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Research demonstrates the critical role of nurturing relationships with adults and caregivers in
setting a strong foundation for healthy child development.! Most families depend on child care
settings to provide consistent, responsive, and supportive care to their young children so that they
can work or attend school. However, across the country, infant and toddler child care is widely
inaccessible and cost-prohibitive, especially for families living in households with low incomes.?®
As a result, state and local early childhood leaders face the complex task of developing innovative
policies to address significant infant and toddler child care shortages. In New Orleans, an estimated
59 percent of children under age 4 in families with low incomes don’t have access to high-quality
early childhood education.®

The City Seats Program

In 2018, the City of New Orleans and members of the area’s early education community developed
an innovative program called City Seats to address the need for free, high-quality infant and
toddler care. Agenda for Children, a New Orleans-based organization dedicated to meeting the
basic needs of Louisiana children and families, oversees the implementation of City Seats. Agenda
for Children “purchases” seats at early learning centers across Orleans Parish, prioritizing areas
with high numbers of eligible children and limited access to high-quality child care. City Seats
also provides additional wraparound support services for participating children, early learning
center staff, and families. These additional services provide support for nurturing teacher-child
interactions, training on play-based learning and professional development for early learning
center staff, ongoing developmental screenings and assessments, vision and hearing screenings,
responsive medical care, and support for the overall well-being of participating children and
families. In 2022, City Seats dramatically expanded its reach due to a voter-approved millage,?
which provides $21 million in annual funding for City Seats, wraparound services, workforce
development, facilities investment, enrolilment and family navigation support, and program
evaluation and management. These funds quintupled the reach of City Seats, which served 1,167
children and partnered with 40 early learning centers in the 2023-2024 program year.

The Evaluation Study

Committed to continuous quality improvement, Agenda for Children contracted with Child Trends,
a national, nonprofit research organization, to conduct an independent implementation evaluation
of City Seats. The unprecedented increase in funding created a new set of implementation
circumstances for City Seats, which shaped the goals of the study. For instance, due to the
structure of the funding, there was no opportunity for a planning year to prepare for expansion. As
a result, many of the processes, systems, and procedures needed to support scale-up were piloted
as they were implemented during the 2023-2024 program year. These circumstances effectively

aThe term millage describes a tax rate levied on real estate or other property.



reset certain aspects of the program back to an initial or piloting phase of implementation.
Given this context, the study focused on research questions relevant to these unique conditions,
which included:

«  What were families’, early learning center staff members’, and wraparound service providers’
experiences with City Seats?

e What are the strengths of City Seats that should continue?
e  What are potential areas of improvement for future years of implementation?

« To what extent is City Seats expanding equitable access to high-quality infant and toddler
child care in Orleans Parish?

Multiple methods were used to answer the evaluation questions, including: (1) document
reviews, (2) process mapping, (3) surveys and focus groups with City Seats families® and early
learning center staff, and (4) interviews with wraparound service providers.

Select Findings

City Seats families

All City Seats families (n=829¢) were invited to participate in a survey that 231 families
completed, for a 28 percent response rate. A small group of families also participated in semi-
structured follow-up interviews (n=11).

Application and enrollment. Most families found the application either easy or very easy to
complete (79%) and were enrolled in one of their top choice centers (79%).

Family priorities for ranking top choice centers. The factors that families most frequently
ranked as incredibly or very important when selecting their top choice centers included:

¢ Children’s learning and development: The use of high-quality learning activities or curricula
(98%) and the center’s emphasis on social-emotional behavior and development (98%)

* Program characteristics: The center’s ability to care for all the children in their family (93%),
the center’s operating hours (92%), and that the center was within driving distance of their
home (81%) or workplace (71%)

Family satisfaction with their center. AImost all families (92%) reported that they would highly
recommend their current center to a friend of family member looking for child care.

Child development support services. About one quarter of families (23%) received a referral
for their child to be seen by a service provider for additional developmental support services
(e.g., Early Steps, TIKES Infant Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation and Support, or the
Children’s Hospital ThriveKids). About two thirds of families (64%) who received a referral were
referred to a doctor (outside of City Seats) for further assessment of vision or hearing.

Parenting support services. Less than one quarter of families participated in the (optional)
parenting support services offered to City Seats participants (e.g., Parent Cafés, Parent
Advisory Board, TrainingGrounds). Among those who participated, nearly all said they were
very or a little helpful.

City Seats early learning centers

Thirty-nine City Seats providers® were invited to participate in the survey and focus groups.
Twenty-six providers responded to the survey (67% response rate) and 13 participated in

a focus group. Through our analyses of the survey and focus group data, we identified the
following themes:

®For clarity and readability, we refer to families enrolled in a City Seats-funded program as “City Seats families.”
¢Please note that surveys were sent to active City Seats families, many of whom had multiple children enrolled in the program.
dPlease note that one site closed mid-year, reducing the total number of City Seats Providers from 40 to 39 at the time of our data



Benefits of City Seats participation for early learning centers and staff. Most (81%) providers
who responded to the survey reported that City Seats had a positive impact on their center’s
staff. Comments made in open-ended responses and in focus groups included mention of
increased wages and improved overall staff well-being. They also indicated that City Seats
created opportunities for their staff to get feedback and support, which directly impacted their
teaching practices and classroom environments. Additionally, they said that City Seats had
improved the overall quality of their center.

Benefits of City Seats participation for early learning centers’ enroliment, attendance, and
financial health. Most providers who responded to the survey said City Seats had a positive
impact on their center’s enrollment (92%), attendance (96%), and overall financial health

(85%). In focus groups, some providers shared that the increased and/or steady enrollment and
consistent, on-time, monthly City Seats payments helped prevent their center from going out of
business.

Coaching and access to wraparound services. Nearly all (95%) providers who responded to
the survey reported having a “very positive” experience with the coaching provided through
City Seats. Focus group participants frequently noted their appreciation for their access to
wraparound services. Both survey respondents and focus group participants reported wanting
more time with and access to coaching and wraparound supports.

Reimbursement rate. On the survey, when asked whether participating in City Seats is
financially feasible without additional funding, 39 percent said “yes,” 39 percent said “no,”

and 22 percent said, “I am not sure.” Focus group participants most frequently noted that the
$1,000 per month per child reimbursement rate was not enough to cover the costs of providing
high-quality child care. They also noted that they want to continue having small class sizes and
low child-teacher ratios and offer their staff competitive wages, but the current rate does not
cover the costs of doing so.

Challenging behaviors. Many focus group participants noted that their staff were struggling to
address what they described as an increase in especially challenging behaviors among children.
They said that their staff needed more intensive supports to address these challenges.

Wraparound service providers

Coordination among service providers. Four of the five wraparound service providers noted
the need for better coordination across wraparound service providers. As wraparound partners
have changed, there has been some confusion about which providers are responsible for which
specific services.

Challenging behaviors. All five wraparound service providers noted an increase in challenging
behaviors among children and expressed the need for more support for children, families, and
early learning center staff.

Select Considerations for Future Implementation

Explore additional strategies to support families, providers, and City Seats staff in addressing
challenging behaviors. This could include developing a triage system for challenging behaviors;
implementing a multi-level response plan to prioritize resources based on the severity of each
case; fostering clear communication among providers and families; and promoting consistent,
evidence-based intervention strategies.

Pace growth with support for high-quality programming. It is important to balance the goals
of expanding child care access while also providing high-quality child care and comprehensive
wraparound services for all families. Consider re-examining the overall capacity of City Seats to
adequately provide comprehensive supports to participating children and families by:



 Developing a clear definition of what constitutes a high-quality City Seats care setting.

e Identifying the supports needed to build and sustain the capacity of early learning centers
to meet this definition.

 Determining how to better align reimbursement rates with the actual cost of care.

* Assessing the ability for City Seats to provide comprehensive services to all children and
families with available resources.

e Evaluating the infrastructure needed to support effective implementation.

Branding considerations. City Seats is more than just a funding stream; it is a comprehensive
initiative that supports participating children, parents, and early learning centers. Rebranding
City Seats could better communicate the comprehensive nature of the program. Rebranding
ideas could include:

e Further clarifying parent and provider roles and expectations in the existing memoranda of
understanding they sign at the start of each program year.

« Strengthening messaging about the goals of the program and services provided in the
program communication materials (e.g. flyers, videos, program handbook).

« Offering a clearer description of the City Seats program in the NOLA? Public School (NOLA-
PS) enrollment process.

These actions could help enhance the program'’s identity, better communicate the
comprehensive services and unique benefits of the program, and emphasize the mutual
privilege, responsibility, and commitments of both participating families and providers.
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