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In January of 1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson declared The War on Poverty in his State of the Union speech sharing that the children in poverty should not be poverty’s captives.   Shortly thereafter, Sargent Shriver took the lead in assembling a panel of experts to develop a comprehensive child development program that would help communities meet the needs of disadvantaged preschool children. In the summers of 1965 and 1966, the Office of Economic Opportunity launched an eight-week Project Head Start. 
Head Start was most recently reauthorized in 2007, under the George W. Bush administration, with several provisions to strengthen Head Start quality. These included alignment of Head Start school readiness goals with state early learning standards, higher qualifications for the Head Start teaching workforce, State Advisory Councils on Early Care and Education in every state, and increased program monitoring, including a review of child outcomes and annual financial audits.
Currently, Federal  Head Start is administered by the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) in the Department of Health and Human Services. Head Start programs serve children from birth to age 5 and pregnant women in urban and rural areas




Head Start & Early Head Start
Federally funded early childhood programs, awarded directly to local grantees by the federal government —bypassing OEC.

Total funding amount

$128,351,357
Number of children served

6,449
Number of grantees

18

Ages/population served

Children birth to five in families: 

● At or below the federal poverty guidelines. 
● Receiving TANF or SSI
● H omelessness (M cK inney V ento Act)
● Foster care

How funding flows

● Local grantees apply and re-apply directly to the federal 
O ffice of H ead Start, and funds flow from the federal 
Administration for Children and Families straight to the 
grantee. 

● There is no state role in the funding decision but O EC houses 
the H ead Start Collaboration O ffice, which coordinates: 
● H ead Start
● Early H ead Start
● M igrant/ Seasonal H ead Start 
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Funding amount + children served pulled from: https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/FFYF_2026_AR.pdf
Grantee number pulled from: https://www.ffyf.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/2025-Arkansas-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf 




Federal-to-Local Funding Model
The federal government funds Head Start programs through the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families. Across Arkansas, school districts, nonprofit and for-profit groups, and other organizations qualify to become a Head Start recipient and receive federal funding. The federal-to-local model allows local leaders to create a Head Start experience that is responsive to the unique and specific needs of their community. Many programs are combining funding from federal, state, and local sources to maximize service delivery and continuity. Head Start Collaboration Offices facilitate partnerships between Head Start agencies and other state entities that provide services to benefit low-income children and their families.
Migrant and Seasonal Head Start (MSHS) programs serve children ages birth to 5 from families engaged in agricultural work, either seasonally or across geographic regions. American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) Head Start programs serve children from federally recognized tribes and others in their communities, Arkansas does not have any grant recipients who receive funding for AIAN.
Head Start programs either provide transportation services or assist families to arrange transportation of children to program activities.




MEETING THE COMMUNITY NEEDS

• Federal-to-Local 
Funding Model

• Community 
Assessment

• Eligibility and 
Enrollment

• Program Settings
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To reach the children and families who need Head Start services the most, programs are designed according to community need. Federally funded directly to the local level, Head Start programs tailor their programs as appropriate for families in the designated service area. These programs may be provided in different settings and hours according to the needs indicated by their community assessment.


Eligibility and Enrollment
Head Start services are for children from birth to compulsory school age, as well as pregnant women and expectant families. Eligible participants include children whose families meet the federal low-income guidelines — that is, whose incomes are at or below the federal poverty guidelines or who participate in Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, Supplemental Security Income, or Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program public assistance services. Other eligible participants include children who are in the foster care system or experiencing homelessness; these children are prioritized for enrollment in the program.  Programs may also accept a limited number of children who do not meet any of those eligibility criteria.
MSHS programs have specific eligibility requirements for the children of farmworkers. AIAN Head Start programs enroll tribal children from reservations or nearby areas. All programs enroll children with disabilities and welcome children who speak a language other than English at home.
As there are generally more eligible children than is supported by program funding, each program maintains a waiting list according to their selection criteria for when a spot becomes available; meaning that the programs do not enroll based on first-come-first-served.  They selection criteria ensures that the children and families who need the most services are enrolled first. 

Program Settings
Head Start services are delivered in a variety of settings, sometimes referred to as “options.” This consistent, supportive setting is designed to foster strong relationships between program staff, families, and children. The selection of settings offered by any Head Start program is determined by its assessment of community needs.
Center-based services are located in child development centers. More than half of Head Start children are enrolled in center-based services, five days per week, for at least six hours per day.
Home-based services are mostly delivered in a family’s own home, along with planned group socialization activities. More than a third of children enrolled in Early Head Start programs receive home-based services.
Family child care services are located in a family-based child care setting.
Locally-designed services are often delivered through some combination of the above settings, depending on the needs of the community.




THE HEAD START APPROACH

Services for Children and 
Families
• Early Learning and 

Development
• Health and Wellness
• Family Well-being
• Family Engagement
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Federal Head Start programs are helping children get ready to succeed in school and in life through learning experiences tailored to their changing needs and abilities.

Early Learning and Development
Our programs are:
Building strong relationships as the foundational driver for early learning
Engaging families in their child’s learning and recognizing parents as a child’s first and most influential teacher
Implementing effective practices to promote children’s growth in five key domains: approaches to learning, social and emotional development, language and literacy, cognition, and physical development
Encouraging learning through play, creative expression, and guided activities with schedules and lesson plans that include the cultural and language heritage of each child and family in relevant ways
Creating welcoming learning environments in indoor and outdoor settings that are well-organized and safe
Conducting ongoing screenings and assessments to ensure each child is making progress, and collaborating with parents and community agencies when further assessment is needed
Supporting services for children with disabilities and building on their strengths

Health and Wellness
Our programs are:
Engaging all children in both indoor and outdoor physical activity
Serving breakfast, lunch, and snacks that are healthy and nutritious
Ensuring children receive medical, dental, hearing, vision, and behavioral screening
Making sure children brush their teeth after meals and promoting oral health and hygiene
Helping families understand and support their child’s health and behavioral health needs
Assisting with mental health services for children and families, as needed
Building resilience to help children and families heal from traumatic experiences or events and overwhelming situations

Family Well-being
Our programs are:
Providing parenting support and strategies
Supporting parental health and links to community services during pregnancy
Connecting families to community and federal assistance
Assisting families in identifying and reaching their goals and dreams, including those related to finances and economic mobility, housing, employment, and education
Providing a career pathway in early care and education — about 25% of program staff are former Head Start parents!

Family Engagement
Our programs are:
Inviting parents to share information and insights about their child
Celebrating the role of fathers and male caregivers through father engagement
Engaging parents as their child’s lifelong advocate
Welcoming parents to offer ways to improve children and families’ experiences in the program, including through leadership roles on the Policy Council
Supporting child and family transitions when the child is ready for the next step, to Head Start, kindergarten, or another early childhood program




PROGRAM MANAGEMENT

• High-quality early 
childhood standards

• Program support 
network 

• Compliance monitoring
• Annual program 

outcomes PIR
• Economic Return on 

Investment
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Head Start Program Performance Standards
Head Start agencies that provide services to children and families must meet the Head Start Program Performance Standards (the Performance Standards). The Performance Standards define criteria and minimum requirements for all Head Start services. They serve as the foundation for the Head Start program's mission to deliver comprehensive, high-quality individualized services supporting the school readiness of enrolled children. 

Program Support Network
TTA System has three components that have distinct and complementary function: national centers, regional TTA network, and grant recipient funding. The National Centers promote excellence through high-quality, practical resources and approaches that build early childhood education program capacity. The Regional TTA Network provides targeted TTA to individual grant recipients, clusters of grant recipients with similar interests or needs, and at state and regional events. Program grant recipients are awarded a portion of their grants that are earmarked for TTA. 

Compliance Monitoring
OHS is committed to strong program management, protecting children’s health and safety, and ensuring effective oversight. The Head Start Act requires periodic federal review of all Head Start programs.

The Office of Head Start (OHS) monitors programs to make sure they meet quality and compliance standards. Each year the OHS provides an  Information Memorandum (IM) explaining the monitoring process for current fiscal year, including updates to review formats and when reviews will take place during a grant period.

PIR
The Head Start Program Information Report (PIR) is the principal source of basic information about Head Start services. The primary purpose of the PIR is to make data available about local Head Start programs to a broad audience including the public, researchers, policymakers.  The PIR contains yearly information around demographics, allocations, program statistics, and general information on Head Start enrollment history.  


Return on Investment
Since 1965, Head Start programs have reached 40 million children and their families. Children who enrolled in Head Start programs are more likely to graduate from high school and attend college, have improved social, emotional, and behavioral development, and are better prepared to be parents themselves than similar children who did not attend the program. Children enrolled in Early Head Start programs have significantly fewer child welfare encounters related to sexual or physical abuse between the ages of 5 and 9 than those who don’t attend.


Research consistently shows a broad pattern of impacts for children at the end of their Head Start enrollment. While these benefits may appear to diminish in the early grades, economic benefits emerge as children become adults. The Head Start program’s two-generation design — coupled with research-based, high-quality comprehensive services — has the power to change the trajectory for children’s outcomes.
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