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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The proposed August 2026 Head Start regulatory revisions provide the urgent impetus for this analysis. States

nationwide are expanding Universal Pre-K (UPK) while federal rulemaking threatens to weaken Head Start and

Early Head Start as sources of comprehensive, whole-family support. While a classroom seat offers essential

instructional access, children facing acute adversity require timely health screenings, developmental interventions,

and family stabilization.

The August 2026 federal Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) would replace core Head Start standards.

Projected federal expenditure reductions of $2.22 billion reflect fewer staff, larger ratios, and curtailed duration

rather than genuine efficiency. LMJ Policy Solutions recommends maintaining an enforceable national quality

floor, financing comprehensive wraparound services through coordinated state-federal funding, and aligning early

childhood prevention directly with the national imperative to re-engage disconnected opportunity youth.

SECTION 01 •  POLICY CONTEXT

Proposed Changes Put State Expansion at a Crossroads

State pre-K expansion stands at a defining crossroads. NIEER reports that nearly 1.8 million children

attended state-funded preschool in 2024–2025, supported by $14.4 billion in state investments [1]. Yet

expanding seats does not guarantee equivalent care. Universal pre-K generally provides instructional hours

for four-year-olds; it does not ensure full working-day coverage, infant-toddler care, or two-generation

family stabilization [1,2].

Head Start combines early childhood education with clinical health, developmental screening, oral care,

nutrition, and parental support. Early Head Start extends these services from pregnancy through age three.

State leaders must decide whether expanding universal pre-K will build upon Head Start’s comprehensive

foundation or inadvertently dismantle the infrastructure that protects our nation's most vulnerable children

[2,3].

Note: The August 7 NPRM is a proposed rule published in Docket ACF-2026-0595 with a comment period closing October 6,

2026. This paper analyzes the policy implications as of October 7, 2026 [2].
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SECTION 02 •  EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

Early Childhood Intervention and Long-Term Trajectories

+11.4 pp
HS GRADUATION GAIN

$2.18B
K-12 SPED NET SAVINGS

+8.3 pp
COLLEGE ENROLLMENT

GAIN

$7.30
LIFETIME RETURN PER

$1

4.15M
OPPORTUNITY YOUTH

(2023)

1. Multi-Program Academic Progress & K-12 SPED Relief +11.4 pp Graduation • -8.1 pp SPED

A meta-analysis of 22 studies by McCoy et al. (2017) demonstrated that early childhood education yields average

reductions of 8.1 percentage points in special education placement and 8.3 points in grade retention, alongside an 11.4-

point increase in high school graduation [5]. NHSA estimates that reducing special education placements saves local

school systems $2.18 billion in K-12 costs [23].

POLICY IMPLICATION: Early prevention directly lowers recurring K-12 remedial expenditures while improving on-time school

completion.

2. Historical Head Start Rollout & Postsecondary Attainment +0.65 Years of Schooling • +39% College

Bailey, Sun, and Timpe (2021) examined the 1965–1980 Head Start rollout, finding an average 0.65 additional years of

schooling, a 2.7% relative increase in high school completion, and a 39% relative increase in college completion among

historical cohorts [6].

POLICY IMPLICATION: Longitudinal economic mobility requires protecting the intensive wraparound features that make

educational persistence possible.

3. Boston Universal Preschool Lottery Study +8.3 pp College Enrollment • -Disciplinary Exclusions

A randomized lottery evaluation of over 4,000 Boston applicants (1997–2003) by Gray-Lobe et al. (2023) identified an

8.3-point increase in on-time college enrollment and a 6.0-point gain in high school graduation, despite finding no

detectable gains on state standardized tests [7].

POLICY IMPLICATION: Program evaluations must track high school graduation and postsecondary persistence rather than

relying narrowly on early test scores.

4. Comprehensive Whole-Child Lifecycle Return $7.30 Benefit-Cost Ratio • 13.7% Internal Rate of Return

García, Heckman, Leaf, and Prados (2017/2019) estimated a 7.3:1 benefit-cost ratio for intensive early childhood

interventions. The modeled lifecycle return reflects reduced criminal justice involvement, higher adult maternal

earnings, and substantial physical health improvements [8].

POLICY IMPLICATION: Whole-child prevention generates multijurisdictional dividends that far exceed initial educational

appropriations.

5. The Scale of Youth Disconnection in America 4,150,300 Disconnected Youth (10.6%)

Measure of America’s 2025 national preview reports that 10.6% of young people ages 16–24 (4,150,300 youth) were

neither working nor in school in 2023 [9]. Disconnection is concentrated among youth who experienced early

educational disruptions and unaddressed developmental delays.

POLICY IMPLICATION: Early childhood prevention must be integrated into a unified pipeline that connects early stability with

adolescent reconnection.
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SECTION 03 •  REGULATORY ANALYSIS

Where Regulatory Relief Could Weaken Early Prevention

The August 17 NHSA summary and September 16 draft comments contrast proposed federal deregulation

against grantee operational realities [3,4]. While streamlining facilities and background checks is welcome,

provisions that compromise child-to-staff ratios, screening timelines, and administrative infrastructure pose

severe risks to program efficacy [4,15,16].

PROPOSED PROVISION OPERATIONAL RISK IDENTIFIED IN COMMENTS LMJ RECOMMENDED POLICY STANCE

5% Administrative Cap Dismantles HR, payroll, audit, IT, and compliance

capacity. Only 3.7% of grantees currently operate

at or below 5% [4, p. 24].

Retain the 15% statutory ceiling;

review excessive costs individually

under the Head Start Act.

Staffing Ratios & Group

Size

Defaults to state licensing, reducing adult

attention. RIA projects 25% teaching cuts and

32% larger class sizes [4, p. 13].

Maintain a mandatory national quality

floor; establish an evidence-based

waiver pathway.

Elimination of Self-

Attestation

Excludes families in crisis. In 2024–25, Head

Start served over 60,000 homeless children who

lack immediate paperwork [2,4].

Allow self-attestation as a last resort

with a 90-day grace period to compile

documentation.

Screening Timelines Removing the 45-day developmental screening

timeline delays specialized early intervention

services [4, pp. 12–13].

Codify the enforceable 45-day

developmental and health screening

timeline in state and federal law.

Disability Inclusion Defers strictly to IDEA, risking services for

children with developmental delays who lack a

formal IEP or IFSP [4, p. 20].

Restore an affirmative full-inclusion

mandate ensuring individualized

classroom accommodations.

Health & Mental Health Eliminates mental health consultation mandates

and trims health coordination, saving $222M via

service reductions [4, p. 18].

Preserve mental health consultants to

manage trauma, coach teachers, and

prevent behavioral exclusions.

Suspension & Expulsion Removes limits on suspension and bans on

expulsion, pushing out children whose behavior

signals unmet needs [4, p. 11].

Retain strict bans on behavioral

expulsion and pair classroom support

with mental health consultation.

English-Only

Instruction

Restricts dual-language instruction, overriding

local instructional discretion and undermining

linguistic development [4, p. 12].

Protect home-language support as a

proven vehicle to accelerate English

acquisition; uphold Tribal sovereignty.

Targeted Reform: Supporting Practical Efficiencies Without Weakening Safety

LMJ strongly supports streamlining Part 1303 facilities purchase and renovation rules, simplifying duplicative multi-

agency background checks, eliminating mandatory QRIS participation, and facilitating conversions between preschool and

Early Head Start slots [4, pp. 7–8, 24–28]. Efficiency should remove bureaucratic friction, not dismantle the core

safeguards children depend on [15,16].
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SECTION 04 •  FISCAL & INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY

Projected Savings Require a Service Impact Test

A spending reduction is only an efficiency gain when equal or superior outcomes are produced with fewer

public resources. Policymakers evaluating the August 7 NPRM must examine what the proposed rule would

eliminate, what would replace it, and who will bear the ultimate cost of replacement [2,4].

Correctly Interpreting the Federal Fiscal Estimate

The federal Regulatory Impact Analysis (RIA) models approximately $1.46 billion in expenditure reductions combined

with $754 million in administrative cost reallocations, yielding a projected $2.22 billion annually at full implementation

by 2031 [2, pp. 51250, 51301–51303]. Shorthand headlines claiming $3 billion in new resources confuse reallocation with

net savings. Furthermore, the modeled 116,516 preschool and 45,578 Early Head Start slots are theoretical capacities, not

funded appropriations or observed enrollment [2,3].

The RIA’s savings are generated by specific operational reductions: $668 million from increasing child-to-

staff ratios, $214 million from shortening preschool duration, $172 million from compressing home-visiting

models, and $222 million from reducing health and mental health personnel [4, pp. 5, 13, 15–18]. These

assumptions model diminished service delivery, not improved administrative productivity.

The 5% Administrative Cap: Threatening Grantee Viability

Managing a compliant federal grant requires robust administrative systems: certified public accountants, human resource

managers, internal auditors, and data specialists. In block grant programs, state agencies absorb primary administrative

costs; Head Start is a direct federal-to-local grant where community grantees shoulder full compliance responsibilities [4,

p. 24].

Illustrative Model: For a grantee with a $10 million approved budget, reducing allowable administration from 15% ($1.5M)

to 5% ($500,000) eliminates $1,000,000 in permitted infrastructure. A program operating leanly at 9% ($900,000)

immediately faces an unfunded $400,000 structural deficit, risking grant relinquishment [15,16].

Policymakers must also resolve the critical question of fiscal allowability: if federal mandates are removed,

will high-quality local choices (such as retaining low ratios or hiring mental health consultants) remain

allowable uses of federal grant dollars? Without explicit regulatory assurances, local discretion is an empty

promise [4, pp. 4–5].
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SECTION 05 •  YOUTH OPPORTUNITY

The Early Childhood Pipeline to Adolescent Reconnection

"Opportunity youth"—young people ages 16–24 who are neither enrolled in school nor participating in the

labor force—represent a profound loss of human potential and economic vitality [9]. While disconnection

becomes visible in adolescence, its roots take hold during the earliest years of development [5,23,24].

THE TWO-GENERATION PREVENTION & RECONNECTION PIPELINE

Early Intervention (0-5)

Screening, Health & Wraparound

Sustained Participation

Attendance & Zero Exclusions

Academic Attainment

+11.4 pp High School Completion

Economic Mobility (16-24)

College & Career Pipelines

Two-Generation Child Care Linkage for Adolescent Parents

Children who experience undiagnosed speech delays, sensory impairments, or housing instability are at

acute risk of early grade retention and chronic absenteeism [3,10,23]. When early learning programs lack

mental health consultation, challenging behaviors frequently result in disciplinary exclusions. National civil

rights data reveals that preschool children with disabilities represent 24% of enrollment but account for 62%

of preschool expulsions [4,20]. Early expulsion severs school attachment, initiating the trajectory toward

youth disconnection.

The Two-Generation Reconnection Imperative

Early childhood prevention requires decades to mature across cohorts. Concurrently, states must fund immediate

reconnection pathways for the 4.15 million opportunity youth currently disconnected [9]. A substantial subset of

opportunity youth are adolescent parents. Guaranteeing infant and toddler child care or Early Head Start slots removes

the primary barrier preventing young parents from completing diplomas, apprenticeships, or postsecondary degrees—

fostering educational attainment across two generations simultaneously.
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SECTION 06 •  STATE FINANCING STRATEGY

Funding Universal Access and Additional Services Together

LMJ recommends a comprehensive financing architecture: a universal base rate financing high-quality

classroom instruction, supplemented by targeted add-on payments for the health, screening, and family

services essential for high-need populations [1,13,14].

FINANCING MECHANISM STRATEGIC POLICY ROLE OPERATIONAL TRADEOFF TO MANAGE

General Fund / Formula Establishes predictable, recurring provider

payments for core instruction and

competitive teacher wages.

Competes with K-12 and healthcare

during economic downturns; requires

statutory quality protections.

Dedicated Revenue / Trust Insulates early learning investments (e.g.,

lottery proceeds, natural resource

endowments).

Revenue yields fluctuate with market

cycles; requires reserve stress-testing

before promising seat expansion.

Blended Federal & State

Funds

Combines state preschool instructional

funding with Head Start wraparound

services and extended hours.

Navigating divergent reporting and

eligibility rules; requires strict cost-

allocation accounting.

Capital & Facility Grants Supports classroom construction,

renovation, and transportation fleet

acquisition in underserved areas.

One-time capital grants cannot pay

recurring teacher salaries; requires

local match equalization.

Philanthropic Partnerships Funds initial system capacity-building,

workforce credential apprenticeships, and

independent evaluation.

Time-limited grant cycles cannot

sustain core recurring operating

capacity.

State Case Studies: Dedicated Revenue vs. Universal Access

Georgia’s Pre-K Program: Financed through dedicated lottery revenues, Georgia reaches over half of the state's four-

year-olds while meeting NIEER quality benchmarks [1,13]. However, DECAL acknowledges that broad eligibility does not

guarantee a seat in every rural county, and standard pre-K rates do not fund Head Start's comprehensive health and

family services [1,13].

New Mexico’s Land Grant Permanent Fund: In 2023, New Mexico unlocked nearly $100 million annually from its

sovereign wealth fund to finance 279 early childhood grants across school districts, community providers, Head Start

grantees, and Tribal governments [14].

State formulas must price the full service model: competitive teacher wages, substitute pools, 45-day

developmental screenings, mental health consultation, family caseworkers, and facilities. Expanding seats

without financing services dilutes quality across the entire early learning ecosystem [15,18].
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SECTION 07 •  ENROLLMENT & COLLABORATION

Aligning Incentives: Mitigating Provider Competition

When states roll out universal pre-K through school districts without coordinating with existing Head Start

grantees, public schools and community non-profits frequently compete for the same children [15,17]. This

dynamic is driven by fiscal design: when state funding follows the student into a public school seat, school

systems have a powerful financial incentive to recruit preschool children already enrolled in community

programs [17,18].

The Structural Threat to Infant and Toddler Care

When school districts pull four-year-olds out of Head Start, community grantees lose the operational scale needed to

sustain their birth-to-three (Early Head Start) classrooms and comprehensive family support staff [15,17]. Infant and

toddler care is labor-intensive and fiscally unsustainable on parent fees alone. Siphoning older children into public schools

destabilizes the infant care safety net, leaving working parents without infant care options [4,17].

State Coordination Models: Georgia & Washington

Georgia DECAL Blended Classrooms: Georgia’s 2026–2027 Operating Guidelines authorize blended classrooms

where state pre-K funds the instructional day and Head Start dollars finance comprehensive wraparound services,

extended-day hours, and health coordination [18, sections 22–23].

Washington State Integrated Pre-K: Washington established a joint recruitment and enrollment initiative bringing

DCYF, OSPI, school districts, and Head Start leaders together to establish shared access maps, coordinate intake, and

mitigate enrollment displacement [19,20,21].

LMJ recommends establishing mandatory local enrollment agreements: shared community access mapping,

unified intake portals with parental consent, and coordinated enrollment agreements that protect infant and

toddler capacity while guaranteeing families access to comprehensive wraparound services [18,19].
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SECTION 08 •  POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

A Coordinated Agenda for Federal, State, and Local Leaders

1

Preserve an Enforceable National Quality Floor

Retain federal standards for adult-to-child ratios, group sizes, 45-day screening timelines, disability inclusion, and bans

on suspension and expulsion rather than defaulting to minimal state licensing [4,11].

2

Replace the Blanket 5% Administrative Cap with Targeted Fiscal Oversight

Maintain the 15% statutory administrative ceiling. Scrutinize administrative costs on a case-by-case basis while

supporting shared administrative infrastructure for small and rural grantees [4,12].

3

Finance Universal Pre-K Access via Tiered Funding Formulas

Structure state funding with a base instructional rate alongside dedicated add-on funding for developmental screening,

health tracking, mental health consultation, and transportation [1,13].

4

Mandate Local Coordinated Enrollment Compacts

Incentivize school districts and Head Start grantees to form blended classrooms and joint recruitment portals,

preventing competition and protecting infant-toddler capacity [18,19].

5

Protect Enrollment Access for Families in Crisis

Retain self-attestation as a last resort (with a 90-day grace period) and maintain housing-cost adjustments, ensuring

homeless and displaced families are not excluded [4,22].

6

Support Workforce Stability and Career Progression

Provide competitive compensation, protect coaching requirements, and allow grantees to recognize postsecondary

credentials and specialized expertise in salary schedules [4,29].

7

Link Early Childhood Prevention to Opportunity Youth Reconnection

Subsidize infant and toddler care for adolescent and young parents (ages 16–24) re-enrolling in high school, technical

college, or workforce training to break generational poverty [5,9].

OPERATIONAL TIMETABLE

Implementation Protocol for State Planning

EXECUTION WINDOW LEAD IMPLEMENTING ENTITY REQUIRED OPERATIONAL DELIVERABLE

Days 1 – 30 State Early Learning Agency & Head

Start Collaboration Office

Comprehensive service and funding map;

baseline access, workforce, and referral data.

Days 31 – 90 Budget Chairs, School Boards & Grantee

Executives

Costed expansion formulas; state quality floor

standards; intergovernmental enrollment

agreements.

Months 4 – 12 General Assembly & Regional Providers Recurring appropriations, blended classroom

contracts, targeted capacity grants, and public

reporting.

Annually Independent Research Evaluator Longitudinal tracking of school attendance,

SPED placement, graduation, and opportunity

youth rates.
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SECTION 09 •  ACCOUNTABILITY & CONCLUSION

Measuring Whether Children Receive Effective Support

Announcing universal access is meaningless if children do not receive usable, high-quality care.

Accountability systems must measure whether funding translates into dependable family outcomes, prompt

identification of developmental delays, and sustained school persistence [1,4,10].

PERFORMANCE DOMAIN SUGGESTED LONGITUDINAL METRIC POLICY ISSUE TO RESOLVE

Access & Continuity Net new children enrolled; infant-toddler slot

preservation; chronic absenteeism rates;

transition completion.

Which communities lack usable care or

lose families during transitions between

providers?

Prevention & Inclusion 45-day screening completion rates; time to

diagnostic evaluation; accommodations

provided; zero expulsions.

Do identified developmental delays

receive intervention before formal

disability diagnosis?

Family Stabilization Parent-selected goals achieved; completed

health referrals; stable housing transitions;

employment gains.

Do families receive dependable follow-

through, or do referrals result in dead

ends?

Workforce Stability Teacher turnover; vacancy durations;

credential attainment; coaching dosage;

compensation parity.

Is provider compensation sufficient to

attract and retain highly qualified

educators?

Long-Term Opportunity Grade progression; K-12 special education

placement; high school graduation;

opportunity youth rates.

Does early childhood intervention

prevent later academic failure and youth

disconnection?

CONCLUDING SYNTHESIS

Building a Coordinated System of Opportunity

Universal Pre-K and Head Start should be complementary pillars of a comprehensive early childhood system,

not competing programs. Expanding preschool seats while eroding Head Start’s whole-child standards shifts

the burden onto vulnerable children, overburdened teachers, and under-resourced families [4,15,16].

Prevention and adolescent reconnection belong in the same policy agenda: every child deserves a strong

start, and every young person deserves a reliable pathway to economic mobility [5,9].

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY & ANALYTICAL GUARDRAILS

This white paper synthesizes published empirical evaluations, federal rulemaking notices, state agency

operating manuals, and expert practitioner commentary. Studies cited utilize diverse research designs

(randomized lottery designs, meta-analyses, and quasi-experimental econometric models); results

represent cohort-specific outcomes and are not interchangeable forecasts for new state programs.

National disconnection estimates (Measure of America 2025 preview) describe 2023 ACS data. Lisa

James’s board perspectives represent personal policy analyses, not adopted agency positions. Sources

verified October 7, 2026.
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