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Issues for the Learning
Community

Martha Zaslow, PhD

The Head Start program has a history of using research to guide its efforts. In this way, Head Start
practitioners, policy makers, and researchers comprise a “learning community.”The release of the
first-year results of the Head Start Impact Study provides an important opportunity for reflection
by the learning community, and for identification of strategies to further strengthen the program.
This article begins by illustrating how Head Start has responded to previous research. It then un-
derscores some key features of the Head Start Impact Study that set it apart from other important
evaluation studies. Within this framework, the article goes on to identify a set of key issues that
the first-year results of the Head Start Impact Study pose for the learning community to consider
in charting the future course of the program as well as to others focusing on strengthening young
children’s school readiness.

THE Head Start program has a history of
using research to guide its efforts. In this

way, Head Start practitioners and researchers
comprise a “learning community.”The release
of the first-year results of the Head Start Im-
pact Study (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 2005) provides an impor-
tant opportunity for reflection by the learning
community and for identification of strategies
to further strengthen the program.

This article begins by illustrating how Head
Start has responded to previous research. It
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then underscores some key features of the
Head Start Impact Study that set it apart from
other important evaluation studies. Within
this framework, the article goes on to identify
a set of key issues that the first-year results of
the Head Start Impact Study pose for the learn-
ing community to consider in charting the fu-
ture course of the program.

A LEARNING COMMUNITY

The body of Head Start research is mul-
tifaceted, including multiple “strands” in ad-
dition to the Head Start Impact Study (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services,
2005) and the Early Head Start Impact Study
(Love et al., 2005; U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, 2002, 2006). These
strands include the national descriptive pic-
ture of family and child experiences within
the Head Start program (the Family and Child
Experiences Survey [FACES]; U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, 2003), the data
from the National Reporting System, the re-
search of the Quality Research Centers, and a
range of further studies focusing on specific
issues.

While the focus of this article is on the Head
Start Impact Study, findings from the FACES re-
search (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2003) provide a striking illustration
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of Head Start as a learning community. The
first cohort of FACES data, collected in 1997–
1998, showed no or only small gains from fall
to spring on some key aspects of early literacy
development. For example, children showed
no significant gains from fall to spring of the
year in which they participated in Head Start
on knowledge of book and print conventions.
The findings were taken very seriously, and
Head Start put into place a systemwide fo-
cus on children’s early literacy development.
The 2000 wave of FACES data provided an
opportunity to ask whether there were any
systemwide improvements. This subsequent
wave of data showed significant fall to spring
gains in children’s knowledge of book and
print conventions where there had been none
earlier. At the same time there was also a sig-
nificantly larger gain from fall to spring in the
later cohort than in the earlier cohort in chil-
dren’s letter recognition.

The FACES data illustrate a systemwide re-
sponse to the concerns about children’s early
literacy development: learning from the ini-
tially flat or limited gain scores and track-
ing change over time systemwide in the ex-
tent of fall to spring gains. At the same time,
the 2000 FACES data provided a caution-
ary note: In 2000, there was no greater im-
provement from fall to spring than in the
earlier cohort on children’s scores on an
assessment of vocabulary. That is, the sys-
temwide change had penetrated to some mea-
sures of children’s early literacy, but not to
others.

Turning to another strand of Head Start re-
search, the Head Start Quality Research Cen-
ters have served as a vanguard for the kind
of learning that the Head Start community
engages in (Abbott-Shim, 2006). This coor-
dinated set of projects has sought to iden-
tify, pilot, and evaluate new strategies for
improving quality in Head Start. It is a key
feature of these projects that researchers and
practitioners have worked closely on devel-
oping strategies for quality improvement. Ap-
proaches to improving quality have been pi-
loted in selected sites and then replicated in
further sites, and there is coordinated data col-

lection across the multiple intervention and
evaluation studies.

In sum, the Head Start community has
a track record of absorbing messages from
its research, including cautionary ones, pilot-
ing and testing the efficacy of approaches
to strengthening practices within the pro-
gram, and carrying out ongoing documenta-
tion of whether or not there are systemwide
responses to new approaches. It is within this
context that this article asks: what are the is-
sues that the results from the Head Start Im-
pact Study pose for the learning community
to ponder, and to which to respond, at this
point in time?

KEY FEATURES OF THE EVALUATION

TO KEEP IN MIND IN CONSIDERING

THE RESULTS

There are some features of the Head Start
Impact Study that need to be taken into ac-
count in any discussion of the results. Before
turning to a discussion of the issues posed by
the results of the Head Start Impact Study, it
is important to note first these distinctive fea-
tures of the evaluation.

By way of background, the Head Start Im-
pact Study was congressionally mandated.
It assesses the impact of Head Start across
84 nationally representative agencies, and
includes a total of 4667 newly entering
children (2559 three-year-olds and 2108 four-
year-olds) whose families applied for Head
Start. Children were randomly assigned to a
group that had access to Head Start services,
or a group that could take advantage of what-
ever non–Head Start community resources
were available to them. Statistical analyses re-
vealed that there were no significant differ-
ences between children randomly selected to
be in the treatment and control groups. Data
collection, including interviews with parents,
direct child assessments, ratings of children
by care providers, surveys of teachers, in-
terviews with center directors, and direct
observations of quality, began in fall 2002
(US DHHS, 2005). Children will be followed
through the third grade. A report on impact
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results 2 years after children and families en-
rolled in the study is anticipated shortly.

The Head Start Impact Study is one of an in-
creasing number of experimental evaluations
focusing on the effects of programs and poli-
cies on children. Yet some features of the
study set it apart. Among other recent and
ongoing experimental evaluations are a set of
studies considering the impact on children’s
development of differing approaches to re-
forming welfare policy (Hamilton et al., 2001;
McGroder, Zaslow, Moore, & LeMenestrel,
2000; McGroder, Zaslow, Moore, & Brooks,
2006; Zaslow, McGroder, & Moore, 2000; Tout
et al., 2004), and experimental evaluations fo-
cusing on the impacts on children of differ-
ing program approaches to strengthening the
quality of early care and education settings
(such as the Quality Interventions for Early
Care and Education, or QUINCE evaluation,
which is evaluating on-site consultation ap-
proaches as a means of strengthening quality
in home-based as well as center-based child
care; Bryant & Wesley, 2006).

While the Head Start Impact Study shares
with these other evaluations the central
feature of experimental design, permitting
strong causal attributions to assignment to the
program or intervention group as the source
of effects on children, a feature that sets the
Head Start Impact Study apart is that it in-
volves not only random assignment of partic-
ipants but also selection of a representative
sample of program sites, permitting general-
ization to all Head Start programs that met the
sampling requirements (including the require-
ment of not having enough spaces for all those
who applied), and giving the study strong ex-
ternal as well as internal validity. It is a dis-
tinctive feature of the study that results can be
seen as generalizing to Head Start programs of
the kinds sampled. While, as noted, there are a
number of other experimental evaluations of
early childhood programs now in progress, it
may be argued that this study is the largest in
terms of the number of programs and children
to which its results will generalize.

In relation to this feature, it is very impor-
tant to acknowledge that the Head Start Im-

pact Study is a study of the impacts of a pro-
gram as it was broadly implemented in a wide
range of circumstances. This is not an evalu-
ation of a small, tightly controlled demonstra-
tion program with uniform high quality.

It is also critical to acknowledge that the
first-year impact study reflects outcomes for
children only about 9 months after enroll-
ment. Only children who were newly enter-
ing Head Start were randomly assigned to
groups within the study. There has been a
tendency to juxtapose the findings of the
Head Start Impact Study first-year results with
those of such studies as the Abecedarian
Project evaluation (Campbell & Ramey, 1995;
Campbell, Ramey, Pungello, Sparlling, &
Miller-Johnson, 2002; Ramey et al., 2000). Yet
this was a multiyear intensive intervention
that started in infancy. Subsequent findings
will provide more information about the im-
pact of 1- to 2-year enrollment in Head Start
on children’s outcomes.

As others have noted (eg, Ludwig &
Phillips, 2007), it is also important to take into
account that the impact results reflect “intent
to treat” rather than a contrast of exposure to
Head Start versus not. Families were randomly
assigned to be able to enroll their child in a
particular program or not to be able to en-
roll the child. But it was not feasible or ethi-
cal to prevent families from seeking out other
Head Start programs if random assignment re-
sulted in the child not being eligible to en-
roll in a particular program, nor were families
forced to participate in Head Start once ran-
dom assignment resulted in their having ac-
cess to a program. A substantial minority of
the control group found their way into other
Head Start programs, while some of those
families assigned to the Head Start program
did not participate. As the report itself notes,
these “crossovers” made it more difficult to
find impacts, and the report is, in this sense,
a conservative examination of the effects of
the program. Furthermore, as Ronna Cook has
pointed out (June 2006) and the Impact Study
report makes clear, a majority of the children
in the control group, about 60%, participated
in some form of nonparental care. Thus, the
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control group was not a no-service control
group.

In sum, the Head Start Impact Study pro-
vides not only an experimental evaluation but
also data that can reflect on the program na-
tionally. This is an examination of a public pro-
gram implemented in a wide range of circum-
stances and with varying quality, rather than
a small and tightly controlled demonstration.
The first-year results reflect about 9 months
of participation rather than multiple years of
participation. And finally, the results are a con-
servative test of the effects of participation in
Head Start in the pure “intent to treat” analy-
ses. These are all important factors to keep in
mind in interpreting the findings.

ISSUES FOR THE LEARNING

COMMUNITY

Taking these features of the evaluation into
account, what then are some of the issues
posed by the first-year results? How do they
pose challenges for practice, or for further ex-
amination in research?

Extending the literacy focus: From

10 letters to a thousand words?

In harmony with the FACES results sum-
marized above, the first-year results of the
Head Start Impact Study point to the conclu-
sion that the growing emphasis of the Head
Start program on children’s early literacy is be-
ing felt in children’s outcomes. However, the
range of outcomes affected thus far is not yet
the full set of important early predictors of
later literacy.

The National Early Literacy Panel (2006)
is carrying out an extensive review and syn-
thesis of the research on early predictors
of later literacy outcomes. One of the ques-
tions they are focusing on is: What are the
skills and abilities in the preschool years that
are linked to outcomes in reading, writing,
and spelling from kindergarten forward? The
findings point to a set of strong predictors
of such later conventional literacy outcomes
as decoding, reading comprehension, and
spelling. Strong predictors include alphabetic

knowledge, concepts about print, phono-
logic awareness, and oral language ability
(Westberg & Molfese, 2005).

Findings from the Head Start Impact Study
first-year results (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, 2005) show favorable
impacts for some but not all of these impor-
tant early predictors of later literacy. The find-
ings thus far are heavily concentrated in the
area of alphabetic knowledge with some more
limited indications of program impacts on oral
language ability. Children who entered Head
Start as 3-year-olds as well as children who en-
tered Head Start as 4-year-olds were more ad-
vanced at the end of the first year of the eval-
uation than children in the control group on
the Woodcock Johnson–III letter-word identi-
fication task (effect size for 3-year-olds = 0.24,
for 4-year-olds = 0.22) and in a letter nam-
ing task (effect size for 3-year-olds = 0.19, for
4-year-olds = 0.24).∗

It is encouraging and important that the
3-year-old sample also showed positive im-
pacts on a direct assessment of receptive
vocabulary (d = 0.12), and on a task involving
naming colors (d = 0.10). However, the chil-
dren in the 4-year-old sample did not show
these impacts in receptive vocabulary or nam-
ing of colors. Direct assessments of some of
the further key predictors of later literacy out-
comes did not reveal program impacts. These
include measures of phonologic awareness
(Comprehensive Test of Print and Phonolog-
ical Processing) and of oral comprehension
(Woodcock Johnson–III Oral Comprehension
Test). Jean Layzer, in a presentation at the
Brookings Institution (August 1, 2005), asked
whether Head Start has shown impacts on the
skills that will help with an early and funda-
mental literacy task: that of decoding written
language through recognizing letters and
understanding their correspondence with
sounds; but few or no impacts on those skills
that will surface as of greater importance
later on related to comprehension of text.

∗Note that the Woodcock-Johnson letter-word identifica-

tion task goes beyond the issue of letter recognition.
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A key question for the learning community
is whether the first-year findings of the Head
Start Impact Study, taken together with the re-
sults from successive waves of FACES, point
to a need to extend the work on early liter-
acy to a greater focus on vocabulary, oral com-
prehension, and phonologic awareness? N.
Zill (personal communication, May 9, 2005)
posed the issue in this way: Should Head Start
progress from a focus on mastery of 10 letters
to mastery of 1000 words?

As noted earlier, the Quality Research Cen-
ters have focused on testing approaches to
strengthening quality in Head Start. Two
of the Quality Research Centers have had
a specific focus on early literacy develop-
ment. Efforts to introduce literacy-focused
curricula in the work of Fischel and col-
leagues (Fischel & Bracken, 2006; Fischel,
Spira, Shaller, Fuchs-Eisenberg, Katz & Storch,
2004), and literacy-focused in-service training
in the work of Clark-Chiarelli, Dickinson, and
colleagues (Clark-Chiarelli, Dickinson, Bolte,
& Buteau, 2004; Clark-Chiarelli, Grospen, &
Bolte, 2006) are being rigorously evaluated
in these centers. There is also work focus-
ing specifically on strengthening vocabulary
growth within Head Start programs, for exam-
ple, the studies by Wasik and colleagues (June
2006). These studies will provide important
guidance should the learning community de-
termine that a broader range of literacy out-
comes should be targeted.

And what about numbers?

Marilou Hyson and Heather Biggar, in a
chapter on the revised NAEYC standards in
the book Critical Issues in Early Childhood
Professional Development (Hyson & Biggar,
2006), note that substantial progress has been
made beyond the view that child-led and
teacher-led instruction stand in opposition.
A more complex perspective is emerging in-
volving an integration of these approaches;
one in which early childhood educators are
seen as intentionally introducing content, but
in ways that are appropriate for how young
children learn. For example, they may struc-
ture the classroom environment so that chil-
dren can explore specific content in their

play. They note that the revised NAEYC stan-
dards build in the view that early childhood
educators need preparation not only in the
processes of children’s development but also
in academic content areas such as early liter-
acy and early mathematics.

The first priority thus far has been to work
toward this integration in children’s early lit-
eracy development. The first-year results of
the Head Start Impact Study raise the impor-
tant question of whether attention should also
be focused on how to introduce early mathe-
matics content more systematically into Head
Start classrooms. The first-year results did not
detect statistically significant impacts in either
the 3- or 4-year-old group on an assessment of
children’s proficiency at solving simple word
problems that involved counting, simple arith-
metic, and basic measurement. No significant
impacts were found on a counting task ex-
amining children’s understanding of one-on-
one correspondence. Mean scores on both
measures were higher for Head Start children,
but differences were not statistically signifi-
cant (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2005).

Several research groups have been deepen-
ing our understanding of how young children
develop early mathematical skills, and
whether and how it is possible to strengthen
these skills. In one such group, Herbert
Ginsburg and his colleagues at Columbia
Teachers College note that young children
“have a spontaneous interest in mathematical
ideas” (2006, p. 174). For example, young
children enjoy saying counting words, de-
termining which block tower is higher, and
developing and extending patterns. Their re-
search indicates that this informal or everyday
mathematics can be built upon through a set
of organized activities intended to introduce
mathematical ideas in ways that children
enjoy. Their work closely follows a joint
statement by the National Association for the
Education of Young Children and the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics (April
2002) regarding specific topics that should
be covered in working with young children.

Positive effects on children’s knowledge
and skills have now been found in 2 evaluation
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studies involving providing professional de-
velopment for Head Start teachers in early
mathematics (Arnold, Fisher, Doctoroff, &
Dobbs, 2002; Sophian, 2004). Interestingly, in
1 of these studies, the researchers found in-
creases in child self-report of interest in math.
In addition, teachers in the intervention group
had higher scores at posttest on measures of
liking for and sense of competence in teach-
ing math. These measures of positive engage-
ment by both teachers and children appear
to be very important complements to the ev-
idence on increased understanding of early
mathematics in the children.

With these encouraging results, the ques-
tion for the learning community is: Should
the first-year results of the Head Start Impact
Study point in the direction of strengthening
the focus on early mathematics as well as early
literacy?

Shifting the focus to social outcomes

A number of years ago, the researchers of
the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and
Youth Development presented evidence of a
mixed pattern of results regarding the out-
comes over time of children’s participation in
child care during their early years: Control-
ling for other aspects of care (including qual-
ity), children who had participated more in
center-based care in the early years scored
higher on measures of language and cogni-
tive development at 2 and 3 years (NICHD,
2000) and measures of language and memory
at 41/2 years (NICHD 2002a). Children who
spent more time in center care were found
not only to be more socially engaged but also
to have more conflict with peers. Again con-
trolling for other aspects of child care partic-
ipation, including quality, children with more
extensive exposure to child care over their
first years of life were reported by both moth-
ers and teachers to show more problematic
social behavior, including more acting-out ag-
gressive behavior (NICHD, 2002b). A more
recent publication by this research group in-
dicates that teacher-reported behavior prob-
lems remain slightly elevated through sixth
grade among children with greater early expo-

sure to center-based child care (Belsky et al.,
2007).∗

Recent work by Tamara Halle and col-
leagues extends the examination of this pat-
tern to a nationally representative sample.
This research group has found a combination
of more advanced reading achievement, but
higher scores on measures of problem be-
havior, for children who had participated in
center-based care in the year prior to kinder-
garten in the Early Childhood Longitudinal
Study-Kindergarten Cohort data (Halle & Hair,
2006).†

Yet in 2003, John Love and a group of col-
leagues engaged in the Early Head Start Im-
pact Study (along with other studies) raised
the critical question of whether this pattern
reflected on all forms of formal early care
and education (Love et al., 2003). This group
noted that Early Head Start overall, includ-
ing its center-based and mixed-center- and
home-based approaches, showed positive im-
pacts on children’s behavioral outcomes at
36 months along with positive cognitive im-
pacts. This group questioned whether formal
center-based settings in and of themselves are
predictive of the mixed pattern, or whether
formal settings with specific characteristics
underlie the pattern.

The most recent data from the Early Head
Start Impact Study continue to raise this com-
pelling question. In a follow-up study, de-
velopmental outcomes for children who had
been assigned to participate in the Early Head
Start program or a control group have been
tracked through the preschool years. When
all children are considered irrespective of
whether they had been assigned to the Early
Head Start or control group, those who partic-
ipated in formal programs after age 3 showed

∗In contrast with the findings at earlier follow-up points,

however, in sixth grade, vocabulary scores were pre-

dicted by early child care quality rather than by type.
†The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten

Cohort has data on extent of participation in child care

in the year prior to kindergarten as well as on participa-

tion in different types of child care, but lacks data on child

care quality.
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the mixture: they had not only better early
reading skills but also more aggressive behav-
ior. But in a very important new finding, the
follow-up study indicates that children who
had been in Early Head Start and then pro-
ceeded to participate in formal settings af-
ter age 3 showed the enhanced early reading
skills, but did not show the increase in aggres-
sive behavior. That is, Early Head Start par-
ticipation protected against the pattern noted
now in multiple studies of elevated behavior
problems following more extensive participa-
tion in formal settings (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2006).

Within this context, it is very important to
note that the first-year results of the Head
Start Impact Study also show favorable im-
pacts of the program on total behavior prob-
lems for children who entered the program
as 3-year-olds (d = −0.13; ie, a reduction in
total behavior problems), and specifically a
reduction in their hyperactive behavior (d =
−0.18). Four-year-olds did not show the over-
all pattern of reduced behavior problems, but
children from families with English language
backgrounds did show significantly lower ag-
gressive behavior scores.

So here as for the Early Head Start Im-
pact Study, children on average showed re-
ductions in reported problem behaviors while
also showing more advanced scores on some
measures of cognitive development. Together,
the findings of the Early Head Start and Head
Start Impact Studies raise the key issue of
what features of these programs underlie the
reductions in problem behavior.

The Head Start Impact Study included di-
rect observations of classroom quality, carried
out in Head Start and in center-based pro-
grams. These are not experimental analyses
because they are restricted to those children
in the sample who participated in formal early
care and education settings. But they do pro-
vide important indications that there are dif-
ferences, on average, in the patterns of social
interaction in Head Start classrooms and other
classroom settings that children in the study
sample participated in. For example, results
from the Arnett (1989) measure of caregiver
sensitivity indicate that for 3-year-olds, teach-

ers in Head Start classrooms received higher
scores than teachers in center programs on
ratings of sensitivity (eg, speaking warmly to
the children and listening attentively when
they speak) and promoting of independence
(eg, allowing children to follow their own
agenda, valuing children’s input). For 4-year-
olds, Head Start teachers were rated as less
harsh and again as promoting more indepen-
dence on average. Clearly there is a range of
quality in both Head Start and centers. But
these findings raise the possibility that in the
Head Start Impact Study sample, there may be
differences on average in the supportiveness
of caregiver-child interaction for those attend-
ing Head Start and those attending other for-
mal early care and education settings.

While the Head Start Impact Study included
“state of the art” observational measures of
quality, we are currently engaged in a pe-
riod of examination of our measures of qual-
ity (Roundtable on Measuring Quality in Early
Childhood and School-Age Settings, 2006).
Multiple measures have been developed re-
cently, looking at more specific aspects of
stimulation in early childhood settings (see
Halle & Vick, 2007, for a compendium of early
childhood measures of quality). Just as the
field has been working toward more in-depth
measures of early language and literacy stimu-
lation in early care and education settings (as
in the Early Language and Literacy Classroom
Observation; Smith, Dickinson, Sangeorge, &
Anastasopoulos, 2002), there may also be a
need to develop observational measures fo-
cusing in greater depth on the guidance pro-
vided to children on social interactions that
may help children in Head Start and other
programs handle difficult emotions and social
situations.∗

The question here for the learning commu-
nity is: What more specifically are Early Head
Start and Head Start programs doing to help

∗One such measure, Supports for Social-Emotional

Growth Assessment (SSEGA; Smith, 2004) for Early Child-

hood Programs Serving Preschool-Age Children, is under

development at New York University by Sheila Smith and

colleagues.



Issues for the Learning Community 11

reduce problem behaviors in young children,
and can this information help more broadly in
supporting positive developmental outcomes
across both the cognitive and social domains
for children participating in formal early care
and education programs?

Breadth of impacts

Thus far this article has focused on impacts
in selected outcome areas. But stepping back
from the individual domains of development,
a noteworthy pattern is the breadth of im-
pacts in the first-year results of the Head Start
Impact Study. This is especially apparent in
the results for children who entered the pro-
gram as 3-year-olds. For this age group, there
were favorable impacts on prereading skills
(Letter-Word Identification, d = 0.24; Letter
Naming, d = 0.19), prewriting skills (d =
0.13), vocabulary (PPVT-III Adapted, d = 0.12;
Color Naming, d = 0.10), (reduced) parent-
reported problem behaviors (d = −0.13), and
parent report of child health status (d = 0.12).
There were also program impacts on parent
participation with the child in enrichment ac-
tivities (the number of times children read to,
d = 0.18, Family Cultural Enrichment Scale,
d = 0.11) and children having greater access
to dental healthcare (d = 0.34).

Here again, juxtaposing the impact find-
ings from Early Head Start and Head Start, the
breadth of impacts in Early Head Start is also
noteworthy. At 36 months, after participation
in Early Head Start, children had higher Bayley
Mental Development Scores, higher receptive
vocabulary scores, and lower parental ratings
of aggressive behavior. The home environ-
ments of families participating in Early Head
Start were observed to be more supportive
and stimulating, parents were observed to be
more supportive in interacting with their chil-
dren, and parents reported reading to their
children more often and spanking them less
often. The children were observed to be more
engaged when playing with a parent, and to
show more sustained attention to objects dur-
ing play (Love et al., 2005; U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2002).

The summary of the Head Start Impact
Study prepared by Hiro Yoshikawa on behalf
of the Society for Research in Child Develop-
ment (Yoshikawa, 2005) called particular at-
tention to the breadth of the first-year Head
Start Impact Study impacts. This summary
places the findings in the context of other re-
search indicating that children’s school readi-
ness rests on positive development across
multiple domains of development. Findings
summarized in From Neurons to Neighbor-
hoods, reporting on the conclusions of the
National Academy of Sciences Committee on
Integrating the Science of Early Childhood De-
velopment (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000), indi-
cate that doing well across multiple aspects
of development in the early years predicts bet-
ter later adjustment to and progress in school.
The confluence of positive results in the Head
Start Impact Study, particularly for 3-year-olds,
mirroring the findings from the Early Head
Start Impact Study, is in itself an important
pattern.

This focus on a range of developmental
outcomes for children in the Head Start
Impact Study as well as the Early Head Start
Impact Study poses a challenge to the field:
to retain the focus on multiple aspects of
children’s development rather than to report
only on cognitive outcomes. As the mixture
of cognitive and social outcomes summarized
above from the NICHD Study of Early Child
Care and Youth Development indicates, early
care and education experiences can have
positive effects on one aspect of development
while simultaneously having negative effects
on another. We need to continue to focus on
multiple aspects of development in studying
the effects of early care and education pro-
grams. The results also pose a challenge to the
learning community in terms of understand-
ing in greater detail for whom and why the
positive impacts tended to cumulate. In the
results thus far, why do we see impacts across
more areas of development for 3-year-olds?
For example, does this reflect on the respon-
siveness of younger children to the effects of
early childhood programs, on differences in
families and children who enrolled in Head
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Start earlier as opposed to later, or perhaps
on wider discrepancies in the early care and
education experiences between the program
and control groups for 3-year-olds than for
4-year-olds, given the greater access 4-year-
olds in the control group may have had to
prekindergarten programs?∗ Are there certain
subgroups of children in which the pattern
of breadth is especially likely to occur? As
we follow this sample over time, do we see
particular implications for subgroups of chil-
dren who showed positive outcomes early
across a range of developmental outcomes as
opposed to in a more limited set?

The issue of size of effects

The issue of the size of effects in the Head
Start Impact Study has tended to be discussed
in terms of the cup being half full or half
empty. Laura Lippman (personal communica-
tion, June 24, 2006) from Child Trends has
suggested that we rephrase the question to be
“When is the cup fuller?”

Those focusing on the cup being half empty
note that the statistically significant effect
sizes in the study are modest. They range from
.10 (in the 3-year-old group: number of times
the child was spanked) to .34 (again in the 3-
year-old group: parent report of the child’s lit-
eracy skills and parent report that the child
had dental care). The report adopts the con-
vention that effect sizes of less than .2 are
small, effects sizes between .2 and .5 are mod-
erate, and those over .5 are large.† Following

∗The author thanks the reviewers of this article for sug-

gesting these alternative interpretations.
†Although these interpretations differ from Cohen’s

(1988) conventions (<.2 = trivial, .2–.5 = small, .5–.8 =
moderate, >.8 = large), the study’s authors (U.S. DHHS,

2005) reason that the findings represent the impact of

participation over a short period of time, some children

randomly assigned to be eligible for a Head Start program

did not go on to participate while some of those assigned

not to be eligible for a Head Start program ended up par-

ticipating in another one, and impact estimates should

be viewed within the context of the effect sizes found

in other studies of other early childhood and educational

research.

the conventions adopted in the report, most
of the statistically significant impacts that the
study detected were small in magnitude, al-
though about a third were moderate in size.

Those focusing on the cup being half
full note that the impacts documented were
uniformly positive; that these impacts were
found only about 9 months after enrollment
in the evaluation, in a program that many
children participated in only part-day; and
that, as we have noted, the program was a
widely implemented public program rather
than a tightly controlled and small demon-
stration project. They note further that the
control group was not a no-service control,
but that a majority had some form of non-
parental child care, including in some in-
stances, Head Start.

The report itself begins to move away from
looking at effect sizes from the half full–half
empty perspective, to the “when fuller” per-
spective in the reporting of subgroup anal-
yses. Some effect sizes were larger within
key subgroups (eg, the effect size for the
Woodcock-Johnson III Letter-Word Identifica-
tion task with African American children).

Some of the most important work focusing
on the question of when the glass is fuller
remains to be done. One of the most impor-
tant steps that has not yet been reported on
(and that is in progress) is a set of analy-
ses looking at impacts for children in light of
program quality. A related set of analyses in
the Early Head Start Impact Study focused on
implementation of the Early Head Start per-
formance standards (Love et al., 2005; U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services,
2006). Three groups were identified: those
that fully implemented the performance stan-
dards early on, those that implemented them
fully but later in the evaluation, and those
that implemented them incompletely. All
3 groups had favorable impacts on child out-
comes, but the 2 groups with full implementa-
tion, either early or later, had more impacts on
children. A challenge for the learning commu-
nity will be to carry out parallel analyses in the
Head Start Impact Study, identifying the im-
plementation or quality criteria to be used to
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distinguish among Head Start programs.
Should this be the total score on the Early
Childhood Environment Rating Scale–Revised
(Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 1998)? Or, would
the expectation be that certain aspects of
quality are more closely related to outcomes
in particular domains of development?

In an extremely thought-provoking article,
McCartney and Rosenthal (2000) note the im-
portance not only of the magnitude of an
effect but also its practical importance. The
work may not be over when the effect size is
labeled as small, moderate, or large: We may
need to continue to examine the implications
that effect sizes of any magnitude have in the
real-world contexts in which children spend
time.

One hypothesis for the possible practical
importance of small effects during early child-
hood was proposed over a decade ago. In
1995, Doris Entwisle asked the question of
how the relatively small effects of early child-
hood intervention programs on assessments
of children’s intelligence documented to that
point, effects that faded out over time, nev-
ertheless, appeared to have lasting effects on
such outcomes as retention in grade and re-
ferral for special education services (Entwisle,
1995). On the basis of her research into the
transition to formal schooling of low-income
children in Baltimore, she hypothesized that
even a small impact of an early childhood
intervention program on a child’s IQ could
result in a teacher in the first grade track-
ing a child into a higher reading group. Such
groups are formed in the large majority of el-
ementary schools, and are generally based on
the teacher’s perception of the child’s relative
standing within the class rather than on any
more absolute or objective measure. Accord-
ing to Entwisle, such early ability-grouping de-
cisions can have lasting implications. Children
in higher groups are taught more words, and
stories are read to them with more intona-
tion and emotion. Children in higher read-
ing groups tend to get higher grades, which,
in turn, tends to encourage their self-concept
as learners and their subsequent learning.
Further research by Entwisle and her col-

leagues has continued to provide evidence
that “the ‘sorting and selecting’ early in mid-
dle childhood sets the stage for placements
that follow. . .. First grade track assignments
predict test scores and dropout in middle
school” (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2006,
p. 192).

Thus, there is the possibility that effects
that are small or moderate in magnitude can
have practical importance because of the cu-
mulative influence of small or moderate ef-
fects occurring across multiple aspects of
development, and through altering the ele-
mentary school teacher’s perceptions of the
appropriate ability grouping for the child. For
the learning community, it will be very im-
portant to follow up on the first-year Head
Start impacts by exploring whether and how
findings of the magnitude documented in
fact have practical importance through such
decisions.

Supporting the development of children

learning English

It is an explicit goal of Head Start to support
the development of children from a range of
different backgrounds, respecting their home
cultures. The descriptive statistics about the
analysis sample in the Head Start Impact Study
make it clear how often Head Start programs
are facing the challenge of supporting the
development of children who are learning
English.

English was the primary home language for
about 70% of the children in the 3-year-old
sample, but just more than 60% in the 4-year-
old sample. And, while about 23% of the fall
child assessments were completed in Spanish
for the 3-year-old sample (with some children
then going on to complete the assessments
in spring in English), the parallel figure for
the 4-year-old sample was nearly a third of the
sample.

Fewer positive impacts on child outcomes
were found for children whose primary lan-
guage was Spanish than for those whose
primary language was English in both age
groups, but the pattern was particularly strik-
ing for 4-year-olds. In this age group, while
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positive impacts were found in all domains
of development for children whose primary
language was English, for children whose pri-
mary language was Spanish, impacts were
found only in the area of health.

A key question for the learning commu-
nity is that of what approaches best sup-
port the development of children whose pri-
mary language is Spanish or another language
other than English? We have much to learn
in this area, from the issue of which are
the strongest measures for assessing Spanish-
speaking children (Barrueco & Lopez, 2007),
to how to help children remain connected
to their home culture and language as they
master English, to what factors and experi-
ences predict the best initial but also longer-
term academic progress in this group of
children.

Juxtaposing Early Head Start and Head

Start Impact Study Results

As noted in earlier sections of this article,
it is exciting to be able to put side by side
the first-year results of the Head Start Impact
Study with the recently released findings from
the follow-up of the Early Head Start Impact
Study through the end of the prekindergarten
year. While juxtaposing the findings in this
way is informative, it is nevertheless impor-
tant to acknowledge the methodological dif-
ferences between the studies and the degree
of implementation of the programs. The Head
Start Impact Study has a sample that is rep-
resentative of the program, whereas the Early
Head Start Impact Study sample, while quite
dispersed geographically, was not designed
to be a representative sample of programs
or families. The Head Start program reaches
many more children than the Early Head Start
program, and the latter was still fairly new at
the time that evaluation study was initiated,
with some sites still not fully implementing
program standards. Yet both studies imple-
mented experimental designs and focused on
multiple domains of children’s development.

The Early Head Start follow-up study indi-
cates that the strongest pattern of positive out-

comes occurred when children participated
in Early Head Start from birth to age 3, and
then followed up with participation in a for-
mal early care and education setting from age
3 to 5 (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, April, 2006).

Putting these findings together with the
pattern of positive impacts in the first year of
the Head Start Impact Study opens up the lens
to what precedes participation in Head Start.
The questions posed to the learning commu-
nity are thus: Would effects be stronger or
more pervasive if children and families par-
ticipated in Early Head Start from birth to
3 years and then Head Start from 3 to 5 years?
The Early Head Start impact study points
to delayed or sleeper effects for the high-
est risk families, surfacing only at the end of
the follow-up period. It may take sustained
work with particularly high-risk families to
show effects. Would the combination of Early
Head Start and Head Start be beneficial for
high-risk families? For all Head Start–eligible
families?

At the other end of the age continuum, we
are fortunate that the findings summarized in
this article for the Head Start Impact Study are
only the first round of results, and that there
will be follow-up data as the children enter
school and progress through third grade. Anal-
yses of the follow-up data will make it possible
to consider what happens when children in
Head Start go on to experience a range of sub-
sequent environments, and how experiences
in the preschool years combine with those in
the early years of elementary school to shape
development.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, while the introduction to
this article identified the learning community
as composed of Head Start program providers,
policy makers, and researchers, it is clear that
the issues raised by the first-year results of
the Head Start Impact Study have implications
that are important for all those interested in
early childhood practice, policy, and research.
The Head Start Impact Study findings inform
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and pose critical issues to a learning com-
munity with broad boundaries: the commu-

nity of those concerned with strengthening
children’s early development.
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