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that all children share certain needs, and that
children of low-income families can benefit from
the delivery of comprehensive developmental
services to meet those needs. Homeless children

are particularly vulnerable and need the services

that a Head Start program can offer. Secretary
Sullivan has challenged the Department to improve

- access to a variety of support services for

children in homeless families, which includes
ensuring that Head Start is accessible angd
responsive to homeless children and their
families.

In response to this challenge, the Head Start
Bureau, in its most recent funding guidance,
encourages local Head Start grantees to target
homeless families wherever possible. In keeping
with the philosophy of the Head Start progranm to
adapt to the changing needs of its clientele, the
first section of this memorandum provides an
overview of Head Start's experience with homeless
children and families as well as guidance cn how
to modify the Head Start program in order to
effectively serve this population. The second
section discusses concerns identified in a recent®
study conducted by Macro Systezms, Inc. (1391)
surrounding issues related to access to Head start
for the homeless.
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ANFORMATION MEMORANDUM
TO: All Head Start Grantees and Delegate Agencies
SUBJECT: - Homeless Children-and the Head Start Program
PURPOSE: - To providesguidance to:Head Start agéncies to
: foster the recruitment and enrollment of homeless
children and their families into the Head Start
program. '
BACKGROUND: The Head Start Program is based on the premise
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INFORMATION:

Being a parent and being homeless is a double
challenge. Head Start can build on the strengths
of these families -- such as their intense desire
to make a better life for their family and their
commitment to and love for their children -- and
enable the.parent(s) to increase their capacity to
nurture, protect and provide for their children.

A homeless family in Head Start could be .a single
parent or a two-parent family, living in a rural
or an urban setting. While the homeless and the
housed low-income share some of the same :
characteristics and problems, the homeless child
and family is faced with additional stresses such
as losing their former community and living in a

-crowded shelter with little privacy, in a single
"motel room, or in a car. This shelter may be

located far from their former home, or in a noisy,
drug-infested environment, and the child may have
no space to play, have lost his/her toys, books,
and clothes and have no access to regular meals,
Being homeless is arduous for the whole family

and, unfortunately, has serious consequences for

young children. .

The research on the affect of homelessness on .
preschoolers documents the negative consequences
of this condition. Homeless preschoolers are more
likely to have a developmental delay in language,
motor development and/or social skills (Basuk and
Rubin, 1987; Koblinsky and Taylor, 1991} ; exhibit
more aggression, shyness or sleep problems
(Reinherz and Gracey, 1982; Basuk and Rubin,
1987); exhibit behaviors that warrant mental
health intervention (Basuk et al., 1986, Molnar et
al., 19%1); have a lower self-concept (DiBiase and
Waddell, 1991); and show an unusual degree of
ambivalence in relationships with their mothers
(Phillips and Hartigan, 1984; Molnar, 198s8.)

Given these problems, preschool is especially
significant for the homeless child -- in many
cases, Head Start can offer the stability and
supports needed for a child to cope with his or
her situation. Research also demonstrates the
importance of early childhood education for
homeless children. Koblinsky and Taylor (1991)
found that the more months that homeless chiidren
had attended preschoosl, the better thay performed
on the Early Screening Irnventory (ESI}. Molinar et
al. (1991) also found tha=z children with a5 little
a2s three months of Heai Start or publicly-funded
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day care exhibited more age-appropriate

performance on developmental tasks than children
who did not have the opportunity for pre-school
enrollment in Head Start or publicly-funded day

care.

1. THE HEAD START EXPERIENCE AND GUIDANCE

Many Head Start agencies have already begun to
serve homeless families in a variety of ways.
There are both home based programs that serve
families in shelters as well as center based

- programs that have classrooms with both -homeless
and non-homeless children. In the 1991 Program
Information Report (PIR),-541 agencies responded
that, in some manner, homeless children were being
served. In addition, the Migrant Head Start
program has had years of experience in working
with migrant children and families. Working with
migrant families poses many of the same challenges
to Head Start as working with homeless families,
such as issues of mobility, attendance, and
medical needs. Thus, this model can offer insight
into these areas for other Head Start prograns.

Head Start agencies relate that homeless children
have one or more of the following characteristics:
developmental delays; poor self-esteem; anxieties
" around food and possessions; behaving in an overly
compliant manner with any adult person, thus
making the child vulnerable to abuse; overly aware
of parental responsibilities and problems;

. depression; and not displaying normal reactions to
change. Grantees also report that homeless
children were more likely than their peers to be
in ill health and under-immunized.

Most homeless parents have an intense desire to
make life better for their families. In addition,
they are committed to their children, and to
maintaining the sense of family. Their efforts to
achieve all this can be overwhelming to the
parents and, as a result, they may have little
energy to focus on the particular needs of the
child. Some parents may be depressed, overly
dependent on the child, or not understand the
importance of an early childhood program. Other
parents take their frustration out on the Head
Start staff. In most cases, it will take time to
develop trust and builad a relationship with the
parent.
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