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INTRODUCTION
America’s young children and families are facing historic challenges and possibilities. Families are confronting long-standing 
barriers to opportunity like poverty, systemic racism, and under-resourced neighborhoods, and also challenges related 
to a global pandemic, gun violence, and climate change including increasingly dangerous natural disasters and resulting 
displacements. In the face of these complex challenges atop those of daily life, families and communities are resilient, 
resourceful, and motivated to provide their children with a promising future. They are ready to tap into this era of unprece-
dented possibility, scientific discovery, and innovation that can buffer the impacts of adverse experiences. Research points 
to supporting the strengths and needs of children via “early, continuous, intensive, and comprehensive” “whole child-whole 

family” programs, such as those delivered by Head Start and Early Head Start.1 These programs should be expanded and 
updated to incorporate up-to-date scientific and practice insights to better address the 21st century needs of America’s 
children and families. 

Why Whole Child-Whole Family Approaches
The early years of life are a time of unparalleled growth that is deeply influenced by children’s environments and experi-
ences. For healthy development and learning, all children need safe, affirming, and positive early experiences within their 
families and outside of their homes. These experiences include safe, stable, nurturing environments within the home where 
the wellbeing of mothers, fathers, and other caregivers are supported.2 A caregiver’s mental health and levels of stress influ-
ence children’s behaviors, language development, and brain development, thus the focus needs to be on whole child and 
whole family support.3 Experiences in the community are also important to ensure that children have opportunities to learn, 
play, and grow in spaces that are free from violence and harmful chemicals, and in environments that are culturally- 
affirming, promote positive relationships and access to resources that can reduce stress on both caregivers and children.4 
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Toxic stress, defined by the Harvard Center on the Developing Child as “prolonged activation of the stress response 
system,” can be experienced when a child goes through frequent and significant adversity, such as deprivation, neglect, 
abuse, or exposure to violence without adequate adult support.5 Families experiencing poverty, and families that face 
systemic barriers that limit access to protective resources are especially at risk. “Because racism places Black and other 
[racially and ethnically minoritized] children at higher risk for experiencing stressors such as psychological distress, racism 
may upregulate their stress response systems, thus leading to dysregulation.”6

Prolonged exposure to adversity can potentially cause physical changes to the structure of children’s brains, disrupting the 
development of strong brain architecture and heightening their propensity to be in “fight or flight mode” with long term 
implications for health and learning. Early childhood adversity is associated with a range of negative life outcomes, such as 
poor health, higher rates of high school dropout, and unemployment later in life.7

Fortunately, children thrive when their families thrive, and there are proven strategies for mitigating the effects of the 
adverse experiences of children and families while building on their strengths. Research demonstrates that: caring relation-
ships, access to basic resources, access to opportunities, and safe and predictable early environments can buffer children 
and their families against the adverse consequences of toxic stress and boost healthy development and learning. 

One effective way to promote healthy child development and learning is by integrating early childhood education and 
comprehensive family supports. Building upon relationships established within early education and care programs, children 
and families enrolled can be connected to social, emotional, health and academic supports—such as diapers, food, books, 
parenting support, special education, and health services—as well as developmental opportunities for children like play-
groups, music, art; family visits to libraries and museums; and connections to opportunities for parental and caregiver lead-
ership and support such as education, job training, employment, transportation, housing, financial supports, community 
groups, mental health and health services.8 

Whether accessed by families directly or with assistance, regular connections to robust supports and opportunities, often 
referred to as “comprehensive services,” are vital to fostering family and child well being and healthy child development. 
Drawing on the interdisciplinary sciences of learning and child development, the case for an integration between early 
education and care approaches and comprehensive services becomes clear. 

Comprehensive services as a part of early childhood programs are essential for improving outcomes for children and fami-
lies because they: 

	ypromote access to resources, opportunities, and positive relationships,

	y reduce stressors within the child’s environment and strengthen families,

	ysupport development across all domains, 

	ynarrow inequities tied to race and class.9

Promote access to resources, opportunities, and positive relationships: Families with young children are in a time of 
transition and openness to new experiences and relationships.10 Connections to early childhood educators, staff, other 
parents, and community members can play an integral role in supporting families as they gain knowledge and access to 
the resources they need to parent their infants, toddlers, and preschoolers.11 Early education and care programs like Head 
Start and Early Head Start create a network of trusted adults who, like the parent, are invested in a child’s healthy develop-
ment and learning.12 When combined with an intentional emphasis on connecting children and families to comprehensive 
supports and opportunities from the surrounding community, early education programs become conduits to resources and 
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relationships that can open doors of possibility and buffer 
against life’s challenges.13 These “protective” relation-
ships can alter the trajectories of young children and their 
families.14

Reduce stress in the child’s environment: A “whole child, 
whole family” approach recognizes that the family context 
profoundly influences child development and learning, 
and emphasizes the importance of support for both the 
child and their family. Comprehensive services can reduce 
family stressors and promote well being by providing 
access to material resources, like food or housing, social 
resources such as parenting support, connections to other 
parents or community organizations, and skill-building 
resources for caregivers like job training opportunities 
or financial literacy. Tailored supports can build care-
giver confidence, knowledge, resources, and relationships 
which can reduce stress and promote well being for a 
family and their child.15

Support development across domains: Early experiences 
lay the foundation for subsequent development. The early 
years are an especially sensitive developmental period, 
with more than one million neural connections formed 
every second during the first few years of life.16 As children learn and grow, development occurs simultaneously across all 
domains: cognitive, physical, social-emotional, and psychological.17 These domains continuously co-act with and build on 
one another. For example, the ability to use language to communicate is deeply intertwined with developing cognitive skills, 
socializing with peers, and expressing emotions in constructive ways. However, this also means that obstacles to develop-
ment in one domain can threaten development in other domains. 

Effective approaches to coordinating comprehensive services target support for strengths and needs for each child and 
family across all domains, optimizing a child’s chances for healthy development. For example, this can include access to 
nutritious food, medical care, speech/language support, seasonal clothing, books, a neighborhood play group, and educa-
tion and training opportunities for a parent. 

Narrow inequities tied to race, place, and class: Coping with racial stereotypes, discrimination, and systemic barriers can 
be a source of chronic stress in the child and their parents and caregivers. These barriers can also limit opportunities for 
economic mobility. The impacts of tangible and intangible barriers can manifest as chronic physical and mental health 
conditions.18 Additionally, Black, Hispanic, immigrant, and other families disproportionately experience adversities like 
poverty.19 Poverty poses a threat to healthy child development because it increases deprivation, uncertainties, and stresses, 
while limiting developmental opportunities and resources for children and families.20 Comprehensive services, tailored to 
the unique needs of each child and family, can act as a buffer against these experiences by reducing barriers to resources 
and opportunities and by limiting the disadvantages experienced by children in underserved communities.
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EVIDENCE OF IMPACTS
Research on Early Head Start and Head Start combined with emergent understanding of the role of comprehensive services 
and robust evidence from integrated student support interventions in elementary schools build both theoretical and 
evidence-based cases for the importance of updating approaches to implementing comprehensive services in early child-
hood settings. Together, these studies suggest that updating approaches to the integration of comprehensive services—
consistent with evidence-based best practices—can have a positive impact on child development and learning outcomes in 
both the short- and long-terms. These studies also demonstrate positive impacts on parents and caregivers.

Head Start 
Although Head Start programs have always included access to comprehensive services, impact studies of Head Start 
programs have not historically sought to isolate and understand the impacts attributable to comprehensive services alone, 
as compared to the combination of educational and comprehensive supports. However, new studies are exploring the role 
of Head Start family support staff, who are instrumental to providing comprehensive services. These studies are finding that 
the role is essential to child and parent outcomes through both supporting family self sufficiency and positive parenting 
behaviors. One study found that strong relationships between Head Start family support staff and families resulted in 
children having better vocabularies, in part because families engaged in more educational activities in the home.21 A 
second study found that the receipt of income support was associated with reduced depression for parents and improved 
approaches to learning in children.22

Early Head Start
Because it serves families with the youngest children, research on Early Head Start has focused on assessing parenting 
and the parent-child relationship. A rigorous experimental study of Early Head Start has shown not only the impacts of the 
program for both children, parenting and family well-being, but also sheds light on the pathways to impacts for children, 
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including the impacts on parenting and family wellbeing as well as the receipt of 
comprehensive services. 

IMPROVED CAREGIVER ENGAGEMENT AND REDUCED 
STRESS:
	yCaregivers who participate in Early Head Start are found to be more 
emotionally supportive, engaged during play, and more likely to read to their 
child daily.23

	yCaregivers are less likely to engage in negative parenting strategies, such as 
spanking, and report being less stressed having less family conflict.24

	yCaregivers participating in Early Head Start show increased participation in 
education and job readiness activities and are more likely to be employed.25

IMPROVED CHILD COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT:
	yChildren participating in Early Head Start programs demonstrate improved 
language and vocabulary acquisition.26

	yChildren enrolled in Early Head Start show accelerated cognitive devel-
opment and academic achievement, reducing the percentages of children 
scoring in the at-risk range on developmental functioning, and bringing 
them closer to the national mean than prior to enrollment.27

IMPROVED CHILD SOCIAL SKILLS: 
	yChildren enrolled in Early Head Start demonstrate, when compared to 
similar children not enrolled in Early Head Start, improved social interaction 
skills and less hyperactive or aggressive behavior.28

	yChildren participating in Early Head Start engage their parents more, are 
more likely to observe objects during play, and have fewer negative interac-
tions with their parents.29

MORE ACCESS TO COMPREHENSIVE SUPPORTS:
	yAt age 2, Early Head Start families report receiving many more services than 
similar families not enrolled in Early Head Start such as parenting support, 
increased hours of child care, Early Intervention services, health and mental 
services, education, and job training.30

	ySpecific services received lead to benefits for children and families.31 For 
example, a parent’s access to education and job training services so that 
they can obtain a better job is linked to positive parenting behaviors and 
positive impacts on child social-emotional and cognitive development. Early 
intervention services are associated with positive cognitive and language 
outcomes for children. And access to additional hours of child care are 
positively associated with children’s cognitive development and parents’ 
support of their child’s learning and development.32

EARLY IMPACTS ON 
PARENTS HAVE LONG 
TERM BENEFITS

Analysis of the Early Head Start 
Research and Evaluation Project 
shows that the early impacts of 
the program on parenting and 
family wellbeing have long term 
benefits. For example: 

Early Head Start children were 
less likely to experience mal-
treatment in the first 15 years of 
their lives due to early impacts 
on positive parenting behaviors 
and increased family well be-
ing—reduced family conflict and 
parenting distress.33

Early Head Start impacts on 
reducing parenting stress and 
spanking while children were 
aged 2 and 3 resulted in more 
positive social-emotional out-
comes for children in 5th grade, 
7 years after the end of the 
program.34 

Early Head Start impacts on 
increasing learning opportuni-
ties in the home environment, 
increasing supportive parenting 
and decreasing detached parent-
ing when children were 2 and 3 
led to increased academic skills 
for children in 5th grade.35
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Integrated Student Support
The potential contributions of comprehensive supports and opportunities to child development and learning is further illu-
minated by evidence from approaches to integrated student support in elementary schools, where children are typically 
ages 5–11.

Integrated Student Support is a school-based approach to ensuring that each child receives the resources, relationships, 
and opportunities that best address his or her strengths and needs. When integrated into the day-to-day functioning of the 
school, it intentionally and systematically addresses the out-of-school factors that can impede children’s readiness to learn 
in school.36 Evidence-based approaches to integrated student support demonstrate a range of positive results for students, 
including:

	yMore access to comprehensive supports: In schools with and without approaches to integrated student support, 
students had more access to comprehensive services in schools that intentionally coordinated both school and 
community resources for children and families.37 A study of City Connects, an integrated student support model, found 
that on average, City Connects students accessed an additional $5,400 worth of services in support of student well-
being during elementary school, as compared to students in schools with a traditional approach to student support.38

	yLess likely to be chronically absent or repeat a grade: Students attending a school with an integrated system of 
support demonstrated lower rates of being held back in grade as well as reduced chronic absenteeism when compared 
to similar students who never enrolled in a school with an integrated approach to student support.39 

	y Improved effort, attendance, and engagement: Children participating in educational settings with systems of inte-
grated comprehensive support, as compared to children in educational settings without, demonstrated improved 
academic motivation and achievement, more positive attitudes about school, and more consistent school attendance.40

	yStronger performance in class: Students experiencing high quality integrated student support, who had significantly 
lower report card scores in math and reading, catch up to or outperform comparison students by the end of grade 5.41 
Integrated student support models also had statistically significant impacts on the proportion of students who passed 
all their core courses, and on the overall reduction of course failure.42

	yOutperform comparison peers on statewide tests: In a large-scale study, students who were randomly assigned to 
schools with integrated student support scored significantly higher than their peers randomly assigned to comparison 

schools on fifth-grade statewide ELA and mathematics tests.43 Additionally, students who received evidence-based 
integrated student support in elementary school (grades K–5) demonstrated on the 8th grade statewide tests that 
they closed about two-thirds of achievement gaps in Math, and half of the achievement gap in English Language Arts 
compared to their peers who did not receive integrated student support in elementary school.44

	yLess likely to drop out of high school: Students who received evidence-based integrated student support in elemen-
tary school were approximately half as likely to drop out of high school than peers who did not receive comprehensive 
support.45

	y Increased postsecondary enrollment and completion: Students who experienced integrated student support in 
elementary school are more likely to enroll in, and graduate from, postsecondary programs.46
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BEST PRACTICES
The developmental sciences and the 
research on effectiveness provide insight into 
how approaches to comprehensive services 
can best disrupt negative developmental 
pathways and strengthen positive develop-
mental trajectories through relationships, 
supports, and opportunities. Head Start and 
Early Head Start can strengthen their current 
approaches by more consistently using best 
practices to produce an approach that is:47 

	yCustomized: All children have strengths 
and needs and follow a unique develop-
mental trajectory shaped by genetics, 
experiences, and family and community 
contexts. Therefore, interventions must 
be customized to best support each 
individual child and their family.48

	yComprehensive: Children develop 
across multiple domains and exhibit 
strengths that can be cultivated 
and needs that can be addressed. 
Interventions must therefore account 
for all domains and the levels of risk experienced within each domain. For young children, multigenerational supports 
which address comprehensive aspects of parenting and family wellbeing can play an important role in strengthening a 
child’s developmental context. 

	yCo-created: Children depend foremost on the care and engagement of their parents and caregivers. Co-creating a 
customized and comprehensive plan with parents and caregivers respects families as knowledgeable about their chil-
dren and empowers families with knowledge and decision making that can activate engaged parenting.49

	yCoordinated: All environments in which children learn, play, and live influence their development. Therefore, interven-
tions must coordinate across a child’s early childhood program, family, and community in order to access adequate 
supports and align efforts. 

	yContinuous: Development occurs over time and subsequent development depends on earlier experiences. Therefore, 
interventions must be continuous in that they encourage consistent follow-up and adapt to the child and family’s 
changing strengths and needs. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR HEAD START AND EARLY 
HEAD START
Head Start and Early Head Start have many strengths on which to build. From inception, both programs have recognized 
the importance of comprehensive services, and taken steps to connect young children and their families to program- and 
community-based supports. Although the quality and consistency of access to comprehensive services varies across 
programs and communities, some Early Head Start and Head Start programs do implement many of the core best practices 
and have demonstrated results for children across the United States.50 During the COVID-19 pandemic, amidst widespread 
social isolation and shut downs of businesses, schools, and community organizations, Head Start and Early Head Start 
programs leveraged existing community partnerships to ensure that resources, supplies, and virtual or ‘drive up’ support for 
families and children were provided.51 In some places, teachers, bus drivers, agency upper management, and Family Support 
teams played essential roles in connecting participating low-income families to the assistance they needed.52

The opportunity presented by reauthorization of the Head Start Act is to make improvements that enhance the efficacy of 
Head Start and Early Head Start interventions, and to develop resilient systems capable of supporting families with young 
children through a period of increasing complexity and upheaval. Among the changes that the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services and Congress can consider are:

	yBuilding on Best Practices: Best practices point toward establishing a clear operational infrastructure to support 
in-program interventions as well as coordination of community-based services, enrichments, and relationships for 
children and families. The operational infrastructure includes development of a comprehensive support plan for each 
child, and capacity to ensure delivery of individualized plans by coordinating both in-program and community-based 
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services and opportunities. Best prac-
tices include engaging parents as advo-
cates with important insights about their 
children, and supporting parent knowl-
edge-building and capacity to connect 
to resources. Implementation consis-
tent with best practices builds upon and 
strengthens the two-generational model 
of Early Head Start and Head Start by 
creating a more intentional, systematic, 
and comprehensive approach. 

	yUpdating Language: Update the Head 
Start Act to better reflect recent research 
and best practices for effective coor-
dination of comprehensive services. 
This includes: articulating the role of 
toxic stress and the mitigating effects 
of comprehensive supports and enrich-
ments; directing the Administration of 
Children and Families to clarify staff roles 
and responsibilities at the local level; 
and to provide research-based guidance, professional development, technical assistance, and technology to support 
effective implementation of comprehensive services consistent with best practices. This recommendation builds 
on proposed changes to the Head Start Performance Standards which would reduce the caseloads of family service 
professionals and improve conditions for teachers in order to enable higher quality engagement between programs, 
children, and families.

	y Increasing Funding: Strengthening the whole child, whole family model with cutting edge practices for integrating 
comprehensive services will require modest increases in funding in order to generate positive outcomes. A set aside 
to invest in aligned professional development, supporting technology, and community partnerships responsive to the 
needs and interests of participating children and families would enable more effective and efficient implementation. 
To provide accountability and understand implementation and efficacy within the Early Head Start and Head Start 
contexts, funding for research and evaluation should also be provided. 

	yEnhancing Support for Professionals Working with Families: The Head Start and Early Head Start professionals 
working with families are part of an extensive interdisciplinary network interacting with families of young children. 
This includes professionals such as home visitors, pediatricians, social workers, infant mental health specialists, child 
welfare workers, and virtually any family support professionals ranging from early intervention, early care and educa-
tion, and multiple fields of psychology. Head Start and Early Head Start professionals could benefit from increased 
support rooted in the Relationship Based Competencies, which are based on research and recommended practice 
across the diverse fields that work alongside families from pregnancy through the early childhood years.53 By increasing 
support for professionals, staff wellness is promoted and protected, which is essential to relationship building between 
adults connected to the families of young children, and promotes family well-being.54
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CONCLUSION
The potential of coordinated comprehensive services to positively impact the developmental contexts of children makes 
it particularly important that early childhood programs, like Head Start and Early Head Start, engage in research-backed 
best practices in support of families and young children. Best practices build on what Head Start and Early Head Start 
are already doing by creating a systematic and methodological approach to ensuring that every child and family receives 
needed supports and aligned opportunities. This systemic approach allows for adaptability as children’s needs and families’ 
circumstances change, and resiliency and connection in the context of crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the 
important role of Early Head Start and Head Start programs in providing protective resources and relationships to children 
and families during a crisis. Strengthening these programs by focusing on improved coordination and integration of compre-
hensive supports and opportunities will allow Early Head Start and Head Start programs to promote healthy child develop-
ment, learning, and thriving in an era of change and challenge.
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