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Systems that Serve:
Parents and Communities
at the Center

Participatory
Governance in
Action

The Connecticut OEC
Parent Cabinet

Early childhood systems, from child care and early learning to

public benefits and health care, shape the well-being of young Parent Cabinet members have shaped OEC

children from birth to age five. Yet without input from the programs and practices across divisions:
families these systems are designed to serve, systems risk

building policies based on assumptions rather than lived » Family Support Division: Members
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awardees and brought an authentic

The Connecticut Office of Early Childhood (OEC) launched its parent perspective to a statewide

Parent Cabinet in late 2021 to address this gap. Designed as a

fatherhood conference.

diverse, parent-led advisory group, the Cabinet elevates parents * Child Care and Development Fund:

. . . . . Cabinet members helped distribute more
and caregivers as partners in shaping policies and practices to be

. T : than 1,000 postcards to families about a
more responsive to families' lived experiences and needs.

new parent portal, making complex
Since 2023, Third Sector has served as a strategic partner to the systems more accessible.
« Birth to Three Division: Parents co-led

OEC and the Parent Cabinet, strengthening and building a

participatory governance structure that embeds family voice into subcommittees and participated in the

how the state designs and delivers early childhood policy. This Interagency Coordinating Council,
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cohort, selecting 15 members established as a statutory
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representing all six regions of advisory body through
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Connecticut. in 2023.




What Changed?

Practices: Parent input has directly shaped how OEC operates internally and externally
« Connecticut passed Public Act 23-160, formally establishing the Cabinet as a statutory advisory body and requiring OEC to compensate members
and embed family voice in budget and policy processes.
« OEC hired a dedicated Statewide Parent Cabinet Coordinator and developed Standard Operating Procedures for onboarding and recruitment.
« The Cabinet's governance committee uses multiple co-chairs to normalize shared facilitation.

« The statewide parent and caregiver survey was adapted with multiple languages and COV|D-specific content.
- A quarterly feedback loop between OEC |leadership and Cabinet representatives has been instituted.

People: Trust-building has been the foundation of the Cabinet's relational shifts
- Asone Cabinet member reflected, "Our voices were really heard. And that made it that much easier when talking to families. You could really speak
from a place of truth.”
- OEC staff shifted from viewing parents as service recipients to viewing them as partners integral to program design
« Open communication now welcomes and relies on parent critique.

Perspectives: Parent and staff roles have fundamentally shifted in how the OEC designs and delivers early
childhood policy

- Parents began to see themselves as leaders with expertise.
- Asone member shared, "l didn't know there was a space for parent leadership until | joined the Parent Cabinet. | never knew how much parent

engagement mattered and how parents vocalizing what they need is so important.”

« These mindset shifts are being embedded into how OEC functions day to day, laying the groundwork for authentic, systemic collaboration
between families and state government.

Are you ready to
Innovate your services?

Third Sector provides technical assistance that goes beyond changes to policies and practices

and includes changes to culture and mindsets critical for sustaining long-term systems change.

- Practices and Policies:

Third Sector analyzes internal systems and feedback loops, develops standard operating
procedures and governance tools, and helps agencies build the infrastructure needed to embed
family voice into everyday operations.

- People:

Third Sector strengthens relationships between government agencies and the families they serve,
deepening trust and creating collaborative spaces where parents and staff can work together as
genuine partners in decisionmaking.

- Perspectives:

Third Sector supports agency staff and leaders in shifting from seeing families as recipients of
services to recognizing them as co-designers and experts in their own lived experience, expanding
who has a voice in shaping policy.
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