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 Trained as a statistician, Leonard Porter Ayres had a 

remarkable career that can be divided into three phases, each 

closely related to the most notable events of his times: the 

creation of an American empire, World War, and the Great 

Depression and the challenge of securing prosperity.  In the 

application of quantitative analysis to problems in education, in 

military planning and control, and in the study of business and 

the economy, Ayres played nationally prominent roles.  

Throughout, he sought to make statistical analysis both 

powerful and useful.  The foundations he praised supported 

that quest. 

 

 On completing his Boston University bachelor’s degree 

in 1902, Ayres began a career in educational research and 

administration with appointment as a teacher in Puerto Rico, 

territory the U.S. had just occupied in the wake of the Spanish-

American War.  Within a year he was a district superintendent, 

in 1904 he became superintendent for San Juan, and by 1906 

he had become school superintendent for the island as a whole 

and chief of its division of statistics.   

 

 From 1908 to 1920 Ayres led the education department 

of the new Russell Sage Foundation, publishing studies of 

ways to measure student learning and school effectiveness that 

are still cited in debates over educational policy.  Service to the 

U.S. armed forces in wartime defined the second phase of 

Ayres’ career.  Between 1917 and 1920 he headed the Division 

of Statistics of the Council of National Defense, the Division of 

Statistics of the War Industries Board, the statistical office of 

the Priorities Committee and the Allies Purchasing 

Commission, and the statistics office of the American 

Commission to Negotiate Peace.  His return to active Army 

duty in 1940 was cut short by ill health, but he led statistical 

work for the War Manpower Commission for the duration of 

World War II.   

 

 The third phase of Ayres’ career, from 1920 until his 

death in 1946, saw Ayres win a national reputation as an 

analyst of economic trends as a senior vice president of the 

Cleveland Trust Company.  In that capacity he developed new 

ways to measure economic and stock market activity and 

published several widely cited books on economic policy.  In 

1936, Time magazine asserted that the brief monthly “Business 

Bulletin” he wrote for the Cleveland Trust Co. was “read by at 

least 40,000 people and quoted by the Press for millions more.  

In simple charts and simpler English he "tells things which the 

bank's directors and customers want to know."  (April 27;  

http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/ 

0,9171,770173,00.html?promoid=googlep).   

 Ayres published several noted studies; their titles 

indicate the range of his work.  On education, Medical 

Inspection of Schools, with Luther H. Gulick (1908), Laggards 

in our Schools (1909, 1913), A Measuring Scale for Ability in 

Spelling (1915), An Index Number for State School Systems 

(1920), all by the Russell Sage Foundation, and Child 

Accounting in the Public School (1915), by The Survey 

Committee of the Cleveland Foundation, Cleveland, Ohio – 

which engaged Ayres’s Russell Sage department to carry out 

its very extensive study of Cleveland’s public schools.  On 

World War I, The War With Germany: A Statistical Summary 

(Second Edition, 1919, Washington: Government Printing 

Office).  On business and economics: The Economics of 



Recovery (Macmillan, 1934); Turning Points in Business 

Cycles (Macmillan 1939).  Several of these works are out of 

copyright and are now available on the world wide web. 

 An administrator as well as a researcher, Ayres was 

much involved with efforts both to create modern 

administrative systems for public education, and to build 

effective professional associations that could promote the 

systematic application of quantitative methods to the study of 

education, public health, and business.   

 

 One veteran of his Cleveland School Survey became a 

faculty leader at the University of Chicago, and the Russell 

Sage Foundation had worked very closely with the Rockefeller 

Foundation (the great patron of the University of Chicago), so 

it was not surprising that Ayres was invited in 1932 invitation 

to advise Chicago on what became the most important 

administrative and financial reorganization in its history.  His 

recommendations sought both academic and fiscal integrity.  

The university should cease giving “preference to the business 

activities of the University over the academic activities.”  If it 

grouped the arts and sciences departments “under the 

administrative directorship of some four, or five, or six 

carefully selected officers” it could “reduce the number of sub-

budgets to about twenty. . . so that the burden of consultation 

in the offices of the President and academic Vice-President of 

the University would be greatly reduced.”  (John W. Boyer, 

“The Establishment of the Divisions and the College in 1930: 

A Seventy-Year Perspective,” The University of Chicago 

Record, November 29, 2001).   

 Ayres came to the Cleveland Trust Company just as it 

was seeking to build up the Cleveland Foundation, the nation’s 

first community foundation, and it may well have seemed that 

he would play a key leadership role in that enterprise.  He did 

co-author one very brief report, “Progress of the Community 
Trust Movement” (Trust Companies, March, 1929, pp. 463-

464).  But the Cleveland Foundation grew very slowly in the 

1920s and 1930s, and the record suggests that Ayres turned his 

attention to more general problems of banking, investment, and 

the business cycle.   

 

 Leonard P. Ayres’ set of essays on Seven Great 

Foundations is one of the most influential statements on 

American foundations ever published; it derived its influence, 

no doubt, from the positions Ayres had already won in 

educational administration and at the Russell Sage Foundation, 

as well as from the clarity of its arguments.  No doubt, too, it 

won additional influence in the 1920s and later as a result of 

the greatly increased prominence Ayres gained through his war 

work and then through the Cleveland Trust Company.   

 

 Ayres placed the foundations he celebrated in a class by 

themselves for four reasons: they were large, free of “religious 

or ecclesiastical conditions,” “national or world-wide rather 

than sectional or local,” and general in purpose (p. 11).  The 

charter of the Russell Sage Foundation, which employed Ayres 

and published his piece on foundations in 1911, provided him 

with his fully-developed model.  Russell Sage’s charter gave it 

the most explicitly general purpose yet claimed by any 

American foundation – “the improvement of social and living 

conditions in the United States . . . [by] any means which from 

time to time shall seem expedient to its members or trustees, 

including research, publication, education, the establishment 



and maintenance of charitable and benevolent activities, 

agencies, and institutions, and the aid of any such benevolent 

activities, agencies, and institutions already established.” (p. 

63).   

 

 In the case of all seven foundations, Ayres added, 

“Members of the boards of trustees are selected partly from 

professional and partly from financial circles.”  Board 

members were not paid.  And “there can be no charge that they 

are swayed by personal, political, sectional, or denominational 

prejudices.” (p. 11). 

 

 Probably thousands of foundations already existed in 

the United States, holding modest resources under state laws 

and court decisions that generally kept them to narrowly 

specified, local, religious and charitable activities or 

institutions.  By celebrating seven foundations that had 

broader, more flexible charters – the Peabody Education Fund, 

the John F. Slater Fund for the Education of Freedmen, the 

Carnegie Institution of Washington, John D. Rockefeller’s 

General Education Board, the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, and the Anna T. Jeanes Foundation 

– Ayres sought to advance a new approach.   

 

 Ayres implicitly acknowledged the reality that the 

financial resources of even the largest foundations fell far short 

of the funds required to make large impacts in the fields of 

health, education, or welfare, and also that foundations could 

never win political battles by themselves.  To be effective, 

foundations had to adopt strategic methods that might be 

subject to criticism.  “The method by which the General 

Education Board does its work,” he wrote, “has sometimes 

been characterized as the use of the ‘masked hand.’”  By this 

he did not mean that it acted in an underhand fashion.  “As 

used in this instance, the term means the accomplishment of 

work through others.  The board originates the idea, studies the 

field, formulates a working plan, puts up the money for 

carrying on the enterprise; and accomplished the desired end 

without itself figuring in the work of educating farmers, 

establishing high schools, or controlling university policies.” 

(pp. 49-50). 

 

 Anyone who pays close attention to the deliberations of 

leaders of the early general-purpose foundations must be struck 

by the great similarity between their concerns and the 

ambitions that have recently been put forth by advocates of 

“venture philanthropy” and “social enterprise” and 

“outcomes.”  In describing the work of his own department of 

education at the Russell Sage Foundation in 1911, for example, 

Ayres wrote that “the larger object” was 

 

the discovery of ways of measuring educational 

progress and educational results. The realization that 

the great development of modern science is based upon 

the perfection of exact methods of observation and 

research has led to the conclusion that one of our great 

needs in education at the present time is to have means 

of checking results, so as to be able to test different 

methods as accurately as it is possible to test them in 

the field of business. The Foundation's workers feel that 

we need to be able to measure the relation between 

educational products and educational processes.” (p. 

68). 

 

 In 1911, at least, this was a program easier to propose 

than to achieve.  But the fact that it is very difficult to measure 



“the relation between educational products and educational 

processes, or to determine exactly how to go about “checking 

results,” only spurred Ayres to continued statistical effort. 
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