
How New Orleans Families
Navigate Early Childhood and
Kindergarten School Choice

 
B R I E F  4 :  H O W  D O  P A R E N T S  L E A R N  A B O U T
P R O G R A M S  A N D  T H E  A P P L I C A T I O N  P R O C E S ?

A P R I L  1 8 ,  2 0 2 3

A Research Brief Series by:
Lindsay Weixler, Olivia Carr, Alica Gerry,

Monica Daniels, and Cathy Balfe



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 fourth 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
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   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.
1

KEY FINDINGS

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 New Orleans in 2020, about
the ways in which they gathered information both about programs and the application
process.

Parents relied on a variety of sources when searching for information on publicly funded
programs and the application process, including official district-wide resources, individual
programs’ open houses and websites, and their own social networks. Many parents
expressed feeling overwhelmed trying to gather information about programs and wanted
more centralized information on program characteristics, acceptance rates, and open house
dates. However, most parents found the process of actually submitting the application to be
straightforward. Parents benefitted from having submitted applications in previous years, or
having existing connections to schools and ECE programs, as they received direct
information from schools and New Orleans Public Schools (NOLA-PS) about the application
process and deadlines. 

“Everything about it was pretty easy. The only
problem I had was just trying to figure out the
schools. That’s it. Other than that, if you know

everything about the schools and locations and
everything, it was a piece of cake.” 

(Early childhood 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.
2
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FINDING 1: PARENTS GATHERED INFORMATION ABOUT PROGRAMS
FROM A VARIETY OF SOURCES.
To gather information about schools, applicants used multiple sources including official
district-wide resources, schools and centers, and their own social networks and personal
experiences. A small number of parents mentioned gathering information about programs’
academic performance from the Louisiana Department of Education website. Often they
found these sources through internet searches or their social networks.  

Parents gathered much of their information about schools from district resources. Two
resources were referenced frequently. First, parents mentioned finding information on the
NOLA-PS website. Applicants found information provided by NOLA-PS to be helpful in their
program searches, citing the website’s map feature and the filterable list of schools as
particularly informative features, as they allowed them to easily identify schools by their
state performance scores and their locations, to narrow down their list of options. Second,
parents referenced the New Orleans Parents’ Guides, which contained detailed information
on public schools, and, in a separate edition, early childhood programs. These guides,
previously compiled by NOLA-PS and community groups, were last published in 2019. 

“You have so many programs that’s being 
created each year... With the book, the resource

book...it allowed me to look at the zones or where 
the schools were in, and the letter grades, and all of

that stuff like that. That really helped.” 
(Early childhood applicant)

Often parents gathered information such as seat availability, student demographics, and
facility quality directly from schools, by examining the school’s website and social media,
making phone calls to the school, and participating in the “parade of open houses.” While
gathering information from individual schools was more time consuming than using the
centralized district resources, many families, particularly those who visited schools in
person, felt the information gathered directly from schools played a large role in
determining which schools would be a good fit for their child. 
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“I am all about making informed decisions...after hearing
word of mouth about, like, ‘Oh, I have a kid at this school,

and I really love it,” …Really, that was probably the best
motivation for me was hearing from other families about
their experiences, whether that be positive or negative.”

(Early childhood applicant)

Families also relied heavily on informal sources of information when making decisions
about schools. Usually that meant friends and family who had experience choosing schools
for their own children or were teachers and school leaders in New Orleans.

FINDING 2: PARENTS FOUND THE PROCESS OF CHOOSING PROGRAMS 
TO BE OVERWHELMING AND WANTED MORE CENTRALIZED 
INFORMATION.
Parents often felt overwhelmed trying to choose schools for their child, both due to the
number of choices and the decentralization of information. For early childhood, some
parents were also confused by multiple listings for the same program, which happens when
a program has a mix of public funding types with different eligibility requirements, or when a
program offers both free and tuition-based seats.

“It’s just so many schools to look at
and choose from; it’s really difficult to

be educated on each school.” 
(Early childhood applicant)
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Respondents usually found that these informal connections were the most easily
accessible and trustworthy sources of information to help narrow down what can be a large
and overwhelming set of choices. 
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FINDING 3: PARENTS WERE OFTEN INTRODUCED TO THE APPLICATION
PROCESS THROUGH SOCIAL NETWORKS.
In this system, parents not only need to learn about available programs – they need to learn
how and when to submit the online application. For the application itself, parents reported
primarily needing information on application deadlines and when to begin thinking about
their choices, feeling that “once you get to the applications, it’s kinda spelled out for you… it
wasn’t hard.” A small number needed additional support while filling out the application. 

When asked how parents first learned about the application process, before ever having
gone through the application process themselves, many referenced hearing about it through
informal conversations with people in their social networks. Applicants heard about the
process through friends, family, parent groups on Facebook, social workers, and even
realtors. “Well, basically, ’cause everybody in the city was talking about it,” explained one
parent applying to early childhood programs. Schools and early childhood centers were also
essential in introducing families to the application process itself, in addition to hosting
information nights, providing application assistance, and answering school-specific
questions about topics such as seat availability and early deadlines. 

“On [NOLA-PS], it just diverts you to the [school] site...
Eventually, you're going to a thousand different websites to 

find out about the different programs and not all of the websites
have comprehensive information about their [programs]. Most of
them, once you go to the website, it's like a circle. They refer you

right back to [NOLA-PS] where there's no other information.” 
(Early childhood applicant)
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A majority of parents we interviewed wanted more centralized information on schools. In
particular, parents wanted a central source for open house dates, recent acceptance rates,
and student demographics. Parents also reported that NOLA-PS and school websites were
often not comprehensive. This added to the stress that parents felt when trying to be
informed and choose schools that would be good fits for their child and their family. 
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For families who had not previously submitted an
application, learning about the application process
and deadlines required a proactive approach. “I
googled, and I called [the school] to find out if I
could register my daughter… that’s when I learned I
need to do the OneApp application,” said one
parent looking for early childhood programs.
However, for families with children currently
enrolled in a school or early learning program,
reminders and resources were made available to
them to support them through the process, either
by school or center staff, or by NOLA-PS. 

“I googled, and I called
[the school] to find out
if I could register my

daughter… that’s when I
learned I need to do the

OneApp application,”
(Early childhood

applicant)

FINDING 4: PARENTS FOUND NOLA-PS’S WEBSITE, COMMUNICATIONS,
AND STAFF HELPFUL FOR LEARNING HOW AND WHEN TO DO THE
APPLICATION.
After being introduced to the application process, families received most of their
information directly from NOLA-PS, including from the website, via email or text, and
through the Family Resource Centers or district staff. Emails and texts from the district
were a useful source of information for parents, particularly when the texts were reminders
about the application deadlines, though this messaging primarily goes to families who have
already interacted with the application system. 

The NOLA-PS website was particularly useful to families grappling with their understanding
of the lottery system. One parent explained how the website helped counter false narratives
they were hearing from other parents, saying, “The actual [NOLA-PS] website is what helped
me figure out that I should put number ones first ‘cause there was people saying, because
it’s so difficult to get into [this school], maybe you shouldn’t put that as your number one.
It’ll ruin your chances to get into your number two” (applicant to early childhood programs).
Parents also needed additional clarity on how sibling, geographic, and IEP (individualized
education plan) admissions priorities worked, including which priorities their child had for
which schools. A number of parents found the video on the enrollment website that
explained the lottery process helpful. One kindergarten applicant said that it really helped to
“understand it a lot better with the prioritization of the raffling and the sibling priority. I can
say that the video out there does really help break it down.” 



When it came to troubleshooting issues, many parents found it most helpful to speak with
someone at the district. Parents spoke very highly of the assistance they received from
Family Resource Centers, even if they had issues with long wait times or getting to one of
the centers.

In addition to communications from programs and NOLA-PS, parents gained confidence
after having successfully used OneApp. One parent, after applying through late enrollment,
felt confident in their ability to complete the application more smoothly in future years: “It
wasn't confusing, nor it wasn't challenging. I'm just new to it. Come next year, I'm gonna
have everything. I'm gonna know it by the book. My child's gonna be one of the first children
in school.”

“It wasn't confusing, nor it wasn't challenging. I'm just
new to it. Come next year, I'm gonna have everything.

I'm gonna know it by the book. My child's gonna be one
of the first children in school.”

(Early childhood applicant)

Parents put in a great deal of effort to gather information on programs and often felt
frustrated with the lack of centralized information. Shortly after these interviews were
conducted, NOLA-PS launched a more comprehensive web directory of schools and ECE
programs, which may alleviate some of the concerns expressed here and lessen parents’
need to visit each individual program website. However, the new directory does not contain
the three pieces of information that parents often mentioned: open house dates,
acceptance rates, and program demographics. NOLA-PS should consider adding these
elements, though acceptance rates and demographics may influence the ways that parents
select schools and should be carefully considered.

IMPLICATIONS
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NEXT IN SERIES
How well do parents understand the application and enrollment
process?
In Part 5, we examine how well parents understand the enrollment process, and what
common misunderstandings arise.

Additionally, parents’ responses indicated a need for more widespread communication
about the application process and timeline. Parents reported that often they first learned
about the process through their social network, which disadvantages families who are new
to the area or whose network is less informed about the school application process.
Parents also reported benefitting from text and email reminders about upcoming
deadlines, but those reminders are limited to parents who are already in the district’s
system. Broadening the scope of those reminders may help reach more families earlier in
the application cycle, decreasing parents’ stress, increasing Main Round participation
rates, and potentially increasing parents’ likelihood of enrolling in a desired program. 
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