
 

  

Be the Support Families Need 
By: Iris Corral  

“We will respect family life. We will develop it and encourage it in any way we can, for strong families are 

the foundation of strong communities.” - Tony Blair 

 

Families come in all shapes and sizes. Each is as unique as a fingerprint. Each with individual needs. Yet, 

families may or may not choose to share their needs with your program. As early childhood 

administrators, we should work to develop a relationship with families, to meet each family “where they 

are at” so we can be ready if they need our support. I learned this firsthand when I began my early 

childhood director position years ago. Little did I know how meaningful and powerful our impact could be 

on the lives of children and families. 

During my time as a director, a family in our program experienced the death of the father, who was also 

the sole income provider. News of the father’s death was shared by the child in the classroom, not the 

mother. For the remainder of the week, I would greet the family, talking with them during arrival and 

departure; however, it was not until the next week that the family opened up to the staff about what had 

happened. At that time, the family expressed the need for resources in the community. Our team was 

able to immediately assist the family by sharing information in our “Community Resources” binder. We 

had recently updated the binder, so all of the resources and contact information were current. Our team 

also gathered a basket of household essentials to give to the family that included laundry detergent, 

toothbrushes, shampoo, conditioner, soap, etc. The family was clearly surprised by this gesture. They later 

expressed how appreciative they were for the basket and how grateful they were to receive our support 

during such a trying time. This experience left me wondering why the family did not immediately share 

about the father’s death and what we could do to let families know that we were not only able to support 

them in times of need, but wanted to do so. 

While family involvement was always a priority for me, the experience above made me realize the 

connection between family engagement and family support. I realized the more we engaged families in 

our work, the more we would interact, and the stronger our relationships could be. I wanted it to be 

obvious to families that the staff were there to support them through happy and sad times if the family 

was willing to share. We began seeking opportunities to engage families in our work.  

One of the ways we encouraged family engagement occurred when we first implemented the Ages and 

Stages Developmental Screening tool. It was extremely important that we not only train the families on 

how to complete the forms, but also to fully understand its purpose. This tool became a guide that helped 

families learn about children’s developmental milestones and allowed a pathway to addressing concerns 

families had with the teachers. By directly involving families, we communicated how valuable their role 
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was to their children’s development and our work, and how we could work as a team. They began to 

share more, and we felt confident they saw us as a source of support.  

Administrators, coordinators, support staff, and teaching staff play an important role in supporting 

families by providing information on child development, parenting, or supports in the community. It is 

important that staff work on creating relationships with the families they serve. In some cases, this may 

be easier than others. We found that making an effort to know families benefits everyone – families, 

children, and staff. Administrators can help staff understand the importance of building relationships with 

families by offering professional development on topics, such as: cultural diversity and sensitivity, core 

principles to effectively engage families as partners, and building communication skills needed to work 

with families in a respectful and supportive way. 

In addition, programs need to network with each other! Share community resources with other early care 

and education programs in your area. It really does take a village. 

Are you interested in learning more about early childhood leadership? Check out the upcoming events on 
the McCormick Center website. 
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