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What do we mean by “data”?

Data refer to a body of facts, statistics, or information1. There are many types of data that early
childhood programs can use, for example, child attendance and assessment data, classroom quality
ratings, and information about family well-being. The data can be used for different purposes, such as
supporting family engagement, helping directors and policy councils make decisions, identifying
appropriate curricula supports, choosing topics for parenting workshops, and measuring child progress
toward shared goals.
This paper focuses on child assessment data as a tool for parent and family engagement. It is the first in
a series that will help programs identify ways that they can share information in order to strengthen
partnerships and work toward common goals.

How data help children, families, and staff work together

Assessment data helps programs understand children’s learning and development. Teachers and other
early childhood staff use this information to support children’s individual and group learning experiences
and socialization activities. All families want to know how their child is doing and how they can help, and
data is a powerful tool for partnering with families. Teachers and other early childhood staff can use
assessment information to help families understand their child’s progress and learn new ideas for
supporting their child’s learning and development at home and in the community.
When early childhood staff share information with families, families are better prepared to partner with
programs to improve child outcomes. Child learning and development become shared responsibilities of
families and staff. These conversations also help parents learn about the kinds of information they will
need in order to help their children transition into Kindergarten and elementary school.
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Data sharing leads to action steps
Below is an example of how data can be used to promote child development.
As an education manager, I had a discussion with Laura’s teacher in the fall about her
assessment of Laura’s vocabulary. Laura was an active 3-year-old, but the teacher expressed
concern about Laura’s limited vocabulary use. She knew from screening that Laura did not need
to be referred for a follow-up evaluation, yet she noticed that Laura’s interactions with other
children were somewhat limited.
We reviewed the plans Laura’s teacher had
implemented and agreed on incorporating some new
strategies, such as using more photos and pictures with
Laura. We also realized that we needed more shared
strategies with Laura’s family and agreed that she would
have more frequent communication with at least one
family member about Laura’s progress. We decided to
start a small journal that would be sent back and forth
between home and school so we could better track the
words that Laura uses and with what frequency she uses
them.
After some time had passed, we had a discussion about Laura’s progress and realized that the
journal was a great help. The teacher noticed that Laura was using different words at home
than at school, and she was able to work those words into her teaching with Laura. Laura’s
parents told the teacher that the journal reminded them to try to introduce new words to Laura
each day. The journal became a good data source for Laura’s teacher and her family, and
working together in this way, they saw Laura’s vocabulary really expanding.
This is an example of how sharing assessment information leads to new action steps in teaching and at
home that improve children’s learning and development. Program effectiveness and children’s school
readiness will be enhanced when data is shared and acted upon. Sharing data helps to focus
conversations on what is and isn’t working, and on action steps that support children’s learning, parent
engagement, improved teaching, and improved program quality.

Strategies for sharing assessment
information with families

There are three elements that are necessary for staff and
families to effectively engage in a process of sharing
information about children’s learning and development:
(1) Families have access to their child’s individual
information.
(2) Information that is shared is understandable
and meaningful to families and staff.
(3) Staff and parents put the information into
action2.
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Access to Information. Both families and staff have important information to share about a child’s
development. Parent observations are key to informing teaching at various points in the assessment
cycle, while staff-conducted assessments provide parents comprehensive picture of their child’s
progress. Programs can encourage reciprocal sharing of expert knowledge by:
•

Inviting family members to share their observations about how their child learns and their
thoughts and insights about their child’s behavior.

•

Using multiple approaches to reach families—home visits, parent–teacher meetings and other
forms of communication, including telephone calls, text messaging, and secure online
platforms.

•

Inviting teachers to parenting education sessions so they can hear parents’ questions, interests,
and concerns about their child’s learning and development.

•

Keeping families informed by regularly sharing key findings from assessments and work samples
that together form a child’s portfolio.

•

Providing the data/information in a user-friendly format.

Making Information Understandable and Meaningful. Child assessment information must be made

clear and meaningful to staff and families. Staff need to help families understand what the assessment
information means about their child’s learning and development. Families need to help staff understand
assessment information in light of their observations of their child at home and in other settings. Some
ways that programs can ensure that child development information is meaningful to families include:
•

Helping families understand what assessment is, and that the goal of assessment is to support a
child’s progress by informing the teacher and family about different approaches to enhancing
their child’s learning and development.

•

Helping parents understand what the next stage of learning will be (e.g., baby is almost ready
to walk, preschooler is about to write her name), so they can anticipate and look to
support that next stage.

•

Listening to families’ hopes, concerns, and questions about how and whether their child’s
development will move forward.

Using Information to Take Action. Children greatly benefit when staff and parents share information in

order to co-design activities that parents can do at home and in the community to support learning.
Some ways that staff and families can jointly do this could include:
•

Translating assessment information from different areas of
learning into every day activities. For example, every day
literacy can be advanced with parent–child conversations
about what they see out of the window of a car or bus.
Every day math skills can be reinforced when parents and
children sort through socks, counting them and organizing
them into colors, before selecting a pair to wear.

•

Sharing information with families about resources within the
community that can support their child’s learning, such as
programs at the library or community center.

•

Supporting transitions within early childhood programs and
from preschool to school by helping families feel
comfortable in communicating and describing their child’s
accomplishments, strengths, and challenges.
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Using Data as a Pathway from Birth to School Entry

The following is an example of how a data portfolio can support a child’s learning throughout early
childhood.

Getting going: Measuring and documenting Sam’s progress over time was just as exciting for me,

his home visitor, as it was for his family. I introduced the concept of a portfolio during my first visit
with Sam and his family. As new parents and new enrollees in Early Head Start, they were eager to
learn about their baby and all that our program could offer. I explained how we could use the
portfolio as a central place to keep key information about Sam. There we could keep completed
Ages and Stages Questionnaires (ASQ), suggested activities that his parents could do with him
based on the assessment findings, and goal plans that we would create together for both Sam
and his family.

Moving along: Together, we began building the

portfolio, inserting the ASQ findings, photos, and dated
artwork representative of key developmental milestones.
We also used the portfolio to store notes from his
pediatrician, his immunization record, and contact
information for other services in the community that the
family might choose to use. With its special spot on the
shelf next to the television, I was pleased to find that the
portfolio was frequently used by his parents to remind
them of activities they could do to support Sam’s
learning, and as a quick reference when they needed to
call the pediatrician or another provider. Sam’s father was especially proud of the portfolio and
shared it with visiting family members, taking pride to point out the difference between Sam’s
early artwork and what he was now creating.

Moving on: Fortunately, with blended funding, our program was able to serve children from birth
through kindergarten enrollment, so Sam’s portfolio continued to grow and became a
comprehensive record of his early years. When it was time to start school, Sam’s parents shared
the portfolio with his kindergarten teacher and the principal, so they could be fully aware of his
learning profile. The portfolio that we created together ensured that (1) the family had access to
and could also share key information about Sam; (2) the information was meaningful; and (3) it
helped the family understand things that they could do in their every day activities that would
sustain the gains in Sam’s learning and development, and they could share their understanding
with Sam’s new teachers. The portfolio was an essential tool for the family and me, keeping us
grounded in who Sam is and how we could work together best to support his learning and
development.

“Ongoing Child Assessment and Family Engagement: New Opportunities to Engage Families in
Children’s Learning and Development” was developed by the Office of Head Start National Center
on Parent, Family and Community Engagement for the Office of Head Start. This Center is a
partnership between Brazelton Touchpoints Center at Children’s Hospital Boston and the Harvard
Family Research Project, with the Council of Chief State School Officers, National PTA, and Save the
Children as active members of the leadership team. Contributors are Heather B. Weiss, M.
Elena Lopez, Deborah R. Stark, Joshua D. Sparrow and Catherine Ayoub.
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Please share your ideas, efforts, and experience in making child assessment data available to families by e-mailing the
National Center on Parent, Family, and Community Engagement (NCPFCE@childrens.harvard.edu) with subject line:
Sharing Data with Families.

