
HEAD START: 
AN ESSENTIAL PROGRAM FOR CHILDREN AND FAMILIES 

 
Head Start has a positive impact on school readiness. 
  
• Nearly four decades of research establish that Head Start improves the school 

readiness of young children.  
 
• The Head Start Impact Study, a national random assignment study using data 

collected during the fall 2002-spring 2003 school year, found that the program had 
statistically significant impacts on cognitive, social, and emotional development, 
health, and parenting practices.1  

 
• A meta-analysis of reliable studies revealed that Head Start children have increased 

achievement scores and that the program has favorable long-term effects on grade 
retention, special education, and high school graduation rates.2 

 
• The federally funded Family and Child Experiences Survey examined a nationally 

representative sample of children who entered the program in fall 2000 and found that 
Head Start graduates, by the spring of their kindergarten year, were essentially at 
national norms in early reading and early writing and were close to meeting national 
norms in early math and vocabulary knowledge.3  By the spring of their kindergarten 
year, Head Start graduates’ reading assessment scores reached national norms, and 
their general knowledge assessment scores were close to national norms.4 

 
• Head Start children are more likely to have had their immunizations than those 

children who did not attend preschool.5  Similarly, Early Head Start children had a 
higher immunization rate than children in a control group.6  

 
Head Start creates jobs in communities and gives parents the skills they need to 
work.  
  
• The $2.1 billion investment in Head Start being considered by Congress as part of the 

economic recovery plan could create 50,000 to 60,000 new jobs.7 
 

• Head Start and Early Head Start support hundreds of thousands of parents by helping 
them obtain access to job training and employment services.  Research demonstrates 
that high-quality early childhood programs, such as Head Start, are effective as part 
of a workforce development strategy and as anti-poverty tools.8  
 

- Head Start’s emphasis on parental involvement contributes to positive 
growth and helps Head Start parents move out of poverty.9  

 
- Head Start provides a safe, stimulating environment for children while 

their parents work.  In 2006, most Head Start families (70 percent) 



included at least one working parent, and 14 percent of families included a 
parent in school or job training.10  

 
- The national Early Head Start Impact Study, a random assignment study 

following children and their families who entered the program beginning 
in the fall 1996, found that Early Head Start parents were more likely than 
control group parents to ever be employed or participate in an education or 
job training program.11  

 
- Early Head Start parents were also more likely than control group parents 

to work more hours each week and participate in any education or training 
program.12  

  
  
The Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 2007, approved with broad 
bipartisan support, strengthens the program through several measures, including: 
 
• Stronger program standards in literacy and math. 

 
• Stronger requirements for teacher and assistant teachers. The legislation requires all 

teachers to have an AA degree by 2011 and sets a goal that at least half of all teachers 
have a BA degree by 2013.   
 

• Tougher accountability and transparency requirements for Head Start Boards of 
Directors. 
 

• Increased program accountability.  In addition to a comprehensive monitoring review 
every three years, programs will be subject to unannounced visits. 
 

• A requirement for more programs to compete to renew their grants. 
 

• Increased requirements for collaboration with local school districts. 
 

• A requirement that the National Academy of Sciences make recommendations on an 
appropriate assessment system, following the suspension of an assessment that had 
been widely criticized by experts. 
 

• Increased focus on infants and toddlers.  Recognizing the importance of the earliest 
years, half of all Head Start expansion funds are now targeted to Early Head Start. 

 
  
Head Start assures more comprehensive, high-quality services for low-income 
children than many other programs.13 
  
• Head Start is more comprehensive than the majority of state prekindergarten, 

providing health services, parent support, and parent education.  



 
• Head Start standards address language, math, literacy, and science, as well as physical 

health, approaches to learning, social and emotional development, and creative arts.  
Many state prekindergarten standards do not cover as comprehensive a range of 
development and learning areas.  

 
• Head Start requires more parent involvement that the majority of state 

prekindergarten programs. 
 

• Head Start has a more comprehensive system of monitoring than the majority of state 
prekindergarten programs. 
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