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Overview
School principals are at the heart of New Leaders for New Schools, a program aimed at fostering high 
academic achievement in public school children. The organization pursues its goal by recruiting talented 
people from outside education to become urban school principals, providing them in-depth training, placing
them in schools, and offering the ongoing support necessary for success. 

The idea grew out of a two-page concept paper drawn up by Jon Schnur and developed during his graduate
studies at Harvard Graduate School of Education. It was there that he met five forward-thinking people who
ended up playing integral roles at New Leaders, of which Schnur became executive director.

One of those people was Kim Smith, CEO of NewSchools Venture Fund, a venture philanthropy firm based 
in San Francisco. When Smith and Schnur met, NewSchools Venture Fund had been exploring solutions to 
the leadership shortage in public education. NewSchools provided seed money to further develop Schnur’s
concept. 

NewSchools, together with the Broad Foundation and another venture philanthropy fund called New Profit Inc.
(NPI), provided investments that were critical to getting the fledgling nonprofit off the ground. In addition to
offering financial resources, these three donors also helped the group’s management team to organize a board
of directors, define its goals and objectives, and flesh out a strategic plan.

The three funders also invested a great deal of time identifying roles for themselves that would put them in a
constructive position to guide New Leaders. At various points in the organization’s evolution, as different skills
were called for, different “leaders” among the funders took center stage. Initially, NPI focused on helping set
up a balanced scorecard to plan the nonprofit’s growth and measure the results of its work. NewSchools took
charge of helping develop the organization’s plan to measure and evaluate its educational impact.

Having three highly engaged funders involved at one time could have wreaked havoc, with each one making
competing demands and pursuing different visions. To avoid those conflicts, the three spent a great deal of
time from the start to ensure they were in agreement and spoke with one voice.

All participants cite this early effort to achieve a unified focus as critical to the organization’s success. Schnur,
aware of the risks of multiple high-engagement funders, required consensus among them so that he would be
working with only one strategy.

In many ways, the funders’ approach echoed that of venture capitalists in the for-profit world. Starting with
the early strategic planning sessions, the three discussed and challenged every detail of New Leaders’ plan.
Although the core concept and approach of New Leaders were never in question, these sessions allowed the
funders to agree on how the organization could best achieve its objectives.

As is common with for-profit venture capitalists, both NPI and NewSchools took seats on the board of direc-
tors. That position allowed them each to ensure that their investors’ money was creating as much impact as
possible. It also invested them in the success of New Leaders—not as outside funders demanding results but 
as participants in key decisions who were accountable for the results.

This approach has successfully leveraged the complementary strengths of each funder. Kim Smith cites the 
venture capital world as the model for how NewSchools operates; it specializes in an industry—in this case
education—becomes expert in that industry, and invests in that industry with both intellectual and financial
capital. NPI focuses on building organizational capacity and providing many of the tools available to the 
for-profit sector (e.g., high-level strategic planning) to its nonprofit portfolio partners.

Through open and constructive communication about the desired outcomes, this group has avoided many of
the pitfalls that might befall a coalition of high-engagement funders involved in a start-up organization. As
Smith notes, “Everyone’s individual success depends on our collective success.”
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About the Organizations

NewSchools Venture Fund is a venture philanthropy firm that seeks to trans-

form public education through powerful ideas and passionate entrepreneurs so that all

children—especially those underserved—have the opportunity to succeed in the 21st

century. NewSchools Venture Fund raises early-stage capital from institutional and indi-

vidual donors and invests it in nonprofit and for-profit ventures led by promising educa-

tion entrepreneurs who are creating high-quality, scalable solutions that address the

most critical problems facing education. And, because education is complex and

change-averse, NewSchools fortifies its positions with thought leadership designed to

foster an environment conducive to high performance and to real change.

New Profit Inc. is a nonprofit venture philanthropy firm committed to the practice

of high-engagement philanthropy and the evolution of a new market for social change.

New Profit’s goal is to effect large-scale social change by applying strategic investment

practices to philanthropy. New Profit operates a performance-based fund that, in combi-

nation with an infusion of strategic resources, supports social entrepreneurs in growing

proven nonprofit organizations to scale; New Profit Inc. also works to build a communi-

ty of investors who are committed to the exploration and definition of a new market

that invests in social enterprise. 

New Leaders for New Schools is a national nonprofit organization that fos-

ters high levels of academic achievement for every child by attracting and preparing the

next generation of outstanding principals for urban schools. It provides rigorous, hands-

on training (including coursework, a yearlong residency with a mentor principal, and

three years of on-the-job coaching), helps place its graduates in urban public schools,

and provides them with ongoing support, networking, and a community of peers after

graduation. New Leaders is dedicated to leaders with dreams of creating and leading

schools that prepare all of our students for the 21st century.

By the Numbers

NewSchools Venture
Fund
Funds Granted: 
NewSchools has invested or commit-
ted $20 million to date from its first
fund. NewSchools’ second fund will
offer a $40-60 million investment
pool.

Staff Size: 
15 

Geographic Area of Focus: 
Nationwide 

Types of Organizations Funded: 
Entrepreneurial ventures focused on
addressing the needs of strategically
targeted areas within K-12 public
education 

New Profit Inc. 
Funds Granted: 
Through its “evergreen” fund, 
New Profit has invested or committed
nearly $10 million to date in cash
and $12 million in consulting services 
from the Monitor Group and other
executive partners.

Staff Size: 
9

Geographic Area of Focus:
Nationwide, headquartered in the
Northeast

Types of Organizations Funded:
Systems-changing nonprofit models
led by social entrepreneurs 

New Leaders for New
Schools 
Year Started: 
2000 

Annual Operating Budget: 
$5.7 million 

Mission Focus: 
Fostering high academic achievement
through outstanding school leader-
ship

Services Provided: 
Recruitment, development, and sup-
port of new principals for urban
schools 
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Funder/Nonprofit
Relationship (NewSchools
Venture Fund and 
New Leaders) 
Year Relationship Started: 
2000 

Expected Length of Relationship (in
years): 
10 

Total Dollars Granted to Nonprofit
to Date: 
$1.3 million 

Funds Committed Over Life of
Relationship: 
Have committed an additional
$800,000 over the next two years;
more will be invested over the life of
the relationship, but none of that has
yet been projected 

Number of Hours of Funder
Assistance Provided Annually:
Approximately 225 

Funder/Nonprofit
Relationship 
(New Profit Inc. and New
Leaders) 
Year Relationship Started: 
2000 

Expected Length of Relationship (in
years): 
8 

Total Dollars Granted to Nonprofit
to Date: 
$300,000 plus approximately $1 mil-
lion in pro bono consulting by the
Monitor Group 

Funds Committed Over Life of
Relationship: 
Currently finalizing a four-year
$840,000 commitment 

Number of Hours of Funder
Assistance Provided Annually:
Approximately 
1,000

By the Numbers Dialogue
The following excerpts are from several
conversations held in August 2003 at the
offices of the NewSchools Venture Fund
and Community Wealth Ventures.
Participants were:

• Vanessa Kirsch, Founder &
President, New Profit Inc.; 

• Jon Schnur, Co-Founder & CEO, 
New Leaders for New Schools;

• Kim Smith, Co-Founder & CEO,
NewSchools Venture Fund;

• Joanne Weiss, Managing Partner,
NewSchools Venture Fund; and

• Alfred Wise, Community Wealth
Ventures, moderator.

Moderator: Let’s discuss the progress 
of your relationship, and let’s approach 
it chronologically. How did you two fun-
ders find New Leaders and how did 
New Leaders find NewSchools Venture
Fund and New Profit Inc.?

Schnur: In the fall of 1999, I had come 
to Harvard for what was to become an
individualized master’s degree at the 
education school. I wanted to take a 
concept and turn it into a new nonprofit
organization dedicated to improving 
public education dramatically through
effective leadership at the principal level.
At that point, I had no team and no 
funding. All I had was a two-page 
concept paper. 

I took a class at Harvard Business School
called ‘Entrepreneurship in the Social 
Sector,’ which led to a number of very
good things. The five of us who wrote 
the New Leaders business plan—some
from the business school and some from
the education school—were all in that
class. That class led us to New Profit and
Vanessa and NewSchools Venture Fund
and Kim. 

Vanessa liked our idea, and New Profit
had a track record of helping nonprofits
grow to some scale. At the same time
Allen Grossman and Jim Austin, who 
were co-teaching the business school
class, convened a forum for venture 

philanthropy, or highly engaged philan-
thropy, that included people from New
Profit and NewSchools Venture Fund, 
and Kim was there. We were really
impressed with her and with the focus
and the approach of the NewSchools
Venture Fund. Kim read the concept 
paper and said she was interested in 
further conversations over the next few
months. These two organizations, and 
the Broad Foundation, gave us lots of
helpful, critical feedback on the business
plan as our team was developing. I had 
no idea at that point what an important
role these organizations would play over
time in creating and helping make New
Leaders successful.

Smith: We had done an analysis of 
the public K-12 education system and 
had identified important points for 
entrepreneurs to tackle. One of them 
was preparing school principals for an
impending principal shortage and to
improve their leadership and management
practices. I was at Harvard for a conversa-
tion among funders on venture philan-
thropy issues when Jon handed me the
concept paper, and I told him this was
exactly the type of thing we were looking
for. When you are doing venture capital 
or our version of venture philanthropy,
you have an analysis of the market that
you are working from that includes 
those areas in which you believe impor-
tant things need to take place. Jon’s ideas
fit perfectly into one of the key areas we
were looking for.

Moderator: Vanessa, how did it fit in
with the New Profit model? 

Kirsch: In general, New Profit has focused
on investing in “second stage” organiza-
tions. But we always begin with the quali-
ty of the entrepreneur. Even though New
Leaders was at a pure start-up stage, their
blend of people and product was incredi-
bly impressive and exciting to us. We
believe that there is nothing as powerful
as a good idea in the hands of a social
entrepreneur. So when I met Jon,
Monique, and Ben, it was obvious that
this was the right team and that they
needed to get going quickly. 
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Ed Cohen and Mark Nunnelly, who are 
on the board of New Profit, met with 
Jon and Monique and said, “This is a 
winning team, and we have to invest
now.” Ed, in particular, pushed us to
move quickly. He is a founding partner of
General Atlantic Partners and the founder
of Echoing Green so he has a track record
of investing in start-up organizations by
social entrepreneurs. We felt that New
Profit could make an early investment 
that would free up these incredibly talent-
ed people to focus exclusively on their
vision and plan. Ed committed to invest
$100,000 if NPI invested $150,000. Our
board approved it right away.

Moderator: So you moved a little outside
your area of focus with New Leaders
because of the concept or because of the
team?

Kirsch: Number one because of the team,
and number two because of the concept.
If we were considering investing in New
Leaders today, they would meet all of
New Profit’s selection criteria, which
include assessments of mission and social
impact, social entrepreneur and leadership
team, previous performance, capacity for
growth, and fit with New Profit. 

Weiss: New Leaders was a more natural
fit for NewSchools because our approach
has consistently been to start with early
stage ventures and help them build their
organizations. So from that point of view,

starting with two people and a concept
paper was not uncommon for us.
NewSchools, unlike some other funders, 
is very industry-focused and mission-
focused. The big picture goal for
NewSchools is to transform education
through entrepreneurship, hence the
focus on the early stage investments.
Human capital, in general, and teachers
and leaders, in particular, were among the
key leverage areas that we were interested
in, so New Leaders fit squarely within our
strategic focus. 

The other social screens for us are: Does
the venture have the potential to have a
direct and measurable impact on student
learning? Does it have the potential to
have a catalytic impact? That is, beyond
the impact that it has directly on students,
could it have a broader impact on the
entire system? It seemed to us that this
was possible with New Leaders. 

In fact, we think it’s possible that New
Leaders will actually have a bigger 
catalytic impact than direct impact. What
New Leaders is doing to change the way
the system thinks about the issue of 
leadership is potentially a bigger win 
even than the one million children whom
New Leaders principals will someday be
leading. We thought—and still think—
that there is a high probability that New
Leaders will have a big impact on the 
system that’s disproportionate to the size
of the organization. 

The other two social screens that we 
use are scalability and sustainability. Is 
the venture going to be scalable, and 
thus able to affect thousands, tens of
thousands, hundred of thousands, or 
millions of children? With New Leaders,
we thought the jury was still out on this
because New Leaders is such a service-
intensive and human capital-intensive
business. The other screen is sustainability.
Will New Leaders be able to figure out a
way to sustain itself—financially and oth-
erwise—so it will be around long enough
to have the desired impact? That too, in
the early years, was a question mark.

Moderator: When you are looking 
at investments, how do you assess 
leadership?

Smith: We think about it in a couple 
of ways. One is specific to the venture.
Different types of business models require
different types of expertise on the team.
And we look at both the executive team
and the board—because that is how we
think about leadership, as a combination
of the board and the team. Do they have
the kind of board they are going to need
to get this particular type of work done? 

On the executive team, we are looking 
at how the pieces of the team fit together.
There is not just one archetype for a 
successful entrepreneurial team. People
can be combined in different ways into
very successful teams. As a whole, the

“Our differences as funders complemented each other,
and we set out to support New Leaders from our
respective experiences and networks.” —Kirsch

“Everyone was very involved and what was incredible
to us was that we weren’t having three separate conver-
sations. We were having one conversation where topic-
by-topic, different funders could take the lead but with
involvement and consultation with other funders.”

—Schnur

“Each of us would take the lead when appropriate. It 
is obvious that different strengths are needed in leaders
at different times. I remember at the beginning think-
ing, either this is going to be a total success or this is

going to be nightmare for Jon. I think it has turned 
out to be very, very positive.” —Kirsch

“The mission and values have been aligned and clear
from the beginning, and those haven’t changed. A lot
has changed underneath, but the highest level of the
mission was very clear and we all believed in it—that
and the communication are what kept us all moving
together in one direction…” —Weiss

“It is very important to have open and constructive
communication. Jon created a culture in which 
people could ask him tough questions and engage in
the dialogue.…everyone’s individual success depended
on our collective success.” —Smith

On Roles and the Relationship
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team has to have a sense of urgency. 
They have to be customer-focused and
quality-focused. They have to be not only
smart but also good learners. They need
the tenacity to keep going when everyone
says it cannot be done and the humility to
know when to accept incoming informa-
tion. That is a very difficult balance, but it
is something Jon is very good at. He is
tenacious. He will fight like hell to make
something happen, but he will receive
incoming information, too. And he wants
to learn so he can make the organization
the best that it can be. 

We have an additional characteristic we
look for in the leadership team as well:
hybrid experience. A hybrid to us is 
someone who brings skills and insights
from across the public, nonprofit, and 
private sectors because to build a success-
ful, scaling venture in education, all three
are necessary. 

Moderator: Jon, what was some of the
first work you did together and how did
you even start?

Schnur: It was absolutely a team of 
people that made New Leaders possible.
Some were with me at Harvard as co-
founders, and some were at NewSchools
Venture Fund and New Profit and the
Broad Foundation as absolutely critical
advisors. And there was Ed Cohen, who
really helped take this idea and get it off
the ground. I don’t believe we would have
had the prospects for success that we 
had without the depth and breadth of 
this kind of team.

Monique Burns was an original co-
founder, and Monique had gone to busi-
ness school and was getting her doctorate
at the education school focused on what
skills principals need to succeed. I had this
framework for the creation of a national
urban principals corps with the recruiting
and the selection and training and a year-
long residency in support, but I had very
little real knowledge about what the 
content of the training ought to be, 
which Monique was spending her life 
on. She was interested in creating princi-
pal training academies. 

Ben Fenton, who is now our chief operat-

ing officer, was another co-founder. He
spearheaded the process of creating a
business plan, which was entered into the
Harvard Business School annual business
plan contest. That contest is mostly for
teams of Harvard Business School students
creating for-profit companies. We became
the first nonprofit semifinalist. At that
point we shared the business plan with
New Profit, NewSchools Venture Fund, 
Ed Cohen, and the Broad Foundation. 
We had a couple of sessions together in
which these folks grilled our team, asking
tough questions. This was a potentially
supportive but skeptical group of people
who cared deeply about whether we
could accomplish our goals. They were
asking rigorous questions about all of 
our premises and assumptions and how
we could take this idea and bring it 
into action. 

It was interesting from the beginning 
that no one was saying you should shift
your mission. No one was saying you
should shift your focus on the principals.
No one was even really suggesting that
we change anything about the content 
or the core beliefs. All the questions were
on how to build the organization. We
launched with the help of this essential
advice and some start-up funding from
NewSchools Venture Fund and from 
New Profit and from Ed Cohen. 

Weiss: Kim, Vanessa, and Dan Katzir 
from Broad actually had some very explicit
conversations with each other about what
it means to have three engaged funders 
in a deal, what role each was going to
play, and how we were each going to
bring our own expertise to bear to make
this organization successful. These conver-
sations began early on.

Smith: We had a strategy meeting with
all the funders in Boston, which Vanessa
hosted, in which we did an all-day 
exploration session. Broad was there, 
New Profit was there, and we were there.
The goal was to be sure what target we
were shooting for. So we brainstormed 
on a number of different factors that Jon
and the team felt would be appropriate
around student achievement and what the
interim indicators would be. NewSchools
made a couple of early capacity-building

grants to Jon to buy him time to make
more progress before he was ready to 
do a big multi-year pitch to us or to 
other foundations. We do that for a lot 
of organizations we work with because
we are not afraid to get involved with
folks early. It doesn’t necessarily mean
they will become part of our portfolio. 

Kirsch: We were all highly engaged
donors and we were the only donors.
New Profit’s expertise is in helping organi-
zations go to scale, not in education 
per se. Our differences as funders comple-
mented each other, and we set out to
support New Leaders from our respective
experiences and networks. New Profit
played a role in developing a balanced
scorecard. Then Dan and Kim took other
parts of the engagement. 

Weiss: Broad took the lead on the 
budget and financing part. Vanessa and
New Profit took the lead on the balanced
scorecard and high-level strategy part.
NewSchools was focused on the educa-
tion expertise and the entrepreneurship
sides.

Smith: We agreed with Broad that it
made more sense for us to do the early
stage stuff because we were comfortable
with that, and Broad wanted New Leaders
to be further down the path before they
came in. We did have some explicit 
conversations among the three funders
and Jon to figure out what the different
value-adds were from the different 
funders so we could best collaborate. We
try to build on what already exists in the
organization if we can, instead of having
to make everyone start from scratch for
us. I went through that as a nonprofit
manager, having to do 10 strategic plan-
ning versions for 10 different funders. 

Schnur: Everyone was very involved and
what was incredible to us was that we
weren’t having three separate conversa-
tions. We were having one conversation
where topic-by-topic, different funders
could take the lead but with involvement
and consultation with other funders.

Kirsch: That has been a recurring theme.
Each of us would take the lead when
appropriate. It is obvious that different
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strengths are needed in leaders at differ-
ent times. I remember at the beginning
thinking, either this is going to be a total
success or this is going to be nightmare
for Jon. I think it has turned out to be
very, very positive.

Schnur: Monique, Ben, and I were 
worried. We certainly had learned about
the benefits and the risks of highly
engaged philanthropy in our classes at 
the business school and had not seen 
any cases of three highly engaged philan-
thropies working as a team to create 
a new enterprise, and we were somewhat
anxious about it. My biggest apprehension
was that we would need to spend so
much time in different conversations 
with funders with different objectives 
and different needs that it could distract
us from the core work of building the
organization. 

Kirsch: Jon had a particular talent in 
convening different parties that helped 
us all from the beginning. He made it 
easier by always doing meetings together
with all of us, instead of meeting with
each of us separately. He set a collabora-
tive tone, and that was a lesson to me
about how important it is to set ground
rules early on.

Moderator: Kim, did you have any hesita-
tion or any doubts at that stage?

Smith: No, I had a very clear belief in the
strategy, the focus, the product, and the
team. 

We have an unusual model in that we

have an investment partner group of
about 20 people who come together for
quarterly entrepreneur presentations and
ultimately make our investment decisions.
Then we have our team of experienced
education entrepreneurs who work with
the ventures. So there is an interesting
nexus that happens at these investment
partner meetings where our team will
already have done quite a bit of diligence
and capacity building with the team
before we bring them in. Then the invest-
ment partners will react and poke holes in
the plan and ask questions and push the
team. No one at New Leaders had much
management experience, but they had a
sense of urgency. One of our core values
is entrepreneurial spirit, and what we call
being scrappy. These guys were clearly
scrappy. I felt that with Jon, Monique, and
Ben, they would either get it done or kill
themselves trying. 

At the investment partner meeting, I said
we should take a leap of faith on these
guys. On a scale of zero to ten—with ten
being the perfect venture with the perfect
team and the perfect strategy—maybe
they were a six because there was some
inexperience there. The experienced ven-
ture capitalists around the table were
shooting for a ten, but I said, “They may
be a six now, but they are going to move
from six to seven to eight. They are going
to get there.” And they did. 

Moderator: So it sounds like part of it
was communication and part of it was
that the different funders have distinct
core capabilities or areas of focus.

Weiss: Yes, but also I think it is that we
deliberately talked about it and worked
together and valued each other’s input. 

The other thing is that the mission and
values have been aligned and clear from
the beginning, and those haven’t
changed. A lot has changed underneath,
but the highest level of the mission was
very clear and we all believed in it—that
and the communication are what kept us
all moving together in one direction
instead of becoming a group that was
pulling at Jon from different directions.

Schnur: We as co-founders did a good
job of being clear about our mission and
our values and our core beliefs. The mis-
sion is to foster high levels of academic
achievement for every child by attracting,
preparing, and supporting the next gener-
ation of outstanding leaders for our
nation’s urban public schools. Those core
beliefs have been the same from the
beginning: absolute belief in the capacity
of every child to achieve at high levels;
absolute belief in the importance of high-
quality public education, especially in our
high-need urban and rural areas; absolute
focus and belief in the critical role that a
principal plays in driving school teams to
tap kids’ potential; a belief that we need
to change education at scale so we need
to think about leadership systemically; and
a belief in the importance of partnerships.
What I respected about all the funders is
that they heard that up front, believed in
it, and said, “Let’s get to the how.”

Smith: If the investor and entrepreneur
are naturally aligned, then disagreements

“Even though New Leaders was at a pure start-up 
stage, their blend of people and product was incredibly
impressive and exciting to us. We believe that there is
nothing as powerful as a good idea in the hands of a
social entrepreneur.” —Kirsch

“On the executive team, we are looking at how the
pieces of the team fit together. There is not just one
archetype for a successful entrepreneurial team…. As a
whole, the team has to have a sense of urgency. They
have to be customer-focused and quality-focused. They 

have to be not only smart but also good learners. They
need the tenacity to keep going when everyone says it
cannot be done and the humility to know when to
accept incoming information.” —Smith

“No one at New Leaders had much management 
experience, but they had a sense of urgency. One of our
core values is entrepreneurial spirit, and what we call
being scrappy. These guys were clearly scrappy. I felt
that with Jon, Monique, and Ben, they would either get
it done or kill themselves trying.” —Smith

On the Management Team
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are just about how you get to your goals.
In this case, all of us were aligned from
the get-go. Where I have seen it get 
into trouble in other organizations is
where everyone thinks they agree but 
they actually have different priorities. 

Schnur: Another role that New Profit
played was to help us build our initial
management team. They played a critical
role in helping us to bring Ben Fenton on
as our chief operating officer. 

NewSchools Venture Fund played a critical
role in helping us think about our theory
of change within the public education 
sector. New Profit was terrific in thinking
about nonprofit theory of change, and
NewSchools Venture Fund had thought
deeply about how you change public edu-
cation. They asked a lot of good, tough
questions to help us rigorously think
through what would be the consequences

of our success and how we could design
this so our success would lead to the kind
of catalytic impact we cared about.

Moderator: Describe your relationship
now. What have been some of the out-
comes of your work? 

Schnur: At the outset we said we were
going to create a national urban principals
corps by recruiting and selecting individu-
als with exceptional potential. We wanted
to transform public education so that all
kids can reach their potential. We set out
two goals. One is directly fostering high
levels of academic achievement for a mil-
lion children annually in 2,000 schools 
by 2012 through a 2,000-person principal
corps. The second is to catalyze dramatic
change in urban public education, 
particularly in the cities in which we work,
but also nationally.

We saw the first phase of our work as
building the organization and piloting our
concept on a small scale so we could learn
from it, make revisions, and grow at a
larger scale. We started the first year with
a pilot program that had 15 New Leader
fellows in Chicago, New York, and the
San Francisco Bay area. We had more than
200 people apply for those 15 slots. We
created a training program that included
an intensive summer institute focused 
on instructional leadership, organizational
change, general management, and 
community leadership, followed by a year-
long full-time paid residency in which the 
New Leaders fellows took on significant
responsibilities in schools as resident 
principals under the supervision of mentor
principals. The residency year would have
a positive impact on the schools, and
additional coursework during the year
would prepare the fellows to become
principals or assistant principals the 
following year. 

We grew from 15 to more than 30 fellows
in our second cohort in the same cities.
We then made some significant revisions
in the program based on what we had
experienced. We decided not only to grow
within the cities we were in but also to
expand geographically. We held a compe-
tition in which we asked cities across the
country to apply to become the next New

Leaders site. We selected Washington, DC,
as our next site. We are now creating a
partnership in Washington that has just
begun this summer with an 11-person
corps and will grow to more than a third
of that school system’s principals in the
next three years. We have reached an
agreement with DC that provides high-
performing principals the ability, by 
contract, to get far broader latitude of
decision- making in schools, giving them
more control over the hiring of staff based
on merit, not seniority. We want them to
have greater control over their budget,
operations, and curriculum in exchange
for demonstrating performance. That is a
landmark agreement in the country.

Weiss: And it extends to all high-perform-
ing principals in the District, not just to
the New Leaders principals, so it is an
example of how you can change the
whole system by being a small part of it.

Schnur: That is one example of a value
that we had early on, which was to give
good people more latitude to make deci-
sions in schools. We are only three years
into this, and already we are fostering
high levels of academic achievement for
kids in schools led by our principals. We
have just finished the first year in which
schools are being led by our principals,
and we are still collecting and analyzing
the data. But we recently saw huge gains
in academic achievement in schools in
Chicago that had New Leaders residents.
The gains were not only far greater than
those of other schools in the system, but
they were also far greater than the gains
made the previous year under the same
principals. The gains were significant—
there were 10 to 12 percent increases in
reading and math. 

We have 100 New Leaders now, who in
this coming year will be in schools serving
50,000 kids. Experts say there is no better
leadership training program than ours in
the country. We have gained insights into
the criteria needed to select principals and
what the training program should look
like. We have made some mistakes and
we have learned from those. We have
started capturing the failures and success-
es and transforming not only the program
but also our systems and the processes

“To have somebody who is there
purely as a confidential coach 
is huge and is at least as impor-
tant as the significant financial
support we receive.” —Schnur

“One of my partners at
NewSchools was intimately
acquainted with what was going
on in New York and was able to
act as a strategic advisor to Jon
behind the scenes as he was 
trying to manage the negotia-
tions.… Partly it is a trust issue
and partly it is an access issue
that allowed us to help Jon when
he needed it.” —Weiss

“We now have an agreement
with the chancellor in New York
to continue to grow our program
for this coming year. I am not
sure that would have happened
without the facilitation of rela-
tionships and strategic advice
that NewSchools and the Broad
Foundation provided.” 

—Schnur

On Leverage
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and the criteria by which we operate the
program. We are still early in our lifecycle,
but for us it is crucial that over the next
three years we begin to see results that
look good on the balanced scorecard in
terms of how we are managing the
organization. By 2006 we expect to see
gains in student achievement on a big
scale. According to the business plan, we
are in schools that are going to be serving
150,000 kids by 2006, which is larger
than all but a handful of the largest urban
school systems in the country. 

Moderator: How did you determine how
many kids could be served and what the
timeline would be?

Schnur: The growth strategy has been
one of the most important topics of 
conversation at the board level. It has
been one of the most helpful contribu-
tions that the board and New Profit and
NewSchools and Monitor and the Broad
Foundation have made in helping us 
rigorously think through our growth plan. 

Weiss: All of us have been interested in
scalability. It was part of the original plan
for everybody. The question of how you
get there is very complex and is constantly
changing. The first argument was depth
versus breadth. 

Kirsch: From the get-go, growth was 
key. Even before any funders were at the
table, New Leaders had big aspirations.
Having multiple highly engaged donors
has shaped everyone’s thoughts about
growth. If we were not as deeply engaged
in this investment, the numbers might 
not really mean much to us as metrics, 
but I think that all of us understand what
is going on and know the organization’s
capacity.

Schnur: It also tempers the kind of 
potential meddling that could take place
from a big but unengaged funder that
wanted to shape how things went. No
board member in his right mind would at
this point say, “Well, this is so good that
we need to start expanding this to 10
new cities a year.” 

Weiss: But from the outside, you could
say that if you weren’t engaged.

Schnur: People from the outside do.
Some people may worry that the high
level of engagement could lead to more
“meddling,” but we have found that
engagement has led to very constructive
help and appreciation for how to achieve
our goals.

Moderator: So how would you say that
besides hitting certain measures, you are
accountable to NewSchools and New
Profit? Likewise, what do you feel your
accountability is to Jon and his team?

Weiss: The balanced scorecard is so 
data- and outcomes-focused that it 
drives the entire organization to think in
terms of accountability. Any of us can 
pull out a one-page document and say,
“Here are the goals for this year and they
are all quantified. Here is exactly how we
are doing on a quarterly or annual basis.” 
As a framework, the balanced scorecard
has been extremely helpful, but, more
importantly, it has made the culture of 
the entire organization very accountability
driven. 

From NewSchools’ point of view, we have
a couple of additional things we ask our
portfolio organizations to do. We ask
them to complete a quarterly report on a
variety of dimensions. They have to report
on how they performed against their
goals from the previous quarter and what
their goals are for the next quarter in
terms of organizational capacity, growth,
and execution. In addition, there are a
number of specific metrics for outcomes
and catalytic impact that we track on a
quarterly and annual basis across all of our
organizations. 

Another way we hold the nonprofit
accountable is to disburse money to the
organization based on hitting milestones.
These milestones, mutually agreed upon,
are consistent with the venture’s mission
and strategy, and in New Leaders’ case,
are a subset of the balanced scorecard
goals. 

Moderator: What do you do if they don’t
hit them?

Weiss: We always take a board seat on 
all of our investments. If we find out

something new on these reports, then 
it’s our fault because we should know 
the status. These reports should just be
our organization’s way of confirming 
and documenting what’s going on. If an
organization did not hit its growth target
and we understood why and were part 
of the decision to change it, that would
be fine. If they did not hit the target
because they had done something differ-
ent from what they and the board had
agreed to, then it’s a different story. 

Kirsch: To me, the balanced scorecard is a
tool to align the community of stakehold-
ers, which includes New Leaders’ staff, all
the way to the city directors, the fellows,
and the board. We are all now on the
same page. We all know where they are
trying to go. I feel as accountable to New
Leaders achieving their goals as they do. 

Smith: It is interesting to think about
accountability across the capital markets—
for-profit and nonprofit. A venture capital
firm is establishing its brand, and, so if
you don’t serve your entrepreneur well
down the road, entrepreneurs will not
pick you as a venture capital firm.
Generally, on the nonprofit side, it doesn’t
appear to me there is any accountability
between foundations and the nonprofit
organizations they fund. A program 
officer and a foundation are not held
accountable for what happens with the
things they fund. For us, a big part of our
success as a firm is whether the things we
are supporting are successful. 

One of the things I wrestle with on the
question of whether an organization is
successful is that the answer changes 
over time in such a dramatic way. What is
the appropriate time window to ask that
question? There is this value equation 
that social entrepreneurs need to think
about when they consider working with
an engaged philanthropist. It is not merely
the cost of the time I have to spend doing
the planning. It is the benefits of the 
dollar they give me, the benefits of the
connections they give me, the benefits of
the strategy assistance they give me. The
nonprofit must net it out over time and
decide if it is valuable or not. You need
about a three-year time window. 
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That is not to say you couldn’t fail in a
shorter period of time. You could be 
terrible and everyone knows it within six
months. But generally you need a three-
year window because it is a heavy cost to
entrepreneurs in the early part when they
are working on their plan and feeling like
they have to do so much work to get this
money—and it probably isn’t all that
much money. But then over time, their
strategies get nailed down and they start
to execute. So the equation is skewed. It
is harder on the entrepreneur in the short
run but over the long run, the entrepre-
neur has to feel like it’s worth it.

Moderator: You raise an interesting 
question, Joanne and Vanessa. Are you
both on the board?

Weiss: Yes.

Kirsch: Yes.

Moderator: So you are wearing two 
hats as funder and as board member. 
How do you juggle having two fiduciary
obligations?

Weiss: I don’t see it as being any 
different from when a venture capitalist
sits on a board.

Kirsch: I don’t either because New 
Profit’s investors have asked us to invest
their money well and to achieve high
impact. I am doing that by investing in
New Leaders and sitting on the board. 
If New Leaders isn’t hitting its goals, my
investors say to me, “Vanessa, what are
you doing wrong?” They don’t say, 
“What is Jon doing wrong?” We once
had an organization in New Profit’s 
portfolio that was wobbling and our
investors said, “You have to go to the 
wall for this organization.” They saw the
wobble partly as a result of something 
we were doing wrong. This is a different
sort of accountability structure than other
funders might have.

Smith: I would say that in the conversa-
tion around taking a board role, many 
traditional philanthropists say they don’t
want to have that big an impact on a
nonprofit organization strategy—which 
I honestly think is disingenuous because 

in fact foundations have that impact all
the time by deciding what they are willing
to fund. They often do directed giving.
Nothing has more of an impact on an
organization’s strategy than directed giv-
ing. Having said that, I do think we have
learned that taking board seats is really
complicated, and I think it goes back to
the earlier comments about the life cycle
of an organization and the time window. 

I can’t give you a simple answer about
whether board seats are good or bad.
There are tradeoffs. But I can say that in
the for-profit world there is an expectation
that you have every one of your investors
on your board to add value and to repre-
sent their fiduciary responsibility. In the
nonprofit world there is a much more
amorphous set of expectations for board
members. Some are there to add value in
terms of the strategy or operations of the
business. Others are there for different
reasons, whether it is political or whatever.
In nonprofits, it’s often a good thing to
have broad boards, but what complicates
the answer is that the entrepreneur and
other people around the table often have
dramatically different expectations for
what board members are supposed to do.
So in Jon’s case, he really wanted a set of
engaged board members who were his
investors. But he also had other advisors
there whose opinions matter to him, so it
was not totally driven by funders.

Kirsch: I was once in a Council on
Foundations meeting where an attendee
asked whether, if I were on the board 
of an organization, I would go to the 
ballet with one of my grantees. She asked
this as if it were an ethical dilemma. 
Our perspective is that it is important to
have strong, deep working relationships
with our portfolio organizations, and a
board seat can be a natural extension 
of that. Relationships are built in the
boardroom and outside it. So, of course
we would go to the ballet or a ball game
with our grantees if it were in the context
of deepening our relationship. 

Schnur: As members of the board, we 
are a team jointly accountable for 
accomplishing goals. It does not feel like
this is reporting to an outside entity. 
These are people rolling up their sleeves

and saying we have established goals and
measures and how do we work together
to accomplish those? 

So far, we have hit our goals. That 
made it easier when we went to the
NewSchools Venture Fund for a potential
re-up of funding. We took the exact goals
and language from slides we had present-
ed three years ago about what we said
we would do. We described what we did
and it matched. We have accomplished
our goals so far with a lot of effort and 
a lot of challenges. I would imagine if we
had not together accomplished these
goals in the first few years we would not
be necessarily getting the level of financial
support that we are going to be getting
over the next couple of years. 

Kirsch: Not all of the portfolio organiza-
tions we have invested in have experi-
enced such a productive interplay among
a group of highly engaged donors. It’s a
challenge when funding is tied to specific
goals and those goals are not hit. Often, 
a donor is not engaged enough to feel
comfortable adjusting those goals. I think
there is a high degree of responsibility for
donors to make sure their goals are truly
aligned with those of their grantees and
that they are not forcing something. This
can seem like a fine line, but it is a line
that is easier to identify and manage
against if you are highly engaged. When
you are highly engaged, you can see that
an organization is not only succeeding or
failing to strive towards a funder’s goals;
you can see that it is succeeding or failing
to strive towards its own.

Weiss: This is different from most funding
in that there is a lot of front-loaded work
and pain from the venture before it starts
getting the benefits from the relationship.
We ask prospective ventures to put a lot
of time into doing the plan, complying
with all of our diligence requests (which 
as Jon can tell you are not trivial), and
reporting back to us. There is a lot of
work that they have to do before they get
the first check, and that is because in our
experience we need to really understand
who and what we are investing in. We 
are making a very long-term commitment
of time and money.
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The benefit, if you get there, is that you
typically get much more money than a 
traditional foundation grant would pro-
vide, and it’s flexible money. You also 
get strategic advice and guidance; we are
there, we are actively engaged, and you
can call us anytime.

Moderator: You both have referred to
your networks. Talk a little bit about 
what your networks are and how you
leverage them to bring some help to 
this investment.

Weiss: NewSchools’ network is made 
up of businesspeople—primarily venture
capitalists and CEOs who are interested in
the issue of education—education leaders,
policymakers, and leaders from the non-
profit world. We host an annual summit
and an annual retreat just for our portfolio
organizations. In both of these cases, we
bring different groups of people together
in forums that foster dialogue and net-
working. Then, on a case-by-case basis,
we open our Rolodexes and use them on
behalf of our ventures in a variety of ways.
In this case, the search for the board was
well structured; the team outlined the 
categories of expertise they felt they 
needed on the board. We discussed and
finalized these. That gave us a clear idea
of what names to bring forward. In 
different cases our network would apply
in different ways. 

Schnur: No one has ever forced relation-
ships on us with particular people or

brought in particular board members. 
The funders didn’t say, “Okay, we are
going to have to build this board for you
or choose who is going to come on.” It
was, “We are going to tap our expertise
and networks to help you do this in a 
way so you can be successful.” We
learned how to build a board and then 
we did it with help from other board
members rather than the board forcing
relationships on us. 

Weiss: I think that is an important point
because when we use words like “highly
engaged,” it sounds like micromanaging
or getting in there and doing the work. 
It really is not. We take a board seat, 
but we have a very clear idea of what a
board member’s responsibilities are. We
are board members whose role is to 
guide and advise the organization and 
to hold the CEO accountable.

Kirsch: I feel accountable to Jon, to
Joanne, and to the other board members,
and this has helped create a culture that
produces a higher performing board. High
performance among board members is
constantly reinforced.

Schnur: This took a lot of work, a lot of
deliberateness, and a lot of explicitness.
There is as much team building on this
front as there is in building other teams.
This is a risky area for organizations with
“highly engaged” funders. Somebody
could use that name without paying
enough attention to how to do this 

and could wind up prescribing and 
micromanaging inappropriately in a way
that leaves the CEO and a management
team not sufficiently empowered to 
lead the organization toward clearly 
established goals.

Kirsch: New Profit provides confidential
coaching opportunities, tapping senior
Monitor Group consultants to coach CEOs
of our portfolio organizations. Jon has a
relationship with his coach, Jim Cutler,
that is independent of New Profit. When
he faces challenges, including in his 
work with us, he can consult with Jim. 
In addition to being a sounding board 
for Jon, Jim can help to maintain align-
ment between New Profit and New
Leaders and provide an additional line 
of sight between our organizations. This
has turned out to be valuable to us and, 
I think, to Jon. I would like to see highly
engaged donors make sure they include
somebody else in the ongoing develop-
ment of their relationship who has a 
different line of perspective.

Moderator: So you have provided some-
one you trust to be a coach but there is
kind of a wall there?

Kirsch: Yes, and luckily, we have not 
yet experienced the downside of the wall
or of the dynamics of this set of complex
relationships to a significant degree. 
We did have a unique experience when
the CEO of another New Profit portfolio
organization told his coach that he was

“We always take a board seat on all of our investments.
If we find out something new on these [quarterly]
reports, then it’s our fault because we should know the
status. These reports should just be our organization’s
way of confirming and documenting what’s going on.”

—Weiss

“New Profit’s investors have asked us to invest their
money well and to achieve high impact. I am doing
that by investing in New Leaders and sitting on the
board. If New Leaders isn’t hitting its goals, my
investors say to me, ‘Vanessa, what are you doing
wrong?’ They don’t say, ‘What is Jon doing wrong?’” 

—Kirsch

“I can’t give you a simple answer about whether board
seats are good or bad. There are tradeoffs. But I can 
say that in the for-profit world there is an expectation
that you have every one of your investors on your
board to add value and to represent their fiduciary
responsibility.” —Kirsch

“As members of the board, we are a team jointly
accountable for accomplishing goals. It does not 
feel like this is reporting to an outside entity. These 
are people rolling up their sleeves and saying we have
established goals and measures and how do we work
together to accomplish those?” —Schnur

On the Board of Directors
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going to leave the organization before he
told us, but that enabled the coach to
help him in the process. 

Schnur: The coaching relationship with
Jim Cutler has been one of the most
important assets to building New Leaders.
This is one of the examples that illustrate
the point that when highly engaged fun-
ders do it right, they give way more than
just funding. Jim invests a ton of time. We
have weekly conversations about manag-
ing the organization. He has helped facili-
tate team retreats. He has helped co-teach
a course on organizational change. He 
has helped to counsel and advise us on
management. He is an experienced man-
ager and understands how to build organ-
izations and HR systems and has been 
just a huge help to me in so many ways. 
I have felt throughout a sense of complete
trust that it is a confidential relationship.

Joanne had said earlier that there is not
much of a difference between the role 
of funder and the role of board member.
That generally is true, but, at the same
time, there is always a difference no 
matter how hard they work at it. To have
somebody who is there purely as a confi-
dential coach is huge and is at least as
important as the significant financial 
support we receive from NewSchools 
and New Profit and others.

Weiss: A couple of other examples of 
the networks that we bring to bear. 
New Leaders has had issues with their
relationship with New York City as New
York went through the hiring of a new

chancellor and the recruiting of a whole
new administration. There were questions
about what that would mean for the
ongoing relationship that New Leaders
had. One of my partners at NewSchools
was intimately acquainted with what was
going on in New York and was able to 
act as a strategic advisor to Jon behind
the scenes as he was trying to manage
the negotiations. Similarly, the Broad
Foundation has very deep relationships 
in New York City and was able to act in
similar ways to Jon. Partly we acted as
honest brokers to help the two sides
because New York City and New Leaders
trusted Broad and NewSchools to do the
best thing. Partly it is a trust issue and
partly it is an access issue that allowed 
us to help Jon when he needed it.

Schnur: New York is a great example. 
Joel Klein is the new chancellor of the
New York Public Schools and has a really
terrific reform plan for changing New York
public education. I met him at a retreat
that the Broad Foundation sponsored and
began to develop a relationship with him.
I got incredible help and advice along the
way, in particular from NewSchools and
the Broad Foundation. We now have an
agreement with the chancellor in New
York to continue to grow our program for
this coming year. I am not sure that would
have happened without the facilitation of
relationships and strategic advice that
NewSchools and the Broad Foundation
provided. 

Moderator: What have been some of 
the challenges and lessons?

Kirsch: This is the first time that New
Profit has made a seed investment, so
there have been bumps and we’re learn-
ing along the way. The challenges that 
we experience around our work with New
Leaders mostly has related to building a
board from scratch. Initially, it was hard to
develop a balance between planning and
execution while we created a balanced
scorecard and performance metrics. We
struggled with goal setting because so
much was unknown and experimental,
and there was little data to go by.

Smith: One lesson for all of us was that 
it was very difficult to have a start-up
organization with three heads because
when New Leaders began, Jon, Monique,
and Ben were co-leaders.

Moderator: So they had not delineated
roles?

Smith: They had officially, yet not so
much in practice because they were all
very smart and talented people, and there
was a desire to have as little hierarchy as
possible. It was well-intended, but it is 
not possible to sustain that. It is not okay
with funders, and that is true on both the
nonprofit and for-profit sides, frankly. 
You can do all sorts of different things 
culturally in terms of how you deal with
decision-making, but in the end there 
has to be one person who is ultimately
responsible for everything. With New
Leaders, that was cultural evolution. 

Weiss: Another thing that has been 
hard for us is that NewSchools has gone

“We have 100 New Leaders now, who in this coming
year will be in schools serving 50,000 kids….
According to the business plan, we are in schools that
are going to be serving 150,000 kids by 2006, which is
larger than all but a handful of the largest urban school
systems in the country.” —Schnur

“The balanced scorecard is so data- and outcomes-
focused that it drives the entire organization to think in
terms of accountability. Any of us can pull out a one-
page document and say, ‘Here are the goals for this year
and they are all quantified. Here is exactly how we are
doing on a quarterly or annual basis.’ As a framework,

the balanced scorecard has been extremely helpful, but
more importantly, it has made the culture of the entire
organization very accountability driven.”

—Weiss

“Jon has clear metrics. He has process metrics, such 
as how many people are we training and placing, and
are they getting good jobs as principals in our target
districts….And then there are outcomes themselves,
such as how student achievement has changed in the
schools that are led by New Leaders residents and by
New Leaders fellows.” —Weiss

On Outcomes
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through a lot of growth ourselves over 
the last three years. I am the third board
member to hold the NewSchools board
seat. It started with Kim Smith and then
we passed the baton to Lauren Dutton,
who is another one of our partners at
NewSchools. So our growth has caused
what might be speed bumps for Jon in
getting each of us up the learning curve. 

Schnur: Although there have been very
few real bumps. One of the important
reasons for the health and the ease of 
the relationship was the due diligence on
both sides at the front end. NewSchools
was screening and making decisions 
about whether they wanted to fund New
Leaders, and we were making decisions
because of the high degree of engage-
ment about whether these were good
partners for us. Some of the toughest 
discussions were in the diligence process.
Once we got through those, there was
real clarity of shared goals. I would say
that one of the areas of discussion—and
in some cases tension or disagreement—
is the growth strategy and how fast we
ought to grow. The Broad Foundation 
is our leading funder at this point and
helped create relationships in school dis-
tricts. It is supportive of the fastest growth
possible, yet it understands that we need
to do it in a way that achieves quality.

Moderator: How do other funders react
to an organization that was incubated 
and grown through this high-engagement
approach? 

Schnur: Already a few funders have
joined in because it helped give us some
credibility. If NewSchools Venture Funds
and New Profit and the Broad Foundation
and the Chicago Public Education Funds
are all backing this—very visible funders 
in the education and the nonprofit
worlds—and they are on the board, 
then other funders don’t have to worry 
so much about scrutinizing this grant
because the original funders’ reputations
are on the line, too. For example, I think 
it made it much easier for us to get the
Noyce Foundation to be supportive
because of the NewSchools involvement.
We have funders in DC that have gotten
engaged because they knew of New
Profit. We have gone from having three

funders to having 20-some.

Kirsch: I want to emphasize our commit-
ment over time because I hear about so
many funders that come in for one to
three years then say, “You are on your
own.” New Leaders is such a massive
idea. And this is a start-up, so it’s going to
take a while. They need the time. They
have been able to accomplish what they
have been able to accomplish because
they are not spending 50 percent, 80 per-
cent, or 90 percent of their time fundrais-
ing. If that were to happen in the next
two or three years, New Leaders would be
sunk. It is important to have a sense of
the reality of what it takes to grow an
organization at the speed they are grow-
ing. It is important to have on the table
that this is a long-term investment. They
will need runway capital for a while. 

Schnur: One other thing: It has been very
important to have the general operating
funds from NewSchools Venture Funds,
New Profit, the Broad Foundation, and
others. What we now have is most of our
administrative costs and overhead and
general operations all covered at least for
the next couple of years. To get to the
scale we want by 2006—a 300-person
principal corps in the schools serving
160,000 kids in a high quality way—we
need to raise roughly $21 million over the
next three years, and we have a little over
40 percent of that raised already. It makes
it easier to say to potential funders that
we have highly engaged funders, and you
can sponsor individual fellowships. For
$40,000, you can sponsor somebody in
your city to become a principal of a
school. That kind of funding is easier to
get than infrastructure funding. 

Moderator: Joanne, you mentioned 
the changing personnel and the growth 
of your organization. What are some of
the lessons there in how you handle 
continuity? 

Weiss: One thing that is good about
NewSchools is that even though we are
small and we bump into each other in 
the halls, we are a writing-oriented 
culture. We have invested in a knowledge
management system that allows us to
store and organize all of our information

in a coherent, accessible way. In our
knowledge management system we have
a section for each of our portfolio organi-
zations. I can go back and see five years’
worth of business plans, correspondence
between the organizations, and board
meeting packets. We hope that the net
effect is twofold: that it will allow us to
grow without having as much impact on
our portfolio organizations, and that it will
allow us ultimately to share a lot of les-
sons learned with the field because we
have them organized in a coherent fash-
ion that is easy to mine.

The other thing is that we try to hire 
people at NewSchools who know the
business of education and are experienced
themselves. One of the very big benefits
for us of focusing on education as a 
sector is that we can bring industry and
domain expertise to our ventures.
Separate from ever having met New
Leaders, I had been working in education
for some 20-odd years and knew the
space, knew the landscape, understood
the policy issues. To be a partner at
NewSchools, we have to have been edu-
cation entrepreneurs ourselves; we have
to have built and grown organizations in
education. We have a specific focus and
that gives us a baseline of knowledge
before we walk into any organization.
There is a really steep learning curve in
education, and if our CEOs had to pull us
up that learning curve, we would be of 
no benefit to them for a long time.

Schnur: The fact that she brings that
expertise in building organizations to the
table makes me want to spend time in
meetings talking with her because it is a
real benefit. 

Moderator: Going forward, talk about
the vision of New Leaders. How do you
see staying with these relationships and
growing beyond them? 

Schnur: The future of New Leaders is the
future we are trying to build together. We
want to foster high academic achievement
for a million kids annually in 2,000 schools
by 2012 and to catalyze dramatic change
in urban public education around leader-
ship and beyond that. We have a ton of
work to do in building our organization, 
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in taking aspects of our program that
work on a small scale and figuring out
how to build the systems and processes
and metrics and people and teams to take
it to scale in a quality way. We have part-
nerships that we need to broaden in both
the public and private sectors. We have 
to help support a community of like-
minded, talented individuals who are 
leading schools. We do have to execute
our financial plan for the next two or
three years and build a financial 
sustainability plan beyond that. We need
to attract and retain team members and
build our management structure in a 
way that supports that growth plan and
ultimately to achieve results for kids 
and schools. 

The challenges are immense, and I hope
we will continue to have this kind of 
relationship with each of these highly
engaged funders until we accomplish
those goals. I hope we can sit around 
a table in 2012 and say here is how we
achieved our plan and here is where we
have missed and here is how we are 
going to adapt for the future. I hope we
do that reflecting on 10 or 12 years of
experience together. 

Moderator: Do you have any recommen-
dations for other nonprofit leaders who
are considering this type of relationship?

Schnur: It is important to reiterate how
crucial it is to enter these relationships
with eyes wide open. This has gone very
well so far because of the groundwork
that we did together. 

The only thing that would be 
extremely helpful to us with New Profit,
NewSchools, and others would be if 
funders would develop more expertise,
either on staff or by contract, in rigorous
evaluation of outcomes in the education
world for schools and for kids. We are
building that, and we are going to have 
a good evaluation, but it does seem like
there is a lot of re-creating the wheel.
These funders could play a role by acquir-
ing that expertise and helping share that
with nonprofits working in the space.

Weiss: We are working on bringing more
capacity to the question of doing impact

evaluation, both for NewSchools’ benefit
and for that of our portfolio organiza-
tions. The challenge is, how does each
organization measure its impact, and how
do we at NewSchools measure our impact
across all of our organizations? The whole
field is still weak in this area—I agree with
Jon. It needs focus from all of us.

Kirsch: One of the exciting things that is
coming out of our work with NewSchools
and other organizations is the beginning
of a real knowledge base about issues
that we all struggle with, like measuring
impact, connecting social impact with
growth planning, and growing impact as
well as size in sustainable ways. But there
is a long way to go.

Moderator: On your balanced scorecard,
I assume you have defined outcomes that
you are looking to achieve.

Schnur: Yes. Each of these funders has, 
as we have, insisted on rigorous evalua-
tion of success of schools and kids. 

Weiss: Jon has clear metrics. He has
process metrics, such as how many people
are we training and placing, and are they
getting good jobs as principals in our tar-
get districts—so there are those process
ways of measuring outcomes. And then
there are outcomes themselves, such as
how student achievement has changed in
the schools that are led by New Leaders
residents and by New Leaders fellows.
Members of New Leaders’ first class of fel-
lows have just finished their first year as
principals, so the data are just coming in
right now for the first year.

Moderator: So you are testing the model
now?

Weiss: Yes. Jon and his team have set the
metrics to match the mission of the
organization, but the data are still to
come; ask us how it went two or three
years from now.

Schnur: We can give lots of updates 
on the way. We do expect to see better
academic achievement in reading, writing,
math, and other areas. We are working
with people to develop a broader set of
indicators around the health and success

of the school. Leading indicators of suc-
cess might include a level of trust among
the teachers, students, and parents in the
school, and shared understanding among
faculty about the school’s academic stan-
dards. We believe that test scores do 
matter. We think that to see enduring
improvements, you need to look over
three years, not just one. Test scores are
important, but they are not the only
measure of success.

Moderator: Talk about the future. What
do you see as your contribution to New
Leaders’ growth? 

Smith: I definitely see us staying involved
with them through a few more cycles.
New Leaders needs to be larger and to
have more success data to show that its
theory of change really works. It takes
time to get organizations off the ground.
Then it takes time to have the impact on
kids. So it still has a few more cycles to go
before they can sit down with the presi-
dent of a few universities and say, “You
should be doing things differently. Look at
the proof we have that this works.”

I don’t think, given the type of change
they are trying to make, that it makes
sense to force them to become totally
self-sustained on a fee-for-service basis
because their customer might sometimes
be the very institutions they are trying 
to change. Fee-for-service should provide
some percentage of income, but New
Leaders also has a strong strategy around
local fundraising. At some point, as its 
revenues grow, it may make sense for us
to exit and for them to be working with
their local funders. But we don’t have a
nice clean, crisp exit strategy yet. 

Weiss: One of the unexpected things—
and the magnitude of it has shocked
me—is the catalytic impact that New
Leaders has had on the system. DC Public
Schools came in last year to the city com-
petition and Baltimore Public Schools’ top
officials were calling New Leaders the
expert in leadership training. I’m sitting
there thinking, “New Leaders is two years
old. Are you kidding? You think they are
the experts?” But it is true that they have
developed an incredible expertise in this
area and that school districts are looking
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for expertise. 

One of the dangers is that New Leaders 
is not going to be able to survive its 
own success because it is spawning
tremendous competition within these
large districts, some of which are starting
their own leadership initiatives. On one
hand New Leaders is building a model
that others can copy, which is wonderful.
But the catalytic impact is sometimes so
earthshaking that you wonder whether
New Leaders will survive the earthquake. 

Schnur: We are not the only ones causing
this, but we are one important force. We
spent months in the fall sharing our work
with New York City and Joel Klein, and 
we are thrilled he has made leadership
recruitment and development a center-
piece of his agenda. He has also created 
a leadership academy based in significant
part on our model. 

In Chicago they are doing some similar
work, and some other cities are looking 
at it. The federal government passed the
No Child Left Behind Act, and it included
a section that created a national school
leadership program, which gives funding
to districts and nonprofits recruiting and
training principals in high-need urban and
rural schools. Districts across the country,

the federal government, and the states
are focusing much more now on leader-
ship as a key lever to drive change, and
that is terrific. The question for us, as 
districts embrace this, is what is the role
for New Leaders? 

Weiss: And how do you work together?
Do you co-exist? So even if you can come
up with good answers to those questions,
which I think you can, it is a whole new
level of investment and thinking and
strategizing that none of us had planned
for, especially not this early in the process.

Moderator: What have been some of the
key lessons you’ve gained?

Smith: One lesson is, it is very important
to have open and constructive communi-
cation. Jon created a culture in which 
people could ask him tough questions and
engage in the dialogue. He did not come
to the table, as some folks will do with
funders, feeling as if he had to have all
the answers in hand. In turn, the three
funders came to the table truly committed
to trying to do what is necessary to help
Jon be successful. It was a very good kind
of ecosystem; everyone’s individual success
depended on our collective success. 

If you are truly aligned in what you are

trying to achieve, it gives you more
maneuvering room on how to go about 
it. Be explicit on the milestones and what
people need to achieve to reach the 
funding targets. 

I don’t think Jon ever felt like what we
were asking of him was some external
burden he had to do to meet some 
arbitrary requirement on our part. I believe
he felt that what we were asking for 
was what he needed to do anyway to 
be successful. That is important because 
if you are working as an engaged funder
with someone, and you are asking some-
one to do a strategic plan, or different
version of financials, or plan for growth,
or build some systems, or whatever it is,
and they feel like what you are asking
them to do is arbitrary make-work, that 
is a recipe for failure. If you and they truly
believe you are trying to build the same
thing, then having those different per-
spectives at the table makes the whole
venture stronger and better.

Kirsch: As we have lived the challenges 
of execution, as funders, board members,
and champions of New Leaders’s vision,
we have learned that it is important to go
slow to go fast. At times Jon has come to
us and asked to slow down. Other times,
we have, as a board, encouraged him to

“We think it’s possible that New Leaders will actually
have a bigger catalytic impact than direct impact. What
New Leaders is doing to change the way the system
thinks about the issue of leadership is potentially a 
bigger win even than the one million children whom
New Leaders principals will someday be leading.”

—Weiss

“We have reached an agreement with [Washington,] DC
that provides high-performing principals the ability, by
contract, to get far broader latitude of decision-making
in schools, giving them more control over the hiring of
staff based on merit, not seniority….That is a landmark
agreement in the country.” —Schnur

“And it extends to all high-performing principals in the
District [of Columbia], not just to the New Leaders prin-
cipals, so it is an example of how you can change the
whole system by being a small part of it.” —Weiss

“One of the dangers is that New Leaders is not going 
to be able to survive its own success because it is
spawning tremendous competition within these large
districts, some of which are starting their own leader-
ship initiatives…. the catalytic impact is sometimes so
earthshaking that you wonder whether New Leaders
will survive the earthquake.” —Weiss

“We spent months in the fall sharing our work with
New York City and Joel Klein… He has also created a
leadership academy based in significant part on our
model…. Districts across the country, the federal gov-
ernment, and the states are focusing much more now
on leadership as a key lever to drive change….The
question for us, as districts embrace this, is what is the
role for New Leaders?” —Schnur

On Impact of the Model
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take more time to get the core model.

We have also learned that as important 
as it is to work closely with Jon, it is also
important for us to cultivate relationships
with other members of the management
team, to support their development direct-
ly and indirectly as Jon himself matures as
a leader. Now members of the New Profit
team have relationships with all of the
senior members of the New Leaders team,
so we don’t need to only go to Jon, and
his team members find outside resources
in their relationships with us.

Along similar lines, we believe that it is
critical for organizations to have multiple
high-engagement donors because they
bring such different assets to the table. 
At New Profit, we have focused our 
energy with New Leaders mostly on 
strategy and capacity building, and this
would have been much less effective 
without NewSchools and Broad bringing
their expertise to the process. There are
far too few examples of effective partner-
ships like the one we have experienced
with New Leaders. 

Finally, while we spent a lot of time in
New Profit’s earliest years thinking about
how to apply the lessons of for-profit
investment to philanthropy, we are also

now able to better define what doesn’t
translate directly. We’ve learned, for exam-
ple, that when there are problems, we
must go to the wall for organizations in
our portfolio to support their ultimate 
success, and we’ve learned that we can
do this because we have established the
kind of relationships that makes it possible
to step in quickly and smoothly. In reach-
ing their hugely ambitious goals, it’s easy
for organizations to wobble, especially
since there is so little allowance for build-
ing deep bench strength in this sector.
New Profit has a higher tolerance for get-
ting organizations back on track than for
pulling out. There’s a sense that we need
to work through challenges with organiza-
tions—there’s no capital market to take
them on if we pull out. At times, high
engagement in this sector means higher
engagement than in the VC world.

Moderator: Kim, with NewSchools
Venture Fund being five years old, how do
you see venture philanthropy evolving?

Smith: I have learned both from my work
at NewSchools and from my work with
our venture capital supporters that what 
is important is the individual who is com-
ing to the table. People acknowledge that
on the entrepreneur side, but they rarely
acknowledge that it matters who the 

individual is on the investment side.
Venture philanthropy as a model is totally
meaningless if it doesn’t have the right
people executing it. When you look at the
venture capital funds out there and which
ones are great and which ones are not, it
comes down to the individuals who are
doing that work, which is why there is
almost no turnover in the venture capital
industry among the top tier funds. When
you become a partner at a top tier fund,
you stay there for the rest of your life.
They are very careful whom they bring in,
and they watch that person’s success on
building ventures over time. If you are
good, you stay forever.

But the consequence is that a lot of the
knowledge is residing in individual brains,
and therefore venture capital is not a 
scalable business. Most of the venture
capital firms are very small and don’t 
pretend they’re scalable. That creates a
strange dynamic on the venture philan-
thropy side of the table. I take more of 
a traditional approach to what I mean 
by venture philanthropy. You look like a
venture capital firm. You invest in an
industry or a set of industries. You get
expert at what it takes to be successful
in those industries. You provide human
capital, intellectual capital, and financial
capital. That to me is venture philanthropy.

“There is this value equation that social entrepreneurs
need to think about when they consider working with
an engaged philanthropist. It is not merely the cost of
the time… doing the planning. It is the benefits of the
dollar they give me, the benefits of the connections
they give me, the benefits of the strategy assistance
they give me.…it is a heavy cost to entrepreneurs in 
the early part when they are working on their plan 
and feeling like they have to do so much work to 
get this money—and it probably isn’t all that much
money.… It is harder on the entrepreneur in the short
run but over the long run, the entrepreneur has to feel
like it’s worth it.” —Smith

“There’s a sense that we need to work through 
challenges with organizations—there’s no capital 
market to take them on if we pull out. At times, high
engagement in this sector means higher engagement
than in the VC world.” —Kirsch

“What is important is the individual who is coming 
to the table. People acknowledge that on the entrepre-
neur side, but they rarely acknowledge that it matters
who the individual is on the investment side. Venture
philanthropy as a model is totally meaningless if it
doesn’t have the right people executing it.”

—Smith

“I take more of a traditional approach to what I 
mean by venture philanthropy. You look like a venture 
capital firm. You invest in an industry or a set of indus-
tries. You get expert at what it takes to be successful 
in those industries. You provide human capital, 
intellectual capital, and financial capital. That to me 
is venture philanthropy.” —Smith

On Venture Philanthropy
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There are many other ways to do engaged
philanthropy, which is great, but if you are
doing venture philanthropy, it’s important
who the individuals at the table are and
what experience they bring. 

Having spent 15 years in the education
space, I sometimes got frustrated about
the way the conversations were going
early in this field because it seemed like 
it was all about the businesses that were
coming in to fix the nonprofit sector. We
have been very clear from the very begin-
ning; culturally we are staffing our organi-
zation with people who are experienced
education entrepreneurs. We were heavily
influenced by our Kleiner Perkins founding
donors, because at Kleiner Perkins the
partners have all been experienced 

entrepreneurs, too. So there is this cultural
belief for them and for us that you are 
a better investor if you have been an
entrepreneur. 

The second piece we believe is these
industries are complicated, and it is 
difficult to do a good job across industries.
Environmental change, health care,
human services, education, technology
infrastructure, these are very different
kinds of industries. By focusing and 
getting really smart in your space, you 
will add better value to your ventures. 

Finally, we believe that solutions need to
combine the best thinking from the public
sector, nonprofit sector, and business sec-
tor. It is a good thing to have business

people at the table, but that is only one
piece of the solution. Educators, public
sector, and nonprofit folks have to be
there, too, with the same amount of
respect and influence because the differ-
ent sectors have different things to offer.
No one has the whole answer, so the
more we can be aware of this and help 
to build bridges across sectors, the more
successful we will all be. 
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