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The two most

influential environments in which

young children
develop are their
homes and their
early childhood
education programs.
In 2005, 60 percent
of all U.S. children
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under age 6 spent
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some
time in the
en
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care of persons
other than their parents, including 62 percent of White children, 69 percent of
Black children, and 49 percent of Hispanic children (Iruka
& Carver 2006). Considering that children’s time is often
divided between these two settings, there is a clear relationship between strong program-family partnerships and
children’s academic success (Weiss, Caspe, & Lopez 2006;
Henrich & Gadaire 2008).
While educators have long known about the importance
of family engagement for children’s learning, some may
feel frustrated by perceived low levels of engagement with
some families they serve. Perceptions of low engagement
may be due to differences in cultural values or languages
spoken between program staff and families. They may also
result from a program’s approach to family engagement.

This article is based on the 2009 report Family Engagement, Diverse Families, and Early Childhood Education
Programs: An Integrated Review of the Literature, produced jointly by NAEYC and Pre-K Now. The authors
of the report are L.C. Halgunseth and A. Peterson of
NAEYC and D.R. Stark and S. Moodie of Pre-K Now.
For the full report, see www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/
ecprofessional/EDF_Literature%20Review.pdf.
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Some programs focus on getting families to change rather
than recognizing their strengths and abilities to support
children’s learning (Crawford & Zygouris-Coe 2006; SoutoManning & Swick 2006).
Using ecological and social exchange theories as frameworks, this article will (a) define family engagement; (b)
describe ways to strengthen relationships between programs and families; and (c) provide evidence-based practices that can strengthen family engagement and improve
learning for all children.

Definition of family engagement
This article focuses on family engagement rather than
family involvement. It takes a strength-based perspective by
recognizing that all families are involved in their children’s
learning and well-being in some way. The issue, however,
is whether familes are engaged with their children’s early
childhood education programs and are collaborating
with them in meaningful ways that maximize their children’s educational experiences. The description of family
engagement below stems from the work of Henderson and
Berla (1994), Epstein (2001), and Weiss, Caspe, and Lopez
(2006). It consists of six components and emphasizes concepts that are continuous, reciprocal, and strength-based
(Halgunseth et al. 2009).
1. Early childhood education programs encourage family
participation in decision making related to their children’s
education. Families act as advocates and take part in decision-making opportunities.
2. Consistent, two-way communication is facilitated
through multiple forms and is responsive to the language
spoken by the family.
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Early Childhood Education Programs
3. Early childhood education programs and families collaborate and exchange knowledge.
4. Early childhood education programs and families place
an emphasis on creating and sustaining learning activities
at home and in the community that extend the teachings of
the program so as to enhance each child’s early learning.
5. Families create a home environment that values learning
and supports programs. Programs and families collaborate
in establishing children’s goals.
6. Early childhood education programs create an ongoing
and comprehensive system for promoting family engagement by ensuring that program leadership and teachers are
dedicated and trained, and receive the supports they need
to fully engage families.

Model of family engagement
Ecological and social exchange theories help us to
organize the literature on effective early childhood familyengagement practices. An ecological perspective explains
that children’s development and learning occurs within
a series of embedded systems, ranging from proximal
(for example, home) to distal (for example, society).
Harmonious interactions between systems (for example,
child care programs and families) promote family engage-

ment and children’s development (Bronfenbrenner 2004;
Xu & Filler 2008). The ecological theory, however, does not
explain the motivation for families and schools to work
together. Knowing what motivates families across all cultural and linguistic backgrounds to take part in their children’s early education setting is crucial for early childhood
educators who are seeking to raise their levels of engagement with the families they serve (Marschall 2006).
According to the social exchange theory, development
of social relationships, such as those between child care
programs and family members, depends on the exchange of
resources between the groups and weighing the costs and
benefits. For example, programs can offer resources or benefits that are tangible (adult education courses) or intangible (a warm and welcoming environment). In turn, families
can offer educators knowledge about their children or help
reinforce at home key concepts taught in the program.
The concept of trust is also at the core of social exchange
theory. As mutual trust evolves between the family and
the program, so will the extent of and commitment to the
partnership. If either families or teachers lose their sense
of trust, however, the commitment to the relationship will
begin to diminish, as will feelings of engagement (Early 1992;
Lopez, Kreider, & Caspe 2004; Nakonezny & Denton 2008).
The figure at left presents practices rooted in research
that promote engagement and positive child outcomes in
families across ethnic and socioeconomic
backgrounds. When there is a strong
program-family partnership in place, families
are engaged, which ultimately benefits the
children. Attention to cultural sensitivity, the
child’s age, and the readiness level of family
members and program staff applies to each
set of the resources listed. This model is also
self-reinforcing. As child and family outcomes
improve, the strength of the early childhood
program–family partnership and the level of
family engagement increase.

Recommendations for practice
Educators, administrators, and other
program staff can use the following recommendations to enhance family engagement in
their programs:

Integrate culture and community. Promote
acceptance of all families by (a) inviting role
models of different cultures to participate
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Provide a welcoming environment. Make
navigating the school easy by having
staff greet families near the entrance of
the school or classroom throughout the
year. Ensure that signs in families’ home
languages are posted and clear. Be sure
to create clear, continuous channels
of two-way communication between
staff and families by scheduling regular
conference sessions, communicating
with families at drop-off and pickup,
and exchanging e-mail addresses and
phone numbers.

© Ellen B. Senisi

in the classroom, (b) incorporating
activities into the curriculum that teach
about the cultural practices and traditions of all children in the classroom,
and (c) translating essential materials into families’ home languages.
Encourage program staff to interact
with children and families outside of
the school setting in the communities
where children and families live.

Strive for program-family partnerships.
Include families in making decisions
related to both their own child’s education and the program as a whole. Facilitate children’s learning at home
(Weiss, Caspe, & Lopez 2006) by giving families information and resources about topics the children are investigating during the day.
Make a commitment to outreach. Conduct home visits,
if families are comfortable with the idea, during which
teachers can learn from families about children’s home
environments, interests, and preferred learning styles.
Provide family resources and referrals. Provide information
about preventive health and family services. Offer child
care, transportation, and refreshments to make it easier
for families to participate in school activities and events.
Set and reinforce program standards. Set clear program
standards that are comprehensive and emphasize ongoing
outreach. Provide professional development opportunities on culturally sensitive, evidence-based family engagement practices.
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