THE OFFICE OF EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT

Radical Family
Engagement
JANUARY 2021

Journey Map

PREPARED AND PRESENTED BY
ROCHELLE T. LOGAN AND STACI CUMMINS,
ON BEHALF OF THE OFFICE OF EARLY CHILDHOOD
DEVELOPMENT

Overview
In late October 2020, the Administration for Children and Families'
(ACF) Office of Early Childhood Development (ECD) brought more than
1000 public and private stakeholders together, with parents at the
center, for a series of conversations to bring new insights for how
radical family engagement can change the landscape of education and
early childhood systems, starting in the early years. The purpose of
Radical Family Engagement: A Journey Like No Other was to learn, rethink, and shift the current philosophy, as well as co-create a more
meaningful system that is grounded in equity and radical family
engagement.
ECD’s mission is to act as a catalyst to create a collective impact and
support the early learning and care of our nation's children and their
families. As a part of that mission, ECD works to convene partners and
stakeholders on relevant topics with the goal of fostering conversation
and collaboration. The Radical Family Engagement weeklong series
culminated by sharing the insights from the week, as well as
commitments to specific action steps from ECD and various
participants. Following the final day of the event, the radical family
engagement journey has continued with support from and in
collaboration with ECD’s many partners.
This Journey Map will walk readers through each “stop” on ECD’s Radical
Family Engagement: A Journey Like No Other, providing a summary of
the key insights from each event and the road map and resources for
follow-up actions at the national, state, and local levels. To be inclusive
of all the diverse participants throughout the week, ECD uses general
terms that have broad definitions throughout the Journey Map. For
example, when we use the term “parents” we are referring to those who
act in a caretaking capacity for children, which could include, but is not
limited to, the following: birth parents, foster parents, adoptive parents,
legal guardians, grandparents, and siblings. Similarly, when referring to
“partners,” ECD is referring to the many organizations, leaders, staff
members, government agencies, parent leaders, etc., that worked with
us in some capacity—either formally or informally—to help plan, support,
and implement our events. Finally, the Journey Map often references
“stakeholders,” which is a general category that includes any person,
group, or organization that is impacted by early care and learning for
children and their families.
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Our partners
THE AWESOME ORGANIZATIONS BEHIND THIS PROJECT:

THE SCHOOL
SUPERINTENDENTS
ASSOCIATION

THE
NATIONAL
ASSOCIATION
OF
ELEMENTARY
SCHOOL
PRINCIPALS
(NAESP)

(AASA)

PARENTCAMP

THE OFFICE OF
HEAD START
(O HS)

THE U.S. DEPARTMENT
OF EDUCATION
(ED)

CASEY FAMILY
PROGRAMS

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
ACF Early Childhood Collaborative
Birth Parent National Network
Early Childhood Federal Partners
Early Childhood Health and Well-being Federal
Leadership Group
FRIENDS National Center for Community-Based
Child Abuse Prevention
Funders Group on Parent Organizing, Family
Engagement, and Leadership Development
National Family Support Network
National Parent Leadership Training Institute
Pritzker Children’s Initiative
United Parent Leaders Action Network
Start Early
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Special thanks to all of the parents and families
who gave so much of their time and energy to
this project.
The biographies of all the presenters and
panelists from the event can be found here.

ALL THE AWESOME PEOPLE WHO
HELPED WITH THIS PROJECT ARE
LISTED IN APPENDIX A.

Wh Radical Famil engagement?
The role of the parent is essential to the growth and development of young
children. Successful early childhood education programs place family
engagement at the core of their mission and strategy to inform systems that
emphasize the well-being of the whole child. Parents serve as their children’s
first teachers and are the gatekeepers to children’s success. Efforts to engage
parents during the formative years can yield positive behaviors and establish
effective collaboration between families and education systems that continue
throughout a child’s journey through secondary education (kindergarten
through grade 12).
Family and parental involvement in education can have a direct correlation to
student success. The U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for
Education Statistics collects baseline data on parent and family involvement
through the Parent and Family Involvement in Education (PFI) survey. Results
of the most recent iteration of the PFI survey underscores the value of twoway parent-teacher communication in creating positive outcomes for schoolaged children. Positive outcomes include not only academic successes but
also strides in attendance and socioemotional behaviors. Successful family
engagement strategies have been shown to decrease absenteeism by 20%
and children are less likely to present behavior issues when their parents play
an active role in their education.
There are several examples of successful family engagement practices across
the field of early childhood education. For example, family and community
engagement is codified in Head Start regulations and its program
performance standards. OHS defines family engagement as a shared
responsibility and an interactive process through which program staff,
families, and their children build positive and goal-oriented relationships. It
is a shared responsibility of families and professionals that requires mutual
respect for the roles and strengths each has to offer. Family engagement
means doing with—not doing to or for—families. One example of this shared
responsibility in action: parents of children in Head Start and Early Head
Start programs are engaged as leaders in parent committees and parent
councils. These structures create consistent opportunity for parent input and
parent expertise on program wide policies and procedures. The Head Start
Family and Child Experiences Study (FACES) highlights the efficacy of family
engagement within Head Start programs. According to the FACES study,
family engagement is more than just parent involvement; engagement is
centered on positive relationships between program systems and parents that
are goal-directed, allowing staff to support parents throughout the growth
and development process of their children.
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Wh Radical Famil engagement?
Family engagement is unique to each
community and should be driven by
the families in that community rather
than defined by others and imposed
upon school systems and families. But
nominal family engagement is not
enough; we need radical family
engagement to truly engage parents as
true partners in their child’s education
process beginning at birth and
through their school years. For family
engagement to be radical, we all need
to embrace the idea that there is
nothing more important to the
education process than a child’s
parent. In a school system, radical
family engagement is achieved when
parents are not just partners, but they
are welcome in the classrooms and at
the decision-making table. Finally,
radical family engagement means that
parents understand the education
system and are invited to be a part of
the system. ECD believes that truly
radical family engagement can change
the landscape of education and early
childhood systems. In order to create
that change, ECD is committed to
bringing partners together to plan,
develop, and support the
implementation of radical family
engagement approaches across the
country.
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A bird's eye view of Radical
Fami ly Engagement

STOP #ð
WHAT ACTIONS CAN
WE TAKE
TOGETHER?

STOP #4
WHAT DO
ORGANIZATIONS
NEED AND WHAT CAN
THEY DO?

STOP #1
WHAT DO PARENTS
NEED AND WHAT
CAN THEY DO?

Radical Family
Engagement defined
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STOP #3
WHAT DOES
GOVERNMENT NEED
AND WHAT CAN IT DO?

STOP #2
WHAT DO SCHOOLS
NEED AND WHAT
CAN THEY DO?

The Office of Early Childhood Development used
the Oxford English Dictionary definition for
radical, “as a change or action; relating to or
affecting the fundamental nature of something;
far-reaching or thorough.”

Reach
This map displays the overall reach of the Radical Family Engagement
weeklong event by highlighting participation across the United States
and U.S. territories
Indicates 1 or more
participants from
State/Territory

Over the span of five
days, the Radical
Family Engagement
Series reached
approximately
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1,000
participants,

including leaders from local, state,
and national organizations;
philanthropy; federal government
agencies; school superintendents;
and most importantly, parents.

STOP 1: WHAT DO
PARENTS NEED AND
WHAT CAN THEY DO?

PURPOSE
Participants discussed what families
identify as their needs as they engaged with
professionals around their children’s early
learning.
OVERVIEW
ECD partnered with The U.S. Department of
Education and ParentCamp to provide a forum
to listen to and learn from the lived
experiences of parents in the form of topical
breakout sessions.

KEYNOTE SPEAKERS:
Dr. Deborah Bergeron, Director
Office of Early Childhood Development
Office of Head Start
Administration for Children & Families
(until January 13, 2021)

Ruth Ryder, Deputy Assistant Secretary
of the Office of Policy and Programs-Formula Grants
Office of Elementary & Secondary
Education, U.S. Department of
Education

Julie Pile, President
ParentCamp

Laura Gilchrest, Vice President
ParentCamp
WHAT IS PARENTCAMP?

ParentCamp is a transformational family-school-community engagement model
designed to build a connected school ecosystem of caring and supportive adults
surrounding our kids. It creates a free process and secure conditions of equalizing the
power differential to make ParentCamps a unique family engagement experience each
time one participates. ParentCamps are not the traditional stand and deliver sessions
but facilitated conversations where the entire room is the expert and everyone brings
important and unique perspectives to the table. ParentCamp’s purpose is to connect,
strengthen, and foster collaborations. The ultimate goal of a ParentCamp journey over
time is to create family-school-community
collective efficacy which will have a
transformational impact on student learning.
For our Radi cal Fami l y Engagement event on
Monday, the Virtual ParentCamp was tailored
to focus on early childhood issues.
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Thank you for hosting
this event! It is amazing
to hear from other
parents and know that
we are working towards
true collaboration with
families. The more we
can do together
empowers children,
families, schools and
their communities!
-Parent, WI

Highlights
The session began with a welcome from
Dr. Deborah Bergeron, who set the stage
for the weeklong series of Radical
Family Engagement events. She
emphasized the importance of
encouraging stakeholders to think
outside the box when it comes to
engaging families and including them in
the work for which they are the direct
recipients.
Ruth Ryder shared the U.S. Department
of Education's long-standing
commitment to parent engagement,
which has grown as a result of their
partnership with ParentCamp.
ParentCamp places parents in the
driver's seat and allows them to share
their expertise as the most important
"teacher" in the lives of their children.

BREAKOUT GROUPS
BASIC
NEEDS

SUPPORTING
FAMILIES

FATHERHOOD

DUAL
LANGUAGE
LEARNERS

MENTAL
HEALTH

AFTERCARE/
CHILD CARE

FOSTER/
KINSHIP
CARE

SELFCARE

HEALTH/
WELL-BEING

RESTORATIVE
PRACTICES

EQUITY

PARENTS AS
DEVELOPERS

MIGRANT
REFUGEE

SOCIAL AND
EMOTIONAL

SPECIAL
EDUCATION

MILITARY
FAMILIES

TRIBAL

LGBTQ+

SUPPORTING
LATINX
FAMILIES

EARLY
LEARNING
AT HOME

RURAL
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JOURNEY STOP # 1
During the facilitator-led breakout groups, parents were encouraged to
discuss topics of personal importance and direct the conversations to convey
a clear narrative of the parent experience. Several themes emerged from the
breakout sessions, including the need for a safe space for parents to connect
and form genuine relationships. Conversations between parents provide an
opportunity for them to learn from the experiences of others and make their
voices heard.
The Radical Family Engagement series was held during the COVID-1ô
pandemic; as a result, parents conveyed a heightened focus on mindfulness,
self-awareness, and self-care as vital to successful child-rearing practices.
Participants believed that parents must care for themselves in order to care
for others. A graphic recording artist captured a visual of the key themes to
highlight during the small group report-out session. Emergent themes
included:
Lead with joy and be intentional when interacting with parents to ensure
they know they are loved and seen.
Intentional focus on fatherhood, power, and support the role that fathers
play in the lives of their children.
Acknowledge kinship families and establish an environment where
acceptance and understanding becomes the norm.
Equity on all levels, including, but not limited to childcare, health care
access, and referrals to additional resources when necessary,

WHAT DID WE LEARN?
Stop #1 on the Radical Family Engagement journey provided ECD and
our partners with invaluable insight to understanding the needs of
parents. Stakeholders must be inclusive and welcoming of varying family
structures when implementing engagement strategies. The “one size fits
all model” will not yield authentic parent involvement, as all families
should be praised for their unique attributes, which are the building
blocks of who they are. Finally, parents need safe spaces to connect,
share, and empower each other to make their voices heard.
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Stop 2:What do
schools need
and what can
the do?

PANELISTS
Kimbrelle Barbosa Lewis, President,
National Association of Elementary
School Principals (NAESP)
Thomas Parker, Superintendent,
Allentown School District
Mike Brophy, Superintendent, West
Valley School District
Minerva Pardo, Family Engagement
Coordinator, West Valley School
District
Julie Bloss, Principal, Grove Early
Childhood Center
Nathan D. Quensnel, Superintendent,
East Hartford Public Schools
Moderated by Mort Sherman, Associate
Executive Director for Leadership
Network, The School Superintendent
Association (AASA)

PURPOSE
Participants took a deep dive into
state and local innovations impacting
family engagement strategies in
education, with the goal of
identifying how we can ensure strong
transitions, school readiness, and
health and well-being from early
childhood to K-12 and beyond.

OVERVIEW
The panel, cohosted by ECD and
AASA, focused on two clips. The
first clip was from the film
“Tomorrow’s Hope,” which was
produced by The Saul Zaentz
Foundation (ECD received
permission from the producers and
the Saul Zaentz Foundation to show
a clip of this film), and the second
clip, titled “Parent Changemaker:
Fighting for Teacher Home Visits,”
was from Education Week.

I believe we should do a deep
consideration into WHY parents
do not feel comfortable and
potentially create an
atmosphere where parents are
welcome to share their skills and
knowledge, regardless of
whether they have a degree or
not. EVERY PARENT has
something they can offer to our
students!!!
-Gene L. Hall II, School Leader
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Highlights
The panelists reminded the audience that
family engagement is not an event, but
rather a process, and cannot be measured
by the number of “family nights.” Because
each community is unique, effective family
engagement must be similarly unique and
reflect the community’s needs, concerns,
and culture.
Several of the panelists discussed the
necessity of authentic and trusting
relationships between parents and
families and educators in creating truly
radical family engagement. For example, in
order for family engagement to be
responsive to and affirming of the
community, administrators need to listen
(sometimes persistently) to the parents
and families that they serve. Thomas
Parker described a process of opening the
lines of communications with families,
even when the conversation might be
difficult. Similarly, Mike Brophy and
Minerva Pardo discussed how welcoming,
connecting, and listening to families
creates a sense of belonging among the
community, especially when families feel
welcomed before their children even start
school.

"It’s not an EVENT. It’s a PROCESS! I
also think it is an ATTITUDE, a
PHILOSOPHY that values parents/
families sincerely."
-Dr. Deborah Bergeron, Director,
OHS/ECD (until January 13, 2021)

The panelists also discussed how
breaking down barriers is
essential to creating authentic
relationships with families. Mr.
Parker’s family engagement
processes specifically focus on
families that have been previously
or historically disenfranchised by
school systems in an effort to
welcome those families back into
the school and intentionally
support the development of their
children. Similarly, Julie Bloss
creates positive, trusting
relationships that are bidirectional by creating
opportunities for her families to
get to her know and her staff.
Kimbrelle Barbosa Lewis echoed
the need to create open
communication and a welcoming
environment, noting that staff
represent the culture and
priorities of the school and it is
their job to eliminate barriers to
access.
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The panelists also named supporting the whole family as a key element of
family engagement. Ms. Pardo noted that one of the biggest challenges to family
engagement is when a family is in survival mode and no one is ready for
learning. Part of West Valley’s family engagement framework includes finding
out what families need, via home visits, and then getting the families the
services to meet those needs. Since family needs can be intersectional (e.g.,
stable housing and food insecurity), Nathan D. Quensnel utilizes strong
partnerships in order to support his families. Mr. Quensnel likened this
relationship to a “potluck” where everyone brings something to the table and it
is the school’s job to break down walls and create a welcoming environment.
Much of the work supporting families happens before a student enters
kindergarten. Mr. Brophy described how West Valley works with local childcare
and pre-K providers to align standards and curricula to ensure that children are
ready for kindergarten. In fact, West Valley’s model focuses on the whole family’s
readiness for kindergarten by providing information on child development and
what future students need to be kindergarten-ready to parents, grandparents,
and guardians. In her concluding remarks, Dr. Bergeron connected early
childhood family engagement to high school graduation rates, emphasizing the
need to utilize relationships with families to understand why their student may
not be engaging with or even attending school.

WHAT DID WE LEARN?
Stop #2 on the Radical Family Engagement journey
spoke to the significance of creating cohesive and
innovative family engagement practices beginning in
early childhood and throughout K-12. The needs of
families cannot be separated from the needs of the child
at any level of the education system; therefore, an
essential part of family engagement is supporting
families in getting their needs met. Truly radical family
engagement is a process that builds authentic
relationships, breaks down barriers at all levels, and
supports the whole family. These innovations, beginning
in early childhood programs and continuing through the
transition to kindergarten and beyond, can have
significant impacts on children, their families, and school
systems.

The school district is
here to be a
connector of
resources for the
children that we
serve.
-Thomas Parker,
Allentown School
District
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Stop 3: What doES
GOVERNMENT NEED
and what can
the do?

PURPOSE
An interactive conversation
with federal leaders focused on
what radical family
engagement means for their
programs.

PANELISTS
Shannon Christian, Director, Office of
Child Care, U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services
David Kelly, Special Assistant, Children’s
Bureau, U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services
Karen Remley, Director, National Center
on Birth Defects and Developmental
Disabilities, U.S. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention
Jennifer Burnszynski, Associate Deputy
Assistant Secretary, Office of the
Assistant Secretary for Planning and
Evaluation, U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services
Michael Warren, Associate Administrator,
Maternal and Child Health Bureau,
Health Resources Services
Administration
Laurie Vanderploeg, Director, Office of
Special Education Programs, U.S.
Department of Education

OVERVIEW
Leaders shared their thoughts on the
following prompts:
As a leader, how do you think about
radical family engagement? How do
you define it for yourself
Share one example of radical family
engagement that you have seen or
heard about in your programs.
Since this is a big part of what we
are trying to transform through
Radical Family Engagement, how do
you see engaging the school system
as relevant in your sector?
How do we think about radical
family engagement in some other
areas of federal responsibility, like
research and policy development?
Please share one thing we can work
on together to increase family
engagement across our federal
agencies.
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Highlights
Each of the federal leaders shared their
agencies' philosophy on family engagement.
There was a consensus that the government
should do the work to invite parents to the table
and break down the technical jargon that is
often used. It is vital that information is easier to
understand for people who are not immersed in
the technical aspects of federal systems. Parents
must be empowered to share their lived
experiences so that the government can learn
from them. In doing so, there will be a sense of
shared power and shared resources.

Accountability needs
to be qualitative,
narrative. It can't be
reduced to numbers.
People are not
numbers.
-Julia Pile, President,
Parent Camp

Parents should be seen as consultants and
compensated for their time providing government
agencies with insight on the factors that contribute to raising their children, as
their expertise is invaluable. One of the leaders noted that radical family
engagement is pre-decisional sharing of power and resources.
Federal leaders believe radical family engagement means bringing families in
early and often. Parents can help direct how the government develops programs
and policies for their children. It is important to understand that one parent
cannot speak for all parents. Families are different in every single home, region,
and state. Leaders highlighted a need to respect the differences between
families and use those differences to inform programming. They also noted that
regular communication between families and providers is critical to the
implementation of successful services. Providers' values and approaches in
practices should be aligned with that of the parents. At a minimum, family
engagement was viewed as enlisting the parent as a partner in promoting the
child’s care, learning, and healthy development.
One leader stated that radical family engagement goes beyond action; it is a
feeling and an experience that can be provided for families and young people
who make contact with federally supported systems. This encompasses a feeling
of fairness, nurture, and being heard and seen as an individual or family unit.
This requires acknowledgment that government leaders are not the sole directors
of what communities need; federal government should listen to voices from a
community to better understand the needs and values of an individual
community. Families should remain at the center of research activities.
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One leader noted that their office is working to
move beyond seeking advice and feedback from
families and moving toward taking their ideas to
structure their work. One leader stated a charge to
give families control to challenge the work of their
office to increase its authenticity and give the field
the opportunity to see who are experts and what
thier expertise entails.

Talk WITH
parents, not
TO parents

Additionally, there are current efforts to try to work with families as they are
designing research. True shared power among those with common goals will lead
to success of all children across the nation.
Another office considers radical family engagement to be rooted in the belief
that we can improve outcomes for young children when we elevate family voice.
Similarly, all leaders spoke to the value of understanding each individual family’s
unique perspective. It is necessary to create a climate with trust built on shared
purpose and a shared understanding of the work among the families and the
professionals. Agencies highlighted their quest for an authentic workforce
through training and technical assistance systems focused on family
individualization and engagement strategies. Government agencies will continue
to invest time, support, and resources into developing relationships with families.

What did we learn?
Every office represented on the panel, from
several different federal agencies, shared their
understanding of the importance of supporting
early childhood development through family
engagement strategies. Identifying the needs
of the target population was a recurring theme
among panelists. There is a need for federal
officials to understand the factors and barriers
that influence the ability, frequency, and
willingness of parents to actively engage in
their children’s educational path. Crosscutting
agency initiatives will allow for a more robust
footprint, targeting programs from numerous
angles to ensure a thorough assessment of the
needs of the nation’s families.
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Stop 4:What do
organizations
need and what
can the do?

OVERVIEW
This meeting began with an opening
panel of parents and organization
leaders. Following the panel,
participants went into 11 breakout
rooms, each of which had a facilitator
to discuss the following questions:
Why did you decide to increase your
parent voice? How did you do this?
What were the outcomes?
What are three ingredients to your
successful parent leadership? What
does a parent need? How can we
grow this?
Why did you seek to increase parent
voice? What did you create within
your agency, or elsewhere, and what
were the outcomes?
What key questions do you have at
this stage of your work and
leadership about authentic family
engagement and parent voice?
How could your field align with
other sectors to increase impact?
What’s missing to close the puzzle?

PURPOSE
This event explored existing efforts around
family engagement within the federal,
state, philanthropic, and nonprofit sectors.
Participants examined how they might
partner more intentionally for increased
parent engagement and they engaged in
shared learning to look at research, gaps,
informal collaboration, and identify
opportunities for partnerships and aligning
efforts to further strengthen parent voice
and advance family engagement.
PANELISTS
Anita Black, Program Officer, Greater
Rochester Health Foundation; Co-Chair,
Funders Group on Parent Organizing,
Family Engagement, and Leadership
Development
Rosazlia (Rose) Grillier, Parent Leader
and Advocate, Community Organizing
and Family Issues (COFI) and United
Parent Leaders Action Network (UPLAN)
Sandra Gutierrez, Founder and National
Director, Abriendo Puertas
Tecoria Jones, Parent Leader and
Advocate, Birth Parents’ National
Network, Children’s Trust Fund Alliance,
SC
Mary Cameron Perillo, Parent Leader and
Advocate, Washington State Association
for Head Start (WSA), Save the Children
Action Network (SCAN) and Mom’s Rising
Kwesi Rollins, Vice President for
Leadership and Engagement, Institute
for Educational Leadership (IEL)

Opening panel and group share
facilitated by Elaine Zimmerman,
Region I Regional Administrator,
Office of Regional Operations, ACF
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We assume that if we
give parents a platform,
they will speak, and that
is not always the case.
We must help parents to
“unmute themselves” to
advocate for their child.
–Tabitha Temple, Managing
Consultant, The Lewin
Group

JOURNEY STOp #4
panel
highlights

The opening panel, including parent and organizational leaders, examined how
they viewed parent voice, their experiences with leadership in the family
engagement space, and how the field could better align to increase impact. All
the panelists agreed that parent voice should be an essential part of decisionmaking and Rose Grillier added that contributions of parents need to be
acknowledged and valued as a key part of success. While the panel acknowledged
the systemic barriers that parents face (including policies and people in
positions of leadership), they also celebrated the significance of parents who are
empowered to get the skills and access they need to create impact and improve
outcomes for children. Tecoria Jones noted that parents have the authenticity
required to be successful leaders and often gain the necessary patience,
determination, and observation skills to be truly transformational within
bureaucratic systems.
Anita Black and Kwesi Rollins both acknowledged that there can be a disconnect
between the values and actions within an organization, sometimes creating
barriers in systems that are designed to support parents. Ms. Black discussed how
her organization was able to create accountability for themselves by reflecting
and asking for help in aligning their values and actions.
Finally, Mary Cameron Perillo shared her own personal leadership story, which
started with her daughter’s success in a leadership training program. Ms. Perillo
simultaneously got involved in the parent leadership program and began to
understand the power their voices have to change the world. Ms. Perillo used her
new skills and confidence to navigate government systems and help advocate for
paid family leave policies to get passed in Washington state.
1ô

JOURNEY STOp #4
The Breakout rooms
After the panel, participants were broken up into 11
different breakout rooms, each of which had a
facilitator, to discuss the following questions:
If parent voice matters, why is it not embedded in
our various sectors? What are the obstacles we need
to understand?
How can we complement each other? How can we
work together informally, across sectors and/or
constituencies, to put the pieces together for
expanded parent voice?
What is one thing that other entities could do to
help increase parent voice (for example: the federal
government, state government, philanthropy,
business, coalitions, etc.)?

"Parents show up and
we must accept them
as they are. You must
understand the
community and
where the parent is
coming from."
-Sandra Killett, Parent
Leader

Highlights

ECD, along with the Thursday planning group, participated in the event discussions
and then analyzed the breakout group notes to identify key themes that were voiced
across all groups. In order to maintain an accurate representation of the event, ECD
hosted a follow-up meeting with the Thursday planning group to discuss potential
themes and had the group review the analysis of the event. Participants shared the
following reflections and recommendations, and developed seven key themes:
Build authentic relationships with parents and families.

Theme
#1

Stakeholders must take the time necessary to build authentic
relationships with parents that go beyond traditionally
appropriate tactics. Taking the time to familiarize one’s self with
the skills and backgrounds of families will help to shape their
perception of the organization and may open the possibilities to
form strong partnerships. Organizations should be prepared to do
the work to break down barriers in understanding the parent’s
experiences. Be honest about why your organization is bringing
the parent to the table and what the expectations will be. All
sides need to be vulnerable and willing to find the answers
together. Intentional communication and dissemination plans with
parents as the target audience will help to solidify trusting twoway relationships between organizational leaders and families.
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JOURNEY STOp #4
The Breakout rooms-Themes
Theme
#2

Flip the narrative and power structure so that parents and
families are engaged as the experts.

Be aware of the power differential in programs, organizations, and
institutions. Relinquish power to parents who are the experts in
the development of their children. Organizational hierarchies,
although necessary to run successful programs, should be
eliminated when interacting with families; there should be a level
playing field with open lines of communication. Organizational
leaders must do the work to exude the principles of cultural
responsiveness and cultural humility while grounding their
interactions with families in respect and non-judgmental
approaches. Self-reflection and assessment will assist in
understanding where the organization is in terms of genuine
family engagement and create a feedback loop allowing parents
to assess the process made by the organization and what aspects
require additional action.

…If we are serious about this—ask questions and listen to the answers
from parents and children and is this working for you? When people say
no… or voting with feet or not showing up to programs... to find out why!
- Andrew Russo, Co-Founder/Director, National Family Support Network

Focus on building parents' capacity and leadership, using
their inherent capability.

Theme
#3

Stakeholders must uplift parents by highlighting their strengths
and encouraging them to push beyond their current roles, moving
toward leadership through professional development
opportunities. Provide parents with the support they need to be
successful through capacity building and leadership training. Act
as motivators to build confidence through peer voice mentoring.
Encourage mentorship among parents since they can act as
stimuli to move the needle and jump-start action. Acknowledge
the influence of parent and family voice on legislation, policies,
programs, and systems.
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Include parents from the start, as they are the experts,
instead of bringing them in once something has already been
developed.

Find ways to incorporate parents as experts through parent
engagement strategies at all levels. Parent engagement should
not be an afterthought, but an integral part of the planning,
development, implementation, and evaluation of all programs. It
is important to put yourself in the shoes of the parent. If there is a
data collection strategy that is not working, barriers may be
uncovered through a parent lens. Parents should not be brought
in at the last minute to fix issues that have gone awry due to lack
of parent voice. Reworking policies and processes to fit a new
understanding of family’s needs cannot be accomplished
effectively without a parent’s perspective.

Theme
#5

Theme
#4

Government must break the barriers that limit parent
involvement.

Participants felt that all levels of government (local, state, and
federal) currently have requirements and structures that
ultimately create barriers for families. An example of this is the
amount of paperwork that is often required for different programs
or for simply entering a school building. Some parents in the
community may not have government IDs, which limits their
ability to participate in the school system. Participants stated
that government institutions sometimes do not listen to how
those communities are impacted when they identify barriers to
access (and potential solutions), which further increases
inequitable representation at the decision-making table. There
must be an intentional effort, which includes parents and
families, to identify these barriers and potential solutions.
Similarly, there is no universal expectation that decisions
(including financial, programmatic, and policy-related) must
include parent voice at any level of government. Parents felt that
federal agencies must go beyond bare minimum involvement and
work toward true partnership. This could be done through
requiring parent engagement activities to be included in all
federal grants, for example. Another suggestion is to include
desi gnated ( and f unded) posi ti ons f or parents at the deci si onmaking table, which would set an expectation that decisions
should have meaningful parent involvement and direction.
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Government systems must actively empower parents to use
their voice and expertise.

Theme
#6

Participants voiced that, in many instances, family engagement
is done simply to check a box and does not reflect a genuine
belief that parents are experts. Likewise, family engagement
efforts at the federal level often pulls from the same groups of
parents and families and may not utilize the extensive networks
of parents to bring in fresh and diverse voices to the
conversation. In order to meaningfully engage parents,
participants believe that government systems must shift their
mindset to believe that parents are the experts. They should also
ensure that there is someone at the table to make parents feel
welcome, supported, and empowered to share their expertise.
Moreover, others felt that government systems must ask, not tell,
parents what they need and then meet them where they are.
This will create opportunities for parents to learn how to share
their stories so they can offer their expertise in a way that is
most meaningful for the intended audience.

Theme
#7

Acknowledge and include different family structures when
developing engagement/inclusion structures.

Families come in all shapes and sizes, which results in a
diversity of family dynamics. Diverse family structures should be
considered, respected, normalized, and included as a
fundamental element of parent and family engagement.
Meaningfully engaging diverse families requires an
understanding that communities/cultures have different
expectations regarding family structures and that each family
might have a unique dynamic. This understanding requires
intentionality in learning about the dynamics and context of
each family so that members can be meaningfully engaged.
Finally, as a part of diversifying the representation of family
structures, there needs to be a conscious effort to identify,
nurture, and support new parents' or different family voices..
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What did we learn?
Throughout Thursday’s event, it became clear that there is a lot of work to do in
order to better engage parents in the decisions that impact their families. We
learned that there are many challenges and potential solutions to meaningful
family engagement. For instance, parent engagement needs to be
systematically and authentically embedded at all levels in order for it to be
truly meaningful. In order to make systemic change, participants suggested that
family engagement be required, supported, sustainable, and diverse on all
levels. Families should also be engaged in innovative ways that are designed
with families so that the methods feel right to each community (rather than a
“one size fits all” model). Moreover, there needs to be a system for evaluating
progress and incorporating accountability so that we continue to improve in our
efforts to include family engagement. Participants suggested that this could be
done through a collective impact campaign around parent involvement that
would evaluate and demonstrate outcomes on a national scale.
Participants also gave specific action steps, such as compensation to parents
and including that cost in a budget. Addressing specific barriers to
participation, such as lack of transportation and child care, was also suggested.
Participants from philanthropic organizations noted the significant role of
funding in creating radical and equitable family engagement—if it is funded, it
will happen! Participants recommend specific actions across all organizations,
such as:
Ask families if systems/services/programs are working for them and listen to
the answers; if the answer is no, find out why.
Be self-reflective and evaluate barriers within your own organization.
Utilize the individual and institutional networks of parents to bring in new
and diverse voices.
Train staff, parents, and community members on how to partner together.
Actively build the capacity of parents and families by providing leadership
training, skill-development, access to resources, and support in navigating
different systems.
And finally, one participant had a radical idea: What if there was a shadow
parent group for every public service?

Building parent capacity builds
stronger children.
–Dr. Bergeron, Director, OHS/ECD
(until January 13, 2021)
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Stop 5: What do
actions can we
take together?

PURPOSE
The purpose of the final event was to review
all the learning that happened over the
course of the week and identify tangible
shared actions in 2020-2021 to advance
radical family engagement strategies around
transitions of young children from early
childhood programs to K-12--at the federal
level and in partnership with our
stakeholders.

What a Week!
The week of radical family engagement was full of
many things— learning, engaging, relationshipbuilding, vulnerability, and more—but most
importantly, it was a week of inspiration and
movement. The final event included a presentation by
MaryJo Caruso, who attended every conversation over
the week and captured the ideas and insights in a
graphic recording. Ms. Caruso described the essential
and cyclical connections between families—a child’s
first and best teachers—educators, and policymakers
and how we can all look to the future, together.
Participants shared actions they could take to
continue on their journey toward radical family
engagement and engaged with ECD as we
brainstormed actions we could take in 2020-2021 to
make impactful change. The final event of the week
was a culmination of these many conversations and
included commitments, on behalf of ECD and our
partners, to specific actions—some big and some
small—that we hope will take us all a little further on
the journey toward truly radical family engagement.

I am smiling at
the sky. This is
the most exciting
thing EVER. I
realize THIS IS
THE THING THAT
WILL TRANSFORM
EDUCATION!!!
-Laura Gilchrist,
Vice President,
ParentCamp
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Journey stop #5
what can you do next?
Some the actions shared over the course of the week are small steps on
the long journey of family engagement. These actions were shared by
parents, teachers, federal staff, and partner organizations. Although
some of these actions may not seem radical individually, the impact of
all of the attendees and their networks, acting collectively, could be
truly radical. Some of the actions shared include:

"I will send out a note to
parents to tell us their desires
for their child and have it
returned. Then share with
staff."

“I will learn my
families’ love
languages.”

"Host a conversation with
other families and give them
an opportunity to connect
and listen deeply to at least
one another."
"I want to invite more
educators to be attendees
at ParentCamp, to help
them understand that our
role as educators has
shifted."
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Journey stop #5
where does ECD go from here?
Questions to explore
There were plenty of questions that came up
over the course of the week–-some of which
will be addressed by ECD’s planned actions
and those of our partners, and some of the
questions will be explored through our work
moving forward.
How would you engage teachers?
How do we make radical family
engagement equitable and inclusive of all
populations?
How do we support all different kinds of
families (e.g., kinship, etc.)?
How do we foster parent engagement in
the preK-12 education system?
How do we serve individual communities
authentically?

Start at the youngest
age, so family
engagement efforts
become the norm not the
exception, so ensure
Early Head Start and
other infant/toddler
programs are at the
table.
-Julie Pile, President,
Parent Camp

Action steps
The Journey Map
The production of this document,
which is intended to provide a
summary of the week, resources,
and action steps, is part of ECD’s
commitment to continuing the
movement toward radical family
engagement.

PDG B-5 TA CoLab
The Office of Child Care supports the
Preschool Development Grant Birth Through
Five Program and agreed to dedicate a CoLab
Meeting, a time for grantees to learn from
each other, on November 4, 2020 on the
topic of radical family engagement. During
the PDG B-ð CoLab, all grantees are invited to
network and share with one another the
various successes, challenges, strategies, and
questions or additional resources needed.
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HHS/ED Early Childhood
Research
The Early Childhood Federal
Partners Research Subgroup will
work on:
Gathering feedback to deepen
our cross-cutting, federal twogeneration research portfolio,
which aims to understand and
evaluate programs supporting
both parents and children; and
Thinking through coordinated
services across HHS and ED that
comprehensively support
children and families.

"Tokens are for games.
Equity is for all!"
-Tecoria Jones, Parent
Leader, Birth Parents
National Network

Needs Assessment
Federal leaders are committed to
reviewing needs assessment
requirements across federal programs
and making recommendations about
how to engage and use feedback from
families in the process.

ParentCamp Partnership
Following the incredible
collaboration with ParentCamp on
the first day of the event, ECD
will again partner with ParentCamp
to host or support another event.

Feature Radical Family
Engagement in External
Communication
ECD has a quarterly newsletter and has
committed to highlighting examples of
radical family engagement in all the
four issues during 2021, as well as an in
depth review of the Radical Family
Engagement event in a January 2021
puplication.

Partnership Between OHS, AASA, NAESP, and ParentCamp
ECD will continue to collaborate with AASA, NAESP, OHS and ParentCamp to
deepen and scale-up Head Start, early childhood, and K-12 partnerships to
infuse radical family engagement in more communities across the country. This
work will build upon and leverage existing efforts and lessons learned from that
AASA, NAESP, and OHS have already started with many school districts and a
few states.
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Thriving Families/Primary Prevention
Many action steps to ensure that families thrive:
Casey Family Programs has committed to continuing this work at the
community-level with parent voice, leadership, and work with families at the
center of this effort around transformation.
The FRIENDS National Center for CBCAP has committed to hosting a peer
learning call for their grantees on the topic of radical family engagement in
2021.
FRIENDS has also committed to including articles on Radical Family
Engagement in their Parent Advisory Council Newsletter.

Parents are
ready! We are
ready!
-Sandra Killet,
Parent Leader

Parent-Federal Collaboration Think Tank
There is a need and desire to create meaningful partnerships across federal
agencies and parents and families. Currently, parents and families are not
effectively engaged with the planning, implementation, monitoring, or
evaluation of federal programs. Some federal programs may not utilize the
expertise of parents and families in a meaningful way. The issue of systemic,
effective, and equitable parent engagement with the federal government was
mentioned consistently throughout the course of the week and, while we don’t
have all of the specifics yet, ECD committed to co-creating an improved
collaboration structure that includes working with parents, philanthropic,
national organizations, and federal partners. Most importantly, ECD is not
developing this collaboration on its own—parents and families will be at the
center of all of the conversations and plans moving forward.
The Parent-Federal Collaboration Think Tank has already started the
conversation with the parents, stakeholders, and partners who helped plan the
initial Radical Family Engagement event. We look forward to outlining the goals
and priorities of the group in 2021.
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Conclusion
"THIS IS WE
WORK!"
-Tecoria
Jones, Parent
Leader

ECD, in collaboration with our partners, is committed to supporting efforts
across the national, state, and local levels to increase radical family
engagement across the country. The Radical Family Engagement event was the
first of many steps on the journey toward meaningful, authentic, and
sustainable family engagement. We are so grateful for the support and
partnership we have already found in the parents, families, organizations,
agencies, and staff members who joined us over the course of the week. While
the path forward will be long and difficult, it will also be joyous and
collaborative. ECD has already begun to take the steps outlined in Stop #ð and
will use this Journey Map as a living, growing testament to the collective
learning and development that happens on our radical family engagement
journey. This weeklong series has helped ECD and our partners move toward
truly radical family engagement at every level of the system.
To join us on the journey, connect with ECD directly or utilize one of the many
resources listed below. We welcome your feedback on this report or examples of
actions you have taken since the Radical Family Engagement: A Journey Like
No Other event. To connect with ECD, please email us at
earlychildhooddevelopment@acf.hhs.gov. We look forward to working with you!
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Appendix a:
Planning Committee
The Office of Early Childhood Development would like to thank the
many contributors listed below who have lent their time and expertise
to make the Radical Family Engagement event a success!
*Indicates parent contributors.

Andrew Russo
Anita Black
Bernadine Futrell
Brenda Blasingame
Carmen Sanchez
Carolyn Lee-Davis
Christina Collosi
Damion Jackson
Dawn Ellis
Elaine Zimmerman
Ellen Litkowski
Emily Hopkins
Erika Gaylor
Erin Moore
Julie Fliss
Julie Pile
Kathleen Dwyer
Katy Nagy
Kiersten Beigel
Kristin Kane
Kwesi Rollins
Laura Gilchrist
Lauren Behsudi
Martha Okafor
Mary Cameron Perillo*
Mary Lee Porterfield

Melissa Brodowski
Mike White
Missy Coffey
Muna Hussein
Nina Hetzner
Rebecca Berlin
Rosazlia (Rose) Grillier*
Rosie Gomez
Sandra Gutierrez*
Sara Morrison*
Sarah Gerard
Staci Cummins
Tecoria Jones*
Todd Grindal
Valerie Collins
Vincent Fenwick
Special thanks to MaryJo Caruso who
was so dedicated and generous with
her time over the course of the week.
Ms. Caruso attended each day of the
weeklong event and captured the
ideas and insights in a graphic
recording, which was revealed during
the final event
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Appendix B:
Resources

NOTABLE FRAMEWORKS & RESOURCES
HEAD START
PARENT, FAMILY, AND COMMUNITY
ENGAGEMENT FRAMEWORK

NATIONAL FAMILY SUPPORT
NETWORK STANDARDS OF
QUALITY

The Head Start Parent, Family, and Community
Engagement (PFCE) Framework provides
programs with a research-based, organizational
guide for implementing Head Start Program
Performance Standards for parent, family, and
community engagement.

The nationally-adopted Standards of Quality for
Family Strengthening & Support integrate and
operationalize the Principles of Family Support
Practice and the Strengthening Families
Framework and its research-based evidenceinformed five protective factors.

COUNCIL OF CHIEF STATE SCHOOL
OFFICERS (CCSS) STATE
CONSORTIUM ON FAMILY
ENGAGEMENT

The goal of the CCSSO consortium on family
engagement is to develop a statewide Family
Engagement Framework, Birth to Grade 12 and
enable State Education Agencies to guide and
work with early childhood providers and local
districts in a coordinated and seamless outreach
to families.

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION
FOR SCHOOL, FAMILY, AND
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
(NAFSCE)

NAFSCE's mission is advancing high-impact
policies and practices for family, school, and
community engagement to promote child
development and improve student
achievement. Learn more HERE.

PARENT ENGAGEMENT ACADEMY
FACTOR PROGRAM

DUAL CAPACITY- BUILDING
FRAMEWORK FOR FAMILY AND
SCHOOL PARTNERSHIPS

Parent Engagement Academy promotes lifelong
learning and a pathway to success by
transforming mindsets of families through a
seven- session course. The FACTOR (Families
Acting Toward Results) curriculum represents
the impact and expansion of topics within
communities.

The Dual Capacity-Building Framework for
Family-School Partnerships is designed to
support the development of family engagement
strategies, policies, and programs. The
Framework was created to be a compass, laying
out the goals and conditions necessary to chart a
path towards effective family engagement
efforts that are linked to student achievement
and school improvement.
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Additional Resources
Birth Parent National Network

Childcare.gov Spotlight Parent

Center for Parent Information & Resources

Resources

Center for the Study of Social Policy |

ParentCamp

Strengthening Families

NPLI Parent Partnership and Leadership

Educare Schools

Self-Assessment Tool

Parent Engagement in the Field | Be Strong

Abriendo Puertas | Opening Doors

Families

Institute for Educational Leadership

Parent Partnership Initiative

Supporting Parent Success

Parent Leadership Institute

Engaging the Power of Families and

OHS Family Engagement

Community to Increase the Impact of

Casey Family Foundation Foster Youth

Philanthropy: A Roadmap for Funders

Advisory Council
United Parent Leaders Action Network
(UPLAN)

CONNECT WITH ECD!
Visit our website at https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ecd
Via email at earlychildhooddevelopment@acf.hhs.gov
Via Twitter at @ecdgov
Sign up for the ECD newsletter by emailing earlychildhooddevelopment@acf.hhs.gov
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