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Understanding the Context

What a confusing, challenging - yet exciting - time for Head Start leaders! Change, of course, is 
not new to us. We are used to new program initiatives and emphases that seem to appear each time new 
leadership emerges in Washington, D.C., or in our Regional Offices. And the opportunities - and threats- 
posed by the technological advances of the past 10 years certainly altered the way we managed our Head 
Start and Early Head Start operations. But our 21st Century changes appear to be of a different order. 
A careful investigation of the current Head Start/Early Head Start climate suggests that a true paradigm 
shift is being suggested. 

It is important to recall the original Head Start/Early Head Start mission: To provide comprehensive 
services of high quality to low-income young children and their families. As we operationalized this 
mission, we realized that Head Start was not just an early childhood program - not just a health program 
- not just a family service program. It was all three - and more! It was a program designed to provide 
meaningful learning, empowerment, and decision-making opportunities for parents. It was a vehicle to 
promote community economic development by employing low-income residents, especially our parents, 
and to provide them with professional development opportunities that could lead to career advancement. 
And it was a social change agent, designed to make community institutions more responsive to the needs 
of their low-income customers. 

Forty-some years later, some are questioning our original mission. It 
has been strongly suggested that Head Start/Early Head Start is a program 
that should focus on making children ready for later learning experiences. The 
seemingly logical next step emanating from this school readiness emphasis has 
been evaluation of our success using the level of our children’s accomplishments 
in selected developmental areas as the only legitimate benchmarks. Do Head 
Start children know at least 10 letters by the time they enter kindergarten? Are 
they aware of phonemes? Do they know that print (in English) moves from left to 
right? Clearly, some leaders and policy makers want a paradigm shift in the basic 
foundation of Head Start.  The title of the last Head Start reauthorization, The 

Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 2007, points to this continuing emphasis.  However, the 
definition of school readiness in the Act heartens us as it includes the comprehensive nature of services to 
children and the importance of engaging parents in the education of their children and in making decisions 
regarding the program.

Our years of collective experiences, as well as the increasing number of well-designed research 
studies, have demonstrated to us that the success of Head Start involves a complex constellation of 
outcomes. Our children indeed do need to be socially competent, which requires an array of knowledge 
and skills across many developmental domains. Equally important, Head Start parents and guardians can 
make great gains towards personal and economic self-sufficiency, often in the face of daunting obstacles. 
Our programs continue to offer an array of educational opportunities for all staff, and our ability to modify 
community institutions and hold them accountable for their services remains unique and effective. 
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The political climate and the economy have always impacted Head Start, perhaps never more 
significantly than today.  We have seen a climate suspicious of our work change to a climate respectful 
of our philosophy, goals and services.  We have experienced budget cuts, but look forward to increased 
funding.  Head Start services are needed more than ever when many families face unemployment, lower 
funding to social services agencies and charities, housing crises, and the like.  Each of these twists and 
turns brings with it both threats to our ability to fulfill our mission and opportunities to step up and serve. 

Where does the concept of risk management fit in this ongoing debate about the foundation of Head 
Start? Why should your program invest staff, parent and board time and energy in systematically identifying 
and managing the risks facing your program? Simply put, one strategy that facilitates a paradigm shift 
is to promote the theme that the original paradigm isn’t working! This strategy takes two complementary 
forms. First, evidence is offered that much money is spent for few desirable outcomes. Second, evidence 
is offered that a program’s operations are poor, so few desired outcomes could emerge. If the negative 
publicity about Head Start programs across the country is considered, numerous examples of this strategy 
in operation can be found. 

Unfortunately, there are examples of Head Start programs who either have no significant, reliable 
and valid outcomes to report in any service area. And there are other examples of Head Start programs 
whose operations are lacking in quality, quantity, and consistency.  Other programs have made the headlines 
– and not in a positive way!  There is some truth to that famous wisdom of Pogo that, “We have met the 
enemy and it is us.” 

Thus you and your Head Start colleagues have a wonderful opportunity to move the paradigm 
shift discussion out from the murky and cloudy venue of “Nothing of worth is happening in Head Start,” 
and “How could anything of merit happen in those poorly run programs?” to a higher plane where the 
discussion can focus on how to best make meaningful long-term changes in the lives of this country’s 
low-income children and families. You can seize this opportunity by assuring that your Head Start/Early 

Head Start program is well-managed, grounded in the most current child 
and family development knowledge bases, and is true to the important and 
powerful goals of Head Start’s founders. Risk management is your program’s 
first step on that journey. 

ACF was directed by the GAO to “develop a comprehensive risk 
assessment of the Head Start program and improve the processes it uses 
to collect information on program risks.”  The Risk Management process 
introduced over the past several years is the result of that mandate.  This 
booklet can help Head Start and Early Head Start programs participate 
thoughtfully and thoroughly in that process as well as go beyond the 
government initiative and infuse the notion of risk identification, assessment 
and management into the ongoing monitoring and self-assessment processes 
and general management of the program.
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