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SERIES

In the coming briefs, we'll explore the following questions:

Who enrolls through the centralized application? 1

2 What do parents of young children look for in early
childhood programs and elementary schools?

3 Can parents find, and access, what they’re looking
for?

4 How do parents learn about programs and the
application process?

5 How well do parents understand the application and
enrollment process?

6 How do parents approach the centralized application
process?

7 What challenges do parents face when verifying
eligibility for early childhood programs?
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The New Orleans Collaborative for Early Childhood Research (CECR) works to improve the
lives of young children in New Orleans by studying policies and practices that support
children and families. Our work spans multiple sectors affecting young children’s
development, including education, health, and social services.  Our work is grounded in four
core areas: measuring the need for services and programs, increasing access to critical
services, increasing the supply of services, and improving the quality of service delivery. 

This series of research briefs, our partnership’s inaugural publication, examines access to
public schools and early childhood programs in New Orleans. This brief is the third in a
seven-part series examining how parents of young children in New Orleans navigate and
perceive the school choice process. This project uses New Orleans public school
application and enrollment records from the 2017-18, 2018-19, and 2019-20 school years,
and interviews with 100 parents conducted in 2020, to identify and understand patterns in
early childhood and kindergarten applications in New Orleans’ centralized city-wide choice
system. For more background on New Orleans’ system, see Part 1 of the series. This
project elevates the voices of families navigating the system, bringing their perspectives to
the design of the New Orleans early childhood and school enrollment processes.

CECR was founded in 2019 with a grant from the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute
for Education Sciences. CECR is a research-practice partnership – a model based in cross-
sector collaboration among partners who share a vision for producing rigorous research
for a common good. We are proud to come together to demonstrate this model that invites
independent researchers to work alongside practitioners to inform the community’s
understanding of programs and progress but also collectively strengthen our practices and
policies. 
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INTRODUCTION

4

   We use the term “parent” to refer to any primary caregiver, whether that be the child’s biological parent, adoptive parent,
foster parent, grandparent, or other guardian responsible for the child’s welfare.
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KEY FINDINGS

FINDING 1: PARENTS BELIEVED THAT THERE WERE GOOD SCHOOLS AND
ECE PROGRAMS IN THE CITY, BUT FOUND IT HARD TO ACCESS THOSE
SEATS.
Most parents believed that there were good public schools in the city that would be a good
fit for their child. However, they often felt discouraged by how difficult it is to access those
seats. While some parents were specifically frustrated by not getting into their top one or
two programs, some respondents had concerns about accessing any program they listed
on their application.
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In this brief, we summarize responses from 100 parents  who applied for or enrolled in a
public school or early childhood education (ECE) program   in 2020, about whether they can
access their preferred programs and schools. 

The parents we interviewed generally agreed that there are good early childhood and
kindergarten options available to choose from in New Orleans. In practice, though, families
often voiced feeling discouraged by the limited number of seats available in preferred
programs, and the limited seats citywide for infants and toddlers. Parents experienced other
limitations to accessing seats as well, including geographic constraints, particularly in New
Orleans East and on the West Bank, and the admissions and eligibility criteria required by
some programs. Many of these limitations led to larger concerns about equity in the current
system – the perception by some parents that more resourced families may be better able
to navigate barriers to accessing their preferred programs.

“I think that there are good options, but there are also 
a lot of bad options, and at those schools that are bad

options, there are students going to school there. 
It is really frustrating, and it's really upsetting.”  

(Kindergarten applicant)

   We use “program” throughout to refer to both K-12 schools and early childhood education programs, which could be in
a public school, private school, Head Start center, or private childcare center.
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Parents applying for school-based seats in pre-K or
kindergarten explicitly articulated their concerns with
the academic quality of schools, with one early
childhood applicant saying, “Just in general, there’s
limitations in terms of the number of A-performing
schools that we have available.” Another early
childhood applicant echoed that sentiment: “I don’t
necessarily just wanna have an option of C and D
schools.”  
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Some respondents felt a lot of pressure because they felt they would not be able to move
their child to another school: “Maybe I send my kid to a high-performing language-
immersion school, but it’s not the right fit for my kid; I’m kinda stuck… I can’t even put my
child in another school somewhere else because there are no seats, whether or not that
other school is high-quality” (kindergarten applicant).

“I don’t necessarily
just wanna have

an option of C and
D schools.” 

(Early childhood  
applicant)

CECR | How New Orleans Families Navigate Early Childhood and Kindergarten School Choices
Brief 3: Can parents find, and access, what they’re looking for?

“Maybe I send my kid to a high-performing
language-immersion school, but it’s not the right fit

for my kid; I’m kinda stuck… I can’t even put my
child in another school somewhere else because

there are no seats, whether or not that other school
is high-quality” (Kindergarten applicant)

Parents with younger children experienced limited access due to the small number of public
0-3 seats in the city. “You’re supposed to do it when you're pregnant… just to get ‘em on the
list ‘cause I guess they fill up so fast,” said one parent looking for a program for her infant. 
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Another kindergarten applicant, when discussing the locations of schools said, “I feel like
they’re very uneven and that the kids who go to certain schools are not getting the same
quality of education as the kids who go to other schools, and that’s an actual travesty.” 

“There isn't a school on the Westbank other than maybe
[school name] that I would send my child to… [Students]
travel by bus an hour both ways to go to a better school

than they have options for on the Westbank.”
(Kindergarten applicant)
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FINDING 2: PARENTS FELT CONSTRAINED BY GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION. 
Parents of both ECE and kindergarten-aged children prioritized schools near their home or
work, as we discussed in Part 2 of this series. These geographic constraints often limited
their accessible set of program options. Applicants across age, applicant groups, and zip
codes identified this limitation, but it was of particular concern for families living in less
centralized locations like New Orleans East or the Westbank.

FINDING 3: ADMISSIONS AND ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS CREATE
BARRIERS FOR SOME FAMILIES. 
Another concern was that certain high-
performing schools have additional
admissions requirements, including gifted
testing and open house attendance. Many
parents found open houses to be the most
useful source of information on schools, but
sometimes required parents to take time off
work and find transportation, both of which
disproportionately affect parents who have
other barriers to navigating the school choice 

“It becomes selective because
you’re automatically selecting

out a group of people who
can’t make something happen,

and that’s not what public
education’s about”

(Kindergarten applicant)

process. “It becomes selective because you’re automatically selecting out a group of
people who can’t make something happen, and that’s not what public education’s about,”
said one kindergarten applicant about admissions criteria at one of the elementary schools.

https://agendaforchildren.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/2022-11-10-CECR-Brief-Series-2.pdf
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FINDING 4: PARENTS HAD CONCERNS ABOUT EQUITY IN THE
ENROLLMENT SYSTEM. 
Despite the intention of the lottery process
to provide equitable access to programs for
families, many parents voiced equity
concerns throughout the interviews. Some
parents had a general distrust that the
lottery process happens as advertised, with

“Everyone still thinks it’s
who you know, and [the

match results] 
can be altered.” 

(Kindergarten applicant)one kindergarten applicant saying, “Everyone 
still thinks it’s who you know, and [the match 
results] can be altered.” 

Others had more specific concerns about “more resourced [families]… hav[ing] a distinct
advantage” to navigate the system and enroll their kids in preferred seats. Parents
referenced admissions requirements and eligibility criteria, and the location of the city’s
high performing schools as areas where this advantage was particularly evident.
Additionally, applicants found Open Enrollment dates and processes to be less clearly
communicated than in the Main Round. A few parents felt that the first-come first-served
process in Open Enrollment privileges families who have more time to dedicate to
searching for information about programs with open seats. 
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A few parents with younger children also expressed frustration with the income
requirements to qualify for free early childhood programs, as they could not afford to pay
tuition, but were slightly above the income threshold for publicly funded seats.

“I went to the place for Early Head Start, and then I
was told we didn’t qualify… for any childcare

assistance because our income was $200 shy.” 
(Early childhood applicant)



NEXT IN SERIES
How do parents learn about schools and the application process?
In Part 4 in the series, we examine where parents get their information about schools and
early childhood programs, and how they learn about the application process itself. 
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The citywide choice system and centralized application are intended to provide equitable
access to ECE programs and schools across the city. The reality voiced by parents is that
availability of, and access to, desired programs are distinct issues, and New Orleans
parents often perceive access as both limited and inequitable in this system. Providing
more transparent, clear, and timely communications about the pre- and post- application
processes such as early application deadlines, admissions requirements, and Open
Enrollment dates may be a small step towards limiting the informational burden on
families and increasing trust in the process. 

Additionally, New Orleans has made substantial gains in providing ECE access for infants
and toddlers, due to the passage of a city millage in the spring of 2022, which funds nearly
1,000 seats for low-income infants and toddlers. When we conducted these interviews, the
city had approximately 1,600 publicly funded seats for ages 0-3, compared to more than
2,500 for the upcoming 2023-24 school year – a nearly 60% increase since the spring of
2020. 

IMPLICATIONS
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https://www.nola.com/news/education/5000-early-childhood-seats-available-for-low-income-kids/article_c94784b6-a245-11ed-9451-73a18a80de94.html
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