FIGHT CRIME= PENNSYLVANIA
INVEST IN KIDS

Pennsylvania's Head Start
Supplemental Assistance Program
Is More Important than Ever

High-Quality Early Education:
A Path to Family Success and
Less Crime

The law enforcement leaders of Fight Crime: Invest
in Kids Pennsylvania recognize that high-quality
early care and education programs are an essential
and impactful way to give kids the right start in life
and help them avoid becoming involved in crime
as they age. Research backs this up: studies show
that kids from disadvantaged circumstances who
attend high-quality pre-k programs are more likely
to succeed in school and less likely to commit
crimes as adults than similar children who do not
participate in such programs.

partners in their child’s success. Head Start’s

holistic, comprehensive family support services
Head Start empower parents to be more self-sufficient while

preparing their children for school success.

In Pennsylvania, one such high-quality program
is Head Start, a research-based national program

for 3- to 5-year-old children whose families have Pennsylvania Head Start
incomes below the federal poverty line. Head supplemental Assistance

Start is shown to make a lasting difference by

supporting children’s development, including program

social and emotional growth, as well as school- Because the federal Head Start program has
readiness sKkills such as early literacy and math. It never been funded to serve all eligible children,
also provides access to health services, including Pennsylvania created a new budget line item in
vision screenings, dental checkups, developmental 2004 to allow more children to participate. The
assessments, and nutritious meals. initial $15 million investment in the new Head Start
A key component of Head Start is family Supplemental Assistance Program (HSSAP) was
engagement, with families serving as essential the first time Pennsylvania resourced high-quality
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early learning. Through HSSAP, Pennsylvania
appropriates state funds beyond those allocated
by the federal government to support this state-
based Head Start program. The current $91 million
state annual investment allows an additional 6,579
children to participate in the program, who would
otherwise be denied access to this once-in-a-
lifetime early learning opportunity.! Even with this
success, only 38% of Head Start-eligible children
are being served in Pennsylvania.

Head Start providers also face significant financial
challenges and have found that HSSAP rate
increases have not kept pace with federal rate
increases. Since HSSAP funding is allocated to
existing federally funded Head Start programs,
the inconsistency in state and federal funding rate
increases is challenging for program providers.
This lack of consistency jeopardizes the capacity
of HSSAP programs to maintain quality, retain
teachers, and continue expanding access.

Without adequate funding, grantees are unable to
pay staff competitive salaries or, in many cases,
even a living wage. The result is that Head Start
programs serve as the teacher “training ground” for
public schools, as teachers gain credentials and
experience and then leave for better-paying jobs in
school districts. This turnover leads to setbacks in
children’s education and impacts the continuity and
quality of care for our youngest learners. Currently
in Pennsylvania, the statewide annual salary of the
most experienced pre-k teachers is nearly $5,000
less than that of entry-level kindergarten teachers.

Funding Threat on the Horizon

Even as Head Start celebrates 60 years of
serving our country’s most vulnerable children
and families, the program faces challenges at the
federal level. In the spring of 2025, the Trump
Administration proposed eliminating Head Start.
After supporters in Pennsylvania and nationwide
launched advocacy efforts to protect the program,
the president’s FFY26 budget proposal ultimately
included level-funding for the program. Future
federal funding is uncertain, so Pennsylvania

must continue increasing investments in HSSAP
to ensure adequate early learning services for the
commonwealth’s children.

Recommendations

Pennsylvania should continue to build on decades
of bipartisan support and make increased state
investments in HSSAP to stabilize the workforce
and ensure programmatic expenses are met.
Pennsylvania must invest evenly in HSSAP and
Pre-K Counts to support a high-quality, well-aligned
pre-k system in which early childhood professionals
are paid at least a living wage comparable to
similarly-credentialled teachers in the K-12 system.

Conclusion

High-quality early childhood education like Head
Start is a powerful means of preparing children
for school and life success, free of the pitfalls of
juvenile delinquency and crime. However, this
full potential will only be realized when all eligible
children can attend quality programs, supported
by a highly qualified early childhood workforce
with adequate education, ongoing professional
development, and sufficient compensation.
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