
Family Advocacy 101 Toolkit

A quick guide to help you speak up, use your voice, and support your child and family.

1. What Is Advocacy?

Advocacy means speaking up to support your needs, your child’s needs, or the needs of  others.

Types of  Advocacy:

Self-Advocacy: Speaking up for yourself.

Individual Advocacy: Advocating for your child or family.

Peer/Community Advocacy: Helping other families navigate systems.

Systems Advocacy: Working to change policies or how services are delivered.

👉 All forms of  advocacy matter.

 Your voice helps create change at home, at school, and in your community.

2. Why Advocacy Matters

Advocacy helps you:

Make sure your child’s needs are heard

Speak up with confidence in meetings

Change policies and practices

Support other families

Become part of  decisions that affect your child

Your lived experience gives you wisdom and insight that systems cannot create on their

own.

3. Advocacy Is NOT

Yelling or being aggressive

Complaining on social media

Blaming people or naming individuals

Staying silent and hoping things change

A competition or something “only professionals

do”

4. Advocacy IS

Raising awareness

Asking questions

Giving feedback

Joining meetings, PTO/PTA, or advisory boards

Sharing experiences to help others

Learning your rights

Building relationships

Using your story to create change



5. Lived Experience

Your real-life experience navigating systems:

Builds trust and connection

Helps other families feel understood

Reduces stigma

Opens doors to peer support roles

Creates meaningful system change

👉 Your story is a powerful tool.

6. What Is a Family Peer Advocate (FPA)?

An FPA is someone who:

Has lived experience navigating child-serving systems

Supports parents through education, empowerment, and

guidance

Helps families build advocacy skills

Offers emotional support and system knowledge

Helps improve outcomes for families

7. Effective Communication Tips

Use these to be heard in meetings and conversations:

Be clear and calm

Use facts and feelings

Write down concerns and strengths

Prepare questions ahead of  time

Safe

Respectful

Protects your family

What it IS NOT

Venting

Over-sharing

Naming/blaming individuals or agencies

Unfiltered or emotionally unsafe

Focuses on lessons, not

details

Helps systems improve

Inspires others

8. Strategic Sharing

Sharing your story with purpose.

What it IS

Listen actively

Watch body language

Ask for clarification

Stay respectful and focused

Use the FILTER:

What’s my message?

Who is the audience?

Is anything unsafe to share?

How can I make this helpful?



9. Meet the Commonly Known Systems

Families often interact with:

Education

Mental Health

Behavioral Health

Developmental Disabilities

Healthcare

Child Welfare

Juvenile Justice

       Knowing what each does helps you feel more confident and prepared.

Who oversees them:

Department of  Education (NYSED)

Office of  Mental Health (NYSOMH)

Office of  Addiction Services and Supports (OASAS)

Office for People with Developmental Disabilities (OPWDD)

State Department of  Health (NYSDOH)

Office of  Children and Family Services (OCFS)

Office of  Children and Family Services (OCFS)

Natural Supports

People you know personally—friends, relatives, neighbors, coworkers, other parents, mentors.

Formal Supports

Professionals—school staff, therapists, doctors, care managers, FPAs, DSS workers.

My Team: _______________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

10. Building Your Support Team

Before the meeting:

Ask for the purpose and who’s attending

Review your rights

Gather documentation

Write down strengths, concerns, and goals

Prepare questions

Practice what you want to say

11. Preparing for a Meeting

During the meeting:

Bring a support person

Stay calm and clear

Take notes

Ask for copies

Request clarification



12. Getting Involved

Parents create change by:

Joining your school’s Parent Teacher Organization (PTO)

Serving on advisory boards

Sharing feedback or filling out surveys

Attending community forums

Helping other parents

Becoming a Family Peer Advocate

One step I’ll take this month:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

13. Resources

NYS Department of  Health (NYSDOH) – health.ny.gov

NYS Office of  Mental Health (NYSOMH) – omh.ny.gov

Office of  Addiction Services and Supports (OASAS) – oasas.ny.gov

NYS Department of  Education (NYSED) – nysed.gov

Office for People with Developmental Disabilities (OPWDD)-- opwdd.ny.gov 

Families Together in NYS(FTNYS) – ftnys.org

Family-Run Executive Director Leadership Association (FREDLA) – fredla.org

National Federation of  Families (NFF) – ffcmh.org

⭐ You Are Your Child’s Best Advocate ⭐ 

Thank you for showing up, learning new skills, and using your voice.

 Change starts with parents—and families like yours shape stronger systems every day!


