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Indian Head Start has been a vital part of Head Start since its inception in 1965, and it is 

currently the most important and successful program focused on the dire circumstances of Native 

children.  Central to Indian Head Start's success has been the program's family- and community-

centered model and its focus on culturally appropriate instruction.  Implementing the following 

priorities is critical to ensuring Indian Head Start's ability to effectively serve the next generation of 

Native students, families, and communities. 

 Preserve the Federal-to-Tribal relationship.  The Head Start Act helps fulfill the Federal 

government's unique responsibility to Indian Tribes and preserves the government-to-government 

relationship by ensuring that funds flow directly from the Federal government to Tribes.  Tribal 

programs have traditionally had difficulty securing funds that pass through states.  Preserving the 

direct Federal-to-Tribal relationship is essential to Indian Head Start's success 

 Ensure adequate funding.  The Head Start Act provides set asides for Indian Head Start, and 

these specifically designated funds are necessary for program stability.  However, prior to the 2007 

reauthorization, funds set aside for priority programs, such as Indian Head Start, were diverted to 

mainstream Head Start funding.  Congress attempted to address this by providing special Indian Head 

Start expansion funds in the 2007 Act, but under the Act's complicated formula the provision of these 

funds was only triggered once.  As a result, there has never been a real mitigation of Indian Head 

Start's lost slots.  In general, a funding mechanism is needed to deliver on Congress' promise to 

redress past diversion of funds.  Whenever there is a funding increase, it is important that the Office 

of Head Start administratively ensure that Congress’ intent to augment Indian Head Start funding is 

reflected in the allocation of funds. 

 Provide funding flexibility.  The non-Federal share requirements of the Head Start Act are 

not consistent with the Federal government's unique responsibility to Tribes.  Many Indian Head Start 

programs have difficulty meeting these requirements, and their waiver would enable programs to use 

scarce resources for much-needed purposes such as addressing woefully inadequate facilities funding 

or quality improvement.  Additionally, programs should be able to use expansion dollars with more 

flexibility, including for retaining qualified staff through salary increases (matching local school 

district) 

 Facilitate culturally appropriate instruction and program design.  Culture and language 

play a critical role in Indian Head Start programs, yet many Native elders are not certified teachers.  

Tribes should be able to develop their own locally designed certification programs and their own 

culturally appropriate curriculum.  Tribes should also be exempt from full-day, full-year requirements 

which are not consistent with many communities' cultural practices and ceremonial calendars. 

 Implement culturally appropriate evaluation tools and training materials.  Indian Head 

Start programs are deeply committed to excellence, but the Classroom Assessment Scoring System 

(CLASS) lacks valid research on Native children and was never intended as a monitoring tool.  

Triennial reviewers have not proved culturally sensitive.  CLASS should not be used to place the 

lowest-scoring 10% of programs in the Designation Renewal System (DRS) regardless of overall 

score.   


