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August 13, 2026

Secretary Robert F. Kennedy, Jr.

The U.S. Department of Health & Human Services
Hubert H. Humphrey Building

200 Independence Avenue, SW

Washington, DC 20201

Written Comment RE: Reducing Federal Burden for Head Start Programs

Submitted Electronically via Regulations.gov

Dear Secretary Kennedy:

We submit this written public comment in response to the proposed rule by the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services (HHS) to rescind and replace the Head Start Program
Performance Standards at 45 CFR Chapter XlII (Docket ID ACF-2026-0595). Among the goals
described in this proposed rule—including the restoration of flexibility to Head Start programs
and families; reduction of regulatory burden; elimination of duplication with statutory
requirements; reinforcement of state and local authority; and renewed focus of Federal
oversight on core statutory priorities like school readiness, child development, and parental
engagement—we are particularly concerned with the subsection on Language in
“Teaching and Learning Environment” (§ 1301.04).

As a national professional membership association representing more than 10,000 language
educators (at both the K-12 and postsecondary levels) and administrators, ACTFL is dedicated
to the improvement and expansion of the teaching and learning of all languages at all levels of
instruction.

As such, we follow the pulse of language programs nationwide and can see in real time the
numerous advantages such programs provide to their communities, our national economy, and
our children’s future. We know that supporting a strong teacher pipeline improves the quality of
instruction presented to learners and their families. When guided by such educators and
supported by authentic, culturally relevant resources, robust opportunities for our
youngest learners to explore both heritage and acquired languages result in improved
academic performance and the development of well-rounded, confident individuals who
will be better prepared to enter K-12 schools and their communities as 21%'-century
global citizens.

ACTFL urges the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services not to rescind the
current Performance Standards which support bilingualism in favor of English-only
instruction (with the exception of Tribal programs), as the current regulations are
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designed to protect some of our most vulnerable students and are in the interest of all
U.S. children, regardless of home language.

Negative Impact on Learners

The proposed rule outlines that 33.4% of non-Tribal Head Start service locations providing
relevant data are currently operated by programs primarily serving dual language learners
(those with at least 50 percent of children who speak or are learning a language other than
English at home)—representing a total of 18,767 classrooms. This current percentage of
learners shows significant growth over the 25+% of all Head Start or early Head Start children
coming from homes in which a language other than English was spoken only a decade ago.! While
the proposed rule doesn’t specify, the 2016 report confirms that the dual language children included
in that quarter of program participants were almost exclusively (92%) U.S.-born.

ACTFL stands against Executive Order 14224, Designating English as the Official Language of
the United States, as this policy not only sends an exclusionary message to the more than 67
million Americans who speak a language other than English at home, but also puts the
educational outcomes of American children at risk by promoting the erosion of bilingual
education programs and language access initiatives that serve all learners.

Both students with Limited English Proficiency (LEP) and those for whom English is the primary
language benefit from dual language environments—as language learning boosts empathy and
increases positives attitudes toward a wide range of speakers and cultures. Studies have
consistently shown that bilingualism offers enhanced academic and cognitive abilities—and that
such skills are highly sought by U.S. employers. In fact, ACTFL’s own research shows that 90%
of American employers actively rely on individuals with skills in languages other than English,
and that demand is on the rise. 2

For these reasons, we know that exposure to multiple languages in the early-childhood
classroom leads to improved outcomes for English literacy and school readiness, not the
inverse.

Counterintuitive Action

While the proposed rule is intended to “streamline” practices and “empower states, local
programs, and families with greater authority and flexibility” by removing “overly prescriptive”
regulations, the requirement to “conduct all education to children in English” would, in practice,
result in less flexibility by imposing a one-size-fits-all approach on communities and state-level
agencies who should be allowed to make the best decisions for their local families.

In addition, the changes describe an estimated additional cost of nearly $47 million in classroom
materials and curriculum associated with a national shift to English-only environments, as well as up
to another estimated $77.5 million in teacher recruitment or training—not to mention the inevitable

' Keith McNamara. “Dual Language Learners in Head Start: The Promises and Pitfalls of New Reforms.”
Migration Policy Institute. 2016. https://www.migrationpolicy.org/journal/feature/dual-language-learners-
head-start-promises-and-pitfalls-new-reforms

2 ACTFL. Making Languages Our Business. 2019. https://www.actfl.org/advocacy-and-public-
education/making-languages-our-business.
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loss of positions for many qualified dual language instructors in our already strained teacher pipeline.
This represents more than $124 million in new costs, reflecting the Language portion of these
proposed changes to the Head Start Program alone.

We encourage you to reconsider these proposed changes and protect the Head Start
Program regulations that continue to prepare low-income students across our nation for
all opportunities available to them as they grow—those in English, in a home language,
or in a newly acquired language. These experiences can only enrich our communities and
empower them to develop healthy children with a strong sense of self and well-being.

Should you have any questions regarding these comments or wish to discuss the impact of

language learning on children, families, and communities, please contact Dr. Lawrence Paska,
ACTFL Executive Director, at Ipaska@actfl.org. Thank you.
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