Fix Head Start by Funding It
by Senator Tim Johnson

There are nearly 3,000 reasons to care about the health and vitality of the Head Start program in South Dakota, because last year alone, that’s how many of our children benefitted from a program that is an undisputed success.

One of the main reasons for its success is that Head Start looks at more than just the education of the predominantly low-income or disabled children who participate, but their overall early childhood development.  It is a health, nutrition and parental involvement program as much as one that teaches young children their ABC’s.  Head Start seeks to enhance the crucial early years of a child’s education.

In the end, our nation saves $6 in lowered costs for every dollar invested in Head Start.  It costs much more to provide remedial education, grade retention, crime, health care, and welfare in the future, than it does to provide Head Start now.  Just about any government bureaucrat – or banker – would call that a sound investment.

However, Head Start, due for review and extension this year, has become the subject of debate.  In the House, Republicans are proposing to move this program from its current form to block grants – thus, shifting away from the quality federal standards and comprehensive services that have made this program so successful.

We ought not to give the states a blank check to tinker with the successful program.  Head Start has benefitted from thirty-eight years of refinement.  We shouldn’t reinvent the wheel.

Congress should reauthorize Head Start as it is and increase funding for the program, so it can provide services to all of the eligible children.

Head Start is in need of attention.  But it doesn’t need fixing, it needs funding.  At its current levels, the program can serve only 60% of eligible three and four year old children, and less than 5% of all Early Head Start-eligible babies and toddlers.

The nearly forty-year-old program’s administrators are continuously adapting Head Start to better assist low-income and disabled children in preparing for school.  The role of Congress should be oversight and funding, not creating more burdensome mandates.  Congress should let the teachers teach, increase funding to help more children, and reauthorize Head Start as is.
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