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A rising proportion of four-year-olds now attend formal, or center-based, early childhood education (ECE) programs.
Formal settings, such as Head Start, public preschool, and subsidized child care centers vary significantly in regulation, funding, and service provision. As these differences may have substantial implications for child development and family well-being, understanding how parents search for and select formal programs is critical. Using
data from a sample of low-income families with four-year-olds enrolled in publicly-funded programs, we examine
whether parents’ preferences for ECE and their search processes vary across formal ECE program types. We find
little evidence of differences in preferences across preschool types but do find significant differences in parents’
search processes. Parents with children in subsidized child care consider more options, consider their search more
difficult, and are less likely to call their child’s program their “first choice.” Implications for policy and future research
are discussed.
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