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Early Head Start is the only federal program dedicated to comprehensively promoting healthy child and family
development for pregnant women, infants, and toddlers living in families with incomes below the poverty line. This
focus acknowledges both the importance of the first three years in establishing the foundation for future development
and the greater likelihood that young children in under-resourced families will fall behind, starting in infancy and
before. Created more than 25 years ago, Early Head Start’s comprehensive approach embodies and is proven to
support what all babies need to thrive: good health, strong families, and positive early learning experiences.
The first three years of a child’s life are a time of incredible growth and opportunity, with brain development occurring
at an unparalleled pace—forming more than one million new neural connections per second.1 These connections
compose the foundational brain architecture on which all learning is built, shaped and molded by the quality—both
good and bad—of a child’s earliest experiences and relationships. Decades of research show that poverty is harmful,
particularly at an early age.2 Growing up in poverty negatively affects how a child’s mind and body develop, and can
physically alter a baby’s fundamental brain structure.3 Even in infancy, gaps are evident in critical aspects of learning,
knowledge, and social-emotional development. When not addressed, these early gaps become progressively wider.4
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Preventing these gaps is the mission of Early Head
Start, starting in the prenatal period.
Since its inception, Early Head Start’s mission has
been to support early development by recognizing
children in the essential context of their families
and communities. Early Head Start programs
use a two-generation model to serve the most
overburdened and under-resourced children and
families in their communities. Regular community
assessments ensure child development services
meet the evolving needs of the community
through three basic models: high-quality centerbased programs, family child care, and home visits.
Comprehensive services are individualized to the
needs and resources of each child and family
and leverage an array of community services. In
this way, Early Head Start maximizes both federal
investments and community resources to best
meet the needs of families they serve.
The need for Early Head Start is great: Nearly one
out of every five babies in the United States lives
in poverty,5 denying them an equal chance to
reach their full potential. Most alarming are the
persistent disparities among young children in
low-income families of color. More than a third (34%) of black children live in poverty, compared to 9% of non-Hispanic
white children living in poverty.6 Early Head Start historically has opened its doors to the populations most vulnerable to
inequitable access to critical services, including black, Hispanic, and American Indian and Alaska Native (AI/AN) children.
Rigorous evaluation has demonstrated real, positive changes for children and families who participate in Early Head
Start. Although limited spaces are available to pregnant women, Early Head Start supports to expectant families lead
to positive impacts on children’s later development. Early Head Start also strengthens families by building their ability
to support their children’s development and referring them to services that promote family well-being and economic
security, in recognition of their primary role in their children’s lives. Still, the vast majority of eligible families wait in vain
to enroll, as the program can now serve only 8% of those eligible.7 Policymakers should build policy on what decades of
research tell us: Children and families who are overburdened and under-resourced benefit most from comprehensive,

FAST FACTS
• In 2018, more than two million infants and toddlers lived in poverty.8
• Just 8% of eligible infants and toddlers are currently reached by Early Head Start.9
• In 2018, Early Head Start was funded to serve 166,828 infants, toddlers, and pregnant women.10
• Early Head Start received a rigorous, longitudinal, large-scale evaluation. Researchers found that
the program makes a positive difference across a broad set of factors associated with children’s
success in school, family self-sufficiency, and parental support of child development.
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high-quality early interventions like Early Head Start as the
beginning of a prenatal-to-five continuum of services. We
know that Early Head Start can change the future of over
two million babies across the nation living in poverty. The
time to build on the promise
and expand access to Early Head Start is now.

Policy
Recommendations
Policymakers must recognize and respond to the
resources and service gaps in each community by
reaffirming their commitment to Early Head Start’s unique
mission of providing high-quality child development and
comprehensive services to young children and families who
are most in need. They can do this in five key ways:
1. Increase federal and state investments in Early Head
Start (and programs modeled on Early Head Start) to
ensure that 50% of eligible infants and toddlers are
served by 2025. Almost all infants and toddlers who
qualify for Early Head Start lack access to this proven
program. To ensure more eligible infants and toddlers
are served, policymakers should pursue all avenues to
expand the program.
a. Congress should continue directing federal
funding to expand Early Head Start capacity.
This should preserve the mission of supporting
early development and strengthening families
whose children are most at risk of falling behind,
including during the prenatal period.
b. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
should encourage programs to convert funded
Head Start slots to Early Head Start openings
wherever doing so meets community needs.
The 2007 reauthorization included a process for
conversion that ensures programs have time to meet
infant-toddler standards and are ready to provide
appropriate services for the youngest children.
c. State policymakers should direct state resources
to fund comprehensive services for infants and
toddlers who are most in need by expanding Early
Head Start. Currently, few states provide funding
to expand Early Head Start capacity.
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EARLY HEAD START SERVICES
Early Head Start is an evidence-based,
federally funded and regulated,
community-based program that provides:
• eligibility for infants and toddlers
in families with incomes below the
Federal Poverty Line, children in
foster care, and children experiencing
homelessness;
• prenatal information, support, and
linkages to health services;
• access for children to medical, dental,
mental health, nutrition, and early
intervention services;
• early learning services (through quality
child care programs, family child care
settings, or home visiting) that support
the full range of child development
from infancy to preschool age; and
• family engagement, support, and
linkages to needed services.
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2. Continue to anchor Early Head Start in adequately resourced community assessments and informed local choices
for the program options most needed in communities. Early Head Start research identifies the value of offering
multiple and flexible options in communities. To ensure that communities are able to best meet the needs of local
families, policymakers should:
a. Ensure that Early Head Start programs are supported in offering the high-quality services through the
program options that make sense for their community. In order to provide well-managed and high-quality
services in home visiting, center-based care, or family child care, programs must be adequately funded and
supported through training and technical assistance.
b. Continue the option for local programs to partner with child care centers and provide extra training and
technical assistance resources. Partnerships help improve the quality of child care while supporting continuity
of care for infants and toddlers. This provides a ready way to expand Early Head Start services and infuse Early
Head Start standards into community child care. However, care is needed to ensure that such arrangements do
not limit Early Head Start to working families.
3. Grow a well-qualified and fairly compensated Early Head Start workforce, prepared to serve the youngest
children and families. Highly qualified staff for Early Head Start are critical to meeting the needs of today’s
families. Federal and state policymakers should incentivize employment with scholarships, tax credits, student loan
forgiveness, and stipends to ensure a qualified, adequately compensated workforce for our youngest children. Staff
development should be offered through apprenticeships, coaching, and professional development opportunities to
retain a robust and expert workforce through less staff turnover and greater continuity of care.
4. Emphasize enrolling more pregnant women in Early Head Start to maximize the time they and their children
benefit. Mothers who enroll during pregnancy gain more in emotionally supporting their children than mothers who
enroll later, and their children demonstrate stronger impacts on their social-emotional and cognitive development
at age 3.11 While 98% of Early Head Start grantees help pregnant women access comprehensive prenatal and
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postpartum care—including nutrition, health, and mental health services—only about 6,000 slots are available to
serve pregnant women across the country.12 Federal leadership and resources—incentives, technical assistance,
and removal of barriers13—are needed to enroll more pregnant women while continuing to allow families to enter
the program later in their child’s life.
5. Fund new research to assess how Early Head Start is benefiting families and children as it implements the
new Head Start Program Performance Standards. The original Early Head Start evaluation was conducted in
the program’s infancy and has provided a rich body of research about the program’s early implementation and
effectiveness. Twenty years later, programs are operating under new performance standards updated to reflect
the deepening understanding of both early brain development and the importance of close relationships critical
to that development. While the currently funded Baby FACES project provides valuable descriptive information
about program operations and the families and children served, a new, rigorous, randomized impact evaluation
with a nationally representative sample would provide much needed information on how the program is currently
benefiting children and families.

Research: Early Head Start improves outcomes
for children and families
Research on Early Head Start has provided rich insights
into the importance of comprehensive early childhood
programs with support beginning prenatally. Early Head
Start was the subject of a congressionally mandated,
randomized control trial study shortly after the program’s
inception, with follow-up studies after the intervention
ended. The basic findings showed that participation had
positive impacts on developmental outcomes for children
and their parents’ ability to support that development.
The evaluation data has yielded an extensive literature
of additional analysis. It is now possible to identify key
overarching messages about Early Head Start’s benefits.
In particular, the research findings reaffirmed the value
of Early Head Start’s key focus on the parent-child
relationship. Other important take-aways include:
Enrolling early is best, for both pregnant mothers and
their children. Early Head Start mothers who enrolled
during pregnancy made more gains in emotionally
supporting their children, and their children demonstrated
stronger impacts on their social-emotional and cognitive
development at age 3.14 Children in Early Head Start are
not only more likely to be immunized,15 but their parents
offer more stimulating home environments, read more
with their children, use less physical punishment, and
have higher levels of self-sufficiency.16 Further, Early Head
Start reduced aggressive behavior at age 3, which helped
produce fewer social behavioral problems at age 5.17
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EARLY HEAD START RESEARCH SHOWS
SUCCESS FOR CHILDREN AND PARENTS
• Children in Early Head Start showed
positive impacts at ages 2 and 3,
including enhanced cognitive and
language skills, decreased aggressive
behaviors, increased engagement with
parents during play, and increased rates
of immunization.
• Parents in Early Head Start were more
emotionally supportive, provided
more support for children’s language
development and learning, and were less
likely to use harsh discipline strategies
such as spanking. In addition, there
were later, unexpected benefits from a
reduction in child welfare involvement.
• Positive impacts on children’s
development were still evident two
years later upon entry into kindergarten.
In particular, children who followed
Early Head Start with formal pre-K
programs between the ages of 3 and
5 fared the best.
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Continuous services yield the best results.
At age 5, children who had Early Head Start
followed by a formal preschool program at
ages 4–5, such as Head Start, had the best
outcomes. Families with multiple risk factors
appear to particularly benefit from five
continuous years of comprehensive services:
When Head Start (but not other types of
preschool programs) followed Early Head
Start, it conferred strong additional benefits
for these children’s achievement outcomes
and family well-being when the children
were in preschool.18
Examining subgroup findings is key to more
precisely targeting and improving services
for children and families. Particularly strong
and lasting impacts were found for African
American children through fifth grade.19 Further, for children who had attended center-based Early Head Start programs,
at fifth grade, grade retention was cut by more than half compared with the control group.20 In the landmark Perry
Preschool study, reducing grade retention was one of the key economic benefits.
Investing in Early Head Start has unexpected child welfare benefits. Participation in Early Head Start led to a long-term
reduction in children’s involvement with the child welfare system, and this was likely due to the impacts the program had
on parenting and child development when children were 2 and 3 years of age.21 These findings underscore the potential
for programs serving infants and toddlers to improve critical long-term outcomes for children by connecting with and
supporting parents and families—even if preventing child maltreatment is not an explicit goal.
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The ZERO TO THREE Policy Center is a nonpartisan, research-based resource for policymakers and advocates on the
unique developmental needs of infants and toddlers. The Policy Center brings more than 40 years of research-based
expertise on infant and toddler development to ensure that public policies reflect current research and best practices
in support of our nation’s very young children and their families. Receive the latest information and Think Babies
action alerts about policies and events that matter to you by signing up at zerotothree.org/policy-network.
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