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Methods & Data

Our analysis relied on data collected from a survey administered across the Houston region in September and October
2025 via Alchemer, an online survey platform. We distributed the survey via QR codes on postcard mailers, an email
and text campaign, digital ads, and in-person. The survey included responses from 917 families across 11 Houston area
school districts. This sampling approach allowed us to draw from across the community, though a limitation is that it was
not designed to mirror representation of different subgroups across the region or by district. Survey responses were
analyzed to summarize family characteristics, pre-K enroliment decisions, and attitudes towards early education options
across the Houston region. Individual district-level analyses were limited by sample size.

The survey utilized ‘logic’ based questions that relied on answers from prior questions to inform future questions

a participant was asked. For example, question 12 asked: “What are your reasons for having your child or children
attend a district public school pre-K program?”, and only families that indicated that they had a child who attended
district pre-K before (question 3) or planned to send their child to district pre-K (question 10) saw question 12. As a
result, survey questions were targeted at relevant families. However, a limitation of this approach was the reduction in
sample sizes for specific questions and subgroups.

We also conducted focus groups in two districts, Alief Independent School District (ISD) and Spring ISD. Focus groups
were conducted in November. In Alief, a single session was held with 24 participants. The demographic breakdown
was as follows: 6 male and 18 female and 5 Hispanic or Latino and 19 Black participants. In Spring, three separate
sessions were held with a total of 46 participants. The demographic break was as follows: 11 male and 35 female and
19 Hispanic or Latino and 27 Black participants.

WHO WE HEARD FROM

Parents (87%) and grandparents (7%) made up the majority of primary caregivers for children under the age of seven
in our survey sample. One-in-three respondents previously sent a child to a district or private pre-K program (34%),
although one-in-four (22%) of respondents reported that their child was not yet old enough to attend pre-K. Another
16% of respondents reported not having another child to consider sending to pre-K in the future. This distribution
represented both new families making their first decisions and those whose prior experiences inform future choices.
Families who did not have a child under seven were ineligible for the survey.

Participant Demographics Reach and Participation
100% of participants qualified for

free public pre-K based on income eligibility 9 1 7 7 2

FAMILIES PARENTS AND
S ek ey CAREGIVERS

Participated in 5

716%

Male

56%

Hispanic
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Parents Feel Positive About Public Pre-K
Eighty-two percent of families who have a child to send to pre-K

in the future plan to do so.

District Programs Led Pre-K Enrollment Intent

When comparing specific program types, District

programs led enroliment intent:

- District programs boasted the highest share of ‘plan to
send’ responses (34%).

- Charter programs exhibited the lowest ‘plan to send’ (18%).

- Charter programs showed the highest proportion
of “wouldn’t send” responses (24%), while District
programs had the lowest, 14%.

As we’ll address in later sections, awareness remains
a significant barrier. Many families reported that they

hadn’t heard of Head Start or private pre-K programs,
but those who had were more likely to consider them.

In alignment with parents’ enroliment preferences, a
majority (73%) of families had positive feelings about
public pre-K programs in the Houston area. For those
who fell into this category, individuals were most likely to
cite that public pre-K:

- Prepares children for kindergarten (69%),

- Teachers care about children (51%), or

- Programs are a good fit for their children (48%).

These findings highlighted that Houston families largely
value and trust public pre-K programs, viewing it as both
nurturing and academically beneficial.

Enroliment Intent by Pre-K Program Type

Responses for Charter Pre-K Programs
409

Responses for District Pre-K Programs
409

34%

Haven't Heard Wouldn’t Send Might Send Plan to Send

Responses for Private Pre-K Programs
40%

Haven't Heard Wouldn’t Send Might Send Plan to Send

Responses for Head Start
40%

31%

Wouldn’'t Send Plan to Send

Haven't Heard

Might Send

Wouldn’t Send Plan to Send

Haven't Heard

Might Send

Data Note: This question was only visible to families who planned to enroll their child in a pre-K program in the future.
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What Drives Pre-K Enrollment Decisions —
and What Holds Families Back

Families weigh relationship-building against safety concerns
when making the decision to send their child to pre-K.

Why Families Choose Pre-K

We first sought to understand the main drivers behind
why parents choose to enroll their kids in pre-K. The top
three factors in order, were so that their children:

- Build relationships with other children (75%),

- Start learning academic content (72%), or

- Learn classroom routines (69%).

Top Three Enrollment Drivers

2%

5%

Start Learning
Academic Content

Build Relationships
With Other Children

69%

Learn Classroom
Routines

More than two-thirds (68%) of families selected all three
of these options as reasons for wanting to send their
children to pre-K; parents most frequently selected
these three components together, suggesting that they
prioritize them jointly across the board in comparison
to other factors. While selected less often, but by a little
more than one-in-four families, parents believed pre-K
would help their child learn English (27%) or because
they previously had a positive experience with a pre-K
program in the past (28%).

GO®®D REAS®N HOUSTON

Why Some Families Opt Out

While the majority of families in our survey previously
sent or intend to send their children to pre-K, several
expressed hesitation. Roughly 17% of families in our
survey have not sent their child to any pre-K programs
or don’t plan to in the future. Among these families, the
leading reason cited was safety concerns (25%). Closely
behind safety, this group of parents selected they:

- Didn’t know about any pre-K programs (24%),

- Prefer to keep their child at home (20%), or

- Worry about the cost of programs (20%).

The least mentioned options were that parents had a
previous negative experience with a pre-K program
(6%), the hours and location do not work for the family
(6%), or that their child has special needs that are hard to
accommodate (5%). Given that the most popular reasons
were chosen by less than a quarter of families, there

is no clear ‘winner’ to explain why families do not want
to send their children to pre-K. This implies that family
decisions are multi-faceted, making it more challenging
to identify effective strategies for enrollment.

GOODREASONHOUSTON.ORG | 11
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What Families Look For in Pre-K Programs
More than two-thirds of families listed teacher training and safety
as factors they consider when choosing a pre-K program.

Family Opinions Vary: When asked to rank their top three priorities, families
Weighing Costs, Quality, and Safety made it clear that safety drives their decision making,
Regardless of enrollment intention, families consider followed by cost, with teacher training often playing a

a mix of factors when choosing a pre-K program, with secondary role. This pattern suggests that families may
teacher training (70%) and child safety (68%) as the ultimately focus on safety and instructional quality to
factors that influence their pre-K enrollment decisions drive their decision within their cost parameters.

the most. Other considerations, valued by just over half

of families, included:

- Program quality (kindergarten readiness, class size)

- Family logistics (location, hours, cost), or

- Learning English (26%) and pre-K program reputation
(22%) were the options less commonly chosen.

Top Factors Families Consider When Choosing a Pre-K Program

M #1 Most Important M #2 Most Important M #3 Most Important

Safety 200 77 83

Sta

Training 78 142 18

Kindergarten

Readiness — How w

Cost 151 48 49

Proximity to

Home or Work @l & G

Hours of
Operation 54 49 67

Special Education
Services

Values or Beliefs
Congruency

Class Size

Communication
with Families

Transportation
English Learner

Support

Well Maintained
Facilities

Program
Reputation
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From Priorities to Decisions:

What Drives Pre-K Enrollment

Families’ top priorities: safety, quality, and cost, played
out in different ways when it came to their actual
enrollment decisions, and how these priorities shape
families’ choices to send their children to public pre-K
or not.

When cost was not a primary constraint, families’
decisions to opt-out of public pre-K were largely driven
by concerns about safety and instructional quality.
Families who reported they would not send their child to
a district or charter pre-K most often cited:

- Concerns about the quality of education (43%),

- Class size (37%), or

- Safety (34%)

When examined by race, Hispanic families (56% of
respondents) were the primary driving force behind
safety-related concerns. Given the current political
climate surrounding immigration enforcement, these
findings suggest the idea that some families may be
more hesitant of engaging with public services, such as
pre-K, at this time.

One-third of families (33%) selected “other” as their
reason for opting out of public pre-K. A deeper dive of
these responses revealed concerns related to:

- Values or cultural alignment,

- Beliefs about developmentally appropriate care,

- District politics,

- Existing siblings enrolled in other childcare settings, or
- Poor outcomes in the pre-K lottery process

In contrast, families who plan to enroll their youngest
learners emphasized the structural and academic
benefits of public pre-K. Key reasons for opting in
included:
- Being a free or affordable option,
- Preparation for kindergarten, or
- Proximity to home or work;

- location was especially important for families

opting into district pre-K

GO®®D REAS®N HOUSTON

Even among families with negative feelings of public
pre-K (13%), concerns most commonly centered on
programs quality (51%), curriculum (44%), child fit (40%),
and safety (32%).

Focus group discussions allowed us to dig deeper

into the survey findings and understand how families
experience these issues. Families consistently described
safety as a multidimensional concept extending beyond
physical and emotional safety, including accessing their
children during the school day and cultural competency
of staff. Parents emphasized the importance of nurturing,
developmentally appropriate learning environments with
limited screen time. Notably, Black and Brown families
raised heightened concerns about emotional safety

for their boys, sharing that they are often perceived as
being disproportionately targeted for disciplinary action,
which contributes to a sense of unsafety.

Families also expressed significant frustration with the
pre-K enrollment process, citing both procedural barriers
and strained relational experiences with schools. Difficult
navigation and negative interactions shaped unfavorable
perceptions of public pre-K options. While many

families remain strongly interested in public pre-K, their
enrollment decisions tend to be heavily influenced by
the clarity of information provided and their perceptions
of program quality, safety, and overall fit.

GOODREASONHOUSTON.ORG | 13
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Awareness to Action: Families Need Clearer

Pre-K Information
About one-in-four families “haven’t heard” of any pre-K
program, regardless of provider.

Pre-K Familiarity by Race and Program Type

M Hispanic  H Black W White

40%

35% 35%

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

Percent of Respondents Who Say
| Haven't Heard of This Option

5%

Charter pre-K District pre-K Head Start Private pre-K

One-in-four families in our survey shared how they The survey results also suggests that information gaps,
faced a significant barrier to enrollment due to a lack of as well as perceptions and intent to enroll, varied based
information about available programs. Specifically, they on race.

had not heard of any pre-K option, regardless of the - Hispanic families emerged as the most open but least
program type (district, charter, private, or Head Start). informed group—reporting the highest rates of “haven’t
This finding suggests that gaps in awareness remain a heard” across nearly all program types, yet expressing
key barrier to equitable access to pre-K. a strong willingness to consider enrollment, once they

learned more.

- Black families displayed the strongest engagement
with district and Head Start programs, showing both
high intent to enroll and low unfamiliarity with these
options.

- White families tended to show higher resistance to
both charter and district pre-K programs, reporting the
highest “wouldn’t send” rate overall, and were also the
most likely to plan for private pre-K.

These differences highlight how awareness, rather
than preference alone, continue to shape access and
participation across Houston’s diverse communities.

GOODREASONHOUSTON.ORG




Awareness as a Barrier to Public Pre-K

Awareness is a critical factor shaping families’

engagement with public pre-K. Our survey found that

among families who are not planning to use public

pre-K in the future, only half (52%) reported familiarity

with public pre-K in the first place. Whereas, among all

families, regardless of enroliment intent:

- 76% knew that public pre-K programs are free or low-
cost for families that qualify, and

- 50% were interested in learning if their families qualify
for public pre-K.

Awareness

76% of families knew
that public pre-K
programs are

free or low-cost for
families that qualify

716%

Interest

50% of families were
interested in learning
if their families qualify
for public pre-K

20%

These findings established a gap in information in

two ways:

1. Limited awareness of public pre-K as an option, and

2. Limited understanding of eligibility requirements for
free or low-cost public pre-K.

Bridging these awareness gaps will be essential to
translate family interest into actual enrollment.

GO®®D REAS®N HOUSTON

Reaching Families Through Trusted Sources
Families shared their top three ways of accessing
information about pre-K enrollment were through:

- Friends and family (60%),

- School district websites (48%), and

- Teachers and school staff (29%).

Email was the clear, preferred communication option
for families, followed by text messaging and postal mail,
with each mode having a significant drop in preference.
District outreach efforts leveraging trusted personal
networks and digital communication, like email and
district websites, appeared to be the most effective.

Taken together, these findings underscore how family
pre-K decisions are not driven by a lack of interest, but
rather, the clarity and accessibility of pre-K enrollment
information. While many Houston families value early
learning programs and intend to enroll their children,
many face uncertainty about eligibility, program options,
and convoluted enrollment processes. This fragmented
information landscape, coupled with safety concerns
and perceptions of what constitutes a quality program,
limit pre-K enrollment even among motivated families.
Addressing these gaps will require coordination among
district, policy, and community leaders to leverage
consistent communication through trusted messengers
to build confidence in the value of public pre-K.

As the following section outlines, both district and policy
leaders play critical roles in transforming high interest
into actual enrollment, through clearer information, safer
environments, and expanded access.
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Summary & Recommendations

The impact of attending pre-K is profound—it improves school readiness, supports early
literacy, and sets the foundation for lifelong learning. Many Houston families value early
education but face barriers to enrollment. While most parents expressed a strong interest in
sending their children to pre-K, their decisions are often shaped by concerns about safety,
perceptions of program quality, and confusion around eligibility and access.

Our survey results suggest that increasing awareness about program quality, including
curriculum and teacher training, kindergarten preparedness, and affordability and proximity
might be key factors in attracting families. Meanwhile, our focus groups results illuminate
the need for district and school administrators to better understand what parents consider
essential when assessing programs for safety, quality, and child fit, with the goal of
addressing hesitation and supporting enroliment. That said, these recommendations speak
to a larger shared challenge: Underlying parent preferences and concerns is an information
ecosystem that remains fragmented, resulting in a limited understanding about the full
range of pre-K program possibilities available and pre-K eligibility qualifications. Bolstering
access to quality information while also removing procedural barriers such as disjointed

application processes will be critical if we are to tra
enrollment.

The opportunity before us is exciting. When Housto
information and support, pre-K enroliment becomes
becomes about the first step on a child’s education:
economic mobility. Through removing barriers to ac
child begins their cradle-to-career journey with the {
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