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Southwest Michigan — The recent leak of the President’s proposed 2026 budget—and
follow-up reporting by USA Today and The Washington Post—has sent shockwaves
across the early childhood education field. The draft Health and Human Services (HHS)
budget calls for the complete elimination of Head Start, a program that has, for nearly 60
years, opened doors for the nation’s most vulnerable children and families. In
Southwest Michigan, the implications would be profound.

“This isn’t just a line item in a budget—it’s about real families, real futures,” said Chanda,
Executive Director of Flowers Early Learning, which serves hundreds of children and
families in Berrien, Cass, and Van Buren counties. “Cutting Head Start puts working
families at risk and destabilizes the very foundation of opportunity and economic
growth in rural communities like ours.”

For decades, Head Start has enjoyed bipartisan support and is one of the most
researched and proven programs in the country. It provides nearly a million children
annually with early education, health screenings, mental health support, nutritious
meals, and family services—comprehensive supports that are not easily replaced.
Research has shown that every $1 invested in Head Start yields a return on investment
between $7 and $9 in economic and social benefits.

Many Head Start agencies nationwide are already struggling due to delays in federal
funding. Flowers Early Learning, for example, has been operating since February with only
partial funding and is still waiting for the second half of its annual allocation. While the
agency is stable through July, others have had to lay off staff, reduce the number of
children served, or shut down entirely. The uncertainty is already eroding a once-
reliable national investment, and this proposal would eliminate it.



Michigan Impact
In 2024 alone:
e 27,656 children and families were served by Head Start and Early Head Start
programs in Michigan.
» 8,622 people were employed statewide through the program.
» $436 million in federal funding flowed into Michigan communities, supporting jobs,
small businesses, and essential services.

If this funding disappears, the consequences will be felt at every community level. While
the state-funded Great Start Readiness Program (GSRP) offers preschool to four-year-
olds and a limited number of three-year-olds, it does not replace the scope or structure
of Head Start, particularly for infants, toddlers, and pregnant women, or the wraparound
supports families rely on.

In Southwest Michigan alone:
e More than 550 children would lose access to a safe, high-quality early learning
environment.
e 200 teachers, family service staff, food service workers, and bus drivers would be out
of work.
e Local vendors would lose vital contracts worth more than $2.8 million.

“This is the story that needs to be told,” Chanda emphasized. “This isn't just about
numbers—it’s about children missing developmental milestones, working parents losing
childcare, and communities losing a vital economic driver.”

A Call to Action

Now is the time for elected officials, business leaders, and community members to speak
up. Flowers Early Learning and its partners across Michigan call on Congress to reject
this proposal and preserve Head Start as a proven, strategic investment in children,
families, and our economic future.

As one of our Policy Council members shared, “"Many families don’t have backup care —
their only source of stability is Early Head Start or Head Start.” This reality highlights the
profound impact of the program on the daily lives of families in Southwest Michigan.

“We are standing at a crossroads,” said Chanda. “Once these programs disappear,
rebuilding them will be difficult, if not impossible. Our representatives need to visit our
classrooms, hear from families, and understand what’s at stake.”

About Flowers Early Learning

Flowers Early Learning has served Southwest Michigan for over 50 years, offering Head
Start and Early Head Start services that support children’s growth, family resilience, and
community well-being. Rooted in local partnership and guided by evidence-based
practice, the agency is a proud Head Start provider, working to give every child a strong
start and a chance to thrive.



