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 Learning, Sharing, and Collaboration 
A summary of the year-long work of the B.MORE Initiative Community of Practice 

October 21, 2014 

 
In the summer of 2013, the National Initiatives on Poverty and Economic Opportunity, with 
resources from the Open Society Foundations, launched the B.MORE (Black Men Overcoming 
barriers and realizing Employment) Initiative. B.MORE aimed to open doors to employment and 
economic advancement for low-income black men across the country through policy advocacy, 
resource creation, and coalition building. The dynamic members of our B.MORE Community of 
Practice represent the foundation of our coalition and working group. COP members committed to 
roughly a 1-year commitment, six conference calls over the course of the year and participation in 
an in-person convening.  
 
We have arrived at the end of the one year commitment and have completed all six of the 
scheduled audio conferences as well as held one in-person convening.  We hope that this project 
has enhanced and supported the effectiveness of the broader field but also we hope it has had an 
immediate benefit to your program through networking with other agencies, organizations, and 
practitioners, and showcasing the work you are doing to a national audience. 
 
The purpose of this document is to give an overview of our work together and illustrate the impacts 
your input and expertise have had.  The information, ideas and recommendations detailed in this 
report reflect the discussions, experience, and input from the Community of Practice members and 
how our interaction with the CoP has informed and shaped our work moving forward.  First, the 
report will examine the degree to which the CoP achieved its initial goals.  Secondly, the report will 
illustrate the ways in which our interaction with the CoP has impacted our work and the work of our 
partners.  Lastly, the report will identify ways that the CoP members can continue to support and 
learn from one another through independent actions. 
 
The B.MORE CoP was intended to achieve the following goals: 
 

1. Establishing a peer support group and a network of programs.  
2. Lifting up promising and best practices in employment and fatherhood programs.  
3. Identifying gaps in resources, guides, and tools available that could best support the field 

that are not currently available.  
4. Establishing a provider-informed set of federal policy recommendations to advance the field 

and support greater access to employment opportunities for low-income, black men.   
 
 
 

http://www.heartlandalliance.org/national-initiatives.html
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How we established a peer support group and a network of programs 
 
The B.MORE Community of Practice is a 26 member community that is comprised of state, local, 
and federal government agencies, grassroots organizations, and non-profits.  The geography of the 
group spans 17 cities and 16 states across the US.  There is a varying level of experience and 
expertise among the members of the group and that allowed for some substantive dialogue.  
Furthermore, members of the CoP have mentioned that one of the most beneficial byproducts of 
their involvement was the peer to peer learning that took place. The practitioners saw the 
experience as extremely valuable to their efforts in the field and have suggested various ways to 
continue the interaction amongst themselves.  
 
CoP members expressed a need to eliminate silos within the BMA space and increase collaboration 
among practitioners.  This was the goal of a convening that was held in Philadelphia in October of 
2013.  The CoP members came together in person to discuss best practices and innovations in the 
field.  The ability to share ideas and learn from others experiences was invaluable to the group. The 
convening in Philadelphia had three initial goals: 
 

1) Begin the process of identifying best and promising models and practices in 
integrating employment programs with programs serving low-income fathers and 
black men. (ie: Responsible Fatherhood, Child Support, and Reentry programs). 
 

2) Use the dialog around best and promising models and practices to inform 
practitioner-influenced policy recommendations that can be used to form agendas 
that will advance the field as a whole. 

 
3) Provide space and opportunity for CoP members to learn from one another, build 

relationships with other like-minded organizations, and grow the cohesiveness of 
our coalition. 

 
How we lifted up promising and best practices in employment and fatherhood programs 
 
The National Initiatives team is committed to lifting up best practices that increase economic 
opportunity for the hardest to employ.  Through the B.MORE Initiative, we focused our efforts 
toward a specific population that often experience unique and significant barriers to entering the 
workforce–low income black men and noncustodial fathers.  The information we gathered from CoP 
members lent a more informed voice to publications we worked in coalition to produce, provided 
the context for publications we were solely responsible for producing, and informed our 
perspective on policy recommendations and innovative solutions to the employment crisis.  The 
CoP had a huge impact on the way we understand the needs of low-income black men and that 
impact can be seen in our recent publications, such as the Healthy Relationships, Employment and 
Reentry paper, as well as our recommendations for the field in the context of the My Brother’s 
Keeper Initiative. Due to the magnitude of the employment crisis facing low-income black men and 
youth in the United States, the B.MORE Initiative has recommended a bold national response that 
will have a tangible impact on the lives of African American men and youth by engaging them in the 
workforce and creating access to pathways out of poverty.  Those recommendations include 

http://www.heartlandalliance.org/ntjn/projects/communityofpractice.html
http://transitionaljobs.issuelab.org/resource/overview_of_the_child_support_system_and_innovations_in_child_support_policy_and_practice
http://transitionaljobs.issuelab.org/resource/healthy_relationships_employment_and_reentry
http://transitionaljobs.issuelab.org/resource/healthy_relationships_employment_and_reentry
http://transitionaljobs.issuelab.org/resource/my_brothers_keeper_initiative_stakeholder_memo


3 
 

guidance for community and faith-based service providers, philanthropy, employers, and decision 
makers at the local, state, and federal level.  
  
How we identified  gaps in resources, guides, and tools available that could best support the field 
that are not currently available 
 
The theme during our interactions with the CoP was “What’s working, what’s not working, and 
what’s needed in the field.”  This line of questioning opened up the dialogue for an honest 
conversation about what factors cause programs and practitioners to fail and succeed and what a 
vision for improvement might look like. One of the most frequent responses from those 
conversations was that the fatherhood field as well as the BMA field needed to eliminate silos and 
increase collaborative efforts. In line with that thought, the National Initiatives team was very 
strategic over the course of the past year about partnering with other organizations on projects and 
events that help to increase the amount of resources and tools available for the field as well as 
increase the reach of our work.  One example is the collaborative effort put forth by our entire 
organization to accommodate CoP member Center for Urban Families’ (CFUF) Practitioners 
Leadership Institute Academy (PLI) 2014 Cohort.  The PLI convening was an opportunity not only to 
partner with CFUF, but also to partner with other departments within the Heartland Alliance 
umbrella.  The PLI convening featured presentations on Program Return on Investment-hosted by 
our Social IMPACT Research Center, Strategic Partnerships-hosted by our Employment and 
Economic Advancement team, Asset Building and Wealth Management-hosted by the Illinois Asset 
Building Group (IABG), Policy Advocacy-hosted by the National Initiatives on Poverty and Economic 
Opportunity, and a tour of a multiuse residential facility that houses one of Heartland Alliance’s 
urban farm projects.  
 
Another example of our deliberate efforts to increase collaboration in the field is a two day Policy 
Advocacy Summit that we facilitated for CoP member Connections to Success (CtS) The Policy and 
Advocacy Summit with CtS was a capacity building project aimed at enhancing the organization’s 
ability to create an advocacy campaign and map out the necessary components to effectively 
implement the plan.  This event proved to be a learning experience for both organizations.  Working 
with CtS helped to refine our understanding of child support policies and the way the child support 
system is perceived externally.  That knowledge will be especially important moving forward as we 
develop recommendations for policy reform.   
 
Other efforts from our team involved creating resources and tools for the field based on the input 
from the CoP during our conversations.  The process of unpacking the challenges and catalysts to 
success led to numerous conversations around the factors--both historical and current--that have 
given rise to those challenges.  A thorough assessment of those factors and the depth of their 
impacts led to the development of Time is of the Essence – an interactive virtual timeline that seeks 
to shed light on how 500 years of slavery, discrimination and disenfranchisement has contributed to 
the current employment and economic crisis faced by African American men in the United States. 
The only way to ensure we have a sustainable economy is to ensure the inclusion of all.  The 
National Initiatives team was acutely aware that in order to have an informed conversation about 
the current employment crisis facing African Americans then there must be an acknowledgement of 
the years of marginalization that has occurred before today.  To help others better understand the 

http://transitionaljobs.issuelab.org/resource/overview_of_the_child_support_system_and_innovations_in_child_support_policy_and_practice
http://transitionaljobs.issuelab.org/resource/overview_of_the_child_support_system_and_innovations_in_child_support_policy_and_practice
http://www.tiki-toki.com/timeline/entry/259248/Time-Is-Of-The-Essence-What-the-past-500-years-means-for-the-future-of-Black-Male-Achievement/#vars!date=1619-01-01_00:00:00!
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purpose and function of the timeline we also created a fact sheet which explains timeline events in 
greater detail. 
 
How We established  a provider-informed set of federal policy recommendations to advance the 
field and support greater access to employment opportunities for low-income black men 
The B.MORE Initiative focused on three areas of policy reform: Employment, Reentry, and Family 
Strengthening which were directly informed by the input of COP members.  A great example of this 
is our work on the Second Chance Act Reauthorization. National Initiatives staff members are 
among the leaders involved in the Reentry Working Group which helped inform the crafting and 
release of a bill to reauthorize the Second Chance Act in November 2013. The bill was introduced in 
the Senate by Senators Leahy and Portman and in the House by Representative Danny Davis. Staff 
played a key role in the development of the language for the bill, including a detailed definition of 
transitional jobs as well as explicit language listing transitional jobs as an allowable use of Second 
Chance Act grant funds. The language and position of our policy platform has been shaped and fine-
tuned through our interactions with providers from across the country.   
 
Below is a list of other examples of how the CoP’s input impacted our work around policy advocacy:  
 

 The community of Practice participated in a SWOT survey.  The survey captured the 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats associated with service provision models 
that integrated employment with fatherhood, reentry, and child support programming as 
well as best practices in implementing them.  This survey was used to guide our 
understanding of integrated services models as well as our approach to policy advocacy and 
reform.  We also used the responses we gathered from this survey to identify innovations in 
the field and existing opportunities to new strategies.   
 

 CoP members consistently mentioned the need for policy reform in the workforce and 
hiring practices that create barriers for individuals with criminal records. In order to help 
facilitate that advocacy, the National Initiatives team organized an audio conference on 
Ban-The-Box initiatives hosted by the National Employment Law Project (NELP).  

 

 The National Initiatives team conducted a series of legislative meetings in Washington DC 
with members of the CoP and their program participants. The Hill Visits helped to create a 
space for the participant’s stories to be heard and for elected officials to hear the 
experiences of constituents first hand; which gives them a more informed perspective when 
creating and voting on policies.  Our work on the Hill even led to the National Initiatives 
team being featured in Southwest Airlines’ Mosiac Magazine.  
 

 One of the most significant barriers facing low-income black men is their involvement with 
the child support system.  Through working with the CoP, we became aware that there was 
a need for more advocacy for child support reform as well as education on how the system 
works.  Over the past year, we have expanded our knowledge in this space and worked to 
help lift up sustainable innovations from around the country.  We have also drafted several 
publications and blogs that highlight the need for child support reform. 
 

http://transitionaljobs.issuelab.org/resource/time_is_of_the_essence_what_the_past_500_years_means_for_the_future_of_black_male_achievement
http://transitionaljobs.issuelab.org/resource/second_chance_act_fact_sheet
http://www.nelp.org/page/content/banthebox/
http://transitionaljobs.wordpress.com/category/federal-policy/
https://www.swabiz.com/assets/pdfs/southwest-difference/southwest-citizenship/mosaic.pdf
http://transitionaljobs.wordpress.com/
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 As a direct result of our participation in the National Responsible Fatherhood Workgroup 
convened by PolicyLink, our recommendations on employment and economic opportunity 
for men and youth of color were reflected in their policy recommendations for stakeholders 
involved in the My Brother’s Keeper initiative.  In order to provide a proper focus on the 
role of employment for boys and men of color, the National Initiatives team also drafted a 
separate set of recommendations for the stakeholders of the My Brother’s Keeper Initiative. 
The Obama Administration’s My Brother’s Keeper Task Force report included a number of 
recommendations we championed focused on ensuring young men of color have subsidized 
employment and work-based learning opportunities.  As a result of our partnership with the 
Institute for Black Male Achievement and our ongoing success, our work was featured 
nationally during Women for BMA month this year. To date, we are one of the only national 
entities focused on advancing employment and economic opportunity for low-income 
African American men. 

 
What is Next for Our Work  
 
While our work in this area may be shifting,  we anticipate that we will continue to have many 
opportunities to collaborate and learn from one another in the future.   
 
One of the greatest achievements of the CoP was the creation of a space for peer to peer learning 
and idea sharing.  Several CoP members have given suggestions to foster this moving forward such 
as:    

 A dedicated blog space that could be used to lift up success stories and innovations from the 
field,  

 A listserv that could be used to distribute information and resources,  

 A Facebook page or other social media platform that could be used for regular interaction 
between CoP members.   

 
We will continue to explore the means by which we can stay connected. In the meantime, we hope 
that members will sign up for our electronic newsletter to stay in the loop with what’s happening in 
the field and new resources that we publish as well. 
 
 
 

http://transitionaljobs.issuelab.org/resource/my_brothers_keeper_initiative_stakeholder_memo
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/053014_mbk_report.pdf
http://transitionaljobs.issuelab.org/resource/time_is_of_the_essence_what_the_past_500_years_means_for_the_future_of_black_male_achievement
http://www.heartlandalliance.org/ntjn/

