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Similar Mission - Different
Strategy: Aaron Lieberman
of Acelero Learning
From http://www.echoinggreen.org

Having started the now nationwide education
nonprofit Jumpstart as an Echoing Green
Fellow in 1993 while attending Yale, Aaron
Lieberman has embarked upon Acelero, his
new for-profit enterprise in the same field of
education, nearly a decade later. Jumpstart
is an organization that trains college students
as one-on-one tutors for preschoolers in low-
income neighborhoods, while the three-year-
old Acelero Learning provides organizational and consulting services to the federally funded Head Start programs.

Acelero has received much acclaim as a high impact educational tool and business concept. Their website, for
example, quotes Professor Allen Grossman from Harvard Business School who explains that “the network of high
performing Head Start programs proposed by Acelero has the potential to be one of the highest impact social inno-
vations over the course of the next few years,” alongside other vigorous endorsements of Acelero's effectiveness on
the ground.

At Jumpstart, Lieberman worked with hundreds of Head Start programs, realizing that while they were funded
by the same federal program, the quality of the local programs varied widely. He saw a disconnect -- local Head
Start grantees faced enormous pressures to demonstrate clear outcomes and keep up with changing federal regu-
lations, while their leaders often had limited access to resources to help them manage these multi-million dollar
programs. He concluded that the inefficient management of some Head Start programs ultimately meant federal
dollars were not having the maximum impact they could.

He started Acelero, intending to “apply the same concept of building a network that worked so well at Jumpstart
to local Head Start grantees.” While his main objective remains to provide an adequate education to every child,
Lieberman's role in the value chain has changed – he believes that a focus on management systems provides “the
biggest opportunity to help an entire Head Start program truly change the lives of the children and families who
participate.”

Acelero helps programs by providing ongoing coaching and feedback to program administrators and by imple-
menting a common set of technology and tools, such as software applications to coordinate child information and
progress on educational outcomes, among other services. Finally, Acelero connects all of their Head Start programs
to a network that shares ideas and resources, providing additional support. At the heart of Acelero Learning is the
principle of value creation, a method of finding a way to maximize the impact of millions of federal dollars spent
on Head Start by not having every program re-invent the wheel.

Value-creation influenced Lieberman to make Acelero a for-profit organization. The need to cover expenses based
on charging fees for services pits Acelero's business model against a more severe test than most foundations could
think up – survival in the market. As Lieberman puts it, the fee-for-service model, as opposed to the third-party fund-
ed model, forces discipline; it begs the question, “Are you making something that people think is of value?”
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Lieberman is out to prove that business has a role to play in helping solving pressing social problems. “We need
every body, in all sectors of our economy, to attempt to meet the challenge of helping every child successfully enter
school.” While still at Jumpstart, he created SchoolSuccess.net, a for-profit subsidiary that raised $2 million in ven-
ture capital and was 80 percent of the way to making a profit when the team ran out of funds. SchoolSuccess.net
was sold to Pearson, where Lieberman claims it has been very successful.

The first two years at Acelero, exclaims Lieberman, were “strangely similar to starting Jumpstart... where I was very
involved at the ground floor level.” Lieberman believes it was time well spent. “I want to understand what goes on
the ground before I try to build a scaleable system.” Having spent the first two years working directly with the chil-
dren and families of local Head Start programs, including the Head Start of Eastern Orange County in Newburgh,
NY, Acelero's first partner program, Lieberman now sees his role as more of organizational design. He has put a
solid team behind him - his three executive team members all have Ivy MBAs and professional experience in either
corporate consulting or nonprofit development.

With what he believes is a “huge opportunity to make a big impact,” Lieberman says he's staying put at Acelero
for the foreseeable future. “Currently, our partner organizations serve over 1000 low income children and families
every day, spending more than $10 million in federal funds,” he says. “I believe we’ve just begun to show the power
and impact of our approach -- and I believe our network can grow to help support effective use of $100 million in
federal funds and directly impact 15,000 children every year.”

Lieberman regards the establishment of Jumpstart as an organization that received support at federal and state
levels, eventually outlasting its founder, as one of his greatest acheivements to date. “It is leaving Jumpstart and see-
ing it continue to grow, knowing that it’s not about a person, but that is has its own impact and significance as a con-
cept.” In its own way, Acelero faces the same test of long-term market survival.
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Similar Mission - Different Strategy article, continued


