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The Wallace-Reader’s Digest

Funds are inviting non-profit, tax-

exempt organizations and public schools

with smart, innovative ideas about 

education leadership to apply for fast-

track grants through a new Ventures in

Leadership program. 

From April through December

2001, Ventures in Leadership will offer

about 50 grants of up to $50,000 each to

advance ideas that show promise for

solving practical problems related 

to attracting, training and supporting

principals and superintendents. As a key

part of the Funds’ LEADERS Count 

across America,” said M. Christine 

DeVita, president of the Funds. “We

hope that these grants will produce

valuable knowledge that will inform

the entire field.”

Applications must be submitted

electronically and are available only 

on the Funds’ web site, at www.wal-

lacefunds.org. Awards will be made 

on a monthly basis through December

2001, and every effort will be made 

to notify candidates within four weeks

of their submission. Grant recipients

will have up to two years to complete

work on their leadership idea and 

report on results. 

Ventures in Leadership awards will

enable and encourage public schools,

initiative, the goal is to create a quick,

easy way to fund a diverse array of 

organizations whose ideas have the 

potential of creating new, useful knowl-

edge about effective leadership that 

can be helpful to others in the field.

“Ventures in Leadership is our

way of reaching out as broadly as 

possible to jump-start new ideas and

approaches to better school leadership

that are bubbling up in cities and towns

WHO WILL LEAD OUR SCHOOLS? Midway through our 

national campaign to raise standards, it is clear to most people

that leadership, like teaching, is indispensable to higher student

achievement. Yet what is happening to our school leaders? In

New York, more than half of the superintendents will retire

within five years. We must be ready to fill the gaps.

The problems we face: a shortage of people willing and

able to lead, and an environment so hostile to leadership that

people are not attracted to the opportunities. One able 

superintendent recalled his service as “three years in a Stephen

King novel.” The solution, I believe, lies in guaranteeing the 

quality of leadership education, 

creating a recruitment system that 

is built on succession planning at

every level, and challenging the 

hostile environment head on.

In September 2000, the Wallace-Reader’s Digest Funds

awarded the New York State Education Department a three-

year, $3.99 million grant to support those changes in school

leadership. That important support enables us to confront the

challenge of finding leaders in a concrete way. After careful 

review of the literature on leadership in education, business and
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colleges, universities, community-based organizations and 

other non-profit organizations to creatively engage teachers,

parents, civic leaders and others in educational leadership. An

urban school or district, for example, might collaborate with a

community group to design a publicity campaign to attract

mid-career professionals into leadership positions. An organi-

zation might develop on-line learning and resource projects.

Business leaders, working with qualified non-profit organiza-
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tions, might find a voice in the development of school leader-

ship practices that can impact on student learning.

“LEADERS Count isn’t just about big grants to large 

organizations,” said Mary Lee Fitzgerald, director of education

programs at the Funds. “By offering these grants, we will gain

valuable perspectives about leadership from specific schools,

districts and communities. This information will help us 

greatly expand the local and national dialogue about how to

develop effective leadership that improves student learning.” B

How do you apply for a Ventures in Leadership grant?

Because these are “fast-track” grants designed to be easy 

to apply for and rapidly processed, all applications must be 

completed electronically. 

Visit our web site at www.wallacefunds.org for application

forms and detailed instructions. Those who don’t have 

immediate access to an Internet connected computer might 

try a public library.

Who can apply?

Only non-profit organizations recognized as tax exempt 

under section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code, or 

public schools, can receive grants. Grants will not be made

to individuals or private foundations.

How will your idea be judged? 

Criteria will include:

W Whether your idea seeks to accomplish at least one

of the objectives of LEADERS Count (Attract and

place a broader pool of able candidates into the 

principalship and superintendency; strengthen the 

abilities of principals and superintendents to improve

student learning; create conditions that support 

leadership for successful schools);

W The clarity, simplicity and novelty of the idea;

W The practicality of the plan and budget;

W The qualifications of the project coordinator;

W The ability of your organization to carry out the 

idea successfully.

What are some ideas that would NOT receive funding?

We support ideas that benefit organizations, not 

just individuals. Therefore, we will not support:

W Tuition or fees related to individual professional 

development.

W Individual registration fees to attend conferences 

or institutes.

W Salaries for permanent teaching or administrative positions.

Can your idea receive an award even if it is not unique?

Yes. The idea does not have to be brand-new; it just has to 

present a practical approach to solving your problem and

should have broad potential interest to others in the field.

Are applications accepted throughout the year?

Applications will be accepted on a continuing basis through

November 30, 2001. We will award new grants each month

from April through December 2001.

When will you know whether or not the idea is being funded?

Every effort will be made to respond to applications within

four weeks. 

What do the Wallace-Reader’s Digest Funds expect

from those receiving awards?

Award recipients will be required to create a final product,

such as an executive summary or videotape, that may be

shared with others in the field. Recipients also may be 

selected to participate in efforts to glean lessons that may 

benefit others in the field. 

VENTURES IN LEADERSHIP FUND: 

Frequently Asked Questions
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the military, we have decided on the essential knowledge and

skills that all leaders must have. We will use that statement 

to examine the rigor and relevance of current leadership 

education programs in New York. We will also use it this

spring to support a statewide campaign to identify 

potential leaders.

Some communities appear to have resolved these 

challenges naturally through the years. As I prepared to ad-

dress the winter meeting of superintendents in New York, 

I thought of several places around the state that had spawned

an inexhaustible supply of leaders over the generations. 

I had a colleague trace one of these lines of leadership in a 

short videotape, and I used it in the middle of my speech to 

illustrate what we are capable of at the top of our game–what

we should all aspire to do. 

All of us are part of an unbroken line of leadership. 

The effort to lift student achievement didn’t begin with 

us, and won’t end with 

us either–provided we

accept the most funda-

mental obligation of 

true leadership: the 

development of leaders

to follow us.

New York has the advantage of a network of 38 regional

leaders called District Superintendents. They have been part of

the thinking about the leadership problem from the outset.

Now they have taken responsibility for a regional and local

campaign to recruit and prepare future leaders. I invited all

local superintendents to take part in this effort. This spring

and into the fall, I will visit regions around the state to meet

groups of potential leaders and the men and women who stand

behind them.

We have also created a network of ten regional Leadership

Academies to develop effective practice among leaders, both

new and experienced. As we identify potential leaders, we will

push development opportunities in their direction and 

eventually, employment opportunities as well. 

We are just starting on the third strategy–improving the

hostile environment of leadership. We see some promising new

development in the form of joint training led by superinten-

dents’ and school boards’ associations. I have talked 

to about 20 business groups about the stake they have in 

supporting effective school leaders. In the end, better prepara-

tion for leaders is the key. Leadership is difficult and always will

be. But there is a powerful and growing group of leaders in New

York determined to find the people our schools need– and to

support them in their vital work. B
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State policies and practices are crucial in setting the 

climate for school leadership and determining how qualified

principals and superintendents are to improve student learning.

Yet few states have placed high priority on strengthening lead-

ership. The Wallace-Reader’s Digest Funds have therefore pro-

vided a three-year, $8.9 million grant to the Council 

of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) to support states 

willing to analyze the status of education leadership and 

enact innovative policies and practices to strengthen the 

ability of principals and superintendents to improve learning.

CCSSO, based in Washington, is leading the State Action

for Education Leadership Project, a new national consortium

that also includes the National Governors’ Association, the 

National Conference of State Legislatures, the National 

Association of State Boards of Education, and the Education

Commission of the States.

“State education leaders and policymakers are delighted 

to join in the LEADERS Count initiative to strengthen the work

of principals and superintendents,” said Gordon M. 

Ambach, executive director of CCSSO. “Through our project,

states will establish new requirements for licensing and prepara-

tion; provide incentives for recruitment and fellowships; 

and promote creative, effective working dynamics between prin-

cipals and school councils, and superintendents and 

district boards, which result in better student performance.”

As a first step, the consortium mailed more than 500 

request for proposals in February to a variety of state-level 

It Takes A State:
NEW CONSORTIUM TO 

HELP STATES STRENGTHEN

SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

continued on page 4

OFF THE PRESSESOFF THE PRESSES
A new publication by The Southern Regional Education

Board, Leading School Improvement: What Research

Says, highlights some of the best current thinking about

leadership practices that promote student learning. 

The booklet, produced with a grant from the Wallace-

Reader’s Digest Funds, is available at www.sreb.org. 

To order hard copies, call SREB at (404) 875-9211, 

Ext. 236; or email publications@sreb.org. B

The problem 
we face: 

A shortage of people 
willing and able 

to lead...



education officials. This

spring, an independent

panel will review the

proposals and recom-

mend $50,000 planning

grants to as many as 

15 states. In the fall 

of 2001, the panel will 

select up to 15 states to

receive implementation

grants of up to $250,000. The awards will be used to help states

prepare and enact comprehensive, innovative legislation and 

administrative approaches to attract, support and sustain

school leaders capable of improving student achievement. 

Although grants will go to just 15 states, a central purpose

of the new project will be to ensure that the knowledge and

lessons learned will spread to policymakers in all 50 states.

“States must be full partners with school districts if the 

often-difficult climate for superintendents and principals is 

to be improved,” said M. Christine DeVita, president of the

Wallace Funds. “The State Action for Education Leadership

Project is an important step to help states create new 

designs to improve state policies, remove obstacles to creative

solutions, and increase funding where necessary to better 

recruit, train and sustain principals and superintendents.” B

student learning,” she said. “Their 

intent was to be instructional leaders.

However, the reality of the position, 

especially in the last decade, has 

required them to fulfill the manager’s

role much more than serving as the 

instructional leader.” 

The Hechinger Institute, based at

Teachers College, Columbia University,

offers seminars to help education jour-

nalists do a better job, help educators and

journalists better understand each other,

and help the general public reach a 

better understanding of education issues.

The Institute is named in memory of Fred

M. Hechinger, who was an education 

editor of The New York Times and a

trustee of Teachers College. B
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among others: Charles Achilles and

Thomas Glass, professors of education

leadership at, respectively, Eastern

Michigan University and University of

Memphis; Joseph Murphy, president 

of the Ohio Principals Leadership 

Academy; Robert S. Peterkin, director of

the Urban Superintendents Program at

Harvard; and Frank L. Smith, associate

professor at Teachers College, Columbia

University.

“It’s rare to have a group of experts

in the field and reporters together in a

room to speak frankly about issues in ed-

ucation,” said Andrea Tortora of the

Cincinnati Enquirer.

Exploring some of the obstacles 

to leadership, Barbara Byrd-Bennett,

chief executive officer of the Cleveland 

Municipal School District, said that 

“educators who move into new realms

are expected to provide a short-term 

fix and to immediately bring new initia-

tives and reform.” David Hornbeck, for-

mer superintendent of Philadelphia

Schools, added that, “many of the stake-

holders don’t believe that all children

can learn to high standards.”

Carole Kennedy, principal in 

residence at the U.S. Department of 

Education, expressed concern about the

difficulty of attracting qualified candi-

dates to the principalship due to salary

considerations, threats of lawsuits, and 

issues of accountability, high stakes testing

and conflicting expectations.

“Principals became building leaders

because they felt they could impact 

Hechinger Seminar for Journalists continued from page 5

States selected for grants will be expected 

to concentrate on six areas of activity and 

knowledge-building:

1. Reordering state priorities to support school 

leadership;

2. Diversifying and enhancing the candidate 

pool for leadership;

3. Changing state policies to improve the training of 

present and future school leaders to provide them

with the skills needed to improve student learning;

4. Promoting better licensing, certification and 

program accreditation processes;

5. Improving contracting and bargaining practices, 

salary and pension programs, performance review

processes, and incentive programs for leaders; and

6. Improving the political and governance settings 

that affect the climate for school leadership.



SOMETHING 

Is Missing
By Mary Lee Fitzgerald

Director, Education Programs

The Wallace Funds

IN 1983, WHEN A SLEW OF REPORTS MADE HEADLINES proclaiming 

that America’s schools were in terrible shape, I was superintendent of schools in

Montclair, New Jersey. While I welcomed the good intentions of the school 

reform movement that those reports heralded, I confess I was not an immediate 

convert. People in positions like mine had been battered before with new 

directives which never quite fit the harsh realities that I, as a school leader, 

confronted daily in our efforts to help students learn.

In short, I believed then, and still believe, that something vital has been 

largely missing from the national dialogue on how to bring better learning 

opportunities to all students: the role of skilled, dedicated principals and 

superintendents.

That’s what LEADERS Count is about. Over the next five years, the 

Wallace-Reader’s Digest Funds will be working to place the need for better 

education leaders—especially in underachieving districts—front and center 

in the reform agenda. We at the Funds want to build a new field–to attract and place

a broader, more diverse pool of able candidates into school leadership 

positions, to analyze the skills and knowledge that such leaders need, and to 

create friendlier conditions so that leaders can survive in their jobs long enough to

make meaningful change.

In short, we’re committed to connecting leadership to excellent learning.

We’ve already taken important early steps. During the past year, we’ve held

regional meetings and a national conference to draw attention to the leadership

crisis and to gain the perspectives of practitioners from different regions. With

our support, researchers at the University of Washington and RAND Corpora-

tion are analyzing the nature of the leadership shortage plaguing many districts,

especially in urban areas, and how best to address it. Organizations including the

Southern Regional Education Board, the Big Picture Company, the Institute for

Learning at the University of Pittsburgh, and the American Association of School

Administrators are working on innovative ways to prepare and develop princi-

pals and superintendents. We’re sponsoring workshops for journalists by the 

Education Writers Association and the Hechinger Institute on Education and 

the Media (see article on right: Seminar for Journalists).

In this inaugural issue of the LEADERS Count Report, we profile two 

important aspects of our strategy. We’re announcing the start of our Ventures in

Leadership Fund, which will provide fast-track support to non-profit organizations

with innovative ideas that hold promise for informing our larger projects, and the

field as a whole. In articles about our work with the New York State Education 

Department and the Council of Chief State School Officers, we describe our emerg-

ing focus on the critical role of states in fostering better school leadership.

We’ll keep you posted on these and other developments in future LEADERS

Count Reports. Most of all, consider this an invitation to everyone who cares about

improving leadership and learning to get connected to LEADERS Count. B

DI R ECTOR’S COLU M N
SEMINAR FOR 

JOURNALISTS:

Education 
Reporters
Meet 
Experts on
Leadership

What’s the climate for school

leadership? How should superintendents

and principals be educated? What obsta-

cles do they face? Should we look outside

schools for leaders? These were among

the topics served up by nationally-promi-

nent experts to 25 education journalists

at a Seminar on the Connection Between

Leadership and School Improvement 

on March 2-4 in New Orleans.

The seminar, conducted by the

Hechinger Institute on Education and the

Media, was made possible by a grant

from the Wallace-Reader’s Digest Funds.

“This seminar dealt with a topic that

isn’t always on the screen for reporters,”

explained Gene I. Maeroff, director of

the Institute and a former education cor-

respondent at The New York Times. “We

have honed in on the roles of superinten-

dents and principals in terms that can be

useful to reporters.”

The weekend gathering gave educa-

tion writers representing news organiza-

tions from 17 states a rare opportunity 

to interact with top researchers, 

policymakers and practitioners in the 

education leadership field, including

schools chiefs from Cleveland; New 

Orleans; Kansas City, MO; Oakland,

CA; and Bloomington and Austin, TX.

Other expert presenters included,
continued on page 4
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LEADERS COUNT IS…

A national initiative by the 

Wallace-Reader’s Digest Funds 

to strengthen the ability of 

principals and superintendents 

to improve student learning, 

and to build a new field of

knowledge that helps improve-

ments spread on a broad scale. 

Specifically, the goals of 

LEADERS COUNT are to:

Wattract and place a broader

pool of able candidates for

school leadership;

Wstrengthen the abilities of 

principals and superinten-

dents to improve learning;

Wcreate conditions that 

allow principals and 

superintendents to perform

as effective leaders. 

For further information about 
LEADERS COUNTcontact:

Wallace-Reader’s Digest Funds
Two Park Avenue–23rd Floor
New York, NY 10016

Telephone: 212-251-9700
Fax: 212-679-6990
Web site: www.wallacefunds.org
Email: wrdf_education@wallacefunds.org

Presorted Standard
U.S. Postage

PAID
New York, NY

Permit No. 7131

The Wallace-Reader’s Digest Funds seek to create opportunities for people to enrich themselves
through better schools, enhanced community activities, and participation in the arts. 

GET CONNECTED

Please visit these web sites for further information 
on school leadership and related topics:

Wallace-Reader’s Digest Funds (LEADERS Count initiative): 

www.wallacefunds.org

Education Commission of the States: www.ecs.org

Institute for Learning at the University of Pittsburgh: 

www.instituteforlearning.org

American Association of School Administrators: www.aasa.org

Big Picture Company: www.bigpicture.org

Hechinger Institute on Education and the Media: 

www.tc.columbia.edu/hechinger 

Education Writers Association: www.ewa.org 

Council of Chief State School Officers: www.ccsso.org

New York State Education Department: www.nysed.gov 

Center on Reinventing Public Education at the University of Washington: 

www.crpe.org 

National Association of State Boards of Education: www.nasbe.org 


