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Engaging families through observation and reflection: a
collaborative approach to making learning visible
Annie White

Early Childhood Studies, California State University Channel Islands, Camarillo, USA

ABSTRACT
Early childhood education is based on the assertion that young
children are better prepared for school and life when educators
and parents work together on their behalf. Family engagement is a
central force in the education of young children, yet research
suggests that parents and teachers often do not collaborate, and
this can have an adverse impact on young children’s learning
outcomes. This brief explores a new observation approach, referred
to as Journey of Discoveries, to examine its influence on family
engagement and its potential use as a collaborative tool for
educators and parents to gauge children’s learning and
development. Journey of Discoveries was tested with volunteer
families and teachers in three select Early Head Start programs in
California in 2014–2015. Responses from participants illustrated
seven themes or potential pathways emerging from the approach
that support family engagement, including: (a) teachers’ and
parents’ celebration of children’s learning, (b) emotional responses
to children’s learning, (c) importance of sharing learning as stories,
(d) process of reflection, (e) holistic viewing of children’s learning,
(f) the honoring of diverse voices, and (g) parents’ roles as leaders.
The practical and policy implications of the Journey of Discoveries
approach are also discussed.
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Introduction

Research indicates that family engagement is a central component in children’s academic
success (Durand 2011; Mendez 2010; Miller 2015; Pelletier and Brent 2002). Family
engagement occurs when the family acts as the central force in helping children
prepare for school and life. Children benefit when the family collaborates in partnership
with educators, each party committing to work together on the children’s behalf (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services n.d., 2018a; White 2015; White 2016).
National Center on Parent, Family, and Community Engagement refers to family engage-
ment as a process of collaboration, a strengths-based approach in which educators, pro-
fessionals, parents, family members, and children build positive relationships. Families
and preschool educators have a mutual responsibility for children’s education and
mutual respect for the roles and strengths that the other offers. Family engagement
focuses on teachers’ culturally responsive and sensitive approach with children and
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families. Important family members include pregnant women and others expecting the
birth, mothers, fathers, guardians, and primary care givers. Family engagement requires
a deep commitment to generating and nourishing an ongoing collaboration that strength-
ens family health and well-being. Family engagement practices demonstrate respect and
foster the parent-child relationships that are vital to a child’s healthy development, positive
learning outcomes, and overall well-being; however, collaboration between teachers and
parents often diminishes as children get older and the gulf between home and school
broadens (Hatcher, Nuner, and Paulsel 2012; McAllister et al. 2009; Robinson-Zanartu
and Majel-Dixon 1996; Tveit 2009).

Family engagement

Research shows the importance of family engagement and how engaged families foster
positive learning outcomes (Mehaffie and Fraser 2007; Mendez 2010; Mistry et al. 2010;
Powell et al. 2010; Sheridan et al. 2010). When families participate in their children’s edu-
cation and have supportive relationships with teachers, results demonstrate that children
will have higher levels of learning abilities (Mendez 2010). Parents who perceive them-
selves as effective during their child’s preschool years make a greater effort to be involved
and engaged throughout their children’s formal education than those parents who may
feel excluded from participation early on and in later years due to a lack of confidence (Pel-
letier and Brent 2002). Teacher strategies are an important factor in facilitating family
engagement and parental self-efficacy. In contrast, low parental involvement between
school and home can have a negative impact on children’s social skills (Bulotsky-
Shearer et al. 2012). Parent interaction with their children is an important factor that
can also have a positive effect on language development, emotional regulation, and self-
expression (Ayoub, Vallotton, and Mastergeorge 2011). Families who engage in their chil-
dren’s early learning can lead to later academic success (Henrich and Gadaire 2008; Ladd,
Herald, and Kochel 2006; Weiss, Caspe, and Lopez 2006). Educators who foster family
engagement can help further support positive learning outcomes.

There has been a shift in the understanding of the relationship between parents and
their children’s education, from parent involvement to the more expansive family engage-
ment. “Parent involvement” can be defined as parents, with the encouragement of and
direction from their children’s teachers, supporting children’s learning and growth in
the home setting and through parent participation in classroom activities (Caspe and
Lopez 2006). “Family engagement,” however, extends beyond parents’ volunteering in
classrooms or attending school functions to include parent collaboration with educators
in the development of activities and approaches to learning that are evident of a shared
responsibility for a child’s overall growth (National Center on Parent, Family, and Com-
munity Engagement, “Parent Involvement and Family Engagement For Early Childhood
Professionals”). Family engagement in children’s learning in the home setting results in
positive learning experiences for the children (Fantuzzo et al. 2004). Educators need to
change the perception that parents need to be physically present to be engaged in their
child’s education. Instead, family engagement can include parent partnerships with
schools and teachers who listen to parents’ thoughts, dreams, and values (Ferlazzo
2011). It is important that educational programs focus on the family environment,
support parent–child relationships, strengthen parent rearing practices, and provide
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opportunities for family involvement in children’s learning, in both the home and at
school (Baker et al. 2016). Family-centered services that support building strong relation-
ships with children, parents, and parent–child relationships result in familial well-being
and positive child outcomes (Dunst, Trivette, and Hamby 2007; Glisson and Schoenwald
2005; Portilla et al. 2014; Roorda et al. 2011).

Halgunseth (2009) recommends several teacher strategies to enhance family engage-
ment, including: gathering family information, acknowledging the home as a rich learning
environment, providing opportunities for families to engage in school activities, creating
the role of parent liaisons to bridge school and home, and fostering parent voices in
program decision-making. Stronger communication between teachers and parents
increases home and school involvement among families and provides opportunities for
parents to develop a collective voice within the school setting (California Department
of Education 2017; Durand 2011). It is essential that educators create opportunities for
parents to engage with teachers in authentic dialogue about children’s growth, learning,
and school success.

McAllister and co-authors (2009) emphasize the importance of giving “voice” to low-
income and underrepresented families’ feelings about children’s future learning. They also
emphasize the need to consider the social and emotional readiness of children from dis-
advantaged communities as they transition to and prepare for kindergarten. The research-
ers suggest that educators and policy makers do not have a good understanding of what
parents from these underrepresented communities want for their children’s education.
Parent perspectives are not considered, and thus, policymakers may not understand the
needs of the parents, resulting in uninformed policy decision-making. Parents and tea-
chers need to work collaboratively for effective childhood education. Educators need to
understand parents’ thoughts, desires, visions, goals, and hopes for their children’s
futures; however, teachers often do not fully engage with families in children’s education.
Educators thus need to create opportunities for parents to share their perceptions about
the education of young children.

Learning Stories

In response to the need for a child assessment that promotes family engagement, a case
study was conducted to examine a prototype model centered on New Zealand’s Learn-
ing Stories formative assessment approach (White 2015). Learning Stories is New Zeal-
and’s national early childhood assessment method. It calls for New Zealand teachers to
write narratives about young children’s learning experiences, which are then shared with
the children and their parents (Carr 1998; Carr 2001; Carr and Lee 2012). Teachers use
Learning Stories with young children regardless of income. Research on the efficacy of
the method has been conducted with children from all socioeconomic backgrounds, and
findings show that Learning Stories is a strong approach that engages families, including
those with children with disabilities, classified as low-income, and/or of Maori heritage
(Lee et al. 2013). Learning Stories has been used as a formative assessment method by
educators in such varied places as Denmark, China, Ireland, Scotland, Japan, England,
Saudi Arabia, and Canada. In the United States, the number of programs using Learning
Stories is minimal.
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For the US-based case study discussed in this brief, the Learning Stories approach (Carr
and Lee 2012) was adapted, set in the context of an Early Head Start (EHS) program, and
referred to as Journey of Discoveries. Learning Stories has three central components: nar-
rative story, analysis, and planning. Similarly, Journey of Discoveries has three components
and uses terminology that teachers and families can easily understand and that aligns with
a state-required child assessment tool.

Funds of knowledge

The Journey of Discoveries observation approach can be better understood and considered
through the theoretical framework of Funds of Knowledge. Research conducted by Moll
and co-authors (2005) focuses on education and anthropology while studying household
and classroom practices. They use the term “Funds of Knowledge” to refer to historical
and cultural wealth that has been collected over time in the development of skills and
knowledge essential for family and individual functioning. Educators can use assessments
that tap into these domestic funds of knowledge, thus connecting classroom and home-
based learning. Moll and his collaborators (2005) studied working-class families in
Mexican-American communities. They conducted ethnographic analysis of household
dynamics, examined classroom practices, and explored the development of after-school
teacher inquiry study groups.

Moll and the study’s other authors (2005) argue that by connecting the children’s class-
room learning experiences to their household practices and community resources, class-
room instruction can be developed in ways that result in meaningful learning for children.
EHS teachers who work to connect children’s funds of knowledge to classroom practices
are able to create opportunities for family engagement. Incorporating observation and
assessment practices such as Journey of Discoveries, including connections to children’s
home culture and lived experiences, can support strong family engagement. It is important
to create opportunities for EHS parents to share their funds of knowledge to ensure that
teaching and assessment practices include learning that occurs outside of traditional class-
room settings. The Journey of Discoveries approach offers teachers and parents opportu-
nities to communicate about children’s educational experiences through the sharing of
narrative observations in multiple contexts.

Early Head Start

Head Start has been serving low-income preschool children and their families for over 50
years; it was conceived in 1964 when President Lyndon B. Johnson declared “[The] War
on Poverty” as part of his State of the Union address (Johnson 1964). The first EHS grants
were awarded in 1995 to serve prenatal families and children from birth to three years who
were living below the federal poverty line. Head Start and EHS serve disadvantaged chil-
dren and families in an effort to compensate for inequality in both social and economic
conditions. Head Start and EHS provide early education and care to children from low-
income families and include a comprehensive program to meet their emotional, social,
health, nutritional, and psychological needs (U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices 2018b). EHS has several program service models, such as licensed center-based or
family childcare homes, where enrolled children are cared for while parents work, seek
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employment, or attend school. Alternatively, the EHS home visitation program service
model offers parents/guardians weekly visits from a trained home visitor (similar to a
case worker) in the home, and parents and children attend socialization events (similar
to parent–child playgroups) with other enrolled families. Regardless of the EHS
program model, all enrolled children and families receive comprehensive services.

Case study of Journey of Discoveries as a pathway to EHS family
engagement

The comprehensive services offered through EHS include the completion of standardized
children’s assessments, three times per program year. The resulting data outcomes are
used to create goals to ensure developmental growth and learning. Often, teacher assess-
ment practices do not include child, parent, family, or community voices and perspectives.
These assessment methods are based on teacher observations and generally lack parent
participation and home-to-school connections. There is a strong contrast between the
Journey of Discoveries approach and EHS’s standardized assessment practices. A case
study examined the influence of Journey of Discoveries on family engagement practices
through teachers’ and parents’ shared narrative observations.

Journey of Discoveries involves narrative observations, composed as stories written
directly to the child, that help teachers and parents understand how children learn new
skills. As previously stated, Journey of Discoveries has three components: story, analysis,
and planning. The first component is the written narrative story (the observation). The
second is the teacher’s analysis, a critical element because it allows the reader (parent/guar-
dian) to gain an understanding of the significance of the child’s learning that occurred
during the observation. In the final component, the teacher plans curriculum based on
what he or she learned from the observation and analysis. Thus, Journey of Discoveries
helps parents understand children’s learning, its significance to development, and ways
in which to support future growth. The Journey of Discoveries practice, focuses on chil-
dren’s strengths and dispositional learning and curriculum planning, by which the
teacher makes recommendations on how to further expand the child’s learning.

Central to Journey of Discoveries are the written or audio recorded observations made
by EHS teachers and parents. Similar to storytelling, Journey of Discoveries is used by EHS
teachers, home visitors, and parents to collaborate by sharing observations that illuminate
children’s development and learning. In practice, a Journey of Discoveries entry is com-
posed of several elements, which include: (a) a title, (b) photos, (c) written narrative obser-
vations, (d) analysis and interpretation of significant learning, (e) curriculum planning,
and (f) identification of developmental measures, which are used as contextual evidence
to inform child standardized assessment ratings.

The observations collected in Journey of Discoveries are unique, as they are addressed to
the child. Instead of writing about a child, educators, parents, and family members write
directly to the child regarding how they see learning transpire. Teachers write Journey of
Discoveries weekly and encourage parents to write or record audio responses back to the
child about the teacher observation. Parents are encouraged to write the responses in their
primary home language. EHS staff who are proficient in the family home language provide
oral and written English translations, which are then included in the Journey of Discov-
eries. Audio recorded responses are transcribed and added to the written Journey of
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Discoveries. Often parents respond to an observation by sharing similar observations of
their child’s learning in the home and community setting. Also, parents and family
members are encouraged to record Journey of Discoveries observations about learning
experiences at home, and teachers then write a response to that back to the child about
the parent observation. This exchange provides important information about children’s
lived experiences and builds a stronger link between home and school.

Journey of Discoveries observations are shared between teachers and parents in several
ways as a family engagement practice: informally, during class hours, and formally, three
times per year, during scheduled home visits. Hard copies of Journey of Discoveries are
kept in classroom portfolios and are made easily accessible to children and parents. Chil-
dren are thus able to revisit their Journey of Discoveries over time, which supports learner
identities (Carr and Lee 2012). Journey of Discoveries is an observation approach to collab-
orate and share varying perspectives on children’s learning experiences, written in the
voices of teachers, parents, family members, children, and the extended community,
including EHS site supervisors who write observations, or extended family members,
such as grandparents, siblings, and aunts and uncles who provide responses to children’s
Journey of Discoveries. Everyone who has an important relationship with the child is
encouraged to either write or respond. As Journey of Discoveries is an observational prac-
tice, it is used to create home-to-school connections through authentic dialogue between
teachers and parents regarding children’s learning and growth (See Appendix A).

The case study that examined Journey of Discoveries identified seven themes or poten-
tial pathways to supporting family engagement: (a) teachers’ and parents’ celebration of
children’s learning, (b) emotional responses to children’s learning, (c) importance of
sharing learning as stories, (d) process of reflection, (e) holistic viewing of children’s learn-
ing, (f) the honoring of diverse voices, and (g) parents’ roles as leaders. These seven ident-
ified themes reveal that family engagement occurred through use of Journey of Discoveries.
These themes are connected to the framework of “Funds of Knowledge” in several ways, as
teachers and families celebrate children’s learning both at home and in the classroom and
create strong home-to-school partnerships. Parent Journey of Discoveries are valued con-
tributions and provide insight for teachers trying to understand the cultural wealth of
families (Moll et al. 2005). Through writing Journey of Discoveries, parents share their
knowledge and skills as leaders and are accorded respect for their role as their child’s
primary educator. Children’s learning is shared through stories that evoke parents’ and
teachers’ positive emotional responses, and participants are encouraged to reflect and
acknowledge children as competent and capable learners. In the sample Journey of Discov-
ery in Appendix A, multiple family members celebrate a young child’s learning at home.
The entry captures the diverse perspectives that a grandmother, grandfather, mother, and
teacher can share with a child about learning that occurred at home. The family and
teacher highlight the child’s developing sense of caring, imitation of familiar adults, and
early mathematical skills. This example illustrates the importance of honoring diverse
voices and creating opportunities for parents to share their unique perspectives, while con-
necting formal learning to the family funds of knowledge (McAllister et al. 2009; Moll et al.
2005). These findings suggest that Journey of Discoveries is a potential observation
approach that facilitates parent and educator collaboration and supports family engage-
ment in the education of young children. Figure 1.
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Conclusion

Usually, information shared between EHS staff and parents during drop off and pick
up is focused primarily on daily care routines and child rearing practices. Although
these exchanges are important, it is also essential that educators find additional ways
to foster family engagement practices that support the health and well-being of
young children. One pathway to consider is Journey of Discoveries, which encourages
a positive change in communication that focuses on children’s learning experiences
from a strengths-based approach in which the child is viewed as a competent and
capable learner.

It is vital for educators to support family engagement to ensure children’s positive
learning outcomes, particularly for vulnerable, diverse populations. Journey of Discoveries
represents a novel approach for parents and teachers to work together on behalf of young
children. Educational programs that partner with parents and support families as their
children’s primary educators promote positive and lasting outcomes (Henderson 2007).
Family engagement celebrates and reinforces learning in multiple contexts and fosters
home-to-school connections (Weiss, Lopez, and Rosenberg 2010). Providing opportu-
nities for sharing diverse perspectives is a chief element in supporting children’s positive
learning outcomes (McKenna and Millen 2013). Journey of Discoveries can be adapted and
used by any EHS program in the United States; its potential is not limited to California,
where the case study was conducted. Head Start programs conduct mandated child assess-
ments; however, a required assessment tool is not specified. Journey of Discoveries can be
adapted and aligned with standardized child assessments because it is an observational

Figure 1. “Funds of Knowledge” as a supporting framework for Journey of Discoveries and family
engagement.
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approach that documents children’s learning and can be used as contextual evidence that
supports child assessment ratings.

In conclusion, Journey of Discoveries has the potential to influence family engagement
practices by underscoring the importance of the role parents play in the education of chil-
dren. Educational policies should include resources that enable teachers to incorporate
innovative family engagement practices, such as Journey of Discoveries. Program policies
should also ensure adequate funding for the implementation of narrative observation
methods such as Journey of Discoveries. This includes time for professional development,
such as coaching support for educators. Staff also need time to train parents for Journey of
Discoveries, starting at the time of enrollment, to help build partnerships and a sense of
collaboration with families. Programsmust incorporate the use of technology to document
Journey of Discoveries, along with providing hard copies to be kept in portfolios for chil-
dren and families. Using applications such as ePortfolios to write or audio record Journey
of Discoveries must be carefully considered, as the additional time commitment may be
difficult for EHS parents who already struggle with constraints due to work and other
family commitments, as well as with stressors associated with low socioeconomic status.
Investment during the early years helps lay the foundation for broadly shared prosperity.
Investing in early education programs generates a return on investment (ROI) that
benefits society. According to Nobel Laureate James Heckman (Heckman 2010), “For
every $1 invested in Head Start, America reaps a ROI ranging from $7 to $9.1.” Not
only is such investment better for our economy, but it is best for society (Deming
2009). It is essential that educators and parents work together to form partnerships that
can have a positive influence on the health, well-being, and learning trajectories of vulner-
able young children and their families.
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Appendix A

Journey of Discovery
Date: 9-3-15 Investigation: Relationships with

Familiar Adults
Site: Roselynn’s Grandparents’ Home

Child’s Name: Roselynn O. Staff/Family Name: Grandma Deb, Grandpa, and Mom

Planning Question: How will Roselynn
interact with Grandpa?

Child’s Goal: Curiosity and
Initiative in Learning

Source of Goal: DRPD (Desired Results
Developmental Profile)

Observation
Roselynn- on Thursday you came to Grandma and Grandpa’s house after school. Grandpa had found your Uncle Tanner’s
tool belt, and we put it on you so you could be like Grandpa. You took out the tape measure and said, “Grandpa?” So
Grandpa came down from the ladder to be with you. You and Grandpa placed the tape measure on a piece of wood. You
took out your carpenter’s pencil and started making marks on the wood like you have seen Grandpa do for months. Then
Grandpa went back up on the ladder and you went and held the ladder for him. ∼Grandma

(Continued )
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Continued.
Journey of Discovery

Hi Rosebud, I saw your Uncle Tanner’s construction belt that was his when he was a little boy in a bucket today. I hung it
on a nail for you to put on and be my helper today. Grandma helped you put it on and you came to me and asked, “Help
Grandpa?” We took out your pencil and your tape measure and we measured a piece of wood. You looked so skilled at
our job of measuring. I was very proud of you. ∼Grandpa

Roselynn, I saw the pictures of you and Grandpa measuring wood today. It gave me such joy to see you working with your
Grandpa; I know how much you love spending time with him. You looked so big, and you were holding your pencil so
well. This was a proud moment for me. ∼Mom

Interpretation: Roselynn, you are very aware of routines and often imitate familiar family roles. You have been observing
Grandpa building the addition to the porch. You often watch intensely, as Grandpa uses the carpentry tools. It was
wonderful observing your relationships and social interactions with familiar adults through your imitation of Grandpa,
your curiosity and initiative in learning, and concern for his safety.
Next Steps: Roselynn, we will continue to support your relationship with familiar adults, including extended family. We
will make a video recording of you helping Grandpa and the other important people in your life. Maybe Grandpa will
build a small tool box for you to keep your very own tools! I wonder if you will use your tool box and help Grandpa as he
works on the addition. I can’t wait to see if you will grow up and be a mathematician or a carpentress one day!

Measuresa: ATL-REG 3b, SED 3c, LLD 3d, COG 2e, COG 5f, PD-HLTH 4g, PD-HLTH 5h

aFor all measures, see “DRDP (2015) Infant/Toddler View Measures at-a-Glance," https://draccess.org/DRDP2015
MeasuresAtaGlanceIT.html

bApproaches to Learning–Self-Regulation 3: Imitation
cSocial and Emotional Development 3: Relationships and Social Interactions with Familiar Adults
dLanguage and Literacy Development 3: Communication and Use of Language (Expressive)
eCognition, Including Math and Science 2: Classification
fCognition, Including Math and Science 5: Measurement (from “DRDP (2015) Preschool Fundamental View Measures
at-a-Glance,” https://draccess.org/DRDP2015MeasuresAtaGlancePSF.html)

gPhysical Development –Health 4:Fine Motor Manipulative Skills
hPhysical Development –Health 5: Safety
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