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Family Services in Head Start

The Head Start Experience

Many people see Head Start only as an educational experience for children.  Although Head Start 
is proud of its education component, its services are much more comprehensive.  The Head Start 
program includes health, education, parent involvement and education, family services, and community 
partnerships.  Such comprehensive services are designed to meet the needs of children in the context 
of the family.  With these services, Head Start maximizes the strengths and influences the development 
of each child and family.

From the day Head Start staff recruit children, they expect families to be involved.  Encouraging and 
facilitating family involvement is a mandated responsibility of each Head Start staff member.  Every Head 
Start program must have a Family Services manager.  This important staff member does much to assure 
that the mandates regarding family involvement, parent education, and family support are assigned to 
specific staff members and that there is two-
way communication between staff and parents 
which build relationships and facilitate family 
development.  Thus, the process of involving 
families becomes more than just talk.

Traditional assumptions about parent 
involvement see parents as outside of the main 
program.  In contrast, Head Start accepts parents 
as key players, and in fact, expects them to be 
key players.  Parents are welcomed, not only as 
participants, but also as decision makers.  Unlike 
programs that respond to parents as a group, 
Head Start provides individualized attention to meet the needs of each family.  Head Start operates 
on the premise that family needs must be assessed and appropriate services provided if low-income 
children are to be served properly.  With this family support, the program empowers parents as the 
primary educators of their children.  

Head Start identifies with the communities it serves.  Within guidelines, programs tailor services 
to meet local needs.  Parents help decide what type of services to provide, where centers will be 
located, and who will be hired and terminated.  Frequently, Head Start teachers, teacher aides, parent 
involvement staff, and family service workers are members of the community.  Staff from the community 
are of inestimable value, because they represent the program to eligible families and the families to 

head start  \  hed stärt  \  noun.   1.  A start before other contestants in a 	race;  2.   
An early start that confers an advantage;  3.   A favorable or 	promising beginning.   

The American Heritage Dictionary of English Language: Fourth Edition.  2000.
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other program staff.  Locally designed options and innovations allow programs to respond to special 
community needs and to deliver services in centers and homes.  

Head Start believes that collaboration with other service providers and community programs 
is essential.  The many interagency collaborative agreements at the national and local level, work to 
strengthen Head Start services and ensure the community can meet the needs of low-income children 
and families.

What lessons have been learned from the Head Start experience of the past 45 years? Head Start 
works because of the comprehensive services it provides to children and families.  Head Start knows 
that a healthy family is a child’s best and most important resource.

This digest was adapted from an article titled, Head Start Works! Two Head Start Veterans Share Their Views, which 
appeared in Vol.  45, No.  6 (September, 1990) of Young Children (pages 36-39; Nancy J.  Mallory and Nancy A.  Gold.)

Head Start Program Goals 

Head Start and Early Head Start are comprehensive child development programs, which serve 
children from birth to age five, pregnant women, and their families.  The purpose of Head Start is 
to promote the school readiness of low-income children by enhancing their cognitive, social, and 
emotional development: 

(1)			 In a learning environment that supports children’s growth in language, literacy, mathematics, 
science, social and emotional functioning, creative arts, physical skills, and approaches to 
learning, and

(2) 			 Through the provision of health, educational, social, and other services to low-income children 
and their families that are determined to be necessary based on family assessments.  

Head Start services are also family-centered, following the belief that children develop in the 
context of their family and culture and parents are respected as the primary educators and nurturers of 
children.  Head Start offers family members opportunities and support for growth and change, believing 
that people can identify their own strengths, needs, and interests and are capable of finding solutions.  

	To support the overall goal, Head Start embraces a core set of values, including 
commitments to: 

Establish a supportive learning environment for children, parents, families and staff, in which the 
processes of enhancing awareness, refining skills, and increasing understanding are valued and 
promoted; 

Recognize that the members of the Head Start community – children, families, and staff – have roots 
in many cultures.  Head Start families and staff, working together as a team, can effectively promote 
respectful, sensitive, and proactive approaches to diversity issues; 

Understand that the empowerment of families occurs when program governance is a responsibility 
shared by families, governing bodies, and staff, and when the ideas and opinions of families are heard 
and respected; 






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