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INTRODUCTION

1. FORWARD PROMISE APPROACH TO
TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE

In the youth services field, technical assistance
(TA) broadly refers to the delivery of
organizational and program information and
skill-building activities that enhance and build
new capacity to provide high-quality support
to programs that serve youth (Maley, 2016).
TA generally involves providing capacitybuilding support for staff and other stakeholders
in individual or group settings. High-quality
TA typically embraces adult learning theory
(Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2011; Lindeman,
1926), which suggests that learning activities for
adults value participant expertise, connect to
participants’ needs, include time for hands-on
practice of new skills, and use a collaborative
rather than a one-way transmission approach.

Forward Promise co-director Dr. Rhonda Tsoi-AFatt Bryant articulated the NPO’s rationale for the
initiative’s prioritization of TA as a core component
of Forward Promise:
Organizations run by people of color tend to
have more fragile organizational capacity
than their majority-run peers. They tend to
have smaller staff and organization budgets
and less access to flexible funding streams,
which limits their ability to grow and sustain
their operations. The limited funds that many
of these organizations receive go directly
to supporting programs and services as
opposed to many majority-run organizations
that leverage generating operating support
or have financial reserves that they reinvest in
operations and strategic operations that build
the viability of their organizations.1

Generally, for TA engagements to be effective,
providers need to listen carefully and form
trusting relationships that respect the context of
the people in communities and their goals. This
approach supports recipient engagement in
information that helps enhance programming
or organizational priorities (Annie E. Casey
Foundation, 2003). Conversely, recipients of TA
participate actively in TA activities and work to
develop plans to implement the knowledge, skills,
or approaches learned through the experience.
This technical report is an in-depth description
of the TA approach and implementation findings
of the Forward Promise National Program
and the Empowerment Project grantmaking
to nine organizations in the United States. It
accompanies the full evaluation and report
conducted by RTI International and Chapin
Hall at the Univeristy of Chicago. The design
and delivery of TA under Forward Promise
embraced many TA practice standards but
also encountered some unique challenges in
TA implementation and management. These
standards and challenges, also called facilitators
of and barriers to effective TA, are described in
this technical report (Section 1.2). This report
also lays out Forward Promise National Program
Office’s (NPO’s) approach to TA (Section 1), a case
study of TA with one of the nine Empowerment
Projects funded by the NPO (see the sidebar
in Section 2), and future considerations for TA
provision and management for Forward Promise
and organizations serving boys and young men of
color (BYMOC, Section 3).

Dr. Bryant suggested that these organizations
could benefit from (1) better communication
strategies to help organizations develop robust
social media strategies or get media coverage;
(2) a program evaluation strategy to help staff
articulate their approach to outcomes in a
way that is translatable to funders; (3) video
documentation of participants’ stories which
would equip organizations with another way to
elevate the narratives of youth in their own voices;
and (4) documentation of the program’s model
to help ground the program’s approach within
a body of research and evidence that will lend
credibility among various peer audiences and
evaluation experts.
1

1

Personal communication, January 2020.
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•

To address these program needs, the NPO
prioritized TA as a key investment in the
Empowerment Projects grantmaking, determining
that 50% of grant funds should be earmarked for
capacity building. The NPO came to emphasize
TA after a period of thoughtful consideration
that included a retroactive study of the previous
Forward Promise program and feedback from
past grantees, Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
program officers, previous National Advisory
Council members, and past TA providers. After
engaging in this process, the NPO identified a
core set of five TA focus areas. These focus areas
were storytelling as healing, program evaluation,
program documentation, communications and
advocacy, and culturally responsive healing
practices. The NPO identified four principles to
guide its newly informed approach to TA:

•
•

•

Relevance. Develop assessment tools
that are culturally and regionally relevant
and appropriate to the grantees’ capacity
level. Assessments should couple standard
measures with qualitative measures that
also achieve the mission of the NPO and track
successes and outcomes.

Learning. Base TA on what grantees wish
to learn about themselves, what they wish
to learn about the broader field, and what
Forward Promise seeks to learn from grantees.

Using the insights gained during the planning
process, the NPO built internal infrastructure
to accommodate TA requests, support
implementation, and act as a liaison between TA
providers and Empowerment Projects. In Year 1,
the NPO’s TA manager conducted capacity
assessments of grantee organizations. Using
an assessment tool, the TA manager gathered
information on program strengths and needs that
later helped inform the selection of TA providers
and topics to be addressed in the TA focus areas.
The TA manager was also the primary interface
among TA providers, updating them on emerging
developments from the NPO, coordinating a
common calendar, and following up on TA
engagements. Table 1 shows the focus areas,
their descriptions, their modes of delivery, and
representative examples of TA activities.

Listening. Listen to understand the needs of
grantees in order to identify gaps and develop
individualized TA plans, as well as plans that
will meet the needs of multiple grantees.

Expectation. Convey in an upfront, transparent
manner the importance of TA for the success
of the program and the expectation that
grantees take advantage of these services.

2
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Table 1. Technical Assistance Focus Areas, Descriptions, and Representative Activities
Focus Area

Storytelling
as Healing

Program
Evaluation

Program
Documentation

Communications
and Advocacy

Culturally
Responsive Healing
Practices

Description

Representative Activities

Introduce or enhance the use of
storytelling as a healing modality for
BYMOC and as a way to build bridges
to people of other backgrounds.

Enhance grantees’ ability to use
data and research to make the case
that their programs are effective
strategies for addressing the trauma
experienced by the specific youth
they serve.
Assess and modify grantees’ existing
programs to ensure that youth are
moving through a continuum that
allows them to heal, grow, and thrive.

Grow grantee influence through
advocacy work to promote the use
of culturally responsive, traumainformed, and healing-promoting
strategies that positively affect the
health and well-being of BYMOC.

With grantees, explore culturally
relevant healing models that promote
recovery from historical and physical
traumas affecting BYMOC to help
inform their outreach, program
development and evaluation,
engagement of other systems and
sectors, etc.

Note. BYMOC = boys and young men of color; NPO = National Program Office.

3

•
•
•
•
•
•

Assessments of storytelling
capacity
Digital storytelling steps
Use of video and editing tools

Approaches to evaluating cultural
practices, rituals, and ceremonies
Theory of change and logic model
review and development
Measure development

•
•

Review of program

•

Recommended youth
engagement strategies

•
•
•
•
•
•

Curriculum design and
development

Communications and advocacy
program assessment
Best practices for brand
development, social media, and
messaging
Storytelling of youth growth
NPO-sponsored deep dives of the
HGT Framework and disrupting
dehumanization categories
Trauma-informed practice
evaluation
Incoporating practices into
programming
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2. EVALUATION FINDINGS FOR
TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE

The overall evaluation question about TA by
external providers addressed how Forward
Promise grantees incorporated TA lessons in
implementation activities. Related questions
addressed the benefits of and barriers to effective
TA, effectiveness of TA modalities, and relevance
and quality of TA.

Effective TA engagements from external providers
and the NPO involved (1) agreement on goals
and expectations; (2) iterative learning for the
grantees; and (3) assessment of influence such
as newly acquired knowledge, skills, changed
behaviors, or new actions by the grantees. The
next two sections describe evaluation findings for
TA provided by external providers (Section 2.1)
and by the NPO (Section 2.2). Data analyzed
for these findings were collected from site visit
interviews with grantees, focus groups with TA
providers, and review of the NPO’s TA tracking
document. Section 2.3 then features one of the
Empowerment Projects, how its staff used TA, and
how TA influenced the organization’s work.
2.1

Grantees cited two primary benefits of TA: (1)
TA providers’ role in helping demystify program
evaluation language and terminology and (2) the
integration of new ideas for program expansion.
For example, grantees reported that the program
evaluation TA provider helped to increase
understanding of evaluation nomenclature and
helped to build internal capacity to articulate a
theory of change and measures that accurately
represented their program influence and impact
on participants. Many grantees mentioned ideas
from the storytelling TA providers (e.g., use of
current technologies), with one grantee saying
that the provider “suggested incorporating using
social media into the curriculum activities for
youth to have a relevant outlet to share their
stories. This encouraged youth [to] find their
voice and have control of their narrative.” Finally,
grantees strongly believed that site visits helped
enhance the TA, because the provider was able to
model and coach in the grantee context.

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE BY EXTERNAL
PROVIDERS

The NPO asked grantees to choose at least two
focus areas of TA from these five: storytelling
as healing, evaluation, documentation,
communications and advocacy, and culturally
responsive healing practices. All nine grantees
selected more than two areas, resulting in
all selecting culturally responsive healing
practices; seven selecting storytelling as healing,
communications and advocacy, and program
evaluation; and six selecting program model
documentation.

4
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Grantees reported three primary barriers to
effective TA engagement provided by external
providers: lack of clarity of TA roles and
outcomes, varied approaches to engagement
(e.g., modalities like conference calls or site
visits) among TA providers, and inflexibility in TA
choice. Several grantees reported having limited
follow-up and uncertainty about how the TA
provider would be able to help build capacity.
These responses suggested inconsistencies in TA
providers offering clarity of roles, ground rules for
initial communication, and preparedness for the
TA that would be offered. Also, although grantees
spoke favorably of being able to communicate
virtually and on site, many reported that the
virtual communication was more difficult because
of an inability to accommodate varying schedules
among key grantee staff and TA providers, lack of
understanding of specific grantee TA needs, and
some inconsistencies among some TA providers
in developing a comprehensive plan to address
those needs. Finally, some grantees reported that
they would have preferred to have an option of
selecting a local TA provider.

high satisfaction with a TA provider who helped
them assess and redesign their curricula.
Grantees listed several ways that they benefitted
from each TA provider, but most cited storytelling
and evaluation TA as most effective in helping
to build the grantees’ capacity. Grantees
noted the value of these providers’ site visits
and the attention to detail, whether they were
demonstrating the nuances of audiovisual
applications and methods or engaging grantee
program staff about the structure of programs
and and current assessments of impact. The
TA provider follow-up with more detailed and
clarifying conversations resulted in enhanced
understanding of outcome measurement
and evaluation. In some cases, results of TA
engagements (e.g., logic models created
by evaluation TA) allowed grantees to more
effectively engage prospective funders external to
Forward Promise.
2.2 TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE BY THE NATIONAL
PROGRAM OFFICE
The NPO staff also offered TA directly to the
grantees, including trainings during national
grantee convenings, webinars, and telephone or
virtual coaching communication with grantees.

There were four common modalities for TA
delivery, with grantees favoring on-site TA. The
provider modalities were webinar delivery, site
visits, conference calls (with or without video),
and individual coaching at the convening or
during these modalities. Providers for storytelling,
communication, evaluation, and documentation
made site visits; grantees with site visits
overwhelmingly favored that approach. At least
one grantee suggested that being on site helped
ground the TA provider in what the grantee
organization was about and what programming
it offered, which better customized the TA
experience.

One primary evaluation question addressed
whether the TA from the NPO increased grantee
capacity. Related questions addressed benefits of
and barriers to effective TA provided by the NPO
and the effectiveness of TA delivery modalities.

Grantees reported that, overall, TA provision,
relevance, and quality were helpful and
assisted in identifying areas for improvement.
Many grantees emphasized that the TA was
a welcome asset for them. Several grantees
valued the essential role that some providers
played in affirming the organization’s value to
external audiences by improving their storytelling
capacity. Others cited the usefulness of working
methodically on their logic models, which allowed
them to better understand and describe to
stakeholders how their programs achieved certain
outcomes. Several other grantees reported their

5
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Grantees demonstrated an increased
understanding and use of the NPO concepts.
Specifically, grantees began to use the Heal, Grow,
Thrive framework2 language more frequently
with staff and participants throughout the grant.
Toward the end of the grant, grantees began to
discuss dehumanization and dehumanization
disrupters in the context of their culturally
responsive practices. The articulation of these
concepts was also demonstrated in grantees’
grant proposals, marketing materials, convening
presentations, and policy briefs.

Another grantee highlighted the NPO grantee
convenings as opportunities not only to present
substantive content, but also to have participants
share their perspectives on common issues and
challenges. These interactions generated positive
relationships among grantees, TA providers,
Forward Promise Fellows, and the NPO. As one
grantee conveyed, “The convenings promoted
a community of practice and gave space for
positive connection(s).”
Interviews with NPO staff identified three primary
barriers to NPO provision of TA: the NPO’s lack of
capacity, lack of TA oversight, and use of NPO
resources. First, as the project unfolded, NPO
staff discovered that they could not direct the
office’s overall activities and lead a TA content
area because of their limited capacity. Second,
the NPO staff miscalculated the time and effort
needed to properly oversee TA provision across
grantee sites. An NPO representative opined, “We
needed heavy oversight… someone who was 100%
dedicated to the management of TA.” Finally,
NPO-provided resources, especially the common
calendar, were underused by TA providers. This
resulted in the NPO’s inability to track when and
how TA providers were engaging with grantees.

Grantees reported that the NPO grantee
convenings were a central facilitator of their
increased knowledge, because the convenings
provided additional depth and perspective
on the Heal, Grow, Thrive framework and
associated models related to their programmatic
approaches. One grantee said, “The narrative
around trauma and systemic and historical harm
heavily informed our strategic planning process,
which led to an evolved mission, broader focus
on village work (adults in addition to youth),
deep commitment to court-involved youth and
systems change regarding the school-to-prison
pipeline, and an organizational commitment to
policy and advocacy work.”
2

For a fuller discussion of the NPO’s frameworks, see Forward
Promise National Program Office (2019).
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EMPOWERMENT PROJECT TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE PROFILE: DEEP CENTER
As one of the nine Forward Promise Empowerment
Projects, Deep Center3 (Savannah, GA) received TA
over an 18-month period. Kaleidoscope Pathways4
provided TA for program evaluation, the NPO provided
TA for culturally responsive practices, and Dignity in
Schools5 provided TA for Deep Center’s programming.
The TA built Deep Center’s staff capacity and directly
affected youth, influenced Deep Center’s mission
and strategic direction, and allowed it to leverage
additional resources in support of its BYMOC agenda.

FEATURED TA PROFILE: DEEP CENTER
Location: Savannah, GA
Executive Director: Dare Dukes
Staff size: 15
TA support areas: Culturally responsive
practices, program evaluation, new
program development
Website: https://www.deepcenter.org

The TA provided by Kaleidoscope focused on the
foundational aspects of the organization instead of
on one specific component. As a result of a strategic planning process that took place over several
meetings, Deep Center revised its mission statement, began articulating how resources can be
allocated to promote the well-being of an entire community, and created a theory of change that
applies trauma-informed, racial justice, and equity lenses. Before working with Kaleidoscope, Deep
Center wanted to have a positive impact on the lives of young people—particularly BYMOC—but
articulated a narrow focus on literacy. Subsequently, the new theory of change encapsulated
a broader range of opportunities and challenges that affect the health and well-being of the
young people in the Savannah community. Deep Center’s staff described the relationship with
Kaleidoscope as “transformative.”
Deep Center received ongoing TA from the NPO in the form of webinars and on site meetings.
This TA educated Deep Center about the harms of dehumanizing BYMOC and why that narrative
needed to change. This knowledge affected the aforementioned strategic planning process
and played a key role in the language Deep Center chose to use in external-facing media.
Assistance from the NPO, in addition to the conversations with Kaleidoscope, encouraged staff
to acknowledge the deep importance of this work and challenged staff and other community
partners to question the perceived boundaries of what system-wide change can look like.
In addition to revising its mission statement, creating a theory of change, incorporating traumainformed language and actions, and bridging the gap between young people and Savannah’s
decision makers, the impact of TA on Deep Center continued even after the TA ended. First, Deep
Center built new community relationships. It became a member of Dignity in Schools, allowing
it to work within a multistate group of organizations to dismantle the school-to-prison pipeline.
Two Deep Center staff members and one program participant joined the newly formed City
of Savannah’s Task Force on Racial Equity, which will allow Deep Center staff to create further
relationships with policy makers and become policy makers themselves. The Southern Economic
Advancement Project, an organization created by State Representative and 2018 Georgia
gubernatorial nominee Stacey Abrams, invited Deep Center to lead a statewide youth summit in
Georgia.
https://www.deepcenter.org
http://kaleidoscopepathways.com/
5
https://dignityinschools.org/
3

4
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Second, in response to the elevated focus on the well-being of BYMOC, Deep Center is working to
facilitate changes in the juvenile justice and criminal justice systems. A staff community organizer is
creating trainings based on the school-to-prison pipeline policy brief, with a strategic plan to meet
with city council members to advocate for citywide restorative justice. The Vera Institute of Justice
is supporting Deep Center’s efforts in creating criminal justice reform trainings for community
members and elected officials.
These community relationships and new, focused mission led to Deep Center’s request to the NPO to
engage a local TA provider to match with a specific need. Dignity in Schools was selected to provide
a strategic framework and engagement strategy for policy regarding the school-to-prison pipeline.
The result was “Our Stories Are the Evidence: Youth-Powered Policy Recommendations for a More
Equitable Savannah,”6 a policy brief authored by Deep Center. The brief described the school-toprison pipeline in Chatham County (of which Savannah is the seat), its impact on the community,
and proposed policy changes that would eradicate the pipeline. The Dignity in Schools TA provider
co-facilitated a session with community stakeholders, who gave feedback on a draft version of the
brief. Their input had a significant impact on the framing of policy recommendations, specifically
those that related to Chatham County’s school district. Initially, the brief portrayed an adversarial
relationship with the district and its role in the school-to-prison pipeline. Upon reviewing stakeholder
input, Deep Center determined that a more effective approach would be to frame its relationship
with the district as one based on support and forward-thinking initiatives.
Deep Center also received assistance from Dignity in Schools in creating a dissemination rollout
plan for the brief once it was published. The priority of the communication was to put the stories of
young people at center stage, which Deep Center stated was successfully achieved. Typically, in an
effort to create a sense of shared power during events, the organization tended to steer away from
inviting attendees whose level of power might shift the weight of conversations. The rollout event
of the policy brief, however, was attended by decision makers from Savannah’s criminal justice
system, juvenile justice system, and educational system, among other influential members of the
community. This invitee list was intentional and allowed for young people to get their narratives in
front of people who could affect system-wide change. Deep Center’s executive director described
the young people as taking complete control of the room and highlighting experiences in the
school-to-prison pipeline that the attendees may not have considered before.
Finally, Deep Center has leveraged at least $775,000 in funds as a result of the TA that it received.
These funds will be used for activities such as ending the dehumanization of BYMOC, reforming the
criminal justice system, building power within communities, addressing anti-Black racism through
the arts, and implementing restorative practices in schools that historically push out boys and girls
of color.
6

https://www.deepcenter.org/deepcenter/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/2019-Deep-Policy-Brief.pdf
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3. CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

3.

The Forward Promise evaluation highlighted
several instances in which TA worked well and
others in which TA management and processes
might be improved. In the next phase of Forward
Promise, the provision of TA will remain a core
strategic priority. To inform the TA delivery process
in the next phase, the NPO should consider
several suggestions for TA management and
implementation.

4. Work with the evaluation team to assess
the impact of engagements. (1) Ensure
the quick turnaround feedback of grantees
after TA engagements, (2) provide periodic
updates on the grantees’ TA plans, and (3)
work closely with evaluators to ensure that TA
engagements and follow-up engagements
are updated in TA tracking systems.

The Forward Promise NPO functioned as the
primary broker of TA, capacity building, and
learning opportunities for its grantees. To ensure
that TA has maximum impact, infrastructure is
needed to successfully manage TA engagements
among grantees and other key stakeholders.
Forward Promise and other organizations serving
BYMOC may benefit from a dedicated staff
member who can do the following.
1.

2.

Track delivery of TA and provide appropriate
feedback to key stakeholders. (1) Ensure that
grantees and partners receive periodic email
updates about the status of TA engagements
and (2) update TA tracking systems and
ensure that a process for next steps is
included in those updates.

5. Document and analyze experience, working
closely with grantees to inform the ongoing
design of the Forward Promise TA strategy.
(1) Work with grantees to identify promising
practices that may be relevant to others in
the Forward Promise network and (2) look for
and document patterns and emerging issues
across grantees.

Help grantees think strategically about TA.
(1) Work with grantees to develop a TA plan
that advances positive outcomes for BYMOC;
(2) describe how the TA will help accomplish
grantees’ strategic objectives; and (3) work
with grantees to develop a plan for current
and anticipated TA, even if TA providers extend
beyond current TA offerings or resources.
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