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BUILDING AGENCY CAPACITY TO IMPROVE PARENT ENGAGEMENT 

PRACTICES IN OTTAWA

This manual was developed by the Ottawa Collaborative 

for Parenting Support, a task group under the Ottawa Child 

and Youth Initiative – Growing Up Great.  The Ottawa Child 

and Youth Initiative is a collaborative community initiative 

of coalitions and networks focused on changing policy, 

systems and practices to achieve improved outcomes 

for children, youth and their families in Ottawa.  For more 

information, visit our website: www.growingupgreat.ca

Agency partners working with the Ottawa Child and Youth 

Initiative – Growing Up Great (OCYI) have expressed a 

need for more information, training and resources on family 

engagement in an effort to improve programs and services 

that benefi t children, youth and families living in Ottawa.

In response, the Ottawa Collaborative for Parenting Sup-

port (OCSP) has created the following resource kit for staff 

and volunteers to access when looking for best practice, 

evidence informed strategies and tools to use for family 

engagement.

WHAT IS THE OTTAWA COLLABORATIVE FOR 
PARENTING SUPPORT?
The Ottawa Collaborative for Parenting Support (OCPS) 

is a group of community partners who strategize together 

with a unifi ed goal to build resilient families that can: a) 

support their children’s healthy development; b) feel em-

powered, and; c) are able to cope with the ups and downs 

of everyday life.  OCPS is...

A Strategy which Highlights Potential.  A positive 

approach to parent support, which encourages parents 

to take on responsibility, which is founded in family and 

community strength and support, and which encourages 

parent engagement and participation in their child’s health 

and development.

A Strategy Founded in Evidence-Based Practices.  A 

strategy which is based in research, experience and exper-

tise, as well as data literacy and the ability to make effec-

tive use of community data resources.  This strategy will 

aim to develop a common messaging around parenting in 

Ottawa, and a common evaluation for the institutions and 

services in our community which are designed to support 

parents to help their children to grow up great.

A Durable Strategy.  A long term strategy to which many 

community organizations and services are committed 

and engaged, which is malleable and fl exible – capable of 

adapting to new parenting needs in Ottawa as they arise.

OUR GUIDING PRINCIPLES:  
• STRENGTHS-BASED: a positive, empowering 

approach which builds on existing strengths 

both within the family and the community, and is 

participatory in nature

• EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICE: founded in research 

and expertise through experience, knowledge and 

utilization of tools and resources; seeks to set 

benchmarks, and incorporate ongoing monitoring for 

our systems with mutual accountability

• INCLUSIVE: open, responsive and accessible services 

and supports that refl ect the diversity of families in our 

community. 

• SUSTAINABLE: an inter-dependent, multi-agency, 

long-term strategy that has the ability to respond and 

adapt to the changing needs of our community

Enable clear, consistent access and referrals to 

services & programs

Professional understanding of services available and 

referral to best fi t

Increase understanding of online referrals, telephone 

supports

Empower parents to enhance their own supports and 

informal networks 

Identify tools and resources for programs to enhance 

parent engagement

Strengthen information resources to ensure clear, 

culturally-appropriate material

Common messaging for parent supports

Dissemination of evidence informed practices

Champion best practices to ensure quality programs 

and services 

Identify current evaluation measurements within 

common/like programs

Develop common measurement tool

Pilot with like-programs

The contents of this manual are part of a larger effort to 

improve how we work with families in Ottawa and will be 

reviewed and enhanced when additional resources and 

tools are identifi ed.
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DOMAIN 4:

PARTNERING WITH OTHER ORGANIZATIONS TO BENEFIT FAMILIES 

STRATEGIES TO DEEPEN YOUR WORK

LEVEL 1 

Taking a more comprehensive approach to working with 

families is a critical step in achieving whatever outcomes 

your organization hopes to realize. You don’t have to do 

it all, but you do need to connect the dots for families to 

provide programs and services as seamlessly as possible. 

To improve referral services, organizations can collect data 

on how families interact with the agency and other ser-

vices (through surveys or examining referral patterns and 

preferences). Staff who work directly with families should 

have time to develop their familiarity and relationships with 

other key organizations so that families experience a warm 

handoff instead of a cold referral. Ideally, all the organiza-

tions with whom you work also respect families and share 

a similar spirit of inclusion and equity.

Leadership can set up roundtables or luncheons so staff 

can meet others within the community, helping to form 

these relationships and a deeper understanding of avail-

able resources. You could set aside slots for professional 

development sessions at your organization for staff from 

partner organizations to provide an opportunity to learn 

together, build relationships and increase your collective 

capacity to serve the community.

LEVEL 2 

If your organization has accomplished most of the items 

in Level 1, then you are ready to deepen partnerships with 

others in your community to better serve families. Your 

organization can consider using learning communities to 

foster collaboration among agencies, and with parents, 

and share wisdom on multiple levels. Organizations can 

develop such communities for parents and professional 

staff to discuss families’ needs and how to design and 

deliver services. Learning communities can also add 

value across organizations within a given neighborhood or 

across neighborhoods. They are a vehicle for exchanging 

information, sharing lessons and jointly developing solu-

tions beyond the boundaries of one organization.

To improve coordination and meet parent and caregiver 

needs across programs, organizations can enter into deep 

programmatic partnerships. Often defi ned through mem-

oranda of understanding, such partnerships seek to align 

services to make programs fi t together more smoothly and 

facilitate families’ access to them.  

The goals around this work are typically twofold. First, 

organizations aim to provide seamless services that meet 

a range of family needs for shared goals, rather than 

inadvertently working at cross-purposes. Second, orga-

nizations undertake this work to consciously maximize 

resources across pools of funding. One of the greatest 

challenges family-serving organizations face is meeting 

various parent needs with limited and sometimes infl exible 

funding. Accordingly, they seek partnerships to leverage or 

complement their funding. Memoranda of understanding 

often help articulate roles and responsibilities, allow for 

shared data and ensure caseworkers across organizations 

work in tandem to help families achieve their goals.

LEVEL 3 

Organizations strive to align their work with other providers 

in their community around common family-engagement 

approaches. Accordingly, they develop shared goals that 

help create interlocking services (eliminating gaps) and 

maximize resources across funding pools.  

Part of this work will include partnering with organizations 

that can help parents and caregivers who are interested 

in fi nding pathways to better-paying jobs. Organizations 

serving children can form partnerships with adult literacy, 

higher education or other training programs to co-locate 

programs and help parents pursue in-demand degrees and 

credentials. 
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DOMAIN 3:

LISTENING TO AND FORMING PARTNERSHIPS WITH PARENTS 

STRATEGIES TO DEEPEN YOUR WORK

LEVEL 1 

To begin, organizations can provide simple, accessible, 

multilingual communications at various literacy levels to 

parents and caregivers. Materials are generally considered 

most accessible to families when they are at no higher 

than an eighth-grade reading level. Additionally, staff com-

position should refl ect the people your organization serves, 

including race and languages spoken.

Another simple step is providing programs and services at 

times when parents and caregivers can actually attend — 

taking the time to understand their schedules and comfort 

levels with meeting at your organization. For example, you 

may want to offer services in the evening or on weekends 

or provide assistance with transportation, child care or 

meals — if families need that kind of support — to allow 

them to participate.

Organizations can also strive to accommodate different 

needs by learning how their families differ. Do they live in 

rural or urban areas? Are they mostly single- or two-parent 

families? Knowing more about a family’s circumstances 

can enable staff to better meet needs.

In addition, organizations can give parents and caregivers 

opportunities to develop their leadership skills. Do you 

have a parent volunteer who would like to organize a work-

shop or lead an exercise class? Developing programming 

driven by and for parents and caregivers is a good way to 

signal to families that they are valued and an asset to the 

work in the community. 

LEVEL 2 

After strengthening organizational and staff methods of 

listening to parents and caregivers, many nonprofi ts and 

schools have gone on to create additional leadership 

opportunities for them. Organizations can form parent 

advisory councils or ask parents to serve on their board of 

directors. Ideally, a critical mass of parents and caregivers, 

instead of just one, would serve on the board to bring a 

range of voices and perspectives and help create an envi-

ronment in which their opinion matters.

Organizations can also arrange to have meetings in places 

convenient to families. For example, parents frequently 

prefer to meet in their own homes or neighborhoods. In 

addition to balancing the power dynamics as mentioned 

previously, meeting where parents feel comfortable helps 

reduce the burdens of traveling to an offi ce and having to 

fi nd care for their children.  Even without a home-visiting 

program, staff willingness to meet in neighborhoods close 

to families makes it easier for them to get the support they 

need.

Additionally, organizations can enhance family engagement 

through programs that enable parents and caregivers to 

hone their leadership skills (such as how to organize their 

peers for a common cause) and apply them in a project 

that strengthens their community. 

LEVEL 3 

Organizations that have done many of the things described 

in the fi rst and second levels are well on their way to 

fostering more authentic parent engagement. Leaders can 

further do so by establishing and promoting a family-cen-

tered agenda, in which parents and caregivers determine 

the family goals and activities they and the organization 

will focus on and pursue.

Parent ambassadors, for example, not only provide import-

ant feedback to organizations but also can help strengthen 

parents’ confi dence and skills as they work alongside pro-

gram staff. Though many of these positions are voluntary, 

some provide a stipend or salary that helps support fami-

lies, build self-confi dence and show value for parents and 

caregivers on par with professionals in an organization.

Another important strategy involves using learning com-

munities to foster collaboration and share wisdom on mul-

tiple levels. Organizations develop such communities for 

parents and professional staff to discuss families’ needs 

and how to design and deliver services. They are a vehicle 

for organizations and parents to exchange information, 

share lessons and jointly develop solutions beyond the 

boundaries of one organization.
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“In your work with families, challenge yourself to be curious, 

respectful, humble, creative, real, compassionate, and 

patient. That’s how change is made.”

— Ann Douglas

TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION 4

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 6

TOOL #1 – BEST PRACTICE FOR FAMILY ENGAGEMENT IN PROGRAMS — A SNAPSHOT 7

TOOL #2 – BUILDING CAREGIVER KNOWLEDGE ON ADVOCACY 8

• Parent’s Rights – Child Welfare 8

• Parent’s Rights – Youth Criminal Justice 9

• Parent’s Rights – Education 9

TOOL #3 – ENGAGEMENT PARENTS, DEVELOPING LEADERS — ANNIE E. CASEY FOUNDATION 12

• Assessment Process 13

• The Assessment Tool 14

BEST PRACTICES 18

REFERENCES 24



4 | PARENT ENGAGEMENT PRACTICES 

INTRODUCTION
For the purpose of this manual, we will use the term ‘family’ 

and ‘family engagement’ recognizing that children and youth 

are not exclusively raised or infl uenced by their biological 

parents.

This shift in terminology is intentional in the hopes that 

organizations and agencies will expand their defi nition to 

refl ect the many adults who are capable of and involved in 

supporting children and youth to meet their developmental 

milestones and reach their optimal potential.

Families are composed of individuals who are competent 

and capable, curious, and rich in experience. Families love 

their children and want the best for them. Families are ex-

perts on their children. They are the fi rst and most powerful 

infl uence on children’s learning, development, health, and 

well-being. Families bring diverse social, cultural, and lin-

guistic perspectives. Families should feel that they belong, 

are valuable contributors to their children’s learning, and 

deserve to be engaged in meaningful ways.

For the purpose of this manual, we will use the term ‘fterm ‘family’

and ‘family engagement’ recognizing that children and youthouth

are not exclusively raised or infl uenced by their biological 

parents.

© creativecommonsstockphotos - Under Dreamstime.com Creative 

Commons Zero (CC0) public domain license terms. Family Sitting on 

Grass Near Building, ID 117989135
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LEVEL 2 

If your organization already provides many services to 

support parents and caregivers, disseminates information 

in engaging and digestible ways and offers opportuni-

ties tailored to adult learning styles, then you’re ready to 

go deeper in helping to build families’ competence and 

confi dence. Organizations working at this level think more 

comprehensively about the stress and adversity facing the 

families with whom they work.  Sometimes organizations 

seek to address stress and often related mental health 

issues directly.

All of these efforts call for more intensive work to coordi-

nate care for families, either through new or deeper part-

nerships with other organizations or by working with fam-

ilies and children in a way that better meets them where 

they are and acknowledges their experiences.

In addition to providing more intentional connections for 

some families, organizations can help create a broader 

sense of community among families to foster their well-be-

ing. Research shows better outcomes for families who ex-

perience services or programs in coordinated groups with 

other families or with a support group that links caregivers 

with peers within the same organization so they can col-

laborate and support each other. These bonds with peers 

who share similar experiences and challenges often help 

parents overcome barriers to program participation. Such 

connections can also break the isolation that many families 

— especially those with young children — can feel.

Many child- and family-serving organizations often over-

look such efforts to build social networks and connections 

among parents, but these are key to helping families feel 

empowered and make connections that last beyond a 

service or program. They also can enable organizational 

leaders to design programs that better meet the needs of 

families.

To prepare staff to more deeply engage with families, they 

must have a better understanding of the people they serve 

and the impact of the stress and adversity associated with 

living in poverty on parents and caregivers. While over-

coming the immediate obstacles of poverty tends to take 

precedence over addressing long-term needs, research 

also indicates that poverty’s effects on parents can make 

planning for the long term a challenge. Ways to train staff 

include tapping into new brain research and trauma-in-

formed care, which can help your organization modify its 

systems, policies and practices to adapt to the challenges 

low-income families face.

Finally, programs can help families achieve fi nancial stabil-

ity by assessing parent and caregiver skills and education 

levels; starting to collect data on family income, savings 

and work readiness; or developing partnerships with local 

workforce development, adult education or fi nancial liter-

acy programs to help families access their services. For 

example, Connecticut’s All Our Kin helps parents become 

licensed child care providers, thereby increasing their 

economic opportunities and knowledge of early childhood 

education, as well as the availability of high-quality early 

education in a community.

LEVEL 3 

Once you are familiar with the concepts and practices 

around engaging families and fi nding ways to build on their 

strengths, your organization is ready to move more deeply 

into jointly creating programs and services, with fami-

lies driving the change they want to see in their lives and 

communities. With this approach, parents build and act 

on their skills and competencies, raising their voices with 

confi dence and helping to lead efforts within the organiza-

tion, such as determining the content of training, making 

decisions on meeting times and locations and identifying 

other family and community needs that the organization 

could help address.

At this level, staff who work directly with parents and 

caregivers are profi cient in the art of coaching and work 

with them to create goals and a road map for accomplish-

ing those goals — with programs and services tailored to 

their family. Parents are often in the driver seat in coordi-

nating peer learning opportunities, establishing networks 

and learning communities and maintaining support groups 

without the involvement of professional staff. Parents work 

with program staff to begin moving toward greater change 

within the community — on behalf of themselves and their 

children.
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LEVEL 3 

Training and conversations in staff meetings around the 

context and ecosystem of the community you serve — 

including any social and cultural isolation families experi-

ence — is an important means for continuing discussions 

on equity.

Do staff understand the challenges of living in the commu-

nity, the income required to survive in that neighborhood 

and demographic trends for unemployment and poverty? 

Learning about the context in which families live and the 

biases they experience can foster further understanding. 

Additionally, do staff have time to refl ect on the success-

es and strengths within the community, celebrating when 

families connect with one another on their own, when 

the community rallies together to achieve a goal or other 

accomplishments? And do you have regular conversa-

tions about promoting a culture of inclusion and equity 

so that it is a daily part of your organization’s mission and 

way of interacting? By holding regular, ongoing check-ins 

and training with staff on racial equity, you can help build 

understanding and respect for others.

You can also incorporate an equity frame into how staff 

work with families by training staff on a coaching model, 

which views parents and caregivers as capable of identify-

ing and developing solutions to their challenges — and as 

experts on their children. Again, part of understanding and 

celebrating all families is to approach each relationship 

with a family from a position of strengths and knowledge. 

Valuing families, and what they bring, helps change the 

dynamic between staff and parents and create a culture of 

equity and inclusion in which all families can fi nd the tools 

and support they need.

You can take a number of other steps to fully integrate 

equity into all aspects of your organization’s work. Incorpo-

rating racial equity principles (e.g., did staff attend training 

on racial equity? Did they work to meet parents where the 

latter are comfortable?) into your performance appraisal/

review process can help ensure staff and supervisors 

address race and diversity. This sustained commitment 

better prepares organizations and staff to handle questions 

and confl ict and to resolve issues together, in a respectful 

manner.

Finally, your organization should train staff to be aware of 

dominant cultural behaviors and privileges, languages, 

attitudes, values and how they present information — and 

to consciously work to mitigate the negative effects of 

cultural and racial bias or discrimination for families.

DOMAIN 2:

COACHING PARENTS ON COMPETENCE AND CONFIDENCE 

STRATEGIES TO DEEPEN YOUR WORK 
When done well, building parents’ sense of competence 

and confi dence can develop skills that families can ap-

ply in many areas of their lives and when facing future 

challenges. Having the knowledge and confi dence to use 

information to create change is at the core of these orga-

nizational questions. At the most basic level, organizations 

should share research-based, actionable information with 

parents and caregivers on parenting and achieving fi nan-

cial stability, among other relevant topics. But in-person 

coaching and adult learning opportunities go a step further, 

helping to ensure parents and caregivers can access and 

internalize that information for the benefi t of their families 

and communities. New digital resources also offer alter-

native ways to deliver information to families for anytime, 

anywhere learning.

LEVEL 1 

Your organization can provide information in a number 

of ways to help parents and caregivers build their skills 

in parenting and achieving personal goals, either directly 

through staff or through peers.  Finding creative ways to 

engage parents can help families easily access the infor-

mation they need to foster their children’s development 

and feel more connected to the work your organization 

does.

As part of thinking about what you offer parents and care-

givers, programs can incorporate adult learning strategies 

to make them more engaging. For example, a new pro-

gram focusing on at-home literacy went from talking with 

parents about reading to having parents and their children 

attend a class that modeled quality reading and having 

families practice.

If your organization struggles to get parents to take advan-

tage of your services, a good place to start is collecting 

information from families on how they interact with the 

agency and other services. Focus groups, surveys and 

looking for referral patterns and preferences are good 

strategies.
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WHAT IS FAMILY ENGAGEMENT?
Family engagement occurs when there is an ongoing, 

reciprocal, strengths-based partnership between families, 

their children and the professionals working in the organi-

zations providing families programs and services.

More specifi cally, family engagement is a tactic and pro-

cess used to ensure that caregivers and staff are working 

together to support and improve the learning, devel-

opment, and health of children, youth and families as a 

whole.  All caregivers are committed to supporting their 

child’s development, however there can be various internal 

and external factors (fi nancial challenges, separation or 

divorce, health issues or language and cultural differenc-

es) that can impact the stability of the family at any given 

time.  The family experience is one that is always in fl ux 

and unpredictable and the supports available through 

organizations can be essential in helping families navigate 

such challenges.  Imploring high quality family engagement 

practices strengthens an organizations ability to be posi-

tioned to assist and support families at all times, thereby 

reducing any disruptions to the stability of the family unit. 

FAMILY ENGAGEMENT VALUES, PRINCIPLES 

AND STRATEGIES:
1. A welcoming environment: open, family friendly 

environments and interactions that are non-threatening 

and nonjudgemental.

2. Focus on strengths and self-empowerment: Parents 

are the strongest and most powerful infl uence in 

children’s lives and engagement practices should 

recognize the importance of self-determination, voice, 

and participatory decision making.  As professionals, 

our role is to give families opportunities and the 

supports necessary to raise their children successfully.

3. Results based and commitment to ongoing 
evaluation: You can’t improve policies and practices 

without engaging in quality evaluation processes.  

Organizations should adopt clear process and/or 

outcome indicators and these should be continually 

reviewed to ensure goals are being achieved and 

parent’s needs are being met.

4. Flexible based on needs of family: While all families 

share a common responsibility to provide an optimal 

environment for the care and healthy development or 

their children (physical, emotional and intellectual), 

the capacities, skills, knowledge and needs can range 

greatly.   If organizations are committed to ongoing 

assessments on the demographics and factors 

impacting family stability, services and resources can 

and should adjust accordingly. 

5. Respect for individual experiences, views and 
cultures:  No two families are the same.  While it 

can feel overwhelming for organizations to meet 

the various needs of a wide diversity of families it’s 

important for families to see that efforts and actions 

are being made.  Organizations wishing to ensure that 

programs and services acknowledge and refl ect the 

culture, heritage, language and customs of families 

must ensure that cultural competency is a goal that is 

reviewed and evaluated regularly.  

6. Network building: Family engagement strategies 

and approaches often fail to recognize that caregivers 

need to develop supportive relationships and social 

connections with other adults.  Supporting the healthy 

development of children and youth is extremely 

challenging and can be consuming.  Caregivers need 

opportunities to support and receive support from 

other caregivers.  Opportunities for peer support, 

mentoring and social connections will help caregivers 

learn from each other, fi nd commonalities and feel 

supported by challenges arise.  

7. Sustained engagement:  It’s better to start small than 

not at all BUT organizations who are truly interested in 

improving family engagement practices must work to 

implement an ongoing and comprehensive system for 

promoting and practicing family engagement.

8. Community-driven:  Ensure that policies, programs 

and services are based on community-defi ned 

priorities and refl ect what parents feel is important to 

them.

9. Inclusive and accessible: Make a considerable effort 

to ensure that staff, literature, physical space, etc. 

refl ects the diversity of the communities members you 

serve.

WHEN WORKING WITH FAMILIES, AIM:
• To ensure parents have the opportunity to provide 

meaningful contributions to programing and decision 

making.

• To have suffi cient and fl exible funding to support family 

engagement efforts.

• To recognize the expertise of the family and avoid 

setting an atmosphere that suggests the professional 

is the expert.

• To limit what is required of families to access supports 

and services.
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TOOLS AND RESOURCES
Families are the most infl uential fi gures in their children’s 

lives and are invaluable partners for organizations who strive 

to improve the lives of children and their families.

There isn’t one way or one answer to how organizations 

can engage families successfully.  The success starts with 

a commitment to adopting a family engagement strat-

egy that will ensure that strategies are in place that will 

infl uence the policies, programs/services and staff de-

velopment opportunities by making family engagement a 

organizational priority.

In this section, there are a number of tools and resources 

that will help as your organizations embarks on their family 

engagement journey.

ORGANIZATIONS WORK WITH FAMILIES IN A 
NUMBER OF WAYS.  SOME OF THESE INCLUDE:
• build parenting skills

• deepen a family’s engagement in a program to 

infl uence parental behaviours

• build the overall capacity of families through tools and 

resources for needs such as fi nancial stability

• building family advocacy and leadership skills for the 

purpose of changing the public system on behalf of 

themselves and their children.

WHAT WE KNOW: 
• Organizations are often working on multiple family 

engagement goals at once.

• Organizations are often doing some things very well 

and need to make improvements in others.

• Organizations struggle to evaluate the effectiveness of 

their family engagement efforts.

• Family engagement strategies should factor in each 

members strengths and characteristics with respect 

for the various contexts and perspectives that families 

bring.

Families are the most infl uential fi gures in their childri children’s 

lives and are invaluable partners for organizations who strivestrive

to improve the lives of children and their families.

© creativecommonsstockphotos - Under Dreamstime.com Creative 

Commons Zero (CC0) public domain license terms. Child Building Tower 

from Toy Blocks, ID 84940100
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DOMAIN 1:

BUILDING A CULTURE OF RESPECT, INCLUSION AND EQUITY 

STRATEGIES TO DEEPEN YOUR WORK

LEVEL 1 

If you scored at a level one, you might want to take steps 

to assess your organization with a racial equity tool.  The 

City of Ottawa developed such a tool called Equity and 

Inclusion Lens Handbook https://documents.ottawa.ca/

sites/default/fi les/ei_lens_hb_en.pdf

You must understand the diversity of the families your 

organization serves.  An essential step to that end is en-

suring you collect data by race and ethnicity and analyzing 

that data within programs and operations.

Organizations can signal their commitment to racial equity 

to staff and parents by having stated and visible policies 

about respecting the diverse backgrounds of staff and 

families.  From employee manuals to parent handouts, a 

clear commitment to creating a culture of racial equity and 

inclusion should permeate your organization.

Developing a welcoming environment for all families is 

another key step in showing your organizations commit-

ment to equity and sets the tone for parent engagement 

overall.  By highlighting different customs, cultures, music, 

food and languages and making all of these visible in the 

organization, you create an environment that builds on 

the strengths of families.  Posters or artwork from various 

cultures helps families feel comfortable in your building, 

and signs in parents’ languages show respect for their 

particular culture or norms.   Workshops and other training 

for parents in their native language shows you are paying 

attention to the needs of the families in your community. 

Some organizations fi nd parent volunteers to help with 

translation and plan celebrations for holidays important to 

the families coming to the organization.

Additionally, providing verbal and nonverbal communica-

tion that acknowledges the language and culture of the 

families you serve helps demonstrate your respect for 

them. Asking for parents’ preferred method of commu-

nication (e.g., in-person meetings, phone calls or emails) 

can begin to break down assumptions about how they 

wish to communicate with staff. At a minimum, translat-

ing materials into the languages of families helps them 

feel comfortable with the organization and staff. For many 

meetings, workshops or other events, interpreters can help 

with face-to-face interactions. However, for some interac-

tions, hiring staff who are representative of the community 

is preferable.

Making sure there are ways to hear from families about 

your organization’s services and staff is critical to forge 

true, honest relationships with parents. Establishing a cul-

ture in which families feel comfortable providing feedback 

in various ways enables your organization to begin deeper 

engagement with families. Demonstrating a commitment to 

this feedback and responding in ways that show you listen 

to parents help begin building trust with families.

All of these steps help build trust between organizational 

staff and parents — a key factor in parent engagement, as 

that trust is the basis for increasing families’ commitment 

to collaborating with your organization.

LEVEL 2 

If many of the items (i.e., all but two or three) in Level 1 are 

familiar to your organization and staff, then you are ready 

to address racial equity more deeply.

As mentioned in Level 1, having paid or volunteer staff who 

refl ect the community culturally, racially and linguistically 

— and who are, ideally, part of the community — can help 

build trust and strengthen communication. As your organi-

zation moves further into racial equity work, the composi-

tion of your staff becomes more refl ective of the communi-

ty you serve. Another important step for your organization 

and staff involves conducting an inventory to ensure all 

of your programs and services validate families’ cultural 

values, norms, language and context.

In addition, your organization should offer staff training 

focused on cultural respect in the community you serve.  

Staff should dedicate time to discuss and address the 

diversity of families served and view their work through a 

racial equity lens. Making this part of regular staff com-

munication at meetings helps ensure this stays front and 

center in working with families.
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BEST PRACTICES
Recommendations for moving up to the next levelRecommendations for moving up to the next levellevel
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from Toy Blocks, ID 84940100
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TOOL #1 – BEST PRACTICE FOR FAMILY ENGAGEMENT IN PROGRAMS 

— A SNAPSHOT

The following is an exercise that the lead staff of your program can complete to review if you are implementing evidence 

based practices in engaging parents and caregivers in your program.  Consider how these statements apply to your 

program.

ENGAGES PARENTS. . . DOING IN PROGRESS INTERESTED

Through formal and informal communication such as:

• One-on-one meetings

• Social networks/website/email communication

• Casual talks before, during and after program

• Posted signs in centre/room welcoming ideas

• Open Door Policy

• Open Houses

• Parent Feedback Surveys

• Information Packages

By responding to their interests and meeting their needs through:

• Offering a variety of engagement opportunities for   caregivers, 

and making them aware of these

• Scheduling program events and meetings well in advance so 

caregivers have lots of time to arrange to be there. 

• Offering opportunities for caregivers to get involved in offsite 

activities outside of program hours

• Offering opportunities for caregivers to expand their language 

skills

• Developed list of service providers for caregivers to help them 

connect with needed services and programs

• Providing assistance options such as food, transportation or 

child care for caregivers whenever you are hosting an event that 

they would like to attend

• Communicating with caregivers in their fi rst language

• By building positive relationships, in which they and their 

children are supported by:

• Promoting a non-judgmental environment that is free from all 

forms of discrimination or prejudice

• Providing opportunities for caregivers to interact with one 

another

• Offering incentives for caregivers to attend program events

• Sharing program resources to extend caregiver engagement 

into their home

• Having staff members that refl ect participants’ diversity and 

speak caregivers fi rst language

• Hosting multicultural performances and interactions for 

caregivers and children/youth

• Hosting workshops for caregivers on how to advocate for their 

children/youth

• Designated staff member to coordinate communication with 

caregivers

• Hosting an event to celebrate child/youth and caregiver 

accomplishments
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TOOL #2 – BUILDING CAREGIVER KNOWLEDGE ON ADVOCACY

CHILD WELFARE:
Family engagement is a family-centered and strengths-based approach to partnering with 

families in making decisions, setting goals, and achieving desired outcomes.

YOUTH CRIMINAL 
JUSTICE:

Family engagement is any role or activity that enables families to have direct and meaningful 

input into and infl uence on systems, policies, programs, or practices affecting services for 

children and families. 

SOCIAL EMOTIONAL 
HEALTH:

Family engagement is the process by which families and providers develop and maintain 

a connection while simultaneously demonstrating and communicating information, needs, 

attitudes, and values. This defi nition suggests that engagement is an ongoing process neces-

sary to develop and keep a positive alliance. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD 
EDUCATION:

Refers to ongoing, goal-directed relationships between staff and families that are mutual, 

culturally responsive, and support what is best for children and families both individually 

and collectively. Staff and families share responsibility for the learning and development of 

children, the progress toward outcomes for children and families, and parent involvement in 

the program. 

EDUCATION:
Parental involvement in education is the participation of parents in regular, two-way, and 

meaningful communication involving students’ academic learning and other school activities.

The ultimate goal of family engagement should be to build 

a caregiver’s knowledge and capacity to identify and re-

spond to their family needs.  Families are typically access 

multiple services in multiple sectors.  As system providers, 

we have a duty to support caregivers to navigate these 

systems in order to access the services needed to support 

their children and youth to develop optimally and build 

healthy family structures.

In order to access such services, it is important that fam-

ilies are familiar with their rights.  The following are some 

caregivers rights in the sectors that provide services that 

families use regularly.

PARENT’S RIGHTS – CHILD WELFARE
Children’s Aid Societies (CAS) are mandated under the 

Child and Family Services Act (CFSA) to ensure that chil-

dren under the age of 18 are protected from abuse and/

or neglect by their caregivers and to provide for care and 

supervision when necessary (CLEO 2018, Wegner-Lohin 

2014).  

Children’s Aid Societies become involved with families for 

a variety of reasons including allegations of abuse, neglect 

or abandonment.  It is equally important to note that par-

ents have a legal duty to keep their children safe.

REASONS CAS WILL CHECK ON A FAMILY?
• parents are violent with each other,

• parents do things that could harm their children 

(emotional, physical or sexual abuse or neglect)

• a parent does not prevent other people, including other 

family members, from harming their children. (CLEO)

WHO IS RESPONSIBLE FOR CALLING CAS IF THEY 
ARE CONCERNED ABOUT A CHILD?
Anyone who has appropriate concern that a child under 

16 has or might be harmed is required to call CAS.  This 

includes relatives, friends, neighbours.  Professionals such 

as teachers, doctors, nurses, daycare workers, family 

counsellors, social workers, and religious leaders are also 

required to report and have a legal duty to do so.

A powerful component of Family Engagement for service 

providers is helping families navigate complex system in 

an effort to get certain services or access to programs 

to support their children, can also be defi ned differently 

based on the sector in which it is being discussed.  While 

these complex systems can be extremely overwhelming 

for families, they can also be confusing for service provid-

ers offering support.  The following are lists of important 

facts that service providers should know when supporting 

families.  This section is divided into the fi ve sectors that 

ten to impact families the most.  This is not an exhaustive 

list nor does it include all sectors.  The Family Engagement 

Inventory out of the United States breaks down the defi ni-

tion of Family Engagement into fi ve sectors: child welfare, 

juvenile justice, social emotional health, early childhood 

education and education. (Chart 1)

CHART 1: THE FIVE SECTORS OF FAMILY ENGAGEMENT 
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DOMAIN 4: PARTNERING WITH OTHER ORGANIZATIONS TO SERVE THE WHOLE FAMILY

• Level 1: Organization effectively works across organizations to meet parents needs.

• Level 2: Organization goes deeper to link services for parents.

• Level 3: Organization works closely with partner organizations in the community to create change.

Organization effectively works across organizations to meet parent’s needs.

LEVEL 1       ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q1
Do you know the organizations providing important 

parent and caregiver services in your community so 

that you can make referrals?

Q2
Do your staff conduct a comprehensive assessment 

that identifi es the strengths and needs of both par-

ents/caregivers and children in the household?

Q3
Do you connect parents and caregivers with request-

ed services that other organizations provide?

Q4
Do families have ways to easily fi nd and connect 

with services during and outside of normal business 

hours?

Q5
Do you follow up to ensure families are satisfi ed with 

the services from the partner organization and were 

treated respectfully?

Organization goes deeper to link services for parents.

LEVEL 2 ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q6
Do you share your organization’s professional devel-

opment opportunities with partners by allowing them 

to attend?

Q7
Does your organization create opportunities to 

exchange information, share lessons learned and 

partner with other organizations?

Q8

Have organizations worked together to streamline 

services for families including shared intake forms, 

co-location of services and other family-friendly pro-

cesses?

Q9

Does your organization use written agreements to 

develop a common defi nition and goal for parent 

engagement with others as a means of coordinating 

resources and programming?

Organization works closely with partner organizations in the community to create change.

LEVEL 3 ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q9

Does your organization work with other organizations 

toward collective action around a common vision, 

shared data and complementary, coordinated ac-

tivities across organizations? Add in a collective 
impact approach.

Q10
Does your organization take responsibility for system 

navigation or coordination of resources and support 

services for families?

Q11
Do your key partners aid in communicating solutions 

advocated by parents to public agencies and deci-

sion makers?

Q12
Does your organization collaborate with partners to 

address the needs of children and their parents — a 

whole-family approach?
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DOMAIN 3: LISTENING TO AND FORMING PARTNERSHIPS WITH PARENTS 

• Level 1:  Organization has several good practices and policies in place to listen to parents and community members.

• Level 2: Organization goes further to understand parent and community needs.

• Level 3: Organization excels at building partnerships with parents.

Organization has several good practices and policies in place to listen to parents and community members

LEVEL 1       ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q1
Does your organization offer services during nontra-

ditional hours and provide child care and meals when 

necessary?

Q2
Are there opportunities (such as the ability to drop in 

and talk with staff) for parents and caregivers to com-

municate with organizational leaders?

Q3 Do you have a parent advisory board or similar body?

Organization goes further to understand parent and community needs.

LEVEL 2 ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q4
Do parents have access to space to use for their own 

meetings/resource needs (e.g., computers, printers)?

Q5
Are there opportunities for parents and caregivers to 

observe programs (if the program serves children) 

and/or volunteer at the organization?

Q6
Do you provide formal and informal training for parents 

and caregivers to become community leaders?

Q7
Does staff work to meet families in their homes or in a 

place that is accessible to parents?

Q8

Do you collect and share data with families on the ser-

vices they need and how they interact with the agen-

cy, including feedback on services and staff? Ways to 

share data may include in-person feedback, surveys, 

email or an anonymous suggestion box.

Organization excels at building partnerships with parents

LEVEL 3 ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q9

Do you have opportunities within the organization for 

family leadership (such as a formal leadership training 

program, a dedicated seat on your board or asking 

parents to become ambassadors on behalf of you 

organization)?

Q10
Are there ways to compensate parents for their contri-

butions to help the organizations (taxi chits, childcare, 

gift certifi cates)?

Q11

Do you have learning communities, a parent café, 

social gatherings or other similar activities where par-

ents, caregivers and professional staff interact to help 

foster collaboration and share wisdom on multiple 

levels?

Q12
In the last six months, have parents and caregivers 

ever come together to ask for a policy of practice 

change?

Q13
Does your organization engage parents in the design 

and creation of solutions at the beginning of parent-fo-

cused programs and initiatives.
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WHAT RIGHTS DO PARENTS HAVE?
If CAS becomes involved with a family it is recommended 

that the parent or caregiver contact a lawyer right away.  If 

the parent or caregiver cannot afford a lawyer, they may be 

able to access a qualifi ed lawyer through Legal Aid Ontar-

io.  Parents and caregivers have a right to:

• contact a lawyer immediately or call Legal Aid Ontario 

1-800-668-8258

• a right to an interpreter if you have diffi culty 

understanding what the CAS worker is saying.

• review any documents or agreements with a lawyer 

before signing.

• ask for the report or court document that explains why 

CAS in involved.

• a letter or document that outlines the conditions to 

have a child returned or to close a case.

• to visit with the child (not in every case)

• ask for a mediator to work out an out-of-court 

agreement

PARENT’S RIGHTS – YOUTH CRIMINAL 

JUSTICE
The Criminal Code of Canada is the law for most crimes 

and procedures in Canada. Legal rights are protected by a 

written Constitution and the Charter of Rights and Free-

doms. A person is innocent until proven guilty beyond a 

reasonable doubt, in a fair and public hearing in court.

The Youth Criminal Justice Act is the law for the youth 

criminal justice system in Canada. Youth have special 

rights and are dealt with separately from adults.  A “youth” 

is a person between the ages of 12-17.

• Parents are responsible for supporting your child 

throughout the system during bail hearings, 

rehabilitation, and reintegration.

• Parents have the right to request an interpreter

• Parents have a right to information about what is 

happening with your child.

• Parents have a right to be told, as soon as possible, 

when your child is given a ticket, warning or caution, 

sent to a diversion program, arrested and/or given a 

court date.

• Parents have a right to be told, verbally and/or in 

writing, when your child is arrested or detained.

• Parents should get a document that states: the name 

of your child; the criminal charge; when and where 

your child should go to court; and, your child’s right to 

a lawyer.

• Parents have the right to be told verbally and/or in 

writing, if their child is arrested.

• Parents have the right to go to court with their child.

• Parents have the right to ask for access to their child’s 

court records.

LEGAL REFERRAL SERVICES:
• Law Society Referral Service 1-800-268-8326  www.

lsuc.on.ca 

• Legal Aid Ontario 613 238-7931 / 1-800-668-8258 

www.legalaid.on.ca 

• Ottawa Legal Information Centre 613 842-7462 www.

centreinfojuridique.ca/en/ 

Source: Community Leadership Network for Families 

(CLNF) Project (2018).  Youth Criminal Justice: What Par-

ents Should Know. Retrieved from https://www.crimepre-

ventionottawa.ca/Media/Content/fi les/Publications/Youth/

Youth%20Criminal%20Justice-what%20parents%20

should%20know-EN%20-web%20fi nal.pdf

PARENT’S RIGHTS – EDUCATION
The Ministry of Education is responsible for overseeing all 

aspects of Ontario’s public education system.

The Ontario College of Teachers regulates the teaching 

profession.

Trustees are elected to the school board during munici-

pal elections. They represent the interests of parents and 

students in their area.

School superintendents or “supervisory offi cers” are 

board staff responsible for groups of schools in each 

school board. Superintendents may be involved in suspen-

sion appeals, special education meetings, and requests to 

attend a school other than the home school.

All students, parents and teachers have a right to a posi-

tive school climate that promotes positive behaviours and 

students feel safe, included and accepted (Policy/Program 

Memorandum No. 128)

Everyone over the age of 6 must go to school until they 

graduate or reach 18 years of age (Ontario Education Act)

WHERE CAN I GO IF I NEED HELP?
• You should feel free to ask for help or information 

whenever you need it. School secretaries know almost 

everything that goes on in the school, so the school 

offi ce is a good place to start. There you can fi nd 

out about things like interpreters, special education, 

daycare and lunchroom programs, or make an 

appointment to talk to the principal or your child’s 

teacher.

• Some schools have settlement workers to help families 

new to the country, and most schools have access 

to specialists who can help if your child is having 

diffi culty.
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SPECIAL EDUCATION
All students will struggle at times with school work or 

school life but some students may need extra support from 

a special education program.

Needing Special Education support is not a bad thing—all 

students learn differently, some just need different kinds of 

support to succeed.  If a caregiver feels their child needs 

Special Education support ask the principal or vice-prin-

cipal to hold a meeting with other school staff (called a 

School Team Meeting) to talk about your child.

At the School Team Meeting the school staff may recom-

mend one or more of the following options:

• that the teacher continue to provide support in the 

classroom;

• that the teacher/team develop an Individual Education 

Plan (IEP) for the student;

• that a student be formally “assessed” to fi nd out if 

he or she has special needs and what those needs 

are; and/or

• that the school hold a more formal Special Education 

meeting, called an Identifi cation Placement and 

Review Committee (IPRC).

HIGH SCHOOL COURSE SELECTION
The courses that students choose in grade 9 will have an 

impact on what they can study in later grades and after 

high school. In grades 9 and 10, there are four types of 

courses:

• Applied: focus on practical applications and concrete 

examples;

• Academic: focus on theory and abstract problems;

• Locally Developed: compulsory credit courses 

(also called Essentials) for students who need more 

fl exibility and support; and

• Open: to prepare students for further study and enrich 

their education.

Students choose from four types of courses that prepare 

them for their goals after high school: Workplace, College, 

University/ College and University. (Chart 2)

In some circumstances, students may change from one 

type of course to another.  They may have to repeat a sub-

ject (e.g. a student who completed grade 9 Applied math 

may have to take grade 9 Academic math).  Caregivers can 

request a meeting with the guidance counsellor to help an-

swer questions to ensure students are set up for success.

GRADES 9 & 10

GRADES 11 & 12

LOCALLY DEVELOPED OR 
“ESSENTIALS”

WORKPLACE COLLEGE
COLLEGE/

UNIVERSITY
UNIVERSITY

APPLIED ACADEMIC

CHART 2: HIGH SCHOOL COURSE TYPE SELECTION 
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DOMAIN 2: COACHING PARENTS ON COMPETENCE AND CONFIDENCE 

• Level 1: Organization works on solid ideas to build parenting skills and confi dence.

• Level 2: Organization goes deeper in coaching parents and providing parent leadership opportunities.

• Level 3: Organization excels in coaching for parenting skills and confi dence

Organization works on solid ideas to build parenting skills and confi dence

LEVEL 1       ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q1
Does your organization provide formal or informal 

training for parents and caregivers on parenting and 

child development?

Q2

Does your organization help facilitate peer groups 

and support among parents and caregivers through 

networking opportunities and other ways desired by 

parents?

Q3
Do you offer opportunities for parents to build their 

parenting and other skills in a variety of formats?

Organization goes deeper in coaching parents and providing parent leadership opportunities

LEVEL 2 ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q4
Do parents have opportunities to practice the skills or 

knowledge shared in workshops, training or informal 

supports?

Q5
Does your staff understand the impact of stress and 

adversity on families, and are they familiar with strat-

egies to reduce that stress? 

Q6
Does your organization offer services that help fami-

lies take direct action to improve their overall well-be-

ing (SDOH)

Organization excels in coaching for parenting skills and confi dence

LEVEL 3 ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q7
Are parents encouraged to build skill building op-

portunities on their own and with other parents and 

caregivers?

Q8

Does staff work in partnership with parents and care-

givers to set long- term goals for their families and 

form ongoing, trusting relationships to realize their 

goals?

Q9
Do you provide opportunities for parents and caregiv-

ers to learn about the impact of stress and adversity 

on their lives and the lives of their children?
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THE ASSESSMENT TOOL

DOMAIN 1: BUILDING A CULTURE OF RESPECT, INCLUSION AND EQUITY 

• Level 1: Organization takes the fi rst important steps in creating an organization committed to   promoting racial 

equity.

• Level 2: Organization goes deeper and takes more steps to foster racial equity.

• Level 3: Organization excels at creating racially inclusive organization for parents

Organization takes the fi rst important steps in creating an organization committed to promoting racial equity

LEVEL 1       ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q1
Does your organization collect, break out and analyze 

outcome data based on race and ethnicity in pro-

grams and operations? 

Q2

As an organization, do you have a stated policy to 

respect the diverse backgrounds of parents and 

caregivers, which may include but are not limited to 

race, ethnicity, immigration status, religion, gender and 

socioeconomic status?

Q3
Are staff culturally, racially and linguistically represen-

tative of parents and caregivers?

Q4

Does the organization create a welcoming envi-

ronment for all families? A welcoming environment 

includes respect for family culture and experiences, as 

well as for their knowledge and gifts.

Q5
Does your organization make efforts to translate ma-

terials of the families you serve, and are interpreters 

available for parent conversations with staff?

Organization goes deeper and takes more steps to foster racial equity

LEVEL 2 ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q6 Do you have a process to evaluate your policies?

Q7
Do you have staff training on equity to help provide 

language and space for staff to address issues within 

the organization?

Organization excels at creating racially inclusive organization for parents

LEVEL 3 ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
DON’T 
KNOW

Q8
As an organization, are staff committed to having the 

voices, needs and aspirations of parents, families and 

communities drive the work? 

Q9

Do staff listen to parents and caregivers and view 

them as unique and diverse individuals with multiple 

and dynamic roles who are experts in their own lives 

and the lives of their children?

Q10

Is addressing equity and inclusion part of regular com-

munication at staff meetings and explicitly built into 

performance reviews as part of all staff jobs, as well 

as the organizations policies and practices for serving 

families?
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SUSPENSION OR EXPULSION FROM SCHOOL
• A suspension means students are removed from 

school temporarily for a specifi c period of time.

• Suspensions can range from one to 20 days.  A 

suspension that exceeds 5 days is called a long-term 

suspension.

• Principals should notify the guardians of a suspension 

decision within the fi rst 24 hrs.

• All suspensions can be appealed to the school board. 

Written notice of the request for an appeal must be 

sent to the supervisory offi cer of the board within 10 

school days of the start of the suspension.

• Students who are suspended for one to fi ve school 

days are expected to receive a homework package.

• Students who are suspended for six to 10 school days 

must be offered an academic program that will help 

them keep learning. 

• Students who are suspended for 11 to 20 school days 

must be offered an academic program, as well as 

supports to promote positive behaviour.

EXPULSION
• Expulsions are different from suspensions. They do not 

have a time limit. Expelled students are removed from 

school for an indefi nite time period. Students are suspend-

ed fi rst, while expulsion is being considered.

• The principal cannot expel students but can recommend 

expulsion to the school board. Only the school board can 

expel students.

• If the principal recommends to the school board that it 

expel the student, the principal will prepare a report of his/

her fi ndings and recommend that the student be expelled 

from his or her school only, or all schools in the board.

• Parents will receive written notice of expulsion. It will give 

them information on the new school or the board program 

the student can access. It will also include information on 

how to appeal.

• All expulsions can be appealed to a tribunal within 30 

school days after the expulsion notice has been received. 

Information on how to appeal the decision will be includ-

ed in the notice of expulsion. Parents who wish to appeal 

should contact the school board.

Sources: The Parent Inclusion Manual (2009). People for 

Education

Ontario Ministry of Education. Suspension and Expulsion: 

What Parents Need to Know? Retrieved from http://www.

edu.gov.on.ca/eng/safeschools/NeedtoKnowSExp.pdf

TO BE DEVELOPED
• Parent’s Rights – Social Emotional Health

• Parent’s Rights – Early Childhood Education

© creativecommonsstockphotos - Under Dreamstime.com Creative 

Commons Zero (CC0) public domain license terms. Design School, ID 

86290521
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TOOL #3 – ENGAGEMENT PARENTS, DEVELOPING LEADERS

— ANNIE E. CASEY FOUNDATION

PARENT ENGAGEMENT ASSESSMENT TOOL
ENGAGING PARENTS, DEVELOPING LEADERS: A 
SELF-ASSESSMENT AND PLANNING TOOL FOR NON-
PROFITS AND SCHOOLS.
Source: Engaging Parents, Developing Leaders: A Self-As-

sessment and Planning Tool for Non-profi ts and Schools.  

The Annie E. Casey Foundation.  August 2016.  Prepared 

by Shelley Waters Boots, Gary Romano, Gail Hayes.

This tool was developed to help organizations assess their 

family engagement and capacity building activities as well 

as recommendations for next steps.

WHO IS THIS TOOL FOR AND WHO SHOULD 
PARTICIPATE?
• Staff & Leadership of family serving organizations

• At least 5 people should participate

• Executive Director/Principal/CEO should participate

• Front line staff

• Input from at least two parents or caregivers 

(especially in the fi rst 3 domains)

• Assessment takes approximately 4 hours to complete.

Theoretical Frameworks:  Racial Equity and Inclusion & 

Two-generation approaches.

HOW TO USE THIS TOOL
This tool assists organizations and agencies assess the 

degree to which they are successfully implementing parent 

engagement strategies.

The questions are organized into three levels to measure 

how well you are doing in each level with the ultimate goal 

to move toward increased engagement.  The questions will 

help organizations identify the areas they need to increase 

efforts and acknowledge their areas of strength and im-

provement.

The fi rst area (domain 1) focuses on building a culture 
of respect, inclusion and equity is considered to be the 

most important of all the domain areas as it is the foun-

dation to all parent engagement efforts and activities.  If 

organizations are unable to tackle every domain, it is highly 

recommended that domain 1 is an organizations top prior-

ity. 

The second area (domain 2) focusing on how organizations 

help build parents confi dence and skills.  This area focuses 

on how a coaching approach can help families feel em-

powered in their own abilities and developing their sense 

of agency to fi nd success for themselves.

The third area (domain 3 & 4) focuses on how organiza-

tions can build and develop partnerships with parents and 

build an organizational culture to allow parents to help 

shape and lead their work.

DOMAIN 1: BUILDING A CULTURE OF RESPECT, 
INCLUSION AND EQUITY
• Level 1: Organization takes the fi rst important steps 

in creating an organization committed to promoting 

racial equality.

• Level 2: Organization goes deeper and takes more 

steps to foster racial equity.

• Level 3: Organization excels at creating a racially 

inclusive organization for parents.

DOMAIN 2: COACHING PARENTS ON COMPETENCE 
AND CONFIDENCE
• Level 1: Organization works on solid ideas to build 

parenting skills and confi dence.

• Level 2: Organization goes deeper in coaching 

parents and providing parent leadership 

opportunities.

• Level 3: Organization excels in coaching for parents 

skills and confi dence.

DOMAIN 3: LISTENING TO AND FORMING 
PARTNERSHIPS WITH PARENTS
• Level 1: Organization has several good practices 

and policies in place to listen to parents and 

community members.

• Level 2: Organization goes further to understand 

parent and community needs.

• Level 3: Organization excels at building partnerships 

with parents.

DOMAIN 4: PARTNERING WITH OTHER 
ORGANIZATIONS TO SERVE THE WHOLE FAMILY
• Level 1: Organization effectively works across 

organizations to meet parents needs.

• Level 2: Organization goes deeper to link services 

for parents.

• Level 3: Organization works closely with partner 

organizations in the community to create change.
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ASSESSMENT PROCESS
Before you begin, decide if you will focus on just one domain 

or assess the organization across all four categories.  Ask all 

participants to go through each of the questions and indicate 

whether your organization does what the question describes 

“always,” “sometimes,” or “never.”   If you are uncertain mark 

“don’t know.”

Using green, red, yellow and blue sticker dots, have each 

participant record their answers on the template. To create 

a strong sense of engagement during the process, consider 

writing out each question on fl ip chart paper.  This will provide 

the group with a fast way to see areas of overall agreement 

on strengths (all green); things to improve (all reds); places 

where the answer is either more nuanced or the organization 

addresses some but not all of the issues the question raises 

(many/all yellows); or issues for which staff do not know the 

organization’s practice or policy (many/all blues).

Questions resulting in a mix of colors might also elicit con-

versation and discussion (e.g., if half of the dots indicate the 

organization always does something, while the other half 

say it never does, that would be an area for further explora-

tion). Provide time for discussion on any questions that lack 

consensus before moving on to assess the level on which the 

group as a whole would put the organization.

Move on to review the level recommendations as outlined 

below in The Best Practice Recommendation Section, and 

work together to determine action steps for the organization 

based on overall score and discussion on particular items. 

Repeat this process for each domain you have chosen to 

review.

After you’ve completed the assessment tool, you will need 

to look closely at your “never” answers. Focus your efforts 

on areas for improvement or gaps in knowledge by identi-

fying promising and transferable approaches and strategies 

described in the best practices section after the questions. 

We suggest only choosing two to three changes to pursue at 

a time. Improving how an organization operates or addressing 

some of these key organizational culture issues is not easy, 

so plan for adequate time to make changes.

PROMISING PRACTICES TO ENHANCE YOUR 

WORK
You can quickly fi nd and put in place ways to build a seam-

less system of services across various organizations for 

parents and caregivers. Rewiring existing programs for ease 

of use makes it much more likely that families and communi-

ties will actually take advantage of them. Even just providing 

information on available services that families can access at 

any time or place can make a difference.

As organizations develop better relationships with others 

serving families in their community, they can begin to create 

more formal, stronger partnerships and alliances. For exam-

ple, having memoranda of understanding between organiza-

tions can improve families’ access to services, as well as the 

level of services they receive. Finally, organizations can pur-

sue one of the increasingly prominent models of community 

alignment to establish shared goals, strategies and practices 

for the benefi t of families.
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