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Introduction

In 2024, the Colorado Department of Early Childhood (CDEC) contracted with Child Trends to
conduct an ongoing evaluation of the Colorado Universal Preschool Program’s (Program) launch
and implementation. This research brief explores one area of early findings from Child Trends’
analysis: the different pathways families used to register their children for the Program during
the 2024-25 school year and the types of preschool providers in which families using different
registration pathways enrolled their children.

Key Features of the Colorado Universal Preschool
Program

The Program seeks to:

e Improve preschool affordability by funding up to 15 hours per week of preschool for all
4-year-olds, up to 30 hours per week for qualifying 4-year-olds, and 10 hours per week
for qualifying 3-year-olds.!

e Improve preschool accessibility through the launch of a centralized registration and
enrollment system that enables families to more easily identify, connect with, and enroll
their children in preschool.

e Improve equity by implementing a centralized lottery system to ensure that all families
have equal access to a preschool provider that best meets their needs.

Registration Pathways for the 2024-25 Academic Year

Initial Registration Options

o Open Registration, Family-Provider Matching Pathway. To ensure that children have
equitable access to preschool, the Program operates a centralized registration system.
During an open registration window, families submit a Program application, including
demographic information to determine eligibility for additional funded hours, and rank
their top 10 preferred preschool providers. After the first registration window closes,
families are matched with a provider, and they may choose to enroll their child at the
matched provider or decline the match and participate in a second round of matching.

e Individualized Education Plan (IEP) Pathway. To ensure that children with disabilities
have access to preschool providers that offer the services they need, children with IEPs
are eligible to register for the Program any time prior to or during their preschool year.
Families using this pathway register their children by completing an application directly
with their school district and enroll their children in preschool at their school district.

i Qualifying factors include children in families with a low household income, children who have an IEP, who are in
foster or kinship care, or who are unhoused, and who are multilingual and are learning English.
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Expanded Registration Options Introduced for the 2024-25 Academic
Year

e Pre-Registration, Continuity of Care Pathway. To ensure that families with existing
relationships with a preschool provider can maintain them, and to minimize the number
of educational settings families have to juggle, a continuity of care registration pathway
was created. Families can use this pathway if their child is currently enrolled at an early
care and education (ECE) provider that participates in the Program if their child has a
sibling enrolled at a provider or if they are employed at a provider. Prior to the open
registration window, families using this pathway pre-register for the Program by
completing a Program application, selecting the provider with which they have an
existing relationship, and enrolling their child in preschool at their selected provider.

e Late Registration, Direct Enrollment. To ensure that families who miss the open
registration window can still register their children for the Program, a late registration
pathway was created. Families who use this pathway find a participating preschool
provider with an open seat, register for the Program by completing a Program
application at the provider, and enrolling their child in preschool directly at the provider.

Figure 1. Colorado Universal Preschool Program Registration Pathway Timeline

Pre-Registration, Open Registration, Late Registration,
Continuity of Care Family-Provider Direct Enroliment
Pathway (prior to Matching Pathway Pathway (after
March 28, 2024) (March 28-July 5, 2024) July 5, 2024)

IEP Pathway (any time

prior to or during
preschool year)

Summary of Child Trends’ Key Findings

Families used a variety of pathways to register their children for the
Program, with 59% of families using the two new expanded
registration options.

Approximately 38% of families used the pre-registration, continuity of care pathway; 28% used

the open enrollment, family-provider matching pathway; 22% used the late registration, direct
enrollment pathway; and 14% used the IEP pathway.

i Continuity of care was a part of the initial formula for matching families with providers during the first year of the
Program but was removed from the formula and replaced with its own pathway.



D))

Colorado Evaluation and Action Lab

Data Sources

2024-25 Program application data from over 46,000 families that included Program
registration pathway and child demographic information.

2024-25 child enrollment data that included the type of preschool in which children
enrolled, and Colorado Shines data that included the quality rating for preschool
providers.

The types of Program registration pathways used by families varied by
child and family characteristics.

Families who used the pre-registration, continuity of care pathway had higher incomes,
and their children were more likely to be White relative to the population of children
registered for the Program.

Families who registered through the late registration, direct enrollment pathway had
lower incomes, and their children were more likely to be Black, Hispanic/Latinx, and
multilingual learners relative to the population of children registered for the Program.

Families across income groups equally used the IEP registration pathway.

Families who registered for the Program during the open registration window and used
the family-provider matching process most closely reflected the overall population of
Program applicants.

Figure 2. Registration Pathways by Income
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The type of preschool providers in which children were enrolled
differed by the Program registration pathway their families used.

e Most children who were pre-registered using the pre-registration, continuity of care
pathway attended community-based preschools, including centers and family child care
homes.

e Most children who were registered using the late registration, direct enroliment
pathway attended school district-based preschools.

e Children registered through the open registration, family-provider matching pathway
had more balanced enrollment across community and school district preschool
providers.

e Despite the policy that directed families with children with IEPs to enroll in district
preschools, a small number of families elected to enroll their children with IEPs in a
community-based provider.

Late Program registration did not appear to limit families’ abilities to
enroll their children in highly-rated preschool providers.

e Children registered using the late registration, direct enrollment and IEP pathways were
more likely to be enrolled in preschools rated at a Tier 4 or 5 on Colorado Shines.

Moving to Action

Child Trends’ analysis shows that over half of families used the two new registration pathways
introduced in the 2024-2025 school year: the early pre-registration, continuity of care pathway;
and the late registration, direct enrollment pathway. The popularity of these options among
families, however, should not minimize potential equity concerns. The new pathways led to
different registration and enrollment experiences based on family income and children’s race,
ethnicity, and multilingual status. Children from lower-income households and children who
were Black, Hispanic/Latinx, or multilingual were more likely to be registered through the late
registration pathway. In contrast, children from higher-income households and children who
were White were more likely to be registered through the continuity of care pathway.

As CDEC continues to evaluate the Program, additional analyses can help identify areas for
improvement. Below, we outline further research needs and recommendations to strengthen
the application, registration, and enrollment processes.

More Analysis Necessary on Family Preferences and Preschool Needs

Although equity issues emerged related to when different families had access to register for the
Program and which families got first choice for their preferred provider, additional analyses
revealed that late registration may not have limited families’ access to highly-rated providers.
However, prior research shows that families’ preschool preferences do not always line up with
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how states define and rate quality.! Therefore, it is unclear whether families who used the
latter two registration pathways were able to find and enroll their children in preschool
providers that they preferred, or whether they would have made different choices if they had
access to the continuity of care pathway or participated in the family-provider matching
process.

Recommendation 1: Targeted Research on Late Registrants.

The Program should prioritize targeted research on preschool preferences
and needs among families who registered late. Many of these families are
experiencing poverty and are from historically marginalized communities.
Understanding what families who register late are looking for in a
preschool, how well their current provider matched their preferences and
needs, and the barriers preventing them from registering during the
family-provider matching process can guide improvements to the
Program that promote more equitable access for families to preferred
providers.

Likewise, Program policies currently direct families of children with IEPs to register and enroll
directly with their school district. This decision was made because, unlike community centers
and family child care homes, districts are required to comply with the Individuals with
Disabilities Act (IDEA) and are mandated to have the support needed to meet the care and
learning needs of children with disabilities. However, it is unclear whether families prefer
school district preschools or whether this policy limits the preschool choices for families with
children with disabilities.

Recommendation 2: Conduct Targeted Research on Families with
Children with IEPs.

The Program should prioritize research on preschool preferences and
needs among families using the IEP pathway, and whether their children’s
current provider is aligned with those preferences. Additional research is
also needed on the experiences of families who chose not to use the IEP
pathway and instead enrolled their children in community-based
preschools, and whether preferred community-based preschools had the
capacity to deliver IDEA-compliant services. These findings can inform
improvements to Program registration and enrollment pathways and can
inform where IDEA-compliant supports are needed to meet family
preferences and needs.

As Colorado continues to develop and refine the Program and potentially grow the Program, it
will be important to do so in ways that align with families’ preschool preferences and needs.
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Recommendation 3: Systemwide Research on Preschool Preferences of
All Families.

System-wide research is needed to understand all families’ preferences
and needs with respect to preschool setting type, pedagogical
approaches, services provided, as well as provider structural
characteristics (e.g., hours and cost), and how those preferences might
shift under different funding conditions. This information will allow the
Program to target slots and grow programming in specific geographic
areas under different funding models to ensure that all families have
access to the best-fit provider.

Balancing Continuity of Care and Equity in Preschool Access

The Program was originally designed to require families to use the open-enrollment, family-
provider matching process to ensure equity of access to preschool. Study findings revealed that
children who were registered for the Program using the open enrollment, family-provider
matching process most closely resembled the overall population of children registered for the
Program in terms of family income and background characteristics. In this respect, this Program
registration pathway functioned most equitably, although further research is needed to
understand the extent to which families matched with their first-choice provider.

In 2024, the Program responded to family concerns that using the family-provider matching
process could potentially mean losing their existing ECE provider and having to manage
multiple education arrangements for their children by creating a continuity of care registration
pathway. While the introduction of this new pathway may have developmental benefits for
children, families with lower incomes and from historically marginalized communities may face
barriers to accessing this pathway, as it requires enrollment at a provider prior to children’s
Universal Preschool Program year (e.g., enrollment when children are 3). The high cost of
earlier enrollment in ECE may be out of reach for families with lower incomes, limiting their
access to the continuity of care pathway, and potentially limiting their preschool choices.

These findings highlight the need to clarify the Program’s larger preschool access goals. Those
goals should then guide how the Program shapes its registration and enrollment pathways.
Right now, the Program faces a tension between promoting continuity of care and ensuring
equitable access to preschool. Colorado is not alone in this challenge. Other states have also
had to grapple with how to balance these priorities, especially since inequities in access to ECE
emerge well before children enter preschool.

Recommendation 4: Establish Consensus on Preschool Access Goals.
The Program should consider looking to other states with similar goals to
understand their enrollment processes, how lottery algorithms were
developed, what factors are given priority, and challenges they
experienced. This information can help inform how Colorado aligns
registration and enrollment to their preschool access goals.
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Recommendation 5: Consider New Funding Models.

The Program might also consider balancing continuity of care and
equitable access by revising the per-child funding model. Currently, the
Program covers up to 15 or 30 hours a week of preschool. Families must
pay for any additional hours, which may limit preschool choice options,
particularly for families who do not qualify for funding for additional
preschool hours. One option for revising the funding model would be to
fund families with incomes higher than above 270% of the Federal
Poverty Level at the legislatively required minimum of 10 hours per week
if they elect to use the continuity of care option. The Program could then
redirect the savings toward families in lower income bands who do not
currently qualify for additional preschool hours. Further research would
be needed to determine whether this approach expanded preschool
options for lower-wage earning families and promoted more families to
use the open enrollment, family-provider matching process.

Improvements in Family Outreach

Child Trends’ findings also revealed that families with lower incomes often registered for the
Program late. Families experiencing poverty often face many challenges in housing and
employment instability? that may make registering for the Program during open enrollment
challenging. However, limited information about the Program, including registration processes
and deadlines, also likely contribute to late enrollment. Many families who enroll later,
sometimes after the start of the school year, may also be missing key opportunities for learning.

Recommendation 6: Invest in Local Leads for Family Outreach.

The Program should consider developing a clear strategic outreach plan
and investing more substantially in Local Leads for targeted family
outreach. Local Leads are in an ideal position to provide more intensive,
“boots on the ground” outreach and registration support for historically
underserved families, if insufficient information emerges as a significant
barrier to using the standard Program registration pathway. Looking to
other programs, such as Head Start, might illuminate effective strategies.

Recommendation 7: Developing Partnerships to Support Family
Outreach. Likewise, the Program should consider developing more
intentional partnerships with programs such as the Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families, Supplemental Security Income, the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program, and child welfare to share information
about the Program and offer registration support through trusted
channels, using methods that meet families’ needs.
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Conclusion

The Colorado Universal Preschool Program has significantly expanded access to preschool for
children in Colorado, but how families register for the Program appears to shape children’s
preschool experiences. While the new continuity of care and late enrollment pathways
increased flexibility for families, they also revealed differences tied to family income and child
race, ethnicity, and multilingual status. Higher-income families were more likely to benefit from
early registration options, while lower-income and families who have been historically
underserved by preschool more often registered late. Moving forward, the Program should
continue analyzing registration and enrollment data for future cohorts to monitor if these
trends continue as the Program continues to gain stability. If trends persist, the Program should
conduct additional research and take steps toward clarifying the Program’s preschool access
goals, strengthening family outreach, examining funding structures, and centering family
preferences. These efforts can help ensure access is not only broad, but equitable.
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Endnotes

1 Bassok, D., Markowitz, A. J., Player, D., & Zagardo, M. (2018). Are parents’ ratings and
satisfaction with preschools related to program features? AERA Open, 4(1).

2 Marcal, K. E., Choi, M. S., & Showalter, K. (2023). Housing insecurity and employment stability:
An investigation of working mothers. Journal of Community Psychology, 51(7), 2790-2801.
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