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Assistant Secretary Adams,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the proposed rule “Reducing Federal
Burden for Head Start Programs”; Docket number ACF-2026-0595.

Mission: Readiness is a national, nonprofit, nonpartisan organization of over 800 retired
admirals and generals dedicated to strengthening national security by ensuring that
children stay in school, stay fit, and stay out of trouble. According to the U.S. Department
of Defense, 77 percent of American youth between the ages of 17 and 24 cannot serve
in the military because they do not meet the military’s core eligibility requirements. Young
people are ineligible because of one or more disqualifiers like being overweight or other
disqualifying health conditions, inadequate education, or having a record of crime or
substance use.

In an effort to broaden the pool of young people who are eligible to serve, Mission:
Readiness has supported policies that help kids grow up healthy, well educated and
ready to succeed in the military or in any other path they choose. Decades of research
have shown that access to high-quality early childhood education continues to be one of
the best public investments to lay the foundation to help young people be ready to go on
to productive lives later in life. Research conducted over decades on Head Start
programs specifically shows positive returns on child outcomes and a positive return on
investment.

We appreciate the stated goals of the proposed rule and especially thank you for
specifically emphasizing the critical role of health, nutrition and physical exercise
for young children. We understand there is significant unmet demand for early
childhood care and education and we share the desire to create space for more children.
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We encourage the continued inclusion of the specific guidance on physical activity to
ensure children 30 minutes of physical activity for every 3.5 hours of classroom
instruction and prioritize that time being outdoors. We suggest slight modifications are
made to allow for age appropriate physical activity, especially for infants and toddlers.
Additionally, requiring Head Start programs to offer nutrient dense foods in alignment
with U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP)
standards is a positive adjustment given our national challenge with nutrition and
physical fitness. Overweight is the leading single disqualification for military service.

Yet because the current Head Start performance standards are evidence-based and
designed to reflect appropriate care for children living in poverty, and subsequently
provide a national benchmark for the care of all children, we respectfully request that
this rule be amended to preserve most of the current performance standards.

Specific concerns include:
e The proposed rule would make it harder for Head Start programs to maintain

high-quality standards by reducing the cap on administrative costs from 15% to
5%. Flexibility to incur additional administrative costs can boost quality. For
example, administrative costs can cover additional staff such as health and
mental health consultants which are tied to a variety of positive outcomes.
Additionally, fewer than one in 25 of Head Start programs spend less than 5% of
their budget on administrative costs; imposing this strict benchmark would likely
upend the way many successful programs operate.

e The proposed rule would remove specific teacher to child threshold ratios and
defer to state guidance. Much of the research on early childhood development is
centered on the importance of caring, nurturing relationships between children
and adults. Especially for children living in low-income families who face
additional challenges, the benefits of a small child-teacher ratio are important to
maintain. Deferring to state guidance, which varies widely and could triple the
number of children cared for by one adult, could jeopardize the program’s quality,
safety and learning environment.

e The proposed rule would remove the prohibition on expulsion and suspension of
children with behavior challenges, and defer to state guidelines. Since most
states do not address expulsion and suspension in their regulations, removing
the prohibition essentially allows those extreme disciplinary measures in most
states. This is problematic because children who have early behavioral problems
that are not addressed can have later behavior problems, setting them on a
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negative path that can eventually end up in the juvenile justice system, or even
the adult criminal system. For example, a 19-year study found that children who
were very aggressive in preschool had high delinquency rates at age 23." In
another study, high levels of defiance, destruction of property, and peer problems
in preschoolers predicted later conduct disorder,? which is often associated with
criminality in adulthood.? Involvement in crime is one of the major disqualifiers for
military service.

e The proposed rule would scale back requirements for health, mental health,
dental and family engagement services. Head Start health consultations include
developmental screenings, which identify substantial concerns early, when they
can be most effectively treated and connect families to additional services and
resources. Mental health consultations help teachers respond to challenging
behaviors and solve problems. All of these essential services are part of what
help Head Start programs deliver positive outcomes on child health. For
example, research shows that children with obesity or overweight who participate
in Head Start have a significantly healthier BMI by kindergarten entry, compared
to similar children who don't participate in Head Start.*

Overall, we appreciate the stated goals of the proposed rule but are concerned that
removing many of the standards will prove counterproductive to our shared mission of
preparing young people to grow up healthy, well-educated and prepared to succeed.
When we have a national program like Head Start that delivers positive outcomes from
education to health, let’s stay the course.
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