
How New Orleans Families
Navigate Early Childhood and
Kindergarten School Choice

 
B R I E F  5 :  H O W  D O  P A R E N T S  A P P R O A C H
F I L L I N G  O U T  T H E  A P P L I C A T I O N ?

M A Y  1 5 ,  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 fifth 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.
1

KEY FINDINGS

In this brief, we summarize answers from 100 parents  who applied for or enrolled in a
public school or early childhood education (ECE) program  in 2020, about how they
approach the school choice application. 

Most parents agreed that applying in the first round of the application process (the “Main
Round”) gave them the best chances, and was in general the best approach. When applying
in the Main Round, many parents tried to follow the district’s guidelines to list as many
programs as possible, though they often struggled to find enough programs to fill their
applications – up to 8 for early childhood and 12 for kindergarten. Families often did not
know as much about the programs they ranked lower on their list as they did about the
programs higher up, and, as a result, they were often hesitant to send their child to the
lower-ranked options. Some parents intentionally listed fewer programs if they were
confident about their acceptance chances or if they had private-school options available.

   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: MOST PARENTS KNEW APPLYING IN THE MAIN ROUND
GAVE THEM THE BEST CHANCES.
Regardless of when they actually applied, many parents discussed the benefits of
researching schools and applying as early as possible. Parents said applying in the Main
Round was advantageous because some programs fill up, and are no longer available in
Round 2 or late enrollment. As one parent who applied after the Main Round put it, “‘cause
the later you wait, the harder it is...you may not get the seat that you desire your child to go
to.” This was a particular concern for ECE parents who wanted their child to get into a
desired elementary school.

"‘cause later you wait, the harder it is...
you may not get the seat that you desire 

your child to go to.” 
(Early childhood applicant)
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A second reason parents liked to apply in the Main Round was that it allowed them to find
out sooner which program their child had been matched to for the upcoming school year.
As one early childhood applicant explained, “I want to know where I'm at so I can make a
decision…I have to let my boss know my schedule.” Another parent added that this was
particularly important and “complicated if you’re still considering private schools at that
point because a lot of the private schools have already done their whole process by the time
you’re finding out where you’re gonna end up in the second round.”  

“I want to know where I'm at so I can
make a decision…I have to let my boss

know my schedule.”
(Early childhood applicant)
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FINDING 2: MANY PARENTS FOLLOWED THE DISTRICT’S GUIDELINES TO
LIST AS MANY PROGRAMS AS POSSIBLE. 
Some parents described listing more programs to
increase their chances of getting accepted to any
program. Some specifically followed the
suggestions on the district website: “They
recommended that you pick so many, so I was just
picking and hoping that’d increase my chances of
getting a placement,” said an early childhood
parent. A kindergarten applicant cited their
application experience in previous years, saying
“Just ‘cause of our experience last year, that we—I
put around 11 or 10 and—I think, if I’m remembering
—and we didn’t get into any, so if  anything,  I  think I 

“They recommended that
you pick so many, so I
was just picking and

hoping that’d increase
my chances of getting a

placement.” 
(Early childhood

applicant)

added a few extra schools.” Some parents incorrectly thought it was a requirement to fill in
every slot on the application, as one early childhood applicant said, “I just started picking
schools because I just saw that they was asking you for that many slots, I guess I gotta
pick this many.” 
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Although some respondents easily filled out a full set of choices (particularly if they were
applying to schools with multiple campuses or programs), many did not. Some parents had
a hard time filling the application because there were not enough schools they liked; others
were just not familiar with enough schools. One kindergarten applicant explained it this way:
“I just didn’t have 12 options that, out of all of the schools, based on [academic] ranking plus
based on location, that I felt would fit,” explained a parent of a kindergarten student.  

Parents consistently agreed that the choice set was overwhelming. Most indicated that they
only felt knowledgeable about, and comfortable with, their top few choices. Some filled in
their remaining seats based on performance scores or location, while others made
decisions using “eenie meenie minie moe, honestly,” as described by one early childhood
parent. As a result, some families who listed many schools were hesitant to send their child
to schools that were lower on the list. 
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FINDING 3: MANY PARENTS STRUGGLED TO FIND A FULL SET OF
SCHOOLS TO LIST ON THE APPLICATION.

“I feel like there were a few schools on there that we felt very
strongly about…but then there were maybe five or six schools

that just because of the time required—it’s a lot of time to
really, fully investigate and talk with parents from 10 different
schools, so I feel like a lot of the schools towards the bottom

of our list we didn’t know as much about. It would’ve been
nice, I guess, to have more information, but again, just the
time involved in the process is very, I feel like, a lot, so we

didn’t—we just trusted that things would work out.” 
(Kindergarten applicant)
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Parents who were confident in their ability to get
into a desired school (public or private) tended to
list a small number of schools on their application.
Some felt confident that their child would get
placed at one of their schools because they either
worked at the school or because they believed that
listing three or four schools was enough to
guarantee a spot in one of them. Another early
childhood applicant only listed one school because
they “knew that because he was a foster child he
could go to the top of the list.”  Some  economically 
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FINDING 4: PARENTS LISTED FEWER SCHOOLS WHEN THEY WERE
CONFIDENT THEY COULD GET INTO A PREFERRED (PUBLIC OR PRIVATE)
SCHOOL.

“You probably aren’t
gonna get [a good

match], but it doesn’t
hurt to play the lottery.
You look at your private

school options at the
same time."

(Kindergarten applicant)

advantaged parents were happy to enter the private system if they did not get a good public
school match. These parents felt that “You probably aren’t gonna get [a good match], but it
doesn’t hurt to play the lottery. You look at your private school options at the same time.
That’s a very middle-class answer. I know a lot of people don’t have that luxury”
(kindergarten applicant). 



In Part 4, we discussed parents’ struggle to comb through information on schools and ECE
programs, and their desire to have more centralized information. The substantial amount of
information to sort through makes it difficult for many parents to fill out a full list of 8 (for
early childhood) or 12 (kindergarten) programs. Even when parents do fill out a full list,
many express reluctance to send their children to programs they listed, because they were
not able to fully research their lower-ranked options. This issue may contribute to the
pattern we reported in Part 1 – about 10% of ECE and kindergarten students were matched
to a program in one of the lottery rounds, but later switched to a different seat. Continued
efforts to centralize information on schools and programs, and to assist parents in filtering
their options, may help to address these issues.

IMPLICATIONS
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NEXT IN SERIES
How Well Do Parents Understand the Enrollment Process? 
In Part 6, we examine how well parents understand the application, match, and enrollment
process, and what common misunderstandings arise. 

https://agendaforchildren.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/2023-04-16-CECR-Brief-Series-4.pdf
https://agendaforchildren.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/2022-10-18-CECR-Brief-Series-1.pdf
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