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 2008 OMNIBUS APPROPRIATIONS BILL CUTS  
FUNDING FOR HEAD START 

Bipartisan Reauthorization Bill Enacted Two Weeks Before Omnibus 
Was Completed Called for Increased Investment 

By Sharon Parrott 
 
 This year, as in 2007, Congress and the President are likely 
to have a contentious debate about the appropriate level of 
overall funding for “appropriated” programs — the 
programs funded through the annual appropriations process, 
including most education, environmental, veterans, defense, 
and transportation programs, among others.  The President’s 
new budget provides $15 billion less for domestic 
appropriated programs in fiscal year 2009 than will be 
needed to maintain current levels of service in these 
programs (i.e., to keep funding for these programs even with 
inflation).  It can be difficult, however, for the public and 
policymakers to understand the implications of differing 
levels of funding for appropriated programs as a whole.  Yet 
decisions on those overall funding levels have important 
implications for key public services..   
 
 Head Start provides a good example.  On December 12, 
2007, the President signed legislation reauthorizing the 
program, which provides comprehensive early education 
programs to more than 900,000 disadvantaged infants, 
toddlers, and preschoolers. The legislation, which received 
overwhelming bipartisan support in Congress, included 
policy changes designed both to enable the program to serve 
more low-income children, including underserved groups 
such as Native American children children of seasonal and 
migrant farmworkers and infants and toddlers, and to 
improve program quality.  
 

KEY FINDINGS 
 
• In December, the President 

signed Head Start reauthorization 
legislation that had broad 
bipartisan support. 

 
• The legislation called for 

expanding the number of low-
income children served in the 
program and for new investments 
to raise the quality of the 
program. 

 
• Two weeks after this legislation 

was enacted, the omnibus 
appropriations bill was 
completed.  That legislation cut 
Head Start funding. 

 
• Head Start funding in 2008 is 11 

percent below the 2002 funding 
level adjusted only for inflation. 

 
• Head Start is only one example of 

a broadly supported program that 
has been cut often in recent years 
because overall funding for 
domestic appropriated programs 
has been insufficient. 
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 To meet these goals, the legislation authorized significant new resources for Head Start.  Members 
of both parties spoke of the importance of giving more low-income children access to the program.  
However, Head Start’s actual funding level each year is set in appropriations bills, and just 14 days 
after signing the reauthorization legislation, the President signed into law an omnibus appropriations 
bill that cut Head Start funding for fiscal year 2008, even before adjusting for inflation.  The 2008 cut 
follows five years in which Head Start was repeatedly funded below the level needed just to keep 
pace with inflation.  In 2008, funding for Head Start is 11 percent — or $893 million — below the 2002 
funding level, adjusted for inflation.   
 
 Head Start did not suddenly fall from favor on Capitol Hill.  Instead, under Administration 
pressure to reduce the overall level of funding for appropriated programs or face certain vetoes of 
appropriations bills, Congress cut funding for numerous programs across the budget, including 
Head Start.  The final omnibus appropriations bill provided $164 million less in Head Start funding 
than Congress had provided in the Labor-HHS appropriations bill that it passed earlier but that the 
President then vetoed.  This funding difference is equivalent to the cost of serving more than 20,000 
children in Head Start this year. 
 
 The President’s 2009 budget proposes to fund Head Start at $7 billion, just a hair under what is 
needed to maintain 2008 funding levels adjusted for inflation, and about 12 percent below the 2002 
funding level adjusted for inflation. 
 
 
Head Start Reauthorization Hailed on Bipartisan Basis 

 
 Congress has been working on a bipartisan basis on a Head Start 
reauthorization bill for five years.  The bill signed into law by the 
President in December 2007 garnered strong bipartisan support — it 
passed the Senate 95-0 and the House 381-36 — and use plaudits from 
Democrats and Republicans alike 

 
 The legislation includes calls for increased funding and new quality 
standards.  It: 

 
• Increases the authorized funding level for Head Start from $7.35 

billion in 2008 to $7.995 billion in 2010.  The authorized funding 
level for 2009 is $7.65 billion.  This is $623 million above the level 
the President’s budget proposes for 2009. 

 
• Expands access — if funds are available — to Head Start programs 

for a variety of groups, including:  infants and toddlers, children with incomes between 100 and 
130 percent of the poverty line, children of migrant and seasonal farm workers, and Native 
American children. 

 
• Increase the number of Head Start programs that provide full-day services, if funds are 

available. 
 

• Invests in program quality and sets new teacher standards.  (Under the bill, 40 percent of any 

"With this bill, we’re reaching 
out early to make greater 
opportunities available for 
thousands of our neediest 
children…" 

 — Sen. Edward Kennedy
 
“With the Senate’s action 
approving the [Head Start 
Reauthorization bill]…'all 
children, regardless of 
background, will be better 
prepared to enter school ready 
to learn and succeed…’”   

 — Sen. Mike Enzi
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funds remaining after Head Start programs are provided with a cost-of-living adjustment in 
their grant and some additional funds are directed to programs for American Indians/Alaskan 
Natives and children of seasonal and migrant workers, are directed to various quality 
enhancements. This includes increasing teacher salaries so that Head Start programs can meet 
the new requirements that teachers in center-based programs have at least a bachelor’s degree 
by 2013 and investing in state and local training and technical assistance to help improve the 
quality of programs.) 

 
• Promotes collaboration among early education programs by requiring states to establish State 

Advisory Councils on Early Education and Care and directing funds for collaboration efforts 
and training programs.  

 
These improvements require increased investments.  They certainly cannot be achieved with 

declining resources.  Recognizing this fact, Congress increased Head Start’s authorized funding level 
as part of the reauthorization. 
 
 
Authorized Funding Increases Become Funding Cuts During the Appropriations Process 
 
 Under the congressional budget process, authorization bills set program rules and provide a 
guideline for the amount of funding the authorizers would like to see the program receive.  The 
actual level of funding a program receives, however, is set through the appropriations process.   

FIGURE 1 
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 Only two weeks after the President signed the Head Start reauthorization bill into law, the 
omnibus appropriations bill — which funded a broad array of domestic appropriated programs for 
fiscal year 2008, including Head Start — was enacted.  The omnibus bill included $6.88 billion in 
funding for Head Start, which is $480 million less than the authorized level — and $164 million less 
than the amount that would have been provided under the Labor-HHS appropriations bill that the 
President vetoed.  The Head Start funding that the omnibus appropriations bill provides is even 
below the 2007 Head Start funding level before adjusting for inflation.   
 

2008 the Sixth Straight Year of Real Funding Cuts 
 
  Moreover, the 2008 cut follows five consecutive years in which Head Start funding was cut in real 
(inflation-adjusted) terms.  Thus, the 2008 funding level is $893 million (11 percent) below the 2002 
funding level, adjusted for inflation.  That means that for every $1 that Head Start received in 2002, 
it will receive just 89 cents in 2008.  (The President would continue this trend, funding Head Start 
slightly below the 2008 level adjusted for inflation and roughly 12 percent below the 2002 level 
adjusted for inflation.) 
 

Aggravating this situation, the number of children eligible for Head Start has risen significantly in 
recent years.  Between 2002 and 2006, the number of poor children under age 5 grew by 13 percent, 
or 493,000.  Many budget analysts believe that the proper way to compare funding for a particular 
program is to adjust not only for inflation but also for population growth.  If this is done, funding in 

FIGURE 2 
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2008 is more than 20 percent below the 2002 funding level (i.e., more than 20 percent below the 2002 
level adjusted for both inflation and the increase in the number of poor children in the appropriate 
age category.) 
 
 Throughout the 1990s and into the early part of this decade, there was bipartisan support for 
expanding the number of children with access to Head Start and improving the program’s quality.  
Funding for Head Start rose, as did the number of children served.  More infants and toddlers were 
served in Early Head Start programs, and more children were able to benefit from full-day (rather 
than half-day) programs.  The number of teachers with two- and four-year degrees grew as well.  
Still, in 2002, only about half of all eligible 3- and 4-year-olds were enrolled in Head Start, and just 3 
percent of eligible infants and toddlers were enrolled in Early Head Start.1   
 
 After 2002, Head Start funding began to fall in inflation-adjusted terms.  Head Start programs 
were asked to continue to serve roughly the same number of children they served in 2002 but with 
less money per child.  If the program continues to serve the same number of children in 2008 as it 
served in 2007 (908,000), it will have to do so with $940 less per child than it received in 2002, after 
adjusting for inflation.2,3  
 

Alternatively, Head Start programs could start to contract.  The President’s 2009 budget shows 
the number of children who would be served in Head Start under the President’s proposed funding 
level falling to 895,000 in 2009. 
  
 It is difficult to imagine how the goals outlined in the reauthorization legislation could be achieved 
at current funding levels.  Indeed, some of those goals — the expansion of Early Head Start and the 
conversion of more Head Start slots to full-day slots — are contingent on increases in Head Start 
resources.  
 

Furthermore, the legislation’s new requirements concerning educational degrees for teachers take 
effect regardless of whether added funding is provided.  If funding does not rise over time in 
inflation-adjusted terms, programs will have to absorb the higher costs of hiring more-qualified 
teachers by serving fewer children or making cuts in other aspects of the program.   

 
 To be sure, not everyone involved in enacting the reauthorization bill saw the need for increased 
funding.  The President supported the bill’s goal of improving the quality of Head Start programs 
but did not endorse the higher funding levels it called for, stating, “I am concerned that the bill 
authorizes spending levels higher than those proposed in my budget.”  He did not comment on how 
Head Start quality could be improved without additional resources 

                                                 
1 Data are from the National Head Start Association. 
2 This figure is calculated by comparing the total Head Start funding level by the total number of Head Start slots in 
2002 and 2008.  Some Head Start funding is not used to fund Head Start slots directly, but to support quality initiatives, 
research, and training.  All Head Start funds, however, are designed either to serve children in the program directly or 
contribute to the quality of the program.    
3 A National Head Start Association report found that when Head Start funding was cut by 1 percent (after inflation) in 
fiscal year 2006, many programs were forced to cut staff, transportation services, and educational and health services.  
See “Special Report: Quality of Head Start Programs Imperiled By Steady Erosion of Funding,” National Head Start 
Association, February 2007, 
http://www.saveheadstart.org/backpages/NHSA_January_2007_Budget_Survey_Report.pdf. 
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“Stealth Cuts” Accumulate Over Time 
 
 If the President or Congress proposed to cut Head Start by 11 percent in a single year, there likely 
would be many press stories about the probable impact on disadvantaged children across the 
country — and, as a result, considerable opposition to the proposal.  But when cuts happen little-by-
little over the course of several years, they generate far less attention. 
 
 For each of the last six years, Head Start has received less funding than in the prior year, after 
adjusting for inflation.  The annual cuts have been small, and with the exception of 2006 and 2008, 
Head Start received slightly more funding each year in nominal terms (i.e., without adjustment for 
inflation).  Unfortunately, Head Start programs are not immune to inflation, which affects the wages 
of Head Start workers and the cost of classroom materials, food, rent, and utilities.  If funding does 
not keep pace with inflation, Head Start programs must make do with less or find alternative sources 
of funding. 
 
 Thus far, the impact of these “stealth” cuts has been an 11 percent reduction in Head Start 
funding since 2002.  It is extremely unlikely that such a reduction would have been approved if it 
had been proposed for a single year. 
 
 
Looking Ahead 
 
 Head Start is not alone.  Many programs have been cut little by little over the past five years or so 
(some areas have been cut more dramatically), and those modest cuts are adding up to larger ones 
over time.  For example, overall K-12 education funding in 2008 is 8.8 percent below its 2003 level, 
after adjusting for inflation. 
 
 Congress’s lopsided vote in favor of the reauthoriziation bill shows that Head Start retains broad, 
bipartisan support.  Nevertheless, if the overall level of resources made available for domestic 
appropriated programs continues to be squeezed as it has in the last few years, Head Start — and 
various other programs that provide important services — will likely continue being whittled down.   
 
 The President and his supporters in Congress often argue that the country cannot afford higher 
levels of funding for such programs.  Yet overall funding for domestic appropriated programs is 
lower now as a share of the economy than it was in 2001.  That means these programs have not 
contributed to any degree to the return of deficits in this decade.4   
 
 As in all budgeting decisions, the question ultimately is one of priorities.  The country can afford 
to provide quality early education to low-income infants, toddlers, and preschoolers who need it.  
But if the President again insists on reducing overall funding for domestic appropriated programs 
below the level needed just to keep pace with inflation, the bipartisan goals embodied in the Head 
Start reauthorization bill are very unlikely to be met. 
 

The damage to public services will not be limited to Head Start.  For numerous other programs, 
as well, that enjoy broad support among policymakers of both parties and the general public, 
funding is declinging each year a bit further below the levels needed to meet key program goals. 

                                                 
4 CBPP calculations based on data from the Congressional Budget Office. 


