
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Parent Involvement 
and Family 
Engagement 

For Early Childhood 
Professionals 

Early childhood professionals have opportunities to build relationships that can positively impact 

children and their families for a lifetime. Strong relationships with families promote family well-being, 

positive parent-child relationships, and the ongoing learning and development of children and parents. 

Parent Involvement and Family Engagement: Why Both Matter  
Parent involvement and family engagement both include interactions with families. The difference is 
that with family engagement these interactions occur in the context of an ongoing and collaborative 
relationship. Meaningful relationships get us closer to effectively partnering with families. When we 
understand the differences between parent involvement and family engagement, we can make  better 
choices about practices and activities that are based on the goals of our early childhood programs. 

“Parent” and “Family” 

We use the words parent and family to 
honor all adult caregivers who make a 
difference in a child’s life. 

Parents refers to biological, adoptive, and 
step-parents as well as primary caregivers, 
such as grandparents, other adult family 
members, and foster parents. 

Families can be biological or non-
biological, chosen or circumstantial. They 
are connected through culture, language, 
tradition, shared experiences, emotional 
commitment, and mutual support. 

Parent Involvement 
Parent involvement occurs when parents 
participate in activities and take advantage of 
opportunities at their child’s early care and learning 
setting. This usually means that parents attend 
meetings or special events a program offers. 

Parent involvement may also include an exchange 
of information about the child and what happens 
at home. Professionals may offer advice or 
recommend resources to address challenges. We 
may, for example, give written information to a 
parent about toilet learning for his toddler. Or, we 
might invite a parent to share information about 
what quiets her child at nap time. 

Early childhood professionals and programs 
typically initiate parent involvement. These activities 
are important and often beneficial to families. 

This document was developed with funds from Grant #90HC0014 for the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Administration for Children and Families, Office of Head Start, and Office of Child Care, by the National Center on Parent, Family, 
and Community Engagement. This resource may be duplicated for noncommercial uses without permission. 
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What do Parent Involvement and Family Engagement look like?
 

Par
ents

 at
te

nd
 m

eetin
gs.

Staff
 as

k q
ue

sti
ons

 ab
out 

the

ch
ild

, h
is 

or h
er f

am
ily

, a
nd

 

ho
me lif

e. 

Staff
 pro

vid
e re

so
ur

ce
s/i

deas

fo
r f

am
ilie

s t
o us

e at
 ho

me

an
d in

 th
e co

mmun
ity

.

Fa
milie

s s
ha

re
 su

ggesti
ons

an
d co

nc
ern

s w
ith

 st
aff

.

Fa
milie

s a
nd

 st
aff

 w
ork

to
gethe

r t
o cr

eate
 ac

tiv
itie

s

tha
t r

efle
ct 

the
 cu

ltu
ra

l

tra
ditio

ns
 of th

e fa
milie

s i
n t

he

pro
gra

m. 
Fa

milie
s v

olun
te

er f
or le

ad
ersh

ip

ac
tiv

itie
s a

nd
 pro

vid
e ong

oing

an
d m

ean
ing

ful
 in

put 
ab

out

pro
gra

mming
.

Fa
milie

s a
nd

 st
aff

 sh
ar

e in
 th

e

deve
lopment 

of a
cti

vit
ies a

nd

eve
nts

 ove
r t

im
e bas

ed on t
he

ir

str
eng

ths
/in

te
re

sts
/ab

ilit
ies.

Fa
milie

s a
nd

 st
aff

 w
ork

to
gethe

r t
o disc

us
s,

im
plement,

 an
d sh

ar
e

re
sp

ons
ibilit

y f
or a

 ch
ild

’s 

ear
ly 

lear
nin

g plan
.

Par
ents

 par
tic

ipate
 in

 so
cia

l

eve
nts

.Par
ents

 ta
lk 

to
 te

ac
he

rs 
at 

the

tim
e ch

ild
re

n a
rri

ve
 an

d w
he

n

the
y l

eav
e at

 th
e end

 of th
e

day
. 

Family Engagement 
Family engagement happens when early childhood 
professionals and families engage in an interactive process 
of relationship-building. The process is mutual, respectful, 
and responsive to a family’s language and culture. 
Meaningful relationship-building is ongoing, and requires 
time and attention. 

In this approach, we partner with families to share 
responsibility for the care and learning of children. For 
example, we work with a parent to plan ways to support the 
child—a team approach that includes everyone at home 
and in the program. We make a point to check in, to revisit a 
plan, and meet when we need new ideas. 

Engagement in the early years prepares families to be engaged throughout their child’s school years. 
Most importantly, family engagement efforts support the parent-child relationships that are key to a 
child’s healthy development, school readiness, and well-being now, and in the future. 

For more information about this resource, please contact us:  

PFCE@ecetta.info | 1-866-763-6481
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