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Introduction

Decades of research tells us that engaging families 
in their children’s learning and development is a key 
factor driving positive child outcomes. Yet, despite 
recent movements to realign systems toward a 
strengths-based approach, families—especially low-
income families of color—face significant barriers to 
being partners and leaders in their children’s healthy 
development and early learning. 

Agencies and systems often select engagement strategies targeted 
to one aspect of families’ experiences—for example, recognizing and 
responding to developmental milestones—but stop short of sharing 
decision-making or leadership with parents. To make the issue even 
more complex, barriers to engagement are often rooted in structural 
racism and bias, which pervade the attitudes, behaviors, policies, and 
practices of these systems and our society as a whole. 

This resource is designed to help agencies, systems, and collaboratives 
working with young children and their families to chart a course 
toward an expanded approach to families engagement. In addition to 
engaging families as partners in their child’s growth and development, 
this approach encourages systems to partner with parents to shape  
a more family-centered, equitable, and collaborative system. 

We recognize that agencies and systems are in different phases of 
development and readiness to take on change of this magnitude. With 

that in mind, we have created a menu of options so that you can pick 
the starting place and the destination. 

Abridged Assessment Tool

For those seeking insights on family engagement strategies that 
have a more limited time and scope, we recommend the Abridged 
Assessment Tool as a starting point. Engaging staff teams, cross-
system collaboratives, and parent leaders in this abridged version can 
build awareness, spark ideas, and point to areas to develop.

Comprehensive Assessment Tool 

For agencies, collaboratives, and systems ready to fundamentally 
reshape the approach to engaging families, we recommend using the 
Comprehensive Assessment Tool. Engaging multiple stakeholders 
—including parent leaders—the comprehensive tool can inform a 
strategic planning or other significant change process. 

Questions for Grantmakers, Policy Advocates &  
Capacity-builders

For those agencies and systems partners whose work affects 
families but does not touch parents directly, these questions can help 
determine where you can change practices and leverage influence to 
expand parent leadership and engagement in the field.

Whether you use this guide to stick your toes in the water or take 
a deep dive, we hope the experience will serve as a catalyst for 
conversation, planning, and action. 

This assessment tool is part of an ongoing, 
collaborative effort to redefine how families experience 
early childhood systems and the role parents can 
play to reshape these systems to be more equitable, 
responsive, and accountable to the families and 
communities they serve. 

History and Context

In 2016, EC-LINC, a collaboration of early childhood leaders from 
across the country supported by CSSP, developed a new framework 
and toolkit to redefine parent engagement in early childhood. 
that stretched beyond current definitions and paradigm of family 
engagement in early childhood. The toolkit, entitled Ripples of 
Transformation: Families Leading Change in Early Childhood Systems 
identifies family engagement as not only central to children’s early 
learning and healthy development, but also a core strategy to 
advance equity and community empowerment.  

Ripples of Transformation expands the concept and practice of 
family engagement from a separate strand of programming to 
an integrated, continuing stream of opportunities for parents to 
be leaders in their families and communities, as well as in policies 
and systems. It extends parent engagement from the preschool 
classroom, where most resources have been focused, into early 

childhood systems of care, including family support, children’s health, 
mental health, and community resources. By empowering parents 
to shape systems—as decision-makers, advocates, partners, and 
providers—outcomes improve for both families and systems.

In 2018, EC-LINC hosted a two-day convening of 40 staff and parent 
leaders from nine communities to discuss a central theme emerging 
from the Ripples—the interplay between race equity and parent 
leadership, and engagement. Over two intense days in Oakland, CA, 
participants hammered out the basis for a Manifesto for Race Equity 
and Parent Leadership in Early Childhood. The Manifesto outlines a 
vision, goals, and strategies for transformation so that all parents are 
supported and empowered to give their children a strong start in life.

What follows is a companion tool to the Ripples and the Manifesto 
intended to strengthen the ability of early childhood stakeholders to 
assess agency and system readiness to engage parents as partners 
and leaders to transform systems.

What is the purpose of this self-assessment?

We believe that those most affected by a problem should be at the 
heart of creating the solutions. The overarching purpose of this tool is 
to support agencies and systems to engage parents as partners and 
leaders to advance a more equitable, accountable, and responsive 
early childhood system of care. Using this self-assessment as a 
starting point for dialogue and planning, agencies and systems—in 

https://cssp.org/resource/firstfive-engagementtoolkit-5/
https://cssp.org/resource/firstfive-engagementtoolkit-5/
https://cssp.org/resource/manifesto-for-race-equity-parent-leadership-in-early-childhood-systems/
https://cssp.org/resource/manifesto-for-race-equity-parent-leadership-in-early-childhood-systems/
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collaboration with parent leaders and other community-based 
stakeholders—will: 

 � Identify current strengths

 � Target areas for development 

 � Increase collaboration 

 � Plan targeted actions 

 � Measure progress toward goals.

What do we mean by “parents”?

We believe agencies and systems must welcome, include, respect, 
and meaningfully engage any adult that matters to a child. For the 
sake of simplicity and the prevailing views of parent leaders involved 
in creating the Manifesto, we use the umbrella term “parents” 
to describe the full spectrum of family structures: birth parents, 
adoptive parents, single mothers, single fathers, non-custodial 
parents, incarcerated parents, LGBT parents, foster parents, 
grandparents, and other relative caregivers (uncles, aunts, older 
siblings) and non-relative caregivers.

What makes this self-assessment unique?

This self-assessment, like the Ripples toolkit and the Manifesto, 
builds on the groundbreaking work of Strengthening Families, which 
at its heart is about changing how service providers interact with 
families to support them in building protective factors. While this 
self-assessment overlaps to a degree with Strengthening Families, 
it additionally seeks to elevate the leadership and power of parents 
and increase the accountability of systems to the families and 
communities they serve. By engaging families on multiple levels, 
agencies can more deeply understand the barriers families face 
—especially families of color—in their day-to-day interactions with 
systems and work to eliminate these barriers.

Another significant difference is that this self-assessment is intended 
to stimulate change not only on the level of program delivery and 

staff-family interactions, but also in agency-wide culture, operations, 
leadership, policies, and processes. 

Who should use this self-assessment?

We believe that any agency or system that significantly impacts the 
lives of children and their families should strive to engage parents 
at all levels—from identifying issues to implementing solutions. 
Whether your agency impacts families by providing direct services 
or by influencing the field as a funder, policy advocate, or capacity-
building intermediary, this self-assessment can guide your efforts 
to meaningfully engage with parents as partners and leaders. For 
example:

 � Direct service agencies can deepen parent engagement 
efforts at the program level and integrate parents into agency-
wide decision-making.

 � System leaders and collaboratives can use the tool to identify 
where the system supports parents as partners and leaders 
and where it creates or maintains barriers.

 � Funders and other influencers can begin or expand efforts 
to engage parents in shaping agency priorities, as well as 
influence and build the capacity of grantees or partners to 
engage parents in meaningful ways.

Where should we start?

The goal of this self-assessment is to support agencies and systems 
to integrate parents as partners, leaders, and advocates across all 
agency programs and operations. However, we recognize that in 
very large agencies, it might not yet be possible to include the entire 
agency in the process. In this case, we recommend starting with staff 
teams and stakeholders at the program level. After analyzing results, 
we encourage program teams to present findings to agency leaders 
to begin conversations about integrating successful strategies.

See also Frequently Asked Questions, page 7.

https://cssp.org/our-work/project/strengthening-families/
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STEP 1 
Set Intention and Select Tool

What do you want to accomplish through the assessment process? 
Setting the intention will help inform which which tool you use: 
the comprehensive assessment or the abridged assessment. For 
example, if the intention of the assessment is to inform a strategic 
planning process, the comprehensive assessment version would 
be most appropriate. If the intention is to begin a discussion 
among certain stakeholders, the abridged version would be most 
appropriate. 

STEP 2 
Identify Stakeholders

Define early childhood system leaders and representatives to 
participate in the assessment process. With the stakeholder group, 
affirm or revise intentions. Stakeholders should, ideally include:

 � Leadership, program management, operations, and  
direct service providers

 � Parent leaders active with or knowledgeable about  
the system or agency

 � External partners, such as collaborative work groups, 
community-based organizations, or grantees.

STEP 3 
Convene Assessment Team

Convene the group to talk through the assessment, reflect on 
the results, and determine what to do next with the information/
analysis. Ideally, the assessment team should meet at least 
three times: 1) to review the intention, framework, tool and the 
assessment process; 2) to analyze the results, and; 3) to decide 
on priority actions. Consider holding separate and/or additional 
meetings for parent leaders to ensure maximum accessibility. 

STEP 4 
Rate

Discuss each of the four pillars and four dimensions in the tool. (See 
Understanding the Framework, page 4.) Make sure participants 
understand the instructions. Since stakeholders represent multiple 
perspectives, each member of the team should arrive at their own 
rating of 1-4.

STEP 5 
Analyze, Interpret, and Compare

Invite stakeholders to a meeting or series of meetings to discuss 
results. To get the most out of the results, we recommend 
discussing the following (Refer to Appendix A for a Discussion 
Guide):

1. What strengths did we identify?

2. What areas for development did we identify?

3. Where was there the most agreement among stakeholders?

4. Where was there the most disagreement?

5. How do our findings compare to data on parents’ experience? 
(See Appendix B for more discussion and sample survey tool.)

STEP 6 
Prioritize and Plan Action Steps

Determine what action should be taken as a result of the analysis, 
and record in action planning guide. Use this assessment as an 
entrée to a larger conversation to support system building efforts. 
Communities use the Action Plan template in Appendix C to help 
plan next steps.

Assessment Guide
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Understanding the Framework
Drawing from Ripples of Transformation and the Race Equity and 
Parent Leadership Manifesto, as well as many other assessment 
tools, we came up with the following framework:

4 Pillars: This tool identifies competencies across four “pillars:” 
family-centered, equity-driven, collaborative, and transparent. 

4 Dimensions: We can examine competencies in each pillar through 
four “dimensions”: the system or agency’s commitment, capacity and 
practice, and the degree of influence parents have. 

4-point Scale: Competencies are rated across a four-point scale:  
(1) Not Evident; (2) Developing; (3) Progressing; and, (4) Integrated.

Program vs. Agency Assessment: If you are applying the self-
assessment to the entire agency or system, note that a score of 4 
(“integrated”) indicates it is consistent across the agency or system. 
If what you are assessing is strong in one program, you should mark a 
score of 2 (“developing”); if it is strong across all programs, you should 
mark a score of 3 (“progressing”). 

Use the graphic below and the subsequent descriptions of each framework to familiarize the team with the key concepts.

What does it mean?

Agencies prioritize and 
champion engaging parents 
as partners and leaders as a 
central strategy to achieving 
positive, equitable outcomes 
for children and their families.

What does it mean?

Agencies make it a priority 
to understand families’ 
experiences and break down 
barriers created by systemic, 
institutional, and individual 
racism.

What does it mean?

Agencies develop strong 
partnerships with parents 
and parent-led organizations 
to support parents to build 
their power, develop their 
leadership, and advocate for 
their children and community. 

What does it mean?

Agencies ensure parents  
have access to information 
that allows them to fully 
participate and influence 
agency and system-level 
change processes.

What does it look like?

 � Parents are valued for  
their skills, expertise,  
and knowledge. They  
are viewed as being 
capable and wanting  
to be engaged.

 � Parents are provided the 
resources and support to 
participate fully.

 � Parents and staff work 
together to design, 
implement, and evaluate 
agency programming, 
policies, and practices.

 � Parents are partners and 
advocates decisions about 
their children’s care.

What does it look like?

 � Agencies prioritize 
addressing bias, racial 
equity, and inclusion 
and build it into policies, 
practices, and operations.

 � Parents representing the 
diversity of the community 
are welcomed, respected, 
and valued for their unique 
contributions.

 � Staff and leadership are 
culturally, racially, and 
linguistically representative 
of parents and caregivers.

 � Parents of all cultures 
and family structures 
are included in decision-
making.

What does it look like?

 � Agencies collaborate with 
parent-led organizations 
for recruitment, training, 
and support of participants’ 
leadership.

 � Parents, parent-led 
organizations, and  
agencies work together 
at the systems level to 
advocate for better  
policies and practices.

 � Parents have opportunities 
to apply their leadership 
skills in community and 
systems change efforts. 

What does it look like?

 � Parent leaders partner in 
all phases of agency and 
systems-level change, from 
brainstorming to evaluation.

 � Formal boards and 
committees include at 
least two parent leaders 
and decision-making 
processes are clearly 
explained.

 � Key materials related 
to decision-making 
processes are available to 
parent leaders in formats 
and language they can 
understand in a timely way.

 � Agency consistently 
communicates to parents 
how their engagement 
influenced decisions.

FAMILY-CENTERED EQUITY-DRIVEN COLLABORATIVE TRANSPARENT
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FAMILY-CENTERED

COMMITMENT CAPACITY PRACTICE INFLUENCE

EQUITY-DRIVEN COLLABORATIVE TRANSPARENT

NOT EVIDENT

DEVELOPING

INTEGRATED

PROGRESSING

Four Dimensions

1. Commitment: How is the agency’s 
commitment to authentically 
engaging parents represented in 
agency communications, policies and 
resource allocation?

2. Capacity: How has the agency 
expanded its capacity to effectively 
support parent engagement and 
leadership?

3. Practice: How do the agency’s 
practices and programming 
and advocacy advance parent 
engagement and leadership?

4. Influence: How much influence do 
parents have in program, agency and 
system-level change and governance?

Four-Point Rating Scale

The rating scale describes increasing levels 
of commitment, capacity, practice and level 
of parent influence for each pillar. 

1. Not evident: There is no evidence that 
this exists.

2. Developing: Some challenges or exists 
in a limited way. For example, it may be 
evident in one program, but is not seen 
consistently across the agency. 

3. Progressing: Shows strengths, exists 
in a fairly consistent way, challenges 
are actively being addressed. For 
example, it is evident across programs 
and the agency has a plan to integrate 
it across all departments and 
functions.

4. Integrated: Very strong, exists in 
a clearly defined way, consistently 
evident across the agency in all 
programs and departments.

Four Pillars

Four Dimensions

Four-Point Rating Scale
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Frequently Asked Questions
Our agency doesn’t engage parents directly. How does the 
assessment tool apply to us?

You can use the Questions for Grantmakers, Policy Advocates, 
and Capacity-builders as a starting point. However, there are 
ways that the comprehensive assessment applies to these types 
of “intermediary” organizations. If you are an organization or 
collaborative working to improve systems, influence policy, or 
make grants to direct service agencies, it is likely that you directly 
influence the actions of agencies and systems that impact families. 
For example, if you are a funding agency, you can directly measure 
your agency’s commitment to authentically and meaningfully engage 
parents and developing their leadership, and the influence parents 
have in shaping the priorities, programs and policies of the funding 
you distribute. You can measure capacity and practice in relationship 
to how effectively your agency influences and supports funded 
projects to engage parents and develop their leadership.

We have really successful and innovative family 
engagement programs. Why do we score low using  
this assessment tool?

First, the intent of this assessment is less about “scoring” 
performance and more about taking a “snapshot” of your agency or 
system’s relationship to parents from multiple perspectives. Second, 
this assessment tool is intended to expand the way systems and 
agencies define “family engagement” and act as a catalyst for deeper 
conversation, planning, and change. If your agency or system has 
successful family engagement strategies in one or more programs, 
the challenge is to think about expanding them across the entire 
agency or system. 

How can we involve parents in advocacy for systems 
change if we don’t engage in it ourselves?

Rather than a strand of programming, Ripples of Transformation 
views family engagement as a continuing stream of opportunities 
along a continuum, from First Teacher to Policy Advocate. While all 
of these opportunities might not exist within one agency or system, 
they do exist within the community. How can you link parents who are 
engaged in your agency to other opportunities, such as community 
campaigns, leadership development training, or policy advocacy?

How can we get agency decision-makers to support 
expanding parent engagement and leadership?

Those of us who directly engage families are rarely in positions 
of power within our agencies or systems. It is helpful to identify a 
champion who has access to those leaders, who can present new 
proposals or ideas in ways that address their interests and concerns. 
Those in program leadership positions can seek out opportunities 
to collaborate with external stakeholders interested in expanding 
family engagement, and leverage the results of this work to influence 
internal stakeholders. It can take a long time, so perseverance is 
essential!

How can we involve parents as partners and leaders if our 
work is restricted by the funding we receive?

This is a difficult, but not insurmountable problem. The key is being 
transparent with parent leaders about where they can and cannot 
have influence in designing or implementing services or programs. 
For example, the specific services delivered might be set in stone, but 
parents could help design the outreach methods.

https://cssp.org/resource/firstfive-engagementtoolkit-5/
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Parent Engagement and  
Leadership Assessment Tool
Abridged Version

INSTRUCTIONS

Read the descriptions for each level of the scale within each pillar and dimension in the self-assessment. In each row below, tick the box for the 
description that most closely matches your agency. If you don’t know or the examples do not apply, check the box on the far right of that section.

What  is the Scope of this Self Assessment?

 F Agency-wide

 F One Program

 F Multiple Programs

I am participating as:

 F Program Staff

 F Operations/Admin Staff

 F Upper Management/Leaders

I am participating as a:

 F Parent leader

 F Community partner

 F Other: 

ABRIDGED VERSION

PILLAR 1: FAMILY-CENTERED
Agencies prioritize and champion engaging parents as partners and leaders as a central  

strategy to achieving positive, equitable outcomes for children and their families.

Commitment: How is the agency’s commitment to authentically engaging parents represented in agency communications, policies, and resource allocation?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There are no family 
engagement activities or 
programs.

 F Family engagement is  
viewed as a distinct  
program or tacked onto 
existing programs.

 F Agency has a definition 
of parent engagement, 
a defined strategy and 
multiyear goals.

 F Leaders regularly talk to 
staff about the importance 
and benefits of building 
trusting relationships with 
all adults that matter in 
child’s life.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no funding  
for family engagement.

 F Family engagement  
efforts expand and  
contract depending  
on grant funding.

 F Core parent engagement 
efforts sustained from year-
to-year, and increase when 
grant funds allow.

 F Leaders prioritize parent 
engagement in the agency 
budget and allocate 
resources to ensure 
consistent programming.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Capacity: How has the agency expanded its capacity to effectively support parent engagement?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Program staff do not have the 
time, training, or support to 
engage families effectively.

 F At least one staff member 
working directly with parents 
has sufficient time, flexibility, 
training, and support to build 
trusting relationships with 
parents and respond to their 
interests and needs.

 F Program staff includes a 
small parent engagement 
team dedicated working with 
parents and increase their 
engagement; supervisors 
mostly understand and 
support their roles.

 F All agency staff are 
expected to understand 
importance of engaging 
parents, including fathers; 
front-line staff have specific 
expectations outlined  
in their job descriptions; 
supervisors provide 
staff with training and 
professional development,  
coaching, mentoring, and 
reflective practice to help 
them continually improve.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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 F The agency does not 
consistently provide child 
care, translation, and meals at 
events and meetings.

 F Child care, translation, and 
meals are provided at all 
parent events and meetings, 
but parents need to request  
it in advance.

 F Child care, translation, and 
meals are provided at all 
parent events and meetings 
without advanced notice, but 
never at events that involve 
mostly professionals.

 F Child care and other 
supports are automatically 
provided at all events 
parents are invited to, 
including galas, staff 
meetings, work groups, etc.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Practice: How do the agency’s practices and programming and advocacy advance parent engagement and leadership?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There are no organized 
opportunities for parents to 
develop relationships with 
each other.

 F Programs, events, and 
meetings have some 
opportunities for parents to 
share and get to know each 
other.

 F Programs, events, and 
meetings always allow time 
for parents to get to know 
other parents and share their 
experiences.

 F Programs, events, and 
meetings emphasize 
building relationships, and 
are often co-facilitated by 
parent leaders.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence of 
opportunities for parents to 
become leaders.

 F Agency programs emphasize 
parent leadership roles within 
the family, such as reading to 
their children.

 F Agency programs emphasize 
partnership with parents to 
shape and improve programs.

 F Parents are invited to 
advance their leadership in 
a variety of ways, including 
formal leadership training, 
policy advocacy, and 
paraprofessional roles 
leading to staff positions; 
staff provide ongoing 
coaching and mentoring to 
help parents reach personal 
and professional goals.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Influence: How much influence do parents have in program, agency, and system-level change and governance?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no evidence of 
changes made in the agency 
in response to parent 
feedback.

 F Parents are regularly 
surveyed about their 
satisfaction with programs 
and some adjustments 
are made in response to 
feedback.

 F Parents have consistent 
opportunities to give 
feedback and suggestions, 
including focus groups, 
listening sessions, and 
surveys.

 F Parents have opportunities 
to influence decisions at all 
levels, from care decisions 
for their child, to program 
delivery, to agency decision-
making.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that 
the agency invites parents to 
meetings to discuss issues or 
solutions.

 F Parents are invited to 
meetings to discuss issues 
and solutions defined by staff.

 F A group of parent leaders are 
formally or informally advising 
the agency on ways to 
improve parent engagement 
and other program strategies.

 F Boards and committees 
include significant parent 
representation, and parent 
leaders are supported to 
actively seek input from all 
parents.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

ABRIDGED VERSION

PILLAR 2: EQUITY-DRIVEN
Agencies make it a priority to understand families’ experiences and break down  

barriers created by systemic, institutional, and individual racism.

Commitment: How is the agency’s commitment to authentically engaging parents represented in agency communications, policies, and resource allocation?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency strategic plan does 
not have specific goals 
related to diversity or racial 
equity.

 F Agency has specific goals 
in its strategic plan for 
addressing diversity, but not 
equity.

 F Agency has specific goals 
in its strategic plan around 
diversity, inclusion, and equity, 
and is taking steps to achieve 
them.

 F Agency can demonstrate 
progress addressing issues of 
diversity, inclusion, and equity.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence of the 
agency’s commitment to 
diversity, equity, and inclusion.

 F Agency does not yet have 
resources allocated to 
specific diversity strategies, 
but publicly states it as a goal.

 F Agency prioritizes and 
allocates resources for  
some equity strategies,  
but not in a comprehensive  
or integrated way.

 F Agency allocates sufficient 
resources to build its capacity 
to address equity issues 
internally and externally.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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Capacity: How has the agency expanded its capacity to effectively support parent engagement?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency does not separate 
data by race/ethnicity, and 
therefore does not have the 
capacity to address gaps 
between different groups.

 F Agency collects data by race/
ethnicity in programming but 
does not analyze the data to 
address gaps in participation, 
satisfaction, or outcomes for 
different groups.

 F Agency collects, breaks out 
and analyzes data by race/
ethnicity in programming, but 
does not consistently take 
action to address gaps. 

 F Agency collects, breaks out, 
and analyzes data by race/
ethnicity in programs and 
operations and uses this 
information to guide program 
strategy and organizational 
policy.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Most staff interacting with 
families do not represent the 
cultures of the community 
the agency serves.

 F At least half of staff 
interacting with families 
represent cultures of the 
community and/or speak the 
primary language spoken by 
families.

 F Most of the staff interacting 
with parents represent 
cultures of the families in the 
community and/or speak the 
primary language spoken by 
families.

 F Program staff and leadership 
represent cultures of the 
families in the community and 
parents have access to formal 
pathways to become leaders 
and employees.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Practice: How do the agency’s practices and programming and advocacy advance parent engagement and leadership?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no evidence that the 
agency designs programs to 
be welcoming and inclusive of 
diverse populations.

 F Staff design programs and 
activities to be welcoming 
to and inclusive of diverse 
populations.

 F Staff works informally 
with parents of diverse 
backgrounds to get feedback 
on program design.

 F Staff and parents co-create 
program strategies to ensure 
they are welcoming and 
inclusive.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that the 
agency designs programs to 
address racial inequities.

 F Staff design programs to 
address racial inequities, 
such as “know your rights” 
trainings.

 F Staff ask parents for 
feedback on how well  
programs address core  
equity issues.

 F Staff and parents co-create 
program strategies to ensure 
they address priority equity 
issues.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Influence: How much influence do parents have in program, agency, and system-level change and governance?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no evidence that 
the agency surveys parents 
about whether they feel 
welcome and respected when 
they participate in agency 
programs.

 F Program staff regularly 
survey parents about 
whether they feel welcome 
and respected when they 
participate in agency 
programs.

 F Agency sometimes conducts 
focus groups or listening 
sessions to understand how 
parents of different racial 
and ethnic backgrounds 
experience programs and 
policies.

 F Agency leaders  
regularly listen to parents 
representing marginalized 
communities about their 
experiences with agency 
policies, practices and 
programs, and directs 
changes to address concerns.

Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Parents do not voice 
complaints to program staff 
about equity issues, although 
equity issues exist in the 
agency.

 F Parents voice complaints to 
program staff about equity 
issues, but there is no process 
for these complaints to be 
addressed by agency leaders. 

 F Supervisors regularly ask 
staff about feedback they 
have received from parents 
about equity issues and relay 
this feedback to agency 
leaders.

 F Parents are encouraged to 
voice complaints about equity 
issues and there is a formal 
process to address them.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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ABRIDGED VERSION

PILLAR 3: COLLABORATIVE
Agencies develop strong partnerships with parents and parent-led organizations to support families 

 to build their power, develop their leadership, and advocate for their children and community. 

Commitment: How is the agency’s commitment to authentically engaging parents represented in agency communications, policies, and resource allocation?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency does not state 
publicly that it values 
partnering with parents and 
developing their leadership.

 F Agency states publicly that 
partnering with parents and 
developing their leadership 
is a value.

 F Agency has specific goals in 
its strategic plan to expand 
and strengthen its efforts 
to work in partnership with 
parents and develop their 
leadership. 

 F Agency’s mission and goals 
include partnering with 
parents, developing their 
leadership, and supporting 
them to build their power to 
change systems.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F The agency does not allocate 
resources toward community 
partnerships and parent 
leadership development.

 F Agency provides some 
resources toward community 
partnerships and parent 
leadership development and 
has fundraising goals to fully 
resource these efforts.

 F Agency allocates necessary 
funds to achieve strategic 
goals.

 F Agency prioritizes resources 
for developing strong 
partnerships with parents and 
community and developing 
parents’  leadership skills.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Capacity: How has the agency expanded its capacity to effectively support parent engagement?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency makes no effort to 
help parent leaders learn to 
participate in policy change 
processes.

 F Agency helps parent leaders 
learn to participate in policy 
change processes by offering 
or connecting them to 
training on civic skills, such as 
running meetings and public 
speaking.

 F Agency helps parent 
leaders learn to propose 
policy change by offering 
or connecting them to 
trainings on reading budgets, 
collecting and analyzing data, 
and identifying key policy 
makers.

 F Agency helps parent leaders 
advocate for policy change by 
offering or connecting them 
to opportunities to build skills 
in planning a rally, delivering 
testimony at a hearing, and 
attracting media attention.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency does not coach or 
connect parents to training 
on how to navigate processes 
and access resources.

 F Agency helps parents better 
understand systems by 
coaching them or connecting 
them to training on how 
to navigate processes and 
access resources.  

 F Agency helps parents 
advocate for their children 
by coaching them or 
connecting them to training 
on their rights and how to 
ask questions and address 
concerns.

 F Agency helps parents 
advocate for their children by 
offering coaching, training, 
and mentoring to advocate 
for their children and in 
systems and policy change 
efforts. 

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Practice: How do the agency’s practices and programming and advocacy advance parent engagement and leadership?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Parents do not have 
opportunities to connect 
with parent and community 
organizations.

 F Parents sometimes have 
opportunities to connect 
with parent and community 
organizations.

 F Parents have regular 
opportunities to connect 
with parent and community 
organizations.

 F Parent leaders are 
encouraged to become 
active in other community 
organizations, coalitions, 
committees, and work 
groups.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Parents are not invited 
to attend conferences or 
agency meetings, participate 
in working groups, or be 
presenters in settings 
where they might share 
perspectives or expertise.

 F Parent leaders are sometimes 
invited to attend conferences  
agency meetings.

 F Parent leaders are regularly 
supported to participate in 
intra- or inter-agency working 
groups to provide their 
perspectives on programs, 
policies and practices in 
agencies, and systems.

 F Parent leaders are  
supported to present  
and lead discussions at 
conferences, meetings,  
and work groups discussing 
policy and systems change.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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Influence: How much influence do parents have in program, agency, and system-level change and governance?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency has no evident track 
record of collaborating with 
parents.

 F Agency has some track 
record of collaborating with 
parents, no formal process,  
or structure to do so.

 F Agency has a Family Advisory 
or similar committee, but it has 
no decision-making power.

 F Parent leaders of diverse 
backgrounds are well 
represented and supported 
in decision-making roles 
affecting agency policies  
and practices.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency does not involve 
parents in advocacy efforts.

 F Agency sometimes invites 
parents to join advocacy 
efforts to share their 
experiences with decision-
makers, but they do not 
shape the agenda and are not 
educated about the process.

 F Agency regularly invites 
parents to join advocacy 
efforts to share their 
experiences with decision-
makers, and parent leaders 
receive training to educate 
them on the issues and policy 
process. 

 F In addition to integrating 
parents into agency advocacy 
efforts, agency leaders 
join and support advocacy 
efforts led by parents and 
community organizations.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

ABRIDGED VERSION

PILLAR 4: TRANSPARENT
Agencies ensure parents have access to information that allows them to fully  

participate and influence agency and system-level change processes.

Commitment: How is the agency’s commitment to authentically engaging parents represented in agency communications, policies, and resource allocation?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no evidence of a 
policy to promote openness 
to and inclusion of families.

 F Agency leaders talk about the 
importance of openness to 
and inclusion of families, but 
does not have a written policy.

 F Agency has a written policy 
that outlines the agency’s 
commitment to openness and 
inclusion, but it was created 
without parent input. 

 F Agency has a written 
policy, co-created with a 
representative group of 
parent leaders, that outlines 
the agency’s commitment to 
openness and inclusion. 

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency leaders do not 
question the practices for 
openness and inclusion 
proposed by the coalitions 
and work groups they 
participate in, even when 
these standards exclude full 
participation of parents.

 F Agency leaders usually 
accept the practices for 
openness and inclusion 
proposed by the coalitions 
and work groups they 
participate in, even when 
these standards exclude full 
participation of parents.

 F Agency makes efforts to shift 
the practices of coalitions and 
work groups they participate 
in toward greater openness 
and inclusion, but not 
comprehensively and usually 
behind the scenes.

 F Agency leaders publicly 
advocate for practices 
supporting openness and 
inclusion all coalitions and 
work groups they participate 
in, so that parents can 
participate fully.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Capacity: How has the agency expanded its capacity to effectively support parent engagement?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no expectation that 
agency staff adjust meeting 
formats to emphasize the 
strengths of parents and the 
context of the communities 
they represent.

 F Agency staff attempt to 
facilitate professional 
partners’ understanding of 
families and communities, but 
don’t have much influence to 
change practices.

 F When parents are specifically 
invited, agency staff work to 
facilitate understanding of 
the strengths of families and 
the context of communities 
they represent, but there 
is not full buy-in from 
professional partners.

 F Agency staff, professional 
partners, and parents work 
together to design meetings 
that are accessible to 
everyone.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that 
agency leaders model core 
practices of openness and 
inclusion in the way they 
treat staff. Staff are not given 
opportunities to influence 
change strategies. As a result, 
staff don’t feel encouraged to 
engage parents.

 F Staff are sometimes 
included in executive-
level conversations about 
challenges or opportunities 
facing the agency, but do not 
have meaningful input on 
strategies to address them.

 F Program directors are 
included in executive-
level conversations about 
challenges or opportunities 
facing the agency and 
have meaningful input on 
strategies to address them.

 F Agency leaders include staff 
at all levels in planning and 
problem-solving, providing 
them with information they 
need to participate fully. As 
a result, staff feel confident 
in their efforts to engage 
parents in agency change 
efforts.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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Practice: How do the agency’s practices and programming and advocacy advance parent engagement and leadership?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no effort to make 
materials, presentations, and 
meeting minutes accessible 
to parents—they use 
acronyms and professional 
terms, and materials are not 
translated.

 F Staff decide which documents 
are“relevant” to parent 
representatives and make 
those documents accessible, 
but other documents related 
to the issue or process are not 
made accessible.

 F When parents are invited to 
participate, most documents 
are made accessible to 
parents—acronyms are 
spelled out, presenters use 
plain language, and materials 
are translated.

 F Agency regularly includes 
parent leaders in the planning 
of events and meetings. As 
a result, all aspects of the 
meeting, including materials, 
promote transparency, 
accountability, and 
inclusiveness.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F When parents participate in 
planning or other processes, 
agency staff and leaders do 
not explain how decisions will 
be made.

 F When parents participate in 
planning or other processes, 
agency staff and leaders 
sometimes explain how 
decisions will be made, but 
this is not a universal practice.

 F When parents participate in 
planning or other processes, 
agency staff and leaders 
clearly explain how decisions 
will be made.

 F Parent leaders participate in 
the design of the decision-
making process.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Influence: How much influence do parents have in program, agency, and system-level change and governance?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F When parents are asked 
about their needs or 
feedback, agency staff do 
not inform them how the 
information influenced the 
program or agency.

 F When parents are asked 
about their needs or 
feedback, agency staff 
sometimes inform a core 
group of parent leaders how 
the information influenced 
the program or agency.

 F Agency leaders regularly 
report back to parent leaders 
how their feedback and ideas 
influenced decisions.

 F There is a defined process 
for including parents in a 
“feedback loop:” parent 
leaders are involved in the 
effort to get parent input 
from the beginning and 
included in the agency’s 
report back to parents 
about how their feedback 
influenced decisions.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Parent leaders are not 
involved in agency decision-
making about programs, 
policies, practices, and 
budgets.

 F Parent leaders are asked for 
their feedback on agency 
plans and strategies to 
address issues. 

 F Parent leaders help identify 
issues with agency staff 
and leaders, but not usually 
involved in shaping or 
implementing solutions.

 F Parent leaders are informed 
and asked for their input 
when agency is defining a 
problem, coming up with a 
solution, putting the solution 
into action, and learning what 
worked and didn’t work.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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Parent Engagement and  
Leadership Assessment Tool
Comprehensive Version

INSTRUCTIONS

Read the descriptions for each level of the scale within each pillar and dimension in the self-assessment. In each row below, tick the box for the 
description that most closely matches your agency. If you don’t know or the examples do not apply, check the box on the far right of that section.

COMPREHENSIVE VERSION

PILLAR 1: FAMILY-CENTERED
Agencies prioritize and champion engaging parents as partners and leaders as a  

central strategy to achieving positive, equitable outcomes for children and their families.

Commitment: How is the agency’s commitment to authentically engaging parents represented in agency communications, policies, and resource allocation?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no evidence of a 
strengths-based approach  
to working with families.

 F Strengths-based philosophy 
is embedded in program 
description and goals.

 F Goals to enhance strengths-
based practice outlined in 
strategic plan. 

 F Strengths-based philosophy 
is embedded in mission and 
leadership messages to staff 
and public.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There are no family 
engagement activities  
or programs.

 F Family engagement is 
viewed as a distinct program 
or tacked onto existing 
programs.

 F Agency has a definition of 
parent engagement, a defined 
strategy and multiyear goals.

 F Leaders regularly talk to staff 
about the importance and 
benefits of building trusting 
relationships with all adults 
that matter in the child’s life.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no funding for  
family engagement.

 F Family engagement efforts 
expand and contract 
depending on grant funding.

 F Core parent engagement 
efforts sustained from year-
to-year, and increase when 
grant funds allow.

 F Leaders prioritize parent 
engagement in the agency 
budget and allocate 
resources to ensure 
consistent programming.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that 
the agency values father 
engagement.

 F Agency leaders acknowledge 
the importance of engaging 
fathers.

 F Agency adopts Father 
Friendly Principles and sets 
goals for expanding male 
staff.

 F Agency prioritizes 
resources for father-specific 
programming and strategies.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

What  is the Scope of this Self Assessment?

 F Agency-wide

 F One Program

 F Multiple Programs

I am participating as:

 F Program Staff

 F Operations/Admin Staff

 F Upper Management/Leaders

I am participating as a:

 F Parent leader

 F Community partner

 F Other: 
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Capacity: How has the agency expanded its capacity to effectively support parent engagement?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Program staff do not have the 
time, training, or support to 
engage families effectively.

 F At least one staff member 
working directly with parents 
has sufficient time, flexibility, 
training, and support to build 
trusting relationships with 
parents and respond to their 
interests and needs.

 F Program staff includes a 
small parent engagement 
team dedicated working with 
parents and increase their 
engagement; supervisors 
mostly understand and 
support their roles.

 F All agency staff are expected 
to understand importance of 
engaging parents, including 
fathers; front-line staff have 
specific expectations outlined 
in their job descriptions; 
supervisors provide staff 
with training and professional 
development, coaching, 
mentoring and reflective 
practice to help them 
continually improve.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Staff make no attempt to plan 
meetings or activities at times 
convenient to parents.

 F Staff attempt to offer events, 
programs and meetings at 
times and locations that 
parents prefer, but do not 
consult parents.

 F Staff consult parents to find 
times and locations that 
work best for parents and 
offer events, programs, and 
meetings at times that work 
for the majority.

 F Staff continually monitor 
trends in attendance and 
adjust strategies to meet 
the needs of most parents, 
offering two or more different 
times if needed.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F The agency does not 
consistently provide child 
care, translation, and meals at 
events and meetings.

 F Child care, translation and 
meals are provided at all 
parent events and meetings, 
but parents need to request it 
in advance.

 F Child care, translation, and 
meals are provided at all 
parent events and meetings 
without advanced notice, but 
never at events that involve 
mostly professionals.

 F Child care and other supports 
are automatically provided at 
all events parents are invited 
to, including galas, staff 
meetings, work groups, etc.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Staff receive no training on 
the importance of engaging 
fathers or strategies to do so 
effectively.

 F Staff have occasional 
opportunities to attend 
training to engage fathers.

 F Staff receive ongoing training 
and coaching to develop 
strategies and best practices 
to engage fathers.

 F Staff involve fathers in the 
development of programs 
and strategies.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F The agency does not have 
any training or opportunities 
for parents to develop skills 
for and engage in peer-to-
peer outreach or education.

 F Agency leaders understand 
the value of peer-to-peer 
parent engagement 
strategies, but has no  
formal career pathway to 
allow parents to develop  
their skills for paid roles.

 F Agency provides leadership 
and skills training, as well as 
formal leadership positions 
for parents.

 F Agency modifies job 
qualifications to include 
life experience as well as 
education and actively 
recruits parents for suitable 
open positions.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Practice: How do the agency’s practices and programming and advocacy advance parent engagement and leadership?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Staff rely heavily on written 
notices or impersonal calls 
to notify parents of policies, 
programs, or opportunities, 
and workshops and meetings 
tend to be in a lecture format.

 F There is at least one 
program that attempts to 
communicate with parents in 
ways that emphasize diverse 
communication and learning 
styles.

 F Staff use multiple methods 
for outreach and facilitation 
to include diverse 
communication and learning 
styles and points of view. 

 F Staff partner with parent 
leaders to continually 
improve outreach and 
facilitation so that all parents, 
including those most often 
marginalized in systems, are 
included.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that 
parents are encouraged to 
participate in care decisions 
for their children.

 F Parents are provided with 
information about care 
options but not asked for 
their opinions.

 F Providers are trained to 
talk with parents about 
care options and ask their 
opinions.

 F Providers are trained to 
partner with parents on all 
care decisions and parents 
feel empowered to advocate 
for their child’s needs.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There are no opportunities for  
parents to learn about child 
development.

 F Programs are designed to 
build parents’ knowledge of 
child development, but they 
are primarily delivered in a 
lecture format.

 F Programs are designed to 
increase parents’ confidence 
and skills and provided 
outside of a lecture format, 
allowing participants 
to control content and 
experience. 

 F Programs are designed to 
increase parents’ knowledge, 
confidence, and leadership 
skills, and parent leaders 
collaborate on planning of 
programs and initiatives and 
help to implement strategies.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There are no organized 
opportunities for parents to 
develop relationships with 
each other.

 F Programs, events, and 
meetings have some 
opportunities for parents to 
share and get to know each 
other.

 F Programs, events, and 
meetings always allow time 
for parents to get to know 
other parents and share their 
experiences.

 F Programs, events, and 
meetings emphasize building 
relationships, and are often 
co-facilitated by parent 
leaders.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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 F There is no consistent 
group of parents who attend 
programs and meetings.

 F A core group of parents 
regularly attends, but it is 
not representative of the 
population served.

 F Core parents invite other 
parents and participants 
are more reflective of the 
community.

 F Agency offers training to 
parents wanting to expand 
their outreach skills and 
provides stipends for parent 
leaders to reach out to 
parents.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence of 
opportunities for parents to 
become leaders.

 F Agency programs emphasize 
parent leadership roles within 
the family, such as reading to 
their children.

 F Agency programs emphasize 
partnership with parents to 
shape and improve programs.

 F Parents are invited to 
advance their leadership in 
a variety of ways, including 
formal leadership training, 
policy advocacy, and 
paraprofessional roles leading 
to staff positions; staff 
provide ongoing coaching 
and mentoring to help 
parents reach personal and 
professional goals.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence of 
fathers participating in 
agency programs.

 F Staff reach out to fathers and 
are sometimes successful 
recruiting them to participate 
in agency programs.

 F Agency has at least one 
program or activity is 
designed specifically for 
fathers.

 F Agency has multiple programs 
and leadership opportunities 
for fathers.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Influence: How much influence do parents have in program, agency, and system-level change and governance?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no evidence of 
changes made in the agency 
in response to parent 
feedback.

 F Parents are regularly 
surveyed about their 
satisfaction with programs 
and some adjustments 
are made in response to 
feedback.

 F Parents have consistent 
opportunities to give feedback 
and suggestions, including 
focus groups, listening 
sessions, and surveys.

 F Parents have opportunities 
to influence decisions at all 
levels, from care decisions 
for their child, to program 
delivery to agency decision-
making.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that 
the agency invites parents to 
meetings to discuss issues or 
solutions.

 F Parents are invited to 
meetings to discuss issues 
and solutions defined by staff.

 F A group of parent leaders are 
formally or informally advising 
the agency on ways to 
improve parent engagement 
and other program strategies.

 F Boards and committees 
include significant parent 
representation, and parent 
leaders are supported to 
actively seek input from all 
parents.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence 
that parents volunteer or 
contribute ideas and opinions.

 F A small group of parents 
volunteer to help with 
programs and contribute 
ideas and opinions, but there 
is no formal representation 
of parents or leadership 
program.

 F A few parent leaders are 
invited to represent the 
parent perspective in 
committees, working groups 
and conferences.

 F Parent leaders, including 
fathers, design their own 
outreach or action research 
to identify community needs 
and and agency uses this 
information in tandem with 
other data sources to shape 
program strategies.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that 
parents receive any support 
to build their skills to 
advocate for themselves or 
their children.

 F Agency staff support 
parents to build their skills to 
advocate for themselves and 
their children, but parents 
are not included in advocacy 
efforts.

 F Some agency staff support 
parents to build their power 
to influence policy and 
systems change, informally 
connecting them to advocacy 
efforts.

 F Agency leaders and staff 
support parents to build 
their collective power to 
influence policy and systems 
change by and provide formal 
pathways to connect parents 
to advocacy efforts.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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COMPREHENSIVE VERSION

PILLAR 2: EQUITY-DRIVEN
Agencies make it a priority to understand families’ experiences and break down  

barriers created by systemic, institutional, and individual racism.

Commitment: How is the agency’s commitment to authentically engaging parents represented in agency communications, policies, and resource allocation?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency has no stated policy 
on either diversity or racial 
equity.

 F Agency has a stated diversity 
policy, but no specific policy 
on equity.

 F In addition to clear  
diversity and equity policies, 
agency communications 
highlight the importance  
of expanding opportunity  
and closing racial gaps.

 F Agency leadership 
 regularly communicates that 
reducing racial inequities is 
mission-critical.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency strategic plan does 
not have specific goals 
related to diversity or racial 
equity.

 F Agency has specific goals 
in its strategic plan for 
addressing diversity, but  
not equity.

 F Agency has specific goals 
in its strategic plan around 
diversity, inclusion, and equity, 
and is taking steps to achieve 
them.

 F Agency can demonstrate 
progress addressing issues of 
diversity, inclusion, and equity.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency communications 
makes no significant mention 
of the diversity of the 
community it serves.

 F Agency communications 
celebrate the diversity of the 
community.

 F Agency communications 
frequently portray parents’ 
stories celebrating their 
culture and highlighting 
struggles with bias and 
discrimination.

 F Leadership values  
diversity, and communicates  
the expectation that of  
staff who work with  
diverse groups be  
culturally competent.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence of the 
agency’s commitment to 
diversity, equity, and inclusion.

 F Agency does not yet have 
resources allocated to 
specific diversity strategies, 
but publicly states it as a goal.

 F Agency prioritizes and 
allocates resources for some 
equity strategies, but not in a 
comprehensive or integrated 
way.

 F Agency allocates sufficient 
resources to build its capacity 
to address equity issues 
internally and externally.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Capacity: How has the agency expanded its capacity to effectively support parent engagement?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency has not committed 
professional development 
resources to build staff 
capacity to address issues of 
diversity, equity, and inclusion.

 F Agency offers or sends staff 
to cultural competence 
training and opportunities for 
cross-cultural conversations 
and learning.

 F Agency staff and leadership 
participate in trainings about 
racial equity and bias, but 
there is lack of clarity about 
what to do next.

 F All agency staff, leaders, 
and volunteers participate 
in high quality trainings on 
diversity, inclusion, equity, 
and racism and have ongoing 
opportunities for reflective 
discussion.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency does not separate 
data by race/ethnicity, and 
therefore does not have the 
capacity to address gaps 
between different groups

 F Agency collects data by race/
ethnicity in programming but 
does not analyze the data to 
address gaps in participation, 
satisfaction, or outcomes for 
different groups.

 F Agency collects, breaks out, 
and analyzes data by race/
ethnicity in programming, but 
does not consistently take 
action to address gaps. 

 F Agency collects, breaks out, 
and analyzes data by race/
ethnicity in programs and 
operations and uses this 
information to guide program 
strategy and organizational 
policy.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Most staff interacting with 
families do not represent the 
cultures of the community 
the agency serves.

 F At least half of staff 
interacting with families 
represent cultures of the 
community and/or speak the 
primary language spoken by 
families.

 F Most of the staff interacting 
with parents represent 
cultures of the families in the 
community and/or speak the 
primary language spoken by 
families.

 F Program staff and leadership 
represent cultures of the 
families in the community and 
parents have access to formal 
pathways to become leaders 
and employees.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency leadership does not 
initiate conversations about 
race, equity, diversity, and 
inclusion. 

 F Agency leadership initiates 
staff conversations about 
race, equity, diversity, and 
inclusion in response to 
complaints or incidents,  
but not on a regular basis.

 F Agency leadership 
encourages and skillfully 
facilitates staff to talk  
about issues they encounter 
with families and in the 
community related to race, 
equity, diversity, and inclusion.

 F Staff meetings and 
supervision one-on-ones 
include time and process 
for reflection and learning 
about race, equity, diversity, 
and inclusion and the role of 
the agency in addressing or 
perpetuating inequities.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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Practice: How do the agency’s practices and programming and advocacy advance parent engagement and leadership?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency does not provide 
translation and interpretation.

 F Agency provides translation 
and interpretation in one non-
English language.

 F Agency provides translation 
and interpretation all 
languages spoken in the 
community, as needed.

 F Program staff are 
representative of the 
community, and most 
families can be welcomed  
in their own language by a 
staff member, community 
member, or interpreter.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency has no formal 
practice for evaluating 
organizational policies and 
practices to ensure they are 
not creating and perpetuating 
inequities.

 F Agency leaders talk about 
the importance of ensuring 
that organizational policies 
and practices do not create 
and perpetuate inequities, but 
have no practice to do so.

 F Agency leaders and staff 
periodically evaluate 
organizational policies and 
practices to ensure they are 
not creating and perpetuating 
inequities, but stakeholders 
are not included or informed.

 F Leaders and staff regularly 
evaluate organizational 
policies and practices to 
ensure they are not creating 
and perpetuating inequities; 
stakeholders are included and 
informed of results.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that the 
agency designs programs to 
be welcoming and inclusive of 
diverse populations.

 F Staff design programs and 
activities to be welcoming 
to and inclusive of diverse 
populations.

 F Staff ask parents for 
feedback on how well  
programs address core equity 
issues.

 F Staff and parents co-create 
program strategies to ensure 
they are welcoming and 
inclusive.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that the 
agency designs programs to 
address racial inequities.

 F Staff design programs to 
address racial inequities, 
such as “know your rights” 
trainings.

 F Staff works informally 
with parents of diverse 
backgrounds to get feedback 
on program design.

 F Staff and parents co-create 
program strategies to ensure 
they address priority equity 
issues.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence of the 
agency’s effort to learn about 
families’ home cultures.

 F Staff members talk with and 
learn from parents about 
their home cultures, but have 
no system for consistently 
applying this information to 
improve programming and 
operations.

 F Staff has periodic 
conversations about 
insights and information 
about parents’ cultures and 
tailor programs to be more 
culturally and linguistically 
responsive.

 F Issues of equity and racism 
are regularly discussed in 
staff, team and supervision 
meetings, creating ongoing 
dialogue and support for 
developing capacity in these 
areas.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that 
the agency makes an effort 
to provide books, games, 
artwork, and other learning 
materials that reflect families’ 
cultures.

 F Staff makes an effort to 
ensure that books, games, 
artwork, and other learning 
materials for parents reflect 
families’ cultures, but there 
is no process for soliciting 
feedback from parents.

 F Staff regularly invite parents 
to provide feedback about 
culturally responsive and 
relevant learning materials 
and invites parents to 
suggest other materials.

 F Parents and staff co-create 
culturally appropriate and 
relevant learning materials 
and activities together, using 
the process to strengthen 
parents’ engagement with 
the program and with their 
children.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence that 
the agency adapts its data 
collection methods to be 
responsive and relevant to 
diverse cultures.

 F Agency and programs use at 
least one culturally relevant 
data collection method, such 
as stories, focus groups, and 
parent interviews.

 F Staff regularly invites parents 
to give feedback on the 
cultural relevance of data 
collection methods.

 F Staff and parents co-design 
and implement culturally 
relevant data collection 
methods.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F When parent leaders are 
invited to represent the 
agency at a working group or 
meeting, they do not receive 
a stipend.

 F When parent leaders are 
invited to represent the 
agency at a working group or 
meeting, they do not receive 
a stipend unless another 
agency offers it or it is funded 
by a grant.

 F Agency sometimes gives 
parent leaders stipends 
when they work alongside 
professionals in interagency 
working groups, but there is 
no policy.

 F Agency has a specific policy 
stating that parent leaders 
always receive stipends equal 
to a living wage when they 
work alongside professionals.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Influence: How do the agency’s practices and programming and advocacy advance parent engagement and leadership?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no evidence that 
the agency surveys parents 
about whether they feel 
welcome and respected when 
they participate in agency 
programs.

 F Program staff regularly 
survey parents about 
whether they feel welcome 
and respected when they 
participate in agency 
programs.

 F Agency sometimes conducts 
focus groups or listening 
sessions to understand how 
parents of different racial 
and ethnic backgrounds 
experience programs and 
policies.

 F Agency leaders  
regularly listen to parents 
representing marginalized 
communities about their 
experiences with agency 
policies, practices, and 
programs and directs 
changes to address concerns.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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COMPREHENSIVE VERSION

PILLAR 3: COLLABORATIVE
Agencies develop strong partnerships with parents and parent-led organizations to support families 

 to build their power, develop their leadership, and advocate for their children and community. 

Commitment: How is the agency’s commitment to authentically engaging parents represented in agency communications, policies, and resource allocation?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency does not state 
publicly that it values 
collaboration with 
community partners.

 F Agency states publicly that 
partnering with parents and 
developing their leadership 
is a value.

 F Agency has specific goals in 
its strategic plan to expand 
and strengthen its efforts 
to work in partnership with 
parents and develop their 
leadership. 

 F Agency’s mission and goals 
include collaboration with 
parent-led organizations. 

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency does not state 
publicly that it values 
partnering with parents  
and developing their 
leadership.

 F Agency states publicly that 
partnering with parents and 
developing their leadership 
is a value.

 F Agency has specific goals in 
its strategic plan to expand 
and strengthen its efforts 
to work in partnership with 
parents and develop their 
leadership. 

 F Agency’s mission and goals 
include partnering with 
parents, developing their 
leadership, and supporting 
them to build their power 
to change systems.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F The agency does not allocate 
resources toward community 
partnerships and parent 
leadership development.

 F Agency provides some 
resources toward community 
partnerships and parent 
leadership development and 
has fundraising goals to fully 
resource these efforts.

 F Agency allocates necessary 
funds to achieve strategic 
goals.

 F Agency prioritizes resources 
for developing strong 
partnerships with parents and 
community and developing 
parents’  leadership skills.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Capacity: How has the agency expanded its capacity to effectively support parent engagement?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no evidence that the 
agency supports parents to 
develop a  
strong community  
among themselves.

 F Agency supports parents to 
develop a strong community 
among themselves. For 
example, agency trainings 
encourage sharing personal 
stories and teach active 
listening.

 F Agency supports parent 
leaders build relationships 
with other parents. For 
example, it offers training to 
build their skills to help other 
parents find resources and 
supports and communicate 
across race, class, and 
cultural differences.

 F Agency supports parent 
leaders to build relationships 
with agency staff and leaders, 
as well as system leaders and 
policy makers. For example, 
it supports them to approach 
agency and system leaders 
with concerns and ask 
questions about issues that 
affect all families.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F The agency makes no 
apparent effort to celebrate 
diversity, promote cross 
cultural dialogue, or address 
issues of racism in parent 
trainings and meetings.

 F Parent trainings and 
meetings include activities 
that celebrate diversity 
and promote cross cultural 
dialogue, but do not delve into 
issues of racism or equity.

 F Parent trainings and 
meetings include discussion 
of issues of diversity, 
inclusion, and equity, but not 
in depth.

 F Parent trainings and 
meetings take time to 
facilitate understanding  
and dialogue about how 
racism in all its forms  
affect outcomes for  
children and families.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Parents do not voice 
complaints to program staff 
about equity issues, although 
equity issues exist in the 
agency.

 F Parents voice complaints 
to program staff about 
equity issues, but there is no 
process for these complaints 
to be addressed by agency 
leaders. 

 F Supervisors regularly ask 
staff about feedback they 
have received from parents 
about equity issues and relay 
this feedback to agency 
leaders.

 F Parents are encouraged to 
voice complaints about equity 
issues and there is a formal 
process to address them.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F The agency has no internal or 
external process to work on 
issues of diversity, equity, and 
inclusion.

 F Internal staff committee 
works on issues of diversity 
and inclusion at the 
management level and  
does not include parents.

 F Parents of diverse 
backgrounds have an 
advisory role to staff 
committee working on equity 
issues, but are not voting 
members.

 F Parents are have decision-
making roles on committees 
to address equity issues 
within the agency, and 
participate in evaluation of 
organizational policies and 
practice.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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 F Agency makes no effort to 
help parent leaders learn to 
participate in policy change 
processes.

 F Agency helps parent leaders 
learn to participate in policy 
change processes by offering 
or connecting them to 
training on civic skills, such as 
running meetings and public 
speaking.

 F Agency helps parent 
leaders learn to propose 
policy change by offering 
or connecting them to 
trainings on reading budgets, 
collecting and analyzing data, 
and identifying key policy 
makers.

 F Agency helps parent leaders 
advocate for policy change by 
offering or connecting them 
to opportunities to build skills 
in planning a rally, delivering 
testimony at a hearing, and 
attracting media attention.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency does not coach or 
connect parents to training 
on how to navigate processes 
and access resources.

 F Agency helps parents better 
understand systems by 
coaching them or connecting 
them to training on how 
to navigate processes and 
access resources.  

 F Agency helps parents 
advocate for their children 
by coaching them or 
connecting them to training 
on their rights and how to 
ask questions and address 
concerns.

 F Agency helps parents 
advocate for their children by 
offering coaching, training, 
and mentoring to advocate 
for their children and in 
systems and policy change 
efforts. 

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no expectation that 
agency program leaders build 
relationships with community 
and parent-led organizations.

 F Agency program leaders 
are expected to build 
relationships with community 
and parent-led organizations.

 F Agency program leaders 
and staff have explicit 
job expectations to build 
relationships with community 
and parent-led organizations, 
provide parents with 
information about them, and 
facilitate connections when 
appropriate.

 F All agency staff and leaders 
understand the importance 
of building partnerships 
with parent and community 
led organizations and work 
together to strengthen these 
relationships to benefit 
parents.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Practice: How do the agency’s practices and programming and advocacy advance parent engagement and leadership?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency staff do not 
collaborate with parent-led 
and community organizations.

 F Agency staff occasionally 
collaborate with parent and 
community organizations, but 
not around policy issues.

 F Agency staff collaborate 
with parent and community 
organizations working to 
advance common policy 
goals.

 F Agency staff work closely 
with parent and community 
organizations to advance 
parent-friendly policies as 
well as to recruit, support and 
mentor parents, and develop 
their leadership.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Parents do not have 
opportunities to connect 
with parent and community 
organizations.

 F Parents sometimes have 
opportunities to connect 
with parent and community 
organizations.

 F Parents have regular 
opportunities to connect 
with parent and community 
organizations.

 F Parent leaders are 
encouraged to become 
active in other community 
organizations, coalitions, 
committees, and work groups.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Parents do not have 
opportunities to contribute to 
the development of  agency 
activities and programs.

 F Parents have occasional 
opportunities to contribute to 
the development of agency 
activities and programs, 
but agency staff drive the 
process and make final 
decisions. 

 F Parents have regular 
opportunities to contribute to 
the development of agency 
activities and programs and 
feel their contributions are 
meaningful. 

 F Parents work in partnership 
with agency staff to develop 
programs and activities and 
largely drive the process.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There are no opportunities 
for parents to volunteer 
or become leaders in the 
agency.

 F Parents are invited to 
volunteer in agency activities 
and programs.

 F Agency develops formal 
roles for parents to mentor 
and educate other parents 
(e.g. Parent Partner, Family 
Advocate).

 F Parents in formal roles 
receive stipends and are 
recruited for open positions.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Parents are not invited 
to attend conferences or 
agency meetings, participate 
in working groups, or be 
presenters  in settings 
where they might share 
perspectives or expertise.

 F Parent leaders are 
sometimes invited to  
attend conferences  
agency meetings.

 F Parent leaders are regularly 
supported to participate in 
intra- or inter-agency working 
groups to provide their 
perspectives on programs, 
policies, and practices in 
agencies and systems.

 F Parent leaders are  
supported to present 
and lead discussions at 
conferences, meetings and 
work groups discussing 
policy, and systems change.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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Influence: How much influence do parents have in program, agency, and system-level change and governance?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Agency has no evident track 
record of collaborating with 
parents.

 F Agency has some track 
record of collaborating with 
parents, no formal process or 
structure to do so.

 F Agency has a Family Advisory 
or similar committee, but 
it has no decision-making 
power.

 F Parent leaders of diverse 
backgrounds are well 
represented and supported 
in decision-making roles 
affecting agency policies and 
practices.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency does not involve 
parents in advocacy efforts.

 F Agency sometimes invites 
parents to join advocacy 
efforts to share their 
experiences with decision-
makers, but they do not 
shape the agenda and are not 
educated about the process.

 F Agency regularly invites 
parents to join advocacy 
efforts to share their 
experiences with decision-
makers, and parent leaders 
receive training to educate 
them on the issues and policy 
process. 

 F In addition to integrating 
parents into agency advocacy 
efforts, agency leaders 
join and support advocacy 
efforts led by parents and 
community organizations.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

COMPREHENSIVE VERSION

PILLAR 4: TRANSPARENT
Agencies ensure parents have access to information that allows them to fully  

participate and influence agency and system-level change processes.

Commitment: How is the agency’s commitment to authentically engaging parents represented in agency communications, policies, and resource allocation?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no evidence that 
agency leaders value 
openness to and inclusion of 
families in decision-making.

 F Agency leaders talk about 
the importance of openness 
to and inclusion of families, 
but does not include it in core 
values.

 F Agency has a core value 
expressing the importance of 
openness to and inclusion of 
families, but does not apply it 
consistently in practice.

 F Agency identifies supporting 
openness and inclusion 
as a core value and that 
value is expressed by the 
way the agency works with 
staff, parents, and external 
stakeholders.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no evidence of a 
policy to promote openness 
to and inclusion of families.

 F Agency leaders talk about the 
importance of openness to 
and inclusion of families, but 
does not have a written policy.

 F Agency has a written policy 
that outlines the agency’s 
commitment to openness and 
inclusion, but it was created 
without parent input. 

 F Agency has a written 
policy, co-created with a 
representative group of 
parent leaders, that outlines 
the agency’s commitment to 
openness and inclusion. 

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency leaders do not 
talk about the importance 
of parent participation, 
openness, and inclusion in 
decision-making. 

 F When agency leaders talk 
about parent engagement, 
there is no mention of the 
need for transparency and 
inclusion in decision-making.

 F Agency leaders occasionally 
use language in public 
communication that lifts up 
the importance of parent 
participation, openness, and 
inclusion.

 F Agency leaders frequently 
use language in public 
communication that lifts up 
the importance of parent 
participation, openness, and 
inclusion.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Agency leaders do not 
question the practices for 
openness and inclusion 
proposed by the coalitions 
and work groups they 
participate in, even when 
these standards exclude full 
participation of parents.

 F Agency leaders usually 
accept the practices for 
openness and inclusion 
proposed by the coalitions 
and work groups they 
participate in, even when 
these standards exclude full 
participation of parents.

 F Agency makes efforts to shift 
the practices of coalitions and 
work groups they participate 
in toward greater openness 
and inclusion, but not 
comprehensively and usually 
behind the scenes.

 F Agency leaders publicly 
advocate for practices 
supporting openness and 
inclusion all coalitions and 
work groups they participate 
in, so that parents can 
participate fully.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Capacity: How has the agency expanded its capacity to effectively support parent engagement?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F There is no expectation that 
agency staff adjust meeting 
formats to emphasize the 
strengths of parents and the 
context of the communities 
they represent.

 F Agency staff attempt to 
facilitate professional 
partners’ understanding of 
families and communities, but 
don’t have much influence to 
change practices.

 F When parents are specifically 
invited, agency staff work to 
facilitate understanding of 
the strengths of families and 
the context of communities 
they represent, but there 
is not full buy-in from 
professional partners.

 F Agency staff, professional 
partners, and parents work 
together to design meetings 
that are accessible to 
everyone.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.



Parent Engagement and Leadership Assessment Guide and Toolkit | Center for the Study of Social Policy | www.cssp.org

22

 F There is no evidence that 
agency leaders model core 
practices of openness and 
inclusion in the way they 
treat staff. Staff are not given 
opportunities to influence 
change strategies. As a result, 
staff don’t feel encouraged to 
engage parents.

 F Staff are sometimes 
included in executive-
level conversations about 
challenges or opportunities 
facing the agency, but do not 
have meaningful input on 
strategies to address them.

 F Program directors are 
included in executive-
level conversations about 
challenges or opportunities 
facing the agency and 
have meaningful input on 
strategies to address them.

 F Agency leaders include staff 
at all levels in planning and 
problem-solving, providing 
them with information they 
need to participate fully. As 
a result, staff feel confident 
in their efforts to engage 
parents in agency change 
efforts.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Staff are unclear about the 
agency’s stance on openness 
and inclusion when working 
with parents and have no 
training to support best 
practices in this area.

 F Agency leaders talk about the 
importance of openness and 
inclusion when working with 
parents, but staff do not have 
a written protocol or training 
to guide them. 

 F Agency staff have training 
and written protocol 
regarding openness 
and inclusion in parent 
engagement, but their 
supervisors are not equipped 
to mentor them or set clear 
expectations.

 F Agency staff are expected 
to uphold the values of 
openness and inclusion in 
their interactions with parents 
and receive training on 
behaviors and practices that 
support these values.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Practice: How do the agency’s practices and programming and advocacy advance parent engagement and leadership?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F Committees, boards, and other 
groups with defined structures 
do not have any representation 
of parents.

 F Committees, boards, and other 
groups with defined structures 
have only one position for 
representatives of parents.

 F Committees, boards, and 
other groups with defined 
structures have at least two 
positions for representatives 
of parents.

 F There is an ongoing effort 
to develop the leadership 
of parents to serve on 
committees and boards, 
and parents from diverse 
backgrounds are well-
represented.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F There is no effort to make 
materials, presentations, and 
meeting minutes accessible 
to parents—they use 
acronyms and professional 
terms, and materials are not 
translated.

 F Staff decide which 
documents are “relevant” 
to parent representatives 
and make those documents 
accessible, but other 
documents related to the 
issue or process are not made 
accessible.

 F When parents are invited to 
participate, most documents 
are made accessible to 
parents—acronyms are 
spelled out, presenters use 
plain language, and materials 
are translated.

 F Agency regularly includes 
parent leaders in the planning 
of events and meetings. As 
a result, all aspects of the 
meeting, including materials, 
promote transparency, 
accountability and 
inclusiveness.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F When parents participate in 
planning or other processes, 
agency staff and leaders do 
not explain how decisions will 
be made.

 F When parents participate in 
planning or other processes, 
agency staff and leaders 
sometimes explain how 
decisions will be made, but 
this is not a universal practice.

 F When parents participate in 
planning or other processes, 
agency staff and leaders 
clearly explain how decisions 
will be made.

 F Parent leaders participate in 
the design of the decision-
making process.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

Influence: How much influence do parents have in program, agency, and system-level change and governance?

Not Evident Developing Progressing Integrated

 F When parents are asked 
about their needs or 
feedback, agency staff do 
not inform them how the 
information influenced the 
program or agency.

 F When parents are asked 
about their needs or 
feedback, agency staff 
sometimes inform a core 
group of parent leaders how 
the information influenced 
the program or agency.

 F Agency leaders regularly 
report back to parent leaders 
how their feedback and ideas 
influenced decisions.

 F There is a defined process 
for including parents in a 
“feedback loop:” parent 
leaders are involved in the 
effort to get parent input 
from the beginning and 
included in the agency’s 
report back to parents 
about how their feedback 
influenced decisions.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Parents are not involved in 
agency decision-making.

 F Parents are asked for input 
on program quality from time 
to time.

 F Parent leaders are involved 
in agency decision-making 
about programs in a 
meaningful way, but do not 
have all of the information 
they need. For example, they 
do not have access to the 
budget or internal policies 
affecting the decision.

 F Parent leaders are involved 
in decision-making roles 
affecting programs, policies, 
practices, and budgets and 
have access to all of the 
information they need to 
participate fully.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.

 F Parent leaders are not 
involved in agency decision-
making about programs, 
policies, practices, and 
budgets.

 F Parent leaders are asked for 
their feedback on agency 
plans and strategies to 
address issues. 

 F Parent leaders help identify 
issues with agency staff 
and leaders, but not usually 
involved in shaping or 
implementing solutions.

 F Parent leaders are informed 
and asked for their input 
when agency is defining a 
problem, coming up with a 
solution, putting the solution 
into action, and learning what 
worked and didn’t work.

 F Don’t Know/ N.A.
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Parent Engagement and  
Leadership Assessment Tool
Questions for Grantmakers, Policy Advocates  
& Capacity-builders

QUESTIONS FOR GRANTMAKERS, POLICY ADVOCATES, AND CAPACITY-BUILDERS

PILLAR 1: FAMILY-CENTERED
Agencies prioritize and champion engaging parents as partners and leaders as a central  

strategy to achieving positive, equitable outcomes for children and their families.

Commitment Capacity Practice Influence

How does the agency promote 
family-centered approaches in its 
areas of influence? 

How does the agency’s strategic 
plan advance family-centered, 
strengths-based approaches?

Does the agency’s budget allocate 
sufficient resources to implement 
family-centered approaches? 

How does the agency build 
capacity for family-centered 
approaches in its areas of 
influence? 

What are the resources offered 
to  those organizations, initiatives, 
and systems in the agency’s area 
of influence?

How does the agency know that 
the capacity-building resources 
and strategies are having the 
desired impact?

How does the agency advance 
the practice of family-centered 
approaches in its areas of 
influence? 

What are the strategies for 
advancing these practices?  
For example, does grantmaking 
strategy provide guidelines or 
require grantees to engage 
parents in authentic ways?

How does the agency model the 
practices it encourages?

How does the agency itself 
engage parents? 

What opportunities exist for 
parents to provide feedback, 
contribute to planning, and 
otherwise influence the agency’s 
priorities, programs, and budget?

How does the agency develop or 
contribute to the development 
opportunities for parents to 
become leaders?

Notes & Observations
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QUESTIONS FOR GRANTMAKERS, POLICY ADVOCATES, AND CAPACITY-BUILDERS

PILLAR 2: EQUITY-DRIVEN 
Agencies make it a priority to understand families’ experiences and break down  

barriers created by systemic, institutional, and individual racism.

Commitment Capacity Practice Influence

How does the agency promote 
equity-driven approaches in its 
areas of influence? 

How does the agency’s strategic 
plan advance equity, diversity, 
and inclusion both internally and 
externally?

Does the agency’s budget allocate 
sufficient resources to implement 
equity-driven approaches? 

How does the agency build 
capacity for equity-driven 
approaches in its areas of 
influence? 

What are the resources offered 
to  those organizations, initiatives, 
and systems in the agency’s area 
of influence?

How does the agency know that 
the capacity-building resources 
and strategies are having the 
desired impact?

How does the agency advance 
the practice of equity-driven 
approaches in its areas of 
influence? 

What are the strategies for 
advancing these practices? For 
example, does grantmaking 
strategy provide guidelines or 
require grantees to have an equity-
driven approach?

How does the agency model the 
practices it encourages?

How does the agency itself 
engage parents around equity 
issues? 

What opportunities exist for 
parents to provide feedback, 
contribute to planning, and 
otherwise influence the agency’s 
approach to equity issues?

How does the agency develop or 
contribute to the development 
opportunities for parents to 
become leaders for equity, 
diversity, and inclusion?

Parent Engagement and  
Leadership Assessment Tool
Questions for Grantmakers, Policy Advocates  
& Capacity-builders

Notes & Observations
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Parent Engagement and  
Leadership Assessment Tool
Questions for Grantmakers, Policy Advocates  
& Capacity-builders

QUESTIONS FOR GRANTMAKERS, POLICY ADVOCATES, AND CAPACITY-BUILDERS

PILLAR 3: COLLABORATIVE 
Agencies develop strong partnerships with parents and parent-led organizations to support  

families to build their power, develop their leadership, and advocate for their children and community. 

Commitment Capacity Practice Influence

How does the agency promote 
collaboration with parent leaders 
and parent-led organizations in its 
areas of influence? 

How does the agency’s strategic 
plan advance collaboration with 
parent leaders and parent-led 
organizations both internally and 
externally?

Does the agency’s budget allocate 
sufficient resources to implement 
collaborative approaches? 

How does the agency build 
capacity for collaborative 
approaches in its areas of 
influence? 

What are the resources offered 
to  those organizations, initiatives, 
and systems in the agency’s area 
of influence?

How does the agency know that 
the capacity-building resources 
and strategies are having the 
desired impact?

How does the agency advance 
the practice of collaborative 
approaches in its areas of 
influence? 

What are the strategies for 
advancing these practices?  
For example, does grantmaking 
strategy provide guidelines or 
require grantees to collaborate 
with parents and parent-led 
organizations?

How does the agency model  
the practices it encourages?

How does the agency itself 
engage parents and parent-led 
organizations? 

What opportunities exist for 
parents to provide feedback, 
contribute to planning and 
otherwise influence the agency’s 
approach to collaboration?

How does the agency develop or 
contribute to the development 
opportunities for parents to 
become leaders for internally or in 
parent-led or community-based 
organizations?

Notes & Observations
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QUESTIONS FOR GRANTMAKERS, POLICY ADVOCATES, AND CAPACITY-BUILDERS

PILLAR 4: TRANSPARENT 
Agencies ensure parents have access to information that allows them to fully  

participate and influence agency and system-level change processes.

Commitment Capacity Practice Influence

What structures and policies 
exist to engage parent leaders 
decision-makers and influencers in 
the agency? 

What structures and policies exist 
to influence partners in the field to 
engage parent leaders decision-
makers and influencers? 

Does the agency’s budget allocate 
sufficient resources to  engage 
parents as leaders and partners in 
its work? 

How does the agency build its own 
capacity to make its governance 
and decision making process 
accessible to parents? 

What are the resources offered to  
parents to build their capacity as 
decision-makers and influencers?

How does the agency know that 
the capacity-building resources 
and strategies are having the 
desired impact?

What specifically does the agency 
do to make its governance 
and decision making process 
accessible to parents? 

For example, when the agency 
asks parents for input, is the 
process clearly explained in 
languages parents are most 
comfortable speaking? How does 
the agency inform those who 
gave input of the ultimate decision 
made?

How does the agency influence 
others practice transparency and 
accessibility?

What does the agency do to 
involve parent leaders in the 
design of decision-making 
processes? 

Do parent leaders have access to 
information about the agency’s 
budget and internal policies, or 
is parent influence limited to 
programs?

How does the agency ensure that 
the projects, programs, agencies, 
and initiatives it supports engage 
parent leaders in meaningful 
decisions and provide accessible 
information?

Parent Engagement and  
Leadership Assessment Tool
Questions for Grantmakers, Policy Advocates  
& Capacity-builders

Notes & Observations



Parent Engagement and Leadership Assessment Guide and Toolkit | Center for the Study of Social Policy | www.cssp.org

27

Appendix A   
Discussion Guide for Analyzing Results

Once stakeholders have completed the assessment, it is time 
to analyze and discuss results. Invite a representative group of 
stakeholders (at least two from each category) to a meeting or  
series of meetings to discuss results.

1. Identify areas of agreement

 � Agency strengths: group items in which 75% or more of 
stakeholders rated Progressing or Integrated.

 � What does the agency need to do to spread, sustain and 
maintain these strengths?

 � What are future opportunities or threats?

 � Which areas will be the most difficult to maintain?

 � If the agency had to make choices, which should be 
prioritized?

 � Where can the agency build on their strengths and be 
innovative to achieve greater results? 

Areas for development:  Group items in which 75% or more of 
stakeholders rated Not Evident or Developing.

 � What would need to change to improve these areas? What 
would be different in our agency if we made those changes? 

 � What are the top three areas to prioritize over the next 
period?

 � What future opportunities could accelerate progress on 
target areas for development?

 � What are the main roadblocks to progress? 

 � For opportunities and obstacles, discuss whether they are 
internal, relating to the agency’s structure, policies or culture, 
or external, relating to funding sources or policy change.

2. Identify areas of disagreement 

Pay special attention to items in which stakeholders are clearly 
split. This could reveal an “easy fix.” For example, if one group of 
stakeholders gave the area low scores and another gave it high 

scores, deeper discussion could identify something that is happening 
but not visible, or something that is happening inconsistently across 
the agency. Or, disagreement could indicate a deeper problem, for 
example, a conflict of values and beliefs between two groups.

 � What are some likely causes for the disagreement? Lack of 
information, visibility or transparency? A disconnect between 
what one group believes is happening and what another is 
actually experiencing? 

 � Which stakeholders hold the most polarized views? For 
example, is the gap in agreement between agency leaders 
and service providers? Agency program managers and 
external partners? Parent leaders and program directors?

 � Where is the “low hanging fruit”? What relatively simple 
changes could close the gap in agreement?

 � Which areas are most challenging to address? Of those, which 
are the highest priority?

3. Compare to Data on Parents’ Experience

Whether data from parent surveys or focus groups agrees with or 
contradicts stakeholder results is the ultimate indicator of where the 
agency is in its progress toward engaging parents as partners and 
leaders. 

 � Which stakeholder groups have most alignment with parent 
responses and which have the least alignment? For example:

• A lack of alignment between parent and provider views 
could pinpoint a need for staff development. 

• Alignment between parent leaders and community 
partners may point to a beneficial future partnership.

 � Are there specific racial or ethnic groups of parents who 
indicate a greater level of satisfaction, knowledge or 
opportunity?

 � Are there specific pillars that parents rated consistently low or 
high? Use this information to underscore or realign your priority 
areas of development.
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The purpose of this data is to compare the results of the self-
assessment team with the perceptions of parents who interact with 
the agency as consumers of services, or are impacted by the policies, 
resources, or strategies the agency creates or spearheads. 

If your agency does not regularly collect data from parents about 
their experience, you can survey a sample (representative group) of 
parents who are served by the agency. Data collected from parents 
should ideally be disaggregated by race to identify gaps.

If your agency funds community programs, you could work with 
grantees to gather this data. If your agency does not directly serve 
parents, we suggest you conduct one or more focus groups or 
listening sessions to better understand how parents perceive your 
agency or are affected by its programs and policies. For example, if 
your agency produces educational materials, you could conduct a 
focus group with the intended audience for those materials. If your 
agency advocates for specific policies, you could gather a group of 
parents who are affected by these policies. 

Sample Survey Tool

Parent Knowledge & Confidence: Percent of parents who feel 
knowledgeable and confident in their ability to identify resources and 
navigate systems to support their child’s healthy development.

 � I know what to expect as my child grows and develops. 

 � I know the community resources to help my child and my 
family. 

 � I feel connected to other parents in my community.

 � I know who to talk with regarding my concerns or questions 
about my child’s development and my family’s needs. 

 � I feel confident in my ability to support my child’s healthy 
development at home. 

 � I feel confident in my ability to make sure my child and my 
family’s needs are met.

Welcoming and Culturally Responsive Climate: Percent of parents 
who believe the agency provides supportive services in a welcoming 
and culturally responsive environment.

 � I am greeted warmly when I call or visit the agency. 

 � Providers work closely with me to meet my child’s and  
parent’s needs. 

 � The agency encourages feedback from parents and the 
community and is responsive to their feedback. 

 � My home culture and home language are valued by agency 
staff. 

 � At this agency, it is difficult to overcome the cultural barriers 
between staff and parents. (reverse coded)

Parent Leadership Opportunities and Influence: Percent of parents 
who have leadership opportunities and influence on decision-making 
in the agency, community and systems.

 � I have all the information I need to be confident making choices 
about my child’s care. 

 � I am involved in making the important decisions in my child’s 
care and development.

 � I have opportunities to influence what happens at the [program 
or agency].

 � The agency involves me in meaningful ways in improving the 
programs for families. 

 � The agency helps me develop my leadership and advocacy skills.

Appendix B
Gathering Data on Parents’ Experience
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You are now ready to plan to take action on the issues identified.1 Here is a sample planning template with examples:

Appendix C 
Sample Action Plan

Action Plan Template

Issue Goal By When Resources Responsible

Low enrollment of  
Black parents 

Pillar: Equity-driven

Increase enrollment of Black par-
ents by 50%

July 2020 One-time: $125,000

Annual: $55,000

Total: $180,000

Leadership Team

HR

Program managers

Break-down of Change Strategies by “Dimensions”

Commitment Adopt formal equity policy June 2020 Facilitator: $25,000 Executive Team

Board of Directors

Capacity Anti-bias training for all staff June 2019 Training & coaching:
$75,000

HR

Executive Team

Practice Listening sessions with 100 Black 
parents

December 2019 Food, childcare,  
incentives: $25,000

Executive Team

Program Managers

Influence Establish Black Parent  
Advisory Group

January 2020 0.5 staff: $40,000

Stipends, food, etc. 
$15,000

HR

Executive Team

Program leads

Issue Goal By When Resources Responsible

Break-down of Change Strategies by “Dimensions”

Commitment

Capacity

Practice

Influence

1 Refer to the Ripples of Transformation Family Engagement Toolkit for ideas and strategies that aligned with this Assessment Tool

https://cssp.org/resource/firstfive-engagementtoolkit-5/

