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Jasmine, a mother in North Carolina, describes her 

six-year-old as charming, independent, and “very 

intelligent—and I’m not just saying that because 

she’s my kid.” She credits Early Head Start for 

setting her daughter up for success. Jasmine had 

been caring for her daughter full time at home 

when she began attending the program at one 

and a half. As Jasmine remembers it, soon after 

her daughter started, she was playing with a little 

rubber duck during bathtime, “and all of a sudden, 

she was just like, “Quack.” I said, “I didn’t teach you 

that.” I said “Oh, you’re learning at school.”  Over 

time, Jasminei realized that her daughter was 

learning more fundamental life skills—how to follow 

directions, care for herself, and socialize and relate 

to others. Reflecting on her daughter’s time in Head 
Start, Jasmine observed, “I don’t think I ever could 

have taught her what she knows myself.” After all, 

“there’s so much more” that one- and two-year-olds 

need to learn than just “your colors, your numbers, 

your ABCs.”  

Head Start has been there for families like Jasmine’s 

for sixty years, nurturing early learning and 

supporting parents and caregivers of young children 

in urban, suburban, and rural communities across 

the country. Mamie Phipps Clark and the other child 

development experts who conceived of Head Start 

in 1965 envisioned a comprehensive program that 

functioned as a counterforce to structural inequality 

and discrimination, supporting children’s physical 

health, facilitating their social and emotional 

development, establishing high expectations—and 

involving parents at every step along the way.1 That 

approach has stuck, and shaped the lives of millions 

of children and families in the decades since. 

Today, approximately 800,000 children are 

served by Head Start every year, primarily through 

preschool programs for three- and four-year-olds, 

but also through Early Head Start programs for 

infants, toddlers and expecting families.2 Most Head 

Start funding supports center-based programs like 

the one that Jasmine’s daughter attended, but Head 

Start funding can also support family child care 

providers who work out of their own homes, as well 

as parents caring for their own children at home. 

Increasingly, local communities are using Head 

Start funding along with other federal, state, and 

local investments to deliver pre-K to all three- and 

four-year-olds—blending and braiding funding to 

ensure universal access and provide home visiting 

and other wrap around services that are standard 

features of Head Start to more families.3  

In 2024, we conducted qualitative research with 

parents, caregivers, and child care providers that 

highlights the critical role that Head Start continues 

to play in families’ lives. For our research, we 

interviewed more than 75 people, including 62 

parents, grandparents, and other informal caregivers 

of young children, alongside staff or owners of 13 

licensed child care centers (8) and family child care 

homes (5). These parents, caregivers, and child 

care providers lived in large metropolitan areas, 

smaller cities, and rural communities in states that 

have diverse approaches to early learning and care:  

Massachusetts, New Mexico, and North Carolina. 

Families used a wide range of care arrangements 

for their young children. In total, 12 parents and 

caregivers we interviewed across these three states 

sent their children to Head Start.

This brief synthesizes the experiences of the 12 

families whose children attended Head Start, from 
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the perspective of the parents and caregivers we 

interviewed. Head Start has faced many of the same 

challenges as the broader sector of early learning 

and care, but recent political developments raise 

even more fundamental questions about whether 

it will continue to be there for families with young 

children in the decades to come. The conservative 

policy agenda Project 2025, which has served as 

a blueprint for the Trump administration, explicitly 

called for the program’s elimination. In the first few 
months of 2025, the federal government sent $1 

billion less in Head Start funding to states as the 

administration laid off federal employees and froze 

funding, and it recently issued a notice that could 

limit access to Head Start for children in immigrant 

families.4 Families, teachers, and program directors 

alike are worried about the future of Head Start, 

and the gaping hole that any cuts to Head Start or 

restrictions on access would leave in the continuum 

of early learning and care in this country—especially 

for young children in families with the fewest 

resources.5 

Our research underscores how Head Start not 

only nurtures the growth and development of the 

children who attend its programs, but is deeply 

embedded in communities and a critical connector 

in the larger network of supports for families with 

young children, especially for the predominantly 

Black, Indigenous, and immigrant families with low 

incomes who we interviewed. 

Head Start is Deeply Embedded in 
Communities

Head Start is a primary provider of early learning 

and care in the United States. For families with low 

incomes, the free services and programming that 

Head Start provides may be the only affordable 

early learning options, and in some rural and tribal 

communities Head Start is the only licensed child 

care full stop—if families want center-based care, 

Head Start is it.6  

When we interviewed parents and caregivers, we 

heard about the important role that Head Start plays 

in communities with limited resources. Across the 

three states where we conducted this research, 12 

families had sent one or more of their children to 

a Head Start program when they were young. We 

talked to Brenda, a mother in North Carolina whose 

oldest child attended Head Start when Brenda was 

finishing up her education; Brenda is now a Head 
Start teacher herself. We talked to Marissa, a mother 

in New Mexico who learned about Head Start from 

her own mother and now sends her three-year-

old to the program. We talked to Anna, a mother 

of three in Massachusetts whose two youngest 

children attended Head Start, and who described 

it as a critical community resource: “it is the only 

program that exists, honestly, for young children.”7 

Parents were overwhelmingly positive about 

their children’s experiences with Head Start. In 

our interviews, we asked parents about both the 

strengths and weaknesses of their child care 

arrangements—what worked well for their children 

and families, and what did not. Parents’ reviews of 

Head Start were glowing. Anna in Massachusetts 

described Head Start as “a blessing.” Tiffany, a 

mother of three in North Carolina told us, “Head 

Start was an amazing place.” 

Meeting communities’ needs has been central to 

Head Start’s mission since its founding, and parents 

and caregivers specifically highlighted how helpful 
Head Start has been connecting their families to 

community resources and bringing people together 

to build community. Tiffany in North Carolina shared 

that Head Start introduced her to organizations 

and resources “that can help my kids, [such as] the 

dentist. [Head Start] will tell you a lot of things.” 

Lisa, a mother of three in Massachusetts who has 

worked in child care herself, also highlighted how 

the Head Start program that her youngest attends 

connected her to supports while making her child 
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feel a sense of belonging in their diverse community. 

As she put it, they have “so much resources and 

they are always involving the parents, having 

different vendors come and teach the parents, 

and it’s so many different languages and children 

from all races. And I just really like that program for 

my son.” Anna in Massachusetts shared how she 

and her daughter remain connected to her Head 

Start teachers, even now that her daughter is in 

elementary school, and they see the teachers at 

community meetings, strengthening her sense of 

community, and belonging. Anna explained: “they 

always ask me about [my daughter]… [My daughter] 

still remembers her teachers, so it’s nice because 

despite [the fact that my daughter no longer attends 

the program] we still create bonds, and that gives us 

piece of mind.”8 

For families with young children who have limited 

resources, Head Start is often one of the first 
community organizations they encounter. Their 

connection to Head Start can have a snowballing 

effect, as Head Start connects them to other 

community resources and brings them together 

with other parents and community leaders, 

promoting social connection and community 

engagement that can help buffer them from harm 

and promote well-being.9 

Head Start Nurtures Early 
Learning

Head Start programs are community institutions 

with one overriding concern: promoting early 

learning. When parents and caregivers described 

their children’s experiences with Head Start, they 

focused first and foremost on how the programs 
nurtured their children’s growth and development.  

Like Jasmine, the mother in North Carolina whose 

experience we shared at the beginning of this brief, 

many parents noted how Head Start taught their 

children not only the basic academic skills they 

needed to be ready for elementary school—their 

ABCs and 123s—but also practical skills so they can 

be more independent and social skills so they can 

interact with other children and adults.

Marissa, the mother of a three-year-old in New 

Mexico, told us how her daughter has learned how 

to serve herself food from her teachers at Head 

Start, along with the days of the week, and how 

to count through 20. Kim, a mother of three in 

Massachusetts, emphasized how Head Start helped 

her children develop their early social emotional 

skills, “while they can make friends and improve 

their social connection.” 

In our interviews, parents and caregivers 

highlighted the features of their children’s Head 

Start programs that they felt made them most 

successful at supporting their children’s growth 

and development. The basic characteristics they 

named—dedicated teachers, inclusive classrooms, 

strong communication, and healthy routines—are 

critical for any effective early learning program, but 

as parents shared, there are specific steps Head 
Start educators and programs take to make these a 

reality in the day-to-day lives of children and families 

they serve.

1. Dedicated Teachers

Parents praised Head Start teachers for being 

attentive and dedicated to their children, providing 

individualized instruction and adapting their 

curriculum to effectively engage the children and 

families with whom they worked. 

Stephanie, a mother in North Carolina whose older 

daughter and younger son both attended Head 

Start and had the same teacher, described how they 

thrived in the classroom, and she saw their teacher 

“always go above and beyond and individualize 

learning for all the kids.” As Stephanie explained 

it, “even though they’re in preschool, she would 

always challenge them. Wherever they were, she 



Center for the Study of Social Policy
So Much More Than ABCs: Families’ Experiences with Head Start 4

would make sure, if he already knew how to do 

a four-piece puzzle, then she’s going to give him 

something that’s going to challenge him. That’s 

what she would always do. She wouldn’t just make 
him still do that four-piece puzzle. She would give 

him something else.” 

Crystal, a mother of three in North Carlina whose 

children attended both Early Head Start and Head 

Start, described how her middle child’s teachers 

incorporated what her daughter was learning at 

home in the classroom. Crystal told us that she had 

started teaching her daughter sign language from 

a video she had found on YouTube, and when the 

teachers found out: “they started incorporating it 

with other kids… and it’s just everybody learned 

something new every day. So I loved that.”

Katie, a mother of two in New Mexico who sent both 

of her children to the center-based Head Start in her 

community, and also participated in the home-based 

program when her children were younger, said she 

loved the weekly home visits and the materials the 

teacher would bring:  “they’ll send you packets and 

the teacher comes out once a week and sees how 

you’re doing …. I did not every single, but damn near 

every homework assignment that they sent …. I 

taught my kids the shapes and oh man, we used to 

have fun. It was cool.”

Parents spoke about the passion and drive of their 

children’s teachers. Lisa in Massachusetts noted 

how “the teachers are so dedicated, and I mean 

passionate about what they do.” Jasmine in North 

Carolina used the words to describe her child’s 

teacher: “I just think that her teacher, especially her 

lead teacher for Early Head Start, I don’t know, she 

just has such a passion for teaching, for teaching 

and working with the kids”

2. Inclusive Classrooms

Parents also highlighted how Head Start programs 

supported their children’s developmental needs 

and brought additional services and supports into 

the classroom. Lisa in Massachusetts described 

how her youngest son, whose speech was delayed, 

made rapid progress once he started Head Start 

at age four. He had been attending another child 

care program that was not providing him adequate 

services, but he now receives speech therapy at 

school. As Lisa explained, right when he started 

“they had all the services that was needed and the 

teacher was so much into it, invested into making 

sure that the child was able to receive what… [he] 

needed in order to be successful, and also giving me 

tips on how help him improve and support him.” She 

told us, “I wish he would’ve started earlier.”

Carla, a mother of two in Massachusetts, shared 

how helpful Head Start was for her three-year-old 

who has selective mutism. Her son had been home 

with her before he began Head Start, but he was 

not speaking to others outside the family. Since 

beginning Head Start, she said, “I’ve seen him 

improve since school…. I think it ends up helping him 

outside. School has helped him socialize better with 

people outside…. I ask him if he likes going, and he 

says he really likes it, that he has five friends.”

Head Start places a priority on serving children with 

disabilities, requiring developmental screenings 

of all children within 45 days of enrollment,10 

and supporting inclusive classrooms.11 In some 

communities Head Start may be the only inclusive 

early learning available, as other child care programs 

often turn children with disabilities away.12 As 

Brenda, the North Carolina mother whose oldest 

attended Head Start and who has worked in 

both Head Start and private child care programs, 

explained, at Head Start “we do not turn any children 

away. In private childcare... If a child’s needs were 

too extreme, we could deny service in the sense of 

it prohibited us from being able to care for the other 

children equally. But in Head Start, no, we do not 

deny children at all, no matter what their disability or 

need be.” 
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The importance of early intervention and services 

such as speech and occupational therapy for 

children with developmental delays or disabilities is 

well established, as early intervention can improve 

development, reduce the need for special education 

when children reach school age, and improve health 

over the long run.13 For the parents we spoke with, 

Head Start provided the early intervention their 

children needed, connecting them to services and 

creating an inclusive environment so their children 

could meet their milestones and thrive.14

3. Strong Communication

Many parents highlighted how frequent and open 

communication with Head Start teachers benefited 
their children, noting the particular benefits of 
home visits—which are a required feature of 

Head Start programs—but also the day-to-day 

conversations with teachers at pick up and drop 

off.  This open communication both made parents 

more comfortable sending their children to school, 

and made their children more comfortable going to 

school for the first time.

Parents shared that the home visits helped their 

children forge relationships with their teachers as 

they prepared for pre-school. Stephanie in North 

Carolina explained how the home visit helped her 

daughter: “For my daughter going to another place 

with somebody all day, every day, that was huge. 

That was a big transition. And initially she didn’t 

really want to go every day because she was used to 

being with me mostly. So the teacher, she just took 

it a step above. She came to our … she brought her 

a book one day and read to my daughter, just so my 

daughter could see her in her setting. And she took 

the time out to let her warm up to her. And so that 

helped a lot.” 

Parents also shared how their daily conversations 

and communications with their children’s teachers 

helped ensure they were up-to-date on how their 

children were doing and build trust. Marissa, the 

mother in New Mexico with a three-year-old in Head 

Start, explained, “I like that the teacher, when I come 

in, she has a brief talk with me, what [my daughter] 

did and how she did and [what]was something she 

did and what she ate. I feel like that’s good that they 

talk to us right away instead, just not knowing or just 

guessing or asking. The kids don’t know yet to tell us 

what they did.” At the end of the day, she explained, 

“I like how the teachers treat her and me… I feel 

comfortable with them.”

Open and frequent communication between 

parents and teachers is essential for young children 

and families, as it helps ensure all of the caregivers 

in children’s lives have the information they need 

to nurture children’s growth and development. 

Parents’ experiences with Head Start indicate that 

their teachers’ daily classroom practices as well as 

the family engagement activities that Head Start 

prioritizes allow for effective communication.

4. Healthy Routines

Parents also noted how Head Start created healthy 

routines for their children and families. Structure 

and routines are critical for young children, providing 

predictability and creating a sense of safety so 

children can feel comfortable and confident trying 
new things.15 Most early learning programs are 

structured around schedules and routines, and Head 

Start builds activities into their daily routines beyond 

what typical child care programs offer, such as 

brushing teeth to promote oral health.16 

Parents told us how much they valued the structure 

that Head Start provided. As Anna, the mother 

of three in Massachusetts whose two youngest 

children attended Head Start, explained,  “That was 

what I liked most, the routine, because I believe that 

to be stable and healthy, a child needs a routine, a 

stability. There, he did exactly the same thing every 

day. Obviously each day had a different activity, but 

that was it, the routine.” 
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For children and families whose finances are 
precarious, and whose lives may be disrupted by 

a parents’ job loss, housing instability, or a health 

crisis, Head Start can really be a lifeline, providing 

that consistent support to families and the daily 

routine for their children that can be a source of 

comfort and security so they can grow and thrive.

Head Start Fosters Healthy and 
Happy Children

For many parents and caregivers, the best indication 

of the strength of a child care program is whether 

their children are excited to go to school in the 

morning. Several parents noted how happy Head 

Start made their children. Lisa in Massachusetts 

described how her son loved going to school every 

day: “When he goes there he’s smiling, he wants to 

go to school, he’s upset when it’s not school, and 

I’m like, “Wow, this is a great program.” Katie in New 

Mexico echoed the sentiment “ [My son] loved going 

to school, and that’s what I liked about it. He was 

happy. He didn’t give me no fuss, nothing. …. I liked 

how they made [him] feel. He was Superman. They 

made him feel great.” 

Head Start is a critical—and for many families 

beloved—part of the continuum of early learning and 

care for young children. Created sixty years ago to 

serve young children and families who otherwise 

would not have access to quality early learning and 

care—because they could not afford it, because 

they faced discrimination and prejudice, or because 

their communities simply did not have it—Head Start 

continues to play a vital role in the lives of families 

with limited resources. As our research suggests, 

Head Start not only prepares children for school, 

but also connects families to services and supports, 

builds connection and community, and promotes the 

health and well-being of young children and their 

caregivers. 

All young children should be able to access 

early learning and care and benefit from 
dedicated teachers, inclusive classrooms, 

clear communication, and consistent routines. 

Providing these opportunities not only fosters 

happy and healthy children who are meeting their 

developmental milestones, but it also sets children 

up for full and productive lives, stable relationships, 

success in school and work, and a sense of 

connection to and responsibility for their neighbors 

and community. A program like Head Start, in 

other words, not only benefits the children who go 
through it, but the communities that they live in and 

contribute to.

We should not be cutting programs that strengthen 

communities and offer children and families 

the support they need. Instead, we should be 

increasing investments in early learning and care, 

to make programs like Head Start and the universal 

early learning systems that Head Start funding 

increasingly supports available to more children in 

more communities.
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Appendix

Our Research with Parents and 
Caregivers

This brief draws on a subset of interviews from a 

larger project in which we talked to parents and 

caregivers about their experiences with different 

child care arrangements, and the supports they 

would need to access care for their young children in 

the setting and with the early educator or caregiver 

who best meets their needs. 

The parents and caregivers we interviewed were 

equally divided across three states—Massachusetts, 

North Carolina, and New Mexico—and the vast 

majority had household incomes under $60,000, 

which is approximately twice the federal poverty 

level for a family of four. Overall, of the 62 parents 

and caregivers we interviewed, just over 30 percent 

had incomes under $20,000, another 40 percent 

had incomes between $20,000 and $40,000, just 

over 20 percent had incomes between $40,000 

and $60,000, and a few had incomes over $60,000. 

The parents and caregivers we interviewed were 

racially and ethnically diverse: 32 identified as Black 
or African American, 12 as Hispanic or Latinx/e, 9 

as Indigenous, 6 as Asian American, 2 as Brazilian, 

and 1 as White. Approximately one-third were 

immigrants. Most were women, with 53 identifying 

as female, 8 as male, and 1 as non-binary.

Twelve of the 62 parents and caregivers we 

interviewed shared that one or more of their 

children had attended Head Start, and discussed 

their experiences with the program. It is possible 

and even probable that other parents we 

interviewed sent their children to a Head Start 

program or to a program that received Head Start 

funding, but did not name it as Head Start. This brief 

draws on the 12 interviews with parents who named 

Head Start as their child care provider.
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