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Head Start Graduate Student Research Program: 2018 Research 
Scholars 
 
Robert C. Carr 
Project Title: Head Start Impacts Before and After the Transition to Kindergarten: The 
Moderating Role of Kindergarten Classroom and School Contexts in Eastern North 
Carolina 
Mentor: Dr. Lynne Vernon-Feagans 
Project Funding Years: 2018-2019  
University Affiliation: University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Project Abstract:  

The long-term impacts of early childhood education may depend on access to 
high quality educational environments in elementary school (McLanahan, Currie, 
Haskins, Rouse, & Sawhill, 2016; Phillips et al., 2017; Stipek, Clements, Coburn, 
Franke, & Farran, 2017). However, research into the long-term impacts of Head Start 
offers mixed conclusions. While two studies indicate that higher-quality or higher-
performing elementary school contexts help to sustain or enhance the long-term 
impacts of Head Start (Curenton, Dong, & Shen, 2015; Magnuson, Ruhm, & Waldfogel, 
2007), the effects were modest and a third study found no evidence of such an effect 
(Jenkins et al., 2018). Further research is needed to examine both classroom- and 
school-level contexts in relation to the long-term impacts of Head Start, particularly in 
relation to children’s social-emotional skills. Additionally, further research is needed to 
examine the impacts of Head Start in rural regions of the United States. 

 
The proposed dissertation study will examine comparable groups of children who 

either attended Head Start during their prekindergarten (pre-K) year or participated in 
some alternative type of child care arrangement. The impacts of Head Start participation 
on children’s social-emotional and academic competencies will be examined in the 
spring of children’s pre-K and kindergarten years. Additionally, this study will examine if 
Head Start impacts in the spring of kindergarten vary by (1) the quality of teacher–child 
interactions in kindergarten classrooms and (2) the level of school-wide academic 
performance of elementary schools. The study sample will be drawn from the Family 
Life Project (FLP)—a population-based birth-cohort study of families living in low-wealth 
rural regions of North Carolina and Pennsylvania (Vernon-Feagans, Cox, & The FLP 
Key Investigators, 2013). In partnership with the North Carolina Head Start-State 
Collaboration Office at the Department of Public Instruction, this proposal seeks funding 
to examine child- and classroom-level data from the Family Life Project in combination 
with school-level administrative data. This study directly addresses priority areas of the 
grant call, including the transition from Head Start to kindergarten and projects of 
relevance to Head Start using secondary data (Administration for Children and Families, 
2018). 
 

The research questions of the study are as follows: (1) Does Head Start 
participation impact children’s social-emotional and academic competencies in the 
spring of pre-K and in the spring of kindergarten?, and (2) Do higher quality teacher–
child interactions or higher performing elementary schools help to sustain or enhance 
Head Start impacts into the spring of kindergarten? This study aims to identify 
characteristics of classroom and school contexts that contribute to Head Start children’s 
continued learning across the transition to school in order to inform policymaking related 
to this topic, both in rural regions and nationally.  
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Sunah Hyun 
Project Title: Examination of Chinese Immigrant Parents' Beliefs about Children's 
Social Development Through Play: A Mixed Methods Explanatory Sequential Study 
Mentor: Dr. Christine McWayne 
Project Funding Years: 2018-2019  
University Affiliation: Tufts University 
Project Abstract:  

In 2013, China replaced Mexico as the top country of origin for immigrants to the 
United States and today Chinese immigrants continue to constitute the fastest-growing 
foreign-born group in the United States. However, Chinese immigrant families are an 
understudied cultural group. In fact, studies that examine the emotional well-being of 
Chinese heritage children are remarkably scarce. Research suggests that Chinese and 
Westerners have different expectations of children’s social behaviors, leading to 
dissimilar assessments of children’s social and emotional development by Chinese 
parents and their children’s Western teachers. Unfortunately, Chinese immigrant 
children have been found to exhibit high levels of internalizing behaviors and stress in 
interpersonal relationships, which often correlate with later problems in school. Current 
knowledge based on prior research is not sufficient to promote optimal pathways for 
Chinese heritage children’s development and the creation of positive social 
environments. While some research suggests that there are promising associations 
between parents’ play beliefs and children’s social competence, more research is 
needed to develop a deeper understanding of the underlying beliefs of Chinese 
immigrant parents and how those beliefs may differ from those of their children’s non-
immigrant teachers. This knowledge will enable us to better support Chinese immigrant 
children in programs like Head Start and in other preschool programs serving Chinese 
immigrant children. 

 
Accordingly, the overarching purpose of this project is to provide a deeper 

understanding of Head Start Chinese immigrant parents’ beliefs about children’s social-
emotional development, the value of play, and implications for Chinese children’s social 
competencies. Applying a mixed methods approach will allow researchers to 
significantly expand the limited knowledge base related to Chinese immigrant children’s 
social development. Following the rigorous procedures of the mixed methods approach, 
the proposed project will: (1) examine and describe the associations between Head 
Start Chinese immigrant parents’ play beliefs, their levels of acculturation, parental 
ideologies, and children’s social competencies; (2) develop focus group protocols 
grounded in the quantitative results, as well as existing literature, and utilize these 
protocols to more deeply explore Chinese immigrant parents’ perceptions of children’s 
social behaviors in peer play contexts; and (3) integrate and interpret quantitative 
results (Objective 1) and qualitative results (Objective 2), to culminate in information that 
will be culturally and contextually relevant for improving Head Start programs that serve 
Chinese immigrant families. 
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Bridget Poznanski 
Project Title: Examining Positive Behavioral Supports for Children with Challenging 
Behaviors Across Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Head Start Settings 
Mentor: Dr. Katie Hart 
Project Funding Years: 2018-2020 
University Affiliation: Florida International University 
Project Abstract:  

Externalizing behavior problems (EBPs), characterized by aggression, 
hyperactivity, inattention, and oppositionality, occur in approximately 30% of Head Start 
children, yet only 2% receive appropriate services (Kaiser, Xinsheng, Hancock, & 
Foster, 2002; Qi & Kaiser, 2003). In Head Start, children with EBPs do not experience 
the same academic benefit as their peers without EBPs (Cooper & Lanza, 2014) and 
left untreated, EBPs persist and are related to a number of adverse outcomes later in 
life, which come at a huge societal cost (Pelham, Foster, & Robb, 2007). Early 
intervention is crucial, and Head Start is an ideal setting to focus efforts and promote 
positive outcomes, as low-income, culturally and linguistically diverse children are at 
greater risk for adverse outcomes. The preschool workforce often serve as frontline 
providers for children with EBPs, which can be particularly stressful and frustrating for 
teachers and staff. These experiences suggest a need for workforce enhancement, 
which includes building upon strengths and identifying areas for workforce support 
across Head Start centers in order to best prepare children with EBPs for school entry.  

 
A number of prevention and intervention programs have been conducted in Head 

Start settings and demonstrate overall promise in increasing social emotional readiness 
and decreasing problem behaviors in preschool children. Most often, these programs 
have been universally implemented in the classroom and are usually coached and 
heavily consulted by university research staff. Therefore, it is largely unknown the extent 
to which these interventions are sufficient in preparing children with elevated EBPs for 
school, and are able to be feasibly implemented and sustained by the Head Start 
workforce, beyond the study period. 

 
The proposed study, rooted in an implementation science framework, aims to 

take the first step towards achieving the goal of developing a method for Head Start 
workforce enhancement that is effective in helping children with EBPs while being 
acceptable, feasible, and sustainable for the Head Start workforce. With a sound 
understanding of the importance of initiating collaboration, assessing the organization’s 
need, and obtaining input from key stakeholders in successful implementation efforts, 
the proposed project aims to employ a mixed methods approach with three phases of 
data collection to accomplish the study objectives. Through surveys of Head Start 
personnel (i.e., administrators, mental health and disabilities coordinators, family 
support specialist, teachers, and assistant teachers), a series of focus groups with Head 
Start personnel and parents, and observations of children with EBPs in their 
classrooms, the proposed study seeks to (1) understand the current practices in Head 
Starts for children with EBPs, (2) assess the acceptability and feasibility of effective 
strategies for children with EBPs, and (3) identify areas for sustainable workforce 
enhancement. The findings from the proposed project will ultimately serve in the 
dissemination and implementation of best practices and policies for children with EBPs 
in Head Start settings. 
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Brooke Rumper 
Project Title: “Does it sink? ¿Se hunde?”: Examining Impacts on Head Start Dual 
Language Learning Children’s Science Outcomes Across Languages 
Mentor: Dr. Daryl Greenfield 
Project Funding Years: 2018-2019  
University Affiliation: University of Miami 
Project Abstract: 

Children from low-income homes are at risk for an academic achievement gap 
that spans the domains of language, math, and science. Spanish/English Dual 
Language Learning (DLL) children are disproportionately more likely to come from low-
income homes than their peers (Child Trends Databank, 2014), making them more 
likely to face additional risks to their academic achievement (Espinosa, 2013; López & 
Velasco, 2011; NTFECEH, 2007; Stepler & Brown, 2015). Given that this academic 
achievement gap begins early, it is critical to examine the best ways to ameliorate its 
effects when children are still young. 

 
Research has shown that there are protective factors for DLL children from low-

income homes related to learning and maintaining two languages. For example, there 
are cognitive benefits associated with learning two or more languages, such as higher 
executive function abilities (Bialystok & Majumder, 1998; Bialystok & Viswanathan, 
2009) and decreased risk for Alzheimer’s disease and dementia in adulthood (Yu, Lu, 
Wu, Wu, & Wu, 2017). In addition to long-term protective factors, literature examining 
preschool Head Start DLL classrooms demonstrated that use of Spanish promotes 
school readiness skills in math, language, and literacy (Burchinal, Field, Lopez, Howes, 
& Pianta, 2012; Chang et al. 2007). Quality of vocabulary used in the classroom has 
also been implicated in predicting children’s outcomes in reading and math. These 
findings indicate it is important to support young DLL children in learning and 
maintaining both of their languages; however, teachers’ language input has yet to be 
examined in the context of science. 

 
The domain of science has recently been recognized on a national level as an 

area of importance for early childhood education (Office of the Press Secretary, 2016; 
U.S Department of Early Education, 2016). Science is a key content area for DLL 
children because it provides opportunities to learn vocabulary (Guo et al., 2016) through 
hands-on activities and develop social-emotional skills while collaborating with peers. It 
also allows children to engage in critical thinking and problem solving (Hong & 
Diamond, 2012). Despite the benefits that science education provides for young 
children, few studies have examined the effects of teacher language use during science 
instruction on Spanish/English DLL children’s outcomes. 

 
Previous studies demonstrate that preschool DLL children may have more 

exposure to English during classroom instruction and may begin to favor English. 
Additionally, Spanish/English DLL children may be learning the same languages but are 
a diverse group and represent a range of abilities. Given this information, it is important 
to understand whether there are systematic differences in DLL children’s science scores 
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in English and Spanish and whether those scores are predicted by their dominant 
language. 

 
The present study aims to understand 1) whether there are differences in 

Spanish/English DLL children’s science scores in English and Spanish 2) whether 
children’s dominant language is associated with their science scores in English and 
Spanish, and 3) if the amount of English and Spanish academic science language used 
by teachers is associated with DLL children’s science outcomes. 


