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A Path Less Traveled: Reflections on the Approach Making Connections Used
To Start a Long-Term Initiative To Transform Struggling Communities: Making
Connections began its work in local communities by having senior foundation
staff take on the role of “Site Team Leader.” Asked to reflect about this role,
these “STLs” offer some very interesting perspectives about the challenging
process of implementing a national initiative in communities across the
country.
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A Path Less Traveled
Reflections on the Approach
Making Connections Used
To Start a Long-Term Initiative To
Transform Struggling Communities
The Annie E. Casey Foundation’s
Making Connections initiative
began its work in local
communities by having senior
foundation staff take on the
role of “Site Team Leader.”
Asked to reflect about this
role, these “STLs” offer some
very interesting perspectives
about the challenging process
of implementing a national
initiative in communities
across the country.

“We thought we would take
the path less traveled and wait
awhile to see if we could establish
the relationships and build the
knowledge that we needed.”
— Ralph Smith

The Transition to Local Management in Making Connections:
An Interim Report: This report examines what happens when a multi-site
initiative that has been led by a mix of the funder’s staff, local site
coordinators, local partners and residents decides that, to sustain the work
over time, it must find a local organization to manage the work on the
ground. The report is based on 36 interviews with people involved in this
transition process in seven Making Connections sites.
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The Transition to
Local Management in
Making Connections
An Interim Report
What happens when a multi-site initiative that
has been led by a mix of the funder’s staff,
local “site coordinators,” local partners and
residents decides that, to sustain the work for
the long-term, it must find a local organization
to manage the work on the ground?

A Seat at the Table: How resident leaders from two Indianapolis
THE TABLE
neighborhoods helped shape decisions about the future of Making
Connections in this city. One of the challenges in the transition of
Making Connections to local management was maintaining a strong
resident role in the work. In Indianapolis, a core group of residents
played a crucial role in the LME transition. Their work transformed the
way many people perceived the roles that residents can and should play
in changing their neighborhoods. This 24-page publication, written by Indianapolis
diarists Will Fay and Karen Ruprecht, tells the story of how these residents carved out
their role in this process and what others can learn from their experience.
A SEAT AT

How resident leaders from two Indianapolis
neighborhoods helped shape decisions about the
future of Making Connections in this city
By being a big part of the process for

choosing an entity to manage Making
Connections in the future, a group of

Indianapolis residents transformed the

way many people perceived the work of

this long-term change initiative…as well
as the roles residents can and should

play in changing their neighborhoods.
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The Long and Winding Road to the “New Normal”: How does a
community develop a way to manage a community change initiative that
will help sustain this work over time but not undermine the energy of a
community working together to create a new way of doing business? The
first Making Connections community to confront this challenge was
H
White Center/Boulevard Park, which is an extremely diverse, mostly
”
lower-income neighborhood south of Seattle. Diarist Bob Shimabukuro
found that local leaders have learned a lot about the transition process and about creating
what they call the “new normal.”

The Long and
Winding Road to the
“New Normal”

Making
Connections
works to make
neighborhoods
more supportive
for children and
their families.

“

This Samoan
family is at
a community
meeting about
annexing
White Center/
Boulevard Park,
which is an
unincorporated
area in King
County,
Washington.

This is not about Casey.
This is about how we become
stronger, how we are affirmed
and lifted up to be vocal
with institutions and systems
that impact our lives,
supported by Casey.

—SiLi SavuSa

ow does a community develop a way to

manage a community change initiative that

will help sustain this work over time but
not undermine the energy of a community working
together to create a new way of doing business?

The first Making Connections community to confront
this challenge has been White Center/Boulevard
Park, which is an extremely diverse, mostly lower-

income neighborhood south of Seattle. They have
learned a lot about the process of developing a “Local
Management Entity” and creating what they call the
“new normal.”

The Diarist Project

Site Stories
Using Culture to Build Community:
How Oakland Arts Activists Turned Their
Dream into the Reality of the EastSide
Cultural Center. This 40-page case study
examines the successful effort to
“
transform a shuttered former hotel into a
”
cultural center and 16 units of affordable
housing. Making Connections Oakland helped nurture a group of
Oakland artists and teachers as they built an organization,
developed partners, raised money and successfully bought and
renovated a building to create a base for their community art
work. Their vision is to use culture to bridge the enormous
diversity of their neighborhood and build community. Through
nearly three dozen in-depth interviews, Oakland diarist Bill
Wong tells the story of the EastSide Cultural Center and the
lessons that can be learned from this story.
Using Culture to Build Community:
How Oakland Arts Activists Turned
Their Dream Into the Reality of the

EastSide Cultural Center
A Case Study
By Bill Wong

At the Cultural Center’s
grand opening, Traci
Bartlow leads a dance
performance while
Francesca Serrano cuts
the ribbon.

The way to connect to the community is through
culture because culture is something people live and
breathe every day. It’s the language. It’s the diet.
It’s any kind of expression that you have, whether
it’s creating a piece of music or marching down the
street for immigrant rights. That’s still culture.

December 2008

—GreG MorozuMi

Westside Education and Training
Center: Finding Creative Ways to
Combine Residents’ Need for Good Jobs
with Employers’ Need for Trained
Workers. This 20-page publication,
written by San Antonio diarist Linda
Wilson, tells the story of the very rapid
creation of a Center that is helping residents on San Antonio’s
Westside train for and connect to local jobs as well as take
college courses that can lead to careers. Making Connections
played a key facilitation role in bringing together several
partners to create this education center in a former school
building.
Westside Education &
Training Center:
Finding Creative Ways To Combine
Residents’ Need for Good Jobs with
Employers’ Need for Trained Workers
By Linda Wilson

Manuel Garza, an early
proponent of turning a
closed school into the
WETC, talks with a student.

In just over 18 months, San Antonio’s Westside
Education and Training Center went from an idea to a
functioning organization, one that is helping residents
train for and connect to local jobs as well as take
college courses that can lead to careers. In its first
year, WETC enrolled 1,347 students, three times more
than its target.

Motivated by Her Two Children,
Mayra Lopez Learns To Be an
Activist: In part because of her
involvement with Making Connections,
Mayra Lopez has become a leader of
W
efforts to make her Oakland
neighborhood a better place to raise
children. While her story is a very personal one, it also
communicates a lot about the process that people living in tough
neighborhoods go through to change their lives and their
communities.
STORIES of CHANGE

Motivated by Her Two Children,
Mayra Lopez Learns
To Be an Activist

It was a light that just popped
up and I thought, ‘Hey, maybe I
can be doing this. Maybe I can
help other parents.’

A Different Kind of Network: The
A Different Kind
Network
Making Connections Louisville Network
is building an ambitious community“
wide network that is linking residents
”
not just to one another, but also to many
A
opportunities provided by Making
Connections’ partners, such as jobs and
asset-building programs. In addition, the network is building
new relationships between service providers and residents.
of

The Making Connections Louisville Network
is using social network theory to spark
a bold movement for community change

A job may be lifealtering for the
individual who
gets the job, but
social networks can
transform whole
generations and
communities.
—TErrI BAILEy

By Laura Crawford

fter initially struggling to find ways to engage
lots of residents in its work and build momentum for change in its four target neighborhoods,
Making Connections Louisville decided to invest
heavily in a very different approach to change.

That approach involves building an ambitious community network, one that would not just link residents
to one another but also to many opportunities that
Making Connections’ partners provided, such as jobs
and asset-building programs.

Network Nite bingo combines fun with a purpose:
learning more about other Network members.

This network would also try to build new relationships between service providers and residents,
relationships that could change the way these providers do business in these communities as well as
change the expectations of residents. Louisville’s
Network is based on successful models of social
network strategies developed by organizations such
as Lawrence CommunityWorks in Massachusetts,
Beyond Welfare in Ames, Iowa, and LUPE in South
Texas.
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Beating the Odds at Atlanta’s Parks
Middle School: An inner-city middle
school with many risk factors—94% of
its students are poor—has experienced
a dramatic turnaround during the past
I
few years. In math, for example, the
Atlanta’s Walter Leonard Parks Middle School
percentage of eighth graders exceeding
the state’s standards rose from 1% to 46%. Atlanta diarist Sarah
Torian interviewed 17 people to learn why this change
happened. The answers involve new leaders who received lots of
support, a relentless focus on data, and involvement by a broad
range of partners and community residents.
By Sarah Torian

The learning
environment
at Parks
Middle School
has changed
dramatically
according to
long-time Parks
teacher Damany
Lewis.

An inner-city middle school with many
risk factors—94% of its students are
poor—has experienced a dramatic
turnaround during the past few years.
Why has this happened? The answers
involve new leaders who received lots
of support, a relentless focus on data,
and involvement by a broad range of
partners and community residents.

n recent years, Atlanta’s Walter Leonard
Parks Middle School has beaten the
odds. Despite being defined as a
“Needs Improvement” school for eight
straight years—and despite serving
predominantly low-income children from
single parent households in a struggling
urban neighborhood—Parks has witnessed
remarkable improvements in student
achievement. In math, for example, the
percentage of eighth graders exceeding the
state’s standards rose from 1% to 46%.

Mayra Lopez has gone from being
one of only three parents at a Head
Start meeting to a leader of efforts
to make her Oakland neighborhood a
better place to raise children. While
her story is a very personal one, it also
communicates a lot about the process
that people living in challenging
neighborhoods go through to change
their lives and their communities.

By Bill Wong

hen Mayra Lopez’s oldest child,
Roberto, started in the Head Start
program located near the family’s
apartment in Oakland’s struggling Lower
San Antonio neighborhood, she became an
instant parent activist.

dren per class, but only four parents were
there.”

She started attending Head Start’s
monthly meetings and was startled to learn
that she was one of only a handful of parents who bothered to go to those meetings.

This was in 2001, about three years
before Lopez had ever heard of the Annie E.
Casey Foundation or its Making Connections
comprehensive community-change initiative.
Making Connections is trying to help lift up
lower-income families and their children in
Oakland’s Lower San Antonio neighborhood
and nine other American cities.

“The first time I went, I only saw three
other parents there,” Lopez said. “It really shocked me. I just couldn’t believe
that. There were two classes of 32 chil-

Since her exposure to Making Connections, however, Lopez has felt a significant
change in her life as a parent activist and
concerned resident leader.

“I had this sense of people just
pouring into me” – How one man’s
journey from a Louisville housing project
“
to the governor’s office demonstrates the
”
power of networks. The life story of one
of the people who helped create
Louisville’s ambitious Network and
ground it in the realities of his community—Delquan Dorsey—
demonstrates the transformative power that networks and
relationships can have. He also shows the critical role someone
who grew up in a struggling neighborhood can play in
grounding a community change initiative in the realities of the
communities being changed.
“I had this sense of people
just pouring into me.”
How one man’s journey from
a Louisville housing project to the governor’s office
demonstrates the power of networks

True enough,
opportunities are
important. They
are the door, but
relationships are the
key to unlocking
the door.
—Delquan Dorsey

Delquan Dorsey with his mother (top left),
with his grandmother at his college
graduation, and with his son.

In Louisville, the Making Connections initiative has invested heavily in creating a broadbased network that pulls together residents of its target neighborhoods, connecting
them with each other and with opportunities that can help them in concrete ways—a
job, a scholarship, a ride to work.
The life story of one of the people who helped create this ambitious network and
ground it in the realities of his community—Delquan Dorsey—demonstrates the
transformative power that networks and relationships can have.

By Laura Crawford

Reflections
Building an Alliance around the
Needs of Women and Girls. As its
Women and Girls
name implies, one of the key goals of
Making Connections was to get local
people and institutions to work together
more closely. But while everyone agrees
that collaboration is important, it isn’t
easy to make it happen. A Des Moines-based group called the
Women’s Alliance has built an effective collaboration among
nonprofits serving women and girls in this city. One reason people
think it has been successful is the presence of Making Connections
in Des Moines. This publication, written by Des Moines diarist
Kristin Senty, tells the story of how this collaboration was built
and what others can learn from this experience.

WHAT’S CHANGED… In the way
Hartford supports children and their
families living in very low-income
neighborhoods? In Hartford, where
A
Making Connections narrowed its focus,
diarist Mike Salius asked people what
influence that MC had over the years in
this city and how its influence might be sustained. He
interviewed 13 people, all of whom had been involved with MC.
What they had to say was quite interesting, suggesting that MC
had more influence in Hartford than some outsiders might
think. People had very specific ideas about what its influence
was. Their reflections were communicated in this 16-page
reflection.

Dealing with the Here and Now:
Making Connections in Hartford’s
resident-run small grants program: Any
long-term community change initiative
has a short-term challenge: how to give
the community’s residents a sense that
things are changing now. In a few
Making Connections sites, resident-run small grants programs
have led to some concrete changes in their target neighborhoods
while also demonstrating the principle that residents themselves
can make things happen in their neighborhoods.

“On the Big Battles, we were getting
our butts kicked.” The long-time
director of a growing organizing group
W
in Denver—and a long-time close
partner of Making ConnectionsDenver—reflects about why his group
decided to invest so heavily in a longterm initiative like Making Connections and what has come out
of this investment.

By Kristin Senty

The Women’s Alliance
is working to improve
the futures of women and
girls, in part by making
policymakers more aware of
their needs.

Dealing with the
Here and Now
Making Connections in Hartford’s
resident-run small grants program

Group facilitator
Magdaly Font
(far left) with the
residents who
made up Making
Connections in
Hartford’s original
small grants
panel: (L to R)
Deborah Johnson,
Aida Díaz,
Ramona Obaez,
Carmen Roig and
Annette Womack.

Making Connections in Hartford’s long-term outlook and ongoing commitment to help residents and local organizations take on the responsibility
to transform their neighborhoods makes it a unique initiative with growing
support throughout the community.

Yet for many residents, Making Connections’ long-term outlook is frustrating. Their families, friends and neighbors have immediate needs. While
they understand that it takes time to bring about community-wide change,
their interest and attention is mostly focused on the here and now.
In its struggle to increase the scope and scale of resident engagement, the
Making Connections in Hartford site team realized that getting residents to understand this initiative’s principles was not that difficult. Getting them to accept and meaningfully support them was, however, a major challenge.

In the way Hartford
supports children
and their families living
in very low-income
neighborhoods?
After nearly a decade of work,
has Making Connections had
an influence on policies and
practices in Hartford?

core idea of Making Connections is
that it will be able to fundamentally
change outcomes in very low-income
neighborhoods only if it is first able to
change the way other funders, public agencies and nonprofit service providers do their
work in these neighborhoods.

By Mike Salius

Everyone agrees: collaboration among organizations providing
services makes sense. The trick is to make it happen. In Des Moines, a
collaboration called the Women’s Alliance has gotten organizations
that serve women and girls
to do more
than tout the virtues of working
together – but to actually do it
effectively. Their experience
so far suggests ways
to overcome the
many barriers that
organizations face as
they collaborate.

What’s changed…

The thinking is that any privately supported initiative like Making Connections
will never by itself be able to bring enough
resources and other supports to turn around
struggling neighborhoods. Instead, it needs
to use the money and other resources it can
bring to influence others to use their resources in ways that will have a transformative impact over time.

A mural in Frog Hollow—one of two Making Connections
neighborhoods in Hartford—celebrates the Puerto Rican
heritage of many of its residents.
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“On the big battles, we were
getting our butts kicked.”

A Reflection by Mike Kromrey, Director of Metro Organization for People
• About why his organizing group became deeply involved in
Making Connections Denver.

• How this involvement has helped change Denver’s understanding
of — and support for — organizing.
• And why any initiative that wants to build the voice of residents
needs to use organizers and organizing principles.

hen he first came to Denver
in 1999 to try to jumpstart a
movement for change in a few
struggling neighborhoods, the Casey
Foundation’s Garland Yates was clear
about one thing: he needed to engage
local organizers. He was also clear that
the Making Connections initiative needed
to “use some of the understandings about
how to engage and empower communities
that come out of organizing.”

To do this, he asked a range of organizers and groups in Denver to begin meeting
to explore how they and Making Connections might work together to strengthen organizing in this city and build a movement
of residents and other stakeholders that
could actually achieve long-term change in
these neighborhoods.

The results of this have been quite interesting. One result has been some significant organizing success stories:

• A large group of parents have been organized and trained to create an impressive

Mike Kromrey

Building an Alliance
around the Needs of
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“The work just has to keep going”
– A Reflection on Denver’s Community
Court: As the people who helped
convince Denver’s juvenile justice
system to create a community court
A
based in a Making Connections-Denver
neighborhood learned, convincing a
system to agree to a reform is just the first step. Then that reform
needs to be implemented and ultimately institutionalized. The
ultimately unsuccessful struggle to institutionalize this
community court has much to teach others working on system
reforms.
The work just has

”

to keep going.

A Reflection on Denver’s Community Court

Getting off the Payday Loan
Treadmill. In Louisville, the Making
Connections Network is working with a
bank to give residents an alternative to
high-cost payday loans. The goal is to
help Network members pay off high cost
debt, repair their credit and establish an
emergency savings account. This 16-page publication, written by
Louisville diarist Laura Crawford, explains how the Affordable
Credit and Savings Plan works, how it came about and what
challenges it has faced. It also includes a reflection about building
family economic success by Making Connections Louisville’s FES
coordinator, Jane Walsh.
Getting Off the
Payday Loan
Treadmill

Payday loans have
gotten a lot of
attention recently.
They can carry
astronomical interest
rates. They can
saddle people with
debt.

But payday loan
companies have
grown rapidly
in lower income
communities
because they meet
people’s need for
emergency cash. The
Making Connections
Louisville Network is
working with local
partners to find a better, lowercost way to meet this need while
making Louisville’s financial system
more responsive to lower-income
neighborhoods.

All you need to get a payday
loan is a bank account and

proof of steady income.

By Laura Crawford

Implementing a reform can be every bit
as hard as winning it in the first place

Community
court judges
looked for a
mix of sentence
and services
that would help
keep young
people from
committing
more crimes.

n early and dramatic success of Making Connections Denver was helping
residents of the Cole neighborhood
convince the juvenile court system to start
a community court.
This court heard cases involving
young people in Cole and several nearby

neighborhoods. The court involved the
community both in determining the
appropriate punishment and in helping
the kids confront personal problems that
helped get them in trouble in the first
place. The goal was to find ways to stop
young people from committing worse
crimes in the future.
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Reflections
A Story of Making Connections
Across the Divides of Race, Class
and Culture: Nearly everyone doing
community change work acknowledges
“
the importance of race, class and culture.
But how do you tackle these sensitive
”
subjects? The journey of one Making
Connections Des Moines staff person—a self-described “white
person from the suburbs”—suggests both some answers to this
question as well as why addressing these issues is so critical to
any effort to build community and engage residents.
A Story of Making Connections
Across the Divides of
Race, Class and Culture
Nearly everyone doing community
change work acknowledges the
importance of race, class and
culture. But how do you tackle
these sensitive subjects?

The journey of one Making
Connections Des Moines staff person
—a self-described “white person
from the suburbs” — suggests
some answers to this question.
The changes that she and others
in Des Moines went through
also suggest why addressing
these subjects is so important.
Many in Des Moines have
come to believe that building
meaningful relationships among
diverse people should be the
first step for any initiative
designed to make a difference
in struggling communities.

As I started to listen to my co-workers’ stories,
I felt this profound feeling of what people were
struggling with—often it was racism—and it
was hard….
“At that point, my work with Making
Connections became this unique opportunity
to see life from a very different vantage point
than what I had ever considered.

—Ellen Wonderlin
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A reflection on the meaning of Ellen Wonderlin’s transformation…Page 00

Finding New Ways to Get Beyond
Welfare: A small group in Ames, Iowa,
is exploring a very different approach to
helping poor people, one that links
people across income levels. The group’s
founder, Lois Smidt, raises some
provocative questions about how we try
to reduce poverty and measure our success.
Finding new ways
to get

Beyond Welfare

By Kristin Senty and Tim Saasta

Lois Smidt (r) and
Beyond Welfare
work to connect
people across
their differences
and change their
understanding of
poverty. Judy
Morrow (l) says
that sometimes
“hugs can be
better than
money.”

A small group in Ames, Iowa, is exploring a

By missing this complexity, our approaches

very different approach to helping people who

may not take into account the often slow

are poor, an approach that emphasizes social

process needed to move beyond poverty.

networks that transcend economic differences
and a definition of “poverty” that goes well

Smidt also raises provocative questions

about how we measure progress on reducing

beyond lack of income.

poverty, suggesting that by focusing

The group’s founder, Lois Smidt, raises

on indicators that are relatively easy to

some provocative questions about society’s

measure—especially economic indicators like

approach to reducing poverty, suggesting that

jobs and income—we may be missing some

we may be missing the complexity that results

of the most important steps on the path away

from people being poor across generations.

from poverty.
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Building Resident Power and
Capacity for Change: An ‘on-theground’ reflection about what it takes
for funders to work effectively with
low-income communities: This
report, done for Grassroots
Grantmakers, uses in-depth
interviews to explore five key topics involving the work of
funders who are working in low-income neighborhoods.
Each of these topics is available as a separate PDF:
Building Resident Power and
Capacity for Change
An ‘on-the-ground’ reflection about what it takes for funders to
work effectively with low-income communities

A report by The Diarist Project
For Grassroots Grantmakers
April 2009

• The need to build strong relationships with these
community’s residents.
• The importance of building the capacity of these
communities.
• The need to build the capacity of funders to do this
work.
• The need for new approaches to insuring accountability.
• How this neighborhood-based work can add up to
broader community change.

Diarist reports, stories and reflections are available free at
www.DiaristProject.org.
Hard copies of some diarist reports are available from:
The Diarist Project • Charitable Choices
4 Park Ave., Suite 200 • Gaithersburg, MD 20877 • 240-683-7100
Tim@CharityChoices.com

