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The Rensselaerville Institute is “The Think Tank With Muddy Boots.”  

We achieve clear and quantifiable outcomes for human gain by training and 

supporting the innovators who are the sparkplugs for change. Currently we 

do this with nonprofits, schools, communities, universities, foundations, and 

government agencies. Our mission is not simply an idea but rather a tangible 

promise whose results are seen in people and places throughout the country.
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November 2013

This year marks a celebration of The Rensselaerville Institute’s 50th Anniversary of its founding in Rensselaerville, 

New York to seek, develop, and test solutions to human problems.

It is a privilege to have served as a trustee of the Institute since 1976 alongside many remarkably supportive and 

generous trustees—both with their time and financial resources. I have been a witness firsthand to both the substantive 

achievements earned and the difficult challenges overcome by the Institute in its advocacy of self-help for improved 

outcomes in the human condition. 

Entrepreneurial and risk-taking in its approach, the Institute, through its formidable leadership and competent staff has 

delivered good work and, accordingly, is a survivor. It is now well-positioned for program expansion and development 

of new, innovative programs consistent with its mission.

While I am gratified that The Rensselaerville Institute is stable, I am mindful that to continue its record of success in 

assisting its targeted constituencies—schools, communities, grant makers—its need for additional financial resources 

to improve, grow, and succeed with its program offerings and outcomes is ongoing. The Board of Trustees and I are 

committed to its mission. We invite and welcome friends, acquaintances, and all interested parties to come and invest 

with us to achieve the mission.

–Peter G. Gerry, Chairman of the Board of Trustees
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1960s
Country Forums

After World War I, Laura Talmage Huyck, the wife of Frank Huyck, Jr., began to bring noted leaders in education, 

economics, labor relations, and history to Rensselaerville to meet with outstanding college students from the 

United States and abroad. These meetings, The Country Forums on Human Relations, laid the foundation for The 

Rensselaerville Institute. Everett and Winifred Clinchy, Lee Elmore and Katharine Huyck Elmore (daughter of Francis 

Jr. and Laura Huyck) met here as young people and formed a lifelong friendship built on common interests in the 

public good.

The Institute on Man and Science was officially founded in 1963 with Everett Clinchy serving as the founding president 

and driving force of the organization. The Elmores and Clinchys brought notable figures to Rensselaerville, including 

United Nations Secretary General U Thant, ambassadors to the United Nations, as well as experts on space, science, 

history, philosophy, medicine, and current social issues. 
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In a democracy there must be 
something more than tolerance, 
for tolerance implies aversion and 
reluctant withholding of opposition. 
What is required is recognition 
and appreciation of what is good 
in other groups as well as a 
consciousness of the shortcomings 
of one’s own. In a democracy 
all forms of religious belief and 
cultural tradition must be regarded 
as personal traits which enrich 
a nation, and they must never be 
allowed to act as barriers against 
friendship or cooperation.”

New York Times Magazine, 12/22/40
Everett Clinchy

Profile: Everett Clinchy
President 1963–1972

“
To be a member of this Institute will be as good as taking a trip around the world 
– and at one-twentieth the cost. You can sit on one end of a log knowing that in 
successive weeks you’ll be talking with top leaders from five continents.”

“Leaders from Five Continents Scheduled at Area Institute” 

Times Union, 3/13/63

“
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On a trip through the Helderbergs, a young New York City couple 
stopped in the quiet village of Rensselaerville. 

“How do you account for this village in the mountains, so far away?” 
the man asked a youth tending the general store.

“We like it,” replied the clerk laconically
“What’s it like in winter?” the man inquired.
“Cold.”
“What,” he persisted, “do you do summers?” 
“Institute.”
“What’s the Institute?”
“We bring scientists, humanists, and statesman, and we discuss 
questions.”

“Pretty high-level stuff,” commented the man. 
“Yes,” the clerk replied. “We’re civilized.”

“Rensselaerville Institute Begins July 3” 

Times Union, 6/19/66
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Times Union, 7/2/69
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Knickerbocker News, 6/4/69
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Times Union, 7/13/69
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1970s
Community Renewal

The dedication of The Guggenheim Pavilion in the summer of 1971 included an extraordinary program called “The 

Trial of Technology.” The aim of the Trial was to investigate the control and direction of technology at a time that was 

later recognized as the dawn of the computer age. Famed attorney Louis Nizer presided as judge at this mock trial.

A 1972 program, “Man in the Media,” featured three influential women—Lenore Hershey, Duncan McDonald, and 

actress Geraldine Fitzgerald. Because of their strong objections to the emphasis on “Man,” the Institute’s name would 

later be changed to simply The Rensselaerville Institute. The program attracted world-renowned science fiction writer 

Isaac Asimov to Rensselaerville. He was so taken with the village and the Institute that he returned every summer until 

his death in 1992.

The early 1970s also brought literary and culture critic and award-winning author, Lewis Mumford, to the Institute.  

With him came the idea of renewing small towns. “Many struggling communities need intervention… But coming in, 

we needed legitimacy. We needed interdependence. We had to put our money on the line. Mumford said it perfectly, 

‘You have to create a situation where you can’t leave quietly if your advice goes sour.’” Harold S. Williams, Jr. (2004 

Newcomen Address, presented by James W. Zug).

The ensuing work with small towns like Stump Creek and Corbett marked the beginning of the Institute’s focus on 

“human effort leading to human gain.” Through its actions over the next ten years, the Institute learned first hand how 

self-help can restore a community, both physically and psychologically.
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I told Everett that I wanted to tackle 
problems, not just talk about them… 
There is a great value in dialogue, but 
I felt the Institute could do more. The 
moral vision of the Institute when it 
was founded was one of optimism—
that people could change, and people 
could live better and that people 
have a great deal of responsibility 
for each other.”

“

–Harold S. Williams, Jr.

2004 Newcomen Address, presented by James W. Zug

Profile: Harold Williams
President 1972–2008
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Stump Creek, Pennsylvania
In 1973, the New York Times advertised the sale of a dying company town called Stump Creek in Western Pennsylvania 

in which tenants did not own their homes. An intrigued and entrepreneurial Institute Board of Trustees approved  

the purchase of the town for $175,000. Ninety of the one hundred homes did not have indoor plumbing. The Institute 

engaged the citizens and worked alongside them as they rebuilt homes and created a viable water source. Following 

the rebuilding of the community with the help of grants, the Institute sold the homes to the tenants, enabling them to 

become homeowners.
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The Institute’s role is intervener. We assist the community in clarifying their 
own aspirations and goals. We work toward the end folks see for themselves—
physical, social, economic, cultural, and educational.”

“
–Jane Schautz

The Derrick, 5/7/75
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Stump Creek is a symbol of endurance, tenacity, and hope… We were trying to 
prove localism, that a local solution to a crisis is vastly preferable to a top-down 
solution from the state of federal government, and that you didn’t need tons and 
tons of money. I think we succeeded on a physical and economic level. I think 
everybody remembers what it was like to use the outhouses in the wintertime.”

“

–Hal Williams

In 1977, following the successful Stump Creek demonstration project, the Institute purchased and facilitated self-help 

rehabilitation efforts in a second dying town—Corbett, New York. 

Corbett, New York
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The New York Times, 9/12/76
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The Corbett Compact
The members of the Village of Corbett and the Institute on Man and Science set forth on an adventure 

which requires our full cooperation and commitment. Like the passengers on the ship Mayflower, we draft 

and sign this compact setting forth some articles of common faith and agreement.

In so doing, we give our pledge to rebuild Corbett as a small community in which people help each other… 

in which we can get a good night’s sleep… in which our children can range safely… in which we can feel 

good about our town, our neighbors, and ourselves… in which we do not waste.

At the same time, we seek a community in which people live and let live, respecting the rights of others to 

be different. We want people to grow. Some will grow and stay. Others will grow and leave. But for all of 

us, Corbett may always be home.

Community means that a group of people can add up to more than the sum of 
its numbers. They can develop shared pride and beliefs that give meaning and 
vitality to sustain and enrich human life in a way that goes far beyond the concept 
of a big government ‘delivering’ social services to individual ‘clients.’”

“

–Hal Williams
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If we seek smallness, whether in business, farming, technology,  

or community, we must understand where we have been and  

where we are going. Without doing so we are no more than the 

proverbial American who redoubles his effort when he has forgotten 

his objective…

The small town needs help. But support that has been given in the 

past decade, I would argue, has been a mixed blessing. Consider the 

following kinds of ‘help’:

• Planners who stamp our master plans for small 

communities which all look alike

• Engineers who charge stiff fees for water and sewerage 

feasibility studies

• Governmental and private agencies who continue to 

administer social ‘services’ which are ‘delivered’ to 

individual ‘clients’

• Academics who study small communities with a 

framework of analysis implicitly urban

There are several patterns to these kinds of ‘help’ (which assuredly 

are generalizations which do not apply to everyone in these areas). 

First is the general notion that the small town is so small and 

the country so large that the best and only strategy for the small 

community is to learn about greater societal forces in order to accept 

and to adapt to ghem. Don’t stake out the future and try to reach it. 

Instead, get ready for what is inevitably to come. In this framework, 

the role of the professional expert is to interpret what is happening 

outside the community for those who live in it.

A related problem is the prevailing wisdom of regionalization. 

The small town cannot go it alone, the logic runds, so groups of 

towns should together form regions where rational planning and 

professional administration can best be handled. One problem of 

regionalization is that while state agents may see it as decentralization 

(getting structures out to people), those in communities see it as 

centralization taking control from a local to a regional level…

‘Smallness’ is something like an inkblot in which people find 

reflected their own agendas and yearnings. Thus, some see in it the 

nostalgia for a time past; others the excitement of a day yet to come. 

Some would use smallness to get closer to people; others further 

apart. Some would employ it to gain more control of their own lives; 

others to reduce the control that is necessary in life…

Smallness is not so much a literal term describing anything as  

it is a metaphor to reflect some basic beliefs and values deemed 

important and related but whose connectedness is hard to articulate 

at a literal level.

Some of these values are self-mastery, rightness of fit, belongingness, 

personalness, self-reliance, manageability, wholeness, control, 

directness, integration. If these values have one theme, it is that of the  

re-emergence of the individual, following the guidance of the 

ancient Greek Protagoras, that ‘Man is the measure of all things.’  

E. F. Schumacher summarized the perspective,

Excerpted from Smallness and the Small Town by Harold S. Williams, Jr. from Small Town October 1977

There is no such thing as the viability of states or nations; there is only a problem 
of viability of people: people, actual persons like you and me, are viable when 
they can stand on their own two feet and earn their keep.”

“
–E.F. Schumacher

Small Is Beautiful p. 67
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1980s
Self Help

The work with small towns and the notions around self-help and self-reliance led to the moniker “The think tank with 

muddy boots” which was conferred on the Institute by The Wall Street Journal. These projects gave substance to the 

challenge offered up by Lewis Mumford to think through what it meant to reanimate communities and citizenry. The 

Institute now wanted to prove that its theories worked beyond a few demonstration sites. “We are not in the business 

of fixing up small towns. But we are in the business of doing demonstration projects that will show other people how 

you can do those things,” said Hal Williams in 1982.

This led to the creation of the Small Towns Environmental Program (STEP) and an increased clarity on the individuals 

who spark change: sparkplugs. The emphasis on identifying and developing sparkplugs gained traction and led to 

other programs such as Pond Hill homes—an energy efficient home-building system that can be taught to amateurs. 

More locally the Institute began Minds On, a program that challenged local elementary, middle, and high school 

students to engage in the same types of thinking and activities that adults had been doing since the Institute’s inception. 

The program connects students with artists, writers, scientists, and others in intensive learning experiences.

The Rensselaerville campus continued to grow with the 1985 dedication of the Straus Pavilion. In 1983 the Institute 

on Man and Science officially changed its name to The Rensselaerville Institute.
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Isaac Asimov began his long relationship with the Institute as a stand-in for someone else who couldn’t make it in 

1972. The early affinity led to eighteen years of summer programs at the Institute that became known as “Asimovia.” 

As one of the most prolific writers of all time Isaac had a lot of ideas and knowledge to share with the people who 

came each summer. The thinking generated there often led to new ideas for action on the part of the Institute. Over the 

course of his time, he led participants to Mars, helped them to wrestle with bioengineering products, and challenged 

them with the psychological impacts of artificial intelligence. 

“There is no better place for feeding the body and soul, for pondering the great 
questions of science and technology – and for swapping good jokes.”

“Isaac Asimov Looks to the Future” 

 Times Union, 7/24/86

Profile: Isaac Asimov
Isaac Asimov Seminars 1972–1995

1972: “Man in the Media” Seminar – Asimov was a panelist

1973: “I, Thou, and The Computer”

1973: “Urban Morality – Realities and Ideals”

1974: “The Future of Science and Man

1975: “A Week with Isaac Asimov” Topics: An Examination of the U.S. Space Program; Speculation on 

Extraterrestrial Intelligence; The Future of the Human Body; Methods of Exploring the Future

1976: “A Community in Space – Developing a Blueprint”

1977: “The Future of Education”

1978: “The Future of Disaster in American Communities”

1979: “The Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence…is Anyone There?”

1980: “A Choice of Catastrophes”

1981: ”Treaties for Space”

1982: “Braving New Worlds - The Craft of Science Fiction”

1983: “What If?”

1984: “Artificial Intelligence – Are We Being Outsmarted?”

1985: “Biotechnology – Manmade Evolution?”

1986: “The Last Humans”

1987 “Crisis in Space”

1989: “Mission to Mars”

1990: “Rising Tide, Spreading Dessert”
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The Cherokee Nation 
Bell, Oklahoma

The Institute forged a partnership with Ross Swimmer, principal chief of The Cherokee Nation, that resulted in 25 

new homes for residents and a 16-mile water line that was completed with volunteer Cherokee labor. It was the 

largest public works project in modern times and laid the groundwork for an additional 100 miles of lines—proving 

the sustainability and durability of the self-help approach. The project was featured nationally including a feature on 

Sunday Morning with Charles Kuralt and in Parade Magazine.
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“Swimmer said he’s seen consultants ‘come and go’ whereas he finds ‘more meat 
on the bones with the Institute.’”

“Banker Indian Chief Without Reservation”

Times Union, 8/20/81 
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In 1986 the Institute published The Self-Help 

Handbook, written by STEP Director, Jane 

Schautz. This book has become the bible for 

community self-help projects across the US. 

STEP received three national environmental 

awards from Renew America, a coalition of  

pro-environment organizations—one in 1990 

for Drinking Water Improvement, another in 

1996 for Improved Public Health and in 2000 for 

Environmental Sustainability.

Self Help in Action

For our purposes, self-help refers to collective effort: people working together to create or improve a service or facility 

(for example, a water system) that they will use in common but which is not exclusively owned by any one person or 

household. It is therefore somewhat different from the concept of “sweat equity,” by which an individual or family 

gains private ownership of something (such as a house) by investing labor in its creation.

Another important distinction involves self-help and volunteerism, which many people think are synonymous. They 

are not. Self-help as we define it includes the use of volunteers as one technique, among many, that can reduce the cost 

of a needed community improvement.

In brief, with the self-help approach, small communities draw first on their own resources – human, material, and 

financial – to solve local problems.

–Jane Schautz and Christopher Conway

The Self-Help Handbook, p.3
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Sparkplug Characteristics
1. Energy. Energy is the scarce resource that brings a plan to 

life. It brings drive, motivation, work, and an ability to stay 

the course. This is the commodity that not only “winds up” 

the leader but proves a galvanizing force to get and keep 

the involvement of others. Without strong human energy 

many projects will begin but few will finish.

2. A Bias to Act. Many people are at heart critics, planners, 

or observers. Sparkplugs are actors. They want to solve a 

problem, not bemoan or even fully define it. They favor 

curtailing the planning process in order to get underway. 

This trait is required given the tendency of so many 

community projects to favor prolonged preparations. 

3. Results Orientation. Effective sparkplugs are those who 

believe that the outcome is what matters most. They define 

and believe in achievement. In community activity, this 

helps to overcome the emphasis on process—such as 

endless meetings and the belief that nothing should be done 

before total consensus is reached.

4. Personal Responsibility. Most of us are great at accepting 

praise for success but are quick to blame outside forces—

fate, luck, the weather, others—when things go wrong. 

Sparkplugs believe that people own the consequences of 

their own behavior in bad times as well as good ones. As 

a result, they are excellent learners who can make needed 

course corrections.

5. Desire for Teamwork. While entrepreneurs in business 

may go it alone, those in communities have no such 

luxury. They are invariably dependent on other people 

and forces whose cooperation is critical. The concept of a 

collaborative team ensures the full complement of “people 

power” needed to get the job done. 

6. Belief in a Common Good. Many if not most people 

in communities remain solely fixated on what is good 

for themselves, their children, their close friends. When 

pressed, they believe that communities generally work  

by the give and take among self-interests. Sparkplugs 

believe that there is a shared good that surpasses the  

co-existence of private goods. This belief helps them to set 

and achieve visions.  

Over the course of the next two decades the Institute worked with eighteen states to implement STEP. The projects 

took place in Appalachia in towns like Smith, Ridge, VA where residents had lived for years without running water. 

And in the Rio Grande Valley in places like Hidalgo County where residents were suffering from alarming rates of 

hepatitis. All of this work was accomplished with the investment of local residents at a fraction of the cost for standard 

methods of addressing water and waste-water issues.

“For 50 residents in the hamlet of Seward, the long-standing problem of foul-smelling sewage that seeps out of  

the ground and clogs storm drains is almost over… One of the residents is an engineer and he did a lot of the 

preliminary design work… Other residents have offered to help with the manual labor while others have offered us 

the use of their equipment.”

“Seward Breaks Ground on Sewage Project”

Times-Journal, 8/19/87
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“What’s the Bottom Line”, a publication of The Rensselaerville Institute
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1990s
Innovation and  

Outcome Funding 
The experience with innovation at these self-help programs convinced the Institute that what worked in distressed 

communities could be applied elsewhere. As a result, the Institute began to test its guiding principles on improving 

the results of non-profit organizations and government through innovation. It first successfully collaborated with the  

New York State Office of Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities and Arthur Webb, its Commissioner at 

the time. Webb was so impressed with the results that he took a leave of absence from his job to work with the Institute 

on applying its guiding innovation principles to other government agencies.

 

Two publications grew out of this focus on innovation. In 1990 the Institute created a quarterly journal called 

Innovating with articles about leading change. Innovating had instant readership from people who had long 

asked the Institute to put into writing the practices and thinking that drove success on the ground. In 1991,  

Arthur Webb and Hal Williams published the book entitled Outcome Funding, A New Approach to Targeted 

Grantmaking. This book takes the approach that grantmakers are investors who track the value of their investments 

through specific results achieved with their money.
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I remember vividly a classic 
innovator who worked at The 
Rensselaerville Institute with me 
some years ago. Howard was 
an inveterate tinkerer constantly 
coming up with new ideas on how 
to make mechanical things more 
effective. His plan emerged as 
his hands moved and much of his 
creativeness seemed to start with 
constraint. To Howard, the sum of 
available “pieces” he could find 
were his sandbox. He once built a 
snowplow from an old English Ford 
that was gathering moss behind his 
home shop. Howard’s sole resource 
base for many of his creative 
devices was the town dump.”

–John La Rocca

“Innovation on the Shop Floor” 

Innovating, vol. 6 no. 1

“
Profile: John La Rocca

Innovation Group
The Institute’s forays into workshops for government agencies led to the development of The Innovation Group.  

This group sought to reform the lack of a results focus that seemed endemic to bureaucracies.

Everything funneled into a focus on outcomes. It started with some anger. “We 
had a sense of outrage,” recalls Williams. “We saw other organizations getting 
more grant money because they were politically saavier. We were too focused 
on results, not on need. We felt we had to come up with reasons why grant-
giving organizations should be more interested in outcomes rather than needs.”

–Harold S. Williams, Jr.

2004 Newcomen Address, presented by James W. Zug
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In an effort to move away from the traditional bureaucratic approach to problem-solving, the Rensselaerville Institute 

is working with government agencies and non-profit groups to promote innovative ideas for change internally.

“We believe the experts are within the organization,” said William Phillips, a staff member of the Rensselaerville 

Institute’s Center for Innovations in State Governments. “Every organization has some group of these folks – people 

who we call ‘spark plugs’ for change.”

The program, which stresses taking small steps in a resource-lean environment, was developed three years ago by 

the Institute’s president, Hal Williams, and Arthur Webb, commissioner of the state Office of Mental Retardation and 

Developmental Disabilities.

“We believe innovation is driven by individuals and not by policies, budgets, plans or committees,” said Webb.

“Rensselaerville Institute Program Seeks to Cut Bureaucracy” 

The Times Union, 5/30/89
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Approaches to Planning by William J. Phillips
Despite the shifts in qualifier––from master plan to strategic plan, for example,––most planning approaches have remained 

remarkably similar not only in intent but in format. The process is generally expressed through data collection (surveys, trend 

analyses, etc.) and collective discussions, leading to a document. Recommendations and a preferred course are charted with 

implementation steps defined. The outcome of planning is a document—“The Plan.”

Five drawbacks accompany planning:

1. Different kinds of persons are often drawn more to the process of preparing a plan rather than to implementing a plan; 

2. Many inferences and assumptions made about what will happen prove inaccurate if and when implementation finally comes; 

3. Plans generally presume the need for new resources or other conditions that often do not fall into place; 

4. Plans represent convergent thinking far more often than fresh thinking. To the extent they are consensus-driven, their 

conclusions are often vague or bland; 

5. In the midst of strategies, tactics are forgotten; no one is quite sure just what to do with the plan next Monday morning. 

Still, we continue planning as usual, often in association with budget cycles and with the kinds of process thinking described in 

this issue’s Essay, “The Product vs. The Process.”

Innovation-based planning is an alternative. It suggests that instead of completing a paper, short- term projects be undertaken to 

test options during the planning period. Planners then gather to look closely at what innovators have accomplished in explicit 

tests of new approaches and adjust their plans accordingly. In any planning process lasting three months or more (which is 

certainly most plans), there is ample time for early implementation. And the results include answers to the drawbacks noted 

above. Doers are included…inferences are reduced…action happens with existing resources…divergent ideas are honored…and 

tactics are not only discussed but displayed.

INNOVATING is for people in organizations and communities who lead change by example. Published by The Rensselaerville 
Institute, an educational center defined at www.rinstitute.org. Send requests for article reprints to The Rensselaerville Institute, 
Rensselaerville, NY 12147. Telephone: 518-797-3783 Fax: 518-797-5270 Email: info@rinstitute.org 
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Despite the shifts in qualifier––from master plan to strategic plan, for example,––most planning 
approaches have remained remarkably similar not only in intent but in format. The process is 
generally expressed through data collection (surveys, trend analyses, etc.) and collective 
discussions, leading to a document. Recommendations and a preferred course are charted with 
implementation steps defined. The outcome of planning is a document—“The Plan”. 

Five drawbacks accompany planning: 

• Different kinds of persons are often drawn more to the process of preparing a plan rather 
than to implementing a plan; 

• Many inferences and assumptions made about what will happen prove inaccurate if and 
when implementation finally comes; 

• Plans generally presume the need for new resources or other conditions that often do not 
fall into place; 

• Plans represent convergent thinking far more often than fresh thinking. To the extent they 
are consensus-driven, their conclusions are often vague or bland; 

• In the midst of strategies, tactics are forgotten; no one is quite sure just what to do with 
the plan next Monday morning. 

Still, we continue planning as usual, often in association with budget cycles and with the kinds of 
process thinking described in this issue’s Essay, “The Product vs. The Process.” 

Innovation-based planning is an alternative. It suggests that instead of completing a paper, short-
term projects be undertaken to test options during the planning period. Planners then gather to 
look closely at what innovators have accomplished in explicit tests of new approaches and adjust 
their plans accordingly. In any planning process lasting three months or more (which is certainly 
most plans), there is ample time for early implementation. And the results include answers to the 
drawbacks noted above. Doers are included...inferences are reduced...action happens with 
existing resources...divergent ideas are honored...and tactics are not only discussed but displayed. 

INNOVATINGReprint

The Institute’s belief in the use of humor to build energy is always evident in its trainings, as 

demonstrated here by Bill Phillips and Dave Watson-Hallowell as they conduct an Innovation seminar. 
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Outcome Funding Our view is that governments must move from their intensive scrutiny of inputs to a focus on 

results. Our outcome approach offers a specific and practical set of tools by which the public 

sector can move from the role of funder to that of investor. In this framework, government 

agencies, like other investors, are concerned primarily with gaining a return.

In times of shrinking public sector budgets, outcome thinking moves from being important 

to being essential. On the one, there are simply no dollars to spend on ineffective activities. 

On the other, in many government agencies the only way to start a new program is to cease 

funding an old one. The investor approach can clearly identify those programs for which the 

return is low, or even non-existent. Effective investment hinges just as strongly on knowing 

when to stop as on when to start.

Outcome Funding by Harold S. Williams and Arthur Webb, p. 6

John LaRocca brings Outcomes to Korea
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2000s
Outcomes and  

School Turnaround
By the year 2000, the Institute’s outcome focused programs had grown into an international network of staff and 

consultants working with a variety of products and programs. The programs focused on improving outcomes for 

foundations, governments, and individual donors and educating individual nonprofit and community organizations to 

more effectively set and track targets. As throughout The Rensselaerville Institute’s history, the emphasis remained on 

the people who spark change in these sectors.

It also began to make its mark in the educational community, turning around low-performing schools with a signature 

initiative called School Turnaround. This initiative was designed, prototyped, and developed under the leadership of 

Gillian Williams who had made her way turning around the lowest-performing elementary school in the South Bronx. 

In addition, the Institute’s work in communities expanded from water and wastewater self-help programs to economic 

and civic development. 
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Kids shouldn’t be in first grade, seventh grade, tenth grade more than once.  
The only way to make this happen is to be relentless about student achievement 
results. I’m not all that interested in advocacy or policy or planning. What I care 
about is making sure that kids are learning. That’s why we say everyone achieves. 
No exceptions. No excuses.”

–Gillian Williams, 2006 Learning About Learning Conference

Gillian Williams, square dancing at a Stump Creek celebration in 1975

“

Profile: Gillian Williams
President 2010–current School Turnaround

In 2000 School Turnaround started as a summer conference. In 2001 Gillian Williams joined the Institute staff and put 

a prototype model to the test in six failing schools. 

Underperforming schools don’t need more programs, committees, ideas, or even more money to improve. 

What failing schools need are leaders equipped with the tactics, focus, and energy to break the cycle of 

underperformance and dramatically improve academic results.

School Turnaround is a leadership development initiative that helps principals and superintendents 

immediately improve academic achievement at persistently low-performing schools. Our program is 

designed specifically for schools and districts where someone in power perceives a current failure that 

requires urgent intervention. While most educational initiatives are geared toward demonstrating student 

achievement that takes place over a long time period, School Turnaround is designed to bring about 

urgency and time-compressed change in one year.

We offer this warranty: If the school does not achieve the specified student achievement targets that 

constitute initial turnaround success, we will refund the full cost to the district.

More than a decade later and not a dime has been refunded. 
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Washington Heights Elementary School – Fort Worth ISD
Margarita Garcia, Principal

Comparison Results 2004–2007
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Former School Turnaround participant and current staff member, Sheena Alaiasa was recognized as the National Principal of the Year.  

Sheena credits School Turnaround’s strategies as a key to her success.

POSTED: 11:36 a.m. HST, Aug 29, 2013 
LAST UPDATED: 12:17 p.m. HST, Aug 29, 2013

King Intermediate's Alaiasa wins national principal-of-the-year honors
By Star-Advertiser staff

S.W. King Intermediate School Principal Sheena Alaiasa is
the first educator from Hawaii to be named National Middle
Level Principal of the Year by MetLife and the National
Association of Secondary School Principals. 

In a surprise student assembly event held this morning at
the school in Kaneohe, Alaiasa was awarded the
prestigious recognition by NASSP and MetLife
representatives, Gov. Neil Abercrombie, Superintendent
Kathryn Matayoshi and area lawmakers.

In a news release issued this morning by the state
Department of Education, NASSP Executive Director
JoAnn Bartoletti said, “Changing a school’s culture is

essential if any other real school improvement is going to
take hold.” Bartoletti added, “Sheena Alaiasa has done
remarkable work to create a safe, personalized
environment in which all students feel welcome and
valued.”

In her four years at King Intermediate, Alaiasa has received
recognition for significant contributions toward student
achievement, leading the school out of restructuring and
elevating it to statewide acclaim. Alaiasa also concentrated
on raising the bar for Hawaiian and special education
students, incorporated parent engagement and created a
personalized learning environment for each child. 

MetLife Vice President Derrick Kelson said, "We applaud
Sheena Alaiasa for her leadership in engaging the
teachers, parents, and students at King Intermediate
School.”

More than 600 students in the grades 7 and 8 attend King
Intermediate. Eight elementary schools feed into King; they
are Ahuimanu, Benjamin Parker, Heeia, Kahaluu, Kaneohe,
Kapunahala, Puohala and Waiahole.

Matayoshi said, “Principal Alaiasa is a role model for her
staff and students.” Matayoshi continued, “She
demonstrates what can be done when you believe in your
school community, set high goals and put in the work to
accomplish them.”

In May, Alaiasa was named Hawaii’s Middle School
Principal of the Year. From the pool of nationwide winners,
NASSP judges chose three finalists. Alaiasa was chosen
over two other finalists from California and Mississippi after
an intense round of interviews, which also included a
PowerPoint presentation. 

“The nation now knows what we’ve known for four years
about Sheena’s extraordinary leadership,” said Lea Albert,
complex area superintendent for Castle-Kahuku. “She is
humble, articulate and leads by example. Sheena
represents everything we look for in educators and
leaders.”

As National Middle Level Principal of the Year, Alaiasa has
won grants totaling $5,000 ($1,500 as a national finalist,
and an additional $3,500 as the national winner). In
September, she will be honored during a learning institute
event in Washington, D.C., where state winners will share
their knowledge and meet other education leaders and
politicians.

Prior to becoming principal at King Intermediate, Alaiasa
served as vice principal and principal at Heeia Elementary
in Kaneohe. She holds a master’s degree in educational
administration and a bachelor’s degree in elementary education.

For more information about the NASSP, visit www.principals.org.

S.W. King Intermediate School Principal Sheena Alaiasa is the first
Hawaii educator to be named National Middle Level Principal of the
Year by MetLife and the National Association of Secondary School
Principals.
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For Immediate Release 

MicroEdge, Inc. and The Rensselaerville Institute Announce Strategic 
Alliance to Focus on Outcomes for Foundations

Joint effort to create tools to measure performance outcomes 

of charitable grants from foundations.

New York– October 21, 2006 – MicroEdge, Inc., a wholly owned subsidiary of Advent Software 

(NASDAQ: ADVS), and leading provider of solutions for the grantmaking community worldwide 

announced today the establishment of a strategic and cooperative relationship with The Rensselaerville 

Institute, the highly-regarded, 45-year old (with roots dating back to 1870) non-profit group, dedicated 

to measuring and improving outcomes in all fields of human achievement.

With help from the Institute, MicroEdge will create an outcome-based application that will offer 

new options to foundations that will help them establish their baselines for tracking and reporting 

outcomes. Utilizing this application, foundations can define and share best practices, innovations, 

and solutions to common problems that implementing groups face. The overall intent is to move the 

interaction of foundations and grantees from a focus on what they do – to what they achieve.

According to George W. Macintyre, President of MicroEdge, “The time is right to include in our 

software, a stronger focus on results and provide tools that help create and verify them. We have 

found just the right partner in The Rensselaerville Institute. We love the way their simple language 

and powerful paradigm shift from ‘funder to investor’ have helped foundations.”
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The Center for What Works enables 

clients to define, track, achieve, improve 

and communicate tangible outcomes 

from their efforts and dollars. We use 

results as a starting point, rather than 

treating measurement as the end-game. 

We serve as a bridge from research to 

practice, translating our primary research 

on common outcome frameworks into 

clear, simple, practical tools/services 

that help philanthropy and non-profits 

achieve higher results.

School Turnaround is a leadership 

intervention that helps educational 

leaders at the school, district, state and 

university level to immediately improve 

academic performance. What failing 

schools need are leaders equipped with 

the tactics, focus and energy to break 

the cycle of underperformance and 

dramatically improve academic results. 

School Turnaround is designed to bring 

about urgency and time-compressed 

change in one to two years.

The Community Sparkplugs initiative 

helps community members with 

a passion to make things better. 

Sparkplugs exist in all communities. 

They have one thing in common – they 

would rather do something about a 

problem than complain about it. With the 

right set of circumstances and support, 

they step up to leadership roles and 

make a difference for their communities. 

We provide just that set of circumstances 

and support.

2013
Where We Are at Fifty

In spring 2010, the Board of Trustees appointed Gillian Williams as President of The Rensselaerville Institute based 

on her decade of successful work leading School Turnaround. Under her leadership, The Rensselaerville Institute was 

reorganized into its current structure of three interrelated groups. The purpose of the new structure was to cluster staff 

and initiatives to create a greater degree of innovative thinking and collaboration based around the sectors and clients 

that are being served in each group. The new structure has also led to an increase in synergy between various initiatives 

and programs.

In 2011, the Institute acquired The Center for What Works, a successful small non-profit with a base in Chicago. 

The Center for What Works’ expertise in research related to the use of outcome frameworks for other non-profits is 

an excellent fit with the Institute. The Institute combined its outcome expertise on the ground with nonprofits and 

philanthropy and the What Works online tools and research. The leader, Debra Natenshon, joined the Institute and 

heads up this group. 

The Institute’s three current groups are Community Sparkplugs, School Turnaround, and What Works. All three drive 

toward achieving human gain through the use of the Institute’s core competencies of developing spark plug leaders 

and a implementing a relentless focus on results.
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The Appalachian Commission and the Institute took a relationship that has spanned multiple decades to the next level 

by forming an alliance with The Stennis Institute at Mississippi State University. The Institute now is training locally-

based trainers to support and develop sparkplugs in the Appalachian Community Learning Project. These sparkplugs 

use mini-grants to bring changes to struggling communities through a self-help model.

The Institute travelled further abroad with a new  

project in Malawi in partnership with a nonprofit that 

has started prison schools for juveniles and were seeking 

stronger outcomes.
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I grew up at The Rensselaerville Institute. It would have been impossible not to have done so given how attached I 

was to my father’s muddy boot-strings. My family lived on a farm near the campus. I ate at potlucks, danced at square 

dances, and attended local schools with many of the people who came to be involved with the efforts of the Institute. 

At an early age I often found myself in the back seat of the station wagon going to Stump Creek or Corbett with my 

father as he charted the Institute’s course. 

The Institute’s legacy of helping people improve their own lives in measurable and sustainable ways continues today. 

I applaud those who have stayed the course and helped us arrive at this juncture. Some might suggest that at this time 

of stability and success we stick with our knitting and refine what’s working. I have a different take.

 

TRI started boldly and has remained that way for fifty years. We bought towns that had gone belly up and helped the 

townsfolk reanimate them. We started an energy efficient modular home company. We offer a money back warranty for 

persistently failing schools. We’ve done things that have been considered flat-out crazy. Not everything has succeeded 

but as innovators and entrepreneurs we don’t expect it to. We live by the Mark Twain adage, “I never learned from the 

mistake I didn’t make.”

We will continue to grow the strong programs we have in our three core groups but we can’t stop there. Entrepreneurs 

and innovators get restless. My 2013 challenge to the Institute staff was this:  

What are the handful of crazy, bold, wild ideas you have about achieving human gain? The ideas that keep popping 

into your head and waking you up at night? The ones that you are maybe even a little embarrassed to share with others 

because they might qualify you as off your rocker? What are the ideas that if we turned them into opportunities would 

change people’s lives in ways that others haven’t imagined? 

As remarkable (and perhaps even hare-brained!) as the responses were, they were all marked by a commitment to 

sparkplugs and results. As we move forward we are going to bet on three of them. In true Institute fashion this will 

mean bootstrapping demonstration projects. They will cut across our program groups to include any staff member, 

trustee, or friend to the Institute who is interested. I am confident that these new ventures will bring fresh thinking and 

results in sectors and geography that are new to us.

We honor the legacy of the past fifty years of work done by Everett, Hal, the dedicated Board of Trustees, an incredible 

staff, and countless people who have trusted us to be their partner. Together we have created a long trail of muddy 

footprints. As we look ahead to the next fifty years our brains are crackling, our bootlaces are tied, and our focus is 

relentlessly aimed at achieving fifty more years of human gain.

         Gillian Williams
         President
         November 2013
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Chairmen of the Board of Trustees
Founding–1985 • Oscar Straus, II

1985–1989 • Lawrence H. Bober

1989–1990 • William V. Engel

1990–2001 • Diane Schafer

2001–2012 • Clyde E. Rankin, III

2012–present • Peter G. Gerry

1963–2013: Members of the Board of Trustees

Samuel E. Aronwitz

Isaac Asimov

Ruth Baines

Joseph W. Bartlett

William M. Bassichis

Eric Berg

Donald M. Blinken

Lawrence H. Bober

Robert W. Bouchard

Gail B. Boyd

Earnest Boyer

Kathy Brennan

David Buttross

William P. Carey

Sandra Gotham Carr

Geoffrey C. Carter

Everett R. Clinchy

Bill Cuthbert

Frank Davidson

Carla Dearing

Charles R. DeCarlo

Ralph L. DeGroff

Robert W. Dowling

Joseph D. Duffey

Jane Lee Eddy

Wade Ellis

Lee Elmore

William V. Engel

Samuel L. Foggie, Sr.

James H. Foster

Richard N. Gardner

Peter G. Gerry

Jerome Goldstein

Melvin J. Gordon

David Gordon

Sam Gould

Ernest A. Gross

Barbara Hapgood

Mary Harper

Leon E. Haynes, III

Penny H. Heath

Lester J. Heath, III

John G. Heimann

Joseph Herbst

Rem Hoffman

MaryAnn Holohean

Susan Hudson

Jacques Istel

Margaret Klein

Thomas Klingenstein

John Klingenstein

Edward V. LaPuma

James L. Larocca

Marshell K. Larson

Brian P. Leeb

Caroline Macomber

Thomas O. Maggs

Carmen Mastroianni

Elizabeth McCormick

Peter J. McKenna

Sandy Meehan

Schuyler M. Meyer, Jr. 

Volkner Mohnen

David A. Morse

Hugo Neu

James A. Nicholson

Robert W. Parsons, Jr. 

Ralph I. Peer

Nancy D. Perlman

Joseph Pollino

Victor Rabinowitch

Clyde E. Rankin, III

William F. Rice, Jr. 

Prentice Rogers

Vincent Schaefeur

Diane H. Schafer

Jane Schautz

Martin J. Schwab

Gail Shafer

Jerome J. Shestack

Raphael Simches

Roger W. Straus 

Oscar S. Straus, II

Roger Strong

Ross Swimmer

Lewis A. Swyer

Penny Townsend

Dennis A. Trescott

Harold S. Williams

Williams I. Witkin

Charles S. Woolsey
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