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Overview 
Head Start is effective.  As a comprehensive child development program, Head Start provides 
education, health, nutrition, and social services to children and their families through direct 
services or referrals.  Nearly four decades of research establish that Head Start delivers the 
intended services and improves the lives and development of the children and families it 
serves.1 Despite these successes, questions continue to be raised about the extent to which 
Head Start produces lasting educational benefits.  Many have been persuaded that Head Start 
produces no lasting academic benefits for children. Some have gone so far as to label Head 
Start a “scam.”2 A careful review of the research yields a different conclusion—Head Start 
produces substantial long-term educational benefits.  Moreover, Head Start can produce even 
greater gains for children in the future.  This will require increased funding and standards, 
particularly to raise Head Start teacher qualifications. 
 
Head Start “fade-out” is largely a myth.  This widespread misunderstanding about Head 
Start results from failure to consider the full-range of cognitive and academic outcomes as well 
as flawed research methods that generate faulty conclusions.  As with most myths, there is a 
grain of truth to the fade-out story.  Initial IQ gains produced by Head Start during a child’s 
program attendance do fade-out gradually after the child leaves the program.  This is true for 
all types of preschool education interventions that began after age three.   
 
However, IQ scores do not tell the whole entire story.  Follow-up studies of Head Start also 
have looked at achievement test scores, grade retention, special education, and high school 
graduation to assess Head Start’s long-term cognitive and academic benefits.  At first glance, 
achievement test results appear consistent with IQ results. Most, but not all, Head Start 
studies find that achievement effects decline and disappear a few years into school.  Yet, 
nearly all studies that measured school progress find lasting impacts on grade repetition, 
special education, and high school graduation.  This has led some to conclude that the cause 
of these persistent effects must be social rather than cognitive.  Closer examination yields 
another explanation.  Head Start studies have systematically erred in the collection of 
achievement test data in ways that caused the appearance of fade-out. Common problems 
include the loss of statistical power due to high attrition and differential attrition that 
systematically eliminates children who have been held back or placed in special education 
from the achievement test sample. Studies that do not have these design flaws (including 
randomized trials of other preschool programs) find persistent effects on achievement test 
scores together with effects on grade repetition, special education, and graduation.3 

 

The “fade-out” myth has given rise to another questionable notion, that continued intervention 
beyond Head Start is needed to maintain its benefits.  It has been suggested that Head Start’s 
educational benefits might fade-out because Head Start children enter schools of poor quality.4 



Empirical support for this view is weak.  Fade-out is more apparent than real (except for IQ), 
and several studies demonstrate that educational benefits endure without prolonged 
intervention.  Of course, it remains true that improvements in elementary education for 
disadvantaged children could independently contribute to cognitive development and school 
success.5  
 
Head Start’s effects are reasonable given its budget, but there is room for 
improvement. The estimated effects of Head Start on achievement and school progress 
(especially grade repetition and special education for which a good number of studies provide 
data) are smaller than the effects of model programs that informed the creation of Head Start.   
Head Start has been expected to replicate the results of “model” preschool programs, but has 
never been funded anywhere near the levels of the model programs.  Moreover, with its lower 
budget Head Start is asked to provide far more comprehensive services than most model 
programs.  Inadequate funding impairs Head Start’s ability to hire and retain highly qualified 
staff and hurts staff morale; both are likely to reduce educational quality.6 

 
Observations of Head Start classrooms reveal them to be higher in quality than preschool and 
child care programs outside the public schools and much less likely to be of very poor quality.  
Head Start has a reasonably low class size and ratio, as well. Nevertheless, many Head Start 
classrooms are not of the quality that would be expected to produce the large gains in 
cognitive development that more intensive, higher-quality programs have demonstrated.7 

 

Head Start teachers should meet higher standards and be better paid.  A recent report 
from the National Research Council recommended that every preschool teacher have four-year 
college degree with specialized education related to early childhood.  This recommendation 
was based upon a review of the evidence regarding preschool teacher effectiveness and an 
analysis of new expectations for preschool teachers and young learners.  Teacher education 
strongly predicts the quality of teaching, as does teacher compensation, which is inextricably 
related to teacher quality. Yet, only one in three Head Start teachers has a four-year college 
degree.  The chief impediment to acquiring better teachers is teacher pay.  The average Head 
Start teacher salary is only $21,000, less than the average secretary and little more than half 
what the average kindergarten teacher earns.  Research offers no hope that specialized 
training in teaching methods alone, no matter how “teacher proof” the design, is a substitute 
for well-educated and reasonably compensated professional teachers.8   
 
Over time, higher pay and increased opportunities for existing staff to obtain college 
degrees would enable Head Start to increase the quality of its teachers to a level that would 
ensure children receive a high-quality education that will maximize their potential to 
succeed in school. Head Start’s current goal of assuring that half of the teachers have at 
least a 2-year degree falls far short of that goal and is already met on average.  Head Start 
is being left behind state pre-kindergarten programs requiring teachers to have a four-year 
degree, and this presents problems for integrating these programs to best serve children 
and families.  Full pay parity with teachers in the public schools would require an eventual 
increase in Head Start’s annual funding of only $1 billion. Logically, this would be phased-in 
over a number of years, with some funding made available to support Head Start teachers 
in meeting the new requirements. In addition, to maximize the benefits of improved pay 
and qualifications, it might be advisable to increase the reliance on systematic assessments 
of teacher performance in the classroom for hiring and promotion should be based.9 This 



initiative would do much to increase the effectiveness of Head Start as means to ensure 
that the children it serves will not be left behind.  
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