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ABSTRACT

Head Start is one of the largest federally funded early education programs. Today, Head
Start serves more than 900,000 children and has been shown to provide positive
outcomes for children. The Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) directly
asks parents if their children are enrolled in a Head Start program, but the SIPP
consistently undercounts the number of children in Head Start when compared to
administrative records. This study builds off of previous work that attempts to model the
number of children enrolled in Head Start using the American Community Survey (ACS)
and the Current Population Survey (CPS). In producing estimated Head Start enrollment
we address and resolve a number of technical and methodical issues: 1) determining
Head Start enrollment using proxy measures for eligibility, 2) comparing estimates and
determining which survey best estimates Head Start enrollment using proxy measures, 3)
determining if there are geographic variations between estimated Head Start enroliment
and administrative data, and 4) making recommendations about which survey source
comes closest to administrative data counts and providing suggestions about the
coliection of Head Start and general child care data.



INTRODUCTION

Research has shown that children who attend high-quality early learning childcare
programs are better prepared for school. Effective preschool programs can help children
foster their physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development (Shonkoff and Phillips
2000). However, children in low-income families have less access to early childhood
education programs due to costs and availability.

To address the unequal access to early childhood education programs, the federal
government established Head Start in 1965 to serve preschool children from low-income
families. At its start, the program served 561,000 children at the cost of $96 million. As
of 2007, the Head Start program disbursed $6.9 billion in funds to roughly 1,600 private
and public nonprofit organizations who served 908,412 low-income children (USDHHS,
Administration for Children and Families 2007).

In addition to preparing children for school, Head Start programs also help
mothers balance child care needs and employment. The influx of women into the labor
market has increased the need for child care. Today, the majority of parents with children
under 5 have come to depend on substitute care givers (Smith 2002). Additionally,
welfare legislation promotes employment as a way to decrease dependency on welfare.
Head Start can help reduce the cost of child care, which has been viewed as an important
component in achieving emp}oymént, particularly since low-income families spend a
greater proportion of their monthly income on child care (U.S. Census 2006).

Given the considerable federal investment in Head Start and the importance of
child care for child development and maternal ‘employment, high quality data on Head

Start enroilment is vital. The Head Start Bureau maintains administrative program data



on enrollment along with information on the child’s age and race/ethnicity. A number of
national surveys also collect information on child care, but most yield different estimates
on the number of children in Head Start. For instance, in 2005 the Survey of Income and
Program Participation (SIPP) recorded 204,000 children under the age of 5 in Head Start,
compared to 907,000 (Head Start administrative data). The undercount of Head Start
enroliment by surveys like SIPP is due to a number of factors. Parents may not know that
they are using a child care program that is funded with Head Start money and the chiid
care program may not be called Head Start. Also, a number of surveys do not list Head
Start as a separate child care arrangement, instead it is grouped with other organized care
options such as nursery school and preschool.

In short, there are substantial differences in the number of children enrolled in
Head Start programs when one compares child care and school enrollment data from
surveys, with administrative records or other sources of Head Start information. In this
paper we examine the quality of the Head Start data in Census surveys such as the Survey
of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). We will also consider if it is possible to
indirectly model the number of children who are eligible for Head Start using other
Census survey sources such as the Current Population Survey (CPS) and the American
Community Survey (ACS) and if those estimates mirror official Head Start data.
Understanding the quality of data on Head Start will help researchers and policy makers

better understand the child care options for low-income families.
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DATA

For the current study, we examine three Census surveys: the Survey of Income
and Program Participation (SIPP), American Community Survey (ACS), and the Current
Population Survey (CPS). We selected these datasets because they are widely used for
child care and school enrollment data and contain demographic and economic data
needed to make indirect Head Start estimates.

SIPP is a longitudinal survey with detatled social and economic data on
households. The SIPP consists of core data on‘incomes sources, educational activities,
health insurance, and other government program participation. Child care information can
be found in the child care topical module. The universe of respondents in the SIPP child
care module consists of adults who are the parents of children under 15 years old. The
SIPP collects child care arrangement information on a variety of arrangements, including
Head Start.

While the SIPP directly asks about Head Start participation, the two other Census
Bureau surveys that we will investigate, the ACS and the CPS, do not specifically ask
about Head Start participation. These surveys obtain school enrollment data for children
three and older and contain social and economic information that may indirectly allow us
to estimate the number of children who may qualify for Head Start.

The ACS looks at a wide range of social, economic, and housing characteristics
for the population by a multitude of demograpi}ic variables. The ACS is used to provide
annua! data on more than 7,600 areas, meluding all congressional districts as well as
counties, cities, metro areas, and American Indian and Alaska Native areas with a

population of 65,000 or more. The ACS surveys information from about 3 million



addresses, or 2.5 percent of the nation’s population each year. The ACS is administered
to the exﬁire domestic population, including those living in institutions and other group
quarters. The ACS asks respondents throughout the entire calendar year whether they
were enrolled in regular school at any time in the three months before the interview. The
survey also asks whether each person attended public school or private school, and in
what grade or level the person was enrolled.

The CPS surveys approximately 72,000 housing units each month. The survey is
used primarily to produce the official monthly estimates of employment and
unemployment for the nation and the states. Unlike the ACS, the sample is designed to
represent the civilian non-institutionalized population, so that people living in institutions
are not included. While the sample siée is not sufficient to describe small geographic
areas, the CPS is designed to meet reliability requirements for the 50 states and the
District of Columbia.

Using these three data sources we hope to evaluate the usefulness of the existing
Census Bureau surveys to either directly or in&irecﬂy estimate the Head Start population
and to reconcile any differences with administrative records. A final note, the most recent
child care available from SIPP was collected in 2005. Thus, for consistency, we use the
2005 CPS and ACS as well as administrative data from the same year. As additional data

is available for the 2008 SIPP panel, we will update our analysis.

PLAN OF ANALYSIS
.' Building off of prévious work, we refine our methods to estimate the Head Start

enroliment using the ACS and CPS. We then examine the quality of Head Start data in



the SIPP and apply similar techniques we used to estimate Head Start enrollment for ACS
and CPS to the SIPP. In the following section e describe the main criteria that we will
use to estimate Head Start enrollinen‘{.
Basic Estimates of Head Start Enrollment

Our most basic estimation of Head Start enrollment is based on the characteristics
of Head Start children and eligibility guidelines used by Head Start. In the fall of 2006,
the majority of children served by Head Start were either 3 or 4 years old, 31 percent and
63 percent respectively. Given that over the majority of children served by Head Start fall
between the ages of 3 and 4, we decided to limit our sample to this age group for all three
surveys. Additionally, both CPS and ACS only collect school enroliment data for
children 3 and older.

According to Head Start the primary criteria for program eligibility are 1) having
a family income below the Federal Poverty Line and 2) the receipt of some form of
public assistance {Head Start Bureau, 1999).,. In the past, public assistance typically
meant the receipt of Aid {o Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) or Supplemental
Security Income {SST), but more recently this has referred to monies provided to families
under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program. Previous work
suggests that poverty status is the strongest inciicator in determining Head Start eligibility
(Davis and Laughlin 2010). Below, we briefly explain how poverty is measured for ACS
and CPS. Since SIPP is the only survey of the three used in this study that direcﬂy
collects Flead Start data, we use a slightly different process to estimate Head Start

enroilment and will discuss that process last.



For the ACS, we used the household poverty variable as a proxy for a child in
poverty. A househeld is considered in poverty if the sum of money income received in
the previous calendar year by all household members 15 years old and over is less than
the federal defined poverty thresholds.

Estimating poverty from the CPS was a many-part process because the October
CPS supplement does not contain direct measures of poverty. The CPS reports poverty
status only in the March ASEC supplement and that monthly supplement does not
contain detailed enrollment data. We chose to use the October supplement since it
provides the only source of information on enrollment, and to estimate poverty by
combining the number of persons in household and family income for households. Most
children enrolled in nursery school and Head Start were three or four years old so we
limited our universe to this age group.

To create the poverty measure we adcired up the number of people in each
household with a relationship to the head of the household. Once we counted the number
of persons in a household, we restricted households to those with the presence of a child
aged three or four. Next we assigned a poverty status to each household based on the
number of persons in the household and the p(;verty thresholds published by HHS. In
every month the CPS has a single question that asks for an estimate of family income.
The next step was to assign a midpoint value to each of the 16 family income value
ranges. Once a midpoint was assigned for cach category of income, poverty was
determined if the midpoint value of income wés less than the poverty threshold variable.

While neither the ACS or the CPS asks parents directly if their child is enrolled in

Head Start, both surveys collect information on school enrollment, including enrollment



in preschool or nursery school. Our assumption is that parents who are in poverty and
indicate their child is enrolled in preschool or nursery school have a high probability of
being Head Start families, Families are often unaware that the subsidized program they
are using is a Head Start program.

We apply a similar set of criteria to SIPP data to produce an estimate of Head
Start enrollment among 3 and 4 year olds. Unlike ACS and CPS, the SIPP directly asks
the designated parent if the child is enrolled in Head Start. SIPP also provides
information about child care subsidy usage (a: federal subsidy that helps families pay for
child care) as well information about poverty status, welfare usage, and enroliment in
center based programs. Therefore, in addition to the children who are already coded as
enrolled in Head Start, we also include children who are in poverty, receive welfare,
receive a child care subsidy, and are enrolled m a center based program. Future research
‘will also consider how to use the wealth of social and economic data available in the
SIPP to indirectly estimate Head Start enrollment as well as to determine if the Head
Start population from SIPP is similar to the Head Start population in administrative data

as well as other national child care and education surveys.

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

By limiting the population of children to 3 and 4 year-olds, Head Start
Administrative data indicated that in 2005, 780,014 children were enrolied in Head Start
programs. This is the value that we will compare our Head Start estimates to in ordet to
access the quality of our three data sources. Preliminary estimates using CPS, ACS, and

SIPP are presented below.



CPS Estimates

Table I presenis estimated Head Start enrollment using CPS data and the criteria
outlined above. Controiling for poverty and age, we found that there were just over 1
million three and four vear olds in our proxy measure for Head Start. This number is
higher than the Head Start official count by 259, 504. As a result, there were 157,000
more three vear olds and 102, 106 more four }car olds enrolled than in the official Head
Start counts. While there is an overcount, it is likely that many of the children enrolled in
nursery school would likely be in a Head Start program based on their poverty status.

Achieving a reliable income variable from the CPS in a month outside of the
March to April ASEC supplement is difﬁéﬂt. Where the ASEC asks a number of
different questions to adequately capture income and its various nuances, supplements
outside the reach of ASEC use only one question to capture income and in general it is
not a reliable measurement of income. Due to the unreliability of the income variable for
the October CPS supplement and our relianc;: on income to measure poverty, we have

decided to halt our use of the CPS 1o estimate enroilment in Head Start.

ACS Estimales

Table 2 presents findings after applying our basic criteria to the ACS data.
Controlling for poverty and age, we estimated 580,489 children ages 3 fo 4 were enrolled
in our proxy measure for Head Start. This count is lower than the official Head Start

enroliment for the same age group by 199,525 children.



Table 3 presents the estimated number of children ages 3 and 4 enrolled in Head
Start aé well as the percent of children enrolled in Head Start, The Ilead Start
administrative enrollment numbers and percent of children enrolled by state are also
presented. At the state level, our estimates of Head Start enrollment using the basic
criteria yields mixed counts for every state when compared to state administrative data.

When we compared the percent of children enrolled by state, few states were
statistically not different from the Head Start estimates. Instead, our estimated values and
percents tended to undercount the number of children 3 and 4 enrolled in Head Start. The
percent difference ranged from a low of .2 percent for Florida to a high of 13 percent for
North Dakota. Thus, we able to achieve a closé approximation of Head Start enrollment
in some states, although there does not appear to be a discernable pattern of why we are
able to produce a better estimate for some states over other states. This is an issue that we
will further explore as we continue work on this study. Future work will also apply our
model estimate to other ACS data years to det;rmine if we get similar results or if our

model was just unique to the 2005 data year.

SIPP Estimates

Table 4 presents the estimated Head St;rt enrollment using SIPP. Of the three
surveys in this study, only SIPP directly collects information regarding enrollment in
Head Start. Thus, the estimated enrollment number includes children that reported Head
Start usage. In addition to including children enrolled in Head Start, we also controlied
for poverty, child subsidy receipt, and welfare usage for an estimated 542,000 children

ages 3 to 4 enrolled in Head Start. Similar to ACS, our estimated SIPP undercounts the
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aumber of children in Head Start by 238,014 children ages 3 to 4. Table 4 also reports on
various social and economic characteristics of the children that we estimate ave enrolled
it Head Start using SIPP data. Future work will compare these characteristics with
administrative data as well as other federal surveys to determine the quality of the SIPP

«

data.

SUMMARY

This study illustrates that there are several methodological and conceptual
challenges in measuring child care and Head Start enrollment. Child care meets a
number of needs for families as they balance work demands and the task of educating
their children. However, correctly identifying.the factors that shape the child care
decisions of families is difficult because families choices are often constrained in terms

of cost, location, and the types of care that is reasonable and available.

Identifying Head Start families proves to be even more difficult because it is a
select child care program Qniy offered to a seic;:ct group of families. Research indicates
that a substantial share of eligible families are unaware of, or misunderstand, the rules of
Head Start programs, and therefore do not enroll their children. Given the complexities
in arranging child care and confusion about the types of federally subsidized child care
programs, it is not entirely surprising that surveys such as SIPP undercount the number of

children in Head Start.
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This study revels that there are many methods that one could employ to estimate

the number of Head Start children and none seem to get a number that perfectly matches

the official count. We applied a set of criteria using the CPS, ACS and SIPP to estimate
the number of children in Head Start. We found that by controlling for poverty and the

age of the child produced substantially larger number of children enrolled for CPS and

smalier numbers for ACS and SIPP in our proxy measure for Head Start. Suggesting that

limiting our sample to children and families who are eligible for Head Start by income

alone does not mirror the official count of Head Start children.

Future research will compare our three survey sources in detail and discuss the
benefits and disadvantages of using estimated Head Start enrollment information.
Suggestions for survey design and policy implications will also be further researched as

we make plans to redesign the child care questions for SIPP.
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Table 4, Estimated Head Start Enroliment by Selected Characteristics, SiPP 2005
{in thousands)

Total Original 51PP | Estimated Head
Head Start | Start Enroliment
Total 8,237 201 542
Race and Hispanic Drigin
White alone 6,296 117 § 314
Non-Hispanic 4,876 72 218
Black only 1,348 76 177
Asian only 266 1 8
Hispanic 1,549 45 107
Marital Status
Married 5,800 83 187
Widowed, divo_rced, separated 870 281 104
Never married 1,566 88 251
Poverty Status
Below poverty level 1,552 80 280
At or above poverty level 6,431 119 : 251
Missing 254 2 10
Employment Status '
Not employed 3,618 89 186
Employed full-time 3,353 69 234
Employed part-time 1,266 43 122
Child Care Subsidy
No 7,829 174 283
Yes 408 27 259
Welfare
No 157 1c 36
Yes 8,080 150 506

Source: 2004 SIPP (Wave 4)



