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In 1969, Migrant & Seasonal Head Start was established as a national program administered by the Office of 

Head Start and designed to ensure that farmworker families and their children could access the benefits of a Head 

Start education and services. More than fifty years after its launch, Migrant and Seasonal Head Start remains the 

only federal early childhood education program that intentionally and effectively serves farmworker families and 

their children. 

 

In most states, local early childhood education resources are not available when and where farmworker families 

need them most; this is especially true for families with infants and toddlers. If not for the availability of Migrant 

and Seasonal Head Start programs in rural agricultural communities, most parents working in agriculture would 

be forced to choose between forgoing a paycheck and putting time-sensitive harvests in jeopardy or bringing their 

children to the fields, where they would be exposed to extreme heat, pesticides, dangerous equipment, and other 

hazards. 

The Migrant and Seasonal Head Start model was designed to meet the unique challenges and opportunities faced 

by farmworker families with young children which requires MSHS programs to be innovative and flexible in 

response to changes in agriculture, weather, migration patterns and other factor that impact families.  

All Migrant and Seasonal Head Start Centers are located in rural agricultural communities and operate seasonally 

to align with the needs of farmworkers and the growers and processors that employ them. All programs offer 

extended hours and days of service to accommodate parent work schedules, provide transportation services, 

employ dual language teachers, and staff who value and prioritize parent engagement as a core strength.  

Like regular Head Start1 programs, Migrant and Seasonal Head Start programs deliver quality early childhood 

development and education, health, nutrition, and family engagement services and support. But unlike regular 

Head Start which does not have a work requirement, to qualify for MSHS services a family must document that 

their income is primarily derived from agricultural labor, and they must also document that the family income is 

at or below the federal poverty rate.  

While all families endured hardships over the last two years, farmworker families were hit particularly hard by 

the pandemic. Farmworkers were and are still designated as “essential workers.” This designation means that 

although MSHS centers closed their doors with the initial COVID-19 outbreak, MSHS parents were expected to 

continue working and many did. MSHS grantees were some of the first to reopen their MSHS centers for in-

person services so parents could return to work.  

Farmworkers bring fresh food to the table for millions of families, strengthening the national economy and 

allowing the world to enjoy American-grown produce. The demand for Migrant and Seasonal Head Start services 

is now stronger than ever, but there are two significant barriers preventing MSHS programs from meeting the 

need of farmworker families and their children. These barriers are (1) the inability to pay competitive wages 

necessary to attract and retain staff and (2) the eligibility criteria that are preventing programs from serving the 

families and children that MSHS was created to serve. The NMSHSA is seeking to address both of these barriers 

using the following policy solutions.  

 
1 Head Start (children age 3-5) and Early Head Start (pregnant women and children age 0-3) are often referred to collectively as 

“regular Head Start” as opposed to Migrant and Seasonal Head Start (MSHS) or American Indian and Alaska Native Head Start 

(AIANHS).  
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Invest in the Head Start Workforce: Migrant and Seasonal Head Start programs are struggling to offer the 

wages and benefits needed to attract and retain qualified staff – not to mention staff who are responsive to the 

cultural and linguistic needs of the farmworker communities we serve. For this reason, the NMSHSA joins the 

National Head Start Association (NHSA) and the National Indian Head Start Directors Association (NIHSDA) 

in asking that at least $2.5 billion of the funds requested in FY 23 are made available to increase Head Start 

workforce compensation with an additional $596 million made available for cost-of-living adjustments 

(COLA) in FY 23.  

 

Funding Parity for MSHS: The NMSHSA requests that not less than 5% of the Head Start appropriation is 

directed to fund the National Migrant and Seasonal Head Start Program to serve pregnant women and children 

from birth to the age of five and their families working in agriculture. 

Head Start Appropriations - FY 22 and FY ‘23 Requests ($ in millions) 

 

HHS Programs FY 22 
President’s 

FY 23 Request 

NMSHSA, NHSA, NIHSDA 

FY 23 Request 

Head Start Topline Total  $11,037 $12,203 $15,405 

     HS and EHS Base Grants 10,748 11,037 11,037 

     Cost of Living Adjustment  234 271 596 

     HS Workforce Compensation 0 0 2,500 

     Quality Improvement Fund  52 0 262 

     Tribal College Partnership 6 4 10 

      EHS expansion 0 950 1,000 

 

  

NMSHSA urges Congress to provide $15.4 billion for Head Start in FY 2023 
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An increasing number of farmworker families with young children are finding it difficult, if not impossible to 

qualify for Migrant and Seasonal Head Start services because they are deemed “over income” based on Head 

Start eligibility guidelines, requiring that a family’s income not exceed the federal poverty line (FPL).  

 

In order to qualify for Migrant and Seasonal Head Start, a family must work AND document that more than 

50% of the family’s income is derived from work in agriculture, which poses a number of eligibility problems. 

The minimum wage in a number of agricultural states is at or approaching $15/hour, meaning that two working 

parents would have a household income of almost double the FPL for a family of four--$27,750. It is clear that 

there is a fundamental challenge facing farmworker families that try to qualify for MSHS services.  

 

Although MHS grantees are allotted a certain number of slots to enroll “over-income” children, this allotment 

is not nearly enough to fulfill the need, leading to long waitlists. A recent survey of MSHS grantees revealed 

that in both 2020 and 2021, the largest category of children on MSHS waitlists were from “over-income” 

seasonal farmworker families. In 2021, roughly half of all MSHS grantees reported that 20% or more of the 

children waitlisted were “over-income” and several grantees reported 80% or more over-income children on 

their waitlist, leaving programs under-enrolled as they waited for an ‘over-income slot’ to open.  

 

To ensure that the MSHS programs can continue to serve farmworker families and children and pursue the 

unique and important mission of the Migrant and Seasonal Head Start program, NMSHSA is seeking to amend 

the Head Start statute to grant categorical eligibility for Migrant and Seasonal Head Start to a parent or guardian 

engaged in agricultural labor (as defined by Migrant & Seasonal Agricultural Worker Protection Act (29 U.S.C. 

1802 (3)). 
 

In terms of precedent, the Head Start statute currently provides categorical eligibility for select groups based 

on ‘family need’ rather than income or public assistance eligibility. For example, children experiencing 

homelessness and children in foster care are categorically eligible for Head Start services – without regard to 

income.  

 

The National Migrant and Seasonal Head Start Association (NMSHSA) is a non-profit organization based in 

Washington, DC that works in union with Migrant and Seasonal Head Start programs, farmworker allies and families to 

advocate for comprehensive, high-quality Head Start services paving the path for stronger communities and the lifelong 

learning and success of farmworker families and children. 

NMSHSA Seeks Categorical Eligibility for Farmworker Families Seeking MSHS 

Services 


