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Introduction  

This brief provides a glimpse into the well-being of parents in Migrant and Seasonal Head Start 
(MSHS) programs.  

In particular, this brief highlights findings from the Migrant and Seasonal Head Start (MSHS) 
Study 2017 on parents’ stress, depressive symptoms, and sources of strength.  

Understanding the well-being of MSHS parents may inform assessment and tailoring of services 
to address family needs, strengths, and resources.  

The information in this brief may be important for MSHS programs to consider as they identify 
the best ways to serve their local children, families and communities. 
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Key Findings 

Many MSHS parents report experiencing 
stressors that include being away from 
family members, worrying about their 
children’s education, migrating to the U.S., 
and finding a job.   

Nearly all parents also report sources of 
strength in their lives such as a dedication 
to their children’s futures, their faith, their 
partner or spouse, and the belief that 
working hard will lead to a better life.     

While almost three-fourths of MSHS 
parents report no or few depressive 

symptoms, most MSHS Program Directors 
are somewhat or greatly concerned about 
parents’ behavioral and mental health.   

Nearly all MSHS Center Directors report 
that their staff received training in the prior 
year to address mental health.   

Some parents report that MSHS helped them 
find mental health or substance abuse 
assistance. 

More than a quarter of MSHS program 
directors say there is a great need for more 
collaboration with mental health providers. 

About Migrant and Seasonal Head Start 

Migrant and Seasonal Head Start (MSHS) 
programs provide child development, family 
support, and family engagement services to 
young children and their migrant and seasonal 
farmworker families. 

Migrant or seasonal farmworker families are 
those engaged in year-round or seasonal 
agricultural labor who may have changed their 
residence in the preceding two-year period. 
MSHS programs offer services to children from 
birth until they reach the age of mandatory 
school attendance.  

Just like other Head Start programs, MSHS 
programs offer access to medical and dental 
care, nutritional services, mental health 
services, and other community resources.  

MSHS programs are designed to meet the 
unique needs of migrant and seasonally working families.  MSHS programs usually provide 
bilingual services and sometimes operate in non-standard hours or in varying locations 
throughout the agricultural season. 

MSHS programs operate in 38 states and are administered by the Regional Office for Migrant and 
Seasonal Head Start (Region XII), located in Washington, D.C within the Office of Head Start, 
Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health & Human Services. 

http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/family/for-families/Everyday%20Parenting/Parents%20as%20Teachers/edudev_art_00213_072505.html
http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/family/for-families/Everyday%20Parenting/Parents%20as%20Teachers/edudev_art_00213_072505.html
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About the Migrant and Seasonal Head Start Study 2017 

The Migrant and Seasonal Head Start (MSHS) Study 
provides a national picture of MSHS programs, centers, 
families, and children.  

The MSHS Study was designed through extensive engagement  
and input from the MSHS community to better understand: 

 characteristics of MSHS programs, centers, staff, families, and children; 
 services that MSHS provides; 
 instructional practices in MSHS classrooms; and 
 MSHS supports for child, parent, and family well-being. 

This brief highlights selected MSHS Study 2017 findings collected from: 

Surveys of Program Directors 
Surveys of Center Directors Interviews with parents 

For additional findings see the MSHS Study 2017 Data Tables  

Parent Well-being: Stress, Depression, and Sources of Strength 

All parents experience some stress in the course of daily 
life. However, some parents who experience intense 
stressors may experience declines in their mental health.   

Parental stress and depression can, in turn, impact 
children’s development, behaviors and abilities to learn.1 

Many people thrive even in difficult circumstances.  Most 
parents draw strength from many sources (e.g., social 
support) to reduce their stress and maintain a sense of 
well-being. MSHS programs are one source2 that can 
support parents’ well-being. 

The MSHS Study gathered information about parent  
well-being, including parent reports of stress, depression,  
and sources of strength.  

1
 

2

 National Center on Early Childhood Health and Wellness.  Take Care of Yourself: Reduce Your Stress.  Available at: 
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/low-literacy-stress-english.pdf 
 National Center on Parent, Family and Community Engagement.  Parent, Family, and Community Engagement Framework for 
Early Childhood Systems.  Available at: https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/public/pfce-
framework_for_ec_systems_final_508.pdf 

file:///C:/Users/jenessa.malin/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/AB60M3O6/a.%09https:/www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/migrant-and-seasonal-head-start-study-2017-data-tables
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What Stressors do MSHS Parents Experience?

81% say it is difficult to be 
away from family members. 

50% of these parents say this is a source of moderate or extreme stress. 

 

62% worry about their 
children’s education. 

60% of these parents say this is a source of moderate or extreme stress. 

61% say that migrating to the U.S. 
has been difficult. 

74% of these parents say this is a source of moderate or extreme stress. 

 

50% sometimes have difficulty finding a job. 

67% of these parents say this is a source of moderate or extreme stress. 

26% experience discrimination. 

54% of these parents say this was a source of moderate or extreme stress. 

21% have difficulty finding a place to live. 

72% of these parents say this was a source of moderate or extreme stress. 

Source:  MSHS Parent Interview; Migrant Farmworker Stress Inventory. Hovey, J.D. (2002)

81% 
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50% 

26% 
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Are MSHS Parents Experiencing Symptoms  
of Depression? 

Parents indicated how frequently in the past week they had experienced the following twelve 
symptoms of depression:   

 feeling bothered,  
 having a poor appetite,  
 being unable to “shake off the blues,”  
 experiencing difficulty focusing,  
 feeling depressed,  
 feeling that everything was an effort,  
 feeling fearful,  
 experiencing restless sleep,  
 feeling less talkative than usual,  
 feeling lonely,  
 feeling sad, and  
 being unable to “get going.” 

Note:  These questions are part of the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scales developed by the National Institutes of 
Mental Health.  These questions were developed for research purposes and do not provide a formal diagnosis of depression. 
A formal diagnosis can only be determined by a trained mental health professional. 

Almost three-fourths (73%) of MSHS parents report no or few depressive 
symptoms.  15% of parents report symptoms that may indicate mild depression.  5% of parents 

report symptoms which may indicate moderate depression, and 7% report symptoms which may 
indicate severe depression. 

7%

5%

15%

73%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Severe depression (Total Score of 15 to 36)

Moderate depression (Total Score of 10 to 14)

Mild depression (Total Score of 5 to 9)

No depression (Total Score of 0 to 4)

Depression in Parents Enrolled in MSHS

Source:  MSHS Parent Interview; Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scales, National Institutes of Mental Health 
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What are MSHS Parents’ Sources of Strength?

100% say that dedicating themselves to their 
children’s futures helps their families stay strong. 

97% of these say they find this moderately or extremely helpful. 

 

99% say that their belief in God or their faith 
helps their families stay strong. 

92% of these say they find this moderately or extremely helpful. 

 

97% say that a belief that working hard  
will lead to a better life for their families helps  

their families stay strong 

91% of these say they find this moderately or extremely helpful. 

 

96% say that their partner or spouse  
helps their families stay strong. 

86% of these say they find this moderately or extremely helpful. 

Source:  MSHS Parent Interview: Family Strengths, Child Health and Dental Insurance 
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How do MSHS Programs Support Parent Well-being? 

More than four in five MSHS Program 
Directors (83%) report feeling somewhat 
or very concerned about parents’ 
behavioral and mental health.   

Source: MSHS Center Director Survey: Center Director Concerns 

Almost all (91%) of MSHS Center 
Directors report that their staff has 
received training to address mental 
health issues in the preceding year. 

Source: MSHS Center Director Survey: Topics Covered in Staff Training 

Most MSHS programs have collaborative 
relationships with community mental 
health providers.  98% say their relationships 

with community mental health providers are 
highly or somewhat collaborative. 

Source: MSHS Program Director Survey: Collaborative Relationships 

Most MSHS Program Directors want even 
more collaboration with mental health 
providers.  27% say there is no need for more 

collaboration. 47% say that there is somewhat of 
a need for more collaboration, and 26% say there 
is a great need for more collaboration with mental 
health providers.   

Source: MSHS Program Director Survey: Collaborative Relationships 

Some parents (16%) report that they or 
someone in their household needed and 
received help from their MSHS program 
to find mental health or substance 
abuse services.  

Source:  MSHS Parent Interview; MSHS Services 
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