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SkillWorks Phase III Priorities and Funding Guidelines (updated February 2014) 

In Phase III, SkillWorks will award grants and contracts totaling between $740,000 and $950,000 

annually in support of priorities articulated in the initiative’s strategic plan.  Funds will be awarded 

through a competitive process open to proven or promising programs, partnerships or initiatives led by 

nonprofit, public or for-profit entities.  All grants and contracts will be approved by the SkillWorks 

Funders Group.1   

Priority Investments 

Successful applicants will be closely aligned with our priorities; address those priorities through one or 

more of the strategies we have identified as most likely to have an impact; and demonstrate their 

potential to achieve measurable results. 

SkillWorks’ priorities in Phase III (2014-2018) are to: 

1) Build more efficient and effective pipelines that connect skilled workers to employers and help 

advance them; 

2) Increase access to job training for hard-to-serve individuals 

3) Achieve greater impact and scale by expanding the reach of SkillWorks’ learnings. 

4) Increase level and flexibility of funding for workforce services 

In addition, SkillWorks’ funders have articulated a set of questions to guide our investments in Phase III: 

1) Does the strategy lead to systems change? 

2) Is it innovative? 

3) Does it address a key gap in the workforce system? 

For more detailed information about our strategic priorities and theory of change, please read 

SkillWorks’ strategic plan.  

                                                           
1
 SkillWorks’ funders group is comprised of the initiative’s investors.  Phase III investors currently include the 

Boston Foundation, the State Street Foundation, BNY Mellon, Bank of America Foundation, Mabel Louise Riley 
Foundation, the Clowes Fund, Inc., and the Carl S. Adams Memorial Trust, Bank of America N.A., Trustee. 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/lnzm6w3224pda6v/27-SkillWorks%20Phase%203%20Strategic%20Plan-Final.pdf
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June 2014 Cycle Interests   

Within the strategic priorities and investment areas outlined on the following pages, SkillWorks has a 

particular interest this cycle in reviewing projects in the following areas: 

 Projects that serve the long-term unemployed and connect them to work 

 Building/supporting employer-led consortia in the technology or transportation, logistics and 

distribution sectors that bring businesses together to address critical workforce challenges and 

document industry practices for hiring, training, retention and advancement of entry-level to 

middle-skilled individuals. 

 Creative uses of technology to scale up services such as coaching and developmental 

education/basic skills. 

More information on Strategic Priorities 

The Phase III goal of SkillWorks’ investments is to improve the workforce system’s effectiveness and 

efficiency, resulting in significantly improved economic outcomes for job and skill seekers, with a priority 

focus on those in Greater Boston who are low-income and low-skilled. SkillWorks will achieve this goal 

by leveraging its leadership position and collaborative model to convene business, labor, education, and 

civic leaders and catalyze change through innovative investments, adoption of best practices, and 

advocacy.    

As the funders considered SkillWorks’ impact over the initiative’s first ten years, the work that remains 

to be done, and the alignment of SkillWorks’ strengths and interests, four priorities emerged, along with 

the associated strategies described below: 

 Priority 1: Build more efficient and effective pipelines that connect skilled workers to employers 

and help advance them. SkillWorks will support approaches that increase successful transitions to 

post-secondary education or training and completion of industry-recognized credentials, particularly 

for low-skilled adults. 

 Priority 2: Increase access to job training for hard-to-serve individuals. SkillWorks will invest in 

programs that remove barriers for those with the most challenges accessing training and education, 

jobs and advancement. SkillWorks will emphasize the development of system-level solutions to 

persistent barriers so more individuals will progress toward self-sufficiency.  

 Priority 3: Achieve greater impact and scale by expanding the reach of SkillWorks’ learnings.  

SkillWorks will focus on building the capacity of workforce training providers and employers and 

disseminating learning and best practices.  SkillWorks will launch a regional provider network and 

peer learning groups.  SkillWorks will also support consortia of employers who work together to 

address critical workforce challenges; document industry practices for hiring, training, retention, 

and advancement of lower-skilled adults; and develop strategies to encourage the adoption of best 

practices.  

 Priority 4: Increase the level and flexibility of funding for workforce services. SkillWorks will invest 

in core advocacy capacity; support complementary advocacy campaigns; and use the power of 
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funders and grantees to improve the alignment of and funding for adult workforce training, 

education, and economic development programs.  SkillWorks will establish a forum for funders to 

share resources and explore the alignment of funding processes and metrics. SkillWorks Phase III 

will seek to engage additional public and private funders through an aligned funding strategy to 

complement its current pooled funding approach. 

SkillWorks will make Phase III investments with the following principles in mind: 1) all strategies must 

lead to systems change; 2) the strategies must be innovative; 3) the strategies must address a key gap 

in the workforce system. 

While the funders may be open to supporting other timely, strategic projects as needs and opportunities 
arise, the majority of SkillWorks funding in the first three years of Phase III (2014-2016) will be targeted 
toward the investment areas and projects on the following page. 



SkillWorks Phase III Priority Investment Areas and Eligible Projects 
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Investment Area Approx. Resources 

Available (annual) 

Examples of Eligible Projects 

Work and Career 

Readiness  

 

 

$90,000-$100,000 

 

average grant: 

$15,000-$25,000 

per year 

 

 

- A statewide career readiness system that provides at-scale basic skills and employability assessment, 

remediation and certification 

- Development of a Boston-region career readiness collaborative that helps workforce providers share 

best practices, challenges and lessons learned, especially as related to the implementation of the 

statewide career readiness system 

- Small grants to community-based organizations in Boston for staff development, employer outreach, 

or other activities related to implementation of the statewide career readiness system 

Credential 

Completion & 

Career 

Advancement 

$300,000-$400,000  

 

average grant: 

$50,000-$100,000 

per year 

- Development of partnerships and models that take career and academic coaching to scale, 

particularly models that make innovative use of technology and show promise for replication 

- Strategies and programs that help lower-income, lower-skilled people transition to and complete 

post-secondary education and training leading to employment or advancement   

- Supportive services that remove barriers to credential completion or career advancement 

Sector Building and 

Training 

$200,000-$250,000  

 

average grant: 

$50,000-$100,000 

per year 

- Building/supporting employer-led consortia that bring businesses together to address critical 

workforce challenges and document industry practices for hiring, training, retention and 

advancement of entry-level to middle-skilled individuals  

- Sector training partnerships with focus on systems change such as increasing employer investment, 

building out career pathways , or creating opportunities for under-represented populations 

- Sector training partnerships that make innovative use of technology in service delivery to enhance 

services or increase scale 

- Sector training partnerships that serve populations with known barriers to employment, such as: long-

term or chronically unemployed; homeless or formerly homeless; disconnected youth; veterans; or 

individuals with CORIs 

Increase and 

improve alignment 

of funding in 

support of 

workforce training 

$150,000-$200,000 

 

Grant size will 

depend on the 

project 

- Creating an online portal to track and report state funding for workforce programs and increase 

visibility and understanding of these programs 

- Advocacy for key workforce programs and priorities at the state level, as determined by the 

SkillWorks Funders Group and its partners/grantees 

- Research and reports highlighting promising practices or exploring gaps or barriers, with 

recommendations for improvements 

Total $740,000-$950,000  
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SkillWorks Competitive Grants Process 

SkillWorks Phase III will make grants or approve contracts of between one and three years as 

described in the chart on page 3.  The application process for all requests is below. 

Letter of Inquiry:  The application process begins with the submission of a two-page letter of inquiry 

(LOI) via email.   

- Organizations seeking consideration at SkillWorks’ grant making meeting in December 2013 should 

submit an LOI by October 24, 2013.  

- Organizations seeking consideration at SkillWorks’ grant making meeting in June 2014 should submit 

an LOI by March 7, 2014 

- Organizations seeking consideration at SkillWorks’ grant making meeting in December 2014 should 

submit an LOI by September 5, 2014. 

SkillWorks anticipates making more funding available after December 2014 and will release a grant 

making schedule in fall 2014 for future cycles. 

Review of an LOI generally does not involve a site visit but may include a telephone conversation with 

SkillWorks staff or funders.  We will determine whether we will request a full proposal within one month 

of the submission of the LOI. 

Instructions for the Letter of Inquiry 

The Letter of Inquiry (LOI) should identify the Investment Area and Project and the amount of funding 

requested.  Organizations are welcome to apply for funding in more than one Investment Area but 

should indicate the primary focus area of the LOI.  The LOI should provide evidence of the following 

selection criteria in no more than 2 pages (see page 9 for more detail on these criteria): 

1. Strategic alignment with SkillWorks’ priorities (see priorities on page 2 of these guidelines) 

2. Focus on low-income, low-skilled population in Greater Boston 

3. Track record of collaboration 

4. Evidence of demand-driven approach and strong employer partnership 

5. Measurable results 

For sector partnership applicants 

6. Understanding of the sector 

7. Systems  change focus 

The LOI should be submitted on the lead applicant’s letterhead and should be signed by the applicant 

organization’s President or Executive Director and include contact information for follow-up.  

The LOI should be submitted by email to skillworks@tbf.org.  Questions about the LOI or about 

SkillWorks funding priorities and guidelines should be submitted by email to Loh-Sze Leung, Executive 

Director, at loh-sze.leung@tbf.org.  Questions and answers from applicants will be posted on the 

SkillWorks website (www.skill-works.org) within 48 hours. 

mailto:skillworks@tbf.org
mailto:loh-sze.leung@tbf.org
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Special Projects and Planning grants: SkillWorks funders are open to receiving requests for planning 

grants of up to $10,000 over a period of six months to develop projects for implementation in any of the 

priority areas identified above.  SkillWorks will also consider requests of up to $20,000 for special, short-

term projects that fall within our funding priorities but are time sensitive in nature.   Applicants for 

special project or planning grants should follow the LOI guidelines. If invited to submit a full proposal, 

SkillWorks will provide further guidance on which of the attachments need to be submitted and the 

timing of such submission.  
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Instructions for Submitting the Full Proposal 

Full proposals will be accepted by invitation only.  Unsolicited proposals will not be accepted.  

Applicants submitting a request of $50,000 or more should ensure that their Giving Common profile (see 

page 6) is complete and up to date at the time of full proposal submission. 

The following must be submitted as part of a full proposal: 

1) Proposal coversheet (please use attached template) 

2) Proposal narrative of no more than 3500 words (approximately 8 pages, single spaced) 

addressing the selection criteria on pages 8-9, as applicable. 

3) Line-item project budget, including specific use of the grant sought from SkillWorks, sources 

and amounts of any additional funding pending or received, employer support, or any other 

sources of match for the project.  A sample budget template may be found at 

http://www.agmconnect.org/cpf/  

4) Budget narrative (1 page) 

5) Required Attachments (not counted in page limit): 

a. Detailed work plan (see template) 

b. Data management narrative (no more than 2 pages) describing the lead applicant’s 

data management capacity, including: 

- Database system being used to manage participant level data 

- Approach to and experience with recording and reporting participant level data, 

including participant Social Security Numbers, demographic information, 

training participation, and educational and employment outcomes, including 

assurance that the applicant is in compliance with Massachusetts General Law 

201 CMR 17.00: Standards for the Protection of Personal Information of 

Residents of the Commonwealth2 

- Approach to and experience with following participants over time, including 

methodology used to track job placements, wage gains, promotions, 

employment retention, and credential attainment  

- Approach to and experience with capturing business impact of services provided 

to employers, if applicable 

- Experience with evaluation (internal and external), including links to any 

evaluations of the program for which funding is requested, if available. 

c. A one page visual depiction of the service model (e.g. client flow chart or logic model) 

d. MOUs or MOAs detailing specific responsibilities and roles of each partner named in the 

proposal. 

Applicants should submit one unbound copy of the proposal to Loh-Sze Leung at 420 Boylston Street, 4th 

Floor, Boston, MA 02116 and email the proposal as a PDF file to skillworks@tbf.org.   

 

  

                                                           
2
 MGL 201 CMR 17.00 can be accessed here:  http://www.mass.gov/ocabr/docs/idtheft/201cmr1700reg.pdf 

mailto:skillworks@tbf.org
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Information and Requirements for Full Proposal 

The following information and requirements apply to applicants invited to submit full proposals. 

Giving Common Profile:   The Giving Common is an innovative web-based resource for informed giving in 

Massachusetts (http://www.givingcommon.org/).   SkillWorks is requiring that grant applicants 

complete and update their Giving Common profiles before submitting a full proposal for any grant of 

$50,000 or more.  To learn more about the Giving Common, including information about the benefits to 

participating nonprofit organizations, please click here. 

To get started, you can request a profile by visiting the Giving Common. The Giving Common is open to 

all nonprofit organizations serving or located in Massachusetts. 

Proposal Review and Evaluation:  As part of its due diligence process, SkillWorks staff, often joined by 

members of the Funders Group, will conduct a site visit and may also contact board members, clients, 

the leadership of collaborating or similar organizations and other funders to become better acquainted 

with the organization.  SkillWorks will do its best to coordinate with the lead applicant on any such 

contacts.  SkillWorks may also ask outside readers for feedback on individual proposals. 

Annual Review and Reporting:  Funded organizations will report annually on progress toward the goals 

and outcomes established in collaboration with SkillWorks before subsequent payments on multi-year 

grants are released. Organizations receiving one-year grants should also report on their outcomes within 

60 days of the end of the grant period. 

Program Evaluation: In addition to the submission of an annual narrative and financial report, 

SkillWorks grantees are required to participate in an external evaluation that measures the benefits of 

their program activities for individuals, employers, and systems impact.   Partnerships providing direct 

services should be prepared to collect data such as social security numbers, wages and demographic 

information for both unemployed and incumbent worker participants, as well as services provided and 

outcomes.  Applicants should assure that participants and employer partners are aware of these data 

collection needs and agree to provide evaluation data.  Data collection agreements should be written 

into partnership MOUs.  Evaluation activities will include but not be limited to annual submission of 

participant-level data to the evaluation team, including participant social security numbers, if applicable; 

staff, participant and partner interviews with the evaluation team; and completion of any reporting 

required by the National Fund for Workforce Solutions. 

  

http://www.givingcommon.org/
http://www.givingcommon.org/
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Timeline for Grant Decisions: All timeframes are approximate and may be adjusted as necessary to 

accommodate funders’ meeting schedules or funder requirements, as well as the need to gather and 

review any additional information.   

 December 2013 
Decision 

June 2014  
Decision 

December 2014 
Decision 

Letter of Inquiry (LOI) October 24 March 7 September 5 
Full Proposal Invited November 6 April 1 October 1 
Full Proposal Submitted November 28 May 1 November 1 
Site Visit (if needed) Early December Mid-May Mid-November 
Grant/Contract Awarded Mid-December Mid- June Mid-December 
Grant/Contract Start Date Between Jan-March  Between July-Sept. Between Jan-March 

 

SkillWorks staff will notify the applicant of the Funders’ decision.  Depending on the award or project, 

SkillWorks may choose to advance up to one year of the grant shortly after notification of the award, or 

to award performance-based contracts or grants payable after agreed-upon benchmarks are met. 

What SkillWorks does NOT fund: 

- Stand-alone ESOL, ABE or job readiness programs that are not connected to employer demand or 

career pathways     

- Direct donations or grants to individuals 

- Political campaigns 

- Building or capital campaigns 

- Annual fund drives or campaigns 

- Projects that exclusively serve religious purposes 

Please note that this is not a comprehensive list; if applicants have questions about what SkillWorks will 

fund, please email skillworks@tbf.org to contact SkillWorks staff. 

  

mailto:skillworks@tbf.org
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Key Evaluation Criteria for Full Proposals 

Strategic Alignment:  Successful applicants will be closely aligned with our priorities and strategies as 

listed above and demonstrate potential to achieve measurable results. Successful applicants will also 

demonstrate that their project: has a systems change orientation;3 is innovative; and addresses a key 

gap in the workforce system. 

Priority focus on those in Greater Boston who are low-income and low-skilled:  SkillWorks has a 

particular focus on efforts that unlock economic and educational opportunity for underserved residents 

and neighborhoods, especially within the City of Boston.  In addition, SkillWorks is also interested in 

expanding workforce training services to populations with known barriers to employment, such as: the 

long-term or chronically unemployed; homeless or formerly homeless; disconnected youth; veterans; or 

individuals with CORIs. 

Financial and Programmatic Capacity to Manage the Proposed Project: Successful applicants will 

provide evidence that they have a solid, stable financial and program management team, a strong 

balance sheet and program plans that give us confidence that their work will be sustained beyond our 

investment. 

Collaboration: Complex, long-standing problems require creative, multi-disciplinary approaches that are 

often beyond the capacity of a single organization.  SkillWorks is interested in supporting organizations 

with a track record of collaboration and collaborative groups of agencies working together to address 

the priorities we have identified.  In the case of new or innovative projects, prior collaboration on the 

proposed project is not required, but organizations should still provide evidence of related previous 

successful collaborative efforts. 

Matching Requirement: For requests of $50,000 or more per year, SkillWorks will give preference to 

partnerships or organizations that are able to provide a 50% cash match to the amount requested.  If no 

match is provided for a request of $50,000 or more, applicants must provide an explanation. 

Leadership: Successful applicants will have strong board and executive leadership with a track record of 

collaboration and demonstrates knowledge about the community and the field in which they operate. 

Measurable Results: Applicants must be able to articulate partnership or project goals, present a clear 

plan for achieving results and track outcomes and impact on the people and communities served.   

SkillWorks may request information on past performance in order to evaluate an applicant’s ability to 

achieve proposed outcomes. 

                                                           
3
 SkillWorks defines systems change as efforts to identify and address institutional practices, regulatory constraints, and other 

conditions that create barriers to hiring, training, retaining, and advancing entry-level or front-line staff in an industry or 

occupation.  Such systems change efforts include the development of services that demonstrate practical, replicable solutions 

to problems of access or quality of education or training services as well as endeavors to change the policies and practices of 

employers, industry, education institutions and training providers. Specific examples include (but are not limited to): changes in 

employer practices or policies that promote advancement for entry-level workers; evidence that grant-funded programs and 

practices are being institutionalized; new human resource practices or policies; expansion of partnership programs to other 

industry employers; and expansion of partnership programs/services to other groups of employees at a partner employer. 
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Career Pathways Approach: Applicants should demonstrate that their project or partnership is 

supportive of or follows a career pathways approach to organizing and delivering services.  A career 

pathway system is comprised of sector or cross-sector occupational career pathways that consist of: 1) 

well-connected education and training offerings; 2) multiple entry points at different skill and education 

levels; 3) multiple exit points aligned with successively higher levels of education/skill and family 

supporting employment.  Career pathway programs are the building blocks of career pathways and 

include: 1) participant-focused approaches to instruction and training; 2) nonduplicative assessment of 

participant skills and needs; 3) supportive services and career navigation services, including career 

exploration; and 4) direct connections to employment, including quality work experience and 

employment services.   More information on the career pathways approach can be found at 

http://www.clasp.org/admin/site/documents/files/Exec-Sum-of-AQCP-Beta-Final-091613-1.pdf 

 

Key Criteria for Sector Partnership Applicants 

SkillWorks has supported sector workforce partnerships for the last ten years and has learned many 

lessons from these investments.  Applicants submitting a proposal in support of sector partnerships 

should keep in mind these additional key criteria for funding. 

Business/Employer Engagement: Successful applicants will demonstrate employer engagement and 

leadership, documented by MOA or MOU, as well as demand-driven approach to training.  At least two 

employer partners are required per partnership. 

Understanding of the Sector: Successful applicants will demonstrate deep understanding of and 

experience with the industry sector they are addressing in their application.  Specifically, applicants will 

be able to cite employer, local and regional level (not just statewide or national) hiring and labor market 

statistics relevant to the sector; demonstrate understanding of employer practices and criteria with 

respect to entry and advancement; career pathways; and educational and training opportunities and 

barriers.  Based on their understanding of the sector, applicants will identify specific opportunities to 

change employer or industry practices with regard to hiring, advancement and retention of workers. 

Job Quality: Successful applicants will strive to ensure that a majority of the jobs targeted for training 

and placement meet Boston’s living wage standard, currently $13.76/hour (through June 30, 2014).  For 

more on Boston’s living wage, please see http://www.cityofboston.gov/jcs/Liv_wage_ord.asp. 

 

Templates for Full Proposal Attachments 

1. Proposal Coversheet  

2. List of Partners with contact information 

3. Work plan for Participant, Employer and Systems Change Services/Outcomes 

4. Proposed Participant Outcomes Form 

5. Budget Template 

http://www.clasp.org/admin/site/documents/files/Exec-Sum-of-AQCP-Beta-Final-091613-1.pdf
http://www.cityofboston.gov/jcs/Liv_wage_ord.asp

