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Goal Lines  
That Keep Moving 
Brian Simmons
/  b y  L o r i  S h i n e 

For the past eight years, Brian Simmons P’12,’14 has been a familiar 
face at Deerfield’s weekend Board meetings, with terms as chair of the 
Finance Committee and of the Endowment Committee, taking part in 
the ad hoc committees for Inclusion and Financial Sustainability,  
while offering expertise on many other projects. In July, he becomes the 
next president of the Board of Trustees. By now he’s so well-versed in 
campus matters that, he jokes, “many people think I went to Deerfield.” 
But in truth, Simmons first came to the Academy as a parent.

One day at their home in Chicago, Simmons’ daughter Porter  
declared that ten years at her school was long enough, and it was time 
to consider boarding schools. Jeff Louis, a former President of the  
Deerfield Board, was a friend of the family, and he recommended they 
visit the campus. “Deerfield really resonated for a number of reasons, 
but in particular, I think the feel on campus is so upbeat, it was obvious 
to us that the kids are just happy at Deerfield.” Porter and son Reilly 
both shared his impression, and both children ended up choosing Deerfield.

As co-founder of two private equity investment firms based in Chica-
go, Simmons relishes the process of building teams, developing strat-
egies, and marshalling resources around ambitious goals. “A lot of my 
involvement in the not-for-profit world has had similar attributes,” he 
notes. At the Greater Chicago Food Depository, which supplies food to 
soup kitchens, pantries, and shelters across the city, he helped the  
organization with their first-ever capital campaign, raising funds for  
a new building to better serve constituents. For the Chicago Public  
Education Fund, he has worked with the Chicago public school system 
to recruit and retain talented principals. “It’s all around people and 
leadership teams and figuring out how to set priorities and develop 
strategic goals, assemble resources, and go out and get things done,” 
he says. “I’m definitely about getting things done.”

Early in his career, that enthusiasm allowed him to embrace an 
emerging market and seize opportunities for growth. In the mid-80s, 
“working at Citicorp, I had a bunch of customers who were buying  
companies with a little bit of equity and a lot of debt. It wasn’t called 
private equity then, but that’s what it became.” Today, private equity is 
tremendously well established, but then, it was “a classic case of young 
people at the front end of an emerging industry being able to do  
something way earlier in their careers.” He co-founded a private equity 
firm in 1988 with two other men, also in their late twenties. “I made a 
few good decisions, I had some incredible mentors and some lucky 
breaks, and I was at the right time in the right industry,” he relates.

Now that his children are at the beginning of their careers, he advises 
them to look for new industries as well. “When industries are growing 
and companies are growing, there are great chances for young people 
to get way more responsibility sooner.” 

Simmons brings a growth mindset to Deerfield as well. He identifies 
the school culture as one of its strongest assets. “There’s a real sense 
of community, where students are both challenged and supported,  
“he says. “It’s critically important to maintain and align the culture with 
educational goals, and that’s something Deerfield has done.” He names 
supporting Deerfield’s culture as the first goal of his tenure as incoming 
Board president. 

On the academic front, he notes that “the world is changing pretty 
rapidly, and even Deerfield isn’t immune from that.” Simmons looks for 
the trustees to support the head of school, staff and faculty as they 
consider topics around technology, global experiences, online learning, 
and continue to work with the broad question of what constitutes a 
Deerfield education in an interconnected world. He also sees maintaining 
balance and diversity in an “expensive ecosystem” as an important area 
to address, making sure people “can still afford a Deerfield education.”

“Most goals that matter tend to have goal lines that keep moving,” he 
says. “You need to be excited about the process and the challenge itself, 
moving the ball forward, as much as you are about scoring a touchdown. 
For me at Deerfield, success would be maintaining and building upon 
what I think is a really strong culture, helping the Board to work in a 
united way around critical goals, making sure we provide the support 
and input that head of school and Senior Staff need, and that three or 
four years from now, Deerfield’s in a position to do even greater things.” 

His service to Deerfield is motivated by his role as a grateful parent. 
It’s a chance “to be involved in an institution that has been very important 
to my family and my kids,” says Simmons. “Deerfield created a tremendous 
opportunity for my kids. It feels good to dive in.” //
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