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This practice brief is the first of nine dedicated to various facets of the theory of action driving
implementation of the UW Brotherhood Initiative. The series of briefs provides definitions,
background, and implementation examples for both practitioners and administrators to
consider when designing initiatives, courses, and partnerships intended to serve undergraduate men of color at all institutions, but particularly predominantly white institutions.

Launched in 2016, the Brotherhood Initiative at the University of Washington is a cross-unit, researchto-practice project that draws on an extensive body of research, including studies on intersectional
identity development and high-impact practices for student engagement1, to improve postsecondary
outcomes for undergraduate men of color. In this introductory brief we begin by discussing the
importance of developing a theory of action, and then describe the BI Theory of Action that informs
the design and implementation of this initiative.
1 More information on the Brotherhood Initiative can be found at https://brotherhoodinitiative.org/

WHAT IS A THEORY OF ACTION?
A theory of action (ToA) 2 is a connected set of propositions that
explains how intentional strategies are combined and prioritized
to address clearly defined problems and produce desired
outcomes. A clear and well defined ToA is important for three
reasons:
1. A clear ToA can make visible how initiative or programmatic
plans are grounded in current research and demonstrated
best practice.
2. A ToA documents how generalized theories and frameworks
are customized with local knowledge and emerging practices
to achieve community-specific goals.
3. A ToA offers a clear path for assessment and evaluation,
creating insight and innovations that are more rigorous,
timely, and useful.
The BI was designed by integrating student and practitioner
data with theory-driven constructs and evidence-based practices
that work for serving undergraduate men of color. The BI ToA is
foundational to the work of the Initiative in that it makes visible
the ways in which BI staff, faculty, and partners must align to
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produce successful outcomes for BI Scholars. It also outlines the
assumptions and beliefs through which the Initiative’s delivery
and activities are implemented, tested, and evaluated. As the
Initiative has evolved over the past five years - and problems of
practice have become clearer through assessment and evaluation
- the BI ToA has been refined to reflect innovations and changes
in program rationale. In the following sections, we describe the
various components of the BI ToA in detail so that practitioners
can better understand and adapt portions of our program design
into their work with men of color at their own institutions.

FOUNDATIONAL THEORIES AND STRUCTURE
The BI ToA is grounded in a synthesis of relevant research
and stakeholder insight related to institutional structures and
practices relevant to the success of undergraduate men of color.
The central structure of the BI ToA broadly reflects and leverages
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2 The Brotherhood Initiative is intentional in its use of this
language even though ToA and ToC are often used interchangeably across planning guides and resources. Though a
theory of action is similar to a theory of change, or logic model
in practice, the ToA focuses on the design aspects of the program or initiative, while the ToC lays a foundation for assumptions, beliefs, and processes that drive anticipated changes.

the complex set of interactions between individuals and their
environments. According to Bronfrenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory, individuals operate within layers of external environments
that include interacting systems of relationships that impact
individual development3. Additionally, Rendon’s validation theory
asserts that faculty, staff, and peers are important mediating
factors to learning and that practices that validate the knowledge
and effort of culturally diverse learners “create an atmosphere
of trust, respect and freedom to learn”4. Incorporating aspects
of both ecological systems theory and validation theory, the
BI acknowledges the communities and lived experiences
of undergraduate men of color and creates a supportive
community that mediates students’ development and learning.

3 Bronfenbrenner, U., & Morris, P. A. (2007). The
bioecological model of human development.
Handbook of Child Psychology, 793-828.
4 Rendon, L. I. (1994). Validating culturally diverse students: Toward a new model of learning and student
development. Innovative Higher Education, 19(1), 33-51.
5 See the Sense of Belonging in the Brotherhood Initiative
Brief for more information and examples of practice.
6 See the Continuity of Support in the Brotherhood Initiative
Brief for more information and examples of practice.
7 See the Culturally Responsive Guidance in the Brotherhood
Initiative Brief for more information and examples of practice.
8 See the Culturally Relevant Pedagogy in the Brotherhood
Initiative Brief for more information and examples of practice.

CONDITIONS FOR SUCCESS
In the BI ToA, the conditions for success serve as guiding
principles for all subsequent actions, relationships, and
anticipated outcomes. As such, these conditions for success
influence all other components and processes in the model.
As the conditions for success are reduced or increased, the
effectiveness of the entire model does the same. Conditions for
success are optimal when:

Highlighted portion of diagram represents the four BI
conditions for success.

a. opportunities and structures that foster a sense of
belonging5 are widely available
b. support is continuous6 and not bound by structure or
academic standing
c.

guidance and supports are culturally responsive7, and

d. the curriculum and pedagogical approaches are culturally
relevant8 .

INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS
Interpersonal relationships are critical to building a supportive
community for BI students. In the BI ToA model, these
relationships are represented by the layers of circles surrounding
the individual student. The BI intentionally strives to connect
students with people who are more likely to provide academic
and interpersonal validation to the Initiative’s specific population.
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Highlighted portion of diagram represents both layers
of the interpersonal relationships in the model.

The multiple layers roughly represent the degree to which
students typically interact with the people listed in the diagram
while in college. For example, students may interact more
frequently with, or have deeper relationships with BI staff and
faculty than with other faculty or advisors. And if students live
on-campus, they may interact more frequently with peers than
family members. However, the specific people and relationships
in each layer can vary over time and by the individual student.

9 Cobb, P., Confrey, J., Lehrer, R., & Schauble, L. (2003). Design
experiments in educational research. Educational Researcher,
32(1), 9–13.
10 Gutiérrez, K., & Jurow, A. (2016). Social design experiments:
Toward equity by design. The Journal of the
Learning Sciences, 25(4), 565–598.

STRATEGIC AREAS OF STUDENT ENRICHMENT
The BI ToA focuses on four primary areas of student enrichment:
1. Academic guidance and support
2. Psychosocial and identity development
3. Community-based learning and leadership development
4. Career development and professionalization
These areas are conceived as both individual components and

Highlighted portion of diagram represents the four
areas of student enrichment on which the BI primarily
focuses.

interrelated processes, moderated by the BI ToA conditions for
success. Concentrating on all four of these themes represents
an intentionally holistic approach to promoting student learning
and development. The enrichment areas are situated around the
interpersonal relationships at the core of the model to represent
the importance of their interdependence in advancing the impact
of the model.

EQUITY BASED INQUIRY & INSTITUTIONAL
FEEDBACK AND IMPROVEMENT
The BI draws upon design-based research (DBR) methods
to continually inform and improve program design. DBR
projects seek to address issues and challenges in educational
environments through collaboration between researchers,
practitioners, and community stakeholders to create and/
or refine theories and practices that improve educational
spaces9. The BI also centers equity-based frameworks and DBR
approaches10 that focus on institutional responses to racism
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Highlighted portion of diagram represents the equitybased inquiry cycle, which drives the institutional
feedback process.

and structural oppression11. In the BI ToA, the equity-based
inquiry cycle12 appears on the outside of the core to suggest the
dynamic and ongoing nature of using lessons and observations
from the relationships and enrichment areas of the Initiative (the
core) to inform and refine our understanding of how and why
the Initiative’s outcomes are achieved through the conditions
for success. The findings generated by continuous assessment
practices are used to prioritize programmatic as well as
institutional feedback and improvement.

STUDENT AND INSTITUTIONAL IMPACT
Anticipated outcomes of the BI ToA include the impact on both
students and the institution. The model implies that when
conditions for success are maximized, strategic areas of student
enrichment are fostered, and core relationships are sustained,
the BI will produce both increased empowerment and success
for men of color as well as improved collective institutional
capacity to engage and support men of color. It is important

Highlighted portion of diagram represents the student
and institutional impact goals of the BI.

to note that these impacts are related but also distinct and
that institutional impacts, or lack thereof, do not preclude
the impact of the initiative on students. Intermediate student
impacts include strong academic performance and admission to
preferred majors, as well as involvement in leadership, research,
and internship opportunities. These impacts are also exhibited
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11 Harris III, F., Bensimon, E. M., & Bishop, R. (2010). The Equity
Scorecard: A process for building institutional capacity to educate young men of color. Changing places: How communities will
improve the health of boys of color, 277-308.

12 Dowd, A. C., & Liera, R. (2018). Sustaining change towards
racial equity through cycles of inquiry. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 26(65).

in students feeling empowered to access the resources they
need, and developing a sense of agency over their educational
journey. At the institutional level, the goal is for institutional and
unit leaders to engage in organizational learning and develop the
awareness, knowledge, and/or abilities to implement practices
and policies that benefit undergraduate men of color.

GOALS
Achieving the student and institutional impacts leads to the
overarching goal of the BI ToA, which is to increase equitable
outcomes for men of color. This broad goal encompasses equity
at the individual and organizational levels. For BI Scholars, the
goals include comparable, if not greater, rates of graduation, time
to degree, and post-graduation outcomes in comparison to peer
groups of the same race or gender. At the organizational level,

Highlighted portion of diagram represents the
overarching goal of the BI.

the BI seeks to inform policy and practice in working with males
of color across a range of educational institutions, community
organizations, and government agencies. A primary strategy of
the BI is to develop professional learning communities with units
across campus to identify institutional disparities with respect
to men of color collaboratively, frame the problem based on
data trends, and generate context-specific solutions that can be
adapted based on institutional needs and evaluation findings.

FOUNDATIONAL SUPPORTS
The BI is supported by a number of units and individuals
who are critical to the functioning, success, and impact of the
initiative - but primarily operate as indirect supports to Scholars.
These supports are represented as the base or foundation of
the diagram. The executive committee consists of institutional
leaders including deans and vice presidents, who provide highlevel strategic guidance to the faculty director. The steering
committee includes professional staff and administrators from
across campus who meet quarterly and serve in an advisory
capacity regarding program curriculum and other student
services. Also foundational to the BI is the research team, which
continuously collects and analyzes data to improve program
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Highlighted portion of diagram represents the
foundational supports for the BI.

implementation and generate recommendations for institutional practice. As the number of BI alumni
grows, they will have the opportunity to be involved as mentors and guest speakers for younger students.
Funders and other community partners are also critical to program sustainability, reach, and innovation.

CONCLUSION
To summarize the BI ToA, ensuring equitable outcomes for undergraduate men of color can be conceived
of as a series of processes and relationships, whereby a collaborative initiative:
a. develops and maintains conditions of success,
b. designs and delivers enrichment content and experiences, and
c.

conducts equity-based inquiry to improve initiative content and conditions.

The anticipated impact of these conditions, processes, and relationships are increased student
empowerment and collective capacity to serve men of color. The model serves not only to clarify the
underlying assumptions of the initiative, but also to provide the basis for expanding the concepts and
definitions employed.

The eight additional briefs exploring the BI Theory of Action include:
• Sense of Belonging for Men of Color
• Culturally Relevant Pedagogy for Men of Color

Authors: Dr. Joe Lott, Kandi Bauman, and Dr. Theresa
Ling Yeh

• Culturally Responsive Guidance for Men of Color
• Continuity of Support for Men of Color
• Academic Guidance and Support for Men of Color
• Psychosocial and Identity Development for Men of Color
• Career Development and Professionalization for Men of Color
• Community-Based Learning and Leadership Development for Men of Color
These briefs are available at https://brotherhoodinitiative.org/research
Suggested Citation: Lott, J.L., Bauman, K, & Yeh, T. L. (2021, October). Introduction to BI Theory
of Action (BI Theory of Action Series: Brief No.1). Seattle, WA: The Brotherhood Initiative, University of Washington.
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