
Designation Renewal System Changes to the Head Start Program 
Performance Standards

The Head Start Program Performance Standards (HSPPS) were updated in December 2020. Revisions were made 
to three of the seven Designation Renewal System (DRS) conditions: the deficiency condition, the Classroom 
Assessment Scoring System (CLASS®) condition, and the fiscal condition related to audit findings. These changes 
will ensure the Office of Head Start (OHS) is able to identify those grantees for whom competition is most warranted, 
more effectively hold grantees accountable, and make the DRS more transparent. A new standard at 45 CFR 
§1304.17 introduces flexibility for DRS determinations in certain emergencies. These changes are outlined below.

Basis for determining whether a Head Start agency will be subject to an open competition, 45 CFR §1304.11, 
is revised to read as follows:

A Head Start or Early Head Start agency will be required to compete for its next five years of funding whenever the 
responsible HHS official determines that one or more of the following seven conditions existed during the relevant 
time period under §1304.15:

(a) An agency has two or more deficiencies across reviews conducted under section 641A(c)(1)(A), (C), or (D) of the 
Act during the relevant time period under §1304.15.

(b) An agency has not, based on a review conducted under section 641A(c)(1)(A), (C), or (D) of the Act during the 
relevant time period under §1304.15:

(1) Established program goals for improving the school readiness of children participating in its program in 
accordance with the requirements of section 641A(g)(2) of the Act and demonstrated that such goals:

(i) Appropriately reflect the ages of children, birth to five, participating in the program;

(ii) Align with the Head Start Early Learning Outcomes Framework: Ages Birth to Five, state early 
learning guidelines, and the requirements and expectations of the schools, to the extent that they 
apply to the ages of children, birth to five, participating in the program and at a minimum address 
the domains of language and literacy development, cognition and general knowledge, approaches 
toward learning, physical well-being and motor development, and social and emotional 
development;

(iii) Were established in consultation with the parents of children participating in the program.

(2) Taken steps to achieve the school readiness goals described under paragraph (b)(1) of this section 
demonstrated by:

(i) Aggregating and analyzing aggregate child-level assessment data at least three times per year 
(except for programs operating less than 90 days, which will be required to do so at least twice 
within their operating program period) and using that data in combination with other program data 
to determine grantees' progress toward meeting its goals, to inform parents and the community of 
results, and to direct continuous improvement related to curriculum, instruction, professional 
development, program design and other program decisions; and

(ii) Analyzing individual ongoing, child-level assessment data for all children birth to age five 
participating in the program and using that data in combination with input from parents and families 
to determine each child's status and progress with regard to, at a minimum, language and literacy 
development, cognition and general knowledge, approaches toward learning, physical well-being 
and motor development, and social and emotional development, and to individualize the 
experiences, instructional strategies, and services to best support each child.

(c) An agency has been determined during the relevant time period covered by the responsible HHS official's review 
under §1304.15:

(1) To have an average score across all classrooms observed that is below the following competitive 
thresholds on any of the three CLASS: Pre-K domains from the most recent CLASS: Pre-K observation:

(i) For the Emotional Support domain, the competitive threshold is 5;

(ii) For the Classroom Organization domain, the competitive threshold is 5;

(iii) For the Instructional Support domain, the competitive threshold is 2.3 through July 31, 2025, 
and 2.5 on and after August 1, 2025.
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(2) If an agency is determined to have an average score across all classrooms observed below the quality 
threshold on any of the three CLASS: Pre-K domains, the Office of Head Start will support the program to 
strengthen its coordinated approach to training and professional development as required in §1302.92(b) 
and (c), to help promote improvement in teaching practices and teacher-child interactions. The quality 
threshold for each domain is as follows:

(i) For the Emotional Support domain, the quality threshold is 6;

(ii) For the Classroom Organization domain, the quality threshold is 6;

(iii) For the Instructional Support domain, the quality threshold is 3.

(d) An agency has had a revocation of its license to operate a Head Start or Early Head Start center or program by a 
state or local licensing agency during the relevant time period under §1304.15, and the revocation has not been 
overturned or withdrawn before a competition for funding for the next five-year period is announced. A pending 
challenge to the license revocation or restoration of the license after correction of the violation will not affect 
application of this requirement after the competition for funding for the next five-year period has been announced.

(e) An agency has been suspended from the Head Start or Early Head Start program by ACF during the relevant time 
period covered by the responsible HHS official's review under §1304.15 and the suspension has not been overturned 
or withdrawn. If the agency did not have an opportunity to show cause as to why the suspension should not have 
been imposed or why the suspension should have been lifted if it had already been imposed under part 1304, the 
agency will not be required to compete based on this condition. If an agency has received an opportunity to show 
cause and the suspension remains in place, the condition will be implemented.

(f) An agency has been debarred from receiving federal or state funds from any federal or state department or agency 
or has been disqualified from the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) any time during the relevant time 
period covered by the responsible HHS official's review under §1304.15 but has not yet been terminated or denied 
refunding by ACF. (A debarred agency will only be eligible to compete for Head Start funding if it receives a waiver 
described in 2 CFR 180.135.)

(g) An agency meets one of two fiscal criteria, if the agency:

(1) Is at risk of failing to continue functioning as a going concern within the current project period. The final 
determination is made by the responsible HHS official based on a review of the findings and opinions of an 
audit conducted in accordance with section 647 of the Act; an audit, review or investigation by a state 
agency; a review by the National External Audit Review (NEAR) Center; or an audit, investigation or 
inspection by the Department of Health and Human Services Office of Inspector General; or

(2) Has a total of two or more audit findings of material weakness or questioned costs associated with its 
Head Start funds in audit reports submitted to the Federal Audit Clearinghouse (in accordance with section 
647 of the Act) for a financial period within the current project period.

Grantee reporting requirements concerning certain conditions, 45 CFR §1304.12, is revised to read as follows:

A Head Start agency must report in writing to the responsible HHS official within 10 working days of occurrence of 
any of the following events:

(a) The agency has had a revocation of a license to operate a center by a state or local licensing entity.

(b) The agency has filed for bankruptcy or agreed to a reorganization plan as part of a bankruptcy settlement.

(c) The agency has been debarred from receiving federal or state funds from any federal or state department or 
agency or has been disqualified from the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP).

(d) The agency has received an audit, audit review, investigation or inspection report from the agency's auditor, a 
state agency, or the cognizant federal audit agency containing a determination that the agency is at risk of ceasing to 
be a going concern.

Designation request, review and notification process, 45 CFR §1304.15, is revised to read as follows:

(a) A grantee must apply to be considered for Designation Renewal. A Head Start or Early Head Start agency wishing 
to be considered to have its designation as a Head Start or Early Head Start agency renewed for another five year 
period without competition must request that status from ACF at least 12 months before the end of their Start five 
year grant period or by such time as required by the Secretary.

(b) ACF will review the relevant data to determine if one or more of the conditions under §1304.11 were met by the 
Head Start and Early Head Start agency during the current project period.
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(c) ACF will give notice to grantees on Designation Renewal System status, except as provided in §1304.14, at least 
12 months before the expiration date of a Head Start or Early Head Start agency's current grant, stating:

(1) The Head Start or Early Head Start agency will be required to compete for funding for an additional five-
year period because ACF finds that one or more conditions under §1304.11 were met by the agency's 
program during the relevant time period described in paragraph (b) of this section, identifying the conditions 
ACF found, and summarizing the basis for the finding; or

(2) That such agency has been determined on a preliminary basis to be eligible for renewed funding for five 
years without competition because ACF finds that none of the conditions under §1304.11 have been met 
during the relevant time period described in paragraph (b) of this section. If prior to the award of that grant, 
ACF determines that the grantee has met one of the conditions under §1304.11 during the relevant time 
period described in paragraph (b) of this section, this determination will change and the grantee will receive 
notice under paragraph (c)(1) of this section that it will be required to compete for funding for an additional 
five-year period.

Flexibility for Head Start Designation Renewal Determinations in Certain Emergencies, 45 CFR §1304.17, is 
added to read as follows:

(a) In reviewing the relevant data as described in §1304.15(b), if ACF determines that one or more data elements 
described in the conditions in section §1304.11 is not available due to an emergency described in paragraph (b) of 
this section, ACF may make a designation renewal determination based on the data elements that are available.

(b) The emergencies are:

(1) A major disaster declared by the President under section 401 of the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief 
and Emergency Assistance Act (42 U.S.C. 5170).

(2) An emergency declared by the President under section 501 of the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and 
Emergency Assistance Act (42 U.S.C. 5191).

(3) A public health emergency declared by the Secretary pursuant to section 319 of the Public Health 
Service Act (42 U.S.C. 247d).

Terms, 45 CFR §1305.2, is amended by adding, in alphabetical order, the definition “Denial of Refunding” to read as 
follows:

Denial of Refunding means the refusal of a funding agency to fund an application for a continuation of a Head Start 
program for a subsequent program year when the decision is based on a determination that the grantee has 
improperly conducted its program, or is incapable of doing so properly in the future, or otherwise is in violation of 
applicable law, regulations, or other policies.
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