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Executive Summary  

Background 

Head Start is a comprehensive early childhood development program serving low-income families and 

children from birth through age five administered through the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services (HHS), Administration for Children and Families (ACF), Office of Head Start (OHS). Established 

in 1965 as an anti-poverty initiative, Head Start promotes “the school readiness of low income children 

by enhancing their cognitive, social, and emotional development” through supportive learning 

environments and an array of “health, educational, nutritional, social and other services” to children and 

their families (Sec. 636. [42 U.S.C. 9831]). Today, 

local services are delivered through about 1,700 

public, private nonprofit, and private for profit 

organizations across the United States and in the 

US territories and Puerto Rico (OHS 2016a). 

In 2011, ACF expanded its accountability 

provisions for the Head Start program through 

the implementation of the Head Start 

Designation Renewal System (DRS). Before 

2011, Head Start grants were awarded for 

indefinite periods. The Improving Head Start for 

School Readiness Act of 2007 required that 

Head Start grants be awarded for a five-year 

period. Furthermore, the Act required ACF to 

develop a system for identifying which grantees 

provide high quality comprehensive services and 

can receive automatic grant renewal at the end 

of the 5-year period; and which grantees are not 

and will be subject to open competition to 

receive renewed funding. The DRS was 

developed in response to these provisions and identifies seven conditions of designation renewal. If a 

Head Start grantee does not meet any of the conditions, they receive automatic renewal of their grant. 

Head Start Designation Renewal System 

Seven Conditions 
 

1. A deficiency (i.e., a systemic or substantial failure) 

in meeting program performance standards.  

2. Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) 

domain scores below a minimum threshold or in 

the lowest 10 percent of the distribution.    

3. Failure to establish, analyze and utilize program-

level school readiness goals.  

4. Revocation of state or local license to operate. 

5. Suspension by ACF. 

6. Debarment from receiving funding from another 

federal or state agency or disqualification from 

participation in the Child and Adult Care Food 

Program. 

7. Determination from an annual audit of being at 

risk for failing to continue functioning as a “going 

concern”.  
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If a Head Start grantee meets any one of the seven conditions, the grant is subject to an open 

competition for future funding. From 2011 to 2015, 453 Head Start grants were designated for 

competition based on DRS (ACF 2011, 2013, 2014; OHS 2015a).  

Because the DRS represents a major change in the accountability structure for Head Start and has 

significantly changed the way ACF administers and manages the program, at the request of ACF 

leadership, the ACF Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation (OPRE) commissioned a study of DRS 

implementation, including how the system is addressing its goals of transparency, validity, reliability, 

and stimulating program quality improvement efforts. The study’s purpose is to understand the 

mechanisms by which the DRS might support program quality improvement, ask whether the DRS 

identifies grantees providing lower-quality services for designation for competition, and examine the 

results of grants competitions in terms of the types of applicants that received awards and their efforts 

to improve services in the community. The study is observational and cannot address causal 

relationships (e.g., does DRS improve quality of services, or do grantees change their policies and 

practices because of the DRS) and could not document whether quality improved over time within all 

grantees or even in the sites designated for competition. The goal of the study is to describe early 

implementation of the DRS and to ask whether the DRS appears to incentivize grantees’ efforts to 

improve quality during monitoring or competition. 

Evaluation Approach  

In fall 2012, OPRE contracted with the Urban Institute and its subcontractor, the Frank Porter Graham 

Child Development Institute at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, to design and execute a 

study of the early implementation of the DRS. The evaluation is based on an assumption that DRS has 

two primary mechanisms for improving quality in Head Start programs: (1) incentivizing all grantees to 

improve quality in an effort to avoid designation for competition, and (2) in communities identified as 

providing lower quality services, introducing grant competitions through which applicants propose 

quality improvements to be competitive. The evaluation team sought to examine these mechanisms by 

describing the early implementation of the DRS in terms of how well the conditions of DRS differentiate 

between grantees providing lower- and higher-quality services, the types of quality improvement 

activities in which grantees engage before or during the quality assessment process, the extent to which 

competition exists for Head Start grants, and the quality improvement efforts introduced through the 

competitive process. Specifically, the evaluation addresses five research questions (RQ):  
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1. How do grantees perceive the DRS and prepare for their monitoring and assessment in terms 

of efforts to improve program quality?  

2. Does the DRS differentiate higher versus lower quality programs?  

3. How do grantees perceive and experience the monitoring, assessment, and DRS designation 

processes in terms of their efforts to improve program quality?  

4. What does competition look like? How much competition is generated by DRS?  

5. How do grantees experience the negotiation, award, and transition processes in terms of 

preparing them to implement quality improvements to existing services?  

To address these questions, the evaluation used a mixed-methods design that integrates 

quantitative observational assessments, surveys, and administrative data with qualitative interviews. 

Table ES.1 describes the sample, constructs of interest, data-collection methods and tools for each 

research question. 

To examine how well the DRS differentiates higher- and lower-quality programs (RQ2), we used 

various quantitative methods to measure the quality of preschool classrooms, teacher-child 

interactions, health and safety practices, family engagement, program operations and governance, and 

fiscal management, and compared how the evaluation’s assessments of quality align with OHS’s 

assessments of quality in the DRS. A random sample of 71 grantees (35 designated for competition, 36 

not designated for competition) participated in the evaluation’s on-site quality assessments. Much of 

this sample was drawn from grantees receiving their Triennial Monitoring Review visit during the time 

of the evaluation (during the 2013-14 monitoring year; Monitoring Cohort 4). Because of low response 

rates, the evaluation had to draw some of its sample from the previous monitoring year (2012-13; 

Monitoring Cohort 3).1 One of the quality assessments, the financial vulnerability assessment, used a 

separate sample of 216 nonprofit grantees. See chapter II and technical volume II, appendix B for more 

information.  

 To understand how programs perceive and respond to the monitoring and assessment process 

applying the DRS conditions (RQ1 and RQ3), we conducted a survey of Head Start directors regarding 

professional development and technical assistance practices, as well as qualitative interviews with staff 

at multiple levels of the Head Start organization to explore programs’ experience with the monitoring 

and assessment process. Directors from the 71 grantees participating in the quality assessments (RQ2) 

were invited to participate in the survey; 66 directors completed it. From among them, 35 directors 

                                                           
1 Of the 71 grantees, 61 grantees (29 designated for competition) were from the 2013-14 monitoring year and 10 grantees (6 
designated for competition) were from the 2012-13 monitoring year.  
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were purposively selected for telephone interviews and 15 grantees were purposively selected2 for on-

site qualitative interviews with multiple staff and stakeholders. See chapter II and technical volume II, 

appendix C for more information. 

To examine competition (RQ4 and RQ5), the evaluation conducted a survey of applicants for Head 

Start grants to understand their proposed plans, analyzed administrative and secondary data to 

examine applicant and awardee characteristics, and conducted qualitative interviews with key staff at a 

sample of awardee agencies to understand how the competitive process may relate to quality 

improvements in Head Start. The sample for this part of the evaluation was drawn from among grantees 

in DRS Cohort 3 and applicants for the 2014 funding opportunity announcements (FOAs). The 

evaluation obtained administrative data on the characteristics of all 105 grantees designated for 

competition in DRS Cohort 3 and 177 of 182 applicants for the 2014 FOAs. Additionally, 120 of the 182 

applicants responded to a survey of program features and services described in their grant applications. 

Finally, nine grantees who received an award resulting from the 2014 FOAs were purposively selected 

for qualitative interviews with staff at multiple levels of the organization to explore their experience 

with the competition, award and transition processes. See chapter II and technical volume II, appendix 

D for more information. 

 

                                                           
2 Purposive selection focused on ensuring a sample of grantees that varied in terms of their geographic region, designation status, 
and funded enrollment. See table C.1 in technical volume II, appendix C for more detail on the characteristics of participating 
grantees. 
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TABLE ES.1. 
Overview of Sample, Constructs, Methods and Tools by Research Question 

Research Question Sample Construct  Assessment tool

1. How do grantees 
perceive the DRS and 

prepare for their 
monitoring and 

assessment in terms of 
efforts to improve 

program quality? 

66 grantees 

Professional 

development and 
technical assistance 

activities 

aProfessional Development and Technical 
 Assistance (PDTA) Survey

35 grantees 
Perceptions of and 

preparations for DRS 

aSemi-structured telephone interview with 
 Head Start directors

15 grantees 
Perceptions of and 

preparations for DRS 

aSemi-structured on-site interviews with 
program directors and managers, executive 

directors, governing body members, and 
Policy Council members 

2. Does the DRS 
differentiate higher 

versus lower quality 
programs? 

71 grantees 
 

Classroom quality 

Classroom Assessment Scoring System 
(CLASS) 

Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale—
Revised (ECERS-R) Interaction Score 

Early Childhood Environmental Rating 
Scale—Extension (ECERS-E) Academic 

Activities Score 
Adapted Teacher Styles Rating Scale (TSRS 

Adapted) Classroom Structure and 
Management Subscale 

Child health and 
safety 

Health and Safety Checklist (adapted from 
NAEYC and CA checklists)  

Family and 

community 
engagement 

Program Administration Scale (PAS) Family 
Partnership Subscale 

Child development 
and education 

PAS Child Assessment Subscale  

Management, 
operations, and 

governance systems  

Composite: PAS Governance and 
Management, Fiscal Management Personnel 

Cost and Allocation subscales 

216 nonprofit 
b grantees

Fiscal management 
Tuckman & Chang Financial Vulnerability 
Ratios using IRS Form 990 data 

3. How do grantees 
perceive the 

monitoring, 
assessment, and DRS 

designation processes 
in terms of their 

efforts to improve 
program quality? 

35 grantees 
Perceptions of and 
preparations for DRS 

aSemi-structured telephone interview with 
grantee Head Start directors 

15 grantees 
Perceptions of and 
preparations for DRS 

aSemi-structured on-site interviews with 

program directors and managers, executive 
directors, governing body members, and 

Policy Council members 

4. What does 
competition look like? 

105 grantees 
designated for 

competition; 
182 

applicants for 
grants 

Characteristics of 
grantees designated 

for competition and 
applicants for new 

awards 

Extant data sources including: OHS 
administrative data on applicants and 

awardees, Program Information Report 
(PIR) data, Census data, and other publicly 

available data  



  
 
 

E A R L Y  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N  O F  T H E  H E A D  S T A R T  D E S I G N A T I O N  R E N E W A L  S Y S T E M :  V O L U M E  I   x i i i   

 

Research Question Sample Construct Assessment tool 

120 applicant 

respondents 

Proposed service 

delivery 
aApplicant survey  

9 grantees 

with new 
awards 

Decisions to compete, 

proposed services, the 
competition and 

award processes 

aSemi-structured on-site interviews with 

program directors and managers, executive 
directors, governing body members, and 

Policy Council members awardees 

5. How do grantees 

experience the 
negotiation, award, 

and transition 
processes in terms of 

preparing them to 
implement quality 

improvements to 
existing services? 

105 grantees 
designated for 

competition; 
182 

applicants for 
grants 

Characteristics of 

grantees designated 
for competition and 

applicants for new 
awards 

Extant data sources including: OHS 

administrative data on applicants and 
awardees, Program Information Report 

(PIR) data, Census data, and other publicly 
available data  

120 applicant 
respondents 

Proposed service 
delivery 

aApplicant survey  

9 grantees 
with new 

awards 

Decisions to compete, 
proposed services, the 

competition and 
award processes 

aSemi-structured on-site interviews with 
program directors and managers, executive 

directors, governing body members, and 
Policy Council members awardees 

Note: See chapter II and technical volume II for detailed descriptions of the samples used in these analyses.  
aInstrument developed for this evaluation. 
bAll nonprofit grantees in dataset were selected for financial vulnerability analysis.  

Key Findings 

The findings from the evaluation provide a mixed picture of the DRS. There is some qualitative evidence 

to suggest that the DRS is incentivizing grantees to improve quality, especially the quality of teacher-

child interactions. There is also evidence that grant applicants—both new applicants and incumbents—

proposed to improve program quality relative to that of the grantees at the time of designation. On the 

other hand, the evaluation suggests that the two conditions of the DRS studied here (monitoring 

deficiency and CLASS) are inconsistent in identifying higher- versus lower-quality grantees, that the 

opportunity for competition does not necessarily generate competition, and the transition to services 

after new grant awards has challenges. We discuss these findings below relative to the five research 

questions. 

How do grantees perceive the DRS and prepare for their monitoring and assessment 

in terms of efforts to improve program quality? 

Nineteen of 35 Head Start directors participating in telephone interviews agreed that an accountability 

system such as the DRS was needed to improve program quality in Head Start. Most grantees indicated 
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that most of the seven conditions were fair, but 74 percent expressed concerns about the CLASS 

condition, particularly that grantees scoring in the lowest 10 percent of any CLASS domain were 

designated for competition. All 66 grantees participating in the professional development and technical 

assistance (PDTA) survey reported engaging in multiple professional development and technical 

assistance strategies in the 12 months before their monitoring review. Sixty-five percent indicated that 

these strategies were not any different than what they would have done at any other time. In qualitative 

interviews with 35 directors, grantees indicated that they are working on improvements all the time so 

it is difficult to identify which ones are specific to the DRS, but the directors pointed to some changes in 

program structure and procedures and some added emphasis on CLASS and school readiness goals. In 

addition, all 15 grantees participating in the on-site interviews indicated that they had been working on 

improving CLASS scores for the last two to six years, and some indicated this was because they 

anticipated CLASS would become a requirement based on the passage of the 2007 Head Start Act.  

Does the DRS differentiate higher versus lower quality programs? 

Comparisons of grantees that were and were not designated for competition, regardless of the 

condition for which they were designated, did not reveal statistically significant differences in the 

quality of classroom or center practices as measured by the evaluation. Some evidence of differences 

emerged, however, when individual DRS designation conditions were examined. Analyses examined 71 

randomly selected grantees on measures of classroom quality, health and safety, family engagement, 

program governance and management, and fiscal operations, and examined the 216 nonprofit grantees 

on financial vulnerability.3 First we compared grantees by overall designation status (designated for 

competition versus not designated). Then we examined grantees designated for competition based on 

deficiencies in meeting Head Start Performance Standards separately from grantees designated for 

competition due to low CLASS scores.4 Grantees designated due to deficiencies had lower quality on 

three of six measures of center quality compared with grantees that were not designated. In contrast, 

no analyses indicated that grantees designated due to low CLASS scores differed from grantees that 

were not designated on any study measure of quality.5 

                                                           
3 Evaluation measures were administered at the classroom, center, and grantee levels. For information about which measures 
applied to which level, see technical volume II, appendix B.  
4 The evaluation focused on these two conditions in DRS because they accounted for 99 percent of designations for competition 
at the time of the evaluation.  
5 All analyses were conducted with weights to account for low response rates and multiple imputations (a statistical technique 
used to analyze datasets with missing values) to account for missing data.  
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To further understand the lack of differences found between grantees designated for competition 

due to low CLASS scores and not-designated grantees, we undertook additional psychometric analyses 

to examine how the CLASS performs as a measure of program-level quality, as it is used for the purpose 

of the DRS. Specifically, we looked at whether program-level CLASS scores were influenced by the 

number of cycles of CLASS observation or the individual CLASS observer. Using the CLASS data 

collected by the evaluation team, we found no evidence that scores were significantly different when 

either the typical four or fewer cycles of observation were compared, suggesting that the DRS practice 

of collecting two cycles per classroom in the OHS monitoring did not change grantee-level CLASS 

scores. In contrast, evidence suggested substantial differences among raters in the CLASS scores and in 

other measures of classroom quality, such as the ECERS-R. Our analyses of CLASS scores collected by 

the evaluation team suggest that variability among raters may account for up to 45 percent of the 

variability in the CLASS. Because training of DRS CLASS observers was similar to training of the 

evaluation team CLASS observers, and both teams of observers were trained to the reliability standards 

set by the developer, variability among DRS CLASS raters may be similar. Furthermore, there were 

large differences in the grantee-level mean CLASS scores collected by the OHS CLASS observers and by 

our data collectors (with OHS observers rating grantees higher than the evaluation’s data collectors), 

and only limited evidence of correlations in scores across the two data-collection teams. These findings 

were obtained even when controlling for the time elapsed between the two assessments6 or whether 

the same or different classrooms7 were observed by both teams. These findings raise concerns about 

whether the CLASS is sufficiently precise for the purposes of the DRS.  

How do grantees perceive the monitoring, assessment, and DRS designation 

processes in terms of their efforts to improve program quality? 

All 15 Head Start grantees participating in on-site interviews after they knew their designation status 

(seven designated for competition, eight not designated) indicated they were continuing to work on 

improving quality. Grantees designated for competition were more likely than not-designated grantees 

to indicate some of their quality improvement efforts were related to the DRS. Some of their efforts 

were focused on CLASS, and some were focused on specific areas of need identified by the program, 

such as training for substitute teachers on positive guidance and establishing new practices for ensuring 

                                                           
6 On average, 1.2 months passed between when OHS CLASS observations and the evaluation team’s CLASS observations were 
conducted, but 10 percent were more than a year apart because of including the earlier monitoring cohort in the sample.  
7 Whether the same or different classrooms were observed was indexed by whether all classrooms within a grantee were 
observed by both teams. 
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children are not left alone. Grantees expressed concerns about the early implementation of the 

monitoring, assessment, and notification processes associated with DRS including concerns about 

determining quality based on a single visit or incident (20 of 35 grantees), transparency in the 

designation decision-making process (8 of 15 grantees), and the length of time between monitoring 

visits and knowing the designation status (6 of 15 grantees). 

What does competition look like? 

Based on the evaluation team’s analysis of OHS data on grant competitions, 42 percent of the 103 DRS 

Cohort 3 grants opened for competition in 2014 had more than one applicant. Based on administrative 

data obtained from OHS (PIR and data on grant applicants), 91 percent applied for funding to be able to 

continue providing Head Start services in their community. Non-incumbent applicants for the grants 

(labeled new applicants) were either current Head Start grantees or delegates in other service 

catchment areas (54 percent) or organizations new to Head Start (46 percent).  

Factors related to the decision to apply were different for new applicants versus incumbents, as 

reported during interviews with directors and staff in nine grantees that received a grant award 

following competition. All four of the incumbents indicated they had already decided to apply and began 

planning their application before the formal announcement calling for proposals. The interviews with 

five new awardees indicated that several factors determined whether to apply, including the effort 

required to adhere to federal reporting standards, the well-being of children in the community, the 

potential reaction of the community, and the likely competition from other applicants.  

Based on surveys sent to all applicants for grants associated with DRS Cohort 3 competitions, most 

applicants, including incumbent applicants, proposed changes to service delivery including more 

delegates, higher shares of teachers with bachelor’s degrees (BA), and lower Head Start enrollment 

than the current grantee. Similarly, based on more in-depth qualitative interviews with awardees, eight 

of nine proposed service changes. All four of the incumbents felt the competitive FOA provided 

opportunities to propose changes to their programs they could not otherwise have made, including 

adding or increasing Early Head Start slots and increasing the share of teachers with a BA.  
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How do grantees perceive the negotiation, award, and transition processes in terms 

of preparing them to implement quality improvements to existing services? 

The DRS competitive process largely resulted in incumbents winning back their grants: 76 percent of 

awards went to incumbents, 17 percent to other Head Start grantees or delegates,8 and 6 percent to a 

new organization. On average we found that awardees proposed higher proportions of teachers with 

BA’s, lower child-teacher ratios, and lower enrollment than the prior grantee. This was true even when 

we restricted the analysis to FOAs with just one applicant. This suggests that being designated and 

applying competitively may lead to higher proposed service quality even without the presence of 

competitors. Finally, in our exploratory analysis of the negotiation, award, and transition processes of 

the nine awardees, we found that the timing and confidentiality of the negotiation process created 

challenges in preparing for initial implementation of the proposed changes to service for eight of the 

nine interviewed awardees. 

Study Limitations 

Several limitations must be recognized. First, this is a formative evaluation. The qualitative and 

quantitative components of the study focused on describing the experiences of grantees, and, as such, 

do not allow for making causal inferences. Second, not all findings from this evaluation may generalize 

to all Head Start grantees. Grantees that operated only Early Head Start, home-based, American Indian 

Alaskan Native, Migrant and Seasonal Head Start, or were located outside of continental United States 

were excluded from the evaluation except for analyses of administrative data on competition and 

awards and the applicant survey. Third, it was more difficult to recruit grantees into the study than we 

anticipated. Response rates were lower than expected for the 71 grantees participating in on-site 

quality assessments (46 percent), the PDTA survey (44 percent),9 and the survey of the 182 applicants 

(65 percent), and the other studies drew subsamples of these. This could affect validity of the findings 

despite the use of sampling weights to account for this. Fourth, the measurement of the center- and 

grantee-level operations, family engagement, staff qualifications, and child assessments with the 

Program Administration Scale (PAS) was compromised. Center directors objected to the amount of 

time required to prepare for these assessments, which impeded classroom and center recruitment, so 

we selected a single center per grantee for the last half of the data collection. This may have introduced 

                                                           
8 Two of the awardees were Head Start delegate agencies that were not also Head Start grantees in other service areas. 
9 The PDTA survey was collected during the quality assessments data collection. 
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differences in PAS scores even after correcting for missing data.10 Therefore, we are less confident 

about drawing conclusions from this instrument. Finally, grantees were purposively selected for the 

telephone interviews (35), for on-site interviews about the monitoring and assessment process (15), and 

for awardee interviews about the competitive process (9). Their interviews are meant to provide 

various perspectives and experiences across Head Start programs of different sizes, different regions, 

and operating both birth-to-five and Head Start-only services. The perceptions, experiences, and 

actions of these grantees may not fully represent the larger population of Head Start grantees, and we 

overrepresented grantees designated for competition in the telephone interviews and on-site 

interviews to assure diverse perspectives; similarly, we overrepresented new awardees in the awardee 

interviews.  

  

                                                           
10 The evaluation attempted to account for missing data with the PAS using multiple imputations.  
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