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Assessing Family Engagement

In the Family Connection Collaborative

SPECIAL NOTE:  What does Family Connection mean by “family”?  Representatives of families may include parents, caregivers, grandparents, youth or other family members who represent their own individual perspective or experiences.  They do not attend meetings, speak for, or commit resources on behalf of formal agencies, programs or organizations.  

Overview and Guidance for Using the Self Assessment

Family Connection believes in the importance of developing partnerships between the collaborative, partnering programs and the families who participate in the local programs, services and activities that make up Family Connection strategies.  One way to develop this partnership between families and the collaborative is to involve families in the decision-making process.   While recognizing and supporting the importance of family involvement, Family Connection understands there may be challenges for everyone involved.  Therefore, collaboratives are encouraged to assess themselves to determine strengths and barriers related to partnering with families and intentionally develop plans that lead to greater participation by families in decision-making. 

This assessment is based on principles of family support as applied through best practices for family engagement in the Family Connection collaborative.  The completion of this assessment, which focuses on the active participation and partnership with families, contributes to the community collaborative meeting the “Family Connection Standards for Excellence in Collaboration and Community Decision-Making.”  There are four “meets” standards indicators that relate to Family Engagement:

· Collaborative uses tool to assess itself on family support principles and family engagement.

· Collaborative actively seeks input of family members.

· Collaborative has representation that provides the perspective of families.

· Collaborative has family members participating in activities of the collaborative.

The findings of this assessment can provide critical guidance as the collaborative seeks to aim higher and attain the “proficient” level in the “Family Connection Standards for Excellence in Collaboration and Community Decision-Making”. There are three “proficient” standards indicators:
· Collaborative has developed a written plan for family engagement.

· Collaborative involves families in planning process, designing and evaluating strategies.

· Collaborative supports family participation in meetings and events through means such as transportation, child care, stipends, meals (as needed).

Process:  As you begin to use this self assessment, remember the real purpose is not to score your level of family engagement.  Rather, it is to provide a vehicle for discussion and planning. There are many ways this tool can be used and two ways are outlined below: 

· In one meeting:  Members of the collaborative, including family representatives, may complete the total self-assessment individually, and then the collaborative, as a whole, can discuss the responses as a group, using the guiding questions below. 

· In multiple meetings:  The collaborative, including family representatives, may devote a portion of several meetings to rating and discussing sections of the assessment, then making plans based on the discussion.  If you choose this alternative, you might consider grouping the sections as follows:  

· Sections 1-4 deal with the overall collaborative’s basic approach to engaging families (commitment, involvement in decision making, representativeness of families involved and communication with families).

· Section 5 deals with the degree to which the various programs included in the Annual Operating Plan are consistent with Family Support Principles. Individual program managers should assess their programs separately and then share their observations and ideas for action.

· Sections 6-8 deal with the degree to which the collaborative has gone beyond “token involvement” by providing support so families can be involved and nurturing shared decision making so families are active in leadership roles. 

It is important to be honest and constructively explore the issues and questions surrounding family involvement.  Be frank about both strengths and weaknesses.   When you are doing well, acknowledge it, and build upon your expertise in that area to improve your overall effort.  When you are not doing well, acknowledge that, and work towards a solution to the more difficult issues.  The purpose of this self-assessment is not to grade you or judge your group’s effort, but to provide a basis for reflection and ongoing growth.

Discussion Questions:  Following the completion of the assessment, the following questions might be used to guide discussion:

Strengths and Struggles

1. What are the collaborative’s strongest areas?

2. What has allowed you to improve in those areas?

3. How can you use these strengths to improve the rest of your effort?

4. In what areas is the collaborative struggling?

5. What can the collaborative do to improve?

6. What do families in the community say?  Have you utilized their suggestions?

Relevance and Importance of Various Family Engagement Categories 
7. How many items did you mark/consider “Not Relevant?”

8. Why did you consider these “Not Relevant?”

9. Were there items you considered of “High Importance” but were not implementing?

Taking Action as a Collaborative

10. What are your top priorities for action?

11. What are the next immediate steps you can take?

12. What is your long-term plan for engaging and sustaining the involvement of families?

Using the Assessment to Guide Action – Some Examples to Get You Started

· Deciding where to focus your energy.  Scan the assessment or the section of the assessment you’re working on.  You have a number of areas where the collaborative is implementing at the "none" or "some" level.  You might consider choosing to focus your energy first on the activities that the collaborative considers of “high” or “moderate” importance.
· Your collaborative thinks it is highly important that the collaborative have by-laws that provide for parent/family positions on the governing body and that family members actually participate in those roles, but it isn’t happening – the implementation level is “none”.  This is a case where the collaborative needs to actively discuss how to make it happen.  It might be relatively easy to change the by-laws, but it will take some creative thought and effort to insure the families actually get involved and fulfill those roles.
· Your collaborative has a high number of actions considered “low” or “moderate” importance.  You might consider spending time discussing why so many principles of family support are considered less important.  If the discussion points to collaborative members not really understanding the value of embracing family support principles, consider inviting an external resource person who might share examples of how highly involved families and parents have made a difference in the quality of life for families in their experience.  If this experience is enlightening, then collaborative might consider additional small steps for building their capacity to overcome obstacles to family engagement.
· If your collaborative assessment shows many actions, especially in Sections 1-4, are being implemented at the “most” level, consider focusing attention on Sections 6-7, where efforts are definitely beyond the basic.
· On Section 5, if the collaborative/program partners have a number item considered of “low” importance, at the “none” (not at all) implementation level, the collaborative might consider sponsoring a local training on family support principles and their value in program leadership.
Assessing Family Engagement

In the Family Connection Collaborative

Instructions:  Each statement represents an action that the collaborative might be taking to more fully engage families in the work of the collaborative. For each statement:
· First, indicate how important you think that action is by rating the degree of importance. (Low – for low importance; Mod – for moderate importance; High for high importance)

· Then, indicate the degree to which your collaborative is implementing the action.

(None – for not at all; Some – for sometimes; Most - for most of the time)

Collaborative’s Overall Approach to Family Engagement

	
	Degree of Importance

Low/Mod/High
	Degree of Implementation

None/Some/Most

	1.  The collaborative makes a commitment to family engagement by:



	a. taking the time to develop an understanding of the value of meaningful family engagement.


	
	

	b. seeking guidance from families and individuals with experience in overcoming the obstacles to meaningful engagement.


	
	

	c. developing steps to actively involve families. 

	
	

	2. The collaborative encourages and involves families in the decision-making process by:



	a. cooperatively developing the Three-Year and Annual Plans with families.


	
	

	b. actively seeking and using the input of family members in the planning process and designing strategies.


	
	

	c. meeting regularly at times convenient to participating family members.


	
	

	d. ensuring the decision-making process is clear and understood by family representatives.


	
	

	e. having families participate in the completion of the annual collaborative Self-Assessment.


	
	

	3. The collaborative insures appropriate representation and diversity by: 



	a. recruiting and engaging families who have not typically been involved in decision-making or other kinds of family involvement.


	
	

	b. having a membership that is representative of the larger community in terms of race, culture, language, income and education.


	
	

	c. having strategies for promoting youth involvement as well as parent involvement, trying to ensure that youth have a stake and a voice in areas important to them.


	
	

	4.  The collaborative communicates clearly, frequently and effectively with family members by:



	a. Asking for regular feedback from family members about how welcome and comfortable they feel.


	
	

	b. Providing information to family participants in a timely manner so that they can prepare for meetings and other events.


	
	

	c. providing information in all the languages spoken in the group.


	
	

	d. intentionally developing trust relationships between families and professionals so that power is shared, opinions of family members are respected and professionals and families work together to make family recommendations a reality.


	
	


Principles of Family Support and Programs in the Annual Operating Plan

	
	Degree of Importance

Low/Mod/High
	Degree of Implementation

None/Some/Most

	5. The programs that are a part of the collaborative’s Annual Plan are consistent with the principles of family support. (The handout, Principles of Family Support Practice, should be available for review.)  



	Within these programs:
a. staff and families work together in relationships based on equality and respect.


	
	

	b. staff enhances families’ capacity to support the growth and development of all members – adults, youth, and children.
	
	

	c. families are resources to their own members, to other families, to programs, and to communities.


	
	

	The programs in the Annual Plan:

d. affirm and strengthen families’ cultural, racial, and linguistic identities and enhance their ability to function in a multicultural society.


	
	

	e. are embedded in their communities and contribute to the community-building process.


	
	

	f. advocate with families for services and systems that are fair, responsive, and accountable to the families served.


	
	

	g. work with families to mobilize formal and informal resources to support family development.


	
	

	h. are flexible and continually responsive to emerging family and community issues.


	
	

	i. model family support in all program activities, including planning, governance, and administration.


	
	


Going Beyond “Token Involvement”

	
	Degree of Importance

Low/Mod/High
	Degree of Implementation

None/Some/Most

	6. The collaborative SUPPORTS the involvement of families by:



	a. reimbursing families for their time, expenses, and transportation to events organized and/or provided by the group.


	
	

	a. providing or ensuring the availability of high-quality, flexible child care that meets the needs of family members, allowing them to participate in meetings and other events.


	
	

	b. creating opportunities for families to engage in peer networking and support.


	
	

	c. offering training for professionals and families, which are co-facilitated by family members and staff, on how to work collaboratively with each other.


	
	

	d. offering opportunities to families that encourage their personal development of skills and expertise for collaborative and community leadership.


	
	

	e. matching “veteran” family partners with inexperienced ones to ensure that new members feel supported in their roles.
	
	

	f. recognizing the contributions of family members.


	
	

	7. The collaborative seeks true SHARED DECISION MAKING by: 



	a. ensuring collaborative by-laws provide for parent/family positions on governing body and that family members participate in that role.


	
	

	b. ensuring that family members on decision-making bodies have full voting rights.


	
	

	c. having multiple family members on decision-making bodies.


	
	

	d. having family members select their own representatives for decision-making bodies.


	
	

	e. making sure families have an equal voice in the most important decisions made, including hiring staff, setting policy directions, and deciding how to spend money.


	
	

	f. having families work with the collaborative to set specific and attainable goals for involving families in the policy-making and decision-making aspects of the collaborative.


	
	

	g. regularly discussing how its decisions affect progress toward inclusiveness and cultural competence.


	
	

	h. devoting resources, such as money and staff time, to family involvement.


	
	

	i. using the quality of family involvement, (e.g. intensity and meaningfulness of involvement) as one of the measures of success for the collaborative.


	
	

	j. developing and implementing an action plan to increase the frequency, intensity and meaningfulness of family involvement following this assessment.
	
	

	8.  Families are involved in LEADERSHIP roles in the collaborative by:



	a.    chairing committees.
	
	

	b. serving as board members.


	
	

	c. conducting publicity and outreach.
	
	

	d. developing strategies.
	
	

	e. reviewing grant proposals.
	
	

	f. advocating and presenting to policymakers.
	
	

	g. evaluating/reviewing materials.
	
	

	h. recruiting new families.
	
	

	i. allocating resources.
	
	

	j. representing the collaborative/programs in the community.
	
	

	k. participating in fundraising.


	
	


� This self assessment has been adapted from How Are We Doing?:  A Program Self-Assessment Toolkit for the Family Support Field, Family Resource Coalition of America (Nilofer Ahsan and Lina Cramer), 1998.
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