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Madison (July 31, 2026) – The federal government is expected to release a proposed rule: “Modernize 
the Head Start Program by Reducing Requirements and Enhancing Alignment with Local and State 
Systems”, that would roll back core Head Start Program Performance Standards.

These standards define what children and families receive in Head Start programs, including 
classroom quality, teacher qualifications, health services, developmental screenings, disability 
supports, multilingual learner supports, and family engagement requirements.

While framed as “flexibility,” the proposal could reduce or weaken the minimum quality protections 
that ensure consistent services for children nationwide.

Head Start NPRM: Protecting Program Performance Standards
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For many families, Head Start is not just early education, it is a comprehensive support system that 
helps parents work and children thrive.

WHAT’S AT STAKE
The Head Start Program Performance Standards ensure every child, regardless of ZIP code, receives a 
baseline of quality and care. The proposed changes could affect:

• �Teacher qualifications and 
training requirements 

• �Staff-to-child ratios and 
classroom size limits 

• �Health, mental health, and 
nutrition services 

• �Developmental screening 
requirements 

• �Disability inclusion and 
individualized supports 

• �Services for multilingual 
learners 

• �Family engagement 
requirements 

• �Program accountability 
and oversight systems

These are not administrative details, they define what children receive.

WHY IT MATTERS LOCALLY
Head Start serves nearly 700,000 children nationwide, including children 12,000 in Wisconsin. In 
Wisconsin, Head Start provides:

https://whsaonline.org/


About Wisconsin Head Start Association 
WHSA is a non-profit membership association that supports the state’s Federally 
funded grantees, their staff, their parents, and supporters.  WHSA offers professional 
development, advocacy, outreach, and networking services to member organizations. 

CORE CONCERN
Head Start works because quality is built into national 
standards.

Reducing those standards does not simply increase “flexibility”, it 
risks creating uneven quality across communities and reducing 
access to essential services for children who need them most.

KEY MESSAGE
Head Start is a proven, bipartisan program that works because it 
combines local flexibility with strong national standards.

Weakening those standards could mean fewer guaranteed 
services, less consistency, and reduced quality for children and 
families nationwide.

LOCAL VOICES AVAILABLE
We can connect reporters with:

•� �Head Start program leaders

• Early childhood educators

• Parents and caregivers 

• �Local workforce and child development experts 

These voices can speak to what Head Start provides today, and 
what could change if standards are reduced.
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