Evaluating Head Start

Head Start was started in the 1960s as part of LBJ’s War on Poverty.  The goal of Head Start was to give disadvantaged preschoolers the necessary skills (academic, social, emotional, and physical) to start school and succeed.  The long-term goal was to try to break the cycle of poverty by giving children the education they needed to get better-paying jobs.  

Longitudinal studies have shown that Head Start does provide an early increase in IQ scores, but these increases don’t last; the IQ scores return to comparable levels of those who did not get Head Start.  Some evidence shows that Head Start children are less likely to be held back in school, labeled with learning disabilities, and less likely to drop out of school.  

The controversy here is not whether Head Start is doing a good job (it clearly is not), but about what needs to change.  The broader question is whether we can really separate out different aspects of development or whether they all work in integrated ways.  

The Dept. of Health & Human Services asserts that Head Start needs to focus more on cognitive skills such as pre-math and pre-literacy and hold teachers accountable for their success or lack of it.  Raver & Zigler (Zigler is one of the founders of Head Start) say that focusing exclusively on cognitive skills runs counter to most developmentalists’ views of early childhood.  You can’t ignore the other aspects of development.   Children from poor families aren’t just cognitively behind but are disadvantaged in many other areas, which all work together to predict the success or failure of children in school.  

Article by the Dept. of Health & Human Services:  The authors paint a dismal picture of Head Start.  Although Head Start children do show some progress in cognitive skills and social & emotional development, they continue to perform well below national averages.  Part of the problem is that there’s a lack of coordination between various government programs servicing disadvantaged children; $23 billion is spent on these programs annually, but because the programs have developed independently, they’re not integrated into a cohesive unit.  Also, Head Start funding goes directly from federal agencies to local organizations, so states do not have the authority to organize their own early childhood programs.  

Skills that predict school readiness:

· Recognizing letters

· Being read to at least 3 times a week

· Recognizing numbers and shapes

· Demonstrating an understanding of the mathematical concept of relative size (bigger vs. smaller; taller vs. shorter)

· Showing an eagerness to learn, task persistence, and ability to pay attention

· Possessing good to excellent health

The difference between kids who can do this and those who can’t upon entering kindergarten is about one year’s worth of reading development at the end of 1st grade.  This is true regardless of family income or race.

Head Start children are still far behind the typical U.S. child; even those who graduate at the top of their Head Start class are behind.  The greatest gains are shown for the bottom 25% of the Head Start class, but these children are also not ready for kindergarten compared to the typical American child from a less disadvantaged household.

We still don’t know much about how Head Start children fare against other equally disadvantaged children who do NOT receive Head Start services.  A study (The Head Start Impact Study) was launched in 2002 to answer this question.  

Children who have one or more risk factors at home are at the most disadvantage from an educational standpoint.  These risk factors are

1) parents who have not completed high school

2) coming from a low-income or welfare-dependent family

3) living in a single-parent family

4) having parents who speak a language other than English at home.

Children who start behind are likely to stay behind, and the gap widens quickly.  

Being a Title I school:  based on the percentage of children who get free lunches.  It’s been found that children who are eligible for the free lunch program have lower-than-average scores for reading, math, and writing achievement than children who can pay for lunch.  Being a Title I school means extra federal funding, more special ed teachers (like EIP, early intervention program, and ESOL, English-as-second-language only).  

Which areas of competency do we target?

· Pre-reading:  Children should develop phonological processing skills, letter knowledge, print awareness (knowing how to hold a book; knowing that we read left to right), writing, and interest in books.

· Language: Children should develop receptive and expressive vocabulary skills, have “narrative understanding” (understanding of simple & complex stories); phonology (ability to distinguish different sounds); syntactic or grammatical knowledge (knowing how to put words together with meaning), and oral communication/conversation skills. 

· Pre-math: Children should know number concepts, have an understanding of quantity, know some geometry concepts (shapes), and know basic measurement concepts (using hands to measure something).

· Cognitive skills: ability to plan and problem-solve; ability to pay attention and persist at tasks; have achievement motivation

· Social and emotional competencies:  Listen to teacher, get along with others, handle feelings of frustration/anger without getting aggressive.

There are a few programs showing that with the right teacher training (at least an Associate’s or Bachelor’s degree) and teacher pay comparable to those in school systems, we get better outcomes.  Kristi says that she never refers people to Head Start here because it’s so abysmal:  teachers are barely literate, aren’t paid enough (so no decent teacher would work there), and children come from non-English speaking, very disadvantaged households.  There’s no accountability at home, and teachers can’t totally transform a child when he has no back-up or encouragement at home.  

Raver & Zigler’s article: They agree that Head Start isn’t working the way it should, but they oppose the Bush administration’s focus on cognitive outcomes at the expense of broader areas of development (social, emotional, physical…)  IQ tests and other cognitive assessments aren’t enough to measure the success or failure of a program.  Besides, most teachers say that curiosity, enthusiasm, and ability to follow directions are what they want to see in incoming kindergarteners—not the ability to recognize letters and numbers.  

Children with emotional & behavioral problems are more likely to have problems in school, and children from poor families are more likely to have these problems (between 7-25% show behavior problems).  They have bad neighborhoods, poor family lives, sometimes a lack of food, and other stressors to contend with that compound their academic problems.  It’s hard to focus in school when you have other stressors in your life.  

Evidence suggests that children learn better when they’re in warm, emotionally supportive, child-centered classrooms instead of those that emphasize drills, seatwork, and “basic skills.”  There’s more to learning that academic work.  

Their recommendations:

1. There is no single cognitive “magic bullet” when it comes to the problems of poverty or the achievement gap between high and low income children.  If the govt. really wants to see this gap narrowing, they must focus on changing the family environment, not just improving the school environment.  As Obama said in his speech to Congress on 2/24, education begins at home.  Parents have a responsibility to their children, and it’s not up to schools to do their parenting for them.  

2. There is on clear consensus on the predictive values of cognitive assessments in guaranteeing school performance.  There are other measures of success:  children’s self-efficacy (do they believe they can do well in school?), prosocial behavior, ability to stay focused, ability to maintain behavioral and emotional control, etc.  There are no good measures of these outcomes on current Head Start evaluations. 

3. They recommend that current teacher-rated assessments of emotional and social development be continued; however, we also need better measures to provide more direct assessment (especially of things noted in #2).

