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ITERATIVE STRUCTURE
The iterative structure for co-design allows for longitudinal and in-depth engagement 
with community stakeholders which allows for the emergence of insights that would be 
inaccessible through other methods, regardless of investment of resources or time. This 
structure is rigorous enough to move the work forward while being open enough to allow for 
unexpected insights to emerge which is critically important when looking for co-designer’s 
experiences to drive the process. 

Each iteration informs the focus and scope of the next (following co-designer’s lead), but 
there are general priorities that should be covered in each iteration. This guide outlines a 
general co-design sequence, but this process and number of iterations will depend the 
project scope, objectives, and timeline.
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PRIMARY OBJECTIVE(S)

MDHEQ CO-DESIGN BRIEF

DESIGN PROBLEM

PROJECT SPECIFICS

KEY STAKEHOLDERS

To craft and facilitate a co-design project to address health disparities in 
nutrition and support the development of an equitable community 
engagement framework that can be shared with MDHEQ members and 
stakeholders. 

Minnesota has the largest health disparities in the country. According to the 
Wilder Foundation, “Black and Hispanic/Latino Minnesotans reported food 
insecurity at more than double the rate of White residents (83% of Black 
residents and 70% of Hispanic residents, compared to 32% of White residents).” 
When surveyed, MDHEQ members cited “limited access to nutritional food” as 
the primary driver of health inequalities related to nutrition. Yet, access is not as 
simple as geographical proximity to nutritious food as several studies have 
shown. The MDHEQ co-design effort will engage with those facing persistent 
food insecurity to better understand (and design for) the full and dynamic 
definition of “access” to healthy food, including geography, cost, cultural eating 
habits, preparation and storage limitations, competing commitments, and 
others.

A co-design structure is an iterative sequence of in-person (or virtual) studio 
sessions where a diverse collection of community co-designers (who are all 
professionally compensated) come together and collectively interpret 
information and insights as well as co-develop and test promising solution 
concepts. 

Each studio is followed by independent exploration sprints where co-designers 
can engage, collect insights, and develop ideas within their trusted networks 
(friends, families, neighbors, co-workers etc.) and bring those things back to the 
next studio and so on. This allows each co-designer to have trusted and in-depth 
explorations and conversations with community members that are often 
unreachable through other means. Additionally, this approach allows us to 
uncover perspectives that might not be represented in our “existing” networks. 

Considerations:
§ Elderly living on fixed income
§ Single mothers
§ Un/under-housed
§ Transition aged (college)
§ Urban and rural representation
§ Currently utilizing food resources
§ Not currently utilizing food 

resources
§ Does not have relationship with

clinician/health system
§ PCA and/or social workers

CULTURE OF HEALTH BY DESIGN
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Job Description
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Photo/video Releases (if applicable)
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Co-Design Sessions



Iteration 1
Pre-sessions check-ins 

Co-designers to get to know each other and build familiarity with 
the project, project team, expectations and timeline. 

Learn about 1) project priorities and proposed outcomes, 2) 
Identify interview approach and community members to interview 
during first sprint, and 3) review and practice interview approaches 
and documentation.

First conversations focused on getting a broad understanding of 
perspectives and experiences related to the project challenge.
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“Conversation Starter” Questions 
Use the questions below to start and support your conversations. Remember, you do not need to ask 
every question, but try to use at least 4 of them. 
Key Questions: 

 
1. What have you found to be the most important parts of running a successful child care?  

• Who or what has been most helpful in supporting your ability to run a successful child care? 
Why? 

• Who or what was most supportive when you were getting started in child care? Why? 
 

2. Who or what do you rely on for trusted information/support as a child care provider? Why? 
• How did you find these people or resources? 
• How do you know when you are connecting with a trusted person/support? How do you 

know when you are not? 
 

3. What do you know now that you wish you would have known when you started in this profession or 
what would be your most important advice you would share with someone just getting into the 
profession? Why?  
 

4. Besides starting a child care, what part of your career did you find most difficult (what part did you 
seek the most support)? Why?  
 

5. Describe the most valuable mentorship you have received in your career (if applicable). What 
specifically made this mentorship so valuable? 
 

6. How, if at all, have you supported other child care providers in the past? What do you feel other 
providers found most supportive?  
 

7. What has been the biggest barriers to supporting other providers? Why? 

 

Tips for your conversations 
ü The intent is to stimulate stories and ideas from the participant, not to get through the list of questions.  
ü Try not to think of solutions during your conversations, instead be curious and ask follow-up questions. 
ü Probe deeper (tell me more about that, what was that like for you, can you remember a time when…).  
ü Do allow for silence. Your participants may need time to think and reflect. 
ü Don’t suggest answers to your questions. Absorb what participants say and how they say it. Don’t think 

about next question. 
ü Just jot down the most important ideas/comments while talking – you do not need to have a full 

transcript of the conversation. 
 

Capture & Synthesize 
Take notes during your conversations/observations/diagraming, but do not let it take away from your 
conversation. You do not need to write down everything you hear, only the things you feel to be most 



Iteration 2
Co-designers, project leadership come together to share 
insights/feedback from first conversations.

Group synthesizes feedback into priority areas/themes and 
determine whose perspectives might be missing/might lend unique 
insights.

Facilitators & project team develop 2nd round discussion guide 
based on group’s themes/priorities.

One-on-one check-ins.
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OVERVIEW 
At design studio #2, you all shared information gathered during the first round of community 
conversations. The following themes were identified as the most consistent themes/concepts 
for further exploration and prioritization. In preparation for our next design session, please 
review this document and then hold 3 more conversations (you can interview some of the same 
people you did the first round but try to talk to at least 1 new person).  
 

1. EMERGING DESIGN CONCEPTS/THEMES 
Review the following themes to explore further (see instructions above). Note: the 
themes/concepts below are defined for internal use (so that we are all on the same page). For 
your interviews, please feel free to frame the theme/concept in the ways that make sense to you 
– for example, instead of “Balance and Support” you might ask about experiences when people 
did “self-care”. 
 
Explore the following: 

1. Mentorship – Mentorship networks have the potential to ease people into the field 
avoiding exhausting trial and error and more easily navigating what can feel like legal 
landmines. However, many noted that there was a lack of community, no ‘safe place to 
land’, a sense of competitiveness with other providers, and no way to try out childcare 
before starting your own. Alternatively, some found community through in-person 
trainings, Facebook groups, or other virtual communities, innovative county-based peer 
support networks, and noted that people would stay in the field if there were more 
support. A successful mentorship program not only has to provide useful information, 
but it must also be trusted, collaborative, proactive, and flexible to meet each provider’s 
unique business and personal needs. 

a. For those who have found community or support through in-person trainings, 
what made it possible? How do you stay in contact (if at all)? What kind of 
support did you give or receive from those you connected with?  
 

b. If you have connected virtually with other providers on Facebook or through 
another channel, how did it work? What was most useful (e.g. positing 
questions and receiving answers, seeing other’s questions, connecting with 
individuals (virtually or later in person), sharing stressors even if no one is able 
to point to a solution)?  

 
c. Have you shadowed or allowed others to shadow you in the past? What do you 

feel was most important about those experiences? Would you be open to 
having people shadow or observe in your childcare? Why or why not?  

 
d. Have you ever felt a sense of competitiveness with other providers? Where do 

you think that comes from and what could help you or others feel open to 
sharing information or resources?  

 
 

 
And explore at least 1 of the following: 



Iteration 3
Co-designers, project leadership come together to share 
insights/feedback focused on prioritizing and contextualizing 
themes from second iteration.

Begin developing guiding principles for successful solutions.

Facilitators & project team develop 3rd round discussion guide 
based on group’s themes/priorities.

One-on-one check-ins.
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EMERGING PEER MENTORSHIP MODELS 
Review the following concepts and pick 2-3 that you are most excited about to really dig into. 
We have pulled together these examples and questions to give you something to respond to and 
build onto. Whatever thoughts, ideas, or other questions that they might bring up is worth 
noting and sharing back with the group at our next meeting. 
 

1. What would ensure that quality, experienced mentors have time to be responsive to 
mentees, and how should they be compensated?  

Model Example: A retired provider is paid full-time or part-time to answer questions and 
offer mentorship to other providers. 

a. Once mentoring becomes a professional role how do you think that would affect 

the current provider’s relationship to their mentor? Do you think the value of 

informal mentorship would be lost with paid mentors? Why? 

b. Would knowing that the mentor is being paid make it less intimidating to reach 

out and ask questions (you would feel less “guilty” about asking for their time)? 

Why? 

c. Are there other models you have seen work well? Have you and/or others in 

your network thought about a model that you would like to try some day? Please 

describe. 

 

2. Being able to find a substitute to take a day off or get to a necessary appointment is 
already a serious issue for many providers. Could a (possibly regional) system of 
substitute providers relieve pressure and offer a reliable mentorship opportunity?  

Model Example: An experienced regional substitute rotates between visiting child cares and 
getting to know the providers, children, and families and subs in for providers in that area as 
needed for illnesses, vacations, and mental health days.  

a. What kind of schedule for the substitute would be most beneficial for you (e.g. 

as-needed, on a regular schedule i.e. every other Friday)?  

b. Could you think of anyone in your network be willing to be a rotating substitute? 

Why or why not? 

c. What reservations do you have or what barriers do you see about using a 

substitute model like this? What would make you feel comfortable? 

d. Are there other models you have seen work well? Have you and/or others in 

your network thought about a model that you would like to try some day? Please 

describe. 

 

3. Could making the introduction between mentees and mentors get newer providers 
the support they need?  

Model Example: Established providers can sign up to connect with new providers and act as 
a mentor. The providers then craft their own mentorship relationship from there.  

a. As current providers, can you imagine agreeing to be a mentor in this model? 

Why or why not?  



Iteration 4
Fourth (and subsequent studios) focus on translating work of 
previous iterations into actionable guidance.

Co-designers share community feedback, individual reflections, 
and final recommendations.

Co-designers, facilitators, project team strategize best ways to 
communicate/advance co-design deliverables.

Final One-on-one check-in/survey.
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Tools & Tactics

Discussion & Synthesis Guides (rapid turnaround)

Facilitator & Project Team check-ins

One-on-One check-ins

Prototyping & Storyboarding

Co-design sessions



CONSULT

INVOLVE

COLLABORATE

EMPOWER

INFORM

Continuously follow-up on the 
progress (or lack of progress) of 
a project/policy/program (keep 
in the loop). Clearly articulate 
reasons for specific decisions.

As questions or issues arise, 
engage co-designers and 
networks to inform next steps. 
This can occur in emails or quick 
virtual meetings.

Strategically involve co-designers in 
the development and 
communication of co-design 
guidance and intention (board or 
city council meetings for example).

Continue to involve co-
designers in the design and 
development of a 
project/policy/program.  

Invest directly into the co-
designers and their role in 
decision-making related to 
project/program/policy (hiring 
co-designer(s) for example).
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Adapted from: Spectrum of Public Participation (International Association for Public Participation)

Spectrum of 
Implementation



CO-DESIGN CONVERSATION & SYNTHESIS GUIDE  
The information in this document offers:  

1. background on the co-design project 
2. purpose and logistics for your conversations 
3. a list of questions to help start and guide your conversations 
4. guidance for interpreting and synthesizing your conversations to share at our next 

meeting  
 

All of this is intended to be a start point, so please use, and adapt as you see fit for your 
conversations – you know the people you will be talking to and how to talk about these experiences 
far better than we do! 

 
1. Background: The following are bullet points about the project to help you share project 
information with potential interviewees. 

▪ Today, schools are dealing with several complex and dynamic issues affecting students, families, and 
the broader community. One of the biggest challenges for districts and leaders, is to find ways of 
better understanding how these challenges are impacting students and families (especially those most 
disproportionately impacted).   

▪  DPS have identified that the time and structures needed to integrate required stakeholder 
engagement is missing from our current school improvement processes and team structure. 

▪ The intention of this effort is to codesign family & community engagement efforts that work in 
concert with continuous improvement timelines and directives across the district. 
 

2. Purpose and logistics of conversation (be sure to schedule at least 3 conversations before our 
next session together): 

▪ Utilize your personal and professional relationships to identify a diversity of individuals.  
▪ Reach out to individuals that know and trust you, as this is the most important quality for having a 

meaningful and in-depth conversation (this is why we are scheduling one-on-one conversations with 
your friends, neighbors, co-workers, etc.). 

▪ Reach out to participants as soon as possible, as it can take some time to get available time 
scheduled. 

▪ Make sure you are meeting in ways, at times, and at places (if applicable) that are most convenient to 
your interviewees. 
 

The following are some talking points to discuss the logistics of your conversation: 
Communication to Participant: 
▪ This is intended to be an informal conversation, so while we have some questions, we want to talk 

about the things that you feel are most important (this is not a research project). 
▪ We will not include your name or identification, so all responses will be kept anonymous.  
▪ Conversations will generally last between 30-45 minutes (depending on who you are talking to). 

 

3. “Conversation Starter” Questions 
Use the questions below to start and support your conversations. You do not need to ask every 
question but try to get to at least 4 of the questions you feel are important to ask. 

 
(ask at least 4 of the following questions in your interviews): 

§ Describe an experience (doesn’t have to be related to the school system) where you felt like 
your perspectives/opinions were listened to and made a difference? What about the 
experience made if feel like it was worth your time? 

§ Describe a time when you felt most supported as a parent/guardian. What specifically about 
that experience made you feel most supported? 

§ What would you consider to be the most difficult part of supporting a/your student? Why? 

§ Who or what do you rely on most for information about your child’s school/about the school 
system generally? Why? 

§ What, if any, communication from your child’s school has been most helpful? Why? 

§ What information about your child’s school (including events, engagement opportunities, 
funding discussion, etc.) do you find most important? Why? 

o Given what you know now, what about your child’s educational experience do you 
wish you would have known earlier? Why? 

§ What part of your child’s educational experience would you most like to offer your 
perspectives/opinions on? Why? 

Tips for your conversations 
✔ The intent is to stimulate stories and ideas from the participant, not to get through the list of 

questions.  
✔ Probe deeper (tell me more about that, what was that like for you, can you remember a time 

when…).  
✔ Do allow for silence. Your participants may need time to think and reflect. 
✔ Don’t suggest answers to your questions. Absorb what participants say and how they say it.  
✔ Just jot down the most important ideas/comments while talking – you do not need to have a full 

transcript of the conversation. 
 

 

4. Capture & Synthesize 
Take notes during your conversations, but do not let it take away from your conversation. You do 
not need to write down everything you hear, only the things you feel to be most interesting, 
important, or surprising. Follow your instincts on when to take more detailed notes and when to 
simply listen. 
 
Synthesize 
It’s important to review and synthesize your notes/documentation as soon as possible (while it is 
most fresh). There are no hard and fast guidelines to synthesize your conversations.  
 

After each interview, think about the stories and experiences that stuck out. 
▪ From your perspective, what would you say were the top 3 “headlines” from your 

conversations? What themes, insights, or questions do you feel would be most 
important to share with the group?  

 
You will be asked to share these take-aways with the group at our next session.  





Interview Questions
§ Describe an experience (doesn’t have to be related to the school system) where you felt 

like your perspectives/opinions were listened to and made a difference? What about the 
experience made if feel like it was worth your time?

§ Describe a time when you felt most supported as a parent/guardian. What specifically 
about that experience made you feel most supported?

§ What would you consider to be the most difficult part of supporting a/your student? Why?
§ Who or what do you rely on most for information about your child’s school/about the 

school system generally? Why?
§ What, if any, communication from your child’s school has been most helpful? Why?
§ What information about your child’s school (including events, engagement opportunities, 

funding discussion, etc.) do you find most important? Why?
§ Given what you know now, what about your child’s educational experience do you wish 

you would have known earlier? Why?
§ What part of your child’s educational experience would you most like to offer your 

perspectives/opinions on? Why?


