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Pre-school through 3rd grade is the timeframe when children and 
families become oriented to and immersed in formal education. 
A welcoming and trusting family-school relationship that begins 
during children’s early learning experiences and extends through 
the early grades paves the way for families’ lifelong engagement in 
their children’s academic success.   

It is well-documented that families have the greatest influence 
on children’s learning and development; therefore, a robust P-3 
approach engages all families by making this work the priority 
of everyone throughout the school or early care and education 
(ECE)* program, embracing two-way communication, and 
ensuring families have an active and prominent role in making 
decisions that affect their child’s education.

P-3 approaches prioritize all families, particularly those who have 
been marginalized from schools and programs, including families 
who experience racial discrimination, who speak a language other 
than English in the home, who struggle to make ends meet, who 
are experiencing homelessness or other forms of trauma, and who 

*Early care and education (ECE) refers to all programs that support the development of young 

children prior to kindergarten entry including Head Start, child care (family child care and 

center-based child care), preschool, and prekindergarten. 

The Framework in Action series expands on the Framework for Planning, Implementing, and 

Evaluating P-3 Approaches1 and provides brief research reviews, practical strategies, and 

guidance for creating meaningful and tangible change in communities. Structural inequities, and 

disparities in both opportunities and outcomes, permeate early care and education (ECE) and 

K-12 systems. Each Framework in Action includes strategies that address equity and correspond 

with one of the eight buckets of alignment effort identified as essential to high-quality and 

comprehensive P-3 approaches.
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FRAMEWORK IN ACTION: Engaged Families
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have non-traditional work schedules. Historically, many schools’ 
interactions with minoritized families aimed to socialize families 
into public school norms and expectations that diminished 
families’ strengths.2, 3, 4 

In contrast, P-3 approaches engage families in ways that 
intentionally affirm families’ cultural and linguistic assets and 
ensure they are reflected in the school’s or program’s practices.

A P-3 approach to engaging families can leverage the strengths 
of common practices in ECE programs and those in K-12 
school systems. ECE programs that serve children from birth to 
kindergarten entry tend to be more skilled at developing positive 
relationships with families both by design, as ECE teachers usually 
see families every day at pick up and drop off, and through 
program philosophy that often emphasizes partnership with 
families. Elementary schools tend to be more systematic in their 
family involvement approaches, having regular communication 
channels to share information about children’s academic progress 
(e.g., parent-teacher conferences, report cards) and volunteer 
opportunities in which families can support school activities 
(e.g., chaperoning events, parent-teacher association-sponsored 
events).5, 6 In both ECE and in K-12, teachers, administrators, and 
staff who move beyond simply involving parents to genuinely 
engaging families establish relationships that help children learn 
and develop.

In P-3 approaches, schools develop deeper relationships with 
families to advance student learning. The COVID-19 pandemic 
demanded new forms of family-school partnerships.7 As 
evidenced by mounting attention to Community Schools and two-
generation strategies, many districts have rethought traditional, 
less interactive approaches and are proactively and positively 
engaging families.8, 9 Positive home-school partnerships are also 
pivotal in mitigating chronic absenteeism and promoting everyday 
school attendance.10

Innovative approaches to engaging families are important 
across all grade levels but central to P-3 reform, given the 
interdependence among children, families, and educators when 
children are young (pre-school through 3rd grade) and navigating 
increased engagement in formal learning settings.

The GOAL
Families are actively and systemically involved with 
P-3 teachers and administrators as full partners in 
helping their children develop, learn, and achieve.

●	 CORE PRIORITY: Teachers, administrators, and all staff in 
schools and programs understand the importance of, and 
employ strategies for, engaging families.

●	 TWO-WAY COMMUNICATION: Schools and programs establish 
regular two-way communication approaches to share data with, 
and to learn from, families.

●	 SHARED LEADERSHIP/DECISION-MAKING: Families, teachers, 
and administrators share decision-making for student success.

The STRATEGIES

Continued from page 1
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Engaging families cannot be a one-size-fits-all approach.

●	 Because families are diverse, so, too, must be family 
engagement strategies. Effective approaches include engaging 
families in learning and community-building activities at school 
and at home.11 

●	 Families’ demographic differences and variability of resources 
may influence the type of home-school activities that can best 
support children’s learning and development.12

Engaging families has long-term effects.  

●	 Robust and comprehensive family engagement in preschool 
is associated with more positive parent involvement in 2nd 
grade.18, 19

●	 In the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, schools with 
robust family engagement practices had better attendance, 
achievement, and better school climate ratings than schools that 
had weak family engagement practices.10

Engaging families improves student outcomes.

●	 Engaging families in dynamic, productive, two-way partnerships 
positively impacts student achievement and success in  
school.9, 13, 14, 15 For example, research on school success in 
Chicago found that elementary schools with strong parental 
involvement were ten times more likely to improve math 
achievement and four times more likely to improve in reading 
than schools that lacked robust parent engagement practices.16

●	 Strong parent–teacher and student–teacher relationships that 
are sustained over time contribute to children’s social skills and 
behavior across the preschool to 1st grade transition.17

What Does THE RESEARCH SAY?
This section provides an abbreviated literature review that substantiates both the importance of Engaged Families and the promise of the  
strategies described below.
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●	 Make engaging families an explicit priority. Promoting 
examples of family engagement on websites, materials sent 
home, postings around the building, strategic plans, and 
more can help establish family engagement as a core priority 
for the school or program. Highlight circumstances in which 
families are engaged as classroom volunteers, peer mentors, 
advocates, and key sources of information regarding their 
children’s strengths, needs, and culture.

●	 Engage families to provide feedback about their 
experiences and perceptions. Schools and programs cannot 
assume to know what all families value, want, or need. Families’ 
own voices are the most important data source. Conducting 
surveys or focus groups, provided in accessible formats and at 
accessible times, that gauge families’ satisfaction with, as well 
as hopes and dreams, for their child’s learning can be valuable 
information to improve engagement strategies. 

WHERE TO START in Your Community

●	 Assess current family engagement strategies. Reviewing 
current strategies can help assess their effectiveness on 
several dimensions: are strategies multi-faceted, providing 
engagement opportunities that can be accessed by all 
families? In what ways do strategies offer meaningful 
opportunities for families to express and share their own 
priorities and expectations with administrators, teachers, and 
one another? Are strategies culturally affirming and relevant to 
historically marginalized families? By asking these questions, 
schools and programs can identify strengths and gaps where 
new strategies are needed.

●	 Engage teachers, school principals, and other 
administrators to co-design a systemic approach to 
engaging families. High-quality family engagement stems 
from a system-wide effort practiced by all members of a P-3 
setting, not just one staff liaison, social worker, administrator, 
or teacher.11, 13, 14

The following list provides several ways to extend and deepen strategies for engaging families and to ensure that 

they are aligned and shared across the P-3 continuum.  
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●	 Relying on outdated research and knowledge about 
family engagement: Many principal preparation programs 
rely on outdated literature and standards or lack authentic 
skill development experiences to prepare school leaders for 
collaboration with family and community members.21 The field 
of family engagement has grown and deepened over the past 
decade. Before designing strategies, educators will benefit from 
refreshing their own knowledge and ideas by reviewing current 
research and promising practices.

●	 Narrow and negative involvement: A “no news is good news 
approach” to connecting with families limits the potential for 
positive and mutually respectful relationships to be formed 
among schools and families. When schools and programs only 
communicate with families to address behavioral or academic 
challenges, relationships have a negative tone that limits 
meaningful partnerships in support of children’s well-being and 
learning. It is important for families to connect with their children’s 
educators about student learning in relaxed and positive settings. 

●	 Limiting family involvement to social activities. Social events, 
like ice cream parties or pizza nights, can be opportunities for 
families to spend time in school settings and build a positive sense 
of community. These events, however, have limitations: they are 
often disconnected from teaching and learning, and they may not 
be accessible to all families if they are held at times and locations 
that do not work for all families’ schedules. 

●	 Expecting one person to do the job. Engaging families should not 
be designated as one person’s job responsibility. Instead, it should 
be embedded in all job descriptions – including the principal’s or 
site director’s – and be a stated responsibility for all staff in a school 
or program.

●	 Limited professional learning on how to best engage families. 
Professional learning on how to best engage families should be 
required for all staff who engage with students. While teachers 
are often prioritized for professional learning opportunities, it is 
important that all adults who regularly interact with families receive 
professional development, including front office staff, teacher 
aides, administrators, lunchroom staff, and bus drivers.

●	 Token family participation. Often a particular parent (or small 
group of parents) is always ready and willing to engage, whether 
it be serving on a committee or volunteering in the classroom. By 
only engaging a small number of families, schools and programs 
may neglect others, such as those who speak a different language, 
have lower literacy levels, or work non-traditional hours. Token 
participation is a missed opportunity to engage families who 
may contribute to the community and benefit from strong               
home-school connections.

4

P-3 approaches are simple in theory and complex in practice. The following are pitfalls to avoid when seeking to fully engage families:
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COMMON PITFALLS that Impede Implementation
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INDICATORS of PROGRESS

●	 Family engagement itself becomes a data marker. Schools 
and programs consistently use data on family engagement to 
improve their efforts. Data are regularly collected from families, 
improvements are made based on the data, and there is ongoing 
communication with families about improvement efforts. Families 
report that they experience family engagement as a priority 
and have opportunities for two-way communication and shared 
decision making.

●	 Family engagement policies and expectations are regularly 
updated and no more than three years old. As families’ needs 
change, schools and programs adapt accordingly, and engage 
in ongoing processes to improve, add, or eliminate policies and 
expectations. Families, teachers, and administrators partner in the 
development and implementation of changes. 

●	 Staff have clear plans for how they engage families. 
Professional learning provided to educators and administrators 
reflects up-to-date knowledge about effective family engagement 

Chicago Child-Parent P-3 Centers22

Parental Involvement and Engagement is one of the six core pillars of 
the Child-Parent Center Preschool to 3rd Grade (CPC P-3) Program, 
a school reform model that integrates early education with the 
elementary school to form a supportive continuum of learning 
and development. The CPC P-3’s approach emphasizes family 
engagement that is reciprocal, collaborative, and comprehensive. 
The CPC P-3 program mobilizes community resources and engages 
families through a variety of activities that include, for example, 
support for parent and family members’ educational attainment and 
career advancement. 

CPC P-3’s parent involvement approach includes several resources: 
(1) parent involvement calendar; (2) school-home agreement; (3) 
family needs assessment; (4) parent involvement log; (5) parent 
home involvement checklist; and (6) parent involvement plan. These 

Spotlight: 
PROMISING EFFORTS and SUCCESS STORIES
The following examples reveal ways in which practitioners are taking up P-3 approaches in their communities. 

strategies. Staff have clear protocols for how to engage families 
in meaningful ways that fit their context and role within the 
school or program.

●	 Family leadership programs nurture leadership and 
advocacy. Schools and programs support effective, meaningful 
family leadership development programs, academies, or courses 
where families can acquire tools for engaging more deeply in 
their own children’s learning. Families may take a role in leading 
professional learning, working in collaboration with educators 
and staff.

●	 Engagement is sustained over time. ECE programs and 
elementary schools work together to align, extend, and deepen 
engagement strategies. Existing family leaders can mentor 
incoming families, and parents in both ECE and K-3 are aware 
of current opportunities for engagement and feel confident and 
welcome to initiate new opportunities.

concrete tools ensure CPC P-3 programs are equipped to engage 
families proactively and comprehensively.

CPC P-3 is well known for its success in boosting student achievement. 
Research on CPC P-3 has found that parents of CPC students also 
have high rates of participation in school events and workshops.

5

The following are sample indicators that signal schools are actively engaging families through multiple, intentional approaches. 
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Early Childhood Family Education in Minnesota23

Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) is a parenting education 
program in Minnesota offered through school districts in 
partnership with communities or early learning programs. ECFE 
is available to all families in Minnesota with children between the 
ages of birth to kindergarten entrance. School districts that have a 
PreK-3rd grade focus may also offer programming to parents with 
children up to 3rd grade. Several services are provided through 
ECFE including outreach and community events, home visits, child 
care provider visits, parent-only classes, and parent-child together 
classes. ECFE programming goals include: (1) enhancing parent-child 
relationships to support child development; (2) helping families 
experience a smooth transition from ECE programs into the school 
system; (3) encouraging parents to be engaged in their children’s 

learning and education from birth through the school-age years; 
and (4) helping families gain knowledge and utilize formal and 
informal social networks in their communities. 

Continued from page 5
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For additional resources related to Engaged Families, and 
other buckets in the Framework, please visit  
www.nationalp-3center.org.
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The Framework in Action series is generously supported by funding from the Heising-Simons Foundation.

The National P-3 Center focuses on the learning opportunities that young children experience from birth through 3rd grade. 
Our work spans the traditional boundaries of early care and education (ECE) and K-12 education and is grounded in the 
intersection of research, practice, and policy.
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