
Policy & Systems Change

Five Steps of the COFI Way (English)

1. Build relationships of trust among parents 
across communities
COFI trains and organizes parents in many settings and 
many neighborhoods. Then, we bring together graduates 
of COFI’s two-year intensive program. These parents 
are leaders. They have learned to set and achieve goals 
for themselves and their families. They have worked 
in teams with other parents and community members.
And they have made things happen in local schools and
communities.

The	first	step	towards	policy	and	system	change	is	build-
ing deep and trusting relationships among truly diverse 
parents. We face the reality that, for many, life experi-
ences have made it risky to step outside their trusted 
circles. We use the astonishing power of sharing personal 
and family stories, getting to know each other parent-to-
parent, and sharing hopes and dreams to sow the seeds for 
common ground across neighborhood, racial and ethnic, 
and language and cultural divides. COFI creates a safe 
space and a positive process where trust and community 
can grow.

2. Parents create a shared vision and focus on
positive change
Out of their shared stories and leadership experience, 
parents identify common struggles and challenges. They 
talk through what they believe needs to change to make 
a difference in their lives, families, and communities. 
The issues they take on resonate in their own lives and 
experiences. To date, parents’ campaigns include access 
to early learning, refashioning neighborhood schools 
into community centers, eliminating punitive discipline
that	pushes	kids	out	of	school,	and	fighting	for	the	basic	
right to recess for all children. Through dialogue and 
deliberation around a table of trust, parent leaders build 
a shared vision for positive change.

3. Parents do their own research to inform 
recommendations for policy and systems 
change
The problems are big and the solutions are complex, but 
COFI’s central premise is that parents themselves know
best what will really work. Our successes rely on the fact 
that parents themselves often have the most creative and 
down-to-earth ways of solving complicated issues. We 
invest in parents taking the lead in research, and they dig 
deep	to	understand	and	define	tough	problems.	Eventu-
ally, parents articulate what needs to change in bigger 
systems and public policies to really have an impact on 
their children and communities. 

 Research and recommendations develop through parent-
to-parent and door-to-door conversations to collect 
data and deeply understand the problems. Parents build 
relationships with professional advocates and experts 
working on the issues to gather a range of perspectives. 
They use COFI’s unique “Web of Support” exercise to 
do strategic planning and power analysis. As a result, 
parents identify recommendations for “what needs to 
change.”

4. Parents build relationships with policymakers
who can influence decisions
Parents, following their own instincts, have intention-
ally built relationships with “insiders,” many of whom
become allies and even champions. Parents win this kind 
of support through organizing meetings that begin with
sharing their personal stories related to the issue at hand. 
Then, they present their research and recommendations
for policy changes that are fresh, innovative, and deeply 
informed by real people. Rather than coming in confron-
tationally with a set of demands, parents believe that
decision makers need to listen and hear them out. Deep
connections are made. Sometimes people in power have 
personal experiences not so different from the parents,
perhaps growing up in the same communities, or raising 
their own children in challenging circumstances. Work-
ing hand-in-hand with insider champions—while still
keeping outside pressure on them whenever needed—
parents negotiate innovative solutions and ultimately
help implement them. These insider relationships have
proven to be key to the success of the parent-led policy
change.

5. Parents win, implement innovative and
successful solutions… and the circle of policy
change continues

 Winning on an issue is really another beginning in the
policy change process. For parents, implementation
matters and often their innovative solutions depend upon 
parents working on the execution of new programs. Thus 
there is an even deeper engagement of parents in the
system; they become the on-the-ground, go-to experts
on the issues that matter to families.

 The circle of policy change continues. Parents go back
to their system insider allies and bring new insights,
pushing the work further along. Parents take on more and 
more campaigns as they win and move on to something
new, while continuing the intentional work of bringing
more and more parents into the the COFI leadership
development process.Th

e 
CO

FI
 w

ay
 t

o 
po

lic
y 

an
d 

sy
st

em
s 

ch
an

ge
, s

te
p 

by
 s

te
p 

1
2

3
B

u
il

d
 r

e
la

ti
o

n
sh

ip
s 

 
o

f 
tr

u
st

 a
m

o
n
g
 p

a
re

n
ts

  
a
cr

o
ss

 c
o

m
m

u
n
it

ie
s

C
O

FI
 t

ra
in

s 
an

d 
or

ga
n

iz
es

 p
ar

en
ts

 in
 m

an
y 

se
tt

in
gs

 a
n

d 
m

an
y 

n
ei

gh
bo

rh
oo

ds
. T

h
en

,  
w

e 
br

in
g 

to
ge

th
er

 g
ra

du
at

es
 o

f 
C

O
FI

’s
 t

w
o-

ye
ar

 in
te

n
si

ve
 p

ro
gr

am
. T

h
es

e 
pa

re
n

ts
 a

re
 

le
ad

er
s.

 T
h

ey
 h

av
e 

le
ar

n
ed

 t
o 

se
t 

an
d 

ac
h

ie
ve

 
go

al
s 

fo
r 

th
em

se
lv

es
 a

n
d 

th
ei

r 
fa

m
ili

es
. T

h
ey

 
h

av
e 

w
or

ke
d 

in
 t

ea
m

s 
w

it
h

 o
th

er
 p

ar
en

ts
 

an
d 

co
m

m
u

n
it

y 
m

em
be

rs
. A

n
d 

th
ey

 h
av

e 
m

ad
e 

th
in

gs
 h

ap
p

en
 in

 lo
ca

l s
ch

oo
ls

 a
n

d 
co

m
m

u
n

it
ie

s.
 

T
h

e 
fi

rs
t 

st
ep

 t
ow

ar
ds

 p
ol

ic
y 

an
d 

sy
st

em
 

ch
an

ge
 is

 b
u

ild
in

g 
de

ep
 a

n
d 

tr
u

st
in

g 
re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
s 

am
on

g 
tr

u
ly

 d
iv

er
se

 p
ar

en
ts

. 
W

e 
fa

ce
 t

h
e 

re
al

it
y 

th
at

, f
or

 m
an

y,
 li

fe
 

ex
p

er
ie

n
ce

s 
h

av
e 

m
ad

e 
it

 r
is

ky
 t

o 
st

ep
 

ou
ts

id
e 

th
ei

r 
tr

u
st

ed
 c

ir
cl

es
. W

e 
u

se
 t

h
e 

as
to

n
is

h
in

g 
p

ow
er

 o
f 

sh
ar

in
g 

p
er

so
n

al
 

an
d 

fa
m

ily
 s

to
ri

es
, g

et
ti

n
g 

to
 k

n
ow

 e
ac

h
 

ot
h

er
 p

ar
en

t-
to

-p
ar

en
t, 

an
d 

sh
ar

in
g 

h
op

es
 

an
d 

dr
ea

m
s 

to
 s

ow
 t

h
e 

se
ed

s 
fo

r 
co

m
m

on
 

gr
ou

n
d 

ac
ro

ss
 n

ei
gh

bo
rh

oo
d,

 r
ac

ia
l a

n
d 

et
h

n
ic

, a
n

d 
la

n
gu

ag
e 

an
d 

cu
lt

u
ra

l d
iv

id
es

. 
C

O
FI

 c
re

at
es

 a
 s

af
e 

sp
ac

e 
an

d 
a 

po
si

ti
ve

 
pr

oc
es

s 
w

he
re

 t
ru

st
 a

nd
 c

om
m

un
it

y 
ca

n 
gr

ow
.  

 

P
a
re

n
ts

 d
o

 t
h
e

ir
 o

w
n
 

re
se

a
rc

h
 t

o
 i

n
fo

rm
 

re
co

m
m

e
n
d
a
ti

o
n
s 

fo
r 

p
o

li
cy

 
a
n
d
 s

ys
te

m
s 

ch
a
n
g
e

 

T
h

e 
pr

ob
le

m
s 

ar
e 

bi
g 

an
d 

th
e 

so
lu

ti
on

s 
ar

e 
co

m
pl

ex
, b

u
t 

C
O

FI
’s

 c
en

tr
al

 p
re

m
is

e 
is

 t
h

at
 p

ar
en

ts
 t

he
m

se
lv

es
 k

no
w

 b
es

t w
ha

t 
w

ill
 r

ea
lly

 w
or

k.
 O

u
r 

su
cc

es
se

s 
re

ly
 o

n
 

th
e 

fa
ct

 t
h

at
 p

ar
en

ts
 t

h
em

se
lv

es
 o

ft
en

 
h

av
e 

th
e 

m
os

t 
cr

ea
ti

ve
 a

n
d 

do
w

n
-t

o-
ea

rt
h

 w
ay

s 
of

 s
ol

vi
n

g 
co

m
pl

ic
at

ed
 

is
su

es
. W

e 
in

ve
st

 in
 p

ar
en

ts
 t

ak
in

g 
th

e 
le

ad
 in

 r
es

ea
rc

h
, a

n
d 

th
ey

 d
ig

 d
ee

p 
to

 
u

n
de

rs
ta

n
d 

an
d 

de
fi

n
e 

to
u

gh
 p

ro
bl

em
s.

 
Ev

en
tu

al
ly

, p
ar

en
ts

 a
rt

ic
u

la
te

 w
h

at
 n

ee
ds

 
to

 c
h

an
ge

 in
 b

ig
ge

r 
sy

st
em

s 
an

d 
pu

bl
ic

 
p

ol
ic

ie
s 

to
 r

ea
lly

 h
av

e 
an

 im
pa

ct
 o

n
 t

h
ei

r 
ch

ild
re

n
 a

n
d 

co
m

m
u

n
it

ie
s.

 

R
es

ea
rc

h
 a

n
d 

re
co

m
m

en
da

ti
on

s 
de

ve
lo

p 
th

ro
u

gh
 p

ar
en

t-
to

-p
ar

en
t 

an
d 

do
or

-t
o-

do
or

 c
on

ve
rs

at
io

n
s 

to
 c

ol
le

ct
 d

at
a 

an
d 

de
ep

ly
 u

n
de

rs
ta

n
d 

th
e 

pr
ob

le
m

s.
 P

ar
en

ts
 

bu
ild

 r
el

at
io

n
sh

ip
s 

w
it

h
 p

ro
fe

ss
io

n
al

 
ad

vo
ca

te
s 

an
d 

ex
p

er
ts

 w
or

ki
n

g 
on

 t
h

e 
is

su
es

 t
o 

ga
th

er
 a

 r
an

ge
 o

f 
p

er
sp

ec
ti

ve
s.

 
T

h
ey

 u
se

 C
O

FI
’s

 u
n

iq
u

e 
“W

eb
 o

f 
Su

pp
or

t”
 e

xe
rc

is
e 

to
 d

o 
st

ra
te

gi
c 

pl
an

n
in

g 
an

d 
p

ow
er

 a
n

al
ys

is
. A

s 
a 

re
su

lt
, 

pa
re

n
ts

 id
en

ti
fy

 r
ec

om
m

en
da

ti
on

s 
fo

r 
“w

h
at

 n
ee

ds
 t

o 
ch

an
ge

.”

P
a
re

n
ts

 c
re

a
te

 a
 s

h
a
re

d
 

vi
si

o
n
 a

n
d
 f

o
cu

s 
o

n
 

p
o

si
ti

ve
 c

h
a
n
g
e

  

O
u

t 
of

 t
h

ei
r 

sh
ar

ed
 s

to
ri

es
 a

n
d 

le
ad

er
sh

ip
 e

xp
er

ie
n

ce
, p

ar
en

ts
 

id
en

ti
fy

 c
om

m
on

 s
tr

u
gg

le
s 

an
d 

ch
al

le
n

ge
s.

 T
h

ey
 t

al
k 

th
ro

u
gh

 w
h

at
 

th
ey

 b
el

ie
ve

 n
ee

ds
 t

o 
ch

an
ge

 t
o 

m
ak

e 
a 

di
ff

er
en

ce
 in

 t
h

ei
r 

liv
es

, f
am

ili
es

, 
an

d 
co

m
m

u
n

it
ie

s.
 T

h
e 

is
su

es
 t

h
ey

 
ta

ke
 o

n
 r

es
on

at
e 

in
 t

h
ei

r 
ow

n
 li

ve
s 

an
d 

ex
p

er
ie

n
ce

s.
 T

o 
da

te
, p

ar
en

ts
’ 

ca
m

pa
ig

n
s 

in
cl

u
de

 a
cc

es
s 

to
 e

ar
ly

 
le

ar
n

in
g,

 r
ef

as
h

io
n

in
g 

n
ei

gh
bo

rh
oo

d 
sc

h
oo

ls
 in

to
 c

om
m

u
n

it
y 

ce
n

te
rs

, 
el

im
in

at
in

g 
pu

n
it

iv
e 

di
sc

ip
lin

e 
th

at
 p

u
sh

es
 k

id
s 

ou
t 

of
 s

ch
oo

l, 
an

d 
fi

gh
ti

n
g 

fo
r 

th
e 

ba
si

c 
ri

gh
t 

to
 r

ec
es

s 
fo

r 
al

l c
h

ild
re

n
. T

h
ro

u
gh

 d
ia

lo
gu

e 
an

d 
de

lib
er

at
io

n
 a

ro
u

n
d 

a 
ta

bl
e 

of
 t

ru
st

, 
pa

re
n

t 
le

ad
er

s 
bu

ild
 a

 s
h

ar
ed

 v
is

io
n

 
fo

r 
po

si
ti

ve
 c

ha
ng

e.
 *

6

? *
?

5
4

P
a
re

n
ts

 w
in

, 
im

p
le

m
e

n
t 

in
n
o

va
ti

ve
 

a
n
d
 s

u
cc

e
ss

fu
l 

so
lu

ti
o

n
s…

 
a
n
d
 t

h
e

 c
ir

cl
e

 o
f 

p
o

li
cy

 c
h
a
n
g
e

 
co

n
ti

n
u

e
s

W
in

ni
ng

 o
n 

an
 is

su
e 

is
 r

ea
lly

 a
no

th
er

 b
eg

in
ni

ng
 in

 th
e 

po
lic

y 
ch

an
ge

 p
ro

ce
ss

. F
or

 p
ar

en
ts

, i
m

p
le

m
en

ta
ti

on
 

m
at

te
rs

 a
n

d
 o

ft
en

 t
h

ei
r 

in
n

ov
at

iv
e 

so
lu

ti
on

s 
de

p
en

d
 

u
p

on
 p

ar
en

ts
 w

or
ki

n
g 

on
 t

h
e 

ex
ec

u
ti

on
 o

f 
n

ew
 

pr
og

ra
m

s.
 T

hu
s 

th
er

e 
is

 a
n

 e
ve

n
 d

ee
p

er
 e

n
ga

ge
m

en
t 

of
 

p
ar

en
ts

 in
 t

h
e 

sy
st

em
; t

h
ey

 b
ec

om
e 

th
e 

on
-t

h
e-

gr
ou

n
d

, 
go

-t
o 

ex
p

er
ts

 o
n

 t
h

e 
is

su
es

 t
h

at
 m

at
te

r 
to

 fa
m

ili
es

. 

T
h

e 
ci

rc
le

 o
f 

p
ol

ic
y 

ch
an

ge
 c

on
ti

n
u

es
. P

ar
en

ts
 g

o 
ba

ck
 

to
 t

h
ei

r 
sy

st
em

 in
si

de
r 

al
lie

s 
an

d
 b

ri
n

g 
n

ew
 in

si
gh

ts
, 

p
u

sh
in

g 
th

e 
w

or
k 

fu
rt

h
er

 a
lo

n
g.

 P
ar

en
ts

 t
ak

e 
on

 m
or

e 
an

d
 m

or
e 

ca
m

p
ai

gn
s 

as
 t

h
ey

 w
in

 a
n

d
 m

ov
e 

on
 t

o 
so

m
et

h
in

g 
n

ew
, w

h
ile

 c
on

ti
n

u
in

g 
th

e 
in

te
n

ti
on

al
 w

or
k 

of
 b

ri
n

gi
n

g 
m

or
e 

an
d

 m
or

e 
p

ar
en

ts
 in

to
 t

h
e 

th
e 

C
O

FI
 

le
ad

er
sh

ip
 d

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

pr
oc

es
s.

P
a
re

n
ts

 b
u

il
d
 r

e
la

ti
o

n
sh

ip
s 

w
it

h
  

p
o

li
cy

m
a
k
e

rs
 w

h
o

 c
a
n
 i

n
fl

u
e

n
ce

 d
e

ci
si

o
n
s 

Pa
re

n
ts

, f
ol

lo
w

in
g 

th
ei

r 
ow

n
 in

st
in

ct
s,

 h
av

e 
in

te
n

ti
on

al
ly

 
bu

ilt
 r

el
at

io
n

sh
ip

s 
w

it
h

 “
in

si
de

rs
,” 

m
an

y 
of

 w
h

om
 b

ec
om

e 
al

lie
s 

an
d 

ev
en

 c
h

am
pi

on
s.

 P
ar

en
ts

 w
in

 t
h

is
 k

in
d

 o
f 

su
pp

or
t 

th
ro

u
gh

 o
rg

an
iz

in
g 

m
ee

ti
n

gs
 t

h
at

 b
eg

in
 w

it
h

 s
h

ar
in

g 
th

ei
r 

p
er

so
n

al
 s

to
ri

es
 r

el
at

ed
 t

o 
th

e 
is

su
e 

at
 h

an
d

. T
h

en
, t

h
ey

 
pr

es
en

t 
th

ei
r 

re
se

ar
ch

 a
n

d 
re

co
m

m
en

da
ti

on
s 

fo
r 

p
ol

ic
y 

ch
an

ge
s 

th
at

 a
re

 fr
es

h
, i

n
n

ov
at

iv
e,

 a
n

d 
de

ep
ly

 in
fo

rm
ed

 b
y 

re
al

 p
eo

pl
e.

 R
at

h
er

 t
h

an
 c

om
in

g 
in

 c
on

fr
on

ta
ti

on
al

ly
 w

it
h

 
a 

se
t 

of
 d

em
an

ds
, p

ar
en

ts
 b

el
ie

ve
 t

h
at

 d
ec

is
io

n
 m

ak
er

s 
n

ee
d

 
to

 li
st

en
 a

n
d 

h
ea

r 
th

em
 o

u
t. 

D
ee

p 
co

n
n

ec
ti

on
s 

ar
e 

m
ad

e.
 

So
m

et
im

es
 p

eo
pl

e 
in

 p
ow

er
 h

av
e 

p
er

so
n

al
 e

xp
er

ie
n

ce
s 

n
ot

 s
o 

di
ff

er
en

t 
fr

om
 t

h
e 

pa
re

n
ts

, p
er

h
ap

s 
gr

ow
in

g 
u

p
 in

 t
h

e 
sa

m
e 

co
m

m
u

n
it

ie
s,

 o
r 

ra
is

in
g 

th
ei

r 
ow

n
 c

h
ild

re
n

 in
 c

h
al

le
n

gi
n

g 
ci

rc
u

m
st

an
ce

s.
 

W
or

ki
n

g 
h

an
d-

in
-h

an
d 

w
it

h
 in

si
de

r 
ch

am
p

io
n

s—
w

h
ile

 s
ti

ll 
ke

ep
in

g 
ou

ts
id

e 
pr

es
su

re
 o

n
 t

h
em

 w
h

en
ev

er
 n

ee
de

d
—

p
ar

en
ts

 
n

eg
ot

ia
te

 in
n

ov
at

iv
e 

so
lu

ti
on

s 
an

d 
u

lt
im

at
el

y 
h

el
p

 im
p

le
m

en
t 

th
em

. T
he

se
 in

si
de

r 
re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
s 

ha
ve

 p
ro

ve
n 

to
 b

e 
ke

y 
to

 th
e 

su
cc

es
s 

of
 th

e 
pa

re
nt

-l
ed

 p
ol

ic
y 

ch
an

ge
.

Th
e 

CO
FI

 w
ay

 t
o 

po
lic

y 
an

d 
sy

st
em

s 
ch

an
ge

, s
te

p 
by

 s
te

p

*
? *

*
7

©
 C

om
m

un
ity

 O
rg

an
iz

in
g 

an
d 

Fa
m

ily
 Is

su
es

 (C
O

FI
); 

(3
12

) 2
26

-5
14

1;
 w

w
w

.c
ofi

on
lin

e.
or

g




