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June 23, 2021

The Honorable Xavier Becerra

Secretary

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
200 Independence Avenue, SW.

Washington, D.C. 20201

Dear Secretary Becerra:

On behalf of the nationwide Head Start community, we write today to voice our strong support for the
administration adding the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) to its definition of
“public assistance” for the purposes of Head Start eligibility. This change would enable Head Start
programs to recruit and enroll children and families who are struggling to recover from the
devastating impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and in dire need of support.

Head Start’s comprehensive services rarely come into view in as dramatic a fashion as they did at the
start of the pandemic last year. Upon shutdown, an immediate and significant problem with food
insecurity faced Head Start children and their families within weeks, arguably the first and most
pressing issue Head Start leaders encountered last March. The fact that Head Start focuses on the
whole child—and whole family—meant that programs were well positioned with partnerships and
relationships in communities that they could build upon rapidly. This also underscores the critical links
between nutrition support and Head Start for the most vulnerable. SNAP is a key piece of the larger
nutrition puzzle for so many of the families served by Head Start.

Head Start was last reauthorized in 2007, and much has changed in the 14 years since. The 2016
Program Performance Standards took a major leap forward in helping move Head Start into the future,
but as we emerge from the pandemic without a current reauthorization, we urge the Administration to
consider its authority to further modernize the program through executive action. We note that both
Head Start’s mission to serve the most vulnerable, as well as selection criteria that help assess relative
need among those eligible for Head Start, remain in place.

The Head Start Act Section 645(a)(1)(B)(i) prescribes eligibility for children whose “families are eligible
or, in the absence of child care, would potentially be eligible for public assistance,” but does not
define what is meant by “public assistance.” Nutrition assistance is one of the most essential forms of
public assistance, supporting the healthy growth and development of children from at-risk
backgrounds. While the Office of Head Start has traditionally included only Temporary Assistance for
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Needy Families (TANF) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI), we urge you to also include SNAP in
the definition of “public assistance.”

In consideration of our request to add SNAP to the definition of “public assistance,” we also note the
following:

e 80% of SNAP households across the country are already income-eligible for Head Start, but
are often unaware that their children can access this valuable resource.”

e 48% of enrolled Head Start families are also enrolled in SNAP; this administrative change
would save time, resources, and frustration by proving their eligibility just once instead of
twice.”

e Hard-working families in a growing number of states, counties, and cities are finding that
full-time minimum-wage employment can put their family just over the poverty guideline,
limiting their access to Head Start while still qualifying for SNAP benefits.”

Children only experience the rapid brain and social-emotional development of the first five years
once. Considering SNAP as public assistance will allow eligible families to more easily access Head
Start and will help programs serve more families and children, especially those who are already
eligible but are either unaware they qualify or reluctant to go through an additional verification
process to be eligible.

Thank you for your leadership and for considering this proposal to improve Head Start’s ability to
serve children and families in the greatest need.

Sincerely,
%"L"L-g_.-:

Yasmina Vinci
Executive Director
National Head Start Association

National Migrant & Seasonal Head Start Association
National Indian Head Start Directors Association
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New England Head Start Association
Region Il Head Start Association
Region Il Head Start Association
Region IV Head Start Association
Region V Head Start Association
Region VI Head Start Association
Region VIl Head Start Association
Region VIII Head Start Association
Region 9 Head Start Association
Region X Head Start Association

Alabama Head Start Association
Alaska Head Start Association
Arizona Head Start Association
Arkansas Head Start Association
Head Start California

Colorado Head Start Association
Connecticut Head Start Association
Delaware Head Start Association
DC Head Start Association
Florida Head Start Association
Georgia Head Start Association
Head Start Association of Hawaii
Idaho Head Start Association
lllinois Head Start Association
Indiana Head Start Association
lowa Head Start Association
Kansas Head Start Association
Kentucky Head Start Association
Louisiana Head Start Association
Maine Head Start Directors Association
Maryland Head Start Association
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Massachusetts Head Start Association
Michigan Head Start Association
Minnesota Head Start Association
Mississippi Head Start Association
Missouri Head Start Association
Montana Head Start Association
Nebraska Head Start Association
Nevada Head Start Association

New Hampshire Head Start Association
New Jersey Head Start Association
New Mexico Head Start Association
New York State Head Start Association
North Carolina Head Start Association
North Dakota Head Start Association
Ohio Head Start Association

Oklahoma Head Start Directors
Oregon Head Start Association
Pennsylvania Head Start Association
Rhode Island Head Start Association
South Carolina State Head Start Association
South Dakota Head Start Association
Tennessee State Head Start Association
Texas Head Start Association

Utah Head Start Association

Vermont Head Start Association
Virginia Head Start Association
Washington State Association of Head Start
and ECEAP

West Virginia Head Start Association
Wisconsin Head Start Association
Wyoming Head Start Association Inc

CC: Katie Hamm, Deputy Assistant Secretary, Office of Early Childhood Education

Ann Linehan, Deputy Director, Office of Head Start
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