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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1MIKULSKI SAYS BUSH HEAD START BUDGET 

FORCES LOCAL COMMUNITIES TO MAKE “BAD CHOICES”
Washington, D.C. – At today’s Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP) Committee hearing on the reauthorization of Head Start, Senator Barbara A. Mikulski (D-MD) criticized President Bush’s budget for Head Start.  She said the current funding level means local communities will have to make tough choices between two bad options:  diluting the quality of Head Start or turning eligible children away from the program.

Below is Senator Mikulski’s full statement. 
“Head Start had been one of the more successful federal programs. It’s not perfect, and I agree we can improve it. But we can’t let reform be a code word for dismantling Head Start. 

I am concerned that the Bush plan will turn Head Start into slow start or no start.

Success of Head Start
“Head Start is for the poorest children – 74% of Head Start families are at or below the poverty level. These children are often the farthest behind in learning to read and learning the alphabet. Yet Head Start makes a difference: in one year these students go from the 16th percentile in vocabulary to almost the national norm.
“And Head Start does so much more. It brings children to the doctor to get immunizations or hearing checks. It helps parents get on the right track. Many parents become Head Start teachers and go back to school. It provides nutritious meals for children who might otherwise go hungry. I’m a social worker. I’ve seen first hand children whose lives were changed by a simple hearing aid.  It can make all the difference. Head Start is working well. I think we can aim higher, especially in academics. Yet it will take a serious investment – not a block grant and a prayer.
Tough Choices
“Currently, only 60% of eligible pre-school children are in Head Start, and only 3% of eligible infants and toddlers are in Early Head Start. In Maryland, about 25% of eligible children under the age of six are in Head Start and Early Head Start.
“We should expand Head Start to serve all children. Yet the Bush Budget requested only $148 million more for Head Start.  That’s what the FY04 House and Senate Labor/HHS Appropriations bills provide. It’s not even enough to cover inflation. This means communities have to make tough choices between two bad options: diluting the quality of Head Start or refusing some eligible children.  The Bush Head Start plan does nothing to solve this problem; it tries to avoid the issue by putting the tough decisions and responsibility on communities.
— more —

Montgomery County
“In my own State of Maryland, we are facing this kind of impossible choice.  For years, Montgomery County contributed $16 million of its own money to run a very high quality Head Start program. But they still didn’t have enough money to serve all the low-income children in Head Start.
“Recently, Montgomery County proposed using its money for a Pre-K program that would serve more children. But they also proposed making cut-backs and sacrifices.  They proposed cutting back on comprehensive health and family services for the new Pre-K classes. They proposed shortening Pre-K classes, which means teachers won’t accomplish as much.  And they proposed reducing the number of children in Head Start by almost half.
“The Bush Budget forced Montgomery County into this situation by not providing the resources to serve all children in Head Start. Yet the Bush Head Start block grant plan won’t help. It enables communities to make these choices, but they are still bad choices because the Bush Budget is inadequate. The Bush plan tells communities they must sacrifice quality for quantity.  They have to make all the tough choices because the federal government won’t help them.
Teachers
“The Republican plan is contradictory. On the one hand, it calls for flexibility and block grants. On the other hand, it adds new mandates, without providing the resources.  The House bill requires that 50% of Head Start teachers have Bachelor’s degrees by 2008. This will cost at least $2 million. Yet the House bill doesn’t provide resources: it authorizes a mere $202 million more, which barely covers inflation. 
“I think we should improve teacher qualifications. I think Head Start children should have the best teachers available. Yet I am very concerned about more unfunded mandates. Look at what’s happening with No Child Left Behind. Are there even enough qualified teachers available, especially in rural areas?

Federal Investment
“You can’t get more for less. You get what you pay for. A block grant is not the answer. Federal investment is the answer. The Bush Budget requested only $148 million more for Head Start. That’s what the FY04 House and Senate Labor/HHS Appropriations bills provide.  It’s not even enough to cover inflation. We need to increase federal funds so that all eligible children can benefit from high quality Head Start.
“We need federal leadership to improve academic standards in Head Start and to help coordinate between Head Start and public schools. And we need a dedicated federal investment to help recruit and retain qualified teachers.”
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