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For close to seven decades, the william penn Foundation has 

played and continues to play a central role as a philanthropic 

and civic leader in the philadelphia region. the foundation’s 

mission is “to close the achievement gap for low-income 

children, ensure a sustainable environment, foster creativ-

ity that enhances civic life and advance philanthropy in the 

philadelphia region.” william penn holds $2.2 billion in assets 

and will make grants totaling $90 million this year.1 

local stakeholders greatly value the foundation’s long-

term commitment to helping philadelphia be a vibrant, 

equitable and economically thriving city. nCRp found that 

for the most part, the william penn Foundation is viewed as 

an effective and impactful institution in the region, whose 

imprint can literally be seen everywhere – in the parks and 

on the waterfront, at performance venues and in early edu-

cation classrooms. to a great extent, grantees and other 

stakeholders support the foundation’s strategies and find 

the foundation to be a helpful partner and collaborator.

However, the foundation has experienced “bumps in the 

road” as it has undergone leadership changes and imple-

mentation of a new strategic plan. Some of the foundation’s 

new strategies, as well as the foundation’s handling of its 

executive transitions, have challenged its values of transpar-

ency and equity. in particular, many education stakeholders 

locally and nationally expressed concern about the impact 

on low-income students from the foundation’s initial shift in 

education strategy. also, the foundation appeared to have 

moved away from some of its most effective support for 

engagement and organizing of underserved communities. 

the foundation’s recently reported education grantmaking 

signals a stronger commitment to equity. william penn also 

has bolstered funding for advocacy to strengthen both pre-

K and K–12 public education systems. 

Changes in the philanthropic landscape, with the declining 

role of other major foundations, leave william penn as the 

“800-pound gorilla” in philadelphia philanthropy, whether 

or not it wants to be. local stakeholders urge the founda-

tion to adapt to this new reality by expanding its public 

leadership role, strengthening its commitment to the un-

derserved, working across silos more and increasing trans-

parency. local philanthropic peers are especially eager 

to see the foundation use its bully pulpit and convening 

capacity to rally all the city’s sectors to tackle major issues 

facing philadelphia. today, the william penn Foundation 

appears well equipped to do so if it can strike a balance 

between its quest for modesty and stakeholder requests 

for proactive public communication and civic leadership. 

key Findings
1. across the board, grantees and other stakehold-

ers see clear signs of impact from the William Penn 

Foundation’s long-term investments in the arts, en-

vironment, neighborhoods and families. the most 

positive feedback came from grantees and other stake-

holders knowledgeable about the foundation’s role 

in arts and culture. those working on issues related to 

the foundation’s environment and Communities grant 

center, and subsequent watershed protection portfo-

lio, also saw strong signs of impact and effectiveness. 

Stakeholders with the foundation’s Children, Youth and 

Families (CYF) portfolio praised the impacts of organiz-

ing and advocacy grants, but questioned the results of 

youth development efforts.  

eXecutIVe summary



4 william penn Foundation: is PhiLadeLPhia’s Leading PhiLanthRoPy Back on tRack?

2. the William Penn Foundation has a stated com-

mitment to underserved communities and equity, 

yet the foundation has not communicated these 

intentions effectively, creating the perception that 

some current strategies no longer address these 

issues or do so less effectively than in prior years. 

the watershed protection and Creative Communities 

grant guidelines show little or no explicit focus on eq-

uity or benefit for underserved communities (except 

for the arts education strategy). many grantees and 

stakeholders believe some aspects of the founda-

tion’s Closing the achievement Gap endeavor are not 

based on evidence, have harmful impacts and actu-

ally may be increasing inequity in education access. 

However, the foundation offered specific examples of 

recent grants in education and Great public Spaces 

(part of the Creative Communities grant center) that 

demonstrate a clear commitment to equity and to 

evidence-based solutions.  

3. the William Penn Foundation has a clear dedica-

tion to long-term systemic change under the new 

strategic plan, and stakeholders urge the founda-

tion to break down the walls among its program 

silos to support a more holistic approach. many 

stakeholders and grantees believe the current foci 

have been too narrowly construed and implemented, 

and that the foundation has enough resources to take 

a broader view that fosters interconnections within 

and across the three program areas, while remaining 

committed to measurable impact. in fact, the founda-

tion reported that it recently had made operational 

and grantmaking changes that will support new ideas 

and more collaborative grantmaking across the three 

grant centers.  

4. Under the prior program areas, William Penn 

Foundation had a strong track record of funding 

nonprofits that engaged affected communities 

in problem solving, and community leaders urge 

a continuation and renewal of that commitment. 

although the recent strategic planning process 

involved extensive stakeholder input, some grantees 

and other stakeholders expressed concern that this 

commitment may have diminished under the new 

strategic plan because funding had been discontinued 

for many constituent-led organizations. Based on the 

foundation’s reporting of recent and pending grants to 

support advocacy and organizing focused on securing 

access to high quality pre-K for economically disadvan-

taged children and adequate public funding for K–12 

education, william penn has signaled that it is taking 

steps to renew its commitment to advocacy, commu-

nity organizing and civic engagement.   

5. the William Penn Foundation is viewed as an ef-

fective collaborator, and stakeholders urge the 

foundation to assert more leadership as a commu-

nity convener. the foundation received high marks for 

its support of collaboration among grantees, and it is 

seen as effective in working with some sectors of soci-

ety, especially nonprofits and philanthropy, followed 

by educational institutions and government, to further 

its goals. Yet, many stakeholders and grantees want 

the foundation to step up more as a visible commu-

nity leader, especially now that it is the biggest local 

philanthropy that funds in the city.   

6. the vast majority of grantees view their partnership 

with the William Penn Foundation as effective, but 

many also critiqued the foundation’s handling of 
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recent institutional shifts. Grantees appreciate their 

relationship with staff; the consistent, large, long-term 

investments that the foundation has made in nonprof-

its; application and evaluation processes; and various 

types of capacity support beyond the grant. Yet, the 

foundation’s effectiveness as a partner with grantees 

has been hindered by weak transparency and uneven 

communication during a pivotal time of leadership 

change and implementation of a new strategic plan.  

7. as an outsize private family foundation with 

community-oriented aims, William Penn has 

struggled to find the right balance in governance 

and leadership style that is true to the haas legacy 

and effectively supports mission implementation. 

the foundation is described as having a preference 

for lean, understated, quiet philanthropy that focuses 

on the grantees, not the foundation itself. Yet, increas-

ingly complex and challenging issues call for more 

visible public leadership. meanwhile, the foundation is 

experimenting with new staff leadership roles, opting 

for a managing director instead of a chief executive 

officer at the helm. also, the board has undergone a 

change in composition that brings the next generation 

of the Haas family into the philanthropy, a laudable 

move. However, the board lacks diversity in several 

key ways that are directly pertinent to its mission and 

geographic focus. 

RecoMMendations
1. continue the effective practices that have made 

William Penn an impactful and valued partner. 

these include the foundation’s steadfast dedication 

to philadelphia, long-term commitment to its three 

grantmaking priorities, strong relationships with grant-

ees, support for collaboration, and helpful application 

and outcome measurement processes. maintain a 

strong commitment to core support and multi-year 

funding, using a flexible approach that continues to 

enable grantees to achieve their intended outcomes 

through a variety of means.  

2. Be flexible in strategic plan implementation and 

pursue opportunities for more cross-silo grantmak-

ing and convening across the three grant centers. 

as the foundation has honed its strategies and sought 

more measurable outcomes, potential trade-offs in-

clude less focus on broader systemic issues that effect 

seeding of innovative ideas in each program area or 

cross-fertilization within and between program areas 

that could result in new solutions and greater impact. 

to realize william penn’s vision of a vibrant, thriving 

city, stakeholders believe it will be important to weave 

together the three strands of arts, environment and 

education more intentionally and holistically. william 

penn can build on the recent steps it reportedly has 

taken to incentivize innovative ideas and support 

cross-silo collaboration and grantmaking. a higher 

payout rate, of at least 6 percent in grants, can support 

these new operational and grantmaking strategies. 

3. as a highly respected voice in the city, maximize 

impact by exercising more public leadership on 

the foundation’s key priorities and other pressing 

issues facing the city. william penn has a reputation 

of quiet, behind-the-scenes leadership, and history 

suggests that Ceos with a highly visible presence don’t 

last long in that environment. Yet, grantees and stake-

holders are urging the foundation to step out more 

and “own” its influence. as a major institution with a 

strong web of relationships, william penn is uniquely 
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poised to advance its mission by using its bully pulpit 

and bringing diverse and sometimes divergent stake-

holders together to tackle challenging issues.   

4. strengthen the foundation’s impact by funding 

organizing and civic engagement among affected 

communities. william penn clearly has the intent 

to support underserved philadelphia residents. the 

foundation can take a number of steps to better 

articulate and realize that intent: (a) develop deliber-

ate and focused strategies that can have an impact on 

child poverty in the city, which directly affects student 

learning and outcomes; (b) share learning from Clos-

ing the achievement Gap and exercise leadership to 

help ensure all low-income and marginalized students 

have access to a good education, including by promot-

ing strong accountability across all K–12 education 

providers in the city; (c) bring a more explicit equity 

lens to the other two program areas, watershed pro-

tection and Creative Communities; and (d) fund more 

advocacy and organizing by (not just on behalf of ) 

low-income communities of color and other marginal-

ized groups. 

5. develop board and staff capacity to more effective-

ly govern and implement a very ambitious agenda. 

Build off the foundation staff’s mostly positive relation-

ships with grantees by ensuring an adequate number 

of program staff, including those with nonprofit and 

advocacy experience in underserved communities. 

also, carefully adding individuals with diverse back-

grounds and experience to the board will lead to 

better grantmaking by ensuring that some “on-the-

ground” perspectives, especially related to marginal-

ized communities and inequity, inform the founda-

tion’s strategies and practices. Clarify governance roles 

and inform stakeholders about who the public face of 

leadership is and who makes decisions about strategy 

and implementation.  

6. Practice greater transparency related to all facets 

of the foundation’s work. according to william penn’s 

values statement: “Communications advance the 

foundation’s mission by enhancing the impact of our 

grantmaking and the effective use of our resources. 

members, directors and staff value clarity, coherence 

and simplicity in communications. they listen and seek 

to learn from others in order to function with maxi-

mum efficacy.” Survey and interview data indicate that 

the foundation has not consistently held itself to this 

value. Sharing data annually on the progress the foun-

dation is making toward its goals, and sharing how 

ongoing learning is informing strategy, will help the 

foundation maintain trust and buy-in from grantees 

and other stakeholders. providing public information 

about the foundation’s investment strategies will help 

stakeholders understand whether and how the foun-

dation is using its assets to advance its mission.
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otto Haas was a German immigrant who cofounded the 

Rohm and Haas Company, which initially made leather tan-

ning materials.2 in 1945, otto and his wife phoebe created a 

foundation, which received the majority of his assets when 

he died in 1960, as well as regular donations from his wife 

until she passed away in 1967. their sons, F. otto and John 

C. Haas, took over both the business and, aided by their 

spouses, the foundation. they concentrated giving in several 

areas: protecting green space, historic preservation, arts and 

culture, and helping disadvantaged children and families. its 

leaders renamed it the william penn Foundation in 1974. 

under the Haas brothers’ leadership, Rohm and Haas grew to 

a Fortune 500 company making specialty chemicals; it was 

sold to dow Chemical Company for $15.3 billion in 2009. 

Before his passing in 2011, John Haas channeled the sale’s 

profits into the family’s charitable endeavors, shifting more 

than a billion dollars to its foundations, including $747 mil-

lion to william penn and $502 million to establish the wyn-

cote Foundation as a charitable vehicle for the Haas family.3 

wyncote is governed by four Haas family members and has 

similar funding priorities: arts and culture, education, public 

media and journalism, and preserving the environment.4

the william penn Foundation has remained largely family-

run. david Haas is the current chair of the board of direc-

tors. Janet Haas, daughter-in-law of F. otto Haas, is the 

vice chair and has previously served both as board chair 

and president. thomas, son of F. otto Haas, is chair of the 

foundation’s governing corporation. 

upon the retirement of Feather Houston as president in 

2011, the board appointed Jeremy nowak, then head of 

the Reinvestment Fund, as the new president. Subsequent 

strategic planning resulted in a narrowing of grantmaking 

priorities. today, the foundation’s mission is “to close the 

achievement gap for low-income children, ensure a sus-

tainable environment, foster creativity that enhances civic 

life and advance philanthropy in the philadelphia region.” 

the Children, Youth and Families (CFY) portfolio, which had 

supported an array of education, social service and youth 

development programs, has become Closing the achieve-

ment Gap (CaG). arts and Culture was reframed as Creative 

Communities, with an added emphasis on growing and 

diversifying audiences and on creating great public spaces. 

environment and Communities was narrowed to water-

shed protection. (See appendix a for a summary of prior 

and current funding areas.)

in november 2012, early in the implementation of the new 

strategic plan, Jeremy nowak departed the foundation 

after 16 months on the job. as of January 2013, the board 

composition had shifted toward a greater number and 

proportion of Haas family members, bringing the fourth 

generation into the philanthropy. 

Helen davis picher, a longtime senior staff member, 

served as interim Ceo until peter J. degnan, vice dean 

of finance and administration at the wharton School 

of the university of pennsylvania, was hired to serve as 

managing director, effective march 3, 2014. the manag-

ing director oversees operations, planning and evalua-

tion, thought leadership and community engagement, 

whereas grantmaking oversight is the purview of the 

chief philanthropy officer (Cpo) and the board.5 the cur-

rent Cpo is laura Sparks.

aBout WIllIam Penn FoundatIon
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Since the william penn Foundation was established, the Haas 

family’s commitment to philadelphia and the region has been 

steadfast, even as the foundation has grown in size. Yet, the 

city itself has gone through significant changes in the last 70 

years: it is less populous, more diverse and poorer. of 1.5 mil-

lion residents, 28.4 percent live in poverty, the highest rate of 

any big u.S. city. also, 12.9 percent live in deep poverty, with 

incomes below half the poverty line.6 Since the 2000 census, 

the city’s “majority minority” population has grown from 55 

percent to 63 percent nonwhite. most of this growth has been 

among asians and latinos, as well as african immigrants. the 

population is 36.9 percent white, 43.4 percent black, 12.3 

percent latino and 6.3 percent asian.7

the 2013 pew State of the City report describes positive 

trends as well as lingering challenges.8 For the first time 

in decades, philadelphia is growing in population. From 

2006–2012, the city added 58,897 residents, with the larg-

est growth among young people age 20–34, who are also 

better educated than a decade ago. However, philadelphia 

is not growing enough new jobs, and the unemployment 

rate was stuck at 10.7–10.8 percent from 2010–2012, high-

er than peer cities (except detroit) and the nation overall. 

the city continues to depend on health care and educa-

tion, or “eds and meds,” for one-third of its jobs; these sec-

tors grew by 18 percent in the last decade. the only other 

sector that saw expansion was leisure and hospitality.

the pew report also referenced challenges in the public 

education system, where the school district struggles to 

improve test scores, raise graduation rates and demonstrate 

“adequate yearly progress” in low performing schools. many 

local stakeholders, regardless of professional focus, see 

education as a central issue for philadelphia’s prosperity. as 

one arts and culture leader observed, educational quality is 

a concern not just for current school-age children and their 

parents, but for the economic health of the whole city: 

“we have done a really good job of creating a vibrant 

city core that is attracting young professionals. Can 

we keep them as they start to have kids? or will they 

flee to the suburbs or to other cities? … we need good 

schools. Right now the city has young professionals and 

empty nesters, but we need families.” 

the city public school system is in acute fiscal crisis. 

pennsylvania Governor thomas w. Corbett and the state 

legislature cut education funding by $1 billion in 2011 

and carried those cuts forward, with disparate impacts on 

low-income and nonwhite students.9 Shifts in school atten-

dance resulted in many under-enrolled schools. according 

to pew, from 2003–2013, district-run school enrollment de-

clined 26 percent and enrollment at charter schools grew 

219 percent. Facing a $304 million deficit for the 2013–14 

school year, the school district closed 24 schools in June 

2013 and laid off 3,783 employees.10 in october 2013, 

Corbett released $45 million in state funding, thus allowing 

many staff to be rehired. 

in other areas relevant to william penn’s grantmaking, the 

news is more positive. as reported by pew, public trans-

portation usage is heavier and vehicle mileage is down. in 

one example of the city’s commitment to the environment, 

philadelphia is receiving national recognition for its inno-

vative strategies to manage, capture and use storm water 

runoff under its Green City, Clean waters plan.11 

PhIladelPhIa today
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in the arts and culture arena, the Cultural data project 

shows a sector rebounding from the economic recession. 

Collectively, organizations had a 3.1 percent operating 

margin in 2011, compared to –1.2 percent in 2009. the 

slimmest or negative operating margins were among orga-

nizations with budgets between $100,000 and $999,999. 

the sector depended on contributions for 52 percent of its 

revenue. of contributed income, 23 percent was from foun-

dations and 19 percent from government. only 4 percent 

came from corporate sources. 

long-term changes in the local philanthropic landscape 

have affected the city and william penn’s position. the an-

nenberg Foundation, with assets of more than $1.6 billion, 

relocated to southern California in 2009, and ceased most 

giving in philadelphia. the pew Charitable trusts, with 

$736 million in assets, reorganized as a public charity in 

2004 and shifted most focus and resources toward national 

goals, retaining some local grants for community-based 

and artistic causes. the lenfest Foundation, although 

smaller with $102.8 million in assets, also has narrowed its 

focus and is spending down. 

these changes have left william penn as the biggest funder 

of local causes, an issue of concern for many stakeholders. 

one philanthropic leader described these implications: 

“Being such a large presence in the region, there is a 

huge appreciation of, as well as concern about overreli-

ance on, that one source of money. on the other hand, 

the william penn Foundation isn’t going anywhere. they 

have said in numerous ways that they have an unquali-

fied commitment to this region. they chose to stay 100 

percent focused here. that’s a great thing. and it puts a 

little more pressure on them.” 

this new funding landscape is especially felt in the arts, 

as noted in a widely-discussed three-part series in the 

Philadelphia Inquirer last fall. one article begins, “For more 

than a dozen years, philanthropy in philadelphia was led 

by a powerful quartet; in various combinations, the pew 

Charitable trusts, william penn Foundation, the annen-

bergs, and the lenfests lined up behind arts and culture. … 

But the quartet is no more.” the article reports david Haas’s 

acknowledgement of william penn’s new stature and need 

for response. “we … are assessing our role as an institution 

that has become more prominent, and we are going to do 

everything we can beside our grantmaking – we will also 

be engaging other institutions and parties to participate.”12
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nCRp recently developed an assessment tool for founda-

tions that addresses the strategic practices outlined in 

Criteria for Philanthropy at Its Best and its more recent re-

port, Real Results: Why Strategic Philanthropy Is Social Justice 

Philanthropy. Criteria for Philanthropy at Its Best provides a 

comprehensive and nuanced set of benchmarks that foun-

dations can use for effective operational and grantmaking 

practices. Real Results argues that to maximize impact, 

foundations must be both strategic and just. 

“Strategic and just” means not only having clearly aligned 

goals and strategies and a way to measure impact, but also 

considering who benefits from the foundation’s grantmak-

ing and how. it means seeking input from affected commu-

nities and attempting to change systems that perpetuate 

inequity. a comprehensive, nuanced examination of founda-

tion goals, strategies and practices shows how strategy and 

justice can be aligned to be more impactful in target com-

munities. Key questions the assessment addressed were:

oveRaLL goaLs and stRategy
 � what are the foundation’s primary goals, and is it em-

ploying strategies likely to achieve them? 

 � which stakeholders and what sources of data and best 

practice have informed these strategies? 

 � Given its mission and goals, is the foundation appro-

priately seeking to benefit or empower underserved 

communities? is the foundation applying an equity 

lens or analysis to its grantmaking? is it addressing 

disparities in outcomes for the issues or constituencies 

it prioritizes?

 � does the foundation pursue systemic change strate-

gies? does it support grantees to use the full range of 

advocacy tools legally at their disposal? is the foun-

dation leveraging its limited dollars in ways that are 

consistent with the foundation’s mission and goals?

 � is the foundation looking at the ecosystem of actors 

within the sphere it seeks to influence, and strategi-

cally collaborating with others?  

oUtcoMes and iMPact
 � Has the foundation worked across sectors and silos to 

achieve impact? 

 � Has the foundation effectively supported community-

driven collaboration and coalitions among grantees 

and other nonprofits? 

 � How does the foundation measure its progress and 

impact?

 � Can the foundation and its stakeholders point to spe-

cific signs of progress? 

PaRtneRshiP With gRantees
 � does the foundation employ responsive grantmaking 

practices, such as providing core support and multi-

year funding? How do the foundation’s grantmaking 

practices advance or hinder achievement of its goals?

 � How does the foundation go beyond the grant to lever-

age its relationships, convening power, expertise and 

other assets to help grantees achieve mutual goals?

 � does the foundation solicit feedback from its grantees 

and applicants and act on that feedback? 

otheR eFFective PRactices
 � How do the foundation’s investment and payout poli-

cies and practices support its own mission and the 

goals of its grantees?

oVerVIeW oF methodology
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 � does the foundation operate in a transparent and ethi-

cal manner, with policies in place to prevent fraud and 

abuse?

 � is the board of directors large and diverse enough to 

allow for effective and ethical decision making? 

nCRp conducted this research and invited the william penn 

Foundation to participate in shaping and implementing 

the review. the foundation’s leadership understood the 

study’s potential value and gave it serious consideration, 

but shared reservations about the timing, given the leader-

ship transition and shifting priorities. they were concerned 

that during this period of uncertainty, responding to a 

survey and interviews might be stressful or challenging for 

grantees. they asked nCRp to delay the study and give a 

future director the opportunity to determine whether the 

foundation should participate. 

But to provide timely, actionable feedback in the interests 

of the communities the foundation seeks to benefit, nCRp 

decided to proceed. we shared our methodology and 

assessment tools with the foundation’s then-interim Ceo, 

Helen davis picher, invited her input and kept her informed 

of our progress. the foundation did not provide any infor-

mation to nCRp during the research phase, nor did nCRp 

have the opportunity to interview current staff or board. 

the foundation was given a draft copy of the assessment 

report to review for accuracy. Senior william penn staff pro-

vided extensive comments on the draft in a memo dated 

march 19, 2014, and nCRp’s principal researcher received 

additional input during a phone meeting on that date with 

peter degnan, laura Sparks, Helen davis picher and Josh 

peskin. the foundation then provided additional documen-

tation requested by nCRp. where appropriate, nCRp incor-

porated the new information provided by william penn in 

the final version of this report.

nCRp employed the following methods during the assess-

ment process:

1. Review of publicly available foundation materials 

that could help answer the assessment questions, e.g., 

current strategic plan, 990-pFs, annual reports, grant-

making guidelines, grant descriptions, application and 

reporting requirements, and news articles referencing 

the foundation from the prior 12-month period.

2. confidential survey of grantees via Survey monkey. 

nCRp sent the grantee survey to all grantees from 

2011, 2012 and 2013 for which we could acquire accu-

rate email contact information – 310 in total. this time 

frame allowed surveying of grantees under the prior 

and new grantmaking strategies. we received com-

pleted surveys from 142, which is a response rate of 46 

percent. in general, responders were mid-size to large 

organizations, with 35 percent in the $1–5 million 

range and none under $100,000 in budget. all but five 

had been funded prior to 2013, and two-thirds were 

current grantees. Forty percent of respondents were 

arts and culture groups. Grantees engaged diverse 

stakeholder groups; the largest number was public 

officials/agencies/policymakers (71), followed by 

residents/families/neighborhood groups/underserved 

communities (53) and nonprofits (44).

3. interviews with selected grantees. to delve more 

deeply into topics raised in the survey responses, 

nCRp conducted interviews with 14 current and for-

mer grantees selected based on the relevance of their 

survey responses to identified themes, their knowl-

edge and expertise to fill in gaps in our data and their 

indicated willingness to be interviewed. For example, 

nCRp interviewed grantees that could address the 

extent to which the foundation’s arts grantmaking 

engages underserved communities. 
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4. interviews with local, regional and national stake-

holders. nCRp interviewed a cross-section of indi-

viduals in the sector who are very familiar with the 

foundation’s work. these included local and national 

philanthropic leaders, journalists, academics, public 

officials, former foundation board and staff, and non-

profit leaders. nCRp sought a diverse interview pool 

with a range of perspectives. nCRp contacted more 

than 60 stakeholders and conducted interviews with 

24 of them; 18 declined to participate. 

5. analysis of survey and interview data. nCRp ana-

lyzed the grantee survey data to discern if any correla-

tions existed between the grantees that held certain 

characteristics (e.g., current/prior grant recipient, 

program area) and their responses about key topics 

such as foundation effectiveness and partnership with 

grantees. Researchers used an iterative process to do a 

content analysis of open-ended survey responses and 

interview transcripts. two researchers read through 

all of this qualitative data, identified key themes, 

compared notes and further refined the codes. Some 

themes were then probed in the grantee interviews. 
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oUtcoMes and iMPact

nCRp asked grantees and stakeholders to comment on the 

foundation’s impact over the last several years, spanning the 

period before and since the new strategic plan was created. 

across the board, grantees and stakeholders see clear 

signs of impact from the William Penn Foundation’s 

long-term investments in the arts, environment, neigh-

borhoods and families. 

overall, the william penn Foundation is viewed as an es-

sential institution in the region, whose impact can literally 

be seen everywhere –  in the parks and on the waterfront, 

at performance venues and in neighborhoods and early 

education classrooms. more than three-quarters (78.1 

percent) of grantees surveyed said the foundation’s strate-

gies had been “very effective” or “somewhat effective” in 

making progress toward the foundation’s relevant program 

objectives. 

Grantees and stakeholders offered numerous signs of 

impact and progress, summarized in table 1. 

the foundation’s imprint on the arts is widely known. one 

arts grantee commented: 

“the number and strength of nonprofit arts compa-

nies that are able to thrive due to the importance that 

william penn has put on supporting infrastructure and 

healthy administrative and financial policies is incred-

ible. they are our largest single supporter and one of 

the only ones who support general operations and not 

solely productions.”   

even stakeholders more familiar with other program areas 

commented about the foundation’s role in the arts. an 

education grantee noted that the foundation “has been 

critical to the stability of some of the biggest and smallest 

arts institutions.”   

the only frequently cited example of a william penn-funded 

arts project that was not successful was a now-defunct equity-

focused initiative, artsRising, which sought to increase arts 

education access for low-income children and youth by serv-

ing as a bridge between the arts and education communities. 

as with the arts, the environment was a grantmaking area 

where even nonexperts often would reference william 

penn’s impact, which is visible across the landscape. ob-

served one local reporter:

“Speaking in a very nonexpert capacity, as a civilian, 

their work on watershed preservation and access to the 

waterfront has been impressive. that’s one of the main 

things i’m familiar with, in addition to education. they 

have been a critical partner or supporter of a massive 

and complicated waterfront development plan that has 

been taking place over the last few years. all of the wa-

terfront is becoming a much more pleasant place every 

day. they have combined supporting human access and 

also improving the rivers ecologically speaking.” 

Some stakeholders cited the foundation’s investments in 

civic engagement as a critical aspect of the environment 

and Communities portfolio, ensuring that the “communities” 

piece was taken seriously. others framed william penn’s role 

as an important defender of public access to and preserva-

key FIndIngs



14 william penn Foundation: is PhiLadeLPhia’s Leading PhiLanthRoPy Back on tRack?

tion of natural resources within a political and economic 

system that may have different, or even opposing, goals. 

a local journalist described the foundation’s role in rela-

tion to powerful forces countering public access to natural 

resources: 

“i think the [william penn funded] research that has been 

going on is really having an impact. … at least under the 

current city administration, for the first time in years the 

people promoting public access [to the waterfront] seem 

to have the upper hand in the fight against developers. i 

think william penn Foundation is behind that.” 

table 1. evidence of impact and signs of Progress from grantees and other stakeholders

aRts and cULtURe; cReative coMMUnities

 � Collaboration with pew Charitable trusts to move the 
Barnes Foundation’s museum collection into the city.

 � provision of capital for major performing arts facilities 
such as the mann Center and Kimmel Center.

 � Creative placemaking that links the arts to improving 
the built environment and enhancing access to public 
spaces. an example is Fringearts and its related festival, 

investing in its future home at an old water pumping sta-
tion on the waterfront. 

 � Supported the arts and culture sector to endure and 
recover from the 2008 recession.

 � Supported nonprofit arts service organizations and 
public agencies that help sustain the arts and culture 
infrastructure. 

enviRonMent and coMMUnities; WateRshed PRotection

 � physical improvements to the Ben Franklin parkway, as well 
as public programming, to increase its accessibility and use.

 � progress in the long-term goal of completing the Cir-
cuit, 750 miles of bike/walk trails, of which 250 miles are 
connected so far. 

 � thousands of acres of land that have been preserved, 
restored and better stewarded.

 � Greater public access to the delaware River and support of 
high quality waterfront development such as Race Street pier.13  

 � Greater collaboration and more public awareness around 
watershed protection issues.

 � partnership with the city, with strong resident input, 

to develop and implement philadelphia’s Greenworks 
sustainability plan.

 � Supplied grants to legal services providers and other 
nonprofits that strengthened coordination of foreclosure 
prevention services; engaged in local, state and national 
advocacy that restored and improved public foreclosure 
prevention programs and brought $100 million to the state 
for foreclosure prevention, helping 3,000 homeowners. 

 � provided initial funding for a coalition of housing and 
community development advocates that recently won 
a city ordinance establishing a land bank to improve the 
disposition of 40,000 vacant properties.14

chiLdRen, yoUth and FaMiLies; cLosing achieveMent gaP

 � Supported grantee organizations and coalitions that won 
a new state funding formula for public education, which 
resulted in $827 million increase in first three years. 

 � piloted initiatives to improve early education and care 
programs that were then adopted as statewide practices, 
such as mentoring, tuition assistance to early education 
and care workers and quality rating systems.

 � Funded youth organizing grantees that brought local, 
state and national attention to the “school to prison 

pipeline” and need for alternative discipline policies away 
from zero tolerance. 

 � Supported grantees that filed a lawsuit with the federal 
department of Justice to challenge years of anti-asian and 
anti-immigrant harassment that had gone unaddressed 
by the school district. the school district settled in 2010,15 
and advocates reported that anti-immigrant bullying and 
harassment are now central issues in the department of 
education; this case has become a model for other cities.
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one public official set these impacts in a broader environ-

mental and social context:

“william penn has protected thousands and thousands of 

acres of land, funded high-level stewardship work that ad-

vances the environmental integrity of the metro area and is 

a hedge against climate change and continues to promote 

some of the remaining democratic features of our capitalist 

system. … these investments are populist and democratiz-

ing in a way. the foundation has given these conservancies 

and other environmental organizations money to not just 

implement programs but influence policy.” 

Grantees and stakeholders familiar with the foundation’s work 

on early childhood education and care were very positive about 

the foundation’s role and impact. one advocate commented: 

“i have often reflected on how the world would be 

different if this foundation were not here. … they have 

probably been the most important funder for early 

childhood education in the region. most of the progress 

we’ve achieved has been because of their support and 

leadership. like George Bailey in ‘it’s a wonderful life,’ it 

would be potterville here if not for the foundation.

the foundation also has a highly regarded record for fund-

ing advocacy and organizing on K–12 education, youth 

issues, poverty, neighborhood development and housing, 

but recent shifts in strategy were targets for concern. past 

grantees funded for community-based advocacy and orga-

nizing under CYF and environment and Communities, and 

some stakeholders familiar with their impact, were critical 

of the foundation’s defunding of much of that work when 

the new strategic plan was first instituted.16 one grantee 

commented, “Since the foundation changed its priorities, 

there is or will be an enormous gap in advocacy efforts that 

in the past have led to major systemic change in govern-

mental response to vulnerable families.”  

three local foundation leaders noted that the CYF portfolio 

had challenges. in particular, they argued that the youth 

development work, including after-school programs, did 

not show demonstrable outcomes. For one of these lead-

ers, the foundation had an alternative to eliminating CYF 

– give it greater focus to try to improve impact:

“the foundation didn’t have a strategy. these fields over-

promised. they shouldn’t have given up on it; they should 

have really said, ‘within Children, Youth and Families, here 

are three to four issues we are going to try to impact.’ they 

didn’t get close enough to the work and didn’t really un-

derstand what 100 years of protracted poverty can do to it. 

they lacked an analysis of class and race.”  

the foundation did indeed give greater focus to the pre-K 

and K–12 education work, and eliminated the youth devel-

opment component altogether. Yet, some local stakeholders 

– not only former grantees – regret the loss of advocacy on 

behalf of other anti-poverty concerns that were supported 

in the CYF and environment and Communities portfolios. 

the William Penn Foundation has a stated commit-

ment to underserved communities and equity, yet the 

foundation has not communicated these intentions 

effectively, creating the perception that some current 

strategies no longer address these issues or do so less 

effectively than in prior years.   

the william penn Foundation’s values statement asserts:

“the Foundation belongs to the community at large. 

members, directors and staff act as trustworthy and 
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responsible stewards of these funds, seeking to direct 

resources with wisdom and compassion. they strive 

to ensure that our grantmaking is not only relevant, 

effective and efficient, but also mindful of the opportu-

nity gap between low-income residents and their more 

advantaged peers.” 

Foundation Center data show that 32 percent of the founda-

tion’s grant dollars benefitted underserved communities in 

2011, a significant increase from a 17 percent average across 

2008–10. For the most part, grantees and other stakehold-

ers agree that the foundation does embody a commitment 

to equity. they perceive this value as most manifest in the 

program area Closing the achievement Gap. 

the Creative Communities program area includes one goal 

related to provision of arts education serving low-income 

children, a small portion of the whole portfolio. the Great 

public Spaces (GpS) component of the Creative Communities 

grant center seeks to enhance parks, trails and public ameni-

ties in neighborhoods outside Center City. although the grant 

guidelines do not explicitly target marginalized communities 

for benefit, the program’s strategic overview lists nine eligible 

criteria for funding, of which one is: “increases access to 

green space in an underserved community.” Foundation staff 

noted that william penn has made “more than a dozen grants 

toward projects designed to repurpose existing underper-

forming and underutilized community assets to create great 

public spaces in underserved areas.”17 there is no explicit focus 

on arts by or for underserved communities in the rest of the 

Creative Communities program goals. 

neither is there is an explicit focus on access or benefit 

for underserved communities in the watershed protec-

tion program area. Foundation staff noted that while the 

primary focus is on water quality:

“the issues we are tackling are of significant importance 

to low-income people and communities, whether it’s 

managing urban stormwater, which can often result in 

residential floods that can destroy a low-income family’s 

entire asset base, or addressing significant water quality 

issues in low-income rural and agricultural areas.” 

nCRp encountered a few environment and watershed 

stakeholders concerned about having more of an 

explicit equity dimension in that program area. one 

environmental leader said:

“i haven’t heard [equity] be a part of the william penn 

Foundation conversation. in terms of promoting equity, 

i don’t see it as a priority for giving. Some of the proj-

ects they fund do have equity goals. i don’t think they 

challenge themselves to forge new partnerships to 

bring in new populations, new perspectives, to embrace 

diversity in all its meanings.” 

despite this perception, the foundation noted that in its 

watershed protection program, william penn “works with 

more than 50 organizations representing a wide array of 

constituencies, from the poconos to urban philadelphia.” 

the foundation, and some watershed stakeholders, argued 

that seeking broad public access to the waterfront and 

watershed resources ultimately benefits underserved phila-

delphians. according to one local planner:

“From my point of view, this is a tough one because 

you look at too many of the kinds of meetings … i was 

calling back in the day, everyone was white. on that 

stuff that is labeled purely environment, it can be very 

hard to foster and engage. when you take it down to 

the neighborhood level, such as planning the edge in-

terface between an urban neighborhood and the park, 
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you build in engagement that fosters more connection 

with communities of color. Because the park system is 

so big, with such a long boundary that goes through 

so many neighborhoods, it guarantees you will reach 

into those kinds of constituencies. But it is not the 

main part of their portfolio that you could make those 

connections to.” 

the lack of diversity among mainstream environmen-

tal advocates cited above and absence of overt equity 

dimension in william penn’s watershed protection grant 

center offer an opportunity for the foundation to use an 

explicit equity frame to ensure that it measures its suc-

cess using this lens, and to challenge and educate the 

sector to be more aware of what these issues mean for 

communities of color.18 

Several arts and culture stakeholders raised concerns about 

the foundation’s commitment to equity in arts access for 

underserved communities.19 one grantee commented: 

“it has not been a policy of the foundation to significantly 

commit to culture for underserved communities. the 

emphasis has been on the quality of the arts and culture 

experience, regardless of where it happens. if it is hap-

pening in the center city, that is okay. i think their senti-

ment might be: ’our job is to help support great art – we 

have other programs that support poorer communities.’  

… look at racial and ethnic diversity, but also geographi-

cal diversity. many other grantmakers have focused on 

this, but william penn has historically focused on funding 

successful center city classical arts organizations.” 

the foundation noted that it doesn’t only fund in Center 

City. according to its grant guidelines, william penn gives 

arts and culture grants in six counties in the Greater phila-

delphia region (Bucks, Chester, delaware, montgomery, 

philadelphia and Camden [nJ] counties). a review of 2012 

and 2013 grants indicates that the foundation recently 

has funded several arts and culture organizations with 

roots in communities of color, such as african american 

museum in philadelphia, asian arts initiative, Kulu mele 

african american dance ensemble, philadelphia mural arts 

advocates, Raices Culturales latinoamericanas and taller 

puertorriqueno. it is difficult to discern the extent to which 

the more numerous mainstream arts and culture grantees 

intentionally connect to and nurture underserved audi-

ences and artists. 

improving public school outcomes in underresourced 

districts with high concentrations of poverty is a complex 

endeavor, and many stakeholders appreciate william penn 

for tackling such an important issue with focused attention 

and resources. Closing the achievement Gap clearly targets 

low-income children and the grant guidelines prioritize 

grantees with a “clear commitment to equitable access.” 

However, several local education stakeholders and national 

experts expressed concern that some of william penn’s 

strategies may be doing more harm than good. on behalf 

of the school district, the foundation contributed more 

than $1 million toward a study by the Boston Consulting 

Group that recommended closing dozens of low-perform-

ing public schools and advocated high quality charter 

school growth. the report noted that there were many 

poor-performing charters and some that contributed to 

inequity through high barriers to entry and low enrollment 

of english language learner (ell) students.20 

in mid-2012, william penn then helped establish the 

philadelphia School partnership (pSp) with a three-year 

$15 million grant. pSp provides competitive funds to create 
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more “high quality education seats,” whether those seats 

are in traditional district schools, charter schools or private 

schools. Some observers contend that the bulk of funds 

has gone to private and charter schools, and that almost 

all of the district-run schools that received funds have ad-

missions requirements in place.21 in legislative testimony, 

pSp leader mark Gleason reported that $10 million of $29 

million in grants, close to 35 percent, had gone to district 

schools.22 news reports said that Gleason considered char-

ters better positioned to apply for competitive grants.23 

one grantee agreed: 

“the school district is not an entrepreneurial environ-

ment. So the school district didn’t apply for pSp money. 

You are asking bureaucratic organizations to act entre-

preneurial overnight. For the first three years, not one 

public school applied for pSp money. pSp got defensive. 

You need to hire someone to navigate this with the 

schools, remove red tape, work with principals. So they 

[pSp] were seen as an enemy of the state because they 

were only funding charter growth. … it’s useful to think 

about how pSp could help navigate these tough issues 

so we have more internal harmony and less cognitive dis-

sonance. now, more [district] schools have applied and 

some have been given grants. many more could apply.” 

Several stakeholders expressed the opinion that this ap-

proach has been negative for low-income students. as 

described in more detail further below, the foundation 

has recently funded several programs in district schools 

focused on underserved students and families. Yet, these 

stakeholders identify the investment in pSp as the founda-

tion’s key strategy, and see it as harmful because of the 

following:

 � the rapid expansion of charter schools and related re-

direction of resources away from district schools, espe-

cially at a time when the education budget is already 

severely underfunded, has brought the city close to 

a tipping point at which the public system may no 

longer be viable.24 Some school districts reportedly 

manage the proportion of charters carefully to avoid 

this effect. in new York City and nationally, one in 16 

students attends a charter, but in philadelphia the ratio 

has grown to more than one in four.25  

one national education equity funder described the 

situation as:

“a vicious cycle of arguing for charter schools to help 

public schools reform, then there are not enough 

seats in the traditional public schools, so they lose 

funding, then they are too under-resourced to suc-

ceed, then there’s a call for more charters. this played 

out in philly as it did in new orleans. the powers that 

be have created a self-fulfilling process, leading to 

the privatization of public education.”  

 � Closing low-performing schools does not save the 

district that much money, and the affected students 

are just as likely to end up in another low performing, 

under-resourced school as in a better one.26

 � Recent data indicate that pennsylvania’s charter 

schools overall have not improved academic perfor-

mance. in fact, a 2013 report found that both reading 

and math learning gains are weaker in pennsylvania 

charters than in traditional schools.27 Students going 

from traditional publics to charters may not be getting 

a better education. 

 � Charter schools sometimes have implicit or explicit 

admissions and retention barriers.28 a local education 

advocate observed:

“Jeremy nowak said to me that he was agnostic 

on charters and cared about high quality seats. i 

don’t know if it’s true he was agnostic or not. we are 
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agnostic with worry. we speak up on how charter 

schools impact the school district, which is really 

badly, financially. and then there is the failure of 

charters on the whole to serve all children, including 

children with a high level disability and ell students.”

 � School closures disproportionately hurt low-income 

students and students of color. the opportunity to 

learn Campaign analyzed federal statistics for three 

cities, including philadelphia. as their infographic 

shows,29 among 23 schools closed, affected students 

were 81 percent black (58 percent of all philly students 

are black), 93 percent low-income (81 percent of all 

philly students are low-income) and 4 percent white (14 

percent of all philly students are  non-Hispanic whites).    

 

Some stakeholders also expressed frustration that the 

foundation discontinued funding for several organiz-

ing groups that engaged affected youth and parents on 

education issues while the state was cutting the district’s 

budget. william penn simultaneously exited Communities 

for public education Reform (CpeR), a funder collaborative 

in Southeastern pennsylvania that was part of a national 

network of grantmakers supporting parent- and youth-

led efforts to achieve educational excellence and equity 

in public schools.30 this double withdrawal of funding left 

some community groups under-resourced at a moment 

when parent and student voices were needed to inform 

rapidly-changing local and state policy and practice. one 

former grantee described this impact: 

“william penn funding was a critical piece for the work 

we have done on education. …. they were an anchor 

group in the CpeR work, which now is closing its doors, 

in part due to the william penn Foundation loss there. in 

the education world they played a very important role 

in cultivating organizing and advocacy. i think it made 

some significant strides and a real difference. the fact 

that they are not funding us right now is particularly 

problematic because of the sheer amount of money 

on the corporate education reform side. we are now 

applying for $5,000 grants from four foundations to get 

a quarter of the money we used to get from penn, now 

that it’s most needed.” 

Since william penn made the grant to pSp in 2012, it has 

rounded out its education portfolio with evidence-based 

grants that indicate a strong commitment to supporting 

excellence in pre-K and the traditional public school sys-

tem and to ensuring equitable outcomes for low-income 

and marginalized students. these include:31

 � Significant investment to support eight organizations 

to plan, implement and collaborate with many others 

across pennsylvania on a statewide campaign to vigor-

ously advocate for universal access to high quality pre-

K, including field organizing, in service to the 60 percent 

of low-income 3- and 4-year-old children in philadelphia 

who are not currently served in high-quality early edu-

cation settings (see sidebar on page 20).

 � expansion of the Children’s literacy initiative to 36 

schools in philadelphia, reaching 432 teachers, 72 

school leaders and thousands of families. the grant 

launched Cli’s 10-year campaign to improve the 

literacy skills of more than 200,000 students and 2,000 

teachers in 90 schools serving low-income children.

 � expansion of the philadelphia academies’ career 

academy programs in eight district high schools, 

reaching 5,000 students. (Six of the schools serve 100 

percent economically disadvantaged students; one is 

75 percent economically disadvantaged; and one is 65 

percent economically disadvantaged.)

 � expansion of the philadelphia education Fund’s early 



The William Penn Foundation has made a 
significant investment in advocacy to in-
crease the quality and availability of early 
care and education. A recent $3.2 million 
grant to Pre-K for PA, funneled through 
the United Way of Greater Philadelphia 
and Southern New Jersey, supports “a 
statewide advocacy campaign to promote 
the value of and need for universal pre-
kindergarten in Pennsylvania.”32 Through 
this initiative, the foundation hopes to 
increase access for the 60 percent of 
low-income 3- and 4-year old children in 
Philadelphia who are not currently served 
in high-quality early education settings.

In addition to the United Way, other 
coalition leaders of Pre-K for PA include: 
Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children, 
Public Citizens for Children and Youth 
(PCCY), Pittsburgh Association for the 
Education of Young Children (PAEYC), 
Delaware Valley Association for the Educa-
tion of Young Children (DVAEYC), Economy 
League of Greater Philadelphia, Mission: 
Readiness, PennAEYC, Fight Crime: Invest 
in Kids and Pennsylvania Head Start As-
sociation. Other foundations contributing 
to the campaign are: The Donley Founda-
tion, The Heinz Endowments, The Lenfest 
Foundation, The Philadelphia Foundation 
and Samuel S. Fels Fund.

The campaign was launched 
in January 2014, and as of late 
March, more than 200 orga-
nizations had endorsed the 
campaign’s vision of universal 
pre-K. In February, Pennsylva-
nia Partnerships for Children 
released “A Smart Choice for a 
Solid Start: The Case for Pre-K 
in PA,”33 which argues that 
upfront investments in pre-K 

save resources down the road because 
children require fewer intensive services 
once in public school and have better 
educational outcomes. An upcoming 
gubernatorial race provides a short-term 
focal point for educating Pennsylvanians 
and politicians about the importance of 
pre-K for the state. Next year the cam-
paign will seek legislative solutions.

The William Penn Foundation has stressed 
its commitment to engaging affected 
constituencies in achieving its goals, and 
child care providers are a key stakeholder 
group in this campaign. One example 
of how stakeholders are involved in this 
campaign is Mary Jo Grieve, an early 
childhood educator who recently joined 
the staff of DVAEYC to work on Pre-K for 
PA. She was director of a preschool and a 
DVAEYC member who learned about the 
organization’s leadership program. A joint 
effort of DVAEYC and PennAEYC, the PA 
Early Childhood Fellowship program was 
launched in 2009 “to educate, connect 
and support emerging leaders working to 
effect positive change in the field of early 
childhood education.”34

Grieve described how the fellowship mo-
tivated her to get involved in advocacy:

“It was great team building and 
great networking. We learned about 
the background of what makes 
[early childhood education] run, 
and all the different systems that 
are involved. When you’re in the 
classroom or in a school day to day, 
you don’t really get that and don’t 
understand how all the pieces can 
come together. The cohort was 
great in teaching us about how all 
the systems come together, and fig-
uring out where the holes are in the 
current system and how to make 
change. That was very empowering 
and a great experience, igniting my 
need to do more in terms of advo-
cating for children and families.” 

DVAEYC staff saw an opportunity to put 
Grieve’s leadership skills and enthusiasm 
into action, and offered her a job as a field 
organizer with the campaign. Grieve does a 
lot of outreach to other child care provid-
ers and to parents as well. Grieve observed 
that many early education and care provid-
ers initially assume that everyone else 
knows how important affordable, quality 
pre-K is, especially for the low-income fami-
lies the programs serve. Grieve explains to 
them that the message needs to get out to 

many more people in the state. 
She has found that pre-K provid-
ers are passionate and eager to 
spread the word: 

“The William Penn Founda-
tion has empowered the 
individuals that are working 
on the campaign, and to get 
out the message. It’s just 
incredible…the early child-
hood community has really 
rallied around this.”  n

WIllIam Penn FoundatIon InVests In 
Pre-k For Pa adVocacy camPaIgn
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warning indicators program to 12 middle schools serving 

economically disadvantaged students to help identify 

students at risk of falling off the path to graduation and 

offer specific interventions to get them back on track.  

Summarizing its overall education portfolio today, william 

penn staff noted that the foundation has 39 active grants 

totaling $38 million that span early education, K–12 and 

arts education. these grants and a few in other program 

areas provide support in 181 schools, of which 121 are dis-

trict schools (67 percent), 31 are charters (17 percent) and 

29 are Catholic or other private schools (16 percent). also, 

the foundation has continued to fund several advocacy 

grantees through the recent internal transitions, to support 

their work to seek greater government resources for public 

schools at the state and local levels. 

goaLs and stRategy 
the foundation has a clear dedication to creating long-

term systemic change under the new strategic plan, 

and stakeholders urge the foundation to break down 

the walls among its program silos to support a more 

holistic approach.  

the foundation’s mission, vision and values statement, as well 

as the new strategic plan, indicate a commitment to making 

long-term systemic change that will improve educational 

outcomes for low-income children, protect the region’s water-

shed for future generations and ensure that the arts thrive in 

ways that promote the economic health of the city. 

numerous stakeholders and grantees applauded the 

foundation for its long-term commitment to the region, 

its relatively consistent set of priorities, and its attempt to 

be more focused and to maximize its impact under the 

new strategic plan. and a number also acknowledged the 

trade-offs inherent in such a decision. one local philan-

thropic stakeholder observed:

“they seem to have stepped out of the community-

driven work. For a long time, they funded projects like 

an after-school provider network in norristown or the 

west philly community collaborative. they have pulled 

out of that kind of work and it has been debilitating for 

the small organizations. i don’t know that i would have 

done it any differently if i were them; i don’t know how 

a big foundation can operate in that space effectively. a 

big foundation focused on three issue areas isn’t really 

able to also drive local community efforts. … if they are 

really focused on their strategic plan and stay focused 

on those three big issue areas, they will be much more 

successful. in the past, they spread the peanut butter a 

mile wide and an inch deep.” 

other stakeholders and grantees expressed concern about 

the foundation’s perceived abandonment of a broader 

anti-poverty agenda, with its elimination of the CYF grant 

center, in a city with such deep poverty and economic 

inequality. a local funder comment typified the tension be-

tween praise for the foundation’s focus and concern about 

those left out:

“i think the new strategies, the areas they want to focus 

on, make tremendous sense for the region. and so i 

did not find fault with them when Jeremy was laying 

them out for us all, and i don’t now. But i also think they 

have gotten a lot of new money in recently, and they 

are poised to get more money. i think there is a kind of 

underlying services for very poor people in this city and 

region that they are overlooking right now. i think a lot 

of foundations are buying the line of ’You can’t spend 

your money for change if you are just funding direct 
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services all the time,’ and i absolutely understand that, 

as we struggle with it here. at the same time, it’s lofty to 

say that. there are abused children, and trafficked immi-

grants, and people struggling through no fault of their 

own with a bad deal in life. when a foundation that is as 

central to a region as william penn is turns away from 

that, it’s not a good thing.” 

Further, many grantees indicated they want the foundation 

to take a more holistic, less siloed view of its work. when 

asked what they would do differently as Ceo, 35 grantee 

comments (the second highest number) were related to 

implementing the new strategic plan in a wider scope. 

they urged the foundation to broaden each program 

area focus to increase impact and allow for innovative 

new ideas; allow for more kinds of organizations to apply, 

including smaller ones; and support more cross-silo grant-

making and networking of grantees within and across the 

three program areas. 

Foundation staff noted that william penn has taken several 

steps to support more cross-silo grantmaking and seed 

new ideas. at the end of 2012, the grantmaking team was 

organized internally to avoid having “three foundations 

under one roof” by having full-team meetings biweekly, as-

signing certain staff members to work on multiple program 

teams and encouraging opportunities for staff to cross-

fertilize and bring ideas to each other across the three 

program areas. at the end of 2013, the foundation created 

pots of money specifically for (a) cross-programmatic 

funding; (b) to “push on the edges of strategies” to ensure 

flexibility while still making grants within program areas; 

and (c) capacity building for grantee organizations that are 

key to moving foundation goals and need extra capac-

ity support. these funds represent more than 10 percent 

of the total grants budget allocation. at the beginning of 

2013, william penn also created an inquiry process on its 

website where potential applicants can submit an idea for 

funding. the grants management staff vets these and fun-

nels eligible ideas to program officers, who must respond 

within 30 days. 

Stakeholder suggestions specific to each program area are 

summarized in table 2.

the foundation’s new strategic plan indicates a commit-

ment to evidence-based grantmaking. the grant guide-

lines for Closing the achievement Gap stress data-driven 

solutions. one recent grant of $1.4 million to philadelphia 

academies, inc., to expand its career academy programs 

across several district high schools exemplifies this evi-

dence-based approach.35 the foundation’s grant support 

for the Children’s literacy initiative also is rooted in evi-

dence, including randomized control studies verifying the 

effectiveness of Cli’s approach.36 

Yet, several stakeholders and grantees argued that to 

achieve greater pre-K–12 success for low-income stu-

dents, a broader array of strategies is needed. they assert 

that the foundation’s narrower approach puts most of 

the strategic focus on a singular outcome – academic 

achievement – without seeing it in the context of struc-

tural poverty and inequality. 

three different grantee comments capture some of the 

ideas summarized in table 2:

“we recommend william penn support advocacy ef-

forts that will be needed to move public systems to 

improved performance for the neediest children. it is 

unrealistic to assume that ‘supply-side-only’ funding 

will improve the experience or achievement of poor 
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children with complex family backgrounds and com-

plex needs.” 

“Currently the foundation appears to be interpreting 

‘closing the achievement gap’ narrowly. we would 

recommend a broader view – including recognizing 

that economic polarization underlies the growth of the 

achievement gap. So direct work on economic polariza-

tion is needed as well as work on schools.”

“it’s obviously good to concentrate. But they are zeroing 

out 0–3 [pre-K groups], which is crashing the infrastruc-

ture that they built over time. it’s great to have organi-

zational priorities, so figure out certain 0–3 pieces that 

are most important to keep supporting. the effort to be 

strategic and focused is good, not ‘a thousand flowers 

should bloom,’ but there is some middle ground they 

haven’t found yet.”   

table 2: suggestions from grantees and other stakeholders for strengthening strategic Plan

cReative coMMUnities

 � Clarify what the arts and Cultural organizations portfolio 
seeks to accomplish and how grant decisions are made. 
Consider a peer or panel review process.

 � take a less siloed approach. integrate arts education 
more with the other arts program areas, and invite more 
collaboration between Creative Communities grantees 
and grantees in the other two major grant centers. 

 � diversify the grantee pool. Seek more involvement of groups 
working with vulnerable communities and seek more demo-
graphic and geographic (neighborhood) diversity. 

 � work more directly with community-based organizations 
and artists to bring arts education to low-income youth; 

don’t invest only in school-based approaches.
 � allow more small and fledgling organizations to gain ac-

cess to grants, perhaps through seed grant programs. the 
current restriction against organizations without at least 
three years of operations under their belt and one full-
time paid staff person is viewed as a barrier to supporting 
exciting, innovative initiatives. 

 � Be more proactive about supporting important parts 
of the arts and culture infrastructure that might not 
otherwise survive, such as the web of african american 
cultural heritage sites. 

WateRshed PRotection

 � Give more attention to state policy to complement research 
and data gathering, which are considered strengths of the 
portfolio. 

 � Renew commitment to facilitated resident (as distinct from 
nonprofit) input and civic engagement processes that were 

a hallmark of the environment and Communities portfolio. 
 � exercise more leadership on the shale gas development 

issue, by funding more research, grassroots organizing and 
statewide advocacy.

cLosing achieveMent gaP

 � Bring renewed focus on children ages 0–3 in the pre-K 
work.

 � Fund more family-centered services to support learning.
 � Support advocacy to increase public school resources 

and improve education systems. pursue suburban stake-
holder engagement to strengthen schools regionally and 
influence state decisions.

 � Fund youth and parent constituent organizing groups to 
advance community-led school reform efforts and ad-
dress other barriers to educational success, such as harsh 
discipline policies. 

 � Fund advocacy to improve and increase funding for 
anti-poverty and family income support systems that can 
contribute to successful education outcomes.
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the foundation affirmed that one of its roles in the phila-

delphia School partnership is to ensure that the grants pSp 

makes to schools will benefit economically disadvantaged 

students and promote equity. laura Sparks, who sits on 

the grantmaking committee, indicated that she has urged 

denial of some grant applications from schools that didn’t 

adequately meet this benchmark. 

many stakeholders had the impression that william penn 

discontinued support for the kinds of advocacy and 

organizing that had been funded under the prior program 

areas. a review of recent grants and interviews with cur-

rent grantees, then confirmed by foundation staff, indicate 

that william penn is now funding collective advocacy to 

achieve universal access to high-quality early education 

and giving planning grants for an advocacy campaign to 

pursue adequate and equitable state funding of public 

education. the foundation funded planning work for a 

significant advocacy initiative and is currently working with 

grantees and their partners to review the plan and develop 

a potential funding strategy. the foundation stated that 

constituency-led organizations representing affected com-

munities are or will be part of these initiatives.

while most arts grantees are satisfied with the foundation’s 

current strategies under Creative Communities, a core 

group of stakeholders urged funding of more diverse orga-

nizations and more transparent decision-making. there is 

a sense among several key leaders in the arts community 

that regardless of what the guidelines say, the program 

staff “funds what they want to fund.” the blunt assertion of 

some is that decision-making authority has been heavily 

concentrated in one program officer who has been there 

for more than a decade, and this person wields enormous 

power in anointing successful arts organizations, not nec-

essarily based on objective criteria but based on personal 

preferences and relationships. a local arts leader noted:

“arts are subjective, based on what you like, and also 

less outcome-oriented, not like job training. even if 

you have a personality issue with a successful services 

organization, you can’t ignore its success. taste-driven 

philanthropy happens more in the arts. especially when 

you are funding the pure art, which william penn does a 

lot. How do you get around that situation, how do you 

come up with other means of making quality judgment? 

the Knight Foundation has created a panel process for 

their Knight arts Challenge. even though staff makes 

recommendations to the board, there is a group process. 

i really developed tremendous respect for that approach, 

especially when you are trying to source great ideas or 

find smaller groups that aren’t on your radar. You’re get-

ting a broader perspective of people in the room. So you 

get that different perspective and that’s healthy.”

the foundation reported that it put an art review team in 

place at the end of 2012. the team is composed of william 

penn board members and others, and it reviews all arts 

grantmaking decisions. 

another issue raised by several stakeholders was the pre-

cariousness of the arts infrastructure – the service organi-

zations that are set up to help arts and culture groups in 

their particular field develop capacity and financial stability. 

Several of these organizations have been heavily depen-

dent on william penn for funding and also have undergone 

leadership changes. the foundation’s policy of not funding 

an organization under leadership transition, until the new 

director has been in place for at least a year, means that 

even longstanding grantees may face 18 months or more of 

financial instability at a time when they may already have a 

temporarily diminished capacity to fundraise. 
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Finally, stakeholders concerned about arts education 

for low-income students want to better understand the 

current strategy and how the foundation is adapting its 

approach based on learning from artsRising. one grantee 

survey comment offered this advice:

“i would encourage the foundation to think more 

broadly about the arts education component within 

Creative Communities, in that community arts programs 

are limited in receiving funding only for programs that 

deliver instruction in lmi [low- and moderate-income] 

schools. a broader application of community arts can 

provide many avenues for different, and often more 

exciting, solutions to the needs of arts in communities.”

william penn staff indicated that the foundation remains 

committed to providing arts education through the 

schools, because that is the easiest way to ensure equi-

table access, avoiding potential barriers such as cost or 

transportation. working directly with arts organizations to 

expand school-based access is proving less labor- and cost-

intensive than artsRising, and it will ultimately serve more 

students. during spring 2014, the foundation convened 

arts education grantees to discuss what they are achieving 

and to develop shared outcome measures going forward. 

Stakeholders and grantees generally agree with the water-

shed protection strategy. Several grantees urged william 

penn to give more attention to state policy to comple-

ment research and data gathering, which are areas that are 

considered strengths of the portfolio. one knowledgeable 

stakeholder suggested that the foundation could be even 

more proactive in supporting collaboration: 

“they have always been a pretty effective convener to 

bring environmental groups together to fund collabora-

tive efforts. next is that the foundation needs to help 

these nGos do projects together collectively. How can 

their different strengths be blended for a greater good? 

they are getting more coordination to avoid duplica-

tion, but now they need to figure out where are the 

synergies. and translate that into actual projects. nGos 

just keep chugging along every year; we’re not as effec-

tive as we could be.” 

the topic of natural gas extraction from underground mar-

cellus shale, known as “fracking,” is a hot issue in pennsylva-

nia. the foundation has navigated this controversial terrain 

carefully. Rather than fight fracking in the state, recent 

grants suggest that william penn supports research on and 

mitigation of its negative environmental consequences, 

while also seeking to build a public constituency that will 

advocate for the watershed more broadly.37 

the foundation also joined the Heinz endowments in sup-

porting, with a grant, the planning that led to the develop-

ment of the Center for Sustainable Shale development, a 

collaborative effort of several energy companies, environ-

mental groups and foundations, which is “committed to 

safe, environmentally responsible shale resource develop-

ment.”38 CSSd lists william penn as a “strategic partner” on 

its website, but the foundation rejects that characteriza-

tion. Some observers have questioned the integrity of 

CSSd, claiming it is a pro-gas industry organization. the 

public accountability initiative published a lengthy report 

documenting the connections, including financial inter-

ests, of each collaborative partner to the energy industry. it 

reported that two william penn board members had ties to 

the natural gas industry; one is no longer on the board.39 

two very knowledgeable stakeholders, both of whom 

were concerned about the potential harms of fracking but 
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not ideologically opposed to it, urged the foundation to 

exercise more leadership on this issue by funding more 

research, grassroots engagement and statewide advocacy.

william penn Foundation has given funding to a statewide 

coalition, the pennsylvania Campaign for Clean water, which 

works on a range of issues, including gas development. 

nevertheless, a local environmental organizer expressed 

frustration about pennsylvania philanthropy’s general lack of 

willingness to fund direct organizing against fracking:

“the stance on fracking and natural gas operations in 

pennsylvania is highly politicized. the funding com-

munity is by and large really nervous about that. they 

realize they need to have involvement in it, but it is 

activity that supports the basic right of the industry to 

operate and exist, and seeks to identify and deal with 

the worst problems concerning the natural gas industry. 

... it makes it difficult to really get cutting edge organiz-

ing funded. For example, none of the statewide environ-

mental groups has an organizer that is actually placed 

and in residence in shale country. …to what extent 

does that [lack of funding] really stop us occasionally 

from doing something? i observe at my organization 

and in other organizations i work with closely, that the 

[fracking related] work tends to be more organization-

ally on the side and very focused.” 

Under the prior program areas, the William Penn Founda-

tion had a strong track record of engaging affected com-

munities in problem solving, and community leaders urge 

a continuation and renewal of that commitment.    

prior to the new strategic plan, the foundation supported 

advocacy, organizing and civic engagement among the 

very communities it sought to benefit, primarily through 

the Children, Youth and Families portfolio, but also in the 

environment and Communities program area. accord-

ing to the grantee survey, up to one-third of respondents 

reported using these strategies (see table 3). 

table 3: grantee survey Question: Which activities did your organization undertake in your program area?

Response 
percent

Response 
Count

civic engagement (encouraging people to get involved in the democratic process, e.g., conducting 
voter registration, education, get out the vote; promoting volunteerism; hosting community forums) 29% 41

community organizing (bringing individuals together to develop their leadership 
and collective power to hold public agencies and businesses accountable  

for addressing a common problem such as crime, pollution or failing schools)
29% 41

Policy advocacy (promoting specific ideas or policies with policymakers, through activities such as 
meetings with legislators, research, public education, litigation and media outreach) 36% 51

Research 25% 35

social services 6% 8

training/technical assistance 32% 46

other (please specify) – mostly arts related programming 58% 82
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another source of data is the Foundation Center, which 

codes grants that support advocacy, organizing and civic en-

gagement as “social justice” grants. From 2008–10, 8 percent 

of william penn grant dollars were coded as social justice 

grants, and this increased to 13 percent in 2011. nCRp rec-

ommends that at least 25 percent of grant dollars support 

advocacy, organizing and other systemic change activities.

also, grantees in all program areas gave the foundation 

good marks in helping underserved communities to lead, 

have a voice and access resources (see table 4). However, 

one-third to one-half of grantees had no knowledge about 

these efforts, answering either “i don’t know” or “n/a” in 

response to this three-part survey question. 

when the foundation shifted from Children Youth and 

Families to Closing the achievement Gap under its new 

strategic plan, it ceased funding many organizations that 

directly engaged affected communities, especially through 

community organizing but also through services and pro-

grams. william penn funded planning work for a significant 

advocacy initiative related to adequate and equitable 

school funding, and program staff are currently work-

ing with grantees and their partners to review the plan 

and develop a potential funding strategy. the foundation 

continued to fund some advocacy organizations through 

the strategic plan transition; its intent to fund community 

organizing once again through this campaign is a promis-

ing sign that it seeks to renew its commitment to constitu-

ent-led engagement to improve policies and grow public 

investments in education. 

a stakeholder close to pSp described it as a vehicle for the 

foundation’s commitment to community engagement: 

“the hallmark of a good school is a school that has a 

solid parental engagement aspect to it, the kind of 

schools that the pSp funds. [Cpo] laura Sparks serves 

on the grants committee and laura has been quite 

vocal about the importance of that as a trigger to get 

money from pSp. So there is a total awareness of it and a 

desire to make it happen through their grantees.” 

the foundation clarified that Sparks’ area of focus with re-

spect to her involvement with pSp is to ensure equity. pSp’s 

board of directors has no low-income parents, youth or 

Very  
effective

Somewhat 
effective

not Very 
effective

Completely 
ineffective

i don’t  
Know n/a

determine and lead their own  
strategies for change? 21% 28% 4% 1% 29% 17%

Have a more powerful public voice? 19% 29% 6% 1% 28% 17%

Gain greater access to resources? 30% 28% 5% 1% 24% 12%

n = 142

table 4: grantee survey Question: how effective were the foundation’s strategies in supporting underserved  

communities?

one of the things we are interested in learning is how the foundation’s work benefits and engages underserved communities. to the 
best of your knowledge, how effective were the foundation’s strategies in supporting underserved communities to:
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other grassroots community representation from philadel-

phia’s affected neighborhoods.

one aspect of the foundation’s past approach praised as 

a hallmark of its work under environment and Communi-

ties, which some stakeholders wanted to make sure would 

continue, is the extent of resident engagement and com-

munity partnership, including with government. a local 

stakeholder observed:   

“most of the work i’m familiar with has continuity, [wil-

liam penn] standing back, supporting the commitment 

to community engagement, making sure there are 

venues for that engagement to happen for years. For 

example, through the work [pennpraxis/penn project for 

Civic engagement] has done to get genuine commu-

nity input, william penn has conversations, it resources 

efforts and then it steps back. with this [program area], 

it can be done because there is so much third party 

capacity, among nGos and others, to work with. there 

are great strong partners here.” 

the watershed protection program area does seek to en-

gage relevant stakeholders, including researchers, practi-

tioners, “partners on the ground” and the core constituency 

of watershed users. a local funder noted: 

“they spend a lot of time engaging potential grant-

ees to get input. From the standpoint of one who has 

had some involvement, it seems like a really thought-

ful process.” 

the foundation reported that in the summer of 2013 “more 

than 40 leading conservation organizations developed plans 

to address specific threats to water quality in eight targeted 

and ecologically significant geographies of the delaware 

River watershed.” there is only a little direct evidence that 

it is engaging low-income or residents of color specifically 

around broadening access to these resources, for example 

by engaging Camden youth in accessing bike trails.40 

input from many diverse stakeholders informed the new 

strategic plan. the foundation said, “we undertook an ex-

tensive planning process that incorporated input from our 

staff and board, the Haas family, and numerous thought 

leaders and practitioners.” william penn held focus groups 

on each of its program areas during the strategic planning 

process. an inside informant confirmed that the focus 

groups included “key thinkers, community groups, groups 

that they had funded and hadn’t funded.” the meetings 

were “wide ranging and ran three hours.” Several stakehold-

ers who attended these focus groups, and others, said that 

the foundation never reported back what it learned from 

these meetings. Yet, the foundation noted that all meeting 

discussions were summarized and the summaries were 

posted on the foundation’s website. participants received 

an email containing the summaries and directing them to 

the website. 

Grantee survey questions asked whether the foundation 

solicits grantee feedback. data showed that the foundation 

does not consistently solicit feedback from grantees across 

the board, nor convey what it does with that feedback.41 

the foundation’s strategic plan and grantmaking strategies 

include specific indicators of success and a commitment to 

outcome measurement. in some cases, as with arts educa-

tion, metrics are still in development. the new managing 

director has been charged with enhancing evaluation and 

outcome measurement functions. william penn noted 

that it has not publicly shared any data on outcomes since 

implementing the new strategic plan because it is too soon 

to have any reportable information. 
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Some former grantees and community leaders perceive 

that the foundation does not consult or engage knowl-

edgeable stakeholders as thought partners or potential 

future collaborators. in part this may have been a staff 

capacity issue, as the foundation was functioning at less 

than full staffing levels during parts of the recent transi-

tion phase. two leaders of community-based organizations 

raised this frustration:

“we work with low- and moderate-income mostly 

african american residents. For the last year and a half, 

we have been completely enmeshed in education 

work. You would think that a foundation so committed 

to education would at least want to meet with us and 

understand the entire broad spectrum of who’s doing 

work in the area they are funding, even if they don’t 

want to fund our organization.”

“on many occasions, i have met [the program officer], 

who everyone perceives as the decision-maker at 

william penn. She is really wise, but i know that i can’t 

engage with her about really cool things going on, out-

side of a funding relationship. [i’d like] to just talk to her 

about how william penn is thinking about art, etc. the 

fact is that we cannot have that conversation without a 

grant. i would like to really understand, i would like to 

talk about where they are going, where we are going 

and where there could be partnerships.” 

the foundation reported that it gets a high volume of meet-

ing requests and often has to “make hard choices.” william 

penn has expanded its staff capacity in the last 18 months, 

adding several new members to the grantmaking team, 

which now totals 15. Some of the program staff, especially in 

Closing the achievement Gap, have prioritized one-on-one 

meetings in the local community to address concerns like 

those raised in this report. also, the watershed protection 

team convened 250 stakeholders in 2013, including grantees 

but also others who could be potential grantees in the future.  

the William Penn Foundation is viewed as an effective 

collaborator and stakeholders urge the foundation to 

assert more leadership as a community convener.   

Grantees were asked how effectively the foundation col-

laborates with other sectors. Responses are reported in 

Graph 1. among grantee respondents with knowledge of 

this topic (less than half ), the foundation got highest marks 

for working with nonprofits and philanthropy, followed 

by educational institutions and government. Forty-four 

percent of grantees reported that william penn invited 

them to funder convenings to share their work, and 89 per-

cent of those said it was useful. in comments, 10 grantees 

expressed a desire for the foundation to do more to try to 

leverage funding from other foundations. 

the foundation scored less highly for its work with me-

dia and businesses. three of every 10 respondents (with 

knowledge) rated the foundation as not very effective/

completely ineffective working with the media. except for 

its work with nonprofits, one-half to two-thirds of grantee 

respondents answered “i don’t know,” indicating that a 

majority of grantees are not aware of how william penn 

related to other sectors of society to advance its mission. 

although grantees gave the foundation good marks for 

collaborating with philanthropy, some national educa-

tion funders said the foundation’s reputation as a national 

leader in place-based education grantmaking was dam-

aged by the foundation’s exit from CpeR and defunding of 

education organizing by parents and youth. as described 

by a national education funder:
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“the whole [CpeR] group was able to learn a lot because 

[william penn] was seen as a leadership funder, punching 

way above their weight. [the foundation was] a place-

based funder that had national impact because they were 

careful, competent, evaluative…. [now there is a] focus on 

schools and teachers without related focus on poverty and 

its conditions. they used to be richer in strategy; education 

was not pulled out from work on poverty. … now there 

are three lines of work reflective of board decision. i don’t 

know where the community is in there. [now] the founda-

tion is not part of the national conversation.”

interviews with stakeholders brought to the fore the tricky 

path the foundation has to walk in its relationship with 

government. philadelphia’s city government varies in its 

capacity to be a partner, depending on the mayoral ad-

ministration, agency leadership and budget. Such a large 

foundation in such an under-resourced city has to seek the 

right balance of leveraging its funds while not supplanting 

government’s role, and be mindful, as it should be toward 

its nonprofit partners, that it can leave a big vacuum if it 

changes its priorities or strategies, or withdraws its funds 

for other reasons, such as leadership turnover at an agency. 

in the environment and watershed arenas, current and 

former officials were extremely positive about the founda-

tion’s role in supporting key government initiatives that 

helped advance a mutual agenda at local and state levels. 

one former city official observed: 

“Certainly during this current administration, and it 

characterizes earlier ones, the foundation’s willingness 

to partner and resource initiatives was absolutely criti-

cal. it was very high leverage, very timely, and appropri-

ately not directive or prescriptive at all.”

the only complaint was related to the foundation’s policy 

of not funding an agency undergoing leadership change.

graph 1: grantee survey Question: to the best of your knowledge, how effective has the foundation been in work-

ing with the following types of organizations to achieve the foundation’s goals?
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in the arts and culture realm, the foundation has invested 

substantially in public initiatives with mixed success. the 

foundation helped create and provided operating support 

for a city agency devoted to the arts. Yet, william penn was 

criticized for being too directive with regard to some of the 

agency’s initiatives and defunding the agency when its di-

rector left, substantially diminishing its capacity to support 

arts organizations. For artsRising, william penn laudably 

chose to work with the school system, through the phila-

delphia education Fund; yet, it turned out that that entity 

may not have had the capacity to follow through. Rather 

than continue to bear most of the weight of funding for 

arts and arts infrastructure, one leader suggested the foun-

dation could use its funding to leverage other resources. 

a few observers bemoaned the lack of more collaborative 

leadership with and among the corporate philanthropy 

sector, and grantees did not rate william penn as very ef-

fective in partnering with business: 

“the city needs a public fund to support arts and culture. 

the responsibility has fallen on the foundation. the foun-

dations could create a matching grants pool with the city. 

this would give the city an incentive to play ball. there 

needs to be a partnership between private philanthropy, 

corporate philanthropy and the city. everyone is waiting 

for someone else to take the initiative. what if william 

penn and pew got together and said we are tired of carry-

ing the entire load, but we will stay in if you match us.”  

a significant number of stakeholders, including local 

philanthropic leaders, want the foundation to do more 

convening and be a more visible voice for the change it 

seeks. they want to know which board or staff leaders will 

be speaking publicly on the foundation’s behalf at a time 

when the city faces pressing issues. the change in strategic 

direction, abrupt staff changes, the long transitional lead-

ership phase, and the decision to hire a managing director 

rather than a president/Ceo, have left many people con-

fused and uncertain about where the foundation is headed 

and who will really be guiding it. 

when asked about the effectiveness of the foundation’s 

partnership with grantees, and which aspects of the part-

nership were least effective, the highest number of com-

ments (54) related to some aspect of this transition period. 

Grantees also were asked what they would do differently as 

foundation Ceo. Communications, the new funding strat-

egy and leadership were the three topics that garnered the 

most comments. a former grantee expressed confusion 

about the foundation leadership:

“it’s really unclear to me who iS the foundation. am i 

giving advice to the board, to the new managing direc-

tor or the person managing philanthropy? there is a 

lack of transparency and lack of access, and a discon-

nect between what their words say, what their strategy 

says and what the community sees and experiences.” 

while the transition has magnified these questions of leader-

ship, it is clear from the extensive comments that this strong 

desire by many different stakeholders for the foundation to 

have a more public presence transcends those shorter term 

staffing and strategic plan issues. it relates more to the dimin-

ished role of other foundations in the city as william penn’s 

assets and giving have grown, as well as the sense of urgency 

people have to build on what is working well in the city and 

find solutions to its more intractable problems. 

Grantees and other stakeholders suggested several ways 

the foundation could exercise more leadership:
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 � communicate and interact more with the public. “[as 

Ceo] i would make myself more of a public presence 

and accept my role as the face and spokesperson of the 

foundation in the community.” despite the controversy 

that accompanied some of Jeremy nowak’s style and 

actions, many interviewees offered unsolicited praise 

for his leadership and accessibility. Several people recol-

lected having conversations with him about what was 

going on in the sector, and missed the opportunity to 

have those after he left.  

 � Beyond making grants, use the foundation’s bully 

pulpit to move an overarching agenda that sup-

ports, unifies and goes beyond the three individual 

program areas, tackling thorny issues such as poverty 

and inequity. a stakeholder said, “Be a vocal thought 

leader for change.” “own your power and influence to 

strengthen your good work in the world,” said an-

other. “Given the size of the foundation’s endowment 

and mission it really has the ability to shape the local 

agenda, it can get anyone’s attention in town – includ-

ing local political leadership.” 

 

this is something that local philanthropic peers espe-

cially want to see the foundation do:  

“i worry that many people think it’s the dollars that 

matter in philanthropy. philanthropic dollars can 

never compete with government dollars. to me it’s 

less about the dollars they put in but the issues they 

choose and their bully pulpit. dollars are about bring-

ing the right people to the table. You’re not necessarily 

going to solve problems directly, just with money.” 

“Being tHe major funder in this area, they don’t 

use their influence as much as they could. they do 

the funding, but not the influence. they have an 

opportunity to really influence the field, share their 

learning, and i don’t see them doing a lot of that. 

my advice is for them to step out and own it. Be a 

convener in those spaces, as well as a funder.” 

 � Be more proactive in supporting key sectors, 

beyond grants and capacity building for individual 

organizations. a grantee survey comment offered this 

observation: 

“as pew Charitable trusts turns away from phila-

delphia, it is critical that the william penn Founda-

tion’s leadership take on a similar role to pew, in 

the way it cared for the arts and culture sector. 

pew’s leadership in helping the arts and culture 

sector managers understand the big picture was 

invaluable in the 1990s and 2000s, from launching 

management initiatives to bringing in thought 

leaders, introducing policymakers to the commu-

nity. … william penn Foundation’s role in the arts 

and culture has been less evident, with the excep-

tion of its leadership in capitalization and youth 

arts, but we hope as this vacuum is created, it will 

be able to take a role in this arena.”  

 � convene nonprofits and government, as one stake-

holder said, “to leverage limited resources to produce 

more organized and coherent and strategic practices.” 

For example, several individuals urged william penn to 

exercise more leadership to bring education stake-

holders together to overcome the conflicting agendas 

and resource challenges. a local advocate noted: 

“Foundations are always in a tough world. to the 

extent they exercise leadership, they risk that it’s not 
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organic and then it risks falling apart. Convening 

is soft leadership. what are strategies for teaching 

kids in schools with 60 percent of the building in 

poverty? let’s get the high quality providers, school 

districts and advocates together to talk about what 

changes need to occur, not just money, but instruc-

tional, educational changes. it takes a lot of work, 

because there is a lot of bureaucracy. there are still 

150,000 kids in district schools, so you have to figure 

out how to make it work better. i think [william penn 

staff] understand this, they are very smart. i don’t 

think their point of view is different, but they seem 

very busy, and may not have time to do that.”

one education advocate suggested that the founda-

tion could exercise leadership beyond its role on the 

pSp by urging the city to strengthen accountability 

mechanisms for all charter schools in philadelphia, not 

just those that may receive pSp funds. 

“william penn can use its bully pulpit to make sure 

the whole charter sector is more accountable for 

good outcomes – not just the good charters. they 

can also help ensure that charters provide good 

R & d that can then be applied back in the district 

schools, so that they become better. Reflect what 

works back into the system and give it the resourc-

es to innovate, rather than expand competition in a 

way that undermines the district schools.” 

in the watershed protection area, an expert and for-

mer state official called on the foundation to convene 

stakeholders to address shale gas development:

“there is no research on the cumulative impacts on 

the watershed. we are almost at the point where 

william penn has to define, ‘Here is how you tackle 

cumulative impacts.’ let’s bring some really smart 

people together to explore how … we tackle cumula-

tive impact. then you have an approach, and you put 

out an RFp, be proactive, don’t just set an agenda but 

define some strategies up front. william penn has the 

ability to bring in some of the best minds in the coun-

try before checks are cut and proposals written.” 

ReLationshiP With nonPRoFits and 
gRantees 
the vast majority of grantees (93 percent) view their 

partnership with the William Penn Foundation as effec-

tive, but many also critiqued the foundation’s handling 

of recent institutional shifts. 

the foundation enjoys a very positive reputation as a 

funding partner, with 69 percent of grantees rating the 

partnership “very effective.” the three most effective char-

acteristics were: 

 � staff  (119 comments) – Surveyed grantees appreci-

ated the program officers for many reasons, including 

their dialogue and communication with grantees, their 

knowledge or expertise, ability to act as a thought 

partner or provide useful information and advice, and 

their willingness to ask hard questions. Some also 

mentioned the staff’s support of grantees, exhibited 

by attending grantee events. interviewed stakehold-

ers also praised staff for being very smart and good 

thought partners.

 � application process (60 comments) – Grantees ap-

preciated the process itself, setting goals, and aligning 

foundation and grantee objectives. many grantees 

stated that the application, reporting requirements 

and outcomes measures helped grantees clarify their 
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thinking and make their programs stronger as a result. 

in a separate set of questions, the majority of grantees 

reported favorably on the utility and volume of the 

foundation’s application, reporting and outcome mea-

surement processes.42 a related but separate attribute 

grantees liked (32 comments) was foundation un-

derstanding of and support for the grantee’s mission 

and goals, and its willingness to fund grantee-defined 

objectives and needs.

 � communications (55 comments) — Grantees appreci-

ated open, direct and honest communication. a separate 

theme that also received many mentions (28 comments) 

and speaks to the value of strong communication and 

dialogue, was appreciation for the foundation’s flexibility 

in how grantees used their funds, and their ability to 

negotiate midcourse changes in their funded activities. 

when asked what they would maintain at the foundation 

if they were Ceo, grantees again prioritized these areas: 

staff (61 comments), communications (33), and applica-

tion (29) and evaluation (27) processes. 

the way grant funding was provided was an important 

partnership characteristic to grantees. dozens of positive 

comments related to the multi-year nature of funding, 

the size of the grant, the flexibility of the funding and the 

importance of general or overhead support. Self-reporting 

in the grantee survey (see Graph 2) shows very high rates 

of general support and multi-year funding. 

the Foundation Center recorded william penn general 

support funding between 6–8 percent of grant dollars (and 

number of grants) over the last decade. Foundation Center 

records indicated at least 70 percent of grant dollars (and 

44–55 percent of grants) as multi-year for the last decade. 

nCRp recommends that 50 percent of grant dollars be core 

support and 50 percent be multi-year grants.

graph 2: grantee survey Question: Which of the following types of support did you receive from the foundation to 

help your organization achieve its mission?
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there appears to be a shift away from operating support in 

some cases. instead of providing general support grants to 

a number of organizations that would then collaborate on 

campaigns, as it used to do, the foundation is funding spe-

cific campaigns within which a set of predetermined groups 

must work together and divide up the overall grant or re-

ceive individual project grants. Grantees expressed concern 

that this approach may not build their organizations’ overall 

capacity to be effective advocates and coalition partners.

Several grantees also expressed concern about the effect 

of a foundation policy to not fund groups while they are 

undergoing a leadership change and for a year after new 

leadership is in place. this can cause even well-run organi-

zations with an executive director transition to lose fund-

ing for 18 months or more. if the william penn Foundation 

were itself a grantee, it would have become ineligible to 

apply for a grant from the date of the last Ceo’s departure 

in november 2012 through march 3, 2015, a year after the 

start date of the new managing director. 

much of the foundation’s support beyond the grant also 

has been useful for grantees. the supports with the highest 

reception rate (63 percent) also were rated as most useful: 

bringing together grantees with other stakeholders to 

work on common issues and technical assistance/capac-

ity building support. also, 54 percent of grantees were 

provided opportunities to learn from peers and 89 percent 

found it very or somewhat useful. 

Grantees were asked if they received william penn fund-

ing for collaboration and, if so, how useful that support 

was. almost two-thirds (63 percent) of grantees reported 

receiving funding for collaboration or used their grant to 

further collaboration. eighty-eight percent were positive 

about the utility of that funding, many using words such as 

table 5: grantee survey Question: has the foundation provided your organization any support, either monetary 

or nonmonetary, for the following? if so, please rate its usefulness. 

Very  
useful

Somewhat 
useful

not Very 
useful

not at all 
useful

Rating  
average

Brought us together with other stakeholders  
to work on a common issue 63% 32% 2% 3% 3.54

invited us to funder convenings  
to share and discuss our work 49% 40% 6% 5% 3.33

provided opportunities for us  
to learn from our peers 47% 42% 5% 7% 3.29

provided us with access to other donors 29% 39% 18% 14% 2.84

provided us with access to policymakers 31% 38% 17% 14% 2.86

provided us with technical assistance/capacity building 70% 21% 5% 3% 3.57
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“critical,” “central,” “very helpful” and “extremely useful.” one 

surveyed grantee noted: 

“it has been the heartbeat of the collaboration. So few 

funders see the value of process and william penn helped 

us create and sustain a very powerful and effective 

process out of which has grown an enormous body of 

work, strengthened by the power of so many community 

partners.” 

Several expressed disappointment that their collaborative 

efforts, despite being successful, were no longer receiving 

foundation funds because of the change in grant strate-

gies. often grantees appreciated the opportunity to build 

relationships, even if ultimately synergies did not form 

or were not long-lasting. the foundation sometimes was 

praised for “forcing” collaboration between nonprofits, but 

also critiqued for it. 

the foundation’s values statement embraces clarity and 

communication to advance its mission. this value has been 

tested by the recent period of tumult, as evidenced in the 

question about william penn’s partnership with grantees. 

the three “least effective” partnership characteristics, which 

often were interrelated, were:

 � Leadership/strategic plan transition (54 comments) 

– these related to the change in funding priorities/

program areas, the abrupt transition/cut-off of some 

grantees’ funding, funding delays, lack of clarity about 

their status or funding prospects under new strategic 

plan, lack of understanding about new funding guide-

lines or whether they are still in effect, staff changes 

and gaps in communication during the transition.

 � communications (34 comments) – often related to 

the transition but not always, this included: perception 

of a “closed bunker” mentality, lack of opportunity to 

meet with the foundation if no longer a grantee to talk 

about possibilities for future partnership, lack of com-

munication or interest coming from program officer, 

staff viewed as inaccessible and not open to transpar-

ent dialogue. 

 � staff (26 comments) – these included unpleasant or 

difficult interactions with a program officer, busy and 

“overloaded” program staff that can’t make time to 

meet or attend grantee events, staff turnover and loss 

of institutional relationship or knowledge of grantee’s 

past work, and inconsistency in how staff treats dif-

ferent grantees (some get more access to program 

officer than others). in stakeholder interviews, some 

people expressed concern that new foundation staff, 

although very talented and smart, were not as “close to 

the ground” as their predecessors and did not have as 

much direct experience in the nonprofit world.   

these three topics, along with calls for william penn to 

exercise more public leadership and broaden the scope 

of the strategic plan, were the most frequently raised in 

response to the question about what grantees would do 

differently if they were foundation Ceo. (See appendix B.)

otheR eFFective PRactices and 
inteRnaL oPeRations
as an outsize private, family foundation with commu-

nity-oriented aims, William Penn has struggled to find 

the right balance in governance and leadership style 

that is true to the haas legacy and effectively supports 

mission implementation.  

the foundation is described as having a preference for un-

derstated, quiet philanthropy that focuses on the grantees, 

not the foundation itself. Yet, increasingly complex and 
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challenging issues call for more visible public leadership 

and greater transparency. 

in addition to responding to calls for greater clarity on the 

foundation’s current priorities under the new strategic plan 

and more sharing of learning about its progress to date, 

william penn can share other information about its prac-

tices, as modeled in the Foundation Center’s Glasspockets 

initiative. 

For example, little public information is available about 

how the foundation’s investments relate to its mission. a 

2006 article noted that william penn screened for alco-

hol, tobacco and gambling.43 it is unclear whether those 

screens and/or others are in use today. according to the 

2011 990-pF, the foundation has made program-related 

investment loans valued at $3.5 million to two nonprofit 

organizations: the Reinvestment Fund, which is a com-

munity development financial institution (CdFi), and the 

open Space institute, which preserves natural lands and is 

a grantee. explaining the rationale for when and why cer-

tain pRis were made would help stakeholders understand 

the foundation’s strategy in this area of investing. 

Foundation leaders reported that the foundation does not 

currently have any investment screens or mission-related in-

vestment goals that drive its practice. as noted elsewhere in 

this report, the public accountability initiative has identified 

gas interests among one current william penn board mem-

ber. Given the foundation’s central focus on the watershed 

and its grants related to the shale gas development issue, it 

would be a good transparency practice for the foundation to 

share information about its investment holdings related to 

gas and oil extraction and production and any forthcoming 

mission-related investing policies and practices. 

although the foundation has no publicly available informa-

tion about its governance policies, upon request, william 

penn provided nCRp with its executive compensation policy 

and procedure, code of conduct, whistleblower policy, 

integrity policy (which includes conflicts of interest), a 

policy governing employees’ external activities, and board 

and staff compensation policies. the directors of the board 

serve without compensation. these policies conform to best 

practice in ethical standards. Greater transparency about 

governance policies, as advocated by Glasspockets, could 

help the foundation avoid charges of ethical impropriety.44 

the foundation has undergone major board and staff 

leadership changes. the board has opted for a managing 

director instead of a chief executive officer at the helm, 

and it has undergone a change in board composition that 

brings the next generation of the Haas family into the 

philanthropy, a laudable move. in addition to the founda-

tion board, william penn is governed by a corporation that 

consists of six Haas family members, several of whom serve 

on both the corporate and foundation boards. 

william penn’s values statement reads: “Respect for others: 

members, directors and staff value and respect all persons, 

recognizing that persons of disparate gender, race, age, 

religion, economic level, sexual orientation and capac-

ity contribute meaningfully to our world. all persons are 

treated with honesty, integrity and fairness.”

However, recent governance changes leave the board 

with less diversity in terms of race, gender and experience 

related to the low-income, racially diverse communities it 

seeks to serve. at least 10 of 11 board members are white 

and seven of 11 are male. at least seven board members 

are Haas family members, at least four of whom joined the 

board in 2013. in a city that is majority minority with 28 
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percent of residents living in poverty, the foundation has 

few if any board members who can speak to the challenges 

and experience of these residents. 

Several stakeholders were concerned that william penn 

is perceived as a white, elitist institution that doesn’t 

have enough sensitivity to poverty and equity issues. Yet, 

the staff exhibits significantly greater diversity than the 

board. the foundation reported that half of the four-per-

son senior leadership team is female and half come from 

“diverse” backgrounds (african american, asian pacific, 

american indian or Hispanic). among the seven senior 

grantmakers, 44 percent are from diverse backgrounds 

and 57 percent are female. among the foundation’s total 

staff, 36 percent are from diverse backgrounds and 57 

percent are female. in addition to racial and ethnic diver-

sity, the foundation considers diversity in terms of the 

individual’s socioeconomic background, life experiences 

and professional experience.  

Finally, a number of local stakeholders urged the 

foundation to exhibit stable leadership at the board 

level that is consistent in its priorities and approaches, 

enabling and empowering staff to follow through on 

those priorities. Several individuals identified volatil-

ity among the family leadership as a key challenge for 

the foundation. For the foundation to prosper, the Haas 

board leaders need to maintain fidelity of commitment 

and allow professional staff to implement well. a local 

nonprofit leader observed:

“i think it’s a family foundation, so they can do whatever 

they want. But having someone at the helm who can me-

diate family volatility and not be subservient would be 

better for everybody. they are such a big kahuna. in the 

[old] days, all those [Ceos] were around forever; it was a 

stable, blue blood institution. it has been becoming less 

staid, more volatile, with more turnover. it created more 

instability once pew left town. their volatility has more of 

an impact because they are such a big player.”
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1. continue the effective practices that have made 

William Penn an impactful and valued partner. 

these include the foundation’s steadfast dedication 

to philadelphia, long-term commitment to the three 

grantmaking priorities, strong relationships with grant-

ees, support for collaboration and helpful application 

and outcome measurement processes. maintain a 

strong commitment to core support and multi-year 

funding, using a flexible approach that continues to 

enable grantees to achieve their intended outcomes 

through a variety of means.  

2. Be flexible in strategic plan implementation and cre-

ate opportunities for more cross-silo grantmaking 

and convening across the three grant centers. as the 

foundation has honed its strategies and sought more 

measurable outcomes, potential trade-offs include less 

focus on broader, systemic issues that effect seeding of 

innovative ideas in each program area or cross-fertil-

ization within and between program areas that could 

result in new solutions and greater impact. to realize 

william penn’s vision of a vibrant, thriving city, stake-

holders believe it will be important to weave together 

the three strands of arts, environment and education 

more intentionally and holistically. william penn can 

build on the recent steps it reportedly has taken to 

incentivize innovative ideas and support cross-silo 

collaboration and grantmaking. a higher payout rate, 

of at least 6 percent in grants, can support these new 

operational and grantmaking strategies. 

3. as a highly respected voice in the city, maximize 

impact by exercising more public leadership on 

the foundation’s key priorities and other pressing 

issues facing the city. william penn has a reputation 

of quiet, behind-the-scenes leadership, and history 

suggests that Ceos with a highly visible presence don’t 

last long in that environment. Yet, grantees and stake-

holders are urging the foundation to step out more 

and “own” its influence. as a major institution with a 

strong web of relationships, william penn is uniquely 

poised to utilize those assets to advance its mission 

by using its bully pulpit and bringing diverse and 

sometimes divergent stakeholders together to tackle 

challenging issues.   

4. strengthen the foundation’s impact by funding 

organizing and civic engagement among affected 

communities. william penn clearly has the intent to 

support underserved philadelphia residents. the foun-

dation can take a number of steps to better articulate 

and realize that intent: (a) develop deliberate and 

focused strategies that can have an impact on child 

poverty in the city, which directly affects student learn-

ing and outcomes; (b) share learning from Closing 

the achievement Gap and exercise leadership to help 

ensure that all low-income and marginalized students 

have access to a good education, including by promot-

ing strong accountability across all K–12 education 

providers in the city; (c) bring a more explicit equity 

lens to the other two program areas, watershed 

protection and Creative Communities; and (d) fund 

advocacy and organizing by (not just on behalf of ) 

low-income communities of color and other marginal-

ized groups. 

recommendatIons
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5. develop board and staff capacity to more effectively 

govern and implement a very ambitious agenda. 

Build off of the foundation’s mostly positive staff relation-

ships with grantees by ensuring an adequate number 

of program staff, including some with nonprofit and 

advocacy experience in underserved communities. also, 

carefully adding individuals with diverse backgrounds 

and experience to the board will lead to better grantmak-

ing by ensuring that some “on the ground” perspectives, 

especially related to marginalized communities and 

inequity, inform the foundation’s strategies and practices. 

Clarify governance roles and inform stakeholders about 

who the public face of leadership is and who makes deci-

sions about strategy and implementation.  

6. Practice greater transparency related to all facets 

of the foundation’s work. according to william penn’s 

values statement: “Communications advance the 

foundation’s mission by enhancing the impact of our 

grantmaking and the effective use of our resources. 

members, directors and staff value clarity, coherence 

and simplicity in communications. they listen and seek 

to learn from others in order to function with maxi-

mum efficacy.” Survey and interview data indicate that 

the foundation has not consistently held itself to this 

value. Sharing data annually on the progress the foun-

dation is making toward its goals, and sharing how 

ongoing learning is informing strategy, will help the 

foundation maintain trust and buy-in from grantees 

and other stakeholders. providing public information 

about the foundation’s investment strategies will help 

stakeholders understand whether and how the foun-

dation is using its assets to advance its mission.
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the william penn Foundation has played and continues 

to play a central role as a philanthropic and civic leader 

in the philadelphia region. national and local stakehold-

ers greatly value the foundation’s commitment to helping 

philadelphia be a vibrant, equitable, economically thriving 

city. Changes in the philanthropic landscape, with the de-

clining role of other major foundations, leave william penn 

as the “800-pound gorilla” in philadelphia philanthropy. lo-

cal stakeholders urge the foundation to adapt to this new 

reality by expanding its public leadership role; fostering 

cross-silo activity; strengthening its commitment to engag-

ing low-income, people of color and other marginalized 

communities; and increasing transparency. 

the foundation is moving beyond the bumps in the road 

it experienced as it sought to implement an ambitious 

new strategic plan while going through changes in board 

and staff governance. local philanthropic peers are eager 

to see the foundation use its bully pulpit and convening 

capacity to rally all the city’s sectors to tackle major issues 

facing philadelphia. today, the william penn Foundation 

appears well equipped to do so, if it can strike a balance 

between its quest for modesty and stakeholder requests 

for proactive public communication and civic leadership. 

conclusIon
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CuRRent and pRioR william penn Foundation FundinG pRioRitieS

pRe-2013 pRoGRam aReaS and oBJeCtiVeS new pRoGRam aReaS and StRateGieS

arts and Culture Creative Communities
 � arts education in schools/public policy
 � Create new cultural opportunities
 � Create/present  
 � High quality work
 � participate in cultural life
 � preserve/promote assets
 � Support for artists
 � Strengthen core programs/administration
 � Regional advancement

 � advancing the artistic, planning, management, financial 
and programming capacities of arts and cultural 
organizations so that they can sustain, grow and diversify 
audiences.

 � increasing arts education, primarily in music and theater, 
for low-income children.

 � investing in great public spaces to serve the cultural, 
open space and recreation needs of the city’s expanding 
urban core.

Children, Youth and Families Closing the achievement Gap
 � early care and education system building
 � High school dropouts
 � neighborhood service delivery
 � other education initiatives
 � public investment
 � public systems and investments
 � Strong sector
 � urban school reform
 � Youth development opportunities
 � Youth development system

 � increasing the number of low-income children in high-
quality early care and education.

 � investing in the development of a workforce that 
provides high-quality care.

 � increasing the number of low-income students who 
receive a high-quality education.

 � increasing the number of talented and skilled teachers, 
principals and other school leaders.

environment and Communities watershed protection
 � City policies/practices
 � drinking water
 � Field institution building
 � Regional initiatives
 � Responses to identified needs
 � Signature landscapes
 � State policies
 � Stormwater management
 � transformative development

 � Funding scientific research and analysis to provide 
information on water quality.

 � advancing policies that accelerate and expand public and 
private watershed protection.

 � developing and implementing conservation and 
restoration models.

 � providing capital for land acquisition to promote 
conservation.

 � Securing funds to complete “the Circuit,” greater 
philadelphia’s regional trail network.

 � Strengthening existing and emerging environmental 
education and outdoor recreation centers by encouraging 
shared programming and coordinated outreach.

 � enhancing the capacity of the region’s hunters, anglers, 
birders and other outdoor enthusiasts to support 
watershed preservation and restoration.

aPPendIX a 
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“iF You weRe Ceo oF tHe william penn Foundation …” 
top issues Raised and illustrative Comments

which approaches would you continue to use? what would you do differently  
to increase the foundation’s impact?

StaFF
 � “Hiring and empowering knowledgeable, accessible 

program officers.”
 � “i have always felt the foundation had a very personal 

touch in the way the foundation staff worked with apply-
ing organizations. i would continue to build on this style.”

 � “Hire diverse staff who are from the target communities. 
Get to know the grantees and their target communities 
better.“

 � “too often the foundation and its staff seem to see 
themselves as the source of ideas and strategy when 
a better role might be as listeners and distillers of the 
best ideas and strategies from grantees and the broader 
research and policy community.“

CommuniCationS
 � “Keeping direct and hands-on communication with grant 

applicants and program directors.”
 � “the openness and transparency that characterizes the 

relationship between the foundation and its grantees, 
current or potential.” 

 � “of course we want money, but it helps to have a funder 
advocating for you beyond that – through social media, 
word of mouth, emails, by attending your events; [it] 
helps to add value, to increase your visibility.  i think that 
is a place where william penn should go.”

 � “william penn has always been shy about its 
communication, keeping with the classic quiet Quaker 
way. i respect that but communication is an important 
tool; if you do research and no one finds out about it, if 
doesn’t come to the light, then it doesn’t put pressure on 
local groups.”

StRateGY
 � “the three focus areas – continue to connect improve-

ment in the environment with improvement in com-
munity, keep the focus on the delaware River Basin 
(that’s large enough) … and keep the small geographic 
area for the other two focus areas.”

 � “utilizing research and communication to share and 
advance innovation are essential in investing in early 
childhood care, advancing the planning and manage-
ment of arts organizations, and investing in great 
public spaces. So is being open to initiatives that are 
transformational to organizations’ futures and that may 
advance innovation. Strong values and emphasis on 
ongoing learning is key.”

 � “i really applaud their interest and their efforts in wanting 
to be very focused. … the danger in being really focused 
is that you become really narrow, aren’t as open to ideas 
and proposed solutions in the field. … there are new 
ideas that come up all the time that you need to listen to. 
You have to have a way to test and hear those new ideas 
and solutions, otherwise you become really insular.”

 � “i would broaden the areas of support to include helping 
deal with problems of poverty, which find philadelphia 
leading the nation in abject poverty.”

 � “i would bring together grantees in each of the program 
areas to foster synergy; i would also bring together 
organizations across the three program areas where 
synergies may be possible. these convenings would be 
semi-structured around a series of questions that can 
uncover collaborative possibilities.” 

aPPendIX B 
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“iF You weRe Ceo oF tHe william penn Foundation …” 
top issues Raised and illustrative Comments

which approaches would you continue to use? what would you do differently  
to increase the foundation’s impact?

leadeRSHip
 � “the most important practice any Ceo of the foundation 

can do is to embrace the Haas family philosophy. … they 
are generous, humble, smart, thoughtful, strategic and 
they recognize the importance of their place in our com-
munity. it’s a great burden, and they accept it with grace. 
… i would strive to maintain that spirit through the work 
of the foundation.”

 � “listen, innovate, be bold!”

 � “Host more discussion groups to increase the public 
dialogue on the issues critical to the foundation.”

 � “Real opportunity to be a philanthropic leader, leading 
others, bringing along business and other communities.”

 � “modify your board to be much more representative of 
the region and community – in terms of, particularly, its 
class composition.”

appliCation and RepoRtinG 
 � “Sitting down one-on-one with the foundation and dis-

cussing the vision for your organization. the conversation 
and site visits offer a much more effective means of com-
municating goals as opposed to a standard grant request 
letter. the foundation has greatly helped our organization 
to identify paths to success that would never have been 
identified had we only submitted a grant request letter.”

 � “establishing realistic objectives and measuring outcomes 
in concert with the objectives serve to ensure foundation 
resources are well spent and helps grantees stay focused 
and productive.” 

 � “annual in-person evaluation with the leadership of the 
grantees to discuss the outcomes of the grants and how 
the support could potentially make an even greater 
impact.”

 � “more explicit communication around macrogoals and 
what microcontributions of each grant are expected to 
be.”
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