
Family Engagement 
in Early Childhood Settings in North Dakota:  
An Infographic Exploration

1Head Start Parent, Family, and Community Engagement (PFCE) Framework, 2011. 
2Glenn W. Olsen and Mary Lou Fuller. (2011). Home and School Relations: Teachers and Parents Working Together 
(4th ed.). Boston: Pearson Higher Education. 

In 2019, North Dakota gathered feedback and reviewed opportunities, challenges and preferences related to family 
engagement for families with children ages birth to 5 years old. This brief report shares highlights and key findings from 
this investigation of family engagement.

Definition
“Family engagement is an interactive process through which 
program staff and families, family members and their children 
build positive and goal-oriented relationships. It is a shared 
responsibility of families and professionals that requires  
mutual respect for the roles and strengths each has to offer. 
Family engagement means doing with—not doing  
to or for—families.”1

Family Engagement Matters! 
For children ages birth to 5, the best development 
occurs as families and early childhood professionals 
share understanding about best practices in nurturing 
young children. Family engagement matters! Shared 
activities improve mutual understanding and promote 
children’s healthy development. 

Fun Facts on Family Engagement
● 	The most accurate predictor of student achievement in school 

is family involvement, not income or social status!2

● 	Shared goals for a child = easier transitions to child care, 
school or other settings. 

● 	Engagement by family members increases child enthusiasm 
and positive outcomes.
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Opportunities for Supporting Family Engagement
Supportive settings for family engagement include community-based 
options, family and community support organizations, and formal 
educational options. Find the piece of the puzzle that fits your needs. 

Children’s 
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Supportive Options for Family Engagement With Children Ages 0-5. 

Parents Are Not Alone!

Focus group participants also identified other consistent 
challenges to family engagement, including:

● Attitude – uncertainty, fear or stigma 

● Awareness – limited knowledge of options

● Availability – few community options

● Access – difficult policies or systems

● Family challenges – health, work schedules, time, cost

● Community challenges – shortage of staff, time and  
    distance

Barriers and Opportunities in Family Engagement
Some families may experience obstacles to their family engagement due to a 
variety of issues. However, North Dakota parents and professionals also shared 
a range of meaningful opportunities for families with children ages birth to 5. 

“I think families view engagement as important. ... We all want 
to be the best parents we can possibly be; everybody wants 
that same goal. I think that being respectful of our time, with 
being working parents or stay-at-home parents or whatever it 
is, people are busy, but they want to find opportunities to be 
with their kids and to do family-oriented things.”  
(participant, North Dakota focus group on family engagement)

“I think time is a major factor for everybody. ... I think 
there’s different opportunities that do get presented 
to engage, but whether you have the time to do 
them or the ability to make the time can be so hard.” 
(participant, North Dakota focus group on family engagement)Identifying Challenges to Family Engagement

Parents and early childhood professionals provided survey feedback 
on challenges that may limit family engagement in a child’s early 
years. The top six challenges noted were: 

Unaware of opportunities 44% 

Lack of child care 25.1% 
Other obstacles  

(work, rural area) 22.3% 

Not enough opportunities 16% 
Lack of communication 

between parents  
and providers 

16% 

Transportation difficulties 4.6% 

Formal Educational Options

Family-based or 

center-based 
child care/
preschool
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Start or 

Head Start

Public or 
private schools 

(Elementary)
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Supporting Children and Families

Preferences for Family Engagement
While many family engagement options are available, 
parents and early childhood professionals shared their 
preferences for family engagement. Preferred family 
engagement options based on the survey and related 
examples are shared here. 

Preferred Family Engagement Options  
for Parents of Children Ages Birth to 5

Pathways to Family Engagement in  
Early Childhood Settings
Families with young children and early childhood professionals 
described some key strategies for facilitating engagement in early  
		        childhood settings. 

1  
Introduce a  

specific community 
resource or 

connection to 
families.

•	Network and link families to 
resources (child care option, etc.)

•	Share information on resources 
or opportunities in brochures, 
calendars 

•	Invite other organizations to  
share about resources

2  
Facilitate parent-to-
parent connections 

so they can share 
information, link to 
resources and build 
support networks.

•	Support a “buddy system” for 
sharing information, reminders

•	Encourage parents to connect with 
other families

•	Support play groups, parent 
discussion groups, etc.

3  
Furnish a consistent 

opportunity for 
parents to meet and 
increase knowledge, 

skills and connections 
to sources of support.

•	Offer family meetings, activities 
to socialize

•	Furnish educational classes to 
parents, children

•	Provide parent discussion 
groups for selected audiences  
or specific topics

4  
Utilize a transition 

experience to engage 
children and families 

in a systematic 
way and ease the 

transition.

•	Provide an orientation session to 
the transition setting or experience

•	Invite children and families to visit, 
get familiar

•	Continue opportunities for family 
contact with staff, program after  
the transition

5  
Utilize formal educational 
settings to offer specific 
opportunities for family 

engagement, such as 
helping in the classroom  
or being on a committee. 

Suggested Family Engagement 
Strategies and Examples

•	Connect with parents as they come 
to a location

•	Use simple procedures for contact, 
communication

•	Offer regular chances to help with 
class activities

•	Engage parents in supporting 
learning activities

“When my oldest was younger, we were enrolled in Right Track, so that was one thing as first-time parents we found helpful, having somebody assure 
us that things were right or when things were different and some ways to help with that. ... It’s great to have people who have seen so many different 
kids and many different ways that kids develop, and be able to give you some of that advice.” (participant, North Dakota focus group on family engagement)

“I love West Dakota Parent and Family Resource Center. I went to the 
director with my child and said, ‘We need a parent support group. We need 
to just get together, meaning parents who have hyperactive kids, we need 
to get together and talk and learn.’ A lot of parents, when you have a child 
like that, you wonder what to do and how to handle situations. After visiting 
with the Parent Resource Center, we decided to start these ‘lunch and 
learn’ sessions and it was awesome. I love this place because even if they 
don’t have it, if you come as a parent to them with an issue, they will figure 
out how to help.” (participant, North Dakota focus group on family engagement) 

76% - FAMILY EVENTS
Play groups; program family nights (meal 
and games); monthly parent meeting

65.7% - TECHNOLOGY OPTIONS 
Texting; email; online social media 
groups; apps (SeeSaw, etc.)

47% - PRINTED INFORMATION
Family engagement calendar; parent 
newsletter; flyers

42.3% - PERSONAL CONTACT 
Home visit; parent-teacher conference; 
personal connections; phone call

26.3% - PARENT EDUCATION CLASSES 
Parent support group; parent 
workshop; etc. 
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Top Eight Information Sources for Parents  
on Family Engagement

“In Head Start, we’re always trying to involve the parents to come into 
the classroom. ... We try and get them to come in and visit, spend time 
with their children. For some of our parents, school readiness comes 
naturally and they have no problems understanding those concepts, 
but for some of our parents, all of that is kind of new and they don’t 
quite know all those pieces. So we find it helpful to bring them into the 
classroom so they can see the teachers interacting with the kids age-
appropriately and doing activities that hopefully they could do at home 
as well.” (participant, North Dakota focus group on family engagement)

For Further Information
Find opportunities in North Dakota near you! 

North Dakota Department of Public Instruction:  
www.nd.gov/dpi/parentscommunity/parents/ 
family-engagement 

Link for further information: 
www.ag.ndsu.edu/publications/kids-family/family-
engagement-in-early-childhood-settings-in-north-dakota 

School and Community Supports for Family Engagement

NDSU Extension does not endorse commercial products or companies even though reference may be made to tradenames, trademarks or service names. NDSU encourages you to use and share this content, but please do 
so under the conditions of our Creative Commons license. You may copy, distribute, transmit and adapt this work as long as you give full attribution, don’t use the work for commercial purposes and share your resulting work 
similarly. For more information, visit www.ag.ndsu.edu/agcomm/creative-commons.
County commissions, North Dakota State University and U.S. Department of Agriculture cooperating. NDSU does not discriminate in its programs and activities on the basis of age, color, gender expression/identity, genetic information, marital status, national origin, 
participation in lawful off-campus activity, physical or mental disability, pregnancy, public assistance status, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, spousal relationship to current employee, or veteran status, as applicable. Direct inquiries to Vice Provost for Title IX/ADA 
Coordinator, Old Main 201, NDSU Main Campus, 701-231-7708, ndsu.eoaa@ndsu.edu. This publication will be made available in alternative formats for people with disabilities upon request, 701-231-7881.                                                                                     800-12-20

Information Sources on Family Engagement
To get information on family engagement options, parents and 
caregivers use a variety of preferred sources. Based on our survey, 
the top eight options identified in North Dakota are shared below.

Published with support from the North Dakota Department of Public Instruction, under Contract #3567. 

Community Resources and Family Engagement
It has been said, “It takes a village to raise a child.” The community 
“village” includes a child’s family, friends, teachers, health-care providers 
and other community supports. This village forms a network of support 
and connection focused on furthering a child’s optimal development.  
A sampling of the key resources  
supporting young children  
through family engagement  
is shared here. 

Family and  
Friend Connections
•	Relationships between 

parents and community 
providers

•	Connections with family 
members, friends

Other Community 
Providers
•	City and county 

governments
•	Food pantries, SNAP, etc. 
•	Human services
•	Nonprofit organizations 
•	Faith communities, 

programs

Developmental 
Concern Resources

•	North Dakota early intervention services
•	Right Track program
•	Family Voices of North Dakota
•	Community providers 
•	North Dakota special education 

programs 

Health-care  
Providers

•	Newborn ICU (nurses, etc.)
•	Public health (home visiting)
•	Pediatricians and staff
•	Women, Infants, Children (WIC)
•	North Dakota Health Tracks program

Educational  
Providers

•	Early childhood teachers and staff
•	Child-care providers
•	Early Head Start and Head Start 
•	North Dakota Department of Public 

Instruction 
•	NDSU Extension 

Digital  
Connections

•	Use to contact, share information
•	Social media reminders
•	Apps (SeeSaw, BrightWheel, etc.)
•	Early Childhood Learning and 

Knowledge Center (ECLKC)
•	NAEYC

“For us with the [public] schools, family engagement is 
something that we are looking at more closely and what is 
the growth opportunity for us, but we are wondering what 
it should look like for educators in the school setting. We’ve 
talked about the challenge of getting families in. ... So I 
think family engagement is on our mind and something 
that we are looking for a role in, but we don’t have all the 
answers for what we want that to look like.”  
(participant, North Dakota focus group on family engagement)

!
#1 

The internet 

63.4%
#2 

Child-care provider/teacher 62.3% 

#3 
Health-care 

professionals 
(nurse, etc.) 
61.1% 

#4 Friends or family members 
53.1% 

#5 
Community professionals 
27.4% 

#6 
Parenting books 

or magazines 
23.4% 

#7 
Parenting class 

or group 

22.3% 

#8 
NDSU Extension 

17.1% 
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