposure to 
these inequities can have a compounding effect. 

Families
Parent’s resources play a large role in shaping child 
development. Mollborn and colleagues (2014) found 
that the length and duration of exposure to limited 
resources can change the course of development. 
Parents with prolonged resource disadvantage – 
depressed income, low maternal education, and 
small financial assets – often fared worse than their 
counterparts who experienced temporary or short-
term disadvantage. 

These dynamics are present across all racial and 
nativity groups but further highlight the potentially 
damaging consequences of failing to address 
racialized and gender disparities. Another study 
showed a 7 percent chance of “a child raised in 
a household at the bottom fifth of the income 
distribution rising to the top fifth.” However, for 
Black children, the chance of the same upward 
mobility from the bottom fifth is reduced to 2.5 
percent (Gathright 2018).

Early Childhood Education
Policymakers often invest in young children 
through early childhood education. For every dollar 
invested in early education programs there is a 
maximum $14 dollar return to the economy in the 
long term (Duncan, Ludwig, and Magnuson 2007). 
Yet there is still persistent underinvestment in 
communities like Southeast Los Angeles and South 
Los Angeles – both predominantly Latino and Black 
neighborhoods – where there are large gaps in 
preschool enrollment for children (Lewis and Burd-
Sharps 2017).

In fact, what we see statewide is a growing racial 
divide between the oldest sections of our society 
and the youngest.  Two-thirds of seniors and 
working-adults in the United States are non-
Hispanic white, while children of color make up a 
supermajority of children under five (Cardenas-
Chaisson, Bruner, and Nelle Trefz 2014). This type 
of divide or the racial generation gap between the 
youngest and oldest in the country has an inverse 
relationship with education funding. In places 
where the gap is largest we tend to see relatively 
smaller investments in education and other crucial 
social supports that many young children need 
(Pastor, Scoggins, and Treuhaft 2017). As diversity 
increases among children ages five and under, so 
have the challenges. 

To understand the current condition in Los Angeles 
County, we undertook an analysis of quantitative 
data. Unless otherwise noted we drew our data 
from the 2012-2016 American Community Survey 
(ACS) Integrated Public Use Microdata as well 
as ACS Census 2012-2016 Summary File data. 
For the full data analysis, see the accompanying 
data profile. In this section, we lift up those results 
that are particularly illustrative of the trends in 
LA County and that might offer First 5 LA some 
particular guidance in their investment strategies.
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Inequities threaten the region’s long-term 
economic prosperity

The region has led the nation’s 
demographic shift—but the pace of 
change is slowing
The current cohort of young children in Los Angeles 
County is the most diverse in generations. It is 
largely Latino, with a growing Asian-American/
Pacific-Islander population (see graph below). 
These demographic changes are actively shaping 
the makeup of California and the United States 
and will turn the country into a majority people-of-
color nation by the year 2044. While demographic 
change is churning the political, economic, and 
social landscape at the national level now, Los 
Angeles County has largely worked through its 
demographic change.

Since the 1980s, LA County grew from 7.5 million 
to 10 million residents (PolicyLink/Program for 
Environmental and Regional Equity 2017). People of 
color drove that regional growth and will continue 
to do so, but now at a slower pace. Since 2000, 
Los Angeles County Latino population grew by 
13 percent adding 571,540 residents. In the same 
period, the Asian-American/Pacific-Islander 
population grew by 22 percent. Immigration has 
been a driver in the growth of the Asian population: 
58 percent of the growth in the Asian population 
between 2000 and 2015 was from immigrants. 

The growing Latino population is a result of 
increases in U.S.-born Latinos while experiencing a 
net loss in the number of foreign-born Latinos, who 
are leaving LA County. 

Many of the parents of young children are 
immigrants. Although net migration is leveling 
off, 49 percent of all parents of young children 
are foreign born and of them, 67 percent are not 
citizens. Among parents of young children, Latinos 
make up 59 percent, with Asians at 14 percent 
and African Americans at 7 percent. For young 
children, Latinos comprise around 62 percent of 
the population, followed by 10 percent for APIs and 
7 percent for Black children. The white population 
accounts for a significantly smaller section of the 
young child population (16 percent) compared to 
25 percent statewide. 

The economy in Los Angeles County has bounced 
back and is continuing to grow, however that 
growth has been uneven across racial groups. In LA 
County 14 percent of children five and under have 
at least one parent who is unemployed while 13 
percent of children under five in California have at 
least one parent who is unemployed.

Racial Economic Inequities
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Education gaps

Neighborhood disparities and disconnect 

These rates are highest among African Americans 
in California with 22 percent of children under five 
having at least one parent who is unemployed. On 
average, Black and Latino households in LA County 
with a child five and under in the household earned 
$42,651 and $43,905 a year respectively, while 
non-Hispanic whites earned over $110,000 a year. 

These trends translate into elevated poverty rates 
for many people of color throughout the county, 
which surpass state levels. Over 30 percent of 
children five and under have at least one parent in 
working poverty and these rates are even higher 
when broken down by race/ethnicity. Black and 
Latino children experience the highest economic 
insecurity rates, with 62 percent of black and 65 
percent of Latino children living in households 
that are under 200 percent of the Federal Poverty 
Level. In addition, 58 percent of Black and Latino 
children are living in high poverty areas or census 
tracts where over 20 percent of their community 
members are below the federal poverty level.

Parent education as well as exposure to early 
childhood education are predictors of success for 
many children later in life. In LA County, around 
33 percent of parents with children five and under 
have a bachelor’s degree or higher, but when 
broken down by race/ethnicity these rates change, 
as can be seen in the figure below. 

Only 25 percent of Black and 15 percent of Latino 
parents received a bachelor’s degree or higher 
in LA County. In addition, 21 percent of young 
children in Los Angeles County are enrolled in pre-
school and when broken down by race, Black and 
Latino children reported lower rates of preschool 
enrollment than their White and Asian-American/
Pacific-Islander peers, around 22 percent and 19 
percent, respectively.

Access to a safe and decent home is fundamental 
to a child’s upbringing. It determines the 
environments in which children work, play, study, 
and develop social connections. Housing is also a 
stabilizing force for children and can enhance their 
success (Bruner, Strover Wright, and Noor Tirmizi 
2007). In LA County, around 25 percent of Black 
and 30 percent of Latino parents with children 
five and under are homeowners, compared to 56 
percent of white parents. 

Some of the reasons for decreased levels of 
homeownership have to do with the rising real 
estate speculation and a large housing shortage 
across California. This imbalance of supply 
and demand has led to ballooning housing 
and apartment prices, which often places 
homeownership beyond the reach of Angelenos.
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Sources: The diversitydatakids.org and the Kir-
wan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity; 
TomTom, ESRI, HERE, DeLorme, MaymyIndia, 
© OpenStreetMap contributors, and the GIS 
user community. Note: The Child Opportunity 
Index is a composite of indicators across three 
domains: educational opportunity, health and 
environmental opportunity, and social and eco-
nomic opportunity. The vintage of the underlying 
indicator data varies, ranging from years 2007 
through 2013. The map was created by ranking 
the census tract level Overall Child Opportunity 
Index Score into quintiles for the region.

In LA County, 38 percent of children live in rent-
burdened households or households where families 
are spending more than 30 percent of their income 
on rent and around 21 percent of households are 
spending more than 50 percent of their income 
on rent. For many low-income families, high rent 
prices can often lead to forgoing important services 
such as health insurance or healthy foods in order 
to save money to make rent payments (Burgard, 
Seefeldt, and Zelner 2012). In worse cases, 
inability to meet rent can also lead to potential 
homelessness for many families (Desmond and 
Kimbro 2015). 

Overall, more investment is needed in 
neighborhoods where children of color are present. 
One measure of overall child opportunity is the 
Child Opportunity Index developed by the Kirwan 
Institute, which is a measure of educational, health, 
environmental, and social/economic opportunity 
across a region (see map below). This measure 
indicates large neighborhood disparities in child 
opportunity across the county particularly in South 
and Southeast Los Angeles, suburban communities 
to the east, parts of the northern San Fernando

Valley and parts of the port and Long Beach to 
the south. This measure coincides geographically 
with many of the areas of concentrated poverty 
described earlier. According to the index, 72 
percent of Black children and 69 percent of 
Latino Children under 5 live in ‘low” or ‘very low’ 
opportunity neighborhoods.

Racial and Economic Inclusion as a Path 
to Child Success
Los Angeles County’s rising inequality and its racial 
gaps in income, wages, education, and poverty 
are not only bad for children of color, but they 
also hinder the whole region’s economic growth, 
as noted earlier (e.g., Benner and Pastor 2012). If 
all people earned at the level of white workers—
which would require eliminating pay discrimination 
and hiring discrimination as well as by increasing 
educational attainment—we would see an income 
increase for all communities of color (see graph 
below). If the region could achieve racial equity 
today, the average annual income for Black 
population would rise by $25,768 and $33,907 for 
the Latino population – as shown below – creating 
ripple effects for all families.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR DEVELOPING 
HEALTHY CHILDREN IN LOS 
ANGELES COUNTY
Los Angeles County’s diversity is an asset in the 
global economy but inequities and disparities are 
holding the region back. To build a more equitable 
and sustainable regional economy, Los Angeles 
must take steps to ensure access to quality 
education, high-opportunity jobs, and affordable 
housing for families. To do that, PolicyLink/PERE 
suggests that First 5 LA consider the following 
emerging strategies:

Foster knowledge communities

Take this example from the east coast: In 2009, 
The Baltimore City Health Department launched 
B’more for Healthy Babies with Family League of 
Baltimore and HealthCare Access Maryland in 
order to address infant mortality crisis in the Black 
community (B’more for Healthy Babies 2016). 
Leaders from the corporate, nonprofit, academic, 
and government sectors came together. The 
initiative included a range of services, policies, 
and community outreach programs all centered 
on reducing infant mortality for this population 
including: support for postpartum women, the 
Sleep Safe initiative, early Head Start, and more 
(B’more for Healthy Babies 2016).  Since its 
inception, infant mortality have been reduced by 
an astonishing 28 percent, closing the disparity 
between black and white infant deaths by almost 
40 percent (Baltimore City Health Department 
2014).

Although seemingly idealistic, the concept 
of “knowledge communities” makes sense. 
Communities that come together to address an 
issue work from a place of group consensus and 
strength instead of fighting against each other. As 
shown through data in this paper, racial inequity 
shows up across a variety of outcomes that affect 
business, housing, and education. Therefore, 
there is a natural business, local government, and 
community interest in reducing regional equity 
challenges together. 

First 5 LA can work to address many of the 
inequities that influence childhood outcomes, but 
addressing some of the more systemic -

Research by Chris Benner and Manuel Pastor 
(2015) shows that regions that successfully 
integrate economic growth and equity have 
diverse and dynamic epistemic communities; 
what you know and who you know it with. These 
communities pool knowledge from different sectors 
strategically with the aim of closing gaps on racial 
equity. These communities:

• devise mechanisms to share knowledge and 
data, 

• work to develop a sense of a common regional 
destiny,

• acknowledge the legitimacy of others’ 
viewpoints, 

• move from talk to action, and 

• pursue multi-issue framing and relationship 
building that builds regional resilience. 
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Offer clear and measurable working defini-
tions of equity

Align programs and practices with equity 
principles

Use data to understand the cultural and social 
nuances of the population

inequities such as housing burden will require 
cooperation with different stakeholders across 
public agencies, non-profits, and the business 
community.

Across the county, few if any agencies, funders, or 
equity stakeholders employ a common definition 
of equity or equitable implementation—and the 
fact that the overall goal is not clearly delineated 
can help to explain misunderstandings, limited 
progress, and other shortcomings (Carter, Pastor, 
and Wander 2013, 2018). With that in mind, we 
define equitable implementation as having three 
dimensions: 

• PAST. Equitable implementation prioritizes 
investments that close historic racialized 
gaps, especially by wealth, environmental 
burden, and existing amenities in a way that 
will improve work, economic, and health 
opportunities for underinvested communities. 

• PRESENT. Equitable implementation involves 
authentic partnership throughout the process 
that centers the perspectives of vulnerable 
communities, supports community-based 
participation and power, and results in shared 
decision making, while also strengthening the 
health and well-being of the entire region. 

• FUTURE. Equitable implementation 
mitigates disparities likely to emerge in 
the future by leveraging funding for long-
term community health and organizational 
capacity, anticipating and addressing future 
harm that may result from new investments 
in a place, and incorporates metrics and 
evaluation to promote adaptable and effective 
implementation.

Nevertheless, definitions are only as good as they 
are relevant and accepted by those working with 
them. As such, we recommend that First 5 LA 
engage in processes to shape a working definition 
of equity that resonates with its board, staff, and 
stakeholders. The one we have offered can be a 
starting point, but it should not be an ending point.

Building on a common definition of equity, First 
5 LA needs to create the scaffolding to integrate 
equity into the fabric of the organization. By 
incorporating equity considerations into decision-
making across sectors and policy areas in funding 
guidelines, strategic plans and program goals we 
are ensuring that all decision-makers are informed 
about the potential equity consequences of various 
policy options during the policy and program 
development process.

As an example, after the Mayor of Seattle 
learned that only 16 percent of people of color 
make up green jobs across NGOs, government 
agencies, and foundations he convened sixteen 
organizations across multiple sectors to address 
how to create equity in environmental initiatives. 
What resulted was the Equity and Environment 
Initiative, which focused specifically on increasing 
more engagement with communities of color in 
environmental programs. This initiative focused 
on four major agenda items: Creating Equity in 
City Environmental Programs; Focusing on Jobs, 
Local Economies and Youth Pathways; Creating 
Healthy Environments for All and Reshaping the 
Environmental Narrative and Creating Community 
Leadership (City of Seattle Equity & Environment 
Initiative 2016).

This initiative incorporates equity throughout the 
strategic plan including actions such as creating 
pathways, programs, and support structures 
for young people of color to lead in the green 
economy, developing an equity assessment of 
health environments, and launching a broader 
communications effort to connect cultural 
experiences of locals to the environmental 
narrative. As recognized in the Seattle case and 
elsewhere public agencies and philanthropic 
organizations need to take responsibility and 
put skin in the game of reducing regional equity 
challenges by creating policies, programs, and 
practices that address equity.

Data can help stakeholders come together to gain 
a shared understanding of the equity challenges, 
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Engage and Build Power among Parents
Do not shy away from the tough issues with 
regard to race

to develop solutions and joint action, and to track 
progress towards equity and growth over time. Our 
work examining equitable implementation with LA 
County Measures M and A shows that there is a 
thirst to have neighborhood-level metrics that are 
reviewed externally by community members and 
the development of new metrics to gauge progress 
on transportation and parks projects and their 
impacts on inequalities. Furthermore, data and 
metrics should include quantitative and qualitative 
data to balance data points on housing, income 
and park space with on-the-ground experiences of 
community members and organizations.

The development of the Parks Needs Assessment 
by the LA County Department of Parks & 
Recreation was a major milestone in tracking 
community conditions as well as parks and 
open space assets in neighborhoods throughout 
LA County. The process for compiling the tool 
included extensive engagement to review and 
gather feedback on the indicators as well as the 
prioritization of parks projects (Los Angeles County 
Department of Parks & Recreation 2016). And 
although not entirely reflective of an equity analysis 
(demographics supplement park metrics but are 
not a metric itself), it is a step forward in the use 
of data and research as a basis for action (Los 
Angeles County Department of Parks & Recreation 
2016).

The racial generation gap is the demographic 
cleavage in our society between older adults and 
youth. In order to be sure that young people are 
invested in, like prior generations, their parents 
need to be equipped to advocate in the public 
square. Organizing parents can create a strong 
force for policy change and a constituency that can 
bring attention to inequity. 

Recognizing the power of parents, organizations 
such as Community Asset Development Re-
defining Education (CADRE) develop campaigns 
and movement-building programs that promote 
parent leadership in ensuring that children receive 
quality education regardless of place. 

Their work includes tackling pervasive issues in 
South LA such as the criminalization of youth of 
color as well as school climate and the right to

literacy for Black and Latino Youth in South LA 
(Community Asset Development Re-defining 
Education 2017).  SEIU Local 1877 a union 
organizing janitorial workers also recognized 
educational attainment as a key issue affecting 
the Latino population in Los Angeles. Many of the 
janitorial workers with children sent their children 
to low performing schools where their children had 
difficulty obtaining quality education. In response, 
Local 1877 created “Parent University”, a series 
of workshops in which parents discuss and learn 
about educational issues. Topics covered include: 
parent rights; school governance structures; 
understanding report cards and standardized tests; 
and more (Terriquez et al. 2009). The workshops 
were formulated to meet the learning needs and 
interests of janitors many of which were busy and 
had limited English proficiency. The workshops 
took place at the union hall and at work sites and 
were short or scheduled during janitors’ lunch 
breaks.

The region needs intentional strategies to build 
authentic avenues for increased participation 
in all aspects of the political process—from the 
basic act of voting to serving on boards and 
commissions to electing strong equity advocates 
as political leaders. Parents need to be engaged in 
the decisions that affect their children’s lives from 
housing development in their neighborhoods to 
funding programs and services.

Dealing with the issue of race is a difficult but 
necessary step in working towards equity. 
Historical disadvantage is a current issue because 
policy makers cemented it the region through 
discriminatory housing policy and historic 
disinvestment in communities of color. In order 
to make any headway on these issues funders, 
government officials, and community-based 
organizations must recognize and center this 
history as a part of the solution for addressing 
inequities.  Economic growth will be weak if we 
do not address the systematic barriers that make 
it challenging to lift Black and Latino parents out 
of housing burden, unemployment, and poverty. 
First 5 LA has the opportunity to close racialized 
outcomes by facing race.
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CONCLUSION

The current disinvestment in early childhood and 
K-12 education leaves young children in need of 
opportunity. A stronger California is only possible 
if children are given the resources they need 
to succeed from the earliest ages. This means 
connecting them with the economic growth and 
opportunities that exist because of our diverse 
population, which brings consumers, workers, and 
capital together. 

This report provides an opening for an equity 
conversation and uses data to show how equity 
intersects with the work of First 5 LA. However, 
in order to get to a better future, where we have 
Health, Communities, Families, and Early Childhood 
Education in place, First 5 LA will need to start 
a richer conversation about what equity means, 
why it should take center stage in future planning, 
and how we can measure progress and ensure 
accountability along the way. 

There is no better time than now. Across Los 
Angeles, equity is being investigated, understood, 
and adopted across sectors. First 5 has the 
opportunity to be a leader in this emerging 
approach to work: putting equity first. Doing so will 
close racialized gaps, set its grant-making apart, 
and lead to a stronger, more vibrant Los Angeles. 
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Demographics LA County California

Total Population 
(Children 0-5)

 758,939  3,000,490 

By Race/Ethnicity

    White  125,937 17%  764,624 25%

      Black  52,916 7%  148,190 5%

      Latino  468,203 62%  1,578,911 53%

      API  75,483 10%  318,692 11%

      Native American  930 0.1%  8,912 0.3%

      Other  35,470 5%  181,161 6%

Total Population 
(Parents of 
Children 0-5)

 1,268,033  5,145,651 

By Race/Ethnicity

 Non-Hispanic White  269,529 21%  1,625,661 32%

 People of color  998,504 79%  3,519,990 68%

Nativity (Children 0-5)

US-Born  741,735 98%  2,936,781 98%

Foreign-Born  18,017 2%  66,613 2%

Nativity (Parents of Children 0-5)

US-Born  650,680 51%  3,029,443 59%

Foreign-Born  618,614 49%  2,121,119 41%

Naturalization Rates of Foreign-Born Parents

US-Born 33% 34%

Foreign-Born 67% 66%

Economic Vitality LA County California

Parent 
Unemployment1

14% 13%

By Race/Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic White 10% 9%

Black 16% 22%

Latino 17% 17%

 API 8% 10%

Economically 
Insecure Children 
(0-5 yrs; 200%FPL)2

52% 47%

By Race/Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic White 20% 26%

Black 62% 62%

Latino 65% 62%

API 29% 26%

Other 25% 28%

Parent Working Poverty 
Rates (16+ yrs)3

31% 25%

Median Household In-
come (Children 0-5)

$57,077 $63,768

By Race/Ethnicity

     Non-Hispanic White $111,390 $95,297

     Black $42,651 $43,278

     Latino $43,905 $46,368

Readiness LA County California

Highest Parental Educational Attainment (25+ yrs)4

Less than high school 17% 14%

High school grad or GED 21% 19%

Some college 29% 31%

BA or higher 33% 36%

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher (25+ yrs)4

By Race/Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic White 72% 60%

Black 25% 24%

Latino 15% 16%

Asian American / Pacific 
Islander

70% 69%

Other 67% 59%

Pre-K Enrollment (Chil-
dren 0-5)

21% 20%

By Race/Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic White 27% 23%

Black 22% 20%

Latino 19% 17%

Asian American / Pacific 
Islander

24% 23%

Other 25% 22%

Low Birthweight5 7.2% 6.8%

Infant Mortality Rate6

By Race/Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic White 2.9 3.7

Black 9.5 10.1

Latino 4.2 4.5

Asian American 3 3.1

Multi-Racial 3.9 6.1

EQUITY BY THE NUMBERS...

Health Insurance Rates 
(Children 0-5)

96% 96%



Connectedness LA County California

Living in Owned 
Homes (Children 0-5)

38% 43%

By Race/Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic White 56% 55%

Black 25% 24%

Latino 30% 33%

API 52% 57%

Other 33% 37%

Children in Severely 
Rent Burdened HH

21% 17%

Transit Commuters 
(Parents 16+ yrs)

7% 5%

Child Abuse or 
Neglect Allegations 
(per 1000 children)

58.82 56.16

Children with Limited 
Supermarket Access

1% 4%

Children in Carless 
Housheholds

6% 5%

Children in Rent 
Burdened HH8

38% 33%

% Living in High
Poverty Areas7

46% 38%

By Race/Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic White 14% 18%

Black 58% 52%

Latino 58% 52%

API 24% 20%

Other 56% 47%

Sources: 
Unless otherwise noted all figures in this factsheet are based on PolicyLink/
PERE analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2015 American Commu-
nity Survey (ACS) 5-Year summary file and 2012-2016 ACS microdata from 
the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS).
Notes:
1. Universe includes children (0-5) with any civilian, non-institutional, 

parent, age 16 and over, in the household.
2. Percent of children (0-5) who are below 200% of the poverty level. 

200% is used to account for higher cost of living in Los Angeles County.
3. The Universe of ‘working poverty’ includes children (0-5) with any 

civilian, non-institutional, parent, age 16 and over, in the household who 
worked in the last year

4. Universe includes children (0-5) with any parent (25 +) in the household.
5. A child with ‘Low Birthweight’ includes any child weighing less than 

2,500 grams or 5lbs, 8 ounces at birth. Figures based on data from 
the Centers for Disease Control & Prevention, Natality data on CDC 
WONDER.

6. Mortality rates include all children born in the calendar year and subse-
quently died within the following twelve months. Infant mortality rates 
are based on data reported by the California Dept. of Public Health, 
Center for Health Statistics, Birth Cohort Files.

7. High poverty areas include any census tract in which over 20% of the 
population is below 100% of the federal poverty level.

8. Rent Burden is defined as the percent of children (0-5) living in house-
holds spending more than 30% of household income on gross rent.

9. The Child Opportunity Index is a composite of indicators across three 
domains: educational opportunity, health and environmental opportuni-
ty, and social and economic opportunity compiled by diversitydatakids.
org and the Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity. The 
vintage of the underlying indicator data varies, ranging from years 2007 
through 2014. The map was created by ranking the census tract level 
Overall Child Opportunity Index Score into quintiles for the region.

Children Living in Low 
or Very Low 
Opportunity Areas

LA County
54%

By Race/Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic White 17%

Black 72%

Latino 69%

API 24%


