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Today’s business leaders grapple with the overarching question: How do we 
compete and win in the rapidly advancing 21st century global economy? 
Among the many factors that influence the success of business and the 
strength of our overall economy, few matter more than human capital. In our 
workforce lies the imagination that drives ideas, the ingenuity that leads to 
innovation, and the energy to put it all to work in our economy. But employers 
now face an unthinkable challenge in a time of chronic high unemployment—
an insufficient supply of skilled and educated workers to meet the demands of 
a competitive workforce.

According to statistics, 3.8 million jobs are vacant in part because businesses 
simply can’t find qualified workers to fill them. Fewer American students are 
emerging from our public education system with the right skills or knowledge. 
Too many lack proficiency in math, science, reading, communications, and 

critical thinking. Meanwhile, baby boomers are retiring at an accelerating rate without a steady inflow of new 
talent into the labor force. This widening skills gap hampers companies’ productivity and slows economic growth. 
It poses a threat to our prosperity at home and our standing in the world. And it must be remedied now. 

Many of the solutions to our education challenge are modeled in the business world every day. If tried-and-true 
business practices are applied to the public education system, we can help restore excellence to America’s 
troubled schools. The private sector has thrived because of its dynamism, creativity, and innovation. Likewise, 
successful businesses operate with transparency, accountability, high standards, and a relentless focus on 
efficiency and results. The same principles should drive commonsense education reforms.

It’s not enough for American business to set an example. Business leaders must actively engage in education 
reform. We must continue to build on the nearly $4 billion that American companies contribute to public K–12 
education annually. We must increasingly collaborate with educators, administrators, and public officials to help 
break the status quo in American public education. 

This guide will help show business leaders how to get involved and be effective. It compiles the insights of 
education reform leaders such as State Farm CEO and U.S. Chamber Chairman Ed Rust, who has worked tirelessly 
on this issue for decades. Together we can help solve the education crisis, restore our economic strength, and 
reclaim America’s competitive edge.

Thomas J. Donohue
President and CEO
U.S. Chamber of Commerce
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But whatever the scale of their 
involvement in education to date, 
business leaders are coming to 
recognize that they need to step 
up their game. 

Even now, at a time of high unemployment when 
skilled workers should be relatively easy to find, 49% 
of U.S. employers indicate that they have difficulties 
filling job vacancies due to a lack of available talent.1 

 
According to results from the Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), American students rank 
17th internationally in literacy, 31st in math, and 23rd in 
science.2 Today, only 6% of American students perform 

Whether they run a local restaurant, a regional 
enterprise, or a Fortune 500 corporation, America’s 
business leaders have a long history of supporting 
public education. 

To some, this support has meant sponsoring a small-
scale teacher education project or setting up summer 
internships for local teenagers. To others, it has meant 
launching a regional academy for new school leaders 
or helping create a statewide initiative to support 
math and science teachers. And to some Fortune 500 
CEOs, it has meant chairing a blue ribbon commission 
on school reform or sponsoring a major national 
competition for high-achieving students. 

Quite simply, public schools are not doing enough 
to equip students with the skills they need for the 
economy we have. Good deeds and charitable 
intentions are not enough. Investing in better schools 
needs to become a strategic priority. Otherwise, 
companies will continue to have difficulty recruiting 
qualified employees, the economy will continue to 
stagnate, and communities will struggle to prosper. 

Why Business Leaders 
Need to Step Up Their 

Involvement ... Now
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at the “advanced” level in literacy.3 There are more low 
achievers in our nation than in five major European 
countries combined.4 

Becoming more strategic
Previously, it might have been sufficient for America’s 
business leaders to be good—if not ambitious—
corporate citizens, humbly offering their support and 
expertise to the schools when asked. But times have 
changed. With the nation’s economic vitality hanging 
in the balance, business leaders cannot afford to take 
a hands-off, laissez faire attitude toward the public 
education system.  

As noted in the Institute for a Competitive Workforce 
(ICW) publication Partnership Is a Two-Way Street, “Too 
often business has put its good intentions to work in 
the service of ineffectual systems.” But to seriously 
affect school improvement, business leaders “must 
play a more forceful role and drive harder bargains 
with state officials and school district educators.”5

What does that look like 
in practice? 

Good intentions count, 
of course. But impact 
matters more.

Across the country—from Boston to Knoxville to 
Denver to Austin—a growing number of business 
leaders are engaging in education reform in strategic, 
high-impact ways that are improving school 
performance and productivity and paying off in results 
for students. These initiatives come up with smart, 
effective ways to advance school policy and practice—
in areas such as improving high school graduation 
rates, increasing college enrollment, and adopting 
new academic standards. They offer important lessons 
about the focused, strategic mind-set that business 
leaders everywhere can emulate in their own work. 

They demonstrate, for example, that business leaders 
need not allow themselves to be treated as pawns in 
the game of school reform, forever pushed around 
by administrators, mayors, and superintendents 
who—while happy to cash their checks—have no 
real interest in their ideas. It is high time that business 
leaders demand to be treated as true partners in the 
work of school reform.

This report draws on interviews with exceptional 
business leaders from across the country, to offer a 
set of steps and strategies for them to consider when 
launching a school improvement effort or revamping 
an existing one. 

From these case studies and interviews, it is 
abundantly clear that business leaders have many, 
varied, and valuable contributions to make to the 
urgent task of improving public education. But it is 
equally clear that they must be savvy when engaging 
the public education system. 

How to use this guide 
This guide is intended to help business leaders think 
strategically about how best to contribute to K–12 
education reform in their communities, states, and 
across the country. It offers practical advice—grouped 
into six main themes—for those considering new 
initiatives, and it addresses a wide range of questions 
designed to help businesses analyze their capacity, 
assess the school system’s needs, identify priorities 
for engagement, understand the culture and politics 
of public education, and develop appropriate ways to 
measure the impact of their work. 
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Before you launch your education initiative ensure that 
it fits your company’s area of expertise and reflects 
your core values. 

You may find that the nature of your business steers 
you toward a particular kind of involvement—a 
national tax and accounting firm, for example, found 
that promoting students’ financial literacy was a 
natural fit with its work. But it’s rarely so simple to 
decide what sort of educational initiative would be 
the best fit for your business. The goods or services 
you produce may not have an obvious connection to 
education—or they may suggest multiple potential 
linkages from which to choose. 

Simply put, think through your options, considering 
not just the type of product you make or the service 
you provide, but the full range of expertise you’ve 
developed, the relationships you’ve cultivated, the 
public reputation you’ve built, and even the personal 
interests and values that you hold, even if they have 
little obvious connection to your business. Thinking 
outside the box is OK!

What do you care about? 

Consider the example of Quality Float Works, a midsize 
company based in Schaumburg, Illinois, which produces 
metal floats used in everything from water purification 
systems to household plumbing units to chemical 
processing plants. As a female engineer in a historically 
male-dominated industry, company president Sandra 
Westlund-Deenihan is particularly concerned with 
the gender gap in students’ achievements in science, 
technology, engineering, and math (STEM) and the low 
representation of women entering these fields. 

Hoping to serve as a role model, Westlund-Deenihan 
has made it her personal mission to encourage young 
women and racial and ethnic minority students to 
pursue careers and advanced course work in STEM 
fields. Her activities include public speaking and 
mentoring, working with her local school district to 
expand the STEM equity pipeline and enroll more 
female and minority students in Advanced Placement 
courses in math and science, and serving on the board 
of a national foundation that seeks to promote equity 
and diversity in education. 

FIND YOUR NICHE
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Is it a small niche or a big niche?

Consider whether your business is most active 
locally, regionally, statewide, nationally, or globally. The 
answer may point to the scale of education program 
you want to champion or key audiences you want 
your initiative to reach. For example, State Farm, 
with offices in hundreds of communities, focuses on 
national reforms such as teaching quality and youth 
service. Quality Float Works efforts targets specific 
student populations in Illinois District 46, and, to a 
lesser extent, the state of Illinois.

 Ask yourself:

•	 Does	your	geography	create	a	
natural fit for your outreach focus? 

•	 Given the resources you have to 
offer,	what	is	a	realistic	geographic	
reach for those resources to have 
meaningful	impact? If you are a 
small business with limited resources, 
it may make more sense to focus your 
efforts at a school, community, or local 
level. Conversely, you may be a national 
corporation, but choose to focus your 
resources in a few targeted locations 
where you are most likely to have impact. 

•	 Even if you decide to focus your 
efforts at a school or local level, do 
you need to address broader district 
or	state-level	policy	factors	that	will	
affect the success of your work? 

Ask yourself:

•	 Are	there	certain	subjects,	such	
as STEM, where the schools’ or 
students’ needs intersect directly 
with	your	company’s	priorities?

•	 Is	there	a	specific	student	
population	whose	educational	
outcomes	you	seek	to	improve? 
Are you particularly interested in driving 
improvement for girls, boys, low-income 
students, or students from historically 
underserved racial and ethnic minority 
groups? What about children with 
special needs, such as children with 
disabilities, immigrant children, foster 
children, or children of active duty 
military personnel and veterans? 

•	 Is there a certain age or 
grade level—early childhood, 
elementary, middle school, high 
school,	or	postsecondary—that	is	
particularly	relevant	to	the	goals	
or changes you are seeking to 
impact?
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Ask yourself:

•	 What	is	your	company’s	(or,	if	
appropriate,	your	personal)	projected	
charitable giving over the next year 
or several years? 

•	 How much free time do you have 
personally	to	contribute	to	this	
initiative, and how much are you 
willing to commit? 

•	 How	willing	are	your	employees	
to get involved? How do the age, 
size, skills, and work schedule of your 
workforce affect their willingness or 
ability to participate? How many of your 
employees are parents, grandparents, 
or others who have a special interest in 
improving education in the community? 
Are you willing to allow your employees 
to participate in the initiative “on the 
clock,” or will you be asking them to 
volunteer their own time? How much 
staff time can your workforce contribute 
to an initiative without compromising 
your company’s productivity? 

•	 Do	you	have	personal	contacts	in	
your network that you could leverage 
to	make	your	program	or	initiative	
a success? If your company engages in 
government relations work on issues of 
interest to your business, or if you have 
personal relationships with policymakers, 
are you willing to direct some of those 
resources toward advancing changes in 
education policies? How will you prioritize 
those goals relative to other policy goals? 

•	 How willing are you to engage in 
initiatives that may garner negative 
attention	or	face	opposition?	
Education issues are often controversial, 
and your efforts may come under 
scrutiny. If you are unwilling to risk 
negative attention, you may want to 
steer clear of hot-button initiatives or 
topics, such as reforming teacher tenure 
or expanding charter schools. 

What	is	your	capacity?

To decide whether a particular kind of education 
initiative would be a good fit for you and your 
business, consider the type and amount of 
resources you are willing to commit. 

Be sure to include the full range of assets that you 
are able to bring to the table—not just money, but 
also your time, your expertise, the willingness of your 
employees to get involved, and your political capital.

You may be able to contribute more of certain types of 
resources than others. For example, you may produce 

a tool or offer a service that schools need. You may 
find that it makes more sense to donate time rather 
than money to an education program. Or you may 
have the professional knowledge and connections 
to help a school or district secure grant funding for 
a project. (This means that you can magnify your 
financial contribution without even writing a check.) 

To better understand the resources you can bring to 
the table, ask yourself the following questions—and 
remember that education reform efforts often require 
a long-term, multiyear commitment. 
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Surely you wouldn’t write a business plan without 
doing some market research first. 

It’s no different for business-education partnerships. 
You can’t put together a plan without knowing: 
What, exactly, does the community need most? 
What can you learn about the specific population(s) 
you hope to affect through your work? What do you 
need to know about the context in which you plan 
to operate?

As discussed in the previous section, you may 
have a natural geographic reach in a particular 
community, school district, city, state or region, 
or even nationally. Within that area, your values 
or interests may lead you to focus on a specific 
population or issue—urban teenagers who have 
dropped out of high school, for example, or 
elementary math teachers across the state. Or 
you may be open to working with a variety of 
populations and issues and need to learn more 
about local needs and areas where you can have 
the most impact. 

Whether you’ve identified an issue and a target 
population that makes for a great fit for your interests, 
capacity, and expertise, or are still trying to identify the 
area where you can have the greatest impact, you will 
need to gather information and data to define your 
education strategy and ensure that it meets the needs 
and opportunities of those you aim to help.

What does the data tell you?
In your business, you track and analyze data 
on a range of indicators, and use those data to 
measure your performance and drive continuous 
improvement. Public education systems also produce 
a wealth of data points that can inform your work—
and you need to start by collecting and analyzing 
these data. Since passage of No Child Left Behind 
a decade ago, relevant local school data are more 
available than ever. 

The websites of school districts and state 
departments of education typically provide 
access to information about student enrollments, 
graduation rates, and dropout rates; achievement in 

DO YOUR 
HOMEWORK
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core academic areas, broken down by demographic 
subgroups; data on teachers’ years of service and 
areas of certification; and more. This information 
can help you narrow your scope to find the area of 
reform that you want to affect. Other data sources 
can help you understand state, national, and 
international contexts. 

Consider the following:

•	How	are	students	performing	in	the	
community, state, or region you seek 
to serve? What percentage of students are 
achieving state or national proficiency standards 
or meeting international benchmarks? What 
percentage of students graduate on time? How 
does achievement compare with other cities, 
states, or countries? 

•	What	are	the	student	demographics	in	
your targeted community or region? Are 
major demographic changes taking place? 

•	How	do	different	demographic	groups	
perform? Are there large achievement gaps 
between groups or specific subgroups of 
students who are falling behind? If you have 
not identified a population you want to serve, 
looking at subgroup information can help you 
hone in on student groups that need help. 

•	How have indicators of school or 
student achievement changed over 
time? Is performance getting better, worse, 
or staying the same? 

•	Do	the	data	suggest	that	schools	are	
doing some things better than others? 
For example, are students achieving at national 
or statewide averages in math but falling short 
in reading? Are students at some grade levels 
doing better than others? 

•	What	is	the	level	of	spending	on	schools	
in the community or region you seek to 
serve? How does this compare with other 
communities, states or regions? Are other 
places getting better outcomes with the same 
or fewer resources? 

•	Where does school funding come 
from? How much from local, state, and 
federal sources? 

•	Where does the money go? How much do 
schools in your community or region spend on 
personnel, facilities, and transportation? How 
does this compare with similar communities or 
national averages? 

In addition to looking at “hard” objective data such as 
enrollment, student achievement, and spending, you 
want to draw on research and expert opinions about 
the issue you are trying to address: 

•	 What does the research say? Once you’ve 
chosen an issue to address, you will want to 
understand the evidence about what does and 
doesn’t work in that area. What are the main points 
of disagreement among experts in this field? 

•	 What	do	people	who	are	working	on	
this issue say? Can you locate university 
researchers, nonprofits, social service agencies, 
community groups, local chambers of 
commerce, or others in the area that are already 
working on this issue? What can you learn from 
them? What can you learn from people working 
on similar issues elsewhere in the country?

•	 What	policies	affect	the	issue?	Once you 
have chosen an issue, such as teacher quality 
or charter schools, what state or federal policies 
affect that issue in the geographic area on which 
you’ve chosen to focus? Is there a need for 
changes in these policies? 

What’s	already	happening?
Not only is it critical to check the data—to see what’s 
known about the issue you’ve chosen to address—it’s 
just as important to get the lay of the land, mapping 
out the political, cultural, and other contextual factors 
that are likely to help or hinder your efforts. 
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Consider the following:

•	How are your schools organized? Who 
makes the decisions on policy, programs, and 
curriculum? What decisions are made at the 
state, district, or school level? 

•	Who	are	the	key	education	players	in	
your	district	(or	state,	or	nationwide)? For 
example, which school board members are most 
influential? Who are the chairs of key legislative 
committees? Is the governor or mayor engaged? 
What interest groups are involved in education 
policy issues, and how much clout do they have? 

•	 If you are focusing at a local level, 
does the school board have a solid and 
stable	majority,	or	do	reform	efforts	
veer	from	priority	to	priority	from	
election to election? 

•	 If you are focusing at the state level, 
what are the key agencies and 
legislative committees involved in 
education	policymaking? Does your 
state have a state board of education, state 
superintendent, secretary of education, 
and/or commissioner? If there are multiple 
entities (e.g., a state board of education and 
a commissioner), which ones have authority 
over which decisions? Are these roles elected 
or appointed? If appointed, by whom? 

•	What	are	the	hot	topics	or	policy	issues	
in your state or community now? Can 
the strategies or initiatives that you seek to 
advance help leaders address a pressing need or 
challenge that they seek to advance? Are there 
opportunities to advance your goals by linking 
them to these hot topics? Conversely, is there 
a risk that attention to and political conflict over 
these issues may create an obstacle to achieving 
your agenda? It may be difficult to gain traction 
on your initiative if school and policy leaders are 
focused on controversial issues such as budget 
cuts or a teacher strike. 

•	What do school leaders say they need? Jan 
Kruchoski of CliftonLarsonAllen advises, “Reach 

out to a school and say ‘how can I help?’ to find 
needs and find a way to plug in.” That said, it is 
important to balance school leaders’ statements 
about what they need against your own analysis 
and that of other independent observers about 
what assistance would have the greatest impact. 

•	Does	the	school	or	district	have	a	strategic	
plan? Your school district or administrators 
may already have identified the skills gap you 
have noticed in the data. They may have existing 
efforts to address the area of interest to you, 
and you could amplify that work instead of 
developing a competing plan. The Maryland 
Business Roundtable strongly advises against 
working with a school that does not have a 
strategic plan. If there is no strategic plan, push 
your district to develop one and support the 
effort with either resources or expertise. 

•	Where do your schools’ needs and your 
company’s	interests	intersect?	Are there 
places where your resources and goals align with 
needs voiced by school leaders or evidenced in 
data on school performance?  

•	Who’s working on this issue? Does another 
education reform group, foundation, or business 
leader already “own” the issue that you’ve 
identified? Is there an existing, program that 
makes sense for you to join? If an initiative is 
showing success in another state or community, 
is it possible to work with the organization 
involved to replicate its work in your area?

•	What infrastructure does your school or 
district have? The best-laid plans without the 
proper resources will likely fail. Make sure your 
proposed intervention does not rely on additional 
school personnel or extra time in teachers’ 
schedules that does not exist, especially in the 
current economy. Alternatively, you can provide 
assistance to enable the district to expand its 
capacity, as the Knoxville (Tenn) Chamber did by 
hiring outside experts to help the school district 
build and operate an education management 
information system.
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Key	Sources	of		Data	to	Consider	

•	 The Annie E. Casey Foundation. The 
foundation’s Kids Count program annually 
offers national, state, community, and 
congressional district data on hundreds of 
measures of children’s well-being, including 
poverty levels, health, family income, and 
parental employment. It is especially helpful 
in identifying opportunities for out-of-school 
support, such as tutoring.  
http://datacenter.kidscount.org

•	 Change the Equation. Vital Signs 
measure the health of the K–12 STEM 
system state by state. Indicators cover the 
demand for STEM skills, STEM achievement, 
what states expect of students, students’ 
access to quality learning opportunities, and 
the resources schools and teachers have.  
http://vitalsigns.changetheequation.org

•	 Complete	College	America.	The 
nonprofit organization tracks the number 
and percentages of students completing 
one-year, two-year, and four-year degrees 
over time. Its disaggregated data on the 
performance of part-time and transfer 
students is revealing. http://www.
completecollege.org/state_data

•	 Education Week. The trade publication’s 
annual report Quality Counts covers a 
wide range of state-by-state information 
on student achievement indicators and 
state policies on topics from standards, 
assessments, and accountability systems 
to school finance.  
http://www.edweek.org/ew/qc/index.html

•	 Institute	for	a	Competitive	Workforce. 
Leaders and Laggards, ICW’s 2012 state-by-
state report card of public postsecondary 
education (two- and four-year colleges), 
features indicators such as “student 
access & success” and “meeting labor 
market demand.” It also presents policy 
comparisons on issues such as credit 
transfer policies and outcomes-based 
funding for higher education.  
http://icw.uschamber.com/reportcard

•	 National Alliance for Public Charter 
Schools. For insights on school choice 
nationally and in your area, NAPC 
offers details on the laws that govern 
charter schools, which enroll a growing 
percentage of students, especially in 
urban areas.  
http://www.publiccharters.org

•	 National Council on Teacher Quality. 
With insight on teacher policies and 
contracts, the T3 database is a vital resource. 
The group also includes some large school 
district analyses and issue papers. http://
www.nctq.org/p/districts

•	 New America Foundation. The 
foundation’s Federal Education Budget 
project provides data on local and state 
school spending, showing how much 
schools are spending per child.  
http://febp.newamerica.net

•	 U.S.	Department	of	Education. Its Ed Data 
Express website provides comprehensive 
information from all states on everything 
from test scores to choice, disaggregated 
by multiple student groups, including the 
homeless and migrant students.  
www.eddataexpress.ed.gov
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In general terms, there are two ways to influence 
education: directly, through practice, and indirectly, 
through policy. 

Practice may include an effort to build a high-quality 
after-school program for local teenagers, while 
policy may include joining a coalition to advocate for 
legislation that would raise funding for after-school 
programs statewide. 

Each strategy has advantages and disadvantages. 
For instance, practice-oriented projects tend to yield 
tangible results, but may be limited in their reach 
and difficult to sustain over time. By contrast, policy 
projects can be far-reaching (particularly if they result 
in changes in how public funds are distributed or 
used), but they tend to be slow to pay off and can be 
controversial, entailing more political risk. 

The important thing isn’t whether you choose to 
focus on practice, policy, or both at the same time. 
What’s important is that you make this a conscious, 
strategic choice based on your strengths and the 

impact you want to achieve. Are you best positioned 
to work directly with schools, districts, teachers, 
students, administrators, or other actors? Does your 
expertise and capacity translate better to the world 
of policymaking? Or do you have the bandwidth to do 
both simultaneously?

Given the investment you are willing to make, where 
can you have the greatest impact? 

Consider, for example, the decision that the Knoxville 
Chamber made in 2005 when it began to partner with 
local schools. An initial needs assessment revealed 
that the school system was awash in performance 
data—everything from student test scores to grades, 
attendance records, and disciplinary reports. What 
the system didn’t have was the capacity to analyze 
that information and use it to drive improvements in 
student learning. 

In this case, the policy change—federal and state 
requirements that school systems collect a rich variety 
of data—had already happened. The obvious need, 

SET YOUR GOALS
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the chamber realized, was to provide direct, technical 
assistance that would help the schools put the policy 
into practice. That was something the chamber was 
well suited to do: It hired experts in accounting and 
finance, embedded them in the Knoxville school 
district’s administration, and worked with the 
district to build a longitudinal student database that 
enables teachers, school-level leaders, and district 
administrators to monitor student progress in real 
time and adjust instruction, practices, and policies to 
improve learning results. 

Or consider a very different example. Business leaders 
chose to leave the practice of education to expert 
practitioners, but they created a policy environment 
that allowed them to flourish. For the past several 
years, the Austin Chamber of Commerce’s education 
efforts have focused on a specific goal: “20,010 
by 2010.” That is, work with the 15 independent 
school districts in the metro area to increase college 
enrollment by 20,010 students. The Austin Chamber of 
Commerce uses a variety of strategies to advance this 
goal. It provides districts with outside and embedded 
expertise in performance management. It also tracks 
and publishes transparent and timely data about 
school performance, including an annual ranking of all 
schools that helps sustain pressure for improvement. 

Over the past four years, Austin-area students have 
exceeded the chamber’s college enrollment goals, 
and the percentage of high school seniors applying 
to college rose from 47% to 64%. Federal financial 
aid applications increased by 85%.6 Three important 
lessons were learned: Pick measurable goals at the 
outset, stick with them, and strive for continuous 
improvement as you go. 

There is no reason to think that either kind of 
strategy—pursuing direct, practical changes 
in education or pursuing larger, indirect policy 
changes—is inherently better than the other. The key 
is to decide which strategy makes the best sense 
now, for you, given the issue you want to address, 
the local context, and the resources and expertise at 
your disposal. Set measurable goals and commit to 
strong implementation over time. 

State Farm CEO Ed Rust, for one, urges that companies 
pool their efforts and focus on proven, high-impact 
efforts. “I worry that we have a lot of programs of 
the day versus aggregating our resources behind 
proven programs that are moving the ball forward. I 
understand the interest in brand awareness. However, 
we’re at a critical juncture in our nation’s history. We 
need to see vast improvement in student outcomes 
or continue to see our competitiveness as a nation 
decline. We need to stop the free fall.”

His advice suggests the necessity of coalitions and 
partnerships. Even companies as large as State Farm 
cannot do high-impact work alone. 
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Direct,	Practical	Initiatives

•	 Putting	businesspeople	or	employees	
in the classroom to mentor or tutor 
students.

•	 Providing	specific	funding,	goods,	or	
services to meet identified needs.

•	 Helping	support	back-office	operations,	
such as procurement, payroll, information 
technology, or transportation.

•	 Joining	curriculum-writing	committees	
and governance boards to change how 
subject matter is taught.

•	 Setting	up	a	job-shadowing	program	to	
introduce local students to workplace 
norms and culture.

•	 Creating	a	course	sequence	for	students	
in career and technical education 
programs, offering training that 
leads to specific job opportunities or 
postsecondary training programs in a 
growing industry.

•	 Creating	or	contributing	to	a	program	
that guarantees college scholarships to 
students who meet specific goals for 
academic performance.

Indirect, Policy-Oriented Initiatives

•	 Educating	the	public	about	specific	
education reform issues through 
awareness-raising campaigns, summits, 
forums, webinars, speakers’ bureaus, and 
report cards

•	 Advocating	for	specific	policy	changes	
with legislators or other policymakers

•	 Joining	or	supporting	a	regional	or	
national education reform organization 
that promotes specific policy changes

•	 Joining	a	school	board	(which	may	require	
running for election)

•	 Supporting	local	school	board	candidates
•	 Providing	technical	support	and	training	

to school board members to help them 
better understand key policy issues 

•	 Supporting	or	opposing	local	or	state	
ballot initiatives that affect education

•	 Serving	on	a	career	and	technical	
education board, or other local 
governance boards
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By working with other companies or organizations, you 
can leverage your resources and expand the reach 
of your efforts. Partnerships can also help you build 
credibility or offer education expertise you may lack. 
Depending on your circumstances and goals, you 
may want to partner with established groups, such as 
foundations or nonprofits known for their education 
involvement. Or you may want to attract new partners 
to the education field. 

The Denver Metro Chamber of Commerce, for 
example, set specific goals for improvements in 
literacy. It partnered with existing groups sharing 
similar goals, such as Colorado Succeeds, Stand 
for the Children, and the Children’s Campaign. This 
coalition created a powerful force that changed public 
policy, requiring goals to improve student literacy 
measures, and helped implement programs to achieve 
those goals.

The Denver Chamber also partnered with the Colorado 
Education Association (CEA), the state’s teachers union, 
on a $7 million campaign to defeat three statewide 
ballot initiatives even as the Chamber advocated a 
teacher accountability bill the union opposed. To sustain 
collaboration on the ballot initiatives while disagreeing 
on the teacher accountability bill, the chamber made 
a deal with the union: It would not criticize the union 
publicly and would allow the CEA to preview all public 
statements. “That way we could be prepared and have 
a fair fight. May the best argument win,” said chamber 
leader Kelly Brough. 

Ask yourself:

•	 Do	you	share	commonalities	in	
your business sector that would be 
helpful	for	education	project	work? 
Are there education goals that would 
benefit your entire industry, such as 
additional graduates with skills in STEM?

•	 Do	you	and	your	potential	partner	
groups’	respective	strengths	
complement	each	other? Would 
diversifying expertise allow you to 
have a greater reach? Perhaps you 
are strong in leadership training and 
another organization is strong in setting 
up performance management systems; 
combined efforts would provide an 
additional value-add to your schools.

•	 Is	a	foundation	or	nonprofit	already	
working on an issue of concern to 
you? You could inject a new level of 
energy, resources, and capabilities that 
could take that group to the next level.

•	 Is your local chamber or another 
business-minded organization 
already active in the field? Joining 
an existing program might yield the 
best return on investment and avoid 
reinventing the wheel. 

FIND PARTNERS
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State Farm often joins both business and nonprofit 
groups to support existing initiatives, rather than 
pioneer new programs. “We have a significant 
number of national partners we work with to 
support programs that have measurable impact 
on student achievement,” says CEO Ed Rust. For 
instance, State Farm is the lead partner of Grad 

Nation—a campaign of more than 400 companies 
and groups organized by the America’s Promise 
Alliance to improve high school graduation rates. 
And the company works closely with Teach For 
America to bring talented nontraditional teachers 
to underserved communities, with a direct focus on 
improved achievement.
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Creating Workable 
Relationships

Grantmakers for Education, a national 
membership organization of private and 
public philanthropies that support education, 
offers advice to funders or businesses 
seeking to build partnerships or coalitions to 
address a common education agenda:

•	 Co-create: Include all parties in 
drafting strategies and plans, and make 
sure all participating organizations 
receive credit for their work.

•	 Align	decision-making	processes: 
Recognize that businesses and schools 
will likely have different approaches, 
norms, and accountability systems. The 
key to a successful partnership is to 
set realistic timelines based on each 
partner’s ability to deliver effectively.

•	 Build	relationships	to	advance	
the goal: Strong interpersonal 
relationships will pay dividends in 
productivity and decision-making.

•	 Overcommunicate: Follow up with 
clear instructions or put deadlines on 
paper to head off misunderstandings.

Finding the Right Partner

CliftonLarsonAllen, LLP, is a national tax firm 
with more than 90 offices across the country. 
Jan Kruchoski, chief of community and civic 
outreach, explained that getting involved 
in financial literacy was a natural fit—it’s 
what the firm does for companies every day. 
Junior Achievement (JA), the world’s largest 
organization dedicated to educating students 
about entrepreneurship and financial literacy, 
was an obvious national partner. Together, JA 
and CliftonLarsonAllen have provided a wide 
range of tools for teachers and put experts 
in the classroom to help teach this life skill. 
This partnership allowed CliftonLarsonAllen 
to engage its local offices to leverage the 
company’s national clout and wide reach for 
even greater impact. 

To find the right partner look for 
organizations with similar interests or 
resources. Consider organizations in your 
professional network including Chambers 
of Commerce or trade and business 
associations.
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Keep in mind, schools answer to somebody else. They 
are governed by a complex web of federal, state, 
and local mandates; they face numerous budgeting 
and reporting requirements; they are overseen by 
many layers of administrators, board members, and 
elected officials; and their performance is, in the end, 
accountable to the nation’s taxpayers. 

In short, while you can play a critical role in public 
education and directly hire the school systems’ 
graduates, you will always be an outsider in a sense. To 
the extent that you have an impact on the schools, it 
will come from your ability to influence the players who 
wield more power more directly: teachers, principals, 
superintendents, school board members, mayors, 
district officials, governors, and so on. In education—as 
in most arenas—your greatest asset is your credibility.

Can you be trusted?
Don’t be surprised if, at first, educators are suspicious 
of your motives for getting involved in education 
reform. People will want to know, if you are in it just 
to make a profit? Are you looking to sell a product or 
a service to the schools? And even if your motives 
are pure, are you just another Johnny come lately, 
arrogant enough to assume that your business 
acumen gives you the right to tell experienced 
educators how to do their jobs?

If you hope to build the relationships that are so critical 
to successful educational reform, it’s best to ask 
questions, listen carefully, and show that you can, in 
fact, be trusted, over the long term, to follow through 
on the promises you make. 

Are	you	a	pushover?	
It’s essential that you build the types of working 
relationships that you need to make meaningful 
change happen in public education. But it’s just as 
essential that you put your foot down, when needed, 
and refuse to be part of the problem.  

One of the most important ways that business leaders 
can help improve schools is by bringing a sense of 
urgency that is too often absent in today’s public 
schools, and by sustaining pressure for change. 

Data may be your most powerful tool. Use data to 
make the case for change and keep the heat on. As 
longtime school superintendent John Murphy (Prince 
George’s County, Maryland; Charlotte-Mecklenburg, 
North Carolina) used to say, “School systems, like 
most large organizations, typically don’t change 
because they see the light. They change because 
they feel the heat.” 

Your job is to keep the heat on while providing 
constructive help. That worked in Knoxville. “We 
convinced educators not to be ashamed of their 
dirty laundry but to share it openly so we can face 
and fix problems together,” says Mike Edwards, 
president & CEO of the Knoxville Chamber. 

The bottom line, whether you work on practice, policy, 
or both: You must choose how to measure your return 
on investment, and you must be clear from the start 
what success looks like. 

ESTABLISH YOUR 
CREDIBILITY
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In Knoxville, the ultimate goal was to raise ACT 
scores to 24 in science, 22 in math, and 18 in 
English. In Denver, it was to ensure that all children 
are reading at grade level by the time they start 
fourth grade. In Austin, it was to raise college 
enrollment by 20,010 students. For Westlund-
Deenihan, it was to help boost the percentages of 
female engineers beyond 20%. 

“Success for us is if students are achieving at a higher 
level than they were before the intervention we support,” 
says State Farm CEO Ed Rust, “We ask one fundamental 
question of any organization that we fund: How are you 
going to demonstrate that our investment improves 
student achievement?” When State Farm funds an 
organization, it sets specific, measurable indicators of 
progress toward improved student outcomes that the 
organization must achieve by the end of the first year in 
order to be considered for future funding.

Business leaders must treat education investment 
like any other investment, setting clear expectations 
for success and demanding demonstrated progress 

against specific, measurable objectives. Measuring 
success in education can sometimes be more difficult 
than in business, but businesses can use several 
types of metrics to evaluate the impact of their 
education investments. 

Implementation	with	fidelity: This is the most 
basic form of measurement. Did the school or district 
do what it said it would do? Did your partners live up 
to their commitments? Did you and your company 
live up to yours?

Student achievement and learning: Ultimately, 
the goal of business involvement to better education 
is improved learning outcomes for students. But 
measuring the impact of your work on student learning 
can be difficult, and in some cases impossible. 

Some types of reforms require multiple years to affect 
student achievement. Because a variety of factors 
affect student learning, it can be difficult to establish 
a clear link between specific initiatives and student 
learning gains. Businesses seeking to drive change in 

HOLD YOURSELF, 
THE SCHOOLS, AND 

YOUR PARTNERS 
ACCOUNTABLE



28 Education Reform Playbook

student achievement must identify the right measures 
of student learning: 

•	 State test scores: Under federal law, states 
must test all students annually in English 
language arts and math in grades three 
through eight and once in high school. These 
assessments provide objective data on student 
performance and, in a growing number of 
states, learning gains over the course of the 
year. But because state tests measure student 
achievement only in certain grades and 
subjects, they may not provide information on 
the outcomes you seek to influence. In addition, 
a single yearly test may not provide information 
frequently or quickly enough to inform key 
instructional decisions. 

•	 Graduation rates: If your work focuses on 
secondary school students, you may also want to 
look at changes in high school graduation rates. 
The best measures are cohort graduation rates, 
which compare the number of students enrolling 
as ninth-graders in a given year with the number 
that graduate four years later.

All 50 states have signed onto the NGA Graduation 
Rate Compact to calculate rates in this way, but not 
all of them have implemented it. Be aware of the 
methods used to calculate graduation rates and 
differences in methods between the states or districts 
where you work. Some business leaders or funders 
look at college acceptance and enrollment rates, but 
these measures should also be taken with a grain 
of salt: A high school may report a 100% college 
acceptance rate, but its students may be accepted to 
community colleges with open enrollment policies and 
may not actually matriculate after acceptance. Tracking 
students’ actual matriculation and perseverance in 
college is a much better measure, but collecting these 
data can be difficult and expensive. 

•	 Other nationally recognized assessments: 
College entrance exams, such as the ACT 
and SAT, and International Baccalaureate and 

Advanced Placement exams can provide 
useful information about the performance 
of high school students. Nationally normed 
assessments, such as the Terra Nova and 
Northwest Education Association assessment, 
can provide useful information on learning gains 
by younger students. 

•	 Formative, interim, or curriculum-based 
assessments: Formative assessments, 
interim, and curriculum-based assessments are 
used throughout the year to measure students’ 
progress and mastery of specific skills. These 
types of assessments can provide more 
frequent and timely data on student learning 
throughout the year and may focus more 
closely on the specific indicators that you are 
trying to influence. 

•	 Workforce measures: If your initiative 
specifically seeks to improve students’ 
preparation for the workforce, you may seek to 
use assessments designed to measure students’ 
workforce skills, such as the National Career 
Readiness certificate endorsed by the National 
Association of Manufacturers.  

Additional interim indicators of academic 
success: Short of gains in test scores, graduation, 
rates, and other measures of student success, schools, 
and companies also look at shorter term, quicker-
to-measure changes, which including attendance 
rates, dropout rates, and parent, staff, and student 
satisfaction surveys. If your work is designed to affect 
school operations, measure the gains in efficiency and 
productivity that your intervention helped foster. 

Measuring	the	impact	of	policy	and	advocacy	
work carries additional challenges: The ultimate 
goal of these efforts is often specific changes in state, 
district, or national policy or legislation. Because these 
efforts can take years or even decades, it is necessary 
to define interim indicators that a policy goal is gaining 
traction, such as media attention, legislative sponsors 
or endorsements, or public hearings. In some cases 
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the goal of policy work may not be a specific change 
but rather to put an issue or problem on the agenda 
with policymakers and the public. 
Clear accountability for results is an essential part 
of any education engagement plan—no one should 
be surprised at your chosen measure of success. 
Declaring goals openly also helps advance a culture 
of transparency, trust, and shared accountability for 
results. If the changes and improvements you seek are 

not being recognized, you can revise your plan and 
push forward to achieve your education reform goal. 

Once a proven method is in place, Kelly Brough of 
the Denver Chamber says, “Now the problem is 
urgency, how do we really have a game changer to 
move the numbers? I think we are impatient and 
that’s a great thing.”
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RESOURCES

Consider the following tools, which combine 
advice and practical examples of business 
leadership in action:

•	 The Case For Being Bold: A New 
Agenda for Business In Improving 
STEM Education. This paper from 
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce is a 
resource for those looking for ways 
to affect science, technology, and 
math curriculums. It includes business 
examples and advice for aspiring 
reformers in the business world.

•	 Partnership Is a Two-Way Street: 
What It Takes for Business To Help 
Drive School Reform. This effort 
from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
that analyzes Austin, Nashville, and 
Massachusetts partnerships that grow 
business involvement and student 
achievement in their communities. It 
includes valuable data resources.

•	 School Board Case Studies. This 
ICW publication looks at school boards 
in 13 urban districts and how the local 
business community can help make 
them more accountable, effective, and 
focused on the needs of students. 

•	 The ‘Superman’ Approach: A 
Business Leader’s Guide to 
Effective School Reform. The ICW’s 
2010 publication uses the release of the 
“Waiting for Superman” documentary 
film to frame practical approaches for 
improving teacher policies and data use, 
among other issues. 

•	 Grantmakers	for	Education’s	
Benchmarks 2011. This guide to 
funding effective reform initiatives is a 
strong resource for coalition builders 
who want to develop partnerships 
for success. http://edfunders.org/
downloads/GFEReports/GFE_
Benchmarking2011_FINAL_12.13.11.pdf

•	 Achieve 15 online toolkit. A 
collection of white papers that can help 
companies look at various possibilities 
for getting involved in reform, and 
practical tips for business leaders 
approaching this work for the first time. 
http://www.achieve.org/business
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