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Families at the Center
Leading for Home Visiting 
Systems Change

The Center for Coordinating Oregon Home Visiting 

Systems (CCOHVS) launched in February 2024 at 

the Center for Improvement of Child and Family 

Services at Portland State University. The CCOHVS 

functions as a program-neutral backbone organ-

ization for a coordinated system of prenatal and 

early childhood home visiting services. Its work will 

move the state closer to the vision described in the 

Raise Up Oregon 2.0 (RUO) strategic plan1 for early 

childhood systems, namely to create “equitable, 

integrated, accessible, inclusive, anti-racist and family- 

centered” early learning services, with a focus on 

ensuring this system meets the needs of pregnant 

people and families with infants and toddlers. 

To reach this goal, the CCOHVS team uses an inclusive, relationship-focused 
approach to build on emerging innovations that are building and changing 
existing systems. Working with local, regional, and state agency partners 
the CCOHVS team provides needed capacity and support to achieve home 
visiting system goals, including ensuring family leadership in home visiting 
system transformation at the state and local levels.

To this end, the CCOHVS team prepared this Learning Brief, which summa-
rizes key principles and practices that Oregon’s Home Visiting System 
Initiatives (HVSI) governance and advisory groups should consider in their 
approaches to engaging families in leadership and decision-making to 
inform and shape home visiting systems change.2024
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Because “family leadership” can take on many meanings and forms 
depending on context, values and interpretation, we want to define key prin-
ciples of family leadership for CCOHVS-focused work in Oregon. We favor 
Ann Ishimaru’s definition2 of family leadership and “equitable collabora-
tion,” which entails a shift in power and decision-making so families with 
young children can meaningfully transform the early learning system. 

One framework that we find particularly useful, and which aligns with 
equitable collaboration, is the Spectrum of Community Engagement 
to Ownership.3 It describes the key features of the ways that families or 
communities are engaged in leadership and decision-making. The CCOHVS 
team proposes that family leadership in home visiting systems should 
embody these principles for transforming the early childhood system at the 
state level for near-term work. At the same time, we recognize the need to 
build the capacity and skills of parents/caregivers—and those of the home 
visiting system and people in professional roles—to increase family-driven 
decision-making, influence and ownership of systems change.

Popular education concepts4 are foundational to the CCOHVS team’s articu-
lation of why family leadership is important to systems change. People who 
are directly impacted by an issue are consequently well positioned to define 
problems that need to be addressed and to develop possible solutions. There 
is value in people who are affected by a common issue sharing their experi-
ences with each other and building collective knowledge and understanding. 

How do we define 

family leadership in 

decision-making?

Why is family 

leadership in 

decision-making 

important?
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The Spectrum of Community Engagement to Ownership 
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This process of critically examining the range of experiences and impacts 
raises the consciousness of participants in the co-learning process while also 
strengthening the possible responses and strategies the group can employ to 
address the issues at hand. Families working in true partnership with people 
in professional roles within human-serving organizations have the potential 
to lead to improved child and family outcomes, as well as the potential to 

“accelerate improvement in outcomes.”6 

In the same way that parents/caregivers can inform improvements to indi-
vidual home visiting programs and coordination with other family support 
services, systems change can benefit from parent/caregiver involvement 
and leadership. For example, a home visiting collaborative group may not 
question the inclusion of pediatric practitioners because they can “point to 
evidence supporting the importance of well-child visits for school readiness” 
and the connection to home visiting programs that help families prepare 
for those visits. Parents are just as necessary to the collaborative effort: 

“Articulating the benefits of parent engagement is equally important — but 
doing so may take some work, requiring a shift from thinking of parents as 
‘participants’ to parents as ‘partners.’”7

Partnering may be particularly important for initiatives focused on 
addressing disparities and inequities in home visiting or early childhood 
system access, utilization and outcomes. In order to understand and 

“Families are most familiar with 

system barriers and the needs that 

services are designed to address. 

Therefore, family engagement can 

also promote the most efficient use 

of resources and can help services 

be more effective at improving 

target outcomes.” 

—KIT STRONG & SARAH CROW (2023)5
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respond to the experiences of systematically marginalized groups, efforts to 
change home visiting systems should engage parents/caregivers with those 
experiences.8

In the context of Oregon’s early childhood and home visiting systems, we 
know that birthing people and parents/caregivers of young children have 
a wide range of experiences in finding early childhood services across 
geographic, cultural and linguistic diversity; accessing services in their 
community; and getting the highest-quality supports based on their needs, 
values and expectations. Families with current or recent experiences navi-
gating the early childhood systems of supports have a range and depth 
of unique and vitally important perspectives to inform equitable systems 
change. Further, parents/caregivers are not only their child’s first teachers 
but are also ideally situated to be their child’s strongest advocates.

Oregon Early Learning Hubs (“Hubs”) are 16 regional organizations that 
coordinate early childhood services across the entire state. As of 2021, Hubs 
were required to form Parent Advisory Councils (PACs) to engage families 
with young children as leaders in decision-making. Individual PACs are 
currently at different stages of implementation and play different roles in 
their region.  

How is Oregon’s 

home visiting 

system engaging 

families in decision- 

making? 
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Hubs engage parents/caregivers in a range of capacities9 as reflected in the 
Spectrum of Community Engagement, including informing, consulting, 
involving, collaborating and, to some extent, deferring to.

Early childhood home visiting programs in Oregon also vary in the degree to 
which families are involved as leaders in decision-making. Some programs 
are contractually or legally required to convene parent/caregiver leadership 
or advisory groups; these include Family Connects Oregon, Family Support 
and Connections, and Early Head Start. Others are not required to have 
parent/caregiver leadership or advisory groups but still prioritize bringing 
families together to share feedback and input, as many relief nursery 
programs do. Also, other home visiting programs may involve families as 
leaders in decision-making in other ways that are specific to their tribal, 
community or organization values.

In summer 2024, the CCOHVS team will issue a comprehensive description 
of specific family engagement strategies and practices used by Hubs and 
home visiting programs.

Although the CCOHVS team continues to seek out additional informa-
tion from other states relating to developing family leadership to inform 
home visiting systems change, we offer two examples below that illustrate 
possible approaches to building statewide parent leadership structures and 
processes.

•	 Michigan’s Home Visiting Initiative (MHVI) convenes Local Leadership 
Groups (LLGs) to “work within their local/regional communities to support 
a comprehensive home visiting system that includes an array of services 
linking pregnant people and young children and their families to supports 
they may need.”10 This includes three regional LLGs as well as eight county 
level LLGs. The stated goals of the LLGs are to help communities under-
stand how the home visiting system is connected, identify opportunities 
for improving home visiting services, and build knowledge of the array of 
home visiting services available. LLGs help parents/caregivers understand 
the home visiting system so that they can choose the best program for 
their family and provide feedback on services. The home visiting system 
benefits from LLGs through increased communication among programs, 
changes in policies and practices, and accountability/feedback loops for 
systems change.11 The MHVI also convenes a Statewide Parent Leaders in 
Home Visiting Group to effect state-level systems change more directly. 
Impacts of parent leadership at the state level include parents gaining new 
knowledge and skills as leaders, applying these skills as stronger advocates 
for their families and in their paid and volunteer work, changing policies 
and practices for governance structures to better support the inclusion 
of parent voice, and improvements in program implementation and 
coordination.12

How are other 

states embracing 

family leadership 

to inform home 

visiting systems 

change?
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•	 North Carolina’s Home Visiting and Parenting Education System 
Collaborative Board convenes a Family Advisory Board (FAB), which 
works with the Collaborative Board toward a shared vision in which “all 
families have access to a range of parenting education supports, from 
the prenatal period to age 8, within a coordinated delivery system, which 
will positively impact parent-child relationships and family and child 
well-being.”13 Eight to 10 parents/caregivers serve as Parent Leaders 
on the FAB, attending two-hour virtual meetings every other month. 
To honor the time and wisdom of parent volunteers, they receive $25 
per hour as compensation. The Collaborative Board and the FAB share 
information bidirectionally: FAB members share ideas and experiences 
with the Collaborative Board, provide input and partner as equals where 
family leaders can “take action, make recommendations, develop ques-
tions, and share updates with the Collaborative Board.”14 Additionally, up 
to three Parent Leaders on the FAB can serve on the Collaborative Board 
and receive additional stipends for participation. The Collaborative Board 
provides staff support to onboard and orient Parent Leaders to the FAB, 
to facilitate FAB meetings and prepare materials, and to serve as a point 
of contact for the FAB between meetings.

Parents/caregivers were critical participants in the planning process that 
designed and articulated the structures of a family engagement framework, 
guiding principles, and conditions for success.15
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•	 Cultivating clarity and shared understanding of goals for engaging fami-
lies as leaders in decision-making. Although members of HVSI leadership 
and advisory groups may share values for family engagement, it could be 
helpful for them to develop near- and long-term goals for family lead-
ership. This could help groups develop and coalesce around a collective 
vision to involve families along the Spectrum of Community Engagement.

•	 Learning about the ways families are currently engaged as local leaders. 
The CCOHVS team is gathering further information on how Hubs and 
home visiting programs are currently engaging families. This includes 
reviewing the state’s array of programs and how they involve families in 
leadership, as well as conducting interviews with parents/caregivers and 
Hub staff who are currently working together through PACs.

•	 Building on or leveraging existing family leadership structures. By 
learning more about successful structures in Oregon and other states, the 
CCOHVS team may be able to identify or create new pathways toward 
state-level decision-making for parents/caregivers who are already serving 
in local leadership roles.

•	 Allocating the necessary resources for family engagement. HVSI govern-
ance and advisory groups should be prepared to allocate staff time and 
funds to support parent/caregiver participation in decision-making 
processes. This may include resources for translation/interpretation, 
transportation, child care, meals, training for parents/caregivers, and 
technology tools. Staff or consultants who would be responsible for parent/
caregiver outreach, facilitation or training should also be well prepared, 
and experienced in working with diverse groups and in helping parents/
caregivers build community and shared power. 

•	 Developing a near-term plan for building relationships with families 
and identifying initial work priorities. This could include shared learning 
among HVSI governance and advisory members based on a review of 
strategic resources for engaging parents/caregivers as leaders, such as 
the Parent and Family Leadership Guidebook (2023),16 the Lessons Learned 
from Oregon’s Early Learning Hubs report on PACs (2022),17 and materials 
developed through similar initiatives in other states. It could be helpful 
for a newly forming parent/caregiver group — or a state-level network of 
parents/caregivers — to have a concrete project to focus on while building 
collaborative relationships (exploring effective community awareness- 
raising and outreach strategies and materials, for example).

The CCOHVS team looks forward to ongoing information-gathering on 
parent/caregiver leadership in Oregon and around the country, particularly in 
summer/fall 2024. We see great potential for authentic family leadership to 
inform state-level changes in the home visiting and early childhood system so 
that all Oregon families with young children can thrive.

What are some 

of the important 

considerations for 

building family 

leadership in 

Oregon’s home 

visiting system

initiative?
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“The PAC [Parent Advisory Council] 

is where we put in the work. We 

put in the brainstorming. We get 

thoughts going and ideas going. And 

we push them up the line [of the Hub] 

and say, ‘Hey, this is what we’d like 

to see more of. What can you do?’ I 

like that feeling of involvement and 

community.”

—OREGON PAC MEMBER
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