M FIRST  FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
ol Lik> 2026 Head Start NPRM A

On August 7, 2026, the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) released a Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking (NPRM) on Head Start — a formal announcement published in the Federal Register when a federal
agency intends to add to, remove from, or otherwise change policy through a rule or regulation. The proposal,
Reducing Federal Burden for Head Start Programs (RIN 0970-AD30), would replace the current Head Start
Program Performance Standards with a significantly shorter set of federal regulations, touching nearly every
part of the program — from health and safety to staffing, eligibility, and governance.

FFYF has heard directly from providers, parents, and advocates with questions about what this proposal would
actually mean for Head Start programs and the children and families they serve. We've compiled those
questions here, along with clear, straightforward answers — including what would change, what would stay the
same, and what's still required under the Head Start Act regardless of this rulemaking.

This includes questions on:

Changes Proposed in the NPRM

* Facilities & Finance (p.2)
* Eligibility & Enrollment (p.3)

e Health & Safety (pp.4-5) Still The Head Start Act (or another federal
* Staffing & Qualifications (p.6) required  law) requires this regardless of what
» Program Requirements & Service Delivery (p.7) by law happens to this proposed regulation.

¢ Curriculum & Language (p.8)
e Governance (p.8)
¢ Monitoring, Designation (Renewal of Funding),

The general duty is mandated by law,
but a specific number, timeline, or
standard within it is eliminated.

and Oversight (p.9)
Neither the Act nor another federal
A Word On PI‘OCGSS Removed law requires this. Legally programs
could stop.
Now that the NPRM has been released, :
New Something programs would have to

what happens next? requirement start doing that isn't required today.

This proposed rule is open for a 60-day public
comment period, which closes at midnight on

October 6, 2026. During that time, anyone — NOTE

including parents, providers, and advocacy
organizations — can submit formal comments
through regulations.gov responding to the
proposal. After the comment period ends, ACF is
required to review and consider all public
comments before finalizing the rule. ACF would
then issue a Final Rule, along with a preamble
explaining the rule's purpose and responding to
major themes raised in public comments. There is
no set deadline for when a Final Rule must be
issued, so the timeline from this point can vary.
Until a Final Rule is published and takes effect, the
current Head Start Program Performance
Standards remain in place.

The answers in this FAQ reflect FFYF's own
interpretation of the proposed rule — including its
preamble — based on a direct review of the NPRM's
text, the Head Start Act, and the current Head Start
Program Performance Standards, informed by our
strong institutional knowledge of the program.

These responses are not official guidance from the
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) or
the Administration for Children and Families (ACF)
and shouldn't be read as such. This is also a living
document — we'll continue to update it as the
rulemaking process moves forward and as we receive
more guestions.
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Facilities & Finance

Could a program still spend federal funds on services no longer required by the
HSPPS?

Yes, programs would be able to continue funding all comprehensive services. If finalized as written, nothing in
the NPRM would prohibit programs from continuing services that are no longer required by regulation. Most of
what would be eliminated from the performance standards — health screenings, mental health consultation,
dual-language support, tooth-brushing assistance — would still fit within the broad service categories already
funded by the Head Start Act. [Still required by law]

Does the NPRM change the cap on administrative spending?

Yes. The current cap is 15% of total approved program costs, and the proposed rule would cut that to 5%. This
proposed change differs from most items in the NPRM: the Head Start Act includes the 15% figure but doesn't
guarantee programs the right to spend up to that amount. The statute gives the Secretary three specific tools:

¢ Defining the accounting criteria for what counts as an administrative cost versus a total cost;

e Ordering an individual program below 15% if the Secretary judges that program's costs "excessive" even
under the cap; and

e Granting time-limited waivers (up to 12 months) allowing an individual program to exceed 15%.

None of these amounts to a general rulemaking power to replace 15% with a new number for every Head Start
agency. A 5% cap would stay under that ceiling, so it wouldn't conflict with the law, though it would go much
further than the law requires. [ ]

How was the new proposed cap on admin expenses decided and why?

The main support for this change is a comparison to four other HHS programs that use a 5% cap — the Child
Care and Development Fund (CCDF), the Substance Use Prevention and Treatment Block Grant, the
Community Mental Health Services Block Grant, and the Community Services Block Grant. All four are federal
block grants to states, where much of the administrative burden — eligibility systems, compliance monitoring,
reporting — sits with state administrators. Head Start, though also a federal grant, works differently — funding
flows directly from ACF to local grantees, who cover all administrative burden themselves. That structural
difference distinguishes Head Start from the programs ACF cites as comparators.

ACF's Regulatory Impact Analysis (RIA) also presents data on current Head Start spending as part of its
justification. It reports that approximately 3.7% of Head Start grants currently operate at or below a 5%
administrative cost threshold — meaning the proposed cap reflects where a small minority of programs already
are. An additional 7.9% currently spend between 5% and 7.5%, and 19.8% spend between 7.5% and 10%. ACF
acknowledges directly that “relatively few grants currently operate at or below the proposed 5 percent cap.”
Elsewhere in the same analysis, ACF also notes many programs already operate “closer to a 10 percent” cap
than to 15%. [ ]

What would happen to the detailed facility-purchase and procurement rules?

Most of the detailed requirements around purchasing, renovating, and protecting the federal interest in Head
Start facilities would be eliminated, replaced with a much shorter process. Most of the current detail isn't
required by the Head Start Act. [Removed]
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Eligibility & Enroliment

Would families still be able to self-attest to their income if they don't have
documentation?

No. The proposed rule would eliminate the current option to accept a family's signed declaration when income
documentation isn't available. Families would need to provide documentation. [New requirement]

How would the proposed change to self-attestation affect verifying eligibility for
children experiencing homelessness under McKinney-Vento?

Head Start currently uses the McKinney-Vento Act's definition of homelessness (a lack of fixed, regular,
adequate nighttime residence and encompassing living in shelters, motels, cars, couch surfing, and more) to
identify which children qualify; the Head Start Act deems those children automatically eligible (Sec. 645(a)(1)
(B)(ii)) with no income documentation required. To make that workable, current rules let programs accept a
family's signed statement when they can't provide paperwork like a lease or utility bill, since homelessness itself
often means lacking that kind of documentation. The proposed rule would end self-attestation without a carve-
out exception for this group. This could make it harder to verify eligibility for children experiencing
homelessness, since the same circumstances that qualify a child under this category often make standard
documentation hard to produce. [Removed]

Would programs still have to assess their community's needs before making
decisions?

The Head Start Act does not contain language requiring programs to conduct a needs assessment, but it
does require programs to use and share an annually updated community needs assessment for several
purposes (Sec. 642(d)(2)(G)): converting program slots, expanding services, federal monitoring, and technical
assistance planning. The proposed rule’'s preamble states that “the Act clearly requires use of a community
needs assessment.” The NPRM would eliminate the specific federal requirements of what a community needs
assessment must include, how often it's updated, and how detailed it must be. The underlying obligation to
maintain and use a community needs assessment would remain, but there would no longer be a federal
standard for what it should contain. [ ]

Would the federal recruitment and selection procedures for enrolling children
be eliminated?

The specific steps programs currently follow for recruiting and selecting children would be eliminated.
Current regulation requires programs to make active recruitment efforts specifically targeting children with
disabilities and other children in need, including children experiencing homelessness and children in foster
care. It also requires programs to annually establish selection criteria — tied directly to the community needs
assessment — that weigh specific factors: family income, homelessness, foster care status, age, Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) eligibility, and other family or child risk factors, along with additional
priority rules for Tribal programs and migrant/seasonal programs, and a standing prohibition on denying
enrollment because of a disability. All these details would be eliminated.

One related provision: current regulation also implements the Act's requirement that at least 10% of a
program's funded enroliment be filled by children eligible for services under IDEA. That regulatory
implementation would also be eliminated. The 10% figure would remain legally binding by statute regardless,
but ACF's preamble acknowledges that removing the regulation leaves a gap, and states that ACF "expect/s]
guidance" on the 10% requirement to follow separately, outside the normal public comment process.

The Act still requires programs to have selection criteria in general terms, but the detailed regulatory process
—what those criteria must weigh, how often they're revisited, and the specific protected categories — would
be eliminated. [Removed]
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Health & Safety

Would children still get required health, vision, hearing, and dental screenings?

Likely yes in most cases, but the guarantee would change. The Head Start Act requires programs to conduct
screenings; that requirement does not change. What would be eliminated is the specific federal timeline
currently in regulation (screenings within 45 or 90 days of enrollment). Separately, most Head Start children are
also eligible for Medicaid — Medicaid's ‘Early and Periodic Screening, Diagnostic, and Treatment’ (EPSDT) benefit
independently guarantees periodic screenings regardless of anything in this proposed rule.

]

What about mental health services — would the monthly consultation requirement
be eliminated?

The specific "at least once a month” requirement for mental health consultation would be eliminated. Early
Head Start (EHS) programs would still have a general legal duty to coordinate health and mental health
services, but there would no longer be a federal minimum frequency. [ ]

Would suspension and expulsion protections be eliminated?

Yes. Current limits on suspending a child for behavior, the prohibition on expelling a child, and the requirement to
consult a mental health professional before any suspension would all be eliminated. The Act has a narrow
requirement for EHS programs to screen and refer children with documented behavioral problems, but no
general suspension/expulsion rule for Head Start Preschool. Under the proposed rule, programs would determine
their own disciplinary policies within the context of state and local licensing requirements. [Removed]

What would happen to the required staff-to-child ratios?

The specific federal ratios (for example, no more than 8 infants/toddlers per 2 teachers) would be eliminated.
The proposed rule instead would require programs to publish a group size and ratio that is "consistent with"
state and local law — meaning state law becomes the floor a program can't fall below, not a target it has to
match. The Head Start Act itself has never set ratios — they have only ever existed in regulation. Most states
have their own ratio requirements through a separate federal funding stream (CCDF) and state licensing, so
most programs would still have some ratio floor, just not a Head Start-specific one. With this proposed change,
a regulatory gap would open for programs exempt from state child care licensing — roughly a quarter of Head
Start sites — where it would not be clear if a numeric floor would

still apply.

Additionally, the statute (42 U.S.C. § 9836a(a)(2)(C)(ii)) requires the Secretary, when revising performance
standards, to ensure the revisions don't eliminate or reduce the quality, scope, or types of services required
under the standards in effect on December 12, 2007. Group size and ratio requirements predate that baseline.
Eliminating the federal ratio floor entirely, rather than modifying it, raises a question about whether this satisfies
that requirement. | ]

How would this affect Head Start following the same quality standards nationwide?

Since state ratios vary considerably, this could mean real differences in what Head Start looks like depending on
where a family lives. For example, in North Dakota 4- and 5-year-old classrooms are capped at 7 children per
staff member, while North Carolina and Florida allow up to 20 — nearly a three-fold difference. Under the
proposed rule, two children enrolled in programs both called "Head Start" could experience very different staff-
to-child ratios depending on their state's floor and each program's own choices. Nothing in the NPRM would
require a program to adopt its state's maximum, but nothing would require it to stay below that maximum either.

]
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Health & Safety (continued)

Would the proposed change to ratios affect each program’s funded enroliment?

There would be no direct effect on any program's funded enrollment. A program's funded enroliment — the
number of children its grant is designed to serve —is set through the grant award process, not through
regulation. Under standard grant funding mechanics, the dollar amount awarded would not vary depending
on program ratios. A program could adopt a looser ratio, keep its current ratio, or anything in between, and
its funded enrollment would remain whatever is negotiated in the program's Notice of Award (NOA).
[General Q&A - No applicable tag]

How are the requirements for criminal background checks changing?

The NPRM would eliminate several federal requirements related to criminal background checks, such as the
current requirement to conduct subsequent background checks every five years after the initial background
check. However, the Head Start Act itself requires only that programs obtain a state, tribal, or federal
criminal record check before hiring staff. The additional current requirement to conduct interviews and
verify references goes beyond what the Act requires and comes from regulation alone. Programs would
continue to be required to comply with all other applicable federal, state, tribal, and local laws governing
criminal background screening, including requirements under the Child Care and Development Block Grant
Act. [ ]

Helpful Definitions

Statute — A law passed by Congress and signed by the President. For Head Start, this is
the Head Start Act ("the Act"). It sets the core, foundational requirements; regulations
can't contradict it. Changing it requires an act of Congress.

Reauthorization — The process by which Congress renews and updates the Head Start
Act. The Act hasn't been reauthorized since 2007.

Regulation — A rule written by a federal agency (for Head Start, HHS/ACF) to implement
the statute — this is where most day-to-day operational detail lives (also called the
Performance Standards or HSPPS). Regulations are finalized through notice-and-
comment rulemaking, a public process where anyone can submit comments on a
proposed rule before it's finalized. An NPRM is a proposed regulation open for comment; a
final rule is the completed, binding version.

Sub-regulatory guidance — Interpretive materials (like Program Instructions) ACF issues
to clarify a requirement. Not legally binding like a statute or final rule and issued without
public comment.
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Staffing & Qualifications

Would Head Start teachers still need specific degrees or credentials?

The Head Start Act itself sets two specific targets that remain legally binding regardless of this proposed rule:
EHS teachers must hold at least a Child Development Associate credential, and at least half of Head Start
Preschool teachers nationwide must hold a bachelor's degree, with all center-based teachers holding at least
an associate's degree. The regulation that implements and tracks compliance with those targets would be
removed. The legal requirements would remain, but the federal mechanism for enforcing and monitoring

would be eliminated. [Still required by law]

What would the qualification
requirements be for other positions —
directors, home visitors, family
services staff?

These would be eliminated. The Head Start Act
doesn't set qualification standards for these specific
positions; the current detailed requirements were
added by regulation beyond what the law requires,
and the proposed rule would remove them entirely,
leaving qualification decisions to individual
programs. [Removed]

Does the NPRM include anything that
would change hiring practices?

Yes — the NPRM would newly bar programs from
requiring or favoring a postsecondary credential in
hiring unless the program could justify why the
requirement is necessary. This restriction doesn't exist
in current regulation. [New requirement]

What does the proposed rule say about
required training hours and coaching
for staff?

The Act requires at least 15 clock hours of professional
development annually for classroom teachers — that
specific number remains legally binding. Everything
beyond that — new staff orientation, the structured
coaching and assessment process, training on social-
emotional development —is not included in the Head
Start Act and would be eliminated entirely.

[ ]

Source Materials

The Head Start Act - The federal law that
authorizes and governs Head Start.

The Head Start NPRM - Released August
7,2026, this contains proposed changes
to Head Start rules and regulations.

Public Comments - Interested individuals
and organizations are invited to provide
comments through the October 6, 2026
deadline.

Learn More

Head Start: Comprehensive Services

Head Start: Populations Served

Head Start NPRM: The Searchable
Spreadsheet (Coming Soon)

Contact

Amanda Guarino
aguarino@ffyf.org


https://headstart.gov/policy/head-start-act
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/08/07/2026-16134/reducing-federal-burden-for-head-start-programs
https://www.regulations.gov/commenton/ACF-2026-0595-0001
https://www.ffyf.org/2026/08/06/head-start-comprehensive-services/
https://www.ffyf.org/2026/08/06/head-start-comprehensive-services/
https://www.ffyf.org/2026/08/06/head-start-populations-served/
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Program Requirements & Service Delivery

How would the NPRM affect current duration-of-service requirements?

This would work differently depending on program type. The NPRM would reduce the federal duration-of-
service requirements for Head Start Preschool programs. For center-based Preschool programs, current
regulation requires a minimum of 3.5 hours per day; the proposed rule would allow programs to align with the
statutory floor and revert to the 1994-era minimum of 3 hours per day. That statutory floor, set by Sec. 640(k)
(1) of the Act, also protects the number of service days — at least 128 days per year for programs operating four
days a week, or 160 days per year for programs operating five days a week — but current regulation already sits
at that same 1994 baseline for days, so the days requirement is already at that legal floor and wouldn't change.
Only the hours-per-day minimum would be reduced.

For EHS center-based programs and Family Child Care programs, the NPRM would eliminate the current 1,380-
hour annual requirement and rely instead on the Act's requirement that programs provide "early, continuous,
intensive, and comprehensive" child development and family support services (Sec. 645A(b)(1)). ACF has long
interpreted this language to mean full-day, year-round services, though that interpretation is not written into
the statute or codified as a specific hour count, so programs would have flexibility to design schedules based
on community needs.

ACF's stated goal is to give programs flexibility to set schedules based on local needs; programs may also
choose to keep their current hours. [ ]

How would the proposed changes affect the relationship between Head Start and the
Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV) program?

MIECHV and Head Start are separate federal programs, and these proposed changes wouldn't affect MIECHV's
own eligibility or funding requirements. However, the NPRM would eliminate the federal requirements governing
EHS home-based services, including the frequency and duration of home visits, group socializations, and home
visitor caseloads — currently a required caseload of 10 to 12 families per home visitor, with a maximum of 12 —as
these provisions are contained only in regulation. Programs could choose to reduce the number or length of
home visits, which could result in larger caseloads and fewer home-visiting staff.

Because MIECHV funding must support evidence-based home-visiting models with their own fidelity
requirements (meaning strict adherence to that model's specific, evidence-based practices), any changes an
EHS program makes to its home-visiting practices could affect how well the two programs coordinate where
they operate jointly. This matters most in communities where the two programs share infrastructure rather than
operate as separate systems. For example, there are communities where the same home visitors serve both EHS-
and MIECHV-funded families. A shared home visitor's EHS caseload could grow under this proposed rule, while
their MIECHYV caseload stays fixed — creating a capacity constraint. MIECHV's standards are also established by
law and can't be relaxed without risking that program's own funding. These examples are inferences based on
how EHS and MIECHYV typically interact operationally, not something the NPRM addresses directly. [Removed]

How would the proposed nutrition provisions interact with the existing requirement for
Head Start programs to participate in Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP)?

The NPRM would not change anything of substance; it's a shorter regulatory restatement of something that
continues either way, because it comes from USDA's own program rules, not from Head Start's. Under the
proposed rule, programs would continue to be required to use USDA Child Nutrition programs (including CACFP)
as the primary funding source for meals and snacks, using Head Start funds only for costs USDA doesn't cover. The
proposed nutrition standard (new §1301.07) would require programs to serve nutrient-dense, whole foods
consistent with a healthy diet that conforms to USDA's own CACFP meal-pattern requirements (7 CFR Part 226) —
the same standard programs already meet as CACFP participants. [Still required by law]

7
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Curriculum & Language

Would programs still have to use a research-based curriculum?

Yes. The Head Start Act itself requires agencies to implement a standardized, research-based curriculum
(Sec. 642(f)(3)). The regulation implementing this requirement would be eliminated, but the underlying
legal requirement would not change. [Still required by law]

What could change for children who speak a language other than English at home?

Current regulation requires programs to support a child's home language alongside English — for infants and
toddlers, focusing on home-language development; for preschoolers, developing English while continuing to
develop the home language. The proposed rule would instead require that all education happen in English,
with a priority on teaching English to children who don't yet speak it.

The Head Start Act's language provisions call for children with limited English proficiency to make progress
in English while also making meaningful progress in other areas of language development (Sec. 641A(a)(1)(B)
(x)). Because the statute includes this dual-progress requirement, the NPRM's approach may raise a question
about consistency with the Head Start Act. [New requirement]

Would child screenings and developmental assessments still be required?

The Act requires programs to conduct screenings and set measurable goals for services in general terms.
The specific federal process for how and when screenings and ongoing developmental assessments
happen would be eliminated. [ ]

Governance

Would this proposed rule eliminate parent committees?

Parent committees are currently mandatory, and under the proposed rule they would become optional.
Beyond the structural requirements (bylaws, terms, election procedures), two of the three current substantive
responsibilities of parent committees would also be eliminated: their formal communication channel with the
Policy Council and Policy Committee, and their role in participating in the recruitment and screening of Head
Start employees. Only their general role advising staff on local program policies and activities would remain.
Unlike the Governing Body and Policy Council (see below), parent committees have never been required by
the Head Start Act itself — they exist only because HHS has chosen to require them by regulation, and that
choice has changed before: a 2016 rulemaking specifically 'restored’ a parent-committee requirement that a
prior version of the regulation had dropped. [Removed]

Would the NPRM change any aspect of governing body composition and
Policy Council?

No. These governance structures are required directly by the Head Start Act (Sec. 642(c)-(d)) and
wouldn't be affected by the proposed regulation at all —the NPRM contains no text addressing them
because the statute already guarantees them. [Still required by law]
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Monitoring, Designation (Renewal of Funding) & Oversight

If the proposed rule removes a federal requirement while a state requirement remains,
who monitors compliance?

It depends on the specific requirement. For provisions that would be deferred to state law — licensing, safety
practices, ratios — the Regulatory Impact Analysis (RIA) states plainly that "there may be a larger role for states to
play in monitoring programs per their own licensing standards." That's because federal monitoring visits have
historically also checked state licensing compliance — a role ACF would expect to shift toward states.

ACF would still be legally required to monitor programs at least once every three years (Sec. 641A(c) of the Act),
and that would continue for anything still federally required, by statute or regulation. [ ]

Would the NPRM change how ACF decides if a program is subject to open
competition?

The list of reasons a program could be required to compete would stay roughly the same, but several of those
reasons change in how they would be evaluated. Two would become less specific: the current numeric
thresholds for classroom quality (using a specific observation tool with defined score cutoffs) would be
removed and replaced with an undefined "not delivering classroom quality" standard, and a detailed checklist
for demonstrating progress on school-readiness goals would be replaced with an undefined "suitable results"
standard. Both changes would give ACF more discretion in individual cases.

One condition would be restructured but not changed in substance: what's currently a single combined
condition (going-concern risk plus audit findings) would become two separate conditions. Since either one
would already trigger competition, this is more of a record-keeping change, not a new standard. The remaining
conditions — deficiencies, license revocation, suspension, and debarment or CACFP disqualification —would
carry over largely unchanged. [ ]

What would change under the Designation Renewal System (DRS)?

Two administrative pieces would be reorganized, not eliminated: reporting requirements for certain conditions
would move to a new section on program goals and reporting, and Tribal government consultation would move
to a new "Tribes" section, keeping its existing six-month plan-and-reevaluation process.

One addition: the NPRM says a program's staff qualifications, above or below what the Act requires, can't be
used as a factor in a classroom-quality competition determination. This addition doesn't tie back to existing
regulatory language, but its purpose can be inferred. Since most specific staff-credential regulations would be
eliminated elsewhere, this clause appears intended to keep a program's classroom-quality determination tied to
observed practice rather than staff credentials.

Several other procedural protections would be eliminated:

 Specific requirements for what a competing agency's application must contain (general Act criteria still
apply, per the preamble, but the regulatory checklist would be eliminated);

 Specific notice-and-timeline requirements for designation review (current regulation requires timely notice
on a defined schedule; the proposed text doesn't define "timely");

e Regulatory mandate to use the CLASS: Pre-K tool specifically (ACF says it plans to keep using it, but nothing
would require that going forward);

¢ Flexibility provision that let ACF adjust designation-renewal timelines during declared emergencies;

* Specific criteria for selecting among competing applicants (general Act criteria would apply per the
preamble, with no regulatory elaboration); and

e A waiver pathway that currently lets a debarred agency regain eligibility to compete under specific
conditions. [ ]
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