
Discussion Guide:
Building a Better Nonprofit



Let’s Talk!

This is one of  a series of  Discussion Guides to help you explore six books about innovative early-
learning programs. Now more than ever, such efforts need to be lifted up and encouraged nationwide. 
United Way for Southeastern Michigan is proud to highlight these six programs because we know they 
work! Rigorous evaluation over a number of  years proves that they shape children’s lives and the entire 
community in positive ways. 

Now, we hope to share these approaches coast to coast. So, let’s talk!
Step 1 is inviting people to discuss what we are presenting to readers in these books.  

Ask people you know: “Can we talk about some fresh ideas for early childhood learning?” Tell them: 
“This could help our neighborhood. We could use these ideas—right here where we live.” Are you 
confronting especially difficult challenges? Well, these six books originated in neighborhoods wrestling 
with the impact of  poverty, low rates of  literacy and recent immigration. Our metro-Detroit region 
has become nationally known for the creative—and effective—responses by the talented professionals 
working for nonprofits focused on early childhood issues. We’re finding solutions that can work for you, 
too. 

Who might join the discussion? Look around you. Did you know that millions of  small groups 
meet every week across the United States? Group settings include congregations, schools, libraries, 
civic centers, coffee shops and individuals’ homes. The intentions of  these groups range from religious 
to recreational, from educational to purely social. Whatever their purpose, many of  these groups 
occasionally enjoy discussing a helpful new book. When offering these six books for discussion, you’re 
likely to attract interest among parents, grandparents, teachers and community leaders who are attuned 
to the needs of  children.

How do you get the conversation started? Tell people: “There are free discussion guides we can 
use. There are lots of  interesting questions we can ask to get everyone talking.” As this series of  guides 
expands, you’ll find additional issues to discuss—along with some enjoyable group activities we will be 
suggesting. Look at the last page of  this discussion guide for a complete list of  all six books and upcoming 
guides. Remember: Some guides are finished; more are coming. Plus: We’d love to hear your questions 
and ideas for spreading this news.

America’s next generation needs our help—today! 
Start this discussion by printing and handing out copies of  the next page:



Denise Dorsz’s Dozen

This list represents the guiding principles of  Leaps & Bounds, a nonprofit based in southeast 
Michigan that is widely known for its long history of  solid management. As we developed our book, 
long-time Executive Director Denise Dorsz articulated these core values. If  you were in a workshop 
led by Denise—this is what you would hear her say. Remember that this list is particularly focused on 
Leaps & Bounds, so we know that some points will be relevant in your community, others may not be 
applicable. Likewise, you may disagree with something on Denise’s list—or you may want to lift up other 
core principles, instead. 

Leaps & Bounds welcomes dialogue! We are trying to prompt a nationwide conversation. You can 
learn more about these principles in the pages of  the Leaps & Bounds book, which includes Denise’s 
introduction: “We are small. But, I’m proud that—working together—we have learned a lot that we can teach  
big organizations.”

Consider these guiding principles:
1. Improving education begins with building relationships.
2. Parents are their children’s first teachers. Our work is to empower parents with the resources they 

want and need.
3. Communities change—one household at a time.
4. Our work is about collaboration, and not competition. No one organization can hope to do it all. 

If  others are already doing the work, encourage them.
5. Needs come before dollars. Our focus is on meeting the needs in people’s lives, not on the amount 

of  money that could be available. Avoid the mission creep of  chasing funds you don’t really need.
6. Hire a high-quality staff and pay them a living wage—which includes options for health care and 

retirement.
7. Listen to your staff.
8. Expect your team to make many changes in programming and training. When something works, 

build on it. When something doesn’t work, move on.
9. Train and organize your team to respond quickly. When needs arise, move immediately with your 

colleagues and partners to address that needs.
10. When identifying board members, recruit the best experts you can find form a diversity of  skills 

and backgrounds—and then trust them.
11. Watch every dollar you receive, so you can place limited resources where they will make the most 

difference.
12. Plan ahead for those times when grants run out and funders end their cycles. Begin by diversifying 

funding sources. Also, plan an exit strategy now so that, if  your entire program must end, everyone 
will be treated in a fair and just manner.

Learn more and download at: 
www.PlaceHolder.org



As You Plan Your Discussion

Discussing these questions will be a richer experience if  you have a copy of  the book. Its full title 
and subtitle is: Leaps & Bounds Family Services: Successful strategies for improving early learning through home visits, 
parent resources and play-and-learn groups. Available through Amazon and other online retailers (ISBN:978-
1942011675)—this book includes inspiring stories involving educators, parents and children. The book 
also expands on the 12 principles from the perspectives of  professionals who work with Leaps & Bounds.

For this discussion, in particular, review pages 27 through 34. In that section, you will find:
Jene´Allen describes the “small and mighty” goal shared by the Leaps & Bounds team. Among the 

most challenging commitments is agreeing not to chase every available grant and declining to expand 
beyond the agency’s core services. “That’s a very difficult thing for many organizations to accept,” Allen 
writes, “But it’s a key to our success. We never lose sight of  our organization’s mission, vision and focus.” 
That’s in sharp contrast with mission creep: organizations that quickly expand when opportunities arise, 
but can wind up spreading staff too thin.

Nicole Moten focuses on other key principles—for example, “changing a community one household 
at a time.” Moten explains a lesson she learned with  Denise in an earlier affordable-housing project: 
“When we work on a house with just the right family, their excitement, energy and sweat equity affects 
the whole neighborhood. These ideas spread from one family to another.”

Rebecca Switzer and Mervat Tadros offer staff perspectives on the 12 principles. Switzer writes, 
“We help each other, no matter how busy we are.” Tadros adds, “We work so much better because we 
are like a family, supporting each other just as we help the families we serve. It is rare in this kind of  
work.”

Then, Denise Dorsz offers “final words” in this particular section of  the book. She warns readers 
that a number of  these core beliefs will be challenging for nonprofits to accept. “Readers of  this book 
should know that some of  these decisions we made, through the years, were very difficult.”

If  you are using this Discussion Guide for personal reflection, be sure to read this section of  the book 
before tackling the questions. If  you are planning to lead a group discussion, you may want to mark 
passages in your book—or print out quotes from these pages—and invite participants to read some of  
these aloud. Even if  people have already read the book, highlighting key passages in this way will help 
participants freshen and clarify their responses.

Learn more and download at: 
www.PlaceHolder.org



Questions

If  you are a veteran of  small groups, you may want to develop your own questions, tailored to 
the experiences and needs of  your own community. If  you raise fresh questions that touch off lively 
and helpful discussions, please get in touch with us and share your thoughts. These books—and the 
accompanying Discussion Guides—were published to encourage conversations coast to coast. 

Here are some ways you could start this process:
BEGIN by orienting your group to the book. Start by describing the book in your own words. 

Something in this book inspired you. Share that excitement directly with your friends. If  you want 
to read aloud from a passage of  the book, look at pages 2 and 3 for excerpts that might help explain 
Leaps & Bounds. Or, you might find a short passage you could read aloud from the Preface by Eastern 
Michigan University’s Brigid Beaubien. Bottom line: This “small and mighty” organization is highly 
respected among nonprofit professionals for its smart, compassionate and sustainable management. The 
goal of  your discussion is to explore ideas that might seem fresh and helpful to you in your community. 
Perhaps you’ve never stopped to think about some of  the principles that are pillars of  this particular 
organization. What can you learn from them? How can you use their insights? The goal is not to 
completely agree, or disagree, with the dozen principles. The goal is opening up a lively dialogue with 
individuals who can help to expand nonprofit services in your part of  the country. Something prompted 
you to get this far in exploring the ideas in this book. Now, share that excitement with others!

THEN, you could go around your circle, asking participants simply to name 1 or 2 of  the 12 
principles that seem intriguing. You might ask: What surprises you in this list? Or: What didn’t you 
expect to find here? What stands out as a principle you want to discuss—even it’s because you disagree 
with a particular idea? At this point, you want to move quickly around the circle. Encourage the 
participants to keep their first responses concise. As discussion leader, you’re trying to rapidly poll the 
participants to find the items they’re most eager to discuss. When you’ve completed one pass around the 
circle, you’ll have a good sense of  which items will spark the most conversation.

Also consider: There are many ways to pose the opening questions. You could go around the circle 
and ask: Can you name one of  the 12 that you most strongly agree with—plus, one of  the 12 that either 
sparks disagreement or raises serious questions as you read the list? Once again, you’re polling the group 
and quickly developing a list of  the strongest agreement—and the biggest opposition. You’re quickly 
identifying points of  potentially spirited conversation.

Once you have your list of  most-intriguing principles, ask participants why they mentioned these 
items. If  you have marked up your book, you might even return to some passages in the text and re-read 
some of  the thoughts expressed in pages 27-34. If  your participants have copies of  the book, which they 
have read in advance, invite them to expand on the intriguing points they have raised by lifting up a 
passage from the book. Remember that, in most groups, some participants may be ready for this kind of  
invitation and may come to the discussion eager to point out a particular section. Other participants may 
not enjoy this kind of  challenge. So, make that invitation a general one. Some will want to share, others 
will decline.

As you call on someone to share their perspective on a particular principle, ask if  others agree or 
disagree. Why are a few of  these principles prompting so much conversation? Do you need to spend 
more time, perhaps in future discussions, exploring ideas raised by Leaps & Bounds?



WANT TO HELP US EXPAND THE LIST? Brigid Beaubien’s Preface to the book, pages ix to 
xii, represents Brigid’s own perspective on shared values that have helped Leaps & Bounds stand the test 
of  time. You could consider Brigid’s Preface as adding three more principles to the original list of  12. 
As discussion leader, you might want to bookmark the Preface and, if  your group wants further food for 
thought, you could bring up Brigid’s three additional points. You will find that Brigid’s points are quite 
thought provoking, especially: “Quit trying to be nice and start being honest.”

HOW DOES THIS RELATE TO US? That’s the ultimate question. Some of  these principles 
may not apply to your community. Other core principles may be missing in this list. Lead the discussion 
toward the relevance in your community—with projects you and your friends are pursuing. What 
principles should be added to this list? What questions would you like to ask the Leaps & Bounds team? 
You can get in touch with the group. We welcome dialogue.

Expand the Conversation

If  you’ve read this book and care about these issues, then please help with the larger overall effort. 
Now more than ever, Americans need to be reminded of  the challenges we face in early childhood 
education. With funding cuts and shifts occurring nationwide, assistance from community-based 
nonprofits will be urgently needed. You can help meet these needs by letting others know about your 
personal interest—and the potential of  group discussions. Many men and women feel isolated in their 
concern for the welfare of  young children. Simply letting other people know of  your concern can help to 
touch off a growing community-wide awareness.

One way you can expand the conversation is by visiting the book’s Amazon page and adding a review 
of  the book. Of  course, we hope you’ve found this book helpful, so we welcome Amazon reviews that 
may prompt others to pick up a copy and extend the discussion.

But that’s not all! Share your thoughts on Facebook or in your own newsletters.  
(Note: You are free to quote from our book in a blog post or column you might write about your experience in reading and 
discussing Leaps & Bounds. We want you to share these important ideas far and wide.)

Learn more and download at: 
www.PlaceHolder.org
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