Grantee Spotlight

Community Organizing
and Family Issues (COFI)

In the 1980s and 1990s, the prevailing
wisdom in community organizing drew a
narrow circle around who people believed
was capable of leading. People often
attributed power to the loudest voices,
the most visible figures, or those who
already commanded a following. But
beneath that surface, an entire ecosystem
of women organizers was doing the daily,
unglamorous, deeply skilled work of moving
communities forward.

Ellen Schumer, an organizer shaped

by years of experience in community
organizations, labor unions, and political
campaigns, saw the pattern up close.

“There was a certain assumption [that
strong organizers] had gravitas in the
community, were charismatic, and were
forceful speakers,” Schumer said. “It was
basically a male model.”

“They were not looking at the
role that women were playing
in really moving the needle
in schools, local community
systems, and larger policy.”
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Women Leaders in Action emerged as a
direct response to this erasure. In 1990,
Schumer and four other women launched

a leadership training program that worked
to flip the script. Over a year, they trained
80 women leaders from eight Chicago
community organizations, which the women
leaders co-designed'.

“We were saying, ‘No, everybody in the
community has a stake in what works
and what doesn’t,” Schumer said. “These
women that we had engaged were
interested in seeing change on behalf of
their kids and families.”

Women
Leaders in
Action laid the
groundwork
for Community
Organizing
and Family
Issues (COFI)’s
inception.
Today, COFl is
a parent-led
organization
focused on
leadership development, community
organizing, and policy advocacy, powered
primarily by mothers and grandmothers

Ellen Schumer,
Co-Founder and Executive
Director of COFI.




from Black and Brown communities across lllinois.

Schumer is the Co-Founder and Executive
Director of COFI. COFI's founding Sponsoring
Committee included 18 visionary leaders,
including former president and then-community
organizer Barack ObamaZ?. The organization has
built a powerful movement of parent leaders
striving for economic, racial, and social justice for
over 30 years. Chicago Foundation for Women
began funding COFl in 2000 and was an early
supporter of Women Leaders in Action’s work.

Central to COFI’'s mission is The COFI Way, a
revolutionary model of community organizing that
emphasizes the connection between an individual
parent’s struggles and those of the larger
community. The model builds power and capacity
for individuals to solve problems, develops
leaders, and helps parents build organizations
that make a difference in their communities.

The COFI Way has three comprehensive
phases, which take leaders roughly three years
to complete.

The first phase focuses on the individual, the
family, and working together as a team through

an advocacy, organizing, or mutual support
project. Women have formed walking clubs

to improve their health outcomes, supported
each other in learning more about domestic
violence, and pooled funds to create a “tanda,”

or traditional, group saving circle. This phase
counters the traditional leadership model of a
single powerful leader at the top, recognizing that
to succeed, organizers must identify community
needs and solve problems together.

“Leadership is being able to work
with your community, collectively,
toward a collective goal,’
Schumer said. “[ The COFl Way]

turns some of the traditional
leadership training, especially
what was around 30, 40 years
ago, on its head.”

In the second phase, parent leaders intentionally
build relationships and identify community
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campaigns that create positive change for their
children and families. They host a town hall
meeting and work toward a public, community-
driven goal.

Phase three is the advanced leadership training
on policy and systems change. Parent leaders
learn how the legislative process works, hone
their public speaking skills, receive media
training, learn about fundraising tactics, and
receive training on racial equity and working
cross-culturally.

Rosazlia “Ms. Rose” Grillier is a longtime activist
in her Englewood community. She has been
involved with COFI for over 20 years as a parent
peer trainer, where she has traveled the country
and provided training on The COFI Way. Grillier is
also the President-Emeritus of POWER-PAC IL, the

membership organization of COFl-trained parents.

In 2021, CFW awarded the Founders Award to
Ms. Grillier, recognizing her work as a dedicated
community organizer fighting for issues
impacting families.

While she has
trained and
inspired hundreds
of parent leaders
across the country,
Grillier did not
always see herself
as an activist.
Grillier first became
involved with

COFl at a time she
describes as “the most desolate” part of her life.
She had recently been diagnosed with stage four
cancer and was in a state of depression.

Rosazlia "Ms. Rose" Grillier

“Somehow, beneath all of that
angry woman sitting in silence in
one of their meetings, they saw
a leader—one that | couldn’t see
at the time,” Grillier said. “That |
would go from that wheelchair to

the White House and all over the
country letting other parents know
that there’s a leader in them [and]
helping them identify how they
want to operate in it was not in my
wildest dreams.”

Throughout parent leaders’ involvement in COFl,
they grow in confidence and build community.
Crucially, individuals realize they are not alone in
the challenges they face. Although their individual
backgrounds may differ, they can find common
ground through their shared lived experiences
and identify how policies and systems are not
working for themselves, their families, and

their communities.

For Grillier, what differentiates The COFI Way from
traditional organizing models is its ability to meet
individuals where they are and to recognize that
parents’ and grandparents’ caretaking abilities are
skills in themselves.

“It's an expertise that might not be highlighted like
a doctorate degree, but we’re absolutely experts
in our own lives, our community, and our families.
It needs to be respected in that light,” Grillier said.

COFI meets people where they are, regardless of
their background or where they are from.

“We don’t make leaders,” Grillier said. “We help
people identify the leadership within them. Our
model unearths that.”
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Helping parents find the inherent leader

within themselves is integral to bringing lived
experience to the forefront of policy decisions.
This counters the prevalent disrespect and
disregard of the value of lived experiences—
something Grillier has noticed since she began
her advocacy work over two decades ago.

“We are the experts in the things that we’ve
lived through, survived through, tackled, and
championed,” Grillier said.

The community knows the answers, but they are
often not consulted.

“Other people keep trying to reinvent, and all
these failed things happen when, if you had
asked us, we could be onto the next thing,”
Grillier said.

Schumer underscores the constant need to
build community power and bring these voices
to policymakers and decision-making tables to
change systems and policies. Last winter, parent
leaders sat on an lllinois task force to address
children and families’ mental health issues and
the impact of trauma on communities.

Ilinois Familjes
Deserve
a Child Tax Credit

“There were a lot of doctors, psychologists,
psychiatrists, and other ‘experts’ at the table, but
the two moms—one being one of our youngest
moms and the other being a great-grandmother
who has been raising children for 70 years—
brought a different perspective and added

a whole bunch of specific ideas about what
works and what doesn’t, especially with mental
health stigma and how to overcome distrust

of healthcare systems,” Schumer said. “Those
perspectives are not going to be heard without
them at the table.”

While Grillier acknowledges that there is still a
long way to go to address unequitable power
dynamics, COFIl and its partners across the
country have been a “game changer” in getting
stakeholders to value lived experience and the
solutions the communities already hold.

“We’ve changed mindsets with funders, with
legislators,” Grillier said.

This has led to an extensive, ever-growing list of
policy wins for COFIl. From restoring recess for
elementary schoolers in Chicago and replacing
“zero tolerance” language in Chicago Public
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Schools with a restorative justice philosophy to
securing discounted utility rates for low-income
payers and passing minimum wage increases,
COFI parent leaders have implemented
innovative, impactful policy solutions that drive
change in Chicago, lllinois, and nationwide®.

COFI’s Stepping Out of Poverty campaign is one
of the efforts that is most meaningful to Grillier
because it has shaped her life, strengthened

her community, and supported so many others
facing financial hardship. Securing the Children’s
Savings Account, which is a $50 college savings
account for every child born or adopted in lllinois
after 2021, regardless of immigration status, is a
policy win of which Grillier is particularly proud*.

It was a hard-fought battle, and the parent leaders

showed up relentlessly to get the bill passed.

“It says to me, no matter how many roadblocks
are put before you, if you really believe in
something, you know it’'s necessary, and you
keep going, you’re going to get it,” Grillier said.
“It's more than winning a bill. It’s also seeing the
impact. That’s what these kinds of partnerships
and collaborations bring.”

Schumer highlights that COFI and its partners
have helped the philanthropic sector understand
the importance of lived experience, community
organizing, and leadership development in
policy change.
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“[Some] funders will say, ‘We fund policy advocacy.
We don’t fund community organizing,” Schumer
said. “You can’t effectively do one without the
other”

Since 2020, however, Schumer has noticed a shift
following the racial justice reckoning after George
Floyd’s murder.

“A lot of that was a shift within foundations

more clearly understanding the potential role

of community voice and our mother leaders,”
Schumer said. “We were making that case steadily
over the years.”

Despite these improvements, Schumer
acknowledges that the funding landscape today is
more difficult than it has been for a while.

“There are a lot of nonprofits that are taking such
a big hit from federal funding, and that puts more
pressure on philanthropy overall,” Schumer said.
“[Sustained funding] is a constant battle.”

Despite challenges in the current landscape, the
families and mothers Schumer works with continue
to give her hope.

“It's the resilience and the determination to not take
no for an answer, to not let their family be trampled
on, [and] to protect their children,” Schumer said.
“They’re not going to back down. They’re not going
to stop organizing.”
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