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"You are young, gifted, and Black. We must begin to tell our 
young. There is a world waiting for you. Yours is the quest 
that's just begun." James Weldon Johnson 

  

A LETTER FROM OUR PRESIDENT 
 

The year 2020 was a milestone year for RFDG, filled with successes and 
challenges that would not have been possible to achieve and navigate without your 
support.  I am impressed by the organization's dedicated supporters. 

We are increasing African American and low-income students' learning 
experiences to ensure equitable opportunities and access to excellent teaching regardless 
of race and socioeconomic status while preserving our history and cultural heritage 
assets.   

In the coming year, RFDG will focus on a sustainable, lasting impact by investing 
heavily in our programs.  We will continue to build on our education advocacy and 
programs through social media, Facebook, and YouTube channels. We deepen 
programmatic resources and impact to ensure that our STEAM students can access 
quality out-of-school-time learning opportunities and dedicated teachers.  This report 
gives an overview of the impact we created together in 2020 and a glimpse into 2021 and 
beyond. 

We are incredibly grateful for your continued support.  Together, we are reshaping 
the future of African American and other minority children in the City of Asheville and 
Buncombe County. 

 

Marcell Proctor 

Founder and President, Board of Directors 
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RFDG HISTORY AND OVERVIEW 

River Front Development Group (RFDG) was founded in 1996 as a Community Development 
Corporation by a group of African American men, headed by Marcell Proctor, President.  The 
group secured the sole African American owned "All American Modular Homes" dealership in 
WNC and constructed 19 homes for low-moderate income residents, and the Asheville Housing 
Authority.  When Asheville's affordable land sites became too expensive, the group expanded 
its mission to include additional community development projects. 

RFDG has a volunteer Board of Directors and By-laws that provides governance, oversight, 
strategic planning, and advocates and fundraisers for the organization.  In addition to the Board 
of Directors, we have a community-based Advisory Board on Cultural Heritage History Projects 
funded by the Buncombe County Tourism Development Authority.  The Advisory Board 
provides support and advocacy for RFDG development initiatives and feedback on RFDG 
tourism activities.  RFDG is also an active member of the Asheville-Buncombe African American 
Heritage Commission.  
 
MISSION 
Eliminate housing, education, health, and cultural disparities and improve the quality of life for 
African Americans and low-income people in the City of Asheville and Buncombe County, NC. 
 
VISION 
To combat deterioration and gentrification of economically marginalized neighborhoods adversely 
impacted by past Urban Renewal and Redevelopment programs.  
 
GOALS 

1. Advocate for corrective action on systemic racial disparities in the community 
2. Integrate African Americans into existing and future services and programs. 
3. To monitor and preserve cultural heritage assets, affordable housing, quality education, 

and social services for African Americans in marginalized communities.  
4. Implement and evaluate strategies to achieve specific equity objectives. 
5. To provide culturally responsive education programs and practices that will improve low-

income student's achievement and opportunity gaps. 
6. We are implementing policies to address the disproportionate student discipline rates.  
7. We are improving teaching and learning experiences to promote academic excellence. 

 
STRATEGY 
We are bringing together community partners and resources to support RFDG's goals 
collaboratively.  As a whole community, we are at an inflection point as we grapple with the 
ravages of COVID-19. We see unprecedented reckoning with the realities of inequity and 
momentum toward societal transformation.  In this context, we recognize that the challenges we 
are experiencing can feel intractable. Hence, as we turn to options from the mind science of 
identity, it helps explain to others that society's equality claims contradict that reality. RFDG 
draws on practical, community-based strategies to align individual behavior and institutional 



   
 

5   

practice with equity values.  In the 24 years we have been doing this work, and it is apparent 
that for institutional change to occur, those who hold power must engage authentically, commit 
to accountability and transparency, and be intentional about the conversation.   
 
RFDG focuses on four major social services areas:  African American cultural heritage history 
and assets, African American economic and tourism development projects, affordable housing, 
and educational opportunities.   
 
 
PRINCIPLES of PRACTICE 
RFDG is committed to accessible services and about asking students and their families the best 
way to communicate with them, the best time to call, and the best time to meet.  In alignment 
with our mission, services offered are primarily for low-income families; however, to be inclusive 
and to recognize the community's needs, we offer affordable, fee-based services to those in the 
middle-income bracket. 
 
DIVERSITY, INCLUSION, and NON-DISCRIMINATION  
RFDG celebrates diversity, has a deep commitment to cultural identity, and expressly prohibits 
discrimination regarding race, color, national origin, age, familial status, marital status, sex, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, disability, religion, veteran status, height, 
weight, associational preference, or genetic information.  We believe in and commit to ongoing 
learning about other cultures, reducing power imbalances and, working in partnership with those 
whose voices are unheard. RFDG is committed to working, individually and as a team, to 
identify and address the ways racism, homophobia, ableism, and other systemic oppressive 
behaviors show up within organizations and the systems that serve youth.  We name privilege 
as we work to dismantle the oppression that it represents.   
 
 
STAKEHOLDER INCLUSION 
RFDG relies on its Board of Directors and the Advisory Board's involvement to establish 
program priorities and provide counsel on service deployment and community targeting of 
resources.  A cross-section of community activists and professionals take an active role in 
advancing RFDG's mission internally by informing and strengthening RFDG's strategic vision 
and externally by serving as advocates and liaisons to community leaders and constituents. 
 
Sparking the individual and collective changes needed to transform the social determinants of 
health in the African American community requires knowledge and an understanding of health 
issues and the causes and consequences of racial disparities. In alignment with RFDG's 
imperative to spread awareness on the need for RFDG's programs and services, the Asheville 
AIA and AIGA collaborated and hosted the inaugural cultural heritage charrette, held on 
_______2019.  Attended by organization officials, providers, policymakers, the Stephens Lee 
Alumni Association, and residents, the charrette demonstrated the importance of using the 
information as a basis for action. 



 

Throughout the fiscal year, the Board held meetings in sync with TDA-Explore Asheville 
activities and observances.  Meetings with Stephens-Lee Alumni and East End Neighborhood 
Association included presentations and discussions on focus area topics and plans in which 
residents were active participant-stakeholders. 
 
MULTI-DISCIPLINARY TEAMING 
In FY2020, RFDG recruited and mobilized volunteers consisting of passionate and dedicated 
professionals committed to serving as community partners.  Because improving the education, 
employment, and housing of low-income residents requires an understanding of the various 
social, cultural, physical, and economic factors that influence the city's health.  RFDG's 
volunteer staff includes these professionals and community members that are all well-versed in 
holistic, culturally competent client-centered goals.  Contributions from multiple perspectives in 
decision-making and problem-solving have been essential in developing RFDG's outreach and 
services. 
 
TECHNOLOGY 
In FY2020, with the support of a Dogwood ION Grant, RFDG began to develop computer 
resources and introduce software applications to manage, deploy, and improve services and 
programs.  Microsoft Education, Google for Education, Bookshare by Benetech, Understood, 
Rewordify, and TalkTyper is "assistive technology" used to demonstrate how students record, 
store, retrieve, track, and share learning and creative activities.  These tools also enable staff to 
efficiently document and quantify RFDG's efforts and outcomes while protecting participants' 
safety. The seamless integration of these applications is instrumental in establishing and 
boosting RFDG's operational capacity into future years.   
 
 
RFDG operates a Youth Development program known as the Berry Temple Community -
Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, & Mathematics (STEAM) Academy (BT Academy) in 
collaboration with the UNC-A STEAMStudio, Asheville AIA, Asheville AIGA, NC African 
American Architects, and the Asheville Preservation Society.  STEAM is an educational 
approach to learning that uses the sciences as access points for guiding student inquiry, 
dialogue, and critical thinking.  STEAM practices promote active, inquiry-based learning to 1) 
build students’ competence and self-efficacy; 2) deepen their understanding of their current and 
future potential to solve problems; and 3) strengthen their social-emotional skills, including 
persistence, resiliency, creativity, problem-solving and collaboration.  
 
Outreach is through parents, church referrals, and community organizations, we also 
intentionally recruit African American children in foster care and children performing below 
grade proficiency, i.e., a population with imbalanced adverse childhood experiences.  Our out-
of-school-time programs and learning opportunities include afterschool, weekends, holiday 
breaks, summer workshops and staffed by experienced professional educators.  
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OUR CHALLENGES 
On Friday, March 13, all public schools closed as the coronavirus took root, our programs 
moved to the virtual world of Zoom, Microsoft Education, and Google Classroom.  Teachers, 
students, parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents had to convert some part of their 
home into a classroom, impose a school-like schedule, and oversee the student's "digital" 
learning.  The pandemic exposed in stark detail the social, economic, and racial inequities in 
Asheville City and Buncombe County schools.  Continuing closure and mixed schedules raise 
how and whether the existing 60 percentage point academic achievement gap between white 
students and black students can be adequately addressed when it is among the highest in both 
the state and the nation.  Moving to remote teaching and learning has necessarily involved a lot 
of quick decisions such as maintaining student engagement with material and class 
discussions, accountability.  Abruptly flipping a course to remote is a different beast from 
thoughtfully planning an online well in advance, on purpose.  One of the most important things 
for instructors has been figuring out hoe to “be there” (from “here”) for students and parents who 
are all varieties of stressed-out.  Our instructors decided to conduct remote classes from the 
UNC-A STEAMStudio with a real-life background of a large workshop.  Additionally, each 
student received a class “tool kit” of instruments used by the instructor, for their use at-home.  
 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
A similar challenge is our inability to rely upon the use of “assistive technology due to recent 
studies demonstrating racial disparities in automated speech recognition in Google and 
Microsoft education programs, and other machine-learning algorithms in conversational speech.  
The problem is the Corpus of Regional African American Language (CORAAL) a collection of 
sociolinguistic interviews with dozens of African American individuals who speak African 
American Vernacular English (AAVA).  These algorithms suffer from racial bias in natural 
language processing.  This technology is also employed in virtual assistants built into mobile 
devices, digital dictation for completing medical records, automated subtitling for video content, 
and hands-free computing.  Simply put, the technology does not contain sufficient acoustic 
models in their data sets and results in word error rates and lower performance indications.  
Correcting this problem requires institutions to use more diverse training datasets that include 
African American Vernacular English.  In the interim, RFDG and our collaborators are reviewing 
and developing more written and verbal curriculum materials and designing additional ‘tool  
kits’ for hands-on ‘makers’ learning. 
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RFDG covered a great deal of ground in developing a custom management information system 
that strengthen our operational infrastructure.  This software makes accessible more information 
and insights about students and services.  In 2021, when students return to classes and we can 
program more walking tours and museum visits, will measure RFDG’s long-term efficacy in its 
current service delivery model, identify additional pathways for improvement, optimization of 
programs, and enable RFDG to better target demographic areas of greatest need.  
 
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
SUPPORTERS  
RFDG supporters are Z Smith Reynolds Foundation for operations and nonprofit business 
services; Wells Fargo Foundation for homeownership training and affordable housing upgrades;   
In-Kind services from the Asheville Chapter of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) for  
African American Cultural Heritage Museum Community Planning Charrettes;  Buncombe 
County Tourism Product Development Authority (TDA) $100,000 in Capital Funds, Heritage 
Trail and Stephens-Lee African American Heritage Museum and Arts Incubator FY2018 – 
Present;  Asheville Chapter of the American Institute of Graphic Artists (AIGA) for photographs 
and Story Boards of  the community Planning Charrettes;  the North Carolina Association of 
African American Architects video webinars about the practice of Architecture (FY2020-2021); 
members of the community, corporations and grants from The WNC Bridge Foundation for 



 

outreach and planning activities (FY2019), Ray Charles Foundation for 'the Science of Sound 
programming (FY2019-2020);  Dogwood Health Trust ION Grant for 'The City as Classroom' 
programming (FY2019-2020;  East End/Valley Street Neighborhood Association (Isaac 
Coleman Marker Fund), City of Asheville Community Development Block Grant for an African 
American History Kiosk to be located at Stephens-Lee Recreation Center (Museum and Arts 
Incubator FY2019-2020);  City of Asheville Strategic Partnership Grant for furnishings in the 
Museum (FY2019-2020);  the Asheville-Buncombe Preservation Society for a year-long (FY 
2020-2021)  Photographic history project of the East End/Valley Street community;  and the 
Dogwood Health Trust Equity Fund for Operating Expenses and a Pilot project for Girls (FY 
2021-2022).  To realize a reduction in the social determinants of health as a shared value and 
foster cross-sector collaboration, RFDG has forged the above relationships to create a 
sustainable network and expand our services' reach and scope.  These partnerships have been 
critical in optimizing RFDG's community outreach and equity promotion services.  Outreach was 
especially essential in FY20 due to COVID-19 schools' closures and the urgent development of 
virtual learning processes.  Our connections with various agencies create possibilities for more 
significant promotion of our activities, events, and interventions. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

 
  

 


