CLASP’s Charting Progress for Babies in
Child Care project highlights state
policies that support the healthy growth
and development of infants and toddlers
in child care settings, and provides online
resources to help states implement these
policies. The foundation of the project is a
policy framework comprised of four key
principles describing what babies and
toddlers in child care need and 15
recommendations for states to move
forward. The project seeks to provide
information that links research and policy
to help states make the best decisions for
infants and toddlers.
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Promote family engagement—promote partnerships and
engagement of families of infants and toddlers with their
child care providers and caregivers.
This document presents research supporting the
recommendation to strengthen family engagement. Visit
www.clasp.org/babiesinchildcare for materials related to
this recommendation, including ideas for how state child
care licensing, subsidy, and quality enhancement policies
can move toward this recommendation; state examples;
and online resources for state policymakers.

“The most important thing children need to thrive is
to live in an environment of relationships that begins
in their family, but also extends out to include adults
who aren’t family members in child care centers and
other programs. What children need is for that entire
environment of relationships to be invested in their
healthy development.” -- Jack P. Shonkoff, M.D.1

Family engagement is a critical component of quality
infant/toddler child care. It encompasses a number of
practices, policies, and activities that promote families as
partners in child care and early education, and that
support families in parenting their children to help them
reach their full potential. Creating culturally appropriate
opportunities is critical to engaging families.
According to the National Center on Parent, Family and
Community Engagement:
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Family engagement means building relationships with
families that support family well-being, strong
parent-child relationships, and ongoing learning and
development of parents and children alike. It refers to the
beliefs, attitudes, behaviors, and activities of families that
support their children’s positive development from early
childhood through young adulthood. Family engagement
happens in the home, early childhood program, school,
and community. It is a shared responsibility with all those
who support children’s learning.2
Note that this definition includes the following specific
elements:
 Family well-being, which can include connecting
parents to other economic, nutrition, health, and
social supports and opportunities;
 Parent-child relationships, for example providing
parenting education to build on family strengths
and prevent child abuse and neglect, and offering
parents supports that help them be effective in
their parenting role; and
 Ongoing learning and development of parents and
children, which can include providing
opportunities for families to inform program
design and participate as educational partners
involved in key decisions impacting their
children.
In this document, we discuss the full range of interactions
between child care programs and providers and the
families they serve, broadly examining best practices that
engage families and help children thrive. Best practice in
family engagement goes well beyond newsletters,
volunteer opportunities, and communication with parents;
it requires strong relationships among the adults in
children’s lives to ensure the child and their family are
engaged in meeting their physical, social-emotional, and
economic needs. These relationships transcend the early
childhood setting, extending to the family’s home and
supporting partnerships in the community. When we use
the term “family,” we include parents, grandparents,
extended family, and foster parents or other adults who
are raising and caring for a child. The role and importance
of nuclear and extended biological relatives and friends in
a family can vary depending on the family’s history and
culture, so providers and caregivers must be sensitive to

cultural definitions of family and be flexible and inclusive
in family engagement strategies. In some cultures,
extended family and close family friends play an
important role in children’s education and development.3

Mutual respect for the caring roles that
the parent and the child care provider or caregiver play in
a baby’s life, and ongoing communication about the
child’s development and needs, are fundamental aspects
of quality child care for infants and toddlers.4 Providing
high-quality infant/toddler care requires providers or
caregivers to form strong relationships with young
children, while they also partner with the family to
reinforce its role as the primary teacher in the child’s life.5
In practical terms, these positive relationships are built
through consistent communication, an understanding of
and respect for cultural differences, and shared decisionmaking between families and providers or caregivers.6
Unfortunately, parents in low-income families who live in
less stable neighborhoods are less likely to participate in
parent engagement efforts at the child care program level.
According to research, this lack of participation may be
due to conflicting work and school schedules, the
demands of caring for younger siblings, or a greater
comfort level with being engaged with their children’s
education at home rather than at the program level.7

Families with young children, especially those in poverty
and experiencing other risk factors, can benefit from
family engagement strategies that provide them with
support, services, and opportunities to engage in learning
and development activities. Children in families
experiencing multiple risk factors–such as poverty,
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unemployed parents, or a home with no English speakers–
are the most likely to struggle in school and face other
negative outcomes. Nationally, almost half of children
under six live in low-income families and about 11
percent of children live in extreme poverty. One in five
children under the age of six lives in a household
experiencing three or more risk factors.8 Families in
poverty participating in Head Start benefit from the
family engagement strategies offered by the program.
More than three-quarters of Head Start families receive at
least one family service from the program; the most
commonly accessed are parenting education (52 percent),
health education (48 percent), and emergency or crisis
intervention (21 percent).9

Infants and toddlers develop in the
context of relationships, with family relationships of
primary importance.10 Providers and caregivers may
engage and support families both formally (including
home visits and encouraging parental involvement in
decisions) and informally (creating a welcoming
environment, greeting families warmly, and sharing
information about the child’s day). Both methods
strengthen families and help build protective factors like
parent resilience, social connections, knowledge of
parenting strategies and child development, concrete
support in times of need, and children’s social and
emotional development.11 Some research shows that
programs are most effective at supporting positive
parenting when they engage with the family in both
center-based settings and the family’s home. Activities
that are center-based may have a more positive influence
on child outcomes related to language development, while
activities that are primarily home-based may have a more
measurable impact on outcomes related to behavior and
nurturing.12
Programs that incorporate parent engagement in program
design and leadership are higher quality and lead to better
child outcomes. When parents have positive experiences
with a child care provider, it can increase their confidence
and ability to navigate their children’s future learning
environments. Research on parent engagement in older
children’s schooling has found positive connections

between child behavior, achievement, and motivation in
school when parents are rated as more engaged in
promoting learning at home and reinforcing school
activities and lessons.13

The country’s infant/toddler population is
increasingly diverse in race, ethnicity, and linguistic
background. There are more than 12 million babies and
toddlers in the United States. Nationwide, 11 percent of
households have a child under age 3.14 These households
are racially and culturally diverse. Approximately 16
percent of Hispanic families, 13 percent of Asian families,
12 percent of black families, and 9 percent of white nonHispanic families include a child under age 3.15 In recent
years, immigration has accelerated diversity among the
infant/toddler population.16 One in four children under
age three lives in an immigrant family (i.e., one
comprised of one or more foreign-born parents).17
Approximately 62 percent of immigrant families with
children under 3 have origins in Latin America and the
Caribbean, representing many countries and languages.18
Approximately one in seven infants and toddlers in the
U.S. has a parent who speaks limited English, indicating
that a language other than English is likely spoken in the
home.19 The extent to which infants and toddlers in these
households are also exposed to English—for example,
through sibling interactions or in child care or other
settings—varies considerably.
To be effective, child care programs should use family
engagement strategies that are inclusive and respectful of
diverse families and their cultural beliefs. Effectively
engaging families in this complex environment requires
programs to make extra efforts. This may involve
translating outreach materials into new languages,
engaging mentors or resource parents from the cultural
communities that participating families come from,
bringing in books, and decorating in a way that recognizes
a family’s home culture. More importantly, it takes an
awareness and willingness on the part of staff to engage
with families in order to learn about their culture and how
it impacts their parenting and expectations of their
children.
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A review of research on parent engagement conducted by
the National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC) recommends that programs
incorporate families’ cultural, ethnic, and economic
backgrounds into their practice through role models who
reflect the families served, cultural celebrations,
translation of program materials into native languages of
families, and making interpreters available for
communication. It also recommends that staff interact
with families’ communities outside the programs.20
NAEYC accreditation standards require that programs
establish effective and regular means of two-way
communication between programs and families, and that
they gather information about children’s families,
including race, religion, home language, culture, and
family structure.

The federal Head Start program
provides comprehensive early education and family
support services to low-income children. Head Start
Performance Standards require that programs provide
ample opportunities for both formal and informal
communication between families and staff, and that those
opportunities are culturally and linguistically appropriate.
Head Start’s Parent and Family Engagement Framework
provides seven related outcomes Head Start programs are
expected to work toward, including:
 Family well-being;
 Positive parent-child relationships;
 Families as lifelong educators;
 Families as learners;
 Family engagement in transitions;
 Family connections to peers and community; and
 Families as advocates and leaders21
Parents and families participate in leadership
development, decision-making, program policy
development, or community and state organizing
activities to improve children’s development and learning
experiences.

To help child care programs
serving infants and toddlers build relationships with the
families they serve, states can use regulation, incentives,
and technical assistance to encourage programs to put
effective communication systems in place. States can
create incentives for programs to incorporate these
practices by integrating them into quality policies such as
quality rating and improvement systems (QRIS). For
example, in the communities of Miami-Dade and Palm
Beach, Florida, programs seeking the highest Level 5
QRIS rating must have resources available to
communicate with all families in their primary language.
In 2010, at least 24 states had included some sort of
family engagement requirements in their QRIS standards.
Only eight states at that time included specific standards
related to cultural and linguistic diversity.22 By
incorporating practices ranging from daily
communication systems to training and professional
development in cultural competency into standards and
regulation, states can help programs build their capacity
to build stronger relationships with parents in ways that
respect and reflect their cultural and linguistic needs, as
well as the developmental needs of the children.

Building on existing approaches
and models can help states create a stronger linkage
between the child, provider, and home that benefits both
the child and the family. For example, Early Head Start
standards require that each family receive home visits to
offer parenting support at least twice a year and that
programs also offer opportunities for parenting support at
the program site. The Strengthening Families Approach,
developed by the Center for the Study of Social Policy,
suggests that child care providers and caregivers can play
an important role in building parental protective factors.
These protective factors are both an important pathway to

5
supporting parents in their nurturing role and an important
platform for engaging parents in the program itself.
Strengthening Families identifies key family engagement
strategies, including valuing family members and
providing opportunities for them to build social
relationships, offering specific parenting and child
development learning opportunities, referring families to
needed services, and intervening in cases where there are
signs of abuse or neglect. The Strengthening Families
Approach is being implemented statewide by more than
40 states using a variety of public and private funding.23
The strategies for implementation vary dramatically—
from exploring ways to incorporate practices for building
protective factors into individual programs, to building
statewide early childhood systems based on the
Strengthening Families framework.
In Tennessee, the state child care agency has partnered
with other state agencies and the state’s Children’s Trust
Fund to incorporate parent engagement and support into
its policies at multiple levels using the Strengthening
Families approach. Tennessee’s Strengthening Families
initiative has provided professional development and
training on the protective factors to child care providers
and parents through the state’s child care resource and
referral agency and professional development networks.
The use of the Strengthening Families program selfassessment and other aspects of the initiative also have
been incorporated into quality improvement efforts,
including Tennessee’s Quality Rating and Improvement
System (QRIS).
In Georgia, Bright from the Start, the state licensing and
child care administrative entity, has identified a network
of programs that model exemplary family partnership
strategies. As part of the state’s Strengthening Families
work, Bright from the Start has established these
programs as models and mentors to other child care
providers. Through this network, the state provides
training that supports child care providers in building
child protective factors through more effective parent
partnerships.24
For the many infants and toddlers who receive subsidized
child care in license-exempt family, friend, and neighbor
care (FFN), partnerships with home visiting programs
have been effective in strengthening both the quality of

care rendered by the provider, and the relationship
between the caregiver and the family. One potential
benefit is that home visiting programs reaching both the
caregiver and the parent can increase consistency in
parenting strategies and adult-child interactions between
the child care and home settings.25
Some state policies can support partnerships between
home visiting programs and home-based child care
providers, including both FFN and licensed family child
care. States can include quality improvement

incentives in their subsidy policies, which may take
the form of rate differentials, bonuses, or other types
of recognition for providers who partner with a home
visiting program and receive its curriculum.

Through training,
technical assistance, standards, and regulations, states can
help programs develop and implement effective policies
and practices that give families multiple opportunities to
contribute to child care programs by sharing their skills
and expertise, supporting the learning of children in the
program and at home, and participating in leadership roles
in the program. For example, Head Start Performance
Standards require programs to offer families opportunities
to participate in developing the program’s curriculum and
approach to child development and education. They also
require that programs include parents in a leadership role
in the program, either through a Parent Committee, the
program’s Policy Council and/or Committees, or other
governance roles. In Pennsylvania, the Office of Child
Development and Early Learning (OCDEL) is partnering
with Head Start, mental health agencies, school districts,
and other initiatives to incorporate the Strengthening
Families framework across state policies and agencies,
quality standards, and professional development efforts.26
Department of Defense policies for child development
programs state that parents will be encouraged to
participate in the planning and evaluation of the child
development program. Opportunities for families to
engage in program leadership, curriculum, and their
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children’s learning must be offered in ways that respect,
reflect, and incorporate cultural and linguistic diversity.
This may include providing translations of written
materials about curriculum and children’s progress,
offering translation services at advisory and governance
meetings or meetings to discuss children’s development
and progress, and incorporating cultural practices into the
child’s daily care and activities. Parents of all cultural
backgrounds should be encouraged to participate at equal
levels. For example, if English-speaking parents are
involved in literacy activities in the classroom, immigrant
parents who speak other languages should also be
encouraged to read or tell stories in their native language–
an activity from which all children can benefit. Such
strategies have been included in some states’ licensing or
QRIS standards, as have requirements around regular
communication about activities, learning, and
development goals for children. Some states also include
quality standards that encourage programs to provide
resources that assist families in extending their children’s
child care learning experiences into the home.
Over recent years, as states have developed their QRIS,
they have incorporated some traditional family
engagement strategies into their standards. These include:
 Organizing a parent advisory board;
 Providing a bulletin board or newsletter;
 Holding conferences and meetings;
 Developing and distributing a parent
handbook/written program policies;
 Developing a parent resource center;
 Developing and distributing a parent satisfaction
survey;
 Welcoming families at all times;
 Developing and implementing a written system
for sharing daily events; and
 Providing parents with consultation prior to
children’s enrollment.27
While these strategies create a family-centered
atmosphere that promotes a trusting relationship, states
can expand these strategies to incorporate the broader
definition of family engagement that includes providing
and connecting families to economic, health, and
parenting supports. These and other approaches for

involving diverse families in their children’s learning can
be supported by states with coordinated professional
development and training.



Require in state licensing that center-based and
family child care providers adopt family
partnership and parental involvement practices
tailored to parents of infants and toddlers,
including a full range of family engagement and
support strategies.



Target resources for programs serving a high
percentage of subsidized families to bring family
support resources into their programs (via
partnerships, contractually, or by developing staff
capacity).
Provide incentives or information to encourage
subsidy families to choose programs that have
effective parent engagement strategies in place.
Create subsidy policies that provide incentives for
partnerships between state or federally funded
home visiting programs and child care providers
serving subsidized children. These types of
partnerships have been shown to increase the
quality of adult-to-child and adult-to-adult
interactions in the caregiving setting and in the
child’s home. They also offer family support to
parents, as well as FFN providers, who are often
part of the child’s extended family.
For providers serving subsidized families, require
and pay for the costs of developing their own
capacity or collaborating with a community-based
agency to establish family partnerships and offer
regular home visits with the families of infants
and toddlers in care.
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Provide contracts to EHS providers and other
child care providers who include home visits and
strong family engagement practices in their
program model in order to serve low-income
children receiving child care assistance. By
encouraging partnerships between EHS and child
care providers serving subsidized families, states
can also reach more families with EHS home
visits.
Provide higher payment rates for FCC and FFN
caregivers participating in home visiting
programs.












Provide best practices and technical assistance to
infant/toddler center-based and family child care
providers on parent involvement, including
culturally appropriate strategies for including
parents in program development, giving parents
opportunities to share concerns about their
children's development with providers, and
helping parents link to and continue the
curriculum their children are experiencing at
home.
Create, require, and support incentives for
providers serving subsidized families to attend
training on and practice research-based family
engagement strategies with the families of infants
and toddlers and target state professional
development dollars to developing capacity in
this area.
Provide funding for providers to have on-site
capacity to share referrals or offer on-site
opportunities for parents to enhance their
parenting skills, knowledge, and understanding of
the educational and developmental needs and
activities of their children, and to improve family
literacy.
Establish provisions in quality standards or
licensing standards that promote regular and
culturally appropriate communication in state
Quality Rating and Improvement Systems
(QRIS), including provisions related to cultural
and linguistic diversity, professional
development, and culturally competent family
engagement practices. Further, approaches such

as Strengthening Families should be incorporated
into programs’ quality improvement plans.
Include parenting education and family support as
key components of the state’s comprehensive
early childhood system. The Bureau of Maternal
and Child Health has identified these as two of
five critical components of a comprehensive
system and as a potential use for Title V Child
28
and Maternal Health dollars. For example, states
should include in their comprehensive system
plans strategies that promote positive parenting
practices through child care programs.
Partner with immigrant-serving organizations and
other community-based organizations to provide
family support services in child care settings and
to assist child care providers in designing family
engagement practices that are culturally
appropriate.

The following resources may help your state get started in
creating a plan to promote partnerships and engagement
of families of infants and toddlers with their child care
providers and caregivers.


The Head Start Parent, Family, and Community
Engagement Framework: Promoting Family
Engagement and School Readiness, from Prenatal
to Age 8.
http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/standards/IMs/20
11/pfce-framework.pdf



National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC) Engaging Diverse Families
project, http://www.naeyc.org/familyengagement



Harvard Family Research Project,
http://www.hfrp.org/family-involvement
Center for the Study of Social Policy –
Strengthening Families,
http://www.strengtheningfamilies.net/
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Pew Inventory of State Home Visiting Programs,
http://www.pewcenteronthestates.org/initiatives_
detail.aspx?initiativeID=61051



CLASP – Extending Home Visiting to FFN and
FCC,
http://www.clasp.org/admin/site/publications/files
/homevisitingkinshipffn.pdf



Zero to Three Resources on Home Visiting:
http://www.zerotothree.org/public-policy/infanttoddler-policy-issues/home-visit.html
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