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Capacity Building Technical Assistance: Foundational Capacities 
By Caitlin Howley 

 
Capacity building is the cornerstone of our technical assistance (TA) to state education 

agencies (SEAs) in the Appalachian region. The Appalachia Regional Comprehensive Center 
(ARCC) approach helps SEAs identify—and grow—the capabilities that will allow them to 
transform their systems and pursue continuous improvement so they may achieve their goals. 
This framework undergirds all the TA we offer SEAs, regardless of the content focus of any 
particular initiative we are assisting them to implement. 

Our approach focuses on helping states acquire specific foundational and higher-order 
capacitiesi common among effective SEAs. These include foundational elements such as 
knowledge, skills, and structures, as well as more advanced capabilities, such as the ability to 
build organizational capacity in local education agencies (LEAs).  

In this article, we explore the foundational capacities critical to SEA success. We will describe 
higher-order capacities in the next issue of our newsletter. 

Foundational Capacities 

Foundational capacities are core organizational aptitudes, without which systems are 
unlikely to achieve and sustain high levels of performance or even meet fundamental 
organizational goals.ii Our framework differentiates between types, stages, levels and outcomes 
of capacity. Exhibit 1 overviews these foundational capacities. 

Exhibit 1. Foundational Organizational Capacitiesiii 

 



 

300 Summers St., Ste. 600   •   Charleston, WV 25301   •   1-855-355-ARCC (2722)   •   www.arccta.org 
 

Capacity Types. Educational change involves four types of foundational capacity: human, 
organizational, structural, and material.iv Human capacity includes intellectual proficiency and 
the will to pursue goals. Organizational capacity refers to the interaction, collaboration, and 
communication among members of an organization, whereas structural capacity is determined 
by the elements of an organization that exist independently of the people who work within a 
particular system (for instance, policies, procedures, and practices). Material capacity refers to 
the fiscal resources, technologies, materials, and equipment that the organization uses to meet 
its needs and implement change. 

Capacity Levels. Levels of capacity focus on the personnel and system needs that must be 
addressed to achieve goals.v Our four levels of capacity building begin with an 
acknowledgement that organizations and the people within them need information about the 
change they aim to undertake to understand the desired state to be attained. Once sufficient 
knowledge is gained, organizational members need to acquire and use the skills necessary to 
implement the initiative. At the third level of capacity building, information and skills need to be 
integrated into structures that will reflect new knowledge and give staff a framework by which 
to apply new capabilities. Finally, the organization will need to develop and use new or refined 
processes that operationalize and institutionalize the information, skills, and structures 
undergirding the initiative. 

Implementation Stages. Stage theory suggests that change is incremental and 
developmental.vi Our approach includes four key stages of change that can be applied to 
capacity building. The exploration stage of capacity building involves creating a readiness for 
change.vii Once the need for change is decided, organizational members determine the capacity 
desired and identify the knowledge, skills, structures, and processes necessary to achieve their 
goal.viii The emerging implementation stage of capacity building involves installing needed 
resources and initially implementing new skills or practicesix, whereas the full implementation 
stage entails integrating new information and skills into a wide range of organizational practices 
and refining such practices based on evaluation of the changes.x Finally, the sustainability stage 
of capacity building involves pervasive and consistent use of the refined skills and practices.xi 

Outcomes. As organizations develop and implement interventions that will modify, refine, or 
change the organization, one of three types of capacity-building change can occur.xii 
Developmental change can be either planned or emergent and tends to be incremental, with an 
organization focusing on the improvement of a skill or process. Transitional change, which tends 
to be planned and episodic, involves efforts to move the organization from an existing state to a 
different desired state. Transformational change results in significant alterations to 
organizational structures and requires a shift in culture and beliefs among members of the 
organization.  
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In Sum 

 Our key goal—and our reason for being—is to assist SEAs as they undertake important 
reforms by helping them use their existing capacities to best effect and helping them acquire 
any new capacities required for success. Foundational capacities are at the heart of our services, 
allowing the ARCC to target assistance more effectively, more responsively, and in ways that 
allow SEAs to maintain effectiveness once our work is complete. 
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