
652 Chapter 17: Social and Environmental Policy

making welfare unnecessary by giving low-income children 
many of the advantages that their more affluent peers take for 
granted, and that can be significant in determining one’s 
chances in life. Head Start prepares children for elementary 
school by putting them in environments that encourage 
learning and help them develop social skills. Most Head Start 
centers are half-day programs, five days a week during the 
school year, although a few run full days. Head Start also 
provides medical and dental screenings and home visits to help 
parents with parenting skills. It is federally funded through 
grants to—and in partnership with—local public or private 
nonprofit agencies, including faith-based organizations.

While most people agree with the goal of Head Start, 
there has been much controversy over how successful the 
program has been.65 To address this debate, in 1998 Congress 
determined, as part of Head Start’s reauthorization, that the 
Department of Health and Human Services should conduct 
a random-assignment national study to determine the impact 
of Head Start on the children it serves and found that the 
benefits tend to dissipate after the first grade.66 Supporters of 
Head Start, however, continue to believe that the program 
is essential to furthering the development of low-income 

students, many of whom belong to racial or ethnic minorities. 
The central claim made by those who support Head Start 
is no longer that it increases student intelligence, but that it 
changes students’ “social methods of relating to peers and 
teachers, which helps them become more effective at dealing 
with life.”67 Supporters also argue, although with limited 
empirical evidence, that the programs have positive long-
term effects including increasing children’s health and reduc-
ing teen pregnancy, crime, and welfare dependence. President 
George W. Bush was committed to the program, and funding 
increased in each of his years as president.

More recently, the Obama administration expanded the 
program further—providing funding to enroll an addi-
tional 64,000 children as part of the 2009 stimulus pack-
age. Additionally, the administration expanded many of the 
quality enhancement efforts begun in previous administra-
tions, with a particular focus on increasing teacher training, 
raising standards, and linking program funding to program 
outcomes. At the same time, though, Obama in November 
2011 announced that for the first time his administration 
would require Head Start programs to meet certain stan-
dards to qualify for renewal of federal grants.68 Head Start 

Source: U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Historical Tables, Table 11.3, www.whitehouse.gov/sites/
default/files/omb/budget/fy2013/assets/hist.pdf.

Note: In billions of dollars (819 represents 819,000,000,000); 1,100 represents 1 trillion, or 1,000,000,000,000. Medical care includes Medicare, the 
State Children’s Health Insurance Program, Medicaid, Veterans Administration hospitals, and Indian Health among other programs. Food and 
nutrition assistance includes SNAP and the Child Nutrition and Special Milk and Special Supplemental Feeding programs (WIC and CSFP). Data 
points for 2013, 2014, and 2015 are estimates. 
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Figure 17.3  Payments for Individuals by Category and Major Program, 1990–2015


