
  

 

 

Acquisition of Private Funding in Education: A Cross-Case Analysis 

 

by Christian J. Nierman 
 

B.S. in Business Administration, December 1989, Old Dominion University 
M.S. in Education, August 1998, Old Dominion University 

M.S. in Education, December 2003, Old Dominion University 
 
 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to 

 

The Faculty of 
The Graduate School of Education and Human Development 

of The George Washington University 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Doctor of Education 

 
 
 

August 31, 2012 
 
 

Dissertation directed by 
 

Linda K. Lemasters 
Associate Professor of Educational Administration 

 

 



  

ii 
 

The Graduate School of Education and Human Development of The George 

Washington University certifies that Christian J. Nierman has passed the Final 

Examination for the degree of Doctor of Education as of June 12, 2012.   This is the final 

and approved form of the dissertation.   

 

Acquisition of Private Funding in Education: A Cross-Case Analysis 
 

Christian J. Nierman 

 

Dissertation Research Committee:    

Linda K. Lemasters, Associate Professor of Educational Administration, 
Dissertation Director 
 
Joseph Emerson, Faculty, Newport News Public Schools, Committee 
Member  
 
 Kurt Kreassig, Principal, Portsmouth Public Schools, Committee Member 
 
 
 

 



  

iii 
 

 

 

Dedication 

I started this journey because my dad said:  “It sure would be nice to call you 

doctor before I die.”  I applied to The George Washington University the next day.  

Several years later, while my father was in the final stage of terminal cancer, he worked 

up the strength to have a toast with me the night I defended my proposal.  I had never 

seen him more proud.  Within a few weeks he passed, but on his last night, as he drifted 

in and out of consciousness and held my hand, he kept repeating “just finish.”  Dad:  You 

were not physically with me when I finished, but I felt your presence.  I hope on some 

level, somewhere, you are proud and smiling down on me. 



  

iv 
 

Acknowledgments 

Although I cannot personally acknowledge the participants from the two research 

sites, without their hospitality and cooperation, this research would never have been 

possible. 

I would like to acknowledge my chairperson and committee members 

respectively.  To Dr. Lemasters: Thank you for your assistance and guidance throughout 

this project. Dr. Joseph Emerson: I will be forever grateful for your attention to detail and 

spending untold hours reading, evaluating, and advising me in the development of this 

document.  To readers Mike Mitchell and Greg Logan: Without encouragement from 

both of you, I would never have finished this project.  I thank all of you for taking time 

out of your busy schedules to help me accomplish this goal.  I would also like to 

acknowledge Mary Lou Sommardahl for her timely editing and assistance.   

I would like to thank my colleagues from Cohort-9.  The bonds, coursework, 

struggles, support, and discussions at local pubs will never be forgotten.  I would 

especially like to thank Mike Mitchell for the weekly phone calls which encouraged, 

motivated, and pushed me through this arduous process. 

My greatest appreciation goes to my family.  Throughout my life, both of my 

parents endured extreme sacrifice to facilitate my education.  First, I would like to thank 

my mother. From a very young age, she stimulated my learning though countless hours of 

reading, museum trips, and learning opportunities.  Mom: You have always inspired and 

given me the confidence to succeed.  My father worked countless hours to make these 

opportunities possible.  He never drove a new car; never owned the new boat he wanted, 



  

v 
 

and personally went without to provide a better life for us.  Dad:  I wish you were here to 

thank in person. I miss you. 

To my three lovely children:  Reagan, Noah, and Alyssa.  I can never recoup the 

countless hours spent away from each of you and I apologize, but just know that 

everything I do is for you.  Finally, I would like to thank the most beautiful woman in the 

world, my wife.  Kimberly:  If it were not for your patience and support, none of this 

would have been possible.  After graduation, we will take that dream vacation.  I 

promise. 

 



  

vi 
 

Abstract of Dissertation 

Acquisition of Private Funding in Education: A Cross-Case Analysis 

Operating educational organizations is expensive, and without additional revenue 

streams, their operation will become increasingly difficult.  Accountability, shrinking 

budgets, and an overtaxed citizenry are causing schools to try to do more with less.  

School leaders need to become proficient in the skill sets necessary to participate in, 

negotiate, and implement successful models of alternate funding for educational facilities.  

A comprehensive review of the literature has demonstrated a need for educational leaders 

to receive instruction and guidance in this area.   

The design of this research was based on a cross-case analysis of two educational 

organizations that have demonstrated success in procuring supplemental funds for their 

organizations.  The basic guiding principle was to determine whether or not the practices 

observed can be used as a model for other institutions to use when seeking additional 

funding resources for their programs.  The theoretical framework for this study was based 

on resource dependency theory (RDT).  The paradigm employed is pragmatic in nature.  

The purpose was to provide guidelines regarding what works in commercial–school 

collaborations. 

This research found that school systems should seek alternative funding streams 

and a foundational philanthropic approach may be the most attractive source; however, 

fundraisers need to possess a thorough understanding of what attracts large donors and 

concentrate marketing efforts toward being compatible to receive large gifts.  Another 

finding of this research was the significance of appointing prime members of professional 

and business communities who have access to social networks, wealth, and resources to 
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board positions within local education foundations and other school fundraising entities.  

In addition, the school representatives’ ability to build, enhance, and maintain 

relationships was determined to be the most important factor in the fundraising paradigm. 

Very little if any training exists for alternative funding.  An instrument developed 

through this study provides a model for educational personnel to recognize, categorize, 

and evaluate what types of commercialism exist or should be considered.  School systems 

should view fundraising as an investment worthy of professional commitment and move 

toward developing proficient fundraising departments and personnel within the context of 

their organizational structures. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Selling yearbook ads and displaying promotions on athletic scoreboards have 

been commonplace in the American educational arena for many years.  An observer does 

not need empirical evidence to identify the existence of sports sponsorship; sporting 

activities ranging from Little League baseball to the National Football League are 

saturated with the practice.  Now, imagine a scenario in which schools sell the rights to 

name their gymnasiums, lobbies, and cafeterias, as well as their school identity.  Imagine 

a San Diego teacher’s soliciting checks in exchange for advertisements on quizzes, tests, 

and exams or an Idaho history teacher’s striking a deal with a local pizzeria to place its 

ads on handouts and other class assignments (Bonner, 2009; Hanna, 2008).  Imagine 

computer companies’ funding technology labs in schools that are unable to afford them.  

Or imagine two students’ being suspended for wearing shirts bearing the logo of a soft 

drink company that is in direct competition with one that has signed a sponsorship deal 

with the school (Saltman, 2000).  Imagine students of all ages’ being bombarded for most 

of the school day with advertisements, many of which push unhealthy foods and products 

to a captive audience.  Imagine the often unabated amounts of money, advertising, and 

influence that flow into the American education system on a daily basis and conceive of 

private industry’s solving the financial crisis facing American school divisions.  These 

are all real scenarios and dilemmas faced by educators in the 21st century. 

Statement of the Problem 

Many private businesses are interested in gaining access to students in the K-12 

educational environment for a variety of reasons.  The first reason is practical in nature: 

to provide a human resource to fill future vacancies in the workforce.  The second is 
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profit-driven in nature: for example, to provide market exposure, promote brand loyalty, 

or gain access to student, parent, and community buying power.  The third is 

philanthropic in nature: to benefit both the donor and the recipient.  All three reasons 

have the potential to infuse a considerable amount of supplemental funding into school 

budgets.  The goal of this study is to examine the last two of these rationales in an 

attempt to offer recommendations, guidelines, and a framework for educational leaders to 

examine prior to entering into any agreement permitting private funding of educational 

endeavors. 

With firm entrenchment of the accountability movement, public education is 

becoming more transparent with regard to its final product and, hence, will require 

additional resources to finance improvement.  The increased level of accountability, 

coupled with shrinking budgets and the perception of an overtaxed citizenry, continues to 

cause public schools to do more with less and “no longer rely on funding as usual”: 

“Today’s reality is that public schools must stand in line with other public institutions and 

plead for their share of the tax revenue” (Norton & Kelly, 1997, p. 3).  Managing 

educational organizations is an expensive endeavor, and without additional revenue 

streams, their operation will become increasingly difficult.  Educational leaders need to 

be prepared to deal with this phenomenon.  Models, guidelines, and suggested practices 

need to be made available to better assist school administrators. 

Purpose of the Study 

Over the past quarter century, school administrators have tapped into private 

revenue streams to supplement their budgets in ever-increasing numbers.  “Moreover,” 

wrote Allahdini (1995), “with shrinking budgets, escalating costs and pressures for higher 
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quality education, schools and authorities in Canada, the United States, England, and 

many other nations have recognized that public monies are insufficient to provide the 

desired educational services and programs” (p. 2).   

By focusing on educational organizations that have been considered successful, 

the purpose of this study is to develop a framework for educational administrators to 

review before entering into contractual agreements with for-profit private businesses or 

partnering with philanthropic organizations.  In simple terms, what makes these ventures 

successful from the recipient’s perspective? 

Significance of Study 

School leaders need to become proficient in the skills set necessary to participate 

in, negotiate for, and implement successful models of what Alex Molnar (2005), a scholar 

from the Commercialism in Education Research Unit (CERU), referred to as schoolhouse 

commercialism.  A review of the literature and a comprehensive investigation of graduate 

programs in education revealed a need for educational leaders to be trained in this aspect 

of administrative practice.  Educational finance coursework has traditionally focused on 

government funding (Allahdini, 1995; Browder, 2007).  Empirical research on the topic 

is limited, and therein lies the potential significance of this study.  This dissertation 

expands on previous research by being the first to demonstrate concepts and practical 

examples of successful fundraising in an alternative school environment.  

For educational administrators, policy makers, and practitioners, the most 

significant contribution of this research may involve acquiring the situational awareness 

to recognize commercialism and making some assessments before making decisions or 
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developing policy for school fundraising practices.  More informed decision making may 

manifest in positive outcomes for students and the educational system as a whole.  

Epistemology 

The researcher conducting this study is employed as a principal of a regional 

special education program serving primarily special education students.  The facilities 

utilized for the program are funded and provided by school divisions in the Hampton 

Roads region of Virginia.  School space is at a premium in most areas of the country, and 

Hampton Roads has been no exception.  The result effect is that this regional program is 

accommodated with space not being utilized by the districts, most of which is not 

considered prime space.  In addition, it is very expensive to operate special education 

programs; therefore, supplemental resources are of great financial benefit.  It also should 

be noted that this regional program does not have the benefit of a local education 

foundation for additional resources.  In 2005, I toured a private facility serving a similar 

population in the Midwest and noticed corporate and philanthropic branding throughout 

the facility.  Conference rooms were named for donors and endowments were visibly 

evident; in fact, individuals or companies also sponsored many of the classrooms.  The 

trip sparked my interest in alternative funding of educational organizations.  In 2007, I 

visited another association providing specialized services to troubled youths; tremendous 

amounts of philanthropic infusion of capital were evident there as well.  Both of these 

organizations were private, but the lessons learned can possibly assist my goal of setting 

up a local education foundation for the program in which I am employed. 
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Research Questions 

The basic purpose of this research was to determine via two case studies whether 

or not the practices observed and information collected from these sites can be used as a 

model for other institutions to supplement their operating costs and provide resources for 

their programs.  Additional studies, interviews, and observations will be utilized to 

provide a comprehensive look at education business endeavors.  Based on an extensive 

literature review and an assessment of all relevant factors, the following suppositions 

were established to determine the cases to be examined and to develop research 

questions.  Philanthropy is the most attractive alternative revenue source to be pursued by 

educational leaders seeking to supplement funding; consequently, the school 

representative’s ability to build and maintain personal relationships is an important factor 

throughout the process.  Using these suppositions, I chose to study two bounded systems 

that had demonstrated success in bringing supplemental funds into their organizations.  

The following research questions were utilized: 

1. Why were philanthropic partnerships chosen as the primary method for 

outside fundraising efforts in two purposely selected, private, preK-12 

residential institutions serving students with emotional and behavioral needs? 

2. How have these purposely selected organizations developed, maintained, and 

enhanced their philanthropic endeavors? 

3. How can the administrators’ experiences from the two purposely selected 

institutions’ philanthropic partnerships be applied to K-12 public schools? 

These research questions were answered through key actor interviews with the 

leaders within the two educational institutions to better understand the role of 
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philanthropic funding.  In addition, responses to the research questions were embellished 

with interviews of personnel outside the two case studies (i.e., foundation officers and 

donors) to better understand the process of private funding in education.  The purpose 

was to develop a comprehensive model for educators to use when participating in school–

business endeavors needed to increase resources.  With the current economic downturn, 

every dollar counts: “The dollar value of resources acquired by schools is often a very 

small percentage of public dollars, but these resources are nonetheless seen by schools as 

significant” (Allahdini, 1995, p. 8).  Through an in-depth examination of commercialism 

in education, these research findings will provide educational leaders with background, 

suggestions, warnings, and questions to review prior to agreeing upon business 

partnerships. 

Theoretical Foundation or Conceptual Framework 

The theoretical or conceptual framework for this study is based on resource 

dependency theory (RDT).  In the RDT model, organizations affected by external 

pressures are obligated to adapt and seek additional resources to survive.  Individuals in 

leadership roles have moral and fiduciary responsibilities to assure sufficient resources 

are made available to their organizations (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003).  “In a for-profit 

corporation, the board is accountable to the stockholders or owners; in a nonprofit 

corporation, the boards are accountable to the organizations’ stakeholders or 

constituents” (Christner, 2006, p. 6).  Public schools are considered to be part of the 

nonprofit domain as they are held accountable by the taxpayers and elected officials in 

the communities they serve (Christner, 2006).  Simultaneously, educational leaders also 
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are obligated to acquire the necessary procurements for their organizations to increase 

student achievement and maintain the daily operations of their buildings. 

The paradigm employed is pragmatic in nature because the purpose of this study 

is to provide guidelines for the development of successful commercial–school 

collaborations.  Creswell (2007) wrote, “Individuals holding this worldview focus on the 

outcomes of the research—the actions, situations, and consequences of inquiry—rather 

than antecedent conditions (as in postpositivism)” (p. 22).  The goal is to describe how 

successful organizations raise alternative funding, to determine what programs they 

consider to be efficient and feasible, and to develop practical suggestions for other public 

school leaders to model.   

Summary of the Methodology and Research Design 

The design of this study is based on an intrinsic cross-case study analysis.  The 

purpose of the design is to examine and evaluate through a qualitative research design 

private fundraising methods employed by two educational organizations.  Data were 

accumulated through varying techniques and in various forms, with the primary data 

collection method’s consisting of interviews; the information was analyzed using 

emergent codes gleaned from the data.  According to Creswell (2007), “data collection in 

case study research is typically extensive, drawing on multiple sources of information, 

such as observations, interviews, documents, and audiovisual materials” (p. 75).  Two 

cases were examined and analyzed. This data was then triangulated with pertinent 

interviews of philanthropic donors involved with the two bounded cases and embellished 

with information gathered from participants in commercialism outside the two bounded 

cases. 
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Limitations 

One limitation of the study lies in the fact that extensive commercialism and 

private funding represent a relatively recent phenomenon.  Although the practice is not 

new, the scope of funding and its implications have been the object of very little scrutiny 

and assessment.  Consequently, this topic represents a relatively new area of research.  

Very few empirical studies had been completed at the time of this report; therefore, this 

dissertation bridges gaps in various scholarly peer-reviewed publications. 

The fact that the cases utilized for this research were purposely selected by the 

researcher to include atypical educational organizations that actively seek private funds 

for education represents a second limitation.  Furthermore, they were bound cases limited 

to the time frame and context within which they were observed.  Therefore, the findings 

cannot be generalized across the larger spectrum of educational policy and practice. 

In this type of research design, the researcher is the primary collection instrument 

and analyst; consequently, a third limitation stems from the possibility of researcher bias.  

Researcher bias may impact the interpretations and results despite efforts to eliminate any 

personal prejudice.  A fourth limitation relates to the possibility that responses from 

participants may be tainted based on professional affiliations or acquaintance with the 

researcher (Clark, 2002). 

Definition of Key Terms 

The Commercialism in Education Research Unit (CERU) definitions of terms 

serves as the consistent vocabulary framework throughout this report; however, this 

terminology is supplemented with vocabulary pertinent to this dissertation. 
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CERU.  The Commercialism in Education Research Unit “conducts research, 

disseminates information, and helps facilitate dialogue between the education 

community, policymakers, and the public at large about commercial activities in schools” 

(CERU, n.d., para. 1). 

Schoolhouse commercialism.  The term schoolhouse commercialism was coined 

by Molnar (2006) and refers to the vast array of for-profit activities, as well as business 

ventures that have allowed corporations marketing access to students.  For the purposes 

of this dissertation, the term also refers to donations and other philanthropic ventures that 

may or may not be tied to marketing. 

Sponsorship.  Sponsorship refers to entities’ paying for activities and events in 

return for name association (Molnar, 2006). 

Exclusive agreements.  Such agreements represent situations in which schools and 

corporations enter into agreements to give companies the exclusive right to sell or 

promote goods, such as contracts awarded to soft drink giants (Molnar, 2006). 

Traditional revenue streams.  For the purposes of this dissertation, traditional 

revenue refers to monies collected and appropriated to schools through taxation and 

appropriation by a local legal authority. 

Incentive programs.  Incentive programs are corporate programs that provide 

funds or resources based upon goal achievement, such as Pizza Hut’s Book It reading 

program (Molnar, 2006). 

Electronic marketing.  Electronic marketing has been defined as “the provision of 

electronic programming, equipment, or both in return for the right to advertise to students 

or their families and community members in the school or when they contact the school 



  

10 
 

or district” (Molnar, 2006, p. 19).  Prime examples of this activity include Channel One 

and Discovery Channel’s UnitedStreaming.   

Appropriation of space.  Space appropriation refers to “the allocation of school 

space such as scoreboards, rooftops, bulletin boards, walls, and textbooks to corporate 

advertising messages; including the sale of naming rights for school property” (Molnar, 

2006, p. 14). 

SEMs.  Sponsored educational materials or SEMs are “materials supplied by 

commercial interests, such as corporations or trade associations, who claim to have 

instructional content” (Molnar, 2006, p. 53).  Examples include textbooks, folders, and 

rulers bearing a corporate name or logo often tied to advertising. 

Privatization.  Molnar (2006) defined privatization as “management of schools or 

school programs by private, for-profit corporations or other non-profit entities, primarily 

for-profit companies that contract to manage charter schools or district schools and that 

operate after-school tutoring programs and summer school programs” (p. 22). 

Fundraising.  Fundraising comprises “commercial programs marketed to schools 

to raise funds for school programs and activities, including door-to-door sales, affinity 

marketing programs, and similar ventures” (Molnar, 2006, p. 25). 

Philanthropy.  For the purposes of this research, philanthropy refers to 

individuals’ or groups’ striving to improve the well being of an educational institution 

through charitable contributions.   

Lottery.  For the purpose of this study, lottery refers only to state-sanctioned 

practices in which tickets of chance are sold to the general public as a way of supplying 

revenue for government projects and outlays such as education. 
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503(c)3.  This designation represents a financial code specified by the Internal 

Revenue Service to identify tax-exempt charitable organizations. 

LEFs. Local education foundations (LEFs) are tax-exempt, third-party affiliations 

that are “entirely independent of a school district but whose purpose is to improve the 

quality of education and education facilities in that district by raising funds on its behalf 

and disbursing those funds to the district to support high priority projects” (Rasmussen, 

1993, p. I-1).  The literature uses LEF and EF (education foundation) synonymously. 

Foundation. A foundation is “a financial organization that facilitates the transfer 

of private-sector funds to nonprofit organizations.  The IRS code states that foundation 

funds can only be given to nonprofits that are registered as 501(c)3 tax-exempt charitable 

organizations” (Clark, 2002, p. 10).  Christner (2006) expanded on this definition: “a 

nongovernmental, nonprofit organization with funds and programs managed by the 

foundation’s trustees or director and established to maintain or aid social, education, 

charitable, religious, or other activities serving the common welfare, primarily through 

making grants” (p. 9). 

Donor. “Donors are people who actively support the work of nonprofit 

organizations through their sustained financial contributions” (Burnett, 2002, p. 4).  This 

concept also includes organizations that provide resources to nonprofit organizations. 

Donee. A donee, also known as a beneficiary or grantee, is the recipient of funds 

or other resources. 

Beneficiary. “In philanthropic terms, the donee or grantee receiving funds from a 

foundation or corporate giving program is the beneficiary, although society may benefit 

as well” (Levenson, 2007, p. 174). 
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Endowment. This term refers to “a gift that is invested, the income from which is 

used to fund a gift request (e.g., student scholarships, faculty positions, etc.)” (Clark, 

2002, p. 8). 

District or Division. These terms are used synonymously throughout this 

dissertation to refer to an organized group of schools.  

Multicase Analysis. Research consisting of more than one case in which “the 

findings” are “likely to be more robust than having only one a single case” (Yin, 2003, p. 

133). 

Cross-case Analysis. Expanding on multicase research, a cross-case analysis “can 

start to probe whether different groups of cases appear to share some similarity and 

deserve to be considered instances of the same “type” of general case” (Yin, 2003, p. 

135). 

Organization of Study 

This dissertation proposal is organized into five chapters.  Chapter 1 presents an 

introduction to the problem, the significance of the study, limitations, terms, and a basis 

for the research to be employed during the research.  Chapter 2 comprises a 

comprehensive review of the literature in the field of commercialism and private funding 

in education.  It details background information, organizational concepts, and 

philosophical underpinnings of the phenomenon of private access to primarily public 

education.  Although the literature applies primarily to the United States, it includes 

limited reference to other Western societies.  Chapter 3 discusses the research 

methodology utilized in this study, including conceptual or theoretical frameworks, 

paradigms, design, procedures, and other specifics of the research design.  The results of 
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the research are outlined in Chapter 4, and the findings, interpretations, conclusions, and 

recommendations are presented in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

Inferences for Study 

The United States educational system is at a crossroads.  Educational institutions 

can either rely solely on public funds raised through taxation or enter into agreements 

with private industry to supplement their financial and resource shortcomings.  The goal 

of this study was to examine how such partnerships were currently being employed and, 

ultimately, to present conclusions and recommendations for current and future school 

leaders.  The research focused less on the corporate perspective and more on the 

perspective of educational administrators.  Many school districts have used marketing 

representatives to solicit contributions; traditionally, the principal has acted in this 

capacity or at least provided approval of the practice.  Clark (2002) asserted, “In lieu of 

hiring a development professional, the principal who represents the school in its totality 

and can speak most persuasively in support of its needs is the best school spokesperson 

and planner for fund-raising activities” (p. 99).  Private funding and commercialism are 

widespread yet complex.   

The literature review presented in Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive look at the 

practices, participants, and characteristics of this growing trend in education.  This 

background review of contributions is necessary to understand policy and practice, the 

reasons that schools are participating in school commercialism, and specific 

characteristics inherent in alternative funding for the daily operation of public schools.  

The review of the literature revealed that, although these practices have been widespread, 

administrators have little or no training in the field of alternative funding.  This deficit is 

very significant as schools consistently are being asked by stakeholders to increase 
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academic proficiency with scarce financial resources.  Without additional outside funding 

from atypical sources, tax revenues will not be able to support the increased level of need 

required by our public education system (Norton & Kelly, 1997).  The comprehensive 

review of literature also demonstrated a lack of empirical research and evidence in the 

field of private funding streams, corporate access, and schoolhouse commercialism.   

Theoretical or Conceptual Framework for Study 

Educational leaders, arguably the principals and assistant principals, are the 

individuals that face the onslaught of corporate entities, accountability pressures, and 

financial constraints associated with operating schools.  Because these responsibilities 

rest ultimately on the shoulders of these administrators, the resource dependency theory 

is applicable for this dissertation: Administrators are given the tasks of acquiring 

resources and dealing with external pressures, both of which are central characteristics of 

this theoretical model.  The concept of resource dependency theory (RDT) was thrust to 

the forefront in the 1970s as a viable explanation for organizational behavior and was 

propagated in The External Control of Organizations: A Resource Dependency Theory 

(Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).  This work examined the ways in which outside interests 

influenced the operation of an organization; in many ways, each depended on the other.  

Pfeffer and Salancik (2003) asserted, “The need for resources, including financial and 

physical resources as well as information, obtained from the environment, made 

organizations potentially dependent on the external sources of these resources—hence the 

characterization of the theory as resource dependence,” stating further that “dependencies 

are often reciprocal and sometimes indirect” (p. xii).  The public often perceives schools 

as operating with expansive amounts of autonomy, with the principal at the helm.  In 
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reality, they operate under the supervision of their local school board and are increasingly 

becoming an integral part of the local environment or community they serve.  Being part 

of the community, funded by taxpayers, exerts pressures and dependencies.  Schools then 

find it necessary to reach out to alternative revenue streams, with access to students often 

serving as a tradeoff for additional funding (Foreman, 2002; Manning, 2001; Molnar, 

2006).   

The way in which the educational administrator handles such transactions can be 

critical to a school’s success or failure in acquiring financial resources.  Consequently, 

this outside influence can potentially damage the most important commodity in 

education: the student.  Pfeffer and Salancik (2003) stated, “Organizations transact with 

others for necessary resources, and control over resources provides others with power 

over the organization” (p. 258).  This assertion was the basis for conducting research in 

this domain of educational policy.  Because of their participation in the provision of 

resources, some outside agencies exert tremendous influence directly whereas other 

influences are indirect.  Pfeffer and Salancik stated further, “To the extent that these 

actors control critical resources and certain conditions are met, they are in a position to 

influence the actions of organizations” (p. 259).  The authors discussed eight conditions 

as follows: 

1. The possession of some resource by the social sector; 

2. The importance of the resource to the focal organization; its criticality 

for the organization’s activities and survival; 

3. The inability of the focal organization to obtain the resources 

elsewhere; 
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4. The visibility of the behavior or activity being controlled; 

5. The social actor’s discretion in the allocation, access, and use of the 

critical resource;  

6. The focal organization’s discretion and capability to take the desired 

action; 

7. The focal organization’s lack of control over resource critical to the 

social sector; and, 

8. The ability of the social actor to make preferences known to the focal 

organization. (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003, p. 260) 

It is important to note that each either party can change each of these criteria and 

that the focal party (or school) can decide to embrace commercial interest. This action by 

the school allows access to students by giving up some power or avoiding participation, 

thereby losing additional funding for badly needed resources (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003).  

“Choice, however, is only one step in the decision process.  Prior to the exercise of 

choice, information about the environment and possible consequences of alternative 

actions must be acquired and processed” (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003, p. 266).  The need 

for understanding information, consequences, and decisions when seeking alternate 

funding resources is the basis for applying the RDT to this study.  According to sources 

close to the two organizations studied, both agencies operate educational facilities and 

have experienced considerable success in acquiring financial resources outside the norm 

of traditional revenue streams.  These examples are consistent with RDT. 
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Background of Commercial Contributions 

The bond between education and profit is longstanding.  Historically, the roots of 

education can be traced over hundreds, even thousands, of years to periods when 

apprenticeships and guilds were the norm and were necessary to support businesses and 

markets and empower kingdoms.  As an unsophisticated form of advertisement, students 

in a trade or profession stamped their wares to identify their work or location of study. 

In terms of history, the magnitude and sophistication of private ties to public 

education represents a relatively recent change.  Over the past quarter century, the 

American education system has been overwhelmed with commercialization.  Molnar 

(2005), an expert in the field, coined an appropriate phrase, schoolhouse commercialism, 

which summed up the vast array of for-profit activities and business ventures that have 

infiltrated education.  A researcher in the field of private funding for education described 

Molnar: “Alex Molnar is the foremost critic of school commercialism in the United 

States.  Vigorously engaged in academic, public policy, and popular debate on the topic, 

his Education Policy Studies Laboratory (and CERU) at Arizona State University 

educates legislators, journalists, and the public on the dangers of commercializing 

schools” (Saltman, as cited in Molnar, 2005, p. viii).  The purpose of including Molnar’s 

views in this research is not to assert that all research, opinion, and practice should be 

deemed negative.  The following chapter includes a report and review of literature related 

to this topic. 

The review of the literature indicated that schoolhouse commercialism is a 

relatively new area of study, revealing minimal research to substantiate conclusions for or 

against the practice.  The literature review included books, research dissertations, group 
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research, and scholarly articles; however, the bulk of the available work published on the 

topic was anecdotal in nature.  This anecdotal literature should not be discounted as 

commercialism in education has been moderately explored at best.  This literature both 

reports and reviews what has been taking place in the field.   

Most of the literature searches were exercised through electronic means via the 

Internet.  Although not limited to the following, the greater part of this paper’s researched 

literature was found through databases such as ProQuest, Academic Search Premier, 

Lexis-Nexis, Dissertation Abstracts International, JSTOR, and Google Scholar.  Primary 

search terms included, but were not limited to, education, commercialism, sponsorship, 

business partnerships, advertisement, exclusive contracts, school finance, marketing, 

naming rights, resources, and other variations of these terms.  Significant efforts were 

made in this literature review to include only items and searches deemed credible.  In 

addition, the reviewed literature dealt with commercial interests that overtly targeted 

public schools.  The major area of schoolhouse commercialism that was not reviewed 

was privatization.  This omission was not intended to discount the effect of privatization 

on public education; it was intended only to narrow the focus of the study. 

History .  Schoolhouse commercialism is not a new phenomenon; however, it is a 

growing one.  As early as 1890, class materials were being produced with a paint 

company logo embossed on the supplements (Molnar, 2005).  As far back as the 1920s, 

concern began to arise regarding commercial exploitation of schools.  The National 

Education Association set up a committee to identify the effect of commercialism in 

public schools (Molnar & Reaves, 2002).  This committee also examined public policy, 
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conducted interviews of educational personnel, and identified the means of 

advertisements being propagated to schools (Molnar, 2005b).  

The mechanism driving contemporary change could be linked to a national crisis 

set in motion by A Nation at Risk.  Published in 1983, this call to arms ignited a state of 

panic in education and American society resulting in increased scrutiny of the educational 

process.  It professed that the American educational system was in shambles and could 

cause the United States to backslide into a subservient role in world affairs and the global 

economy (Molnar, 2005).  This manifesto also set forth a series of reforms that are still 

being developed and implemented today, encouraging greater cooperation and influence 

from the federal government and the private sector with regard to the public educational 

arena.  According to Cross (2004)), “with 36 pages and an engaging title, A Nation at 

Risk, the bully pulpit for the federal role in education had been elevated to a new height” 

(p. 78).  Once in the federal and public forums, it provided the catalyst for corporate 

participation in the reform of the American education system (Molnar, 1996). 

In 1994, the General Agreement on Trade Services (GATS) was ratified.  Reaves 

of Arizona State University produced an unpublished manuscript titled From Public 

Good to Private Privilege that outlined how GATS “and earlier other international trade 

agreements have begun to create a framework that views education as “a commodity 

rather than consciousness-raising experience” (as cited in Molnar, 2005, p. 130).  Reaves 

described this globalization trend as “carefully orchestrated initiatives put forward by 

government leaders, business executives, and international financial institutions to 

reshape societies and create economic environments that ensure profits for corporations” 

(as cited in Molnar, 2005, pp. 130-131).  Abundant opportunities for profit were noted.  
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Molnar pointed out the magnitude of educational commodities by referring to the United 

Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) examination of 

global trade in education.  Guttman wrote in 2000: “Two trillion dollars or one-twentieth 

of global gross domestic product: this is what the world spends on education according to 

most measured assessments,”  with the private sector “gaining unprecedented influence in 

running education and reshaping its goals” (p. 1). 

At the start of the 21st century, The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) 

placed increased accountability demands on school systems to increase student 

performance as measured by standardized testing.  These demands taxed already 

dwindling resources because of the need to fund additional personnel, training, and 

assessment requirements.  Teachers and administrators attempted to procure additional 

financial streams to supplement their classrooms, facilities, and athletic programs. 

One of the for-profit corporations, The Channel One Network, originally entered 

classrooms in 1989 to provide current events education.  The 12-minute daily segments 

were supplemented with 2-minute commercial endorsements.  The CERU monitored 

huge increases in marketing in schools from the 1980s and beyond (Molnar & Reaves, 

2002).  Cable and satellite television made classrooms more accessible, and the spread of 

the Internet opened up a whole new realm of opportunities for marketers.  Today the 

American people broadcast, download, and video stream information ranging from the 

local news to the Discovery Channel, most of which contains embedded advertisements. 

Commercialism in schools has increased, in part, because of the ever-growing 

financial shortfalls in educational funding.  Kowal (2003) wrote, “Administrators and 

school boards are looking for ways to increase revenue without raising taxes” (p. 10).  
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Empirical evidence has indicated that commercial deals in high school educational 

venues have grown exponentially over the past quarter century.  Despite the amount of 

corporate involvement in education, most parents are aware only of athletic sponsorships, 

one of the most visible and acceptable forms of advertisement in school facilities. 

Corporate Sponsorship of School Sports 

Sponsorship.  Corporate sponsorship has traditionally been associated with 

sporting teams, organizations, players, and business entities, ideally for the benefit of all 

parties involved.  In the 21st century it is probably difficult to find sports teams that do 

not employ some sort of sponsorship.  For various reasons, including widespread 

acceptance of the practice, sports sponsorship continues to grow; it will inevitably open 

other areas of education to commercial influence (McCollum, 2005; McHenry, 2000; 

Overton, 2005).  

Players.  The players are the stakeholders most associated with high school 

athletics and the sports industry; however, “the sports industry can be defined by the 

exchange process that takes place between three constituents in the industry defined as 

consumers, products, and intermediaries” (Shank, as cited in Arnold, 2004, p. 16). 

Primary stakeholders include school officials, athletes, business interests, and any other 

consumers receiving exposure through the efforts of the previous parties.  Additional key 

actors include public education supporters and members of interest groups lobbying on 

behalf of corporations.  

Historical context in high school sports.  An observer does not require empirical 

evidence to identify the existence of sports sponsorship.  Sporting activities ranging from 

Little League baseball to the National Football League are saturated with corporate 
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marketing influence.  In addition to its growing popularity, sponsorship of sports 

activities remains a staple of their existence; K-12 school sports are no exception. 

A review of the literature indicated that very little attention had been focused on 

the ways in which high school sports programs are funded, with the exception of 

fundraising through admission fees, participation fees, donations, concessions, and 

taxation (Bravo, 2004).  With the exception of billboard and scoreboard sponsors, the 

high school market was found to be relatively barren of corporate involvement (Overton, 

2005). 

A 1972 amendment to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 evolved into Title IX, which 

requires federally funded schools to provide equal opportunities to females and their 

respective sports programs. Bravo (2004) pinpointed this legislation as the primary force 

in schools for soliciting alternative incomes and resources, usually in the form of 

donations, appropriation of space, advertisement exposure, exclusive contracts, and 

corporate events.  Without these alternative funding streams, school divisions face the 

option of cutting other programs or increasing taxes, admission costs, and participation 

fees (Clark, 2002; Foley, 1994; Lewin, 2006; Mummau, 2004). 

Initial inroads for corporate advertisement occurred at the professional level; 

however, over the years this phenomenon has trickled down through educational venues. 

Over the latter part of the 20th century, corporate sponsorship in professional sporting 

venues began to migrate into the intercollegiate level. After saturating these markets, “the 

next logical step” was to target inroads into the high school level (Arnold, 2004, p. 27). 

In an interview for Sports Illustrated, Gary Rushin of Commercial Alert, a 

nonprofit organization, discussed the influx of commercialism into areas such as high 
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schools that had previously been untouched by high-pressure corporate influence.  He 

wrote, “This…creep—the continuous infiltration of advertising into every nook and 

cranny of our culture—is…assaultive and leaves many of us seeking sanctuary.  Some 

places like ball games, no longer are sanctuaries” (Rushin, 2004, p. 17). 

Arnold (2004) raised the question of whether or not the corporate world should 

even be interested in the high school market; however, it is obvious that consumers 

participate and attend these events.  High school sporting events have a captive 

following.  Consumers include participants’ families, student and faculty bodies, and 

community supporters; in many cases involving excelled athleticism, national recognition 

solicits larger audiences of potential customers, as exemplified by the National Basketball 

Players Association players Kobe Bryant and Lebron James.  Bryant, a standout player in 

the National Basketball Association (NBA), acquired numerous sponsorship deals to 

target American consumers.  International corporations began wooing Lebron James in 

his high school years with the hope of associating their products with his persona and 

athletic prowess (Arnold, 2004).  Corporate interest in both of these athletes was high, 

and the payoff was generalized into additional domains and influence (Rushin, 2004).  

Lebron James-endorsed products gained significant market share, and according to 

census figures gathered by the United States Social Security Administration, more 

newborns in 2003 were named Kobe than Jimmy (Rushin, 2004). 

With the evolution of technology, exposure to high school sports through 

traditional interactive media has increased (Fisher & Richardson, 2002).  Marketing 

companies have capitalized on this relatively untouched market.  This phenomenon is not 

simply a one-sided attempt by big business; some districts have made special efforts to 
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hire development officers to solicit corporate sponsorships (Lewin, 2006).  DD 

Marketing, Inc. is an entity that helps solicit, negotiate, and produce corporate 

partnerships (and monetary resources) for educational institutions.  Exclusive beverage 

contracts are the mainstay of DD Marketing, Inc. (one as high as $50 million), but the 

company also negotiates contracts that have a direct impact on sporting events and 

participants (DD Marketing, n.d.).  Although ethical choices are made to eliminate 

undesirable companies, such as those involved in the alcohol and tobacco industries, 

solicitations to the business community are occurring in ever increasing numbers (Levin, 

2006).  DD Marketing, Inc. described one district’s initial involvement with corporate 

sponsorship: 

For example, Mr. Roumph’s involvement with corporate sponsorship 

began with Pueblo School District 60 in Pueblo, Colorado.  In order to 

fight off the impending cuts in Pueblo School District 60 athletic 

programs, the school district implemented a student-athlete participation 

fee ($50 per sport).  This led to a drastic decline in the number of students 

participating in middle and high school athletics.  In 1993-1994, a special 

reorganization task force sponsored by the school district was developed 

to help solve this problem. (DD Marketing, n.d., para. 4) 

The results of this endeavor were promising.  In the first year, DD Marketing and 

the Pueblo School District raised an additional $178,000, which resulted in a reduction in 

participation fees and a 600% increase in student participation.  In the next 6 years, DD 

Marketing, Inc., helped raise $1.3 million in financial benefits for the school district (DD 

Marketing, n.d.). 
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High school sporting events are being increasingly covered on television sports 

programs, and many cable subscribers are able to watch high school events on local 

television stations.  As far back as 1987, Entertainment and Sports Programming 

Network (ESPN) was broadcasting high school basketball games; consequently, a 

relatively new market was born.  These broadcasts now have become a regular 

component of ESPN and other cable programming (Arnold, 2004). 

With the success of corporate sponsorship, there is very little opportunity for 

administrators to curtail this practice.  Corporate name brands have been associated with 

success, causing students to construe inanimate objects, concepts, and corporate logos as 

shortcuts to success.  A disadvantage involves the inequity that may occur between those 

schools that have sponsorships versus those that do not.  Most corporate entities want 

their products or logos associated with athletic achievement.  As a negative byproduct of 

this desire, it seems logical that disparities might widen between teams if the higher 

performing teams’ continue to acquire more resources for enhanced training, equipment, 

and personnel. 

In Corporate Sponsorship and Secondary School Athletics, McHenry (2000) 

described a mixed-methods study conducted in Canada, which examined “the general 

level of interest by companies in sponsoring secondary school athletics programs,” their 

motivations, and their decision making process when participating in sponsorship (p. 3).   

Through qualitative, anecdotal comments, McHenry also solicited guidelines suggested 

by participating companies and information about “the nature of corporate sponsorship 

with relationship to monetary contributions, donations of equipment and/or supplies, 

volunteering of time, etc.” (p. 3). 
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For the descriptive portion of his study, McHenry (2000) obtained data from a 

random sample of individuals listed in a Toronto telephone directory; 50 companies were 

selected (30 large and 20 small) to receive mailed questionnaires.  The response rate was 

53.3% (n = 16) for the large companies and 70% (n = 14) for the small businesses.  

Despite questionable assumptions about the validity and reliability of the instrument, 

McHenry submitted findings that could be beneficial to educational or athletic officials in 

search of supplemental funds. 

Examination of the interest levels of businesses outlined in McHenry’s first 

research question revealed the following findings: Only 30% (n = 9) of the businesses 

had been approached about partnership, whereas 80% (n = 24) had never provided 

sponsorship.  Nevertheless, “half of the small companies” (n = 7) and “38% of the large 

companies” (n = 6) indicated that they were likely or very likely to “provide sponsorship 

under the OFSSA (Ontario Federation of School Athletic Associations) guidelines” (p. 

80). 

In examining the motivation for these Ontario firms to participate, McHenry 

(2000) concluded that prioritization indicated minor differences depending on the size of 

the company: 

Large Companies         Small Companies 

1. Support education    1.  Support education 
2. Public image    2.  Public image 
3. Sponsorship goodwill   3.  Sponsorship exposure 
4. Sponsorship exposure   4.  Sponsorship goodwill 
5. Increase business objectives  5.  Personal enjoyment 
6. Provide scholarships   6.  Business objectives 
7. Enhance prestige    7.  Enhance prestige 
8. Personal enjoyment   8.  Provide scholarships 
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These findings demonstrate relatively similar rankings of motivation criteria for 

contributing to secondary Ontario school athletics.  In an environment of competitive 

sports, an interesting observation by McHenry (2000) regarding motivation was that none 

emphasized or even mentioned winning. 

Based on the findings related to Research Question 3, large and small companies 

differed on decision-making levels as follows: 

The data collected suggested that large and small companies differ when 

deciding which level had the final authority to approve scholarship 

proposals.  For large companies, upper management had the final decision 

authority in 56.25% of the cases while middle management made the 

decision 37.5% of the time.  For small firms, upper management had the 

final decision authority in 85.17% of the cases while middle management 

made the decision only 7.13% of the time. (McHenry, 2000, p. 83) 

This information also provided guidance for educational personnel regarding who, 

at what levels of management, should be pursued when soliciting contributions.  In 

courting large companies, McHenry (2000) implied, “both middle and upper management 

continued to play a prominent role,” with upper management usually providing “the final 

decision to approve sponsorship proposals” (p. 83).  Financial approval was typically 

granted at the upper levels, with contractual agreements and implementation 

accomplished at middle management levels (McHenry, 2000).  In smaller companies, 

upper management or owners provided this type of guidance. 

Research Question 4 of the study sought to find guidelines for schools to utilize 

when soliciting sponsorships.  Relating this question to Question 3, McHenry (2000) 
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found that a “majority (62.66%) of company decision-makers indicated that a 

representative on behalf of a particular school” should initiate contact with the business.  

In addition, results of the questionnaire indicated that in large companies (64.17%), this 

contact should be made with middle management and “for small companies, in 62.5% of 

the time, upper management should have been the initial management contact” (p. 84).  A 

small majority (53.84%) indicated a preference for a formal letter as the most effective 

tool for preliminary contact.  A telephone call by the school’s athletic administrator 

ranked second in preference (26.92%). 

Classification of Commercialism 

The bulk of the literature focused on commercial activities in schools consisted of 

research conducted and published by Alex Molnar in conjunction with Arizona State 

University’s CERU:  

CERU conducts research, disseminates information, and helps facilitate 

dialogue between the education community, policymakers, and the public 

at large about commercial activities in schools.  CERU is the only national 

academic research unit dedicated to this topic.  CERU is guided by the 

belief that mixing commercial activities with public education raises 

fundamental issues of public policy, curriculum content, the proper 

relationship of educators to the students entrusted to them, and the values 

that schools embody. (CERU, n.d., para. 1) 

Commercialism in schools is an evolving process, which can be categorized into 

numerous classifications.  Molnar (2006) discussed eight primary groups of 

commercialism: sponsorship of programs and activities, exclusive agreements, incentive 
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programs, appropriation of space, sponsored education materials, electronic marketing, 

privatization, and fundraising.  The CERU suggested that children’s health and generic 

commercialism be added to the original eight to encompass situations that may not fit 

appropriately under the primary categories (Molnar, 2006).  The CERU definition of 

terms will serve as a consistent vocabulary framework throughout this study.   

Sponsorship of programs and activities.  Program and activity sponsors 

typically want to provide funds and subsidies “in return for the right to associate their 

name with the activities: this may include various kinds of academic contests, 

scholarships, or support for particular school programs” (Molnar, 2006, p. 7).  Academic 

contests can include corporate branded spelling bees, prizes associated with names or 

company logos, or a multitude of other events with links to commercial interests.  It 

should be noted that not all sponsorship has an advertisement-laden agenda.  Some 

sponsorship is based upon need, generosity, and goodwill, but the bulk takes place to 

“help create favorable public perception” of the contributor (Molnar, 2006, p. 9).  

Examples include the National Merit Scholarships carrying corporate associations 

(MacDonald, 2006); the Colgate Games (1999); volunteers celebrated by the Prudential 

Spirit of Community Awards (Prudential Financial, 2006); sponsorships by Target, which 

has raised in excess of $186 million for schools (Target, n.d.); Wal-Mart; and a multitude 

of other organizations seeking to provide goodwill, increase their visibility, and improve 

community relations. 

Groups based upon goodwill, market exposure, and need—not always to meet the 

need of the recipient but in many cases to fulfill the needs of an industry, have provided 

scholarships.  Unnamed scholarship donors provide funding, but the weight of giving 
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often is provided through corporate sponsorship, again, with the intention of exposure 

and provision of a service to a particular industry.  Businesses provide scholarships and 

grants to gain recognition by attaching their corporate names or logos.  Others may or 

may not attach a particular identifier, but the intention of the awards is to benefit the 

industry, either by changing public perceptions or by filling voids left by labor shortages 

(Molnar, 2006). 

Exclusive agreements.  Molnar (2006) described exclusive agreements as those 

“between schools and corporations that give corporations the exclusive right to sell and 

promote their goods or services in the school district, for example, exclusive pouring 

rights for Pepsi-Cola or Coca-Cola” (p. 10).  Although the megabottlers are the primary 

beneficiaries of the soft drink market, exclusive agreements are signed daily with food 

distributors, computer and software suppliers, apparel companies, and consumables 

companies. 

  Because these agreements are in the public eye, increased scrutiny has recently 

developed, resulting in an ebb and flow of activity.  Although the influx of these 

agreements has increased tremendously over the past quarter century, in 2006 there was a 

strategic retreat from the soft drink giants (Molnar, 2006).  The intention was to stave off 

efforts by consumer advocacy groups, concerned citizenry, and legislators to limit such 

activity because of the detrimental nutritional effects on children.  The result has been a 

drop in the reporting of exclusive beverage contracts (Schrappen, 2005).  Although a 

victory on the surface, Manning’s (2001) The Littlest Coke Addicts noted that Coca-Cola 

exercises only modest control over independent local distributor activities.   
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The most visible benefit of exclusive contracting is the financial incentives that 

can be provided to local school districts.  Despite the difficulties in oversight, the practice 

of garnering monies from soft drink companies is significant.  Based upon a 2005 

Government Accountability Office (GAO) report, Pinson (2006) asserted, 

Exclusive contracts with soda companies have emerged as a commonplace 

source of revenue—and sugar—for school districts.  In the early 1990s, 

school boards and administrators began signing these beverage contracts, 

granting companies exclusive and long-term rights to sell and advertise 

beverages on school campuses in exchange for funding and other 

incentives.  According to a 2005 Government Accountability Office 

report, nearly 75 percent of U.S. high schools, 65 percent of middle 

schools, and 30 percent of elementary schools had exclusive contracts for 

the 2003-2004 school year.  According to this study, the contracts 

generated the largest source of funding of all food fundraisers outside the 

school meal programs. (para. 2) 

Due to the magnitude of corporate participation, logistics, and variance in 

application, it is impossible for researchers to quantify an accurate assessment of the 

revenues generated through soft drink partnerships.  In another GAO (2000) report that 

examined this practice, it was noted that revenues varied from $12 per year in one 

elementary school to “$4,000, or about $3.65 per student” in one middle school, as well 

as “$67,000 in up-front money and commissions in its first year, or about $12 per student 

over the life of the contract” in one high school and “guaranteed…minimum of $30 per 

student per year, or about $785,000” in another high school (pp. 32-33).  Although the 
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higher end numbers are often impressive, the details may portray a different perspective. 

Pinson noted in 2006: 

In 1998, Hillsboro School District, a district near Portland with 

approximately 19,000 enrolled students, signed a 12-year exclusive 

contract with Coke.  In exchange for about 30 percent of the sales revenue, 

plus a $300,000 upfront cash payment and a $1 million all-weather 

playing field, the district granted the company exclusive rights to sell and 

advertise its products on school campuses. 

Over the course of the contract, our study reveals, Hillsboro 

students have to spend about $10 million in order to purchase the 

minimum sales volume of 10,800,000 beverages guaranteed by the district 

in the contract.  Based on its 30 percent commission rate, the district will 

receive about $3 million of this total amount spent, the company will gain 

the remaining $7 million.  Clearly, the majority of money generated by the 

contract is coming from students, not from the $1.3 million in upfront 

company fees.  And the company takes the majority of the money that 

students spend. (para. 7-8)  

There was no evidence substantiated in the literature demonstrating that soft drink 

purveyors intend to purposely cheat or cause duress for educational establishments; the 

literature suggested the opposite.  Yet, as in any negotiation, each party has competing 

interests and a different set of stakeholders to whom they are held accountable (Bolman 

& Deal, 2003).  Educational leaders need to be trained and provided with policy 

guidelines to prevent weakened negotiating power. 
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The greatest criticism affecting beverage contracts has resulted from the mounting 

evidence regarding nutrition and obesity in children.  Exclusive contracting outside the 

food and beverage industry also can be critiqued.  Despite financial advantages, 

agreements with suppliers, contractors, and corporations limit choice for schools. 

Saltman (2000) wrote, “Public schools have long been part of the democratic tradition,” 

asserting that constraints on market choice and free will may send the wrong message to 

students (p. 79).  In addition to being affected by detrimental physical side effects, 

students have become captive markets in which cognitive influences are apparent.  

Molnar (1996) asserted, “If America’s capacity to renew its democracy rests on an 

educated citizenry making well-informed public policy decisions, every American is 

poorly served when public schools turn their curricula into an educational flea market 

open to anyone who has money to set up a table” (p. 38). 

Incentive programs.  Molnar (2006) defined incentive programs as “corporate 

programs that provide money, goods, or services to a student, school, or school district 

when its students, parents, or staff engage in a specified activity—usually in return for 

achieving certain academic goals” (p. 12).   

Incentive programs may be the product of specific teachers, schools, or districts.  

Anyone interested in this topic can enter Google search terms such as “company name 

school rewards,” and the official partnerships become apparent.  An example is the Web 

site for Tallwood Elementary School in Virginia Beach, Virginia (Virginia Beach City 

Public Schools [VBCPS], n.d.).  The Partners-in-Education link on the site includes a list 

of community partnerships and their respective incentives.  Of the 21 partners listed on 

the page, 71% (n = 15) were attributed to local businesses, primarily food purveyors.  
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Other sponsors that fall into this category include Pizza Hut’s Book-It reading program; 

McDonald’s McTeacher Nights; supermarket partnerships; and the General Mills 

program, Box Tops for Education (Schor, 2004). 

Advantages for the schools include financial assistance, additional resources, 

motivational rewards (as in programs that encourage attendance, participation, and 

performance), and increased community involvement in the operation of the school.  

Disadvantages of incentive programs often are tied to corporate involvement or 

marketing practices aimed at students, their families, and educators.  In addition, this 

practice can waste valuable time in selling commodities rather than engaging in learning. 

Appropriation of space.  Appropriation of space has been defined as “the 

allocation of school space such as scoreboards, rooftops, bulletin boards, walls, and 

textbooks to corporate advertising messages, including the sale of naming rights for 

school property” (Molnar, 2006, p. 14).  The general public has grown accustomed to 

seeing the famous Coca-Cola script, originally deemed the most visible inroad into 

commercialism of schools, on football scoreboards, baseball fences, student yearbooks, 

and athletic event programs.  What began as naming rights in stadiums evolved into 

naming rights with regard to all aspects of school property.  Overton (2005) noted several 

substantial deals, such as selling personal stadium seat licenses for $1,500 in an Ohio 

high school and a 1.92-million-dollar contract for improvements at an unnamed high 

school facility.  A Philadelphia school went to the extent of using marketing brochures 

soliciting $500,000 for cafeteria sponsorship, $5,000,000 for school naming rights, and 

$25,000 for sponsorship of each classroom.  At the time of this writing, Microsoft had 
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negotiated a deal for the naming rights of the school visitor center in return for $100,000 

(Lewin, 2006). 

Negative or philosophical arguments often arise concerning even the 

appropriation of space.  In addition to this line of reasoning against advertisements in 

schools, one fundamental point has arisen.  Public education facilities are funded by tax 

dollars and, therefore, are owned by the entire community.  As asked by Lewin (2006), 

how can any administrator have the ability to sell rights to this property or, at the least, 

subsidize corporate advertising with the public’s money? 

Sponsored education materials (SEMs).  Sponsored education materials, or 

SEMs, have been defined as “materials supplied by commercial interests, such as 

corporations or trade associations, who claim to have an instructional content” (Molnar, 

2006, p. 16).  Business entities typically supply materials to schools in return for market 

exposure.  The return is sometimes blatant, as in a company logo’s being posted on the 

cover of textbooks, or subtle, as in the case in which Proctor and Gamble embedded 

procompany information in a Civil War lesson (Molnar, 2003a). 

One danger inherent in SEMs is the fact “that corporate sponsored materials may 

not be reviewed thoroughly by teachers or the local school board” before their 

implementation (Lunden, 2007, p. 30).  In many cases, the first review of materials by a 

school official occurs when the materials are distributed to students.  In other cases, this 

practice can be a distracting force for the instructional relevance of the academic lesson.  

Lunden asserted, “Many [scholars] believe that using these kinds of self-serving and 

misleading materials that are disguised as instructional materials is harmful to students 

and society in general” (p. 31). 
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Electronic marketing.  Molnar (2006) described electronic marketing as “the 

provision of electronic programming, equipment, or both in return for the right to 

advertise to students or their families and community members in the school or when 

they contact the school district” (p. 19).  Examples have included Channel One, ZapMe, 

and other media broadcast into classrooms.  The marketing message may be as simple as 

“this lesson is provided to you by…” or a corporate logo at the bottom of the video 

presentation.  Other examples can significantly cut into instructional time while 

conveying messages that may or may not be appropriate in an educational environment.  

Channel One programming has been the most prevalent, but others have emerged in 

recent years, such as the Discovery Channel’s United Streaming and the History 

Channel’s Classroom programs.  More recently, electronic marketing has incorporated 

systems used on school buses; an example includes GPS tracking provided in return for 

radio advertisement time. 

Privatization .  Privatization, as defined by Molnar (2006), is the “management of 

school programs by private, for-profit corporations or other non-public entities; primarily 

for-profit companies that contract to manage charter schools or district schools and that 

operate after-school tutoring programs and summer school programs” (p. 22). 

Because this dissertation is based on the idea of soliciting or not soliciting 

additional funds into the school environment, privatization is not examined as an 

alternative for educators.  This study is operating under the assumption that the 

educator’s choice of status (private versus public) is static. 

Fundraising.  The CERU added the category of fundraising to its list of types of 

educational commercialism during the 1999-2000 school year.  Fundraising has been 
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defined as “commercial programs marketed to schools to raise funds for school programs 

and activities, including door-to-door sales, affinity marketing programs, and similar 

ventures” (Molnar, 2006, p. 25).  Another type of fundraising takes place through 

philanthropic endeavors, but due to the complexity and unique nature of philanthropy, 

this study will address it as a separate category. 

Bake sales, book fairs, and material solicitations are the most common forms of 

fundraising and are certain to remain part of the fabric of school resource solicitation.  

There are both advantages and disadvantages to these practices.  In addition to raising 

monies, these ventures often aid in the development of social skills.  In a market-oriented 

society, fundraiser sales can teach valuable lessons related to marketing, consumerism, 

and effective salesmanship techniques.   

Disadvantages of these typical types of fundraising include issues such as 

saturation, interruption of instructional time, and student safety concerns.  Door-to-door 

sales by minors can expose young children to situations that may compromise their 

personal safety.  In addition, a tremendous amount of effort is expended by students, 

teachers, and administrators in these endeavors, whereas other practices such as soliciting 

philanthropy may serve as more efficient forms of fundraising:   

While bake sales, candy sales, carnivals, and car washes create a sense of 

community for a school or district, these labor-intensive, time-consuming 

fundraising activities—used so effectively for more than 100 years—can 

no longer carry the burden for our financially strapped schools.  If the 

schools are to compete for needed dollars, superintendents and their staffs, 

principals, teachers, parents, school board members, school foundation 



  

39 
 

members, volunteers, and others must aggressively apply the fundraising 

strategies used so effectively by these other organizations by using “more 

lucrative ways of raising extra money.” (Levenson, 2007, p. 2) 

Philanthropy and local education foundations.  Definitions of philanthropy are 

varied but typically encompass actions that encourage the deliberate act of helping others.  

In Foley’s (1994) dissertation Philanthropy in Education, various meanings of 

philanthropy were outlined.  Foley cited the following definition of philanthropy: 

“Philanthropy includes the voluntary giving, voluntary service, and voluntary association, 

primarily for the benefit of others; it is also the prudent sister of charity, since they have 

been intertwined throughout most of the past 3,500 years of western civilization” or the 

“complex domain of voluntary, philanthropic, and charitable organizations” (Van Til, as 

cited in Foley, 1994, p. 15).  The work also described philanthropy as filling needs 

through an independent option separate from government sources, uniquely different 

from short-term charity, and “helping humanity rather than just individuals” (p. 15).  

These private philanthropic efforts are often aimed at long-term goals rather than 

immediate or temporary relief. 

Forms of philanthropy can be traced back to ancient Greek and Roman societies.  

Its original meaning was “love of mankind” (Foley, 1994).  In the simplest form of 

philanthropy, individuals with resources gave directly to the common beggar.  On a 

larger scale, high-ranking individuals or politicians provided food and entertainment to 

keep the popular masses content.  Although much of this practice was funded through 

government coffers, personal wealth also played a substantial role (Foley, 1994).  
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Religious movements expanded the practice of giving.  As Christianity spread, so 

did the act of charitable giving, with the church as the primary conduit of delivery.  

Wealth was typically tithed from individuals to the church and then redistributed to the 

ultimate recipients (Foley, 1994).  This change in giving was critical in the development 

of modern-day philanthropy.  Third parties became involved in the process: “Thus, 

philanthropy was moved from the individual giving directly to the beneficiary, to the 

individual giving to an organization which then gave to beneficiaries” (Foley, 1994, p. 

16). 

During the colonial period of American history, philanthropy evolved based on 

the perceived needs of immigrants settling in the colonies (Mummau, 1995).  According 

to Worth (1993), as early as  

1641, William Hibbons, Hugh Peter, and Thomas Weld set sail from 

Boston to London on a mission to solicit gifts for a young American 

college.  Their stated purpose was to raise money enabling the college to 

‘educate the heathen Indian,’ a cause apparently viewed as worthy by 

wealthy English citizens of the time. (p. 18) 

Educational philanthropy was essential to the development of schools in the United 

States: “The first American colleges and universities were private institutions, and it was 

the private sector that formal development programs originated initially.  Private support 

for public institutions began later” (Mummau, 1995, p. 22).   

The United States has always been a very diverse society, with groups’ competing 

and jockeying for position based on both greed and need.  Marginalized groups such as 

minorities, women, and the poor were typically last in line to receive public education 
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funding and often had to turn to their own devices to secure funds.  African Americans 

enlisted the help of philanthropists such as Julius Rosenwald, who helped fund the 

operation of 5000 schools in 15 states (Liverman, 1997).  As America expanded, so did 

wealth and subsequent giving.  A phenomenon that emerged was the formation of 

foundations whose purpose was to raise and distribute funds.  Foundations can take the 

form of “corporate, general purpose (public), community, and personal or family” (Clark, 

2002).  Weiner and Solomon (2007) wrote, “Organized philanthropy, the golden legacy 

of the robber–baron generation, continues to expand; today there are almost 60,000 

American foundations, with a steady growth in both numbers and value of assets” (p. 12).   

The amount of charitable donations changing hands has been staggering: 

According to the American Association of Fundraising Council, more than 

$248 billion was contributed to worthy causes across America in 2004.  Of 

this amount, approximately $34 billion (13.6 percent) went to education, 

which was second only to religion in grants and gifts received. (Levenson, 

2007, p. 3)   

Much of the funding contributed to education originally occurred at the college and 

university level; however, public K-12 institutions also have become beneficiaries.  

According to Giving USA (2006), these contributions rose to over $38 billion (14.8%) in 

2005 (See Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. 2005 contributions by type. 

 

In addition, most (76.5%, n = $199.1 billion) of these contributions for education 

were donated by individuals (See Figure 2).  It should be noted that opportunity lies in 

the huge transfer of wealth between individuals every year.  Referring to the Center of 

Wealth and Philanthropy in Boston, Levenson (2007) noted a report “in 2002 which 

indicated that within 50 years, $40.6 trillion will be inherited by many people who are 

still alive, including mothers, fathers, children, grandchildren, friends, and relatives of 

past and present public school students”; further, “these people inheriting this wealth will 

be looking for causes to contribute to” (Schervish, as cited in Levenson, p. 4).  In a 

survey of local education foundations in Virginia, Mummau (2004) found that “90% 

receive private donations of cash or assets without conditions” (p. 87). 
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Figure 2. 2005 contributions by source. 

 

The number of entities participating in philanthropic efforts continues to grow; 

the means for infusing these funds into the education sector is typically the local 

education foundation (Levenson, 2007; Mummau, 2004).  Local education foundations 

(LEFs) originated in areas such as California and the Northeast, where proportionately 

higher taxation was taking its toll on the local citizenry (de Luna, 1995; Mummau, 2004).  

More recently, local education foundations have grown throughout the United States.  

Roughly half of the school divisions in Virginia maintain an LEF, with approximately 

half of those created in the last decade (Mummau, 2004).  The partnership formula 

appears to be working, with the LEF as the conduit or “vehicle for private donations” 

(Mummau, 2004, p. 34), especially for donors that are typically unwilling to make 

donations to state agencies (Gibson, 1998). 
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In Private Money in Public Schools: A Study of Local Education Foundations in 

Virginia, Mummau (2004) took a comprehensive look at foundations “to determine how 

many local education foundations exist[ed] in Virginia and what the benefits [were] to 

school divisions” (p. 8).  The study was both descriptive and exploratory in nature.  The 

descriptive statistics were gathered through a survey of superintendents in all 133 public 

school divisions in the Commonwealth; however, because some divisions shared the 

position, 131 division leaders were surveyed, with a response rate of 73.7% (n = 98).  

This percentage was increased to 100% through follow-up phone calls and Web searches 

to determine whether or not each division had an LEF.  Through this process, it was 

determined that 49% (n = 64) of the public school divisions in Virginia had local 

education foundations.  Of these 64 divisions, 78% (n = 50) returned the second set of 

surveys.  The results of Mummau’s descriptive analysis included the following: 

1. Forty-nine percent (n = 64) of public school divisions reported having a local 

education foundation. 

2. “Of the 50 LEFs reporting, 48% (n = 24) [were] rural, 38% (n = 19) [were] 

suburban, and 14% (n = 7) [were] urban” (p. 54). 

3. With regard to school enrollment, “division size [did] not appear to have an 

impact on whether or not a LEF exist[ed]” (p. 55). 

4. “The concept of LEFs [was] not brand new to Virginia”; however, “exactly 

half (n = 25) of the LEFs in Virginia [had] been formed within the last ten 

years” (p. 56). 

5. Eighty-two percent (n = 41) of the school divisions had a superintendent and 

48% (n = 24) at least one school board member sitting on the LEF board. 
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6. Operating budgets of local education foundations varied, with 34% (n = 17) 

having budgets under $5000, 24% (n = 12) over $100,000, and at least one 

operating with a budget over $1,000,000. 

7. “By far, the most preferred method of assistance reported, 62%, [was] in 

providing student scholarships for post-secondary education.” (Mummau, 

2004, p. 65) 

Mummau (2004) then provided an overview of three local education foundation 

examples in Virginia that were operating at varying levels of financial success: the 

Patrick County Education Foundation, the Salem Educational Foundation and Alumni 

Association, and the Prince William County Public Schools Education Foundation.   

Mummau stated, “Patrick County [had] a unique LEF in that it was developed primarily 

as an economic initiative to create new jobs” (p. 67).  They funded a college counselor in 

the county’s secondary school, a General Equivalency Diploma program, and several 

workforce programs.  Patrick County wanted not only to help the students in the school 

district but also to enhance the economic wellbeing of the county.   

The Salem Educational Foundation and Alumni Association operating in Salem 

City, Virginia, had a primary purpose of developing endowments and providing 

scholarships to local students.  Over $1 million in scholarships had been awarded 

between 1984 and 2003, and at the end of December 2003, the foundation had 58 

endowments worth over $1.6 million. 

Within the Commonwealth of Virginia, “Prince William County Schools [had] 

the third largest local education foundation…in regard to its operating budget, behind 

Fairfax, and Virginia Beach respectively” (Mummau, 2004, p. 73).  Its foundation’s 
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purpose was to advance the aims of Prince William County Schools; increase financial 

resources for the district; further opportunities for pupils and those working for the 

district; stimulate teaching and administration, and carry out the business of the 

foundation (Mummau, 2004).   

LEF formation is very similar to organization of a corporation (Mummau, 2004), 

including the development of a board of directors, mission statement, incorporation, 

bylaws, tax-exempt status, committees, priorities, and both fundraising and media 

campaigns (Rasmussen, 1993).  Practical literature available on setting up LEFs includes 

Rasmussen’s (1993) The School Foundation Workbook: A Step-by-Step Guide to 

Developing New Funding Sources and Hodgson’s (1986) How to Create an Educational 

Foundation in Your School District: A Handbook for Public and Private School 

Administrators for Developing and Operating a Non-Profit Education Foundation. 

In an LEF, the leadership plays a vital role in the organization’s success or failure.  

According to Loehr, “tapping an individual leader that has the skills and is both patient 

and visionary are key ingredients to a successful LEF” (as cited in Mummau, 2004, p. 

22).  In addition, it is the responsibility of the principal or district representative to 

determine if employing the services of an LEF is appropriate. 

The growth of foundations and the extent of monies being provided to educational 

institutions are astounding.  Mummau (2004) cited the following research: 

1. Eighty-six percent of state universities had established private foundations for 

fundraising purposes by 1987 (Worth, 1993). 
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2. Foundations… [held] over $330 billion in assets and contribute[d] more than 

$20 billion annually to educational, humanitarian, and cultural organizations 

of all kinds (Porter & Kramer, 1999). 

3. In the next 50 years, $40.6 trillion will change hands via inheritance 

(Schervisch & Havens, 2003). 

4. Foundation giving [had] increased 16-fold in the last quarter of a century 

(Hall, 2000). 

5. Education [was] the leading charitable cause, receiving $12.7 billion, which 

[was] twice what the second-leading charitable cause, the poor, receive[d] 

(Kampeas, 2001). 

6. Some donors [were] unwilling to make charitable contributions to a state 

agency (Gibson, 1998). 

7. There [were] estimated 1,000-1,200 LEFs nationwide and approximately 

15,000 school districts (Weiner, as cited in Mummau, 2004, p. 81) 

An important implication noted by Mummau (2004) was not to minimize the 

impact of LEF funding.  Despite LEF funding constituting “less than 1% of each of the 

schools divisions’ operating budget,” these funds are significant because they go to staff, 

students, and programs that might not otherwise be provided (Mummau, 2004, p. 90).  In 

addition, Mummau stressed that every school district should examine the possibilities of 

LEFs and take lessons from their counterparts in higher education. 

According to Levenson (2007), “taking into account all foundations regardless of 

size…there are more than 10,000 public school foundations in the United States” (p. 16).  
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Philanthropy often plays a vital role in procuring funds for these LEFs (Foley, 1994; 

Levenson, 2007; Troppe, 2006). 

 A major drawback or criticism of philanthropic involvement is that pre-

established conditions are often tied to private contributions (Troppe, 2006).  With money 

comes influence, and herein lies the risk school boards assume.  Philanthropic entities 

and foundations have their own corporate and political agendas.  As Foley (1994) 

surmised, the people who oversee philanthropic institutions “have opinions and values 

and they make decisions based on their own subjectivity.  Who they are and what they 

believe influences the decision making in foundations, ultimately impacting the 

beneficiaries of the programs funded” (p. 21).  The right to use funds is often delegated to 

the educator by the donor.  In extreme cases, the parameters may be extended beyond 

spending and resource allocation through the exertion of influence on school decisions.  

In 2002, a donation of $2 million from the Broad Foundation was tied to the continued 

employment of New York City’s Acting School Chancellor (Archer, 2003).  According 

to Troppe, “such conditions can lead to questions about autonomy of private 

contributions and the potential for undue influence from donors” (p. 6).  This 

phenomenon was addressed in Levenson’s (2007) Big Time Fundraising for Today’s 

Schools as follows:  

Consider for example, Bill and Melinda Gates.  These billionaires, through 

their own foundation, have given more than a billion dollars to the public 

schools or to nonprofit organizations working with the public schools in 

areas that they are primarily interested in.  These areas are mainly 

redefining the American high school and creating small high schools that 
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offer the new 3R’s—rigorous instruction, a relevant curriculum, and 

meaningful, supportive relationships.  If urban high schools want to buy 

into this approach and apply for funds, it appears that they have a chance 

of getting funded.  If they don’t agree philosophically with the vision of 

the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, they probably won’t get funded.  

(p. 5) 

The lesson inherent in this situation is that educators should be cognizant that 

strings may be attached to any philanthropic gift (Levenson, 2007).  To maximize benefit 

and minimize risk, educational leaders need to understand the issue, ask pertinent 

questions before accepting monies, and have the skills necessary to address these 

concerns. 

Additional categories.  The CERU added two additional classifications 

(children’s health and commercialism) within which searches of commercial activities 

could be performed.  Molnar (2005) wrote,  

The Children’s Health searches recover articles that addressed the 

nutritional value of school food offerings and regulations that aim to 

improve the health of students by regulating what foods can be offered in 

the cafeterias, canteens, and vending machines.  Such regulations directly 

affect school business relationships with corporations that may sell such 

products on school grounds. (p. 8) 

The primary reason for the inclusion of these classifications is the increasing number of 

hits in citation searches performed by the CERU.  Molnar continued,  
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The commercialism searches recover articles that address commercialism 

in schools but that do not qualify for the more specific categories of the 

report.  This search includes, but is not limited to, articles that reference 

legislation regulating commercialism in schools and scholarly articles 

collected from the associated press. (p. 8) 

Lotteries.  Historically, state lotteries have had two distinguishing characteristics.  

First, they have been used to supplement private and public endeavors; second, they have 

ebbed and flowed in both popularity and controversy.  According to Mayes (2006), “a 

lottery has three elements under the law: ‘consideration’ (or an entry fee, which may but 

need not be money), a prize (cash or otherwise), and chance” to win something (p. 626). 

The concept of lotteries is not a recent phenomenon.  Historically, Ancient Greeks 

used lotteries to both distribute gifts and elect officials because they believed they were 

less corrupt than actual elections (Naddra, 2004; Weinstein & Deitch, 1974).  Keno was 

created and utilized by the Hun Dynasty around 100 BC to help finance the Great Wall of 

China (Bruyneel, Dewitte, Hans Franses, & Dekimpe, 2005; Naddra, 2004).  The Roman 

Empire capitalized on profits by banning private lotteries and forming their own.  This 

monopoly on gaming helped to finance government endeavors (Ezell, 1960; Naddra, 

2004).  The sophistication of lotteries progressed; numbered tickets can be traced back as 

far as 1530 in Florence, Italy (Mayes, 2006).  The prosperity of lotteries continued across 

Europe and eventually spread to the British colonies in North America.  American 

fascination with lotteries can be traced back to this nation’s forefathers.  George 

Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Ben Franklin, and John Hancock all utilized lottery 

proceeds to finance both private and public endeavors (Naddra, 2004). 
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Educational funding and giving soon followed.  Ezell (as cited in Naddra, 2004) 

wrote, “From 1790 to the Civil War, approximately 50 colleges and 300 lower schools 

received revenue generated by lotteries”; “during the early part of the 19th century, lower 

schools and academies from Mississippi to Michigan were capitalizing from the benefits 

of this form of legalized gambling” (pp. 16-17).  Despite being a promising form of 

supplemental funds for education, lotteries soon fell from grace due to corruption, 

mismanagement, and social concerns.  Their use was soon discontinued in most areas 

(Naddra, 2004).  According to Mayes (2006), “by the end of Reconstruction, nearly all 

lotteries were illegal” (p. 627). 

Due to economic factors such as over taxation, funding shortages, and recessions, 

the idea of lottery usage for educational revenues resurfaced in the 1960s and pushed to 

the forefront over the next several decades (Naddra, 2004).  As public education became 

more accountable and more scrutinized by the public and corporate stakeholders, 

additional revenue streams were required to fund K-12 public education.  Lotteries were 

viewed as a politically safe alternative to fill the financial gaps.  New Hampshire enacted 

the first modern state-sponsored lottery in 1963, and many other states followed suit 

(Mayes, 2006).  According to Naddra, “funding needs and a shift in social attitudes 

among the public was the basis for resurrection of the lotteries” (p. 20), and the selling 

point to enable this practice to be politically and socially acceptable was to earmark 

proceeds to save the public education system.   

Opponents of the lottery cited inefficiency, state-sponsored gambling, social 

immorality, and diversion of funds as arguments against the enactment of these policies 

(Mayes, 2006).  Rubenstein and Scafadi also noted the disproportionate positive and 
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negative effects of lotteries; they “found that the lottery’s costs were more likely to be 

borne by persons with low incomes and members of minority communities, while its 

benefits were disproportionately distributed to school districts with higher average 

incomes and higher levels of educational attainment” (as cited by Mayes, 2006, p. 627).   

Mayes (2006) asserted, “In spite of those objections, lotteries (and other gambling 

activities) are a multi-billion-dollar industry in the United States and will most likely 

remain a part of public education for the foreseeable future” (p. 626).  The debate 

continues with regard to lottery funding having saved or improved public education.  

Although this topic has been and continues to be an area of debate, several studies have 

not been promising.  In 1974, Weinstein and Deitch examined five states between 1968 

and 1973 and “found that the earmarked revenues failed in the aggregate to enhance the 

funding of the earmarked recipient” (as cited in Naddra, 2004, p. 34).  Studies by Borg 

and Mason in 1988 and 1990, Glickman in 1998, and, more recently, Naddra in his 2004 

dissertation, The Lottery and Educational Funding: A 50 State Comparison, all came to 

similar conclusions.  Naddra’s study examined the impact of lotteries on K-12 public 

funding.  In quantitative terms, he asked if there was “a correlation between states that 

initiate a lottery and the growth rate of educational spending” (p. 5).  Comparisons were 

noted both prior to and after 1978. 

Naddra (2004) hypothesized that in states supporting lotteries, teacher salaries, 

funds per pupil, and student-teacher ratios would demonstrate positive relationships.  

Naddra also believed the same hypothesis would hold true in states that earmarked lottery 

funds.  Data on salaries, student funds, and ratios were collected from a report published 

by the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) titled Report Card on American 
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Education – A State-by-State Analysis, 1976-2000.  Lottery information was gathered 

from North American Association of State and Provincial Lotteries (NASPL) 

publications.  Naddra categorized the 50 states into three groups: no lottery, lottery before 

1978, and lottery after 1978.  Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was then employed to 

compare dependent variables (rates of teacher pay growth, per-student funds, and 

student-teacher ratios) and independent variables indicating whether or not the state used 

lotteries and whether or not these funds were earmarked. 

Although Naddra’s (2004) research provided insight into what had taken place 

with regard to lottery’s “promise” to bail out education, it is not without limitations.  To 

provide a more manageable sample, growth rates rather than absolute dollars were 

examined in the analysis.  Naddra noted that this method “limited the multi-variable 

aspects of adding additional variables” and that the availability of data limited the 

researcher’s study to only three points in time: 1978, 1988, and 1999 (p. 9).  In addition, 

it was noted that simply because funds did not address salaries, pupil ratios, and student 

funding does not mean that no gains were made with regard to the educational 

environment, capital costs, or the acquisition of additional technology.  Further, Naddra 

pointed out that the lottery proceeds might have resulted in additional dollars’ being 

withdrawn from those allotted to Naddra’s three domains. 

In examining whether or not lotteries benefited education through an increase in 

funding and earmarks, Naddra (2004) concluded that for the most part the simple answer 

was “yes” if the lottery was imposed before 1978 and “no” if initiated after that date; 

however, “states that promised to earmark a substantial amount of their lottery funds did 
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not show any advantage in the growth rates when compared to lottery states that did not 

earmark revenues to education” (Naddra, 2004, p. 62).   

Naddra (2004) analyzed his findings within two time frames.  The first was 1978-

1988, and the second 1978-1999.  When examining teacher pay by comparing pre-1978 

lottery states with nonlottery states in the 1978-1988 period, statistical significance was 

noted in teacher salaries (F(1,24) = 5.134, p < .05 (p = .033)).  “During this ten-year 

period, the lottery states rate of growth for teachers’ salaries increased by 4%, while the 

non-lottery states decreased by 3.2%” (Naddra, 2004, p. 55).  In addition, during the 

longer period between 1978 and 1999, teacher pay increased 17.3% in lottery states, as 

compared to only 2.4% in nonlottery states (F(1,24) = 8.062, p < .05 (p = .009)).  

Comparisons between states that initiated lotteries after 1978 and nonlottery states 

reflected no statistical significance (F(1, 35) = .132, p < .05 (p = .712)) in either the 

1978-1988 period or the 1978-1999 period (F(1, 35) = .001, p < .05 (p = .981)) (Naddra, 

2004).  

The same time frames were examined with regard to student funding per pupil.  In 

states that initiated lotteries prior to 1978, “funds per student” were not found to be 

statistically significant during the 1978-1988 time frame (F(1,24) = .5.06, p < .05 (p = 

.484)); however, between 1978 and 1999 “funding per student growth rates for the lottery 

states increased by 38%, while the non-lottery states increased by only 17%,” reflecting 

statistical significance (F(1, 24) = 5.607, p < .05 (p = .026)).  The states with lotteries 

initiated after 1978 did not exhibit statistical significance in either the 1978-1988 (F(1, 

35) = .178, p < .05 (p = .676)) or 1978-1999 (F(1, 35) = 1.025, p < .05 (p = .318)) time 

frames.   



  

55 
 

“Pupil to teacher ratio” analysis demonstrated statistical significance only in the 

area of pre-1978 lotteries for the 1978-1988 period (F(1, 24) = 11.775, p < .05 (p = 

.002)); however, “the advantage went to the non-lottery states, which experienced an 

overall decrease in classroom ratio by 8.4%, while the lottery states experienced no 

change in classroom pupil to teacher ratio” (Naddra, 2004, p. 57).  States initiating 

lotteries after 1978 did not demonstrate statistical significance during either the 1978-

1988 or the 1978-1999 period: (F(1, 35) = .954, p < .05 (p = .336)) and (F(1, 35) = 2.532, 

p < .05 (p = .121)), respectively. 

Examination of states that earmarked lottery funds for education revealed 

surprising results: “In every combination of earmarking evaluations, there were no 

significant differences” (Naddra, 2004, p. 62).  In other words, despite designating a 

purpose for the lottery proceeds, growth rates were not higher in these states in 

comparison to states that did not earmark.  In fact “the ‘non-educational earmarked’ 

states outperformed the ‘earmarked’ states in both increases in teacher salaries and funds 

spent per student” (Naddra, 2004, p. 63).   

Although Naddra’s (2004) dissertation did not examine tax revenues, the 

researcher noted the following point of interest: “The states had their highest growth rates 

in the Reagan/Bush years,” as compared to the Clinton term when “the country was 

blessed with eight straight years of prosperity and the stock markets hit all time highs”; 

“teacher salaries and funds spent on students did not have significant increase during 

those years of prosperity” (Naddra, 2004, p. 51).  This finding suggests that increases in 

public coffers do not guarantee corresponding increases in educational budgets.  Analysis 

of research studies might result in some scholars’ assuming that local tax revenues would 
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have been raised had lotteries not existed in the first place.  Despite this structural 

reallocation, lotteries have not lived up to expectations.  What was once considered a 

saving grace for increasing education funding has failed, and additional revenue streams 

continue to be sought by educators (Naddra, 2004).  Naddra’s dissertation, The Lottery 

and Educational Funding: A 50 State Comparison, concluded that states with “lotteries 

initiated during the past 25 years have shown no significant differences when compared 

to non-lottery states” (Naddra, 2004, p. 63). 

Commercialism Advantages 

Monetary.  It is difficult to find a school that does not want additional funding for 

its budget.  An inadequate tax structure combined with increasing domestic financial 

commitments has led to voids in funding.  The current economic quandary and tax cuts 

have, in turn, negatively impacted educational resources and have thereby caused 

educational program cuts (McCollum, 2005).  In his article, Should Schools Court 

Corporate Sponsors? Yes, Schools Need Corporate Sponsorship to Save Educational and 

Extra Curricular Programs, McCollum perceived investment and funding streams from 

private industry as good business sense, stating, “If government isn’t willing to supply 

public schools with the money they need, then no one should complain if schools go 

where the money is—and do what they have to in order to get it” (p. 19).  Resource 

dependency theory also confirms McCollum’s viewpoint, especially when organizations 

have the moral and fiscal responsibility to adapt to their environment and seek additional 

resources as deemed appropriate.  

Impact of students.  Some educators might argue that the benefits of 

commercialism outweigh the disadvantages (Lewin, 2006; McCollum, 2005).  In 
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“Sponsorships Helping Schools,” 2006), The Times Tribune pointed out how fundraising 

has always been the “mainstay” in private schools, noting that it is not adverse to the 

education process.  Extracurricular activities are in schools for the benefit of students.  

Due to the financial strain on local school systems, many districts have resorted to scaling 

back athletic and extracurricular programs.  To keep all aspects of the school functioning, 

businesses have been asked to help or forced to provide additional revenues.  McCollum 

reported, “The Sweetwater Union High School District near San Diego, for example, has 

signed sponsorship contracts with nearly 300 national and local businesses.  The money 

has helped launch freshman sports teams at 12 high schools and has helped start 

intramural programs at 12 middle schools” (p. 18). 

  The students have become just one set of beneficiaries in the commercialism 

process.  With the influx of additional capital, monies are often freed up to accommodate 

higher salaries and benefits for classroom teachers.  The end result may be attracting 

better teachers, who in turn help improve student achievement. 

In Smith’s (2009) dissertation, The Effects of Philanthropic High School Reform 

(Early College High School) on the Authentic Intellectual Quality of Student Responses, 

it was demonstrated that positive student outcomes can be tied to philanthropic efforts.  

Smith wrote, “This study specifically examined the effects of the early college strategy as 

it related to student outcomes at the classroom level, and the effects of the teacher 

assignments on those student outcomes” (p. 174) as a result of early college high school 

strategies fostered by the philanthropic efforts of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 

“along with other national and state intermediaries,” as compared to comprehensive highs 

schools in the same district (p. 24). 
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Smith (2009) employed an ex post facto nonexperimental design because he 

wanted to examine preexisting samples of teacher assignments as well as student work in 

three early college high school districts in the mid-Atlantic region.  Because Smith was 

examining preexisting work and conditions, with students and teachers nested within 

classrooms and schools within the districts, he employed a two-level hierarchical linear 

model “to assess the multilevel effects of student and classroom (teacher) variables on 

authentic intellectual quality of student work” (Smith, 2009, p. 25).   

The only limitations of the study that should be noted are (a) the sampling of only 

a small subsection of the available schools utilizing the early college model, (b) the use of 

preexisting groups (lack of random assignment), and (c) the lack of extraneous variables.  

The study also concentrated only on teacher assignments and student learning; it “did not 

examine other Gates Foundation attributes of high-performing schools such as 

personalized relationships, respect and responsibility, time for collaboration, and 

technology as a tool” (Smith, 2009, p. 26).  Smith noted all of these limitations. 

Using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) analysis, Smith (2009) sought “to 

determine the within group (student level) variance of student scores and the between 

group (teacher level) variance of student scores” (p. 134).  All tests were set with an 

alpha of .05.  Using student responses (N = 494) as the dependent variable with 39% (n = 

195) from the early college models and 61% (n = 299) from comprehensive high schools, 

the data were analyzed using the 2001 Standards and Scoring Criteria for Assessment 

Tasks and Student Performance rubric developed for the Research Institute on Secondary 

Reform (RISER).  The descriptive results indicated statistically higher scores (M = 8.32, 

SD = 2.09) for early high schools when compared to comprehensive high schools (M = 
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7.48, SD = 1.83).  Analysis of the independent variable of teacher assignments (N = 30) 

revealed that 63% (n = 19) were collected from comprehensive schools and 37% (n = 11) 

from early college high school models.  Again, the early college high school model 

scores were higher (M = 7.36, SD = 1.36) compared to those of the comprehensive 

schools (M = 5.63, SD = 1.71).    

The findings of Smith’s (2009) research are important to the context of this 

dissertation in that “foundations have traditionally lacked the independent evaluation 

needed to communicate accurately their successes” (p. 171).  The change theory applied 

in the early college high schools, made possible through grants from donors such as the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, may be having a positive impact in contemporary 

schools.  According to Smith, “there were two critical findings in this study.  First, the 

findings indicated that student work at early college high schools possessed signs of more 

complex cognitive work, and second, teacher assignment quality was related to the 

quality of the student work in the three early college high schools” (p. 174).  These 

findings suggest that the infusion of philanthropic resources may have a positive 

influence on student learning and outcomes. 

Technology.  Lewin (2006), former Washington Bureau Chief and financial 

reporter for the New York Times, viewed private money as the answer for the “schools of 

the future,” as exemplified in a $55,000,000 school in Philadelphia with cutting edge 

technology, laboratories, and facilities.  Companies at the forefront of cooperation with 

schools have included Apple, IBM, Hewlett-Packard, and Dell computer companies, 

many of which have donated equipment, software, and services to schools that would not 

be able to afford them otherwise.  In addition to capital and equipment provided by 
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industry purveyors, technology has enabled interactive media to become mainstream in 

the modern classroom.  

In Hacking Through the Billboard Jungle: Adolescent Student Interpretations of 

Commercial Media in a Public School Classroom, Domine (2002) conducted research on 

how students interpret commercial media in the classroom.  Although her primary focus 

was to measure the effects and perspectives of media, an interesting side product 

emerged.  Many of the research subjects perceived technology (or lack thereof) and its 

delivery as the key to media literacy (Domine, 2002).  This dissertation is examined more 

critically in a subsequent section of this chapter. 

Successful business partnerships.  Businesses not only enter into school 

partnerships with the intent of selling their goods or ingraining brand loyalty, but many 

also participate for the goodwill of the community, students, and financial stability of the 

area.  Another reason private, for-profit businesses have partnered with schools is to 

develop a skilled workforce.  Human capital is vital to any organization and community, 

and it is essential in the development of a symbiotic relationship: Potential employees 

need jobs and employers need employees.  Business cooperative programs on the high 

school level, particularly through vocational programs and internships, have provided 

entrepreneurs with an invaluable workforce resource.  In addition, school programs often 

are provided with consulting services, resources, equipment, and facilities to promote 

vocational education.  In many cases, educational budgets would not be able to operate 

without this type of support. 
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Commercialism Disadvantages 

Physical damage.  Molnar (2005) noted, “Over the last two decades, two 

American institutions—public schools and the food marketing industry—have 

established a large number of increasingly varied connections” (p. 47).  The physical 

damage to American students has been one byproduct.   

The CERU’s A National Survey of the Types and Extent of the Marketing of 

Foods of Minimal Nutritional Value in Schools concluded, 

Advertising in schools is pervasive…dominated by corporations that sell 

FMNV (foods of minimal nutritional value) and FHFS (foods high in fats 

and sugars).  Not only do schools not make much money from their 

participation in advertising, but also in most schools, programs would not 

have to be reduced if advertising were eliminated. (Molnar, Garcia, 

Boninger, & Merrill, 2006, p. 55)   

These FMNV and FHFS consumables have contributed to a multitude of nutritional 

deficiencies and negative health consequences, with the most obvious being obesity.  The 

CERU reviewed figures provided by the Institute of Medicine and the National 

Academies, the Centers for Disease Control, and the American Academy of Pediatrics.  

The results included the following: 

1.  Obesity rates have doubled in children between the ages 12 and 19. 

2.  Obesity rates have tripled in children aged six to ten.   

3.  In 2004, over nine million children were considered to be obese.   

4.  In obese children aged five to ten, 60 percent were estimated to have at least     

one risk factor of cardiovascular disease.  (Institute of Medicine, 2004) 
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Influence or control over schools and curricula.  With regard to the effect of 

commercialism on curriculum, Molnar (2006) wrote, “This type of marketing activity is 

likely to be considerably more pervasive than trends-report citations reveal” (p. 18).  

Influence on students has taken the form of Firefly cell phones for kids, piggy banks with 

Chase Bank logos, and curricula sponsored by MasterCard, Walt Disney, large insurers, 

candy producers, and fast food purveyors.  In most cases, consent is not solicited from the 

students or parents (Molnar, 2006). 

Even without consent for exposure to advertising, there is no feasible way to 

block the influence of marketers if a classroom uses the Internet.  It is difficult to find a 

search engine or Web site that does not display sponsorships.  The very organization 

(CERU) that is highly critical of advertisements might be viewed as hypocritical.  The 

CERU home page is, in fact, a marketing tool.  The Web site prominently displays an 

attractive logo for Arizona State University and provides additional links for advocacy 

groups that hold opinions similar to those of the CERU.  In Fabos’s (2002) A Commercial 

Highway in Every Classroom: Investigating Web Content in United States Schools, the 

author examined Web usage in the classroom.  In a sense, Internet usage was mandated 

by executive order.  It was during a speech on September 21, 1995, that President 

“Clinton issued his first challenge to America to see to it that every classroom in our 

country is connected with the information highway” (Fabos, 2002, p. 103).  “Lauded as 

an information highway by legislators, industry spokespeople, educators, and others, the 

Internet was also the focus of an intensive media campaign—in both advertising and 

news reports—celebrating the technology as a revolutionary educational tool” (Fabos, 

2002, p. 278). 
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Fabos (2002) investigated how educators might better evaluate technology use in 

the schools and came to the conclusion that little consideration is given to the material 

accessed on the Internet.  This qualitative study consisted of a historical analysis and 

yearlong case study of three schools.  Based upon literature review, document analysis, 

self-constructed survey (with no mention of how Fabos addressed validity or reliability), 

observation, and interview, Fabos offered several conclusions related to Web content in 

United States classrooms.  The three schools involved in the study were an elementary, a 

junior high, and a traditional high school in the Midwest.  In her historical analysis, Fabos 

noted that educators exhibited varying levels of control and influence depending on the 

electronic medium and historical context within which the influence emerged.  With 

regard to radio usage in the classroom, teachers initially had considerable control over the 

content, but as media giants emerged this control waned.  Traditional film usage in 

schools was limited to films produced solely for educational objectives and “the 

educational film industry controlled all aspects of film content, except in the few cases 

when educators acted as advisors to a particular film series” (Fabos, 2002, p. 87).  

Television then emerged as an alternative to change the delivery of content in the 

classroom. The entertainment industry controlled the medium until the introduction of 

recordable player devices such as VCRs and DVDs to supplement classroom instruction.  

In the early 1990s, with the ability to transmit electronic media, educators began to 

recognize the benefits and embrace the use of technology in the classroom.  Fabos 

concluded that the Internet would be the new battlefield for control of information 

entering the classroom. 
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Based upon Fabos’s (2002) research, the overall consensus was that teachers “in 

this study found online search engines to be a satisfactory solution for their students’ 

academic research” despite the fact that commercial Web portals and search engines are 

not necessarily neutral.  Fabos wrote, 

Likewise, students admitted to relying on the Web for nearly all school-

related research.  They generally felt that it was somehow more inclusive 

than the other library materials at their disposal, and certainly more 

correct.  For them, search engines captured the whole Web, and the whole 

Web captured all relevant information. (p. 275)   

In an attempt to balance this leverage toward the Internet, Fabos offered teachers 

suggestions to enhance the reliability of Web-based information in the classroom: 

1. Suggest and utilize more factual based sources available through the Internet, 

such as the National Archives, but be aware that many of these sites have 

ideological agendas or perspectives. 

2. Triangulate among numerous sources. 

3. Build in additional classroom time to validate source information. 

4. Engage in Web critique using a critical literacy approach. 

Web critique refers to the evaluation of Web sites within the classroom 

environment in an attempt to gauge the accuracy of the material presented from Internet 

sources.  Fabos (2002) cited other researchers in her explanation of the process: “Using a 

critical literacy approach to discuss online content, questions would be more in the realm 

of how and why the Web sites are constructed, how many target audiences can be 

identified, what are the design genres of a particular site, what persuasive strategies are in 
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place to keep users engaged with a particular Web page, and what information isn’t 

presented and why” (Barbules & Callister; Luke, as cited in Fabos, 2002, p. 288).  This 

process of critique encourages students to engage in critical thought rather than simply 

accept information as it has been presented. 

In Fabos’s (2002) examination of the three schools in the case study, several 

themes emerged: “First, the educators steered their students to search engines, advocating 

free-form Web searches during class time,” and these “students relied on search engines 

for nearly all their academics—and other—research” (p. 218).  Another theme was 

reflected in participants’ view of the “Web itself as a neutral and relatively unchanging 

medium” (Fabos, 2002, p. 219).  Despite these initial conclusions, an encouraging theme 

was that discussions were present in the classrooms regarding quality and reliability of 

the information extracted from the Web.  Lastly, elementary teachers often preselected 

sites, whereas older students were allowed greater autonomy (Fabos, 2002). 

Students as captive audiences.  Compulsory attendance laws mandate that 

children attend school; students have no substantial input regarding what they are 

exposed to during their time in school:  “Children are a literally captive audience who 

comply with agreements made by school administrators, without their own or parents’ 

consent” (Abbarno, 2001).  Schor (2004) opined that the mandate ultimately undermined 

the role of the parent.  According to Molnar (2005), this captivity, combined with 

vulnerability, makes children in schools a prime target.  McNeal asserted, “Kids are the 

most unsophisticated of all consumers; they have the least and therefore want the most.  

Consequently, they are in the perfect position to be taken” (as cited in Molnar, 2005, p. 

9).  Many individuals might argue the unethical aspects of this practice. 
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Unintended Social Consequences 

Socioeconomic.  School districts across the country vary with regard to 

demographic and socioeconomic factors.  Molnar (2003b) noted that individuals living in 

lower socioeconomic communities, including minorities, are at a higher risk of 

exploitation than other children living in more economically affluent neighborhoods.  In 

his article titled “School Commercialism Hurts All Children, Ethnic Minority Group 

Children Most of All” published in The Journal of Negro Education, Molnar asserted that 

advertisements encouraging unhealthy lifestyle habits have had a more negative effect on 

ethnic students.  The rationale is that these communities of students are in many cases 

occupying lower socioeconomic positions in areas with lower tax bases.  The net effect is 

that these schools often are starving for resources, thereby making them more susceptible 

to exploitation by corporate influences (Abbarno, 2001).  In addition to marketing 

manipulation, African American, Latino (Molnar, 2003b), and American Indian 

populations are at greater risk of health problems such as diabetes, obesity, and 

cardiovascular problems (Goran, Ball, & Cruz, 2003).   

Recent data from the U.S. Census Bureau predicted that by 2010, the percentage 

of children of color will approach 46% in the United States. According to LaPoint (2003), 

these children increasingly will be targeted by advertisements.  Specific cultures even run 

the risk of losing their identity as marketing firms redefine and repackage the groups to 

best present their wares (LaPoint, 2003).  Image, not reality, becomes all that matters 

(Molnar, 2005). 

Inequities also may result from participation in commercial partnerships.  

Wealthier school systems hold an advantage for successfully raising funds (Troppe, 
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2006); “because these funds are spent on the local level, the local influence behind them 

creates the potential for intradistrict inequities” (Weimer, 1997, p. 267).  The unintended 

effect may be that the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. 

Threats to democracy.  Experts in the area of market force exploitation of the 

schoolhouse consider threat to democracy to be a major crisis.  In Saltman’s (2000) 

Collateral Damage, the threat was described as follows: “As democracy becomes a 

market, democratic traditions such as the ideal of equality, the respect for human rights, 

and the vision of a more just future go up in smoke” (p. 79).  Democracy, free-market, 

and capitalism are often used synonymously, and their differences have become blurred.  

Saltman concluded that “public education is inherently political in that public schools are 

places where citizens are made and particular visions of democracy are propagated” (p. 

117).  Molnar (2005) perceived public education as the vehicle to carry on American 

ideals: “It was part of the social fabric, yet set apart from mass culture, and as such was 

charged with the task of enabling and empowering successive generations to take their 

place as citizens in a complex, democratic society” (p. 16).  

Molnar’s (2005) School Commercialism From Democratic Ideal to Market 

Commodity also outlined a dangerous trend of moving from “democratic ideals” to 

commodities that could be exploited:   

Market values are concerned with buying and selling.  They offer no 

guidance on matters of justice or fairness, and cannot, therefore, represent 

the interest of children.  Turning children over to the market ensures that 

they inevitably will be treated as an expense to be reduced or a resource to 

be harvested.  In the process, some children and their families necessarily 
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will be considered more valuable than others.  For the market to produce 

winners, it requires that there be losers.  While all societies produce losers, 

this may be the first time a society has explicitly sought to do so.  (p. 134) 

As did John Dewey, Molnar (1996) believed the ideals of justice and fairness 

should be the motivating factors driving education because the role of education is to 

produce individuals that will sustain democracy.  According to Molnar, “the market can 

offer no guidance on matters of justice and fairness that are at the heart of democratic 

civil society and that should be at the heart of its schools and other institutions” (p. 183).  

Saltman’s (2000) fear was that capitalism and democracy would become synonymous, 

and he explained how dangerous it would be to confuse those two ideals.  In a similar 

vein, Wechter (2004) stated,  

In the true spirit of American democracy, education was founded on 

principles espoused by academicians, philosophers, sociologists, and 

historians who believe in the power of education to safeguard this nation’s 

participatory form of government against powerful commercial and 

administrative interest groups who could challenge the fundamentals of a 

democratic state. (p. 4) 

Constitutional infringement.  Disciplinary actions and limits to free speech have 

had unintended consequences with regard to schoolhouse commercialism.  In 1998, 

Greenbrier High School in Evans, Georgia became the unexpected recipient of media 

attention after two students were disciplined for wearing Pepsi shirts on “Coke Day.”  

The school was participating in activities partnered with the Coca-Cola Corporation, with 

financial incentives tied to the school’s ability to market their product.  Two students 
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revealed Pepsi shirts during a photo shoot and were given 1-day suspensions by the 

principal (Saltman, 2000).  This type of action raises the question of whether or not profit 

motives should override the constitutional rights of students in the educational 

environment.  The principal at Greenbrier imposed the discipline, insisting the students 

had intentionally sabotaged a “school picture” rather than “a corporate contest 

photograph” (Saltman, 2000, p. 57).  Right or wrong, such instances raise issues of civil 

rights infringement.  Following John Dewey’s logic, Molnar (2005) postulated that 

highly developed “marketing techniques conceal but cannot alter the reality that the 

purpose of mass marketing is to manipulate the many for the benefit of the few” (p. 81), 

with the few being corporate interests.  The students involved in the Coca-Cola incident 

argued individualism, and “in the press frenzy that followed the event, a media consensus 

emerged that viewed the principal’s actions as unjust, extreme, and an incursion into 

individual liberty and freedom of speech” (Saltman, 2000, p. 58).  

Saturation.  Some researchers have argued that students in the United States have 

been inundated with commercial messages to the point of not being fully conscious of 

their use and effects (Arnold, 2004; Domine, 2002).  

Capitalism and commercialism are mainstays of American society.  One has only 

to look around to see the evidence of commercial saturation; billboards, commercials, 

logos, stadiums, and similar evidence saturate the daily lives of citizens.  Because of the 

prevalence of commercialism, some individuals might argue that students become 

desensitized, are overlooked, or, at the least, remain unaware of negative effects of 

marketing programs (Domine, 2002).   
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Trends 

Domestic.  Trends of corporate involvement in education will likely continue 

(Arnold, 2004); in fact, almost everything in education is up for sale or sponsorship 

(Schor, 2004).  Even the National PTA sold the use of its name and logo to Home Depot 

(“PTA Sells its Name,” 1998).  Overton (2005) cited several substantial deals, such as the 

selling of personal stadium licenses in Ohio for $1,500 and a 1.92-million-dollar contract 

for improvements at an unnamed high school facility.  Teachers are even selling 

advertisement space on school assignments, quizzes, and tests (Hanna, 2008).  

One concurrent trend noted in the literature was the driving force behind 

education commercialism.  Fiscal constraints resulting from higher operating costs, 

reduced resources, and a tax-weary citizenry have resulted in numerous opportunities for 

corporations to provide supplemental income and services.  Despite the literature’s 

casting commercialism in a negative light, the reality is that educational administrators 

and financial officers are participating in these types of deals in increasing numbers 

(Mummau, 2004). 

Finally, the growth of local education foundations is a major trend in the field of 

commercialism (Clark, 2002; Foley, 1994; Mummau, 2004).  With the growth of LEFs, 

school districts are soliciting dollars in ever increasing numbers.  These dollars can have 

a positive impact on school budgets (Foley, 1994; Levenson, 2007; Mummau, 2004); the 

impact can also be framed in a less favorable light.  Troppe (2006) noted that inequities 

existed in monies raised and the existence of LEFs in comparison to the socioeconomic 

status of the school system.  Wealthier school districts typically had a higher capacity to 

employ LEFs and garner additional revenues. 
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International .  A review of studies that were performed in Canadian, British, and 

Irish schools suggested that many of the issues evident in American schools existed 

concurrently with what was happening on the international scene—just on a smaller 

scale.  McHenry’s (2000) study of commercialism in Toronto found that most businesses 

were never solicited to supplement school athletic budgets; despite the growing trends, 

the phenomenon was still in its infancy.  McHenry offered recommendations to increase 

positive results in solicitation of corporate sponsors.  Other literature focused on ways to 

increase positive outcomes and reduce the negative consequences of entering into 

agreements with corporate entities (Bell, 2002; Overton, 2005).  As protection against 

corporate abuses, Abbarno (2001) recommended ethics panels to review advertisement 

deals both at their inception and on a yearly basis.  These recommendations are outlined 

in greater detail in subsequent sections of the literature review. 

Molnar (2005) asserted, “In framing a global marketplace, GATS, for example, 

treats education not as a public trust but as a profit opportunity” (p. 131).  Saltman (2000) 

also noted increasingly blurred lines between democracy and capitalism.  A trend is noted 

in which privatization and profits are increasingly trumping the public good; this trend is 

not limited to the United States.  Molnar (2006), citing a 2006 article in the Financial 

Times of London, noted that corporate education projects “are as prevalent in Mumbai as 

they are in Manchester and Minneapolis; a growing trend that matches schools’ need for 

resources with businesses’ need to be seen as doing good” (p. 43).  As the global 

marketplace expands, it seems that commercialism in the education realms will increase 

as well (Molnar, 2005).  This commercialism includes American companies’ competing 

abroad and foreign corporations’ tapping into the American education market. 
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Perceptions 

Positive.  Major reasons cited for the lack of success of the public school system, 

as indicated by standardized test scores, graduation rates, and AYP rates, have included 

the lack of resources, qualified personnel, and modern facilities (Bishop, 2009; Levenson, 

2007; Norton & Kelly, 1997).  Proponents of commercialism have argued that new 

revenue streams are one way to overcome budget shortfalls in resources, hire better staff, 

and supplement capital costs (Clark, 2002; Foley, 1994; Mummau, 2004).  According to 

a group favoring partnerships with schools, the Council on Corporate and School 

Sponsorships, schools received approximately $2.4 billion from business partnerships in 

2002 (Molnar, 2005).  In a New York Times article, “For Sale: Naming Rights to Public 

Schools,” Lewin (2006) detailed the opinions of school administrators and financial 

officers, including their embracement of school partnerships with companies willing to 

trade exposure for school funding.  All officials mentioned were emphatically in favor of 

corporate endeavors in the school system.  It is difficult to find a K-12 school that is not 

involved in some type of commercialism.  

Negative.  Other authors (Abbarno, 2001; Molnar, 2003a) outlined a negative 

perception of commercialization trends.  Abbarno referred to the commercialism as 

“huckstering” and examined the framework for motivation between participants.  

Businesses are driven by profit margins and are, therefore, external in nature.  School 

officials are driven by an internal focus on integrity and autonomy; these forces collide 

with commercialization in schools (Abbarno, 2001).  Both Abbarno and Molnar (2003b) 

perceived that urban areas with dwindling resources are the most at risk.  Further, Molnar 

provided evidence of a higher level of influence and damage to African American and 
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Latino populations.  Corporate funding is often the short-term solution, but Abbarno 

surmised that these goodwill partnerships actually have underlying agendas aimed at 

captive audiences.  Bravo (2004) found that seeking donations was the favored approach 

to supplementing budgets, with participation fees and corporate sponsorships being the 

least appealing. 

In the 2003 study, Commercialism in Public Schools: A Study of the Perceptions 

of Teachers and Administrators on Accepting Corporate Advertising, Kowal attempted to 

assess teacher and administrator views on the acceptability of commercialism in 

elementary and secondary schools.  Kowal compiled quantitative statistics by using a 

questionnaire that “was developed by combining information from the GAO Report, 

Consumer Union Reports, and Alex Molnar’s (2001, 2002) CERU publications” (p. 23); 

the questionnaire was reviewed, field tested, revised, and pilot tested to address content 

validity and found to be reliable using a Cronbach’s alpha set at greater than .70.  The 

data were then analyzed using descriptive statistics and two-way ANOVA with an alpha 

set at .05.  Using a school district’s directory, a sample was constructed that included all 

169 administrators and 200 classroom teachers.  The sample included at least one 

position from each school and equal numbers of participants from the three levels of 

schools: high, middle, and elementary.  The overall return rate was 59% (n = 217).  Of 

the 200 teachers surveyed, 112 responded, thereby constituting 52% of the overall sample 

of 217.  Of the 169 administrators solicited, 105 responded, thereby constituting 48% of 

the total sample.  Further analysis of the school staff sample revealed that 44% (n = 95) 

of the respondents were employed at the elementary level and 56% (n = 122) at the 

secondary levels. 
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Kowal (2003) used responses based on a five-option Likert scale (“1.00 = never 

acceptable, 2.00 rarely acceptable, 3.00 = neutral, 4.00 = sometimes acceptable, and 

5.00 = always acceptable” (p. 35) and descriptive statistics to answer his first research 

question: “Given that different types of commercialism may result in varying types of 

commercial advertising, what type or types of commercialism are acceptable or not 

acceptable to teachers and administrators?” (p. 28).  Kowal subdivided commercialism 

into 31 subtypes and ranked and designated the answers according to three categories: (a) 

teachers and administrators, (b) teachers only, and (c) administrators only.   

With regard to the 31 subtypes, teachers and administrators grouped together 

indicated that “the least acceptable types of commercialism” were “corporate/business 

advertising in the classroom (e.g., banners, posters, etc.)” (mean = 2.0804, SD = 1.2075) 

and “teachers actively promoting a product in the classroom” (mean = 2.1608, SD = 

1.2036) (Kowal, 2003, p. 35).  Those designated as the most acceptable included 

collection of “local store receipts” (mean = 4.4293, SD = 0.8053), and collection of box 

tops or labels (mean = 4.5631, SD = 0.7146) (p. 35). 

Analysis of teacher responses only revealed that the results somewhat mirrored 

the results associated with the combined group (teachers and administrators).  

Advertising using methods such as banners and posters was viewed as least acceptable 

(mean = 2.0971, SD = 1.1506), and responses were similar for teachers’ promotion of 

products (mean = 2.3462, SD = 1.2601).  Again, collecting store receipts (mean = 4.4140, 

SD = 0.7934) and box tops or labels (mean = 4.6389, SD = 0.7032) were viewed as most 

acceptable (Kowal, 2003). 
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Examination of administrators’ results indicated that teachers’ promoting products 

(mean = 1.9579, SD = 1.1101) was deemed least acceptable, whereas advertising in the 

classroom through means such as banners and posters (mean = 2.0625, SD = 1.2717) was 

deemed the second least acceptable.  The most highly favored revenue sources from the 

viewpoint of administrators were soft drink sales (mean = 4.5306, SD =.7760) and 

collection of box tops or labels (mean = 4.4796, SD = 0.7212) (Kowal, 2003). 

Another interesting observation is that none of the three groups chose as their top 

picks any of the commercialism subgroups often considered by experts in the field, such 

as Alex Molnar, as providing the most lucrative incomes (e.g., exclusive contracts and 

naming rights).   

In an attempt to answer the second research question, “Are there differences 

between a school district’s teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of the different types 

of commercialism in public and elementary schools?” (Kowal, 2003, p. 44), Kowal 

employed 2-way ANOVAs “to determine if perceptions of each type of commercialism 

differed among participants in the groups” (p. 44).  Commercialism was classified as 

Type I (marketing interests outside the building), Type II (marketing in the building, but 

not the classroom), and Type III (marketing inside the classroom). 

With an alpha value set at .05, school level (elementary versus secondary) 

generated notable scores with regard to acceptability.  There was a statistically significant 

difference between the responses of secondary staff (mean = 3.6017, SD = 0.8245) and 

elementary staff (mean = 3.3486, SD = 0.8353) with regard to Type I commercialism 

(F(1,203) = 4.453, p = 0.036).  Position was not found to be significant (F(1,203) = 

3.697, p = 0.056), and “interaction between educator level and position was not 
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significant (F(1,203) = 0.362, p = 0.548) for Type I commercialism” (Kowal, 2003, p. 

45). 

Analysis of results related to Type II commercialism revealed no significance for 

level (F(1, 202) = 1.961, p = 0.163), position (F(1,202) = 0.123, p = 0.726), or level-

position interaction (F(1,202) = 0.406, p = 0.525) with regard to marketing efforts in the 

building, but not in the actual classroom (Kowal, 2003, pp. 44-45).  

For Type III commercialism, significance was observed for level (F(1,196) = 

21.120, p = 0.001), with teachers and administrators at the secondary levels generating 

higher scores (mean = 3.1475, SD = 0.8456) than those at the elementary level (mean = 

2.6270, SD = 0.6797).  Position was also statistically significant (F(1,196) = 7.944, p = 

0.005).  Teachers (mean = 3.0830, SD = 0.7895) scored higher than administrators (mean 

= 2.7619, SD = 0.8236), but there was no significance between level and position 

(F(1,202) = 0.406, p = 0.525) in the domain of commercialism in the classroom (Kowal, 

2003, p. 46). 

Kowal (2003) concluded that “participants, overall, [had] neutral to sometimes 

acceptable attitudes toward commercialism in schools,” but the attitudes often depended 

on the mode of marketing (p. 51).  “Of the ten means of subtypes of commercialism that 

the respondents ranked less than neutral, seven related to teachers participating in 

commercial activities in the classroom” (Kowal. 2003, p. 51).  In addition, commercial 

attitudes appeared to be more acceptable at secondary levels than at the elementary level 

with regard to marketing outside the building, inside the classroom, or both.  Kowal 

expected this outcome based on limitations related to policies on the elementary school 

level limiting commercialism. 
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Browder’s (2007) Commercialism in Public Schools: A Study of the Perceptions 

of Superintendents Accepting Corporate Advertising in Virginia mirrored much of 

Kowal’s (2003) research.  Browder wanted to survey acceptability levels of the same 31 

subtypes as those surveyed by Kowal to determine if these perceptions varied according 

to location and if needs for guidelines and policies were evident. 

Browder (2007) borrowed Kowal’s survey instrument and facilitated its use 

through www.surveymonkey.com, utilizing descriptive statistics and one- and two-way 

ANOVAs to determine results.  Of the 132 Virginia superintendents solicited, 50% (N = 

66) responded and completed the survey.  Of the total sample, 59% (n = 39), 16% (n = 

11), and 24% (n = 16) represented rural, suburban, and urban districts, respectively.  The 

first research question asked, “What type or types of commercialism are acceptable or 

unacceptable to superintendents?”  The most acceptable of the 31 subtypes were 

“corporate/business ads or logos in printed programs for sports contests, activities, etc. 

(outside the building)” (mean = 3.27, SD =0.751); “soft drink machines in the building 

(not in the classroom)” (mean = 3.25 , SD = 0.769); “other vending machines in the 

building (not in the classroom)” (mean = 3.23, SD = 0.666); and “collecting box tops or 

labels for fundraising (outside the classroom)” (mean = 3.21, SD = 0.803) (Browder, 

2007, p. 34).  Those designated as the least acceptable included “corporate/business 

advertising on the gym floor with the gym being used for games, classes, and or 

cafeteria” (mean = 1.30, SD = 0.630); “corporate/business ads or logos on the district’s 

website”  (mean = 1.30, SD = 0.601); “teachers or other staff actively promoting a 

product in the classroom” (mean = 1.32, SD = 0.575); and “corporate/business 

advertising in the classroom” (mean = 1.25, SD = 0.548) (Browder, 2007, p. 39).    
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With the next research question, Browder (2007) examined whether or not 

perceptions differed based on rural, suburban, and urban demographics.  A one-way 

ANOVA was conducted with an alpha set at p = .05 to determine statistical significance 

(n = 66; df = 62).  He reported,  

A significant difference was found for the following: (a) ads or logos on 

football stadium scoreboard (outside the building), (b) ads or logos in 

printed programs for sports contest (outside the building), (c) exclusive 

soft drink contracts (inside the building), (d) candy sales (inside the 

building), and (e) other sales such as candies and novelties (inside the 

building). (Browder, 2007, p. 69) 

With alpha levels set at .05, Browder (2007) also completed one- and two-way 

ANOVAs to compare “district size and gender to the subtype areas of commercialism 

with no significant differences existing” (p. 69).  In addition, no significance was noted in 

“comparing district size and experience to the subtype areas of commercialism” 

(Browder, 2007, p. 69).  

When examining the third research question regarding whether or not “policies 

and guidelines to control commercialism in schools” are needed, 73% of superintendents 

agreed that there was a desire for official guidance; 66% thought “funds derived through 

commercialism for PTA, Band Boosters, and Athletic Boosters should not be maintained 

on school accounts”; and 55% indicated that funds from these groups “were not subjected 

to a district policy on commercialism” (Browder, 2007, p. 69).  

Browder (2007) communicated numerous interesting summations and details 

based on his research, as follows: 
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1. According to the Virginia Department of Education, in 2005, more than 80 

million dollars were raised through commercialism in Virginia public schools 

(p. 72). 

2. “The National School Board Association indicated policy was left to each 

state and the Virginia School Board Association (VSBA) representative 

indicated that in the last five years the organization had not received a policy 

request on commercialism from a school district” (pp. 72-73). 

3. “There is a need to balance school budgets without raising taxes along with 

the need to understand opposition to commercialism and acceptance of 

commercialism types” (p. 73). 

4. “Finally, administrative preparation classes cover legal and financial aspects 

of public school operation; however, neither class adequately addressed policy 

and procedures on the topic of commercialism” (p. 74). 

Browder’s (2007) study was limited to superintendents in the Commonwealth of 

Virginia, of which, only half of the sample responded, but it does expand on previous 

research by Kowal (2003). 

Policy 

School policies.  Elmore (2006) asserted, “Here, then is the seeming conundrum: 

Schools are being asked by elected officials—policy leaders, if you will—to do things 

they are largely unequipped to do” (p. 43).  One of the primary forces driving change in 

the public school system is rhetoric indicating that commercialism, private support, and 

technology are the answers to failing school systems (Gormly, 1994).  School systems 

throughout the United States have been developing, implementing, and assessing 
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accountability measures in an attempt to improve education, but little effort has been 

documented regarding policies to address schoolhouse commercialism.  

Molnar (1990) stated, “The issue is not whether business will be involved in the 

schools.  The questions before us are: what manner of involvement shall we support, and 

what shall we oppose and why?” (p. 68).  School districts are going to be forced to 

develop courses of action to protect their interests (Abbarno, 2001; Bell, 2002; Manning, 

2001; Molnar, 1990; Overton, 2005).  As is the case with most policy analysis, 

motivations for policy development stem from legislation and litigation. 

An overwhelming theme that emerged from the literature was the lack of 

guidance available to administrators.  Policy and guidelines related to garnering private 

revenues are needed (Foley, 1994; Rideout, 2002).  Weimer (1997) wrote, “Around the 

country, school district policies regarding the monitoring, management, and governance 

of fundraising and non-tax revenues in their various forms in K-12 public schools reflect 

uninformed decision making by superintendents and school boards” (p. 273).  Browder’s 

(2007) research noted that only “nineteen states currently have statutes or regulations that 

address school-related commercial activities, but in 14 of these states the regulations or 

statutes are not comprehensive and permit or restrict only certain types of activities” (p. 

76). 

Legislation.  As of 2006, at least 14 laws had been enacted to curb the sale of 

junk food in schools, and at least 38 states had nutritional bills under consideration 

(Mercer, 2006).  An advocacy group, the Center for Science in Public Interest, reported 

that lawmakers had introduced over 200 bills in 2005 (Quaid, 2006).  California 

Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger pushed his state in 2003 to become the first to ban the 
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sale of sodas in elementary and middle schools (“Shut the Spigot,” 2006).  California 

went further and prohibited the sale of diet sodas as well; however, that legislation was 

not scheduled to take effect until 2009 (“Shut the Spigot, 2006”).  At the federal level, the 

senior Democrat on the U.S. Senate Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry Committee, Tom 

Harkin, created a bipartisan task force charged to regulate foods of minimal nutritional 

value (FMNVs) and foods high in fats and sugars (FHFS) (Burros & Warner, 2006; 

Quaid, 2006).  In response, soda distributors have been minimizing their efforts and 

supplanting sugary soda sales with fruit and vegetable juices, low-fat milks, and diet 

drinks (Gross, 2006).  In addition to laws passed in New Jersey and California, 

Massachusetts passed stringent legislation banning junk food and flavored milk which 

will take effect during the 2012-2013 school year (Huffington Post, 2012, July 14).  

Despite efforts to curtail damaging effects of junk foods, the outlook may be 

disappointing.  Legislation was passed in Indiana in 2006 mandating healthy choices in 

schools, but obesity rates in children have continued to rise (Post Tribune, 2010, February 

17).  Despite a legislative ban on advertising in Maine schools, a 2010 study 

demonstrated that commercial advertisements for junk foods were still widespread and in 

85% of the state high schools (Farwell, 2012, March 7). 

Litigation .  Although it is unclear how legislation will develop to counter 

marketing trends, increased attention may be the next step.  Richard Daynard, a lawyer 

who waged litigation against big tobacco companies, has been involved in a lawsuit 

against Pepsi and Coca-Cola in schools (Mercer, 2006).  Edible goods are not the only 

target.  In a complaint filed by a concerned parent against the Salem-Keizer School 

District, proceedings were entered against soft drinks in schools based on the delivery 
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and classification of caffeine as a banned substance in schools (Boyes v. Salem-Keizer 

School District, 2003).  The same parent initiated litigation against the school division 

because his children were subjected to Channel One television programming (Boyes v. 

Salem-Keizer School District, 2003).  His grievance against the school division was based 

on the following assertions: 

1. The contract creates a coercive atmosphere in which Gary Boyes and Shanna 

Boyes are subjected to Channel One’s commercial programming at school in 

violation of Article 1, Section 8 of the Oregon Constitution. 

2. Submitting Gary and Shanna Boyes to Channel One’s commercial speech 

infringes upon their right to an education under the Oregon Constitution. 

3. Channel One’s exercise of control over programming and content is an 

unlawful delegation of powers to educate school children reserved to the 

government under the Oregon Constitution. 

4. The economic value conferred upon Channel One through having a captive 

audience far exceeds the value of the equipment provided by Channel One to 

the school district such that the contract constitutes an impermissible private 

gift in violation of the Oregon Constitution. 

5. Requiring students to participate in group viewings of private commercials is 

in violation of the Oregon Constitution’s prohibition against involuntary 

servitude. (Boyes v. Salem-Keizer School District, 2003, G. Boyes, personal 

communication, January 14, 2003). 

Partially “in response to the growing threat of lawsuits and state legislation,” the 

nation’s top three bottlers began “removing sweetened drinks like Coke, Pepsi, and iced 
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teas from school cafeterias” in 2006. (Burros, M. & Warner, M (2006, May 4, π 1).  As 

commercialism in schools becomes more apparent, higher levels of legislation and 

litigation are predicted to follow.   

Considerations for success.  Without the existence of what Abbarno (2001) 

termed a covenant between the businesses and schools, children experience exploitation 

because they are forced into a vulnerable environment without free choice.  Abbarno 

described a need for ethics panels to review advertisement and business partnerships as a 

protection against corporate abuses.  A covenant between a school or district and the 

corporate sector should be voluntary and reviewed on a yearly basis to ensure values of 

autonomy in education (Abbarno, 2001).  

Although public opinion and literature cast school business partnerships in a 

pessimistic light, in reality, educational administrators and financial officers are 

participating in the deals in increasing numbers.  Empirical evidence has revealed that 

advertisement deals in education have risen exponentially over the past 20 years.  Like 

politics, commercialism is never going to go away in a capitalistic society.  

Consequently, authors such as Abbarno (2001), Bell (2002), and Overton (2005) have 

addressed considerations and value judgments but have taken a realistic approach by 

providing procedures and guidelines designed to minimize problems.  Educational 

leaders need to be able to understand commercial practices.  Weimer (1997) noted that 

“school district policies regarding the monitoring, management, and governance of 

fundraising and nontax revenues in their various forms in K-12 public schools reflect 

uninformed decision making by superintendents and school boards” (p. 273). 
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Commercialism Research 

As noted, the amount of research attention related to commercialism in schools is 

limited.  The bulk of the literature review was based on information gleaned from 

publications that fall outside the traditional realm of education leadership research.  

Despite this unorthodox approach, available empirical research was reviewed. 

Domine’s (2002) Hacking Through the Billboard Jungle: Adolescent Student 

Interpretations of Commercial Media in a Public School Classroom used a qualitative 

phenomenological approach to conduct research on a “conservative, middle class, urban 

middle school located in the western United States” (p. 63).  Every Wednesday for 9 

weeks, Domine observed the school environment, concentrating on 11 eighth-grade 

students, to determine how the students interpreted classroom media, its language, media 

representations, institutions, and audiences, as well as their attitudes and beliefs related to 

the subject of commercial media. 

Four specific perspectives emerged from the study of these individuals; Domine 

(2002) attempted to classify them along four quadrants (See Figure 3): casual 

acceptance, skeptical rejection, savvy consumer, and responsible student perspective.  

Within the casual acceptance perspective, “student participants are apathetic toward 

institutional forces that shape the content of these five commercial media and in turn 

shape their own perceptions of themselves as well as the world around them” (Domine, 

2002, p. 287).  Students are promedia, but they do not seem to understand the big picture.   
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Figure 3. Four dominant adolescent perspectives of commercial classroom media. 
(Domine, 2002, p. 285) 

 

The skeptical rejection perspective “is grounded in the discursive data that reflect 

a high level of tool literacy among student participants” (Domine, 2002, p. 302).  In other 

words, the students view the use of classroom technology media in a less optimistic light 

than do adults.  Rather than a means to save education, students typically see these media 

as simple tools of delivery.  The savvy consumer perspective “positions them as 

consumers rather than citizens”; “savvy consumerism requires no obligation to the world 

or even other consumers” (Domine, 2002, p. 312).  The findings suggest “the students in 

this study [were] knowledgeable and experienced consumers,” but they showed little 

concern for the effects of their consumerism on greater society.  None of the students 

were plotted in the responsible citizen domain.  The students examined in this research 
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rejected this perspective, which emphasizes a shift “from consumer-centered to a more 

creative perspective that is socially and politically acceptable” (Domine, 2002, p. 313). 

Domine (2002) warned of the dangers inherent in schoolhouse commercialism 

and found that, overall, students are generally unaware, or think they are, of the 

commercial content in their presence, accepting it as normal: 

A major argument for the tolerant acceptance of commercial messages 

based on adolescent students’ continuous exposure to advertising in nearly 

all contexts outside the classroom—that somehow exposure breeds 

discernment.  However, this is not necessarily true.  The student discourse 

reveals that although youth may be savvy consumers and accept 

commercialism as status quo, they lack the interest and knowledge to be 

responsible adult citizens—the very roles for which U.S. public schools 

were originally designed.  Accepting without question the commercial 

influences in their learning environment reduces the likelihood of learning 

and voicing alternative and opposing viewpoints.  In this sense, 

commercial media in the classroom is paradoxical, as the public school 

classroom should be an environment where students learn other roles than 

that of consumer. (p. 327) 

Based upon a sample size of 11 students, it is difficult to generalize Domine’s 

(2002) findings to the general population; however, the work does provide some insight 

into student perceptions of media in the classroom. 

Another dissertation, Thiry’s (2004) Consuming Schools: An Ethnography of 

Commercial Activities in Public Schools, examined two schools employing commercial 
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practices within their buildings.  One was a school in Northern Virginia, and another was 

in Colorado; both were considered large schools in suburban environments.  The purpose 

of Thiry’s study was “to explore the lived experiences of students, teachers, 

administrators, and parents in relation to commercial activities at two sites” (Thiry, 2004, 

p. 1). 

After conducting 40 observations and 37 interviews, Thiry (2004) concluded that 

the yields from commercial activities may not be worth the investment: 

1. “Commercial activities consumed time, energy, and resources in return for a 

small amount of revenue or equipment” (p. 241). 

2. “Commercial activities also resulted in a lack of local control and a lack of 

consumer choice” (p. 241). 

3. The time allotted at one school to Channel One equated to $22,000 in teacher 

wages and 6 school days. 

4. Some participants felt coerced into participating in commercial activities such 

as restaurant-night outings. 

5. Adults were more likely to view commercialism in a favorable light, whereas 

students often viewed it as exploitive profiteering. 

Thiry (2004) also noted that practices in these two locations could be very 

hypocritical: “For instance, at Pinnacle alone, commercial activities required students to 

watch commercials, spend time in gambling venues, sell and consume unhealthy junk 

food, and work at a booth that sold alcohol” (pp. 243-244).  It seemed that these negative 

activities could be discouraged on one hand, to teach students to be healthy, moral 

citizens, but then encouraged on the other hand, as long as the school could turn a profit.  
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Another interesting finding was that some of the efforts by corporations to build brand 

loyalty may have had just the opposite effect.  Because of the exclusive agreements with 

Coca-Cola, “students became resistant to the ‘monopoly’ of Coke and the administration 

unwittingly undermined the hegemony of the brand at the school through their restriction 

of access to soda machines” (Thiry, 2004, p. 244).  In addition, the high school principal 

at Pinnacle perceived that he could negotiate contracts with drink purveyors that would 

be of greater benefit than those negotiated through exclusive contract agreements by the 

district. 

Thiry (2004) set forth some important observations, but readers need to consider a 

possible bias in her work.  Thiry involved herself in an ethnography to examine 

commercialism in these two schools, but her observations may have been tainted by her 

personal opinions of capitalism in Western societies.  Throughout her work, Thiry made 

biased references to certain philosophies: for example, painting conservatives and 

capitalism in a negative light.  This bias may have influenced her ability to remain neutral 

in her data collection.  In addition, very little time was spent in the field and multiple 

observations were not completed.  These limitations may reduce the validity and 

reliability of this ethnography; however, the findings are practical within the context of 

this literature review. 

Two years later, Troppe’s (2006) Private Funding for Public Education: A Local 

Response to State Action compared tax data to examine a sample of national school 

districts to determine “factors that influence private funding for education with particular 

attention to how state control over local education finance and educational demand 

heterogeneity affect the probability and amount of private contributions” (p. 1).  Her 
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research questions addressed the extent of funding in large school districts, the 

correlation between private funding per pupil and state control over local education 

finance, and “the degree of educational demand heterogeneity” as compared “with the 

probability and amount of private funding per pupil among larger school districts” 

(Troppe, 2006, p. 21). 

Troppe (2006) used both descriptive statistics and multivariate regression 

analyses in her quantitative study.  From an original total of 14,805 school districts in 

1997-1998, Troppe narrowed the number to 3,021 school districts by selecting “regular” 

schools (nonvocational, special education, or specialized) and districts comprising seven 

or more schools.  A sample of schools (n = 1000, α = .05) was selected using stratified, 

rather than random, sampling to ensure an even distribution of states and schools in rural, 

urban, and suburban districts.  Troppe then identified and matched 361 nonprofits whose 

sole intent was to provide financial assistance to public schools.   

Troppe’s (2006) research indicated the following: 

1. “Private funding from booster-type clubs and local education foundations was 

not widespread in larger school districts, and per pupil amounts varied 

widely” (p. iii). 

2. “When examined on a per pupil basis, private funding ranged from $1 per 

pupil to a high of $307 per pupil among districts with such funding.  The 

estimated average private funding per pupil was $15 per pupil, but again the 

median was much lower at $8 per pupil” (p. 97). 

3. “Districts with private funding were more likely than districts without such 

funding to be in states with state school finance reform activities, but no more 



  

90 
 

likely than other districts to be in states with potentially-binding tax and  

expenditure limitations (TELs)” (p. 97). 

4. Privately funded districts on average were wealthier than those that were not. 

5. “Districts with the highest private funding per pupil were smaller in size than 

districts with lower private funding per pupil” (p. 105). 

6. “State controls over local education finance do bring about a private response 

in the form of private funding, although not always in the direction 

anticipated”; most notably, “(TELs) led to increases in both the probability 

and amount of student funding” (p. 125). 

Limitations of the study included the lack of control groups and the fact that 

samples were not random in nature.  In addition, large groups of schools and donors were 

excluded.  Generalization was threatened as the study examined only “districts with 

seven or more schools” and therefore eliminated “a large portion of school districts from 

the analysis” (Troppe, 2006, p. 91).  In addition, the study sampled only groups whose 

primary goal was strictly giving to public education.  This process excluded “funds from 

parent-teacher groups, alumni associations, and private philanthropic foundations” 

(Troppe, 2006, p. 93). 

An earlier study, Weimer’s (1997) dissertation, Fundraising and Other Nontax 

Revenues in K-12 Public Education and Other Effects Upon Intradistrict School-Finance 

Equity, proposed “to develop a research-based process for school districts to use to 

collect and evaluate these funds in terms of equity for their schools” (p. 8).  Weimer also 

examined the nontax revenues that existed in the district, the amount raised, differences 

based on school level (elementary, middle, and secondary), activities that were more 
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prosperous, accounting methods for such funds, policies to address inequities, fund 

allocations, comparisons of academic with nonacademic revenue usage, socioeconomic 

relationships, and disbursement of funds. 

Weimer (1997) employed both quantitative analysis and qualitative case study 

design in the study of a purposely sampled school district consisting of 13 elementary, 

five middle, and three high schools.  Limitations on this research included possible 

researcher bias in that participation was endorsed through a superintendent’s 

memorandum; this supervisory oversight may have affected participant response.  The 

study also utilized a self-constructed survey with no indication of validity or reliability, 

other than the use of follow-up interviews as a means of member checking.  

Weimer (1997) suggested that the following advice be considered by future 

researchers embarking on studies related to nontax revenues in schools: 

Before fundraising and nontax revenue data can be purposely and 

successfully gathered and collected in a school district, certain axioms 

must be addressed as undergirding for the project.  These premises include 

considerations for (a) a need to educate the parties involved in supplying 

the information, as well as educating those involved in understanding the 

need for the information, or at least, the relative value of the project; (b) 

the recognition that one cannot depend on principals’ estimates of monies; 

(c) an understanding that collection of dollar information must be 

centralized at the district level; (d) an agreement that this district-level 

collection of dollar information for revenues and expenses must represent 

standardized categories; (e) an acknowledgement that the attitudes of 
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principals and district-level administrators about these revenues are 

important; (f) an agreement that school-generated and parent-generated 

revenues and expenses must be accounted for in a similar manner; (g) an 

admission that everything is not easily considered in quantifiable ways; 

and (h) an acceptance that the system must be practical, but that it will 

require time and effort. (p. 242) 

In response to his questions, Weimer (1997) concluded that “revenues exist in 

both money and non-money forms” and that “cash resources can be categorized into five 

broad groups: fundraising, fees, enterprise activities, gifts of money, and miscellaneous 

cash” (p. 231).  The noncash resources typically include “gifts of time, equipment and 

supplies, and service” (Weimer, 1997, p. 231).  In response to how much is raised, “the 

startling response is who knows?” because some resources are tracked at the central 

office and some at the local level: individual school, club, or classroom.  Weimer 

surmised that high levels of revenue were generated at the high school level.  Certain 

activities such as football account for higher revenues than others.  Weimer found that 

schools were strict in accounting for activity fund cash revenues of which they were 

aware but not for other forms of revenue.  It also was concluded that despite informal 

efforts, there were no mechanisms in place to promote equity in the raising and 

disbursement of funds: “For both academic and nonacademic expenditures of these funds 

at the elementary, middle, and high school levels, the significant range would suggest 

inequity at some degree (however, there [were] not enough schools to statistically 

evaluate for inequity)” (Weimer, 1997, p. 234).  Examination of academic versus 

nonacademic priorities revealed that elementary schools focused to a greater extent on 
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academic priorities, whereas “middle and high schools prefer nonacademic expenditures” 

(Weimer, 1997, pp. 234-235).  In examining socioeconomic status, Weimer found that 

“funds are not distributed equitably across the 13 schools; however, this inequity does not 

appear to be significantly related to the wealth of each school” (p. 236).  Finally, in this 

case study, personnel in the district’s main office were not participants in nontraditional 

fundraising. 

In summary, Weimer (1997) concluded that “principals rely on these extra 

discretionary revenues to make a difference in their schools,” with the funding varying 

“from school to school, and, at least, the potential for inequities exist[ing] between the 

schools” that are often not understood, accounted for, or regulated (pp. iii–iv).  Weimer 

stated, “No one, including the principals, knows all the money and value of noncash gifts 

and activities going through schools” (p. 238).  This finding suggests that there is 

potential for abuse, corruption, and inefficiency at the very least.  Weimer also wrote, 

“Finally, this case study illustrates the lack of existing processes required to collect and 

analyze fundraising and nontax revenues on a school-to-school basis (p. 240). 

In a further study on the topic of revenue, Nontraditional Revenue Sources Being 

Used by Indiana School Corporations and Indiana High Schools, Rozelle (2006) also 

utilized a mixed-method approach using a QUAN-Qual model, in which quantitative 

findings are used to drive case study qualitative methods.  Rozelle attempted to determine 

the most frequently used sources of private funding, they ways in which they were used, 

and the perceptions of study participants involved in the practice.  No significant 

limitations should be noted for this study.  Rozelle disseminated 293 surveys to school 

corporations (the equivalent of school districts in other states) with a response rate of 



  

94 
 

81% (n = 238); 344 questionnaires were mailed to principals of all junior and senior high 

schools in the State of Indiana with a 63% (n = 217) response rate.  These surveys and 

data were then analyzed using chi-square, ANOVA, and clustering, with all statistical 

tests having an alpha level of .05.  The researcher did not attempt to test a prior 

hypothesis, but rather developed information for further study.  After the data were 

analyzed using SPSS 14.0, it was determined that a statistically significant relationship 

existed “between a school corporation being located in a rural, suburban, or urban setting 

and the likelihood they participated in a school business partnership (x² = 11.56, df = 2, p 

= .003)” (Rozelle, 2006, p. 61).  In other words, urban school districts were more likely to 

be involved with business partnerships than were their counterparts in suburban and rural 

areas.  In addition, rural districts were less likely than suburban or urban settings to 

procure private funding from nonprofit groups (x² = 8.48, df = 2, p = .014); however, 

there was not a “statistically significant relationship between the setting (rural, suburban, 

or urban) of school corporations whose respondents reported they received revenue from 

a nonprofit foundation and the amount provided by the foundation (x² = 18.03, df = 10, p 

= .055)” (Rozelle, 2006, p. 67).   

In addition, there was no relationship between the district “setting and the 

likelihood they had a contract/licensing agreement with a private sector company that 

provided exclusive representation of their goods or services in exchange for equipment or 

money (x² = 3.58, df = 2, p =.167)” (Rozelle, 2006, p. 64).  With regard to private donors, 

there was not a statistically significant relationship between the setting and those 

receiving contributions (x² = 4.17, df = 2, p =.125) until the contributions exceeded 
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$10,000 annually.  At this threshold, urban settings were more likely to be successful (x² 

= 24.24, df = 6, p =.000), but the level of school (high versus junior) had no bearing. 

Phase 2 involved a case study of the participants from Phase 1 that were willing to 

continue with in-depth interviews.  Purposeful selection was then employed to include 

participants from varying corporations (districts), demographics, and personnel.  In 

response to the first research question regarding sources of nontraditional funding most 

often used by Indiana schools, Rozelle (2006) found that user fees were reported most 

frequently.  In addressing the question regarding usage, Rozelle concluded that this 

“revenue was considered a nonrenewable resource and not relied upon to provide 

personnel or programs otherwise supported by traditional revenue” (p. 127); however, 

other areas of the educational experience such as music, athletics, and extracurricular 

activities were often sustained by nontraditional funding, which had become “indirectly 

essential to preserving traditional revenue for essential purposes” (p. 160).  For these 

reasons, Rozelle recommended that streams of nontraditional funding should neither be 

considered reliable nor factored into essential, traditional budget projections. 

Another point of note in Rozelle’s (2006) research was the magnitude of potential 

revenue identified by the respondents, but not included in the survey.  These items 

included “cell phone tower rental, leasing of farm acreage, local referendums, refinancing 

of existing bonds, riverboat gaming revenue, the sale of timber, and cash tuition 

payments” (Rozelle, 2006, p. 126).  As noted by Rozelle, “geography is an additional 

variable to be considered with regard to a school corporation or school’s capacity to 

generate nontraditional revenue” (p. 60).  Not only does geography influence the 

availability of large businesses, foundations, and partnership opportunities, in which rural 
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districts are typically at a disadvantage, but geography also can be the primary factor in 

opportunities involving those revenues not analyzed, such as farm and timber leases.  In 

conclusion, Rozelle summarized his study by stating, 

This study illuminated numerous sources of nontraditional revenue that 

clearly benefited those accessing them.  Irrespective of a school 

corporation or school’s setting and the potential impact of nontraditional 

revenue on equity and adequacy, nontraditional revenue provided 

opportunities for students that might not have been possible without it.  

This might suggest that regardless of location it may serve school 

personnel to study the local availability of nontraditional revenue sources 

and seek them out as appropriate. (p. 163) 

With regard to New York specifically, Lunden’s (2007) Corporate America 

Inside the Public School System: An Analysis of Commercial Activities Within New York 

Public Schools was conducted using surveys he distributed to New York school districts 

to “determine how many programs exist[ed], how many school systems use[d] them, how 

they [were] being used, and if they [were] distributed equitably among school districts in 

New York State” (p. ii).   

According to Lunden (2007), New York has taken a somewhat hypocritical 

approach to commercial activities in schools.  The New York State Constitution prohibits 

sales “of products on school grounds” (Art. 8, §1); however, certain items such as school 

rings, student photographs, and those items “associated with a valid school purpose” are 

allowed (p. 56).  Similar rules have been imposed by the Rules of the Board of Regents, 

which governs New York Public Schools.  In addition, Lunden noted that even though 
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commercial activities are banned or restricted, they are commonplace.  School bus 

advertisements are forbidden, but only in cities with populations fewer than one million.  

Promotions involving electronic media are prohibited, but video feeds via the Internet, 

cable, and television are often permeated with marketing messages.  Despite restrictions, 

New York Public Schools are allowed to enter into sponsorship and exclusive 

agreements, referred to as pouring rights, with beverage companies (Lunden, 2007). 

Lunden’s (2007) survey instrument was borrowed in part from Molnar and 

Reaves’ 2001 Fourth Annual Report on Trends in Schoolhouse Commercialism and 

modified to fit the parameters of his research.  This instrument was then reviewed by the 

Research Subjects Review Board, reviewed by committee, and pilot tested.  Lunden 

mailed surveys to all 674 New York school districts, generating a 46% response rate (n = 

307).  A second survey was then distributed to those who “indicated a relationship with a 

commercial organization involving an exclusive agreement, appropriation of space, or 

both” (Lunden, 2007, p. 66).  Using findings from the surveys, Lunden was able to make 

comparisons of use between New York and North Carolina schools based on a previous 

study conducted by Dibona et al. in 2003.  Lunden found that the results were very 

similar, as noted in Table 1 (p. 107). 

 

Table 1. Comparison of Commercial Activities in North Carolina and New York State 

 
Commercial activity type 

North 
Carolina 

use 

North 
Carolina 

rank 

New 
York 
use 

New 
York 
rank 

Fund raising  48.4% 1 55% 1 
Incentive programs 41.4% 2 52% 2 
Exclusive agreements 21.2% 3 23% 3 
Sponsored educational materials 19.5% 4 15% 4 
Sponsorship of programs and activities 14.9% 5 6% 6 
Appropriates space 8.6% 6 7% 5  
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Review of Table 1 indicates identical rankings between the two states, with 

relatively consistent percentages noted as well: Fundraising was the most popular 

commercial activity and appropriation of space the least (Lunden, 2007).  These revenues 

were used primarily to fund specific activities or programs, increase the school general 

fund, or offset tax relief (Lunden, 2007). 

When Lunden (2007) examined the commercial revenue magnitude in New York 

schools, in particular, exclusive agreements resulted in annual revenues per district of 

$34,223.  This amount “equated to nearly ten dollars per student,” but monies from these 

agreements equated to “less than one tenth of one percent” of total revenues (Lunden, 

2007, p. 108).  Lunden also noted that staff spent a tremendous amount of time and effort 

addressing commercial activities, noting that “if these costs were inputted and compared 

to the revenue expected by the commercial activity, the actual value of the activity 

becomes increasingly smaller” (p. 109). 

In addition to the descriptive statistics regarding commercialism in New York, 

Lunden’s (2007) key findings included the following: 

1.  “ …many chief school business officers would not seek to engage in 

commercial activities if public funds were available to pay for the activity 

currently being funded, despite the limited amount of criticism and having 

no negative influence on their ability to pass their local school budget” (p. 

110). 

2.  “…students in larger and poorer districts are much more likely to be the 

target of commercial marketing tactics and practices than their 

counterparts in smaller and wealthier schools” (p. 110). 
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3.  “…only thirty-two percent of New York State public schools had a 

formal Board of Education policy regarding their ability to enter into 

exclusive agreements” (pp. 110-111). 

4.  “Providing guidelines and pertinent information to local school boards 

for their use in adopting policy at the local level is crucial” (p. 111). 

5.  “None of the districts responding from New York State indicated that 

their involvement in commercial activities had a negative impact on their 

budget vote” or “ability to pass a school budget,” whereas 7 percent 

“indicated a positive influence” (p. 110). 

Limitations of this research include a low participation rate (350 of the district 

CFOs did not respond) and possible bias in the fact that only chief financial officers were 

used as the point of contact.  It would have been interesting to examine the perceptions of 

teachers, coaches, and athletic directors, who typically have a higher stake in such 

revenues.  Even Lunden (2007) noted that “Board of Education members, 

Superintendents, athletic directors, and school treasurers may have responded differently” 

if approached with the survey (p. 114).   

Even though Lunden’s (2007) work was not concentrated on school policy, he 

concluded his dissertation with a specific emphasis on the lack of guiding principles in 

the area of commercialism in education.  According to Lunden, a concerted effort to 

address these discrepancies is needed: 

Policymakers at each level of government need to take an active role in 

addressing these findings for the welfare of all public school students.  

Adjusting school funding formulas, adopting school policies regarding use 



  

100 
 

of commercial activities, and requiring that nutritional standards be in 

place for all commercial activities taking place within the public school 

system are steps that key policymakers need to take to address these 

findings.  Policymakers need to keep in mind that marketing for 

commercial organizations is not the primary responsibility of the public 

school system.  The primary responsibility of the public school system is 

to protect students while providing them with a quality education. (pp. 

117-118) 

Several studies were examined regarding international practices.  O’Loughlin’s 

(2006) A Study of Commercialism in Irish Primary Schools studied children’s and 

teachers’ opinions and awareness of commercialism in three Irish primary schools 

through the use of observations, questionnaires, and focus groups.  O’Loughlin concluded 

that the use of commercialism was high—with incentive programs and sponsored 

educational materials being the two most prominently used practices.   

It is difficult to generalize any of O’Loughlin’s (2006) results due to limited 

sample size (largest sample included 18 teachers) and lack of empirical methods; 

however, the findings do suggest that educators are conditioned to accept commercial 

activities in their classrooms despite O’Loughlin’s assertion that there is growing 

opposition to this practice in Irish schools.   

The goals of a Canadian study, Allahdini’s (1995) Private Resources for Public 

Education, were “to gain insight into the acquisition of private support for public 

education and to explain why and how these schools garner private resources” in the 

greater metropolitan area of Toronto (p. 38).  Allahdini selected five elementary, three 
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secondary, and three business or technical schools, performed a qualitative analysis based 

primarily on semi-structured interviews of key players (N = 22), and organized his results 

according to theme.  Allahdini categorized the “data for each school around themes and 

concepts related to the main thrusts of the study, school context, school leadership, and 

organizational structure” (p. 56).  This study was limited in scope in that most of the 

respondents were from the same school district, only one business leader was 

interviewed, and parental and student input were ignored; however, the findings were 

notable. 

Allahdini (1995) suggested that context has an effect, but not as much as the 

subsequent themes of leadership and organizational structure.  The socioeconomic status 

of the district was noted as having a greater impact than its ethno cultural demographics.  

In fact, Allahdini claimed that ethnography has “little or no role at all, “whereas a 

community’s socioeconomic status “can facilitate or hinder certain types of transactions” 

(p. 144).  For example, systems in more advantageous socioeconomic circumstances 

typically garner more resources from the community than those “with less favored 

communities” (Allahdini, 1995, p. 73).  In addition, “resources are acquired primarily 

from two sources: 1) the parent community and the neighborhood, and 2) the business 

community, corporations and so on” with two important factors coming into play 

(Allahdini, 1995, p. 93). The first factor is the level of “entrepreneurial spirit” of the 

school and the second is the significant role of school leadership (Allahdini, 1995).  In 

fact, Allahdini argued that school leadership is the most important factor.  According to 

Allahdini, good leadership combined with a confident entrepreneurial spirit promotes 

successful partnerships.   
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Within the domain of organizational structure, Allahdini (1995) found that the 

most successful districts had active parent-teacher associations (PTAs) involved in 

fundraising efforts, but there was very little information about the topic otherwise.  Other 

than PTAs, most schools lacked “separate and effective organizational structures 

specifically designed for resource acquisition” (Allahdini, 1995, p. 145).  According to 

Allahdini, “it is the principal who is usually the main link between school and the 

business community” (p. 103). 

Wechter’s (2004) School–Business Partnerships: Awareness, Attitudes, and 

Actions of Secondary School Principals and Their Business Counterparts in Selected 

Florida School Districts, Calvert’s (2004) A Case Study in Collaboration: Educational 

and Industrial Partnerships, and Cook’s (2005) Analysis of Characteristics of Effective 

School and Business Partnerships: A Case Study of a Medium Size Florida District 

examined school business partnerships.   

Wechter (2004) utilized a mixed-method approach “to identify the skills and 

knowledge that high school principals and their business partners need to have to create 

equitable relationships between the school and the business environment” (p. 4).  In this 

exploratory study, high school principals from the three largest school districts in Florida 

were solicited to participate in a quantitative survey; one of the primary goals of the 

survey was to identify business partnerships.  Wechter revised slightly a survey that had 

been used in similar research in Georgia to apply it to his own research.  Once validated 

by committee review and pilot testing, the instrument was distributed to participants in 

the three districts labeled A, B, and C.  For the three school districts combined, there was 

a return rate of 47.5% (n = 38).  The return rate for the 40 schools sampled in District A 
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was 40% (n = 16), for the 24 schools in District B the return rate was 58% (n = 14), and 

for the 16 schools in District C the rate was 50% (n = 8).  The collected data not only 

included information regarding awareness, perceptions, and attitudes of principals 

participating in the study, but it also provided the framework for further study of the top 

(visible) industrial partnerships utilized in the districts.  Randomly selecting one principal 

from each district, Wechter conducted interviews with school principals and business 

partners.  In addition, the researcher utilized a photo matrix to identify the six top 

business entities recognized at the respective locations.  Using a consistent approach with 

each building, the researcher created a photo matrix of commercial interests visible on the 

building exteriors, main hallways, cafeterias, teacher lounges, and sports venues.  These 

results were compared to identify the top six industry partners (based on centrality and 

frequency within the matrix) to be interviewed.   

After coding the data from the surveys, principal interviews, and business 

partnership interviews, Wechter (2004) plotted the information in a Venn diagram, 

through which common themes of “mentorship, advertising, and advisory boards” 

emerged (p. 109).  Wechter wrote, “Mentorships and internships were seen as a key 

component in the relationship between principals in Florida districts A, B, C, and their 

business partners” (p. 110).  In fact, 100% of the principals indicated the importance of 

this component.  Likewise, business partners “were largely in agreement with the 

principals in the area of mentorships as a method to demonstrate what takes place outside 

the classroom environment” (Wechter, 2004, p. 113).  Business leaders viewed 

mentorships as an opportunity to offer students opportunities and experiences otherwise 

not available within the confines of the school—a reality check—and some even 
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perceived “a direct link to student achievement beyond the corporate structure” (Wechter, 

2004, p. 114). 

The second theme noted was advertising.  Analysis of the data revealed that 79% 

of the principals believed advertisement from business partners should be allowed within 

their schools; however, one school was diminishing the visibility of its top partner, a soft 

drink purveyor, because of mounting public criticism.  Wechter (2004) noted that 

businesses viewed advertisements as a key element; however, they “were reluctant to use 

the word advertising when talking about partnerships” (p. 120).  The researcher also 

noted that some forms of advertisement were more effective than others; for example, 

name placement on a surface such as a scoreboard was considered very effective. 

The third theme involved advisory boards; “advisory boards (also known as 

foundations or business roundtables) were a key element towards the success of their 

partnerships” (Wechter, 2004, p. 123).  A roundtable or an LEF is often viewed as only a 

marketing effort to bring in resources, but as noted in an interview with one Florida 

principal, it is sometimes a critical bridge of information to inform districts of what they 

are doing right or wrong. The principal explained: 

When I arrived here 4½ years ago we had a couple of programs that I 

considered to be outdated; one was a wood shop for lack of a better term, 

automotive, graphic arts, electrical.  Fun classes, but the bottom line was 

that in wood shop kids would build birdhouses and toolboxes and that 

impacted kids, how?  It is a good hobby to have but as far as 

communicating requisite industry standard skills, it was not happening.  

The other problem was that kids who were building these birdhouses 
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couldn’t read.  Automotive shop was fun but you were working on a car 

with a carburetor, but they don’t make those anymore.  Graphic design 

was real neat if you were into tie-dying shirts, but then again, not a big call 

in the industry or marketability or entrepreneurship for tie-dyed tee shirts.  

And they don’t make TVs with bulbs anymore.  This is a whole new age 

and unfortunately the curriculum stagnated here in the 1970s.  So before 

we made a move, we developed through our largest business partner a 

business roundtable.  We sat down with these folks and said could you 

project based upon workforce development and industry core standards 

what you want our children to do and know when they leave school.  They 

basically sat down and we roundtabled it over the course of six months or 

so and we shut all those programs down and created new programs.  Sysco 

networks, A+ computer support repair and design, Web page design and 

certification.  We created “apple culture” out of our horticulture program 

and then applied cross curriculum standards by bringing in accounting and 

marketing and the English classes.  So I think that was absolutely critical 

in turning our school around.  School reform is difficult, but when you 

bring in companies who have stature not only in the community but 

throughout the country and worldwide, teachers listen.  You know when 

our largest business partners come in and those guys are sitting around a 

table with our teachers, we don’t have to sell anything.  It’s already sold 

for them.  These are Fortune 500 companies whose survival is based upon 

a quarterly report, and if they say that this is where vocational programs 
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are going or technology or curriculum is going, we pay attention.  We may 

not be able, because our course code constraints and things like that, 

implement everything they bring to the table, but even if you implement a 

portion of what they bring to the table, you are better off for it, and when  

I say you’re better off, I mean your kids are better for it. (Principal, School 

District B, as cited in Wechter, 2004, pp. 124-125)  

From the business perspective, advisory boards overwhelmingly saw value in 

their participation in partnerships.  One advisory board member described a “synergistic 

relationship between the school and the professional community in order to provide the 

kind of stimulus that students required and thrived on,” stating “that a true partnership 

helped to create an environment where the community could come into the school and the 

school could go out to the community” (Wechter, 2004, p. 129).  The conversation with 

the principal of district B regarding the skills taught and tasks performed summed up 

what has been taking place throughout many K-12 educational institutions.  Classes such 

as woodshop and other electives with good intentions are often teaching students fun 

activities, but activities that are outdated or not in demand in the workforce the students 

will enter after graduation.  

Wechter (2004) asserted that schools cannot afford to miss the opportunities 

provided through school business partnerships, noting that both parties need to be fully 

aware of how these relationships interact.  The initial results of the study categorized 

partnerships into two types.  One type is a quid pro quo partnership, in which funds are 

raised through merchandise sales.  Both the business and school benefit financially; funds 

are supplied to the schools in return for market exposure, typically through appropriation 
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of space.  In the quid pro quo partnership, no emphasis is placed on academic 

achievement.  The second type of partnership was referred to as a benevolent win-win, 

where the emphasis is on collaboration between the school and the business community, 

with an ultimate goal of positively impacting academic and other skills relevant to 

developing productive students, thereby ultimately helping the business community.  

According to Wechter, “financial support was still an important issue, but not more 

important than time, talent, and knowledge resources that these partners provided” 

(Wechter, 2004, p. 168).   

Combining elements of previous theories on partnerships with results of the study, 

Wechter (2004) outlined a continuum of partnerships, as noted in Table 2.   
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Table 2. The Partnership Continuum for Florida School Districts A, B, & C 

Limited  partnerships Involved partnerships Enhanced partnerships 

Characterized by a single 
goal, usually based upon 
financial support 

Characterized by financial 
support through product 
sales as one factor in the 
partnership process 

Characterized by the 
enhancement of student 
achievement as the primary 
goal of the partnership 
process 

Level of financial 
commitment based upon 
product sales or renewable 
sales of advertising space 

Enhanced student 
achievement implemented 
through direct on-campus or 
business partner 

Advisory boards and 
business roundtables as a 
critical part of the daily 
operations of the school 

Little evidence of 
participation in student 
support through programs 
such as mentorships or 
internships 

Mentorship and internships 
as an ongoing part of the 
relationship 

Mentorships and internships 
as a primary part of the 
relationship 

Little evidence of support in 
areas of curriculum design 
and implementation 

 

Curriculum design 
enhanced through input of 
the business partner 

Business partners as key 
players in the acquisition of 
financial support and 
additional business partners 

Little evidence of a 
relationship with the critical 
stakeholders of the school 
community 

Additional direction and 
curriculum support offered 
by advisory boards or 
business roundtables 

Ongoing partnership 
support for curriculum 
design 

Business partners as a major 
presence on the school 
campus 

  (Wechter, 2004, p. 170) 

 

Within the partnership continuum, the characteristics of the three types—limited, 

involved, and enhanced partnerships—are outlined in Table 2.  The distinguishing 

element for each partnership is the type or motivation for business community 

involvement.  Limited partnerships are usually simple arrangements based on financial 
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support, with little emphasis on other areas of the model.  To differentiate between 

limited and involved partnerships, Wechter (2004) explained that “leadership support for 

improving student achievement is seen as the critical element” in involved partnerships 

(p. 171).  The involved partnership also involves additional financial support primarily 

from product sales, but more importantly, emphasis is placed on internships, mentors, and 

student achievement through greater participation from the business partner.  At the 

enhanced partnership level, “advisory boards and community groups play an important 

role in developing critical industry standard curriculum” (Wechter, 2004, p. 170).  

Student achievement is the primary goal, with the business partners acting as key players 

and critical participants in the school operation.  According to Wechter, business leaders 

involved in this study “had a major presence on the school campus” (p. 170). 

The most notable element of Wechter’s (2004) work was the understanding that 

there is a reciprocal relationship between education and industry: “In order to take full 

advantage of the opportunities presented by the business partnership, principals must 

fully understand the relationship between themselves and their business partners” (p. 56).  

Likewise, “business partners must also understand and appreciate what education can 

offer beyond the pedestrian notion of a free and open marketplace” (Wechter, 2004, p. 

56).  Wechter’s research reinforced the need for a better understanding of the relationship 

between commercial interests and education. 

Another study on the topic of cooperation, Calvert’s (2004) A Case Study in 

Collaboration: Educational and Industrial Partnerships, examined collaborations 

between a community college and peripheral district and business interests in the 

development of an Advanced Technology Center.  In addition, Calvert “analyzed the role 
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that Resource Dependency Theory played in a newly created partnership between one 

institution of higher education, a K-12 school district and local business and industry” (p. 

1). 

In this qualitative case study, Calvert (2004) interviewed 17 key stakeholders 

involved in the upper Midwest partnership.  The data were then coded and checked for 

validity and reliability, and Calvert utilized a matrix to identify emergent themes to 

address the purpose of the study.  Too often K-12 education, higher education, and other 

entities feel the need to participate in a competitive environment, whereas Calvert’s 

findings demonstrated a viable alternative: choosing to collaborate rather than compete.  

Calvert’s findings included three emergent themes of collaboration process, relationship 

challenges, and opportunities.  These findings appeared to be driven by funding: 

“specifically the lack of funding certainly provided the impetus for institutions to seek 

out collaborative partnerships” (Calvert, 2004, p. 131).  In situations where funding was 

in decline, scarce, or limited, Calvert found that organizations were more likely to 

collaborate.  This phenomenon is also one of the basic principles of resource dependency 

theory.  Although lack of funding is not the only reason to establish partnerships, to do so 

simply makes good sense (Calvert, 2004). 

In examining the collaborative process, both benefits and obstacles were 

identified.  “These benefits included shared facilities, programs and equipment, enhanced 

articulated credit opportunities, access to more funding through partnering and increased 

opportunities for workforce training” (Calvert, 2004, p. 127).  Although difficult to 

measure, another benefit identified in the case study was the development of a 

collaborative culture.  Identified obstacles included structure differences, location, 
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communication breakdowns, reduced flexibility, and even “being a victim of one’s own 

success” (Calvert, 2004, p. 127).  The students attending the Advanced Technology 

Center exhibited an interesting but unintended phenomenon.  Although one of the 

primary goals of the center was to produce a highly trained workforce to enter the job 

market, many of the participants chose to use the skills and information taught at the 

center to further their college education.  This phenomenon was in many ways a positive 

byproduct.  Nevertheless, it was not the primary goal of the ATC curriculum; thus the 

center became the victim of its own success. 

Calvert’s (2004) findings revealed relationship differences to be the primary 

challenge to the collaboration process.  Not only did personalities play a role, but 

challenges also included an “overall lack of understanding” due to “differences in the 

way each entity did business” (Calvert, 2004, p. 81).  This conflict led to reduced 

flexibility or a “shared inability to accept new or interesting ideas” (Calvert, 2004, p. 81).  

The participants had difficulty operating outside their normal parameters or comfort 

zone; communication breakdowns were often the result.  Despite these obstacles, 

opportunities in this case study outweighed the problems, and goals were more likely to 

be met through partnership collaboration. 

Calvert’s (2004) case study sought to determine why institutions collaborate.  

Calvert concluded, “The findings of this study confirm those of others and verify that 

institutions choose to partner to gain additional resources”; moreover, “a collaboration 

culture exists between the community college intermediate school district and local 

business and industry in an attempt to meet each other’s needs” (pp. 127-128).  Calvert’s 
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study also demonstrated the application of resource dependency theory to educational 

institutions. 

A year later, Cook (2005) found that characteristics of successful partnerships 

revolved around communication, planning, community knowledge, good public relations, 

and commitment.  In the dissertation Analysis of Characteristics of Effective School and 

Business Partnerships: A Case Study of a Medium Size Florida District, Cook surveyed a 

school district for the following purposes: (a) to find characteristics related to effective 

partnerships; (b) to evaluate the effectiveness of the principal in maintaining 

relationships; (c) to ascertain the variances among elementary, middle, and secondary 

schools; and (d) to determine whether or not these practices corresponded with Florida’s 

Educational Leadership Standards. Another goal of the survey was to identify individuals 

from school-business partnerships that could provide further information through the 

interview process.  Although the survey was self-constructed, the questions were 

designed using the Educational Leadership Standards.   

The final group for interviews included 10 school administrators, the district 

partnership coordinator, the superintendent, and 12 business leaders.  Cook (2005) 

concluded that the principal plays a vital role in the effectiveness of Florida school–

community partnerships.  According to Cook, the “principal knows the community, 

understands the inner workings of that community, and promotes the personal vision for 

the school within the community (p. 122). 

In the first research question, Cook (2005) sought characteristics of successful 

partnerships.  She noted that seven characteristics emerged from the data: (a) open and 

continuous communication; (b) planning, goal setting, and evaluation; (c) commitment; 
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(d) needs assessment; (e) knowing the community; (f) appropriate allocation of human 

resources; and (g) monitoring the process (Cook, 2005, p. 126). 

Research Questions 2 and 3 examined “skills, abilities, and knowledge needed by 

a principal to establish and maintain an effective partnership” and sought to determine if 

these characteristics “[varied] according to elementary, middle, or high grade levels” 

(Cook, 2005, p. 126).  Of the 13 characteristics identified, the following five were most 

prominent: (a) open and continuous communication; (b) planning, goal setting, and 

mission; (c) public relations; (d) knowing the community; and (e) commitment (p. 126). 

There was little variance across levels of service (elementary, middle, high school) in that 

the first four characteristics mentioned in response to Question 2 consistently held the 

highest ranks; however, there were some differences in order. 

With Cook’s (2005) question regarding the responses and Florida’s Educational 

Leadership Standards, an attempt was made to determine whether or not a link existed.  A 

panel of experts examining Cook’s instrument, responses, and results determined that 

“the link between school/business partnerships and the Florida Educational Leadership 

Standards was established” (Cook, 2005, p. 127). 

Cook’s (2005) fifth question regarding the role of the district again emphasized 

the importance of the principal.  Cook reported, “The district office was available and 

would assist the schools in any way necessary, but only when the principal requested that 

assistance” (p. 132).  District personnel might be viewed as another tool for principals to 

use depending on their needs, abilities, and assessment of the partnership at hand. 
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For the purposes of this dissertation, Cook’s (2005) conclusions regarding the 

importance of principals and their abilities to maintain relationships may be the key 

finding of her research: 

The lack of available documents from the partnerships may indicate that 

the principals and the business partners have created a bond that does not 

need a written agreement to maintain and sustain the growth of current and 

future partnerships.  These relationships between the school and the 

business leader have grown into a mutual friendship that allows either to 

contract the other periodically with requests. (p. 132)   

This finding suggests the need for a greater emphasis on relationship building. 

Successful partnerships often depend on positive relationships.  Philanthropy in 

Education by Foley (1994) examined relationships between the participants in the 

philanthropic process using data collected from observations, interviews, and document 

analysis to produce a case study of her school district’s policymaking regarding 

philanthropy.  Foley recommended a model for policymaking that defined stages of the 

process and indicated who should be involved in the progression of a grant process.  In 

her model, the participants were divided into grantors, recipients, and beneficiaries.  

Foley’s goals were to “provide a framework to map current policymaking in foundations; 

use the same framework to expand the roles of recipients and beneficiaries; enhance the 

relationships between grantors, recipients and beneficiaries; and increase knowledge 

about grant making” (p. 193).  The major theme that emerged in Foley’s conclusion was 

that increased participation by all groups should drive the process and thus emphasize the 

importance of social interactions and relationships. 
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Foley’s (1994) research was a qualitative case study of the Midwestern school 

district in which she worked.  Using semi-structured interviews, participant observations, 

and document analyses, Foley examined relationships from the perspectives of the 

grantor (Walcott Foundation–Beacon Project), the recipient (her school district), and the 

beneficiary (the parent).  The parent, rather than the student, was listed as the beneficiary 

in this relationship for two reasons.  The first was the assumption that parents want their 

children to do well in school.  The second was the fact that part of the funds were 

designated to “fund a parent training program that would present options for identifying 

students with learning delays, those (junior high students) who are unmotivated and/or 

delinquent, and which would assist parents to identify local support systems and 

resources” (Foley, 1994, pp. 82-83). 

The information was transcribed and coded using Dror’s optimal model of public 

policymaking.  Dror’s model sequences policymaking into stages of metapolicymaking 

(thinking about the factors involved), policymaking (putting it all together), 

postpolicymaking (execution and evaluation), and feedback (communication channels 

connecting and assessing the policy and its implementation) (Foley, 1994).   

Throughout her study Foley (1994) also utilized the naturalistic paradigm in 

which her beliefs permeated five axioms: (a) “the act of attempting to construct an 

interpretation of this philanthropic relationship is subjective” in nature; (b) her 

participation in the research influenced those being studied; (c) “it is ideographic 

knowledge gained from one situation that can be used to help understand another,” rather 

than the assumption that generalization can take place; (d) cause and effect are 

impossible to isolate because these forces and factors are constantly at work; and (e) “a 
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study of this nature is value-bound due to the following factors: the values of the 

researcher; the paradigm chosen by the researcher to guide the study; the substantive 

theory that shapes the collection and analysis of the data and interpretation of the 

findings; values within the context of the study…[which] is either value-resonant or value 

dissident” (pp. 52-53).   

Foley (1994) recommended the model depicted in Table 3 “to provide a 

framework to map current policymaking in the foundation; use the same framework to 

suggest ways to expand the roles of recipients and beneficiaries; enhance the 

relationships between the grantors, recipients and beneficiaries; and increase knowledge 

about granting” (p. 193).  Grantors, recipients, and beneficiaries are identified in the table 

with G, R, and B respectfully. 
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Table 3. Recommended Policymaking Model for Philanthropic Foundations Funding K-
12 Public Education 

 

Roles of participants in educational philanthropy policymaking Participants 
(G = Grantor; R = Recipient; B = Beneficiary)  

Metapolicymaking Stage  

  1.  Evaluating previous year’s grants or programs G 
  2.  Processing educational issues G,R,B 
  3.  Proposing initiatives G,R,B 
  4.  Designing, evaluating, and redesigning policymaking 

systems 
G 

  5.  Determining areas to fund with proactive and reactive 
grants or programs 

G 

Policymaking Stage  

  6.  Allocating funds for proactive and reactive grants or 
programs 

G 

  7.  Identifying target areas for funding reactive grants G 
  8.  Sending out Requests for Proposals for proactive grants G 
  9.  Reviewing and recommending funding for reactive grants 

or programs 
G,R,B 

10.  Approving funding of reactive grants G 
11.  Reviewing and recommending funding for proactive grants 

or programs 
G,R,B 

12.  Approving funding of proactive grants G 

Postpolicymaking Stage  

13.  Motivating the execution of the grant or program G 
14.  Executing the grant or program R,B 
15.  Evaluating the grant or program after executing it G,R,B 

Feedback Stage  

16.  Board of Trustees monthly meetings G 
17.  Advisory and Distribution Committee monthly meetings G 
18.  Annual Board of Trustees Planning meeting G 
19.  Educator’s retreat G,R,B 
20.  Annual Report G 
21.  Newsletters G 
22.  Site visits G,R,B 
23.  Informal conversations G,R,B 

 

 

Foley (1994) viewed philanthropy as a social relationship with players that 

interact and influence the success or lack thereof to procure funding.  The relationship 

was trichotomous in nature, among the beneficiary, recipient, and grantor.  Foley 
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believed these participants needed to look beyond financial advantage and examine the 

influence of each party in the relationship: “The foundation, in requesting proposals for a 

program it wishes to fund, sets in motion a complex chain of events during which 

different participants bring to the process their own perspectives, influences, and 

agendas” (Foley, 1994, p. 11).  Using the information presented in Table 3, Foley 

recommended participation—as noted with G (grantor), R (recipient), and B 

(beneficiary)—according to the steps of Dror’s model for policymaking.  Her research 

noted a consistent theme throughout the process in that beneficiaries were typically not 

included or muted.  Findings indicated that the beneficiary was considered only in Stages 

14, 22, and 23.  According to Foley, “It [takes] a joint effort on the part of the two other 

participants in the philanthropic relationship, the grantors and the recipients, to facilitate 

the greater involvement of the beneficiaries” (p. 195); Foley recommended the following 

to address this deficiency: 

1. “First, the foundation can set the expectation for recipients to include 

beneficiaries by adding their participation as a component in its grant 

applications.” 

2. “Second, beneficiaries can be incorporated by the foundation in its formal 

policymaking structure by including them in the stages: metapolicymaking, 

policymaking, postpolicymaking and feedback.” 

3. “Third, an annual conference designed to present the grants implemented 

during the school year would allow recipients and beneficiaries from different 

school districts to network and share ideas.” (pp. 196-197) 
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Limitations included the fact that Foley (1994) interviewed only one participant 

from the following subsets: foundation official, school district project director, and 

school grant coordinator.  Four school grant writers were interviewed, as were 10 

teachers and one parent.  Foley noted this limitation; nevertheless, lessons can be learned 

from this study.  One is that all participants play essential roles in the philanthropy 

process.  Another is that rather than philanthropy’s being viewed in “an organizational or 

institutional context,” it “needs to be defined as a social relationship” (Foley, 1994, p. 

14). 

Another study on the topic of philanthropy, Clark’s (2002) dissertation A Public 

Secondary School Model to Access Private-Sector Funding, attempted “to identify 

characteristics that are essential in building a public secondary school model that is 

capable of attracting private-sector funding, including corporate, foundation, and 

individual philanthropic giving” (p. 7).  The model incorporated school characteristics in 

four categories: school profile, school performance, fundraising characteristics, and 

school organization or leadership.   

Clark’s (2002) research findings were predicated upon two separate survey 

instruments.  The first was a survey of 158 southern California foundations, which 

generated a response rate of 32.3% (n = 51), followed by a survey of 308 public schools, 

which resulted in a return rate of 31.2% (n = 96).  The author then matched the results of 

the study’s two surveys using relevancy matrices.  “The two sets of research questions 

and the two surveys address the relationship between what interests foundations in giving 

and the characteristics of schools that received gifts” (Clark, 2002, p. 59).    
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According to Clark (2002), $50,000 was considered a significant gift in private-

sector giving circles.  For this reason, results of the public school surveys were 

subdivided into categories of those receiving $50,000 or more and those schools 

receiving gifts within the range of $0 to $49,999, as depicted in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Profile of Public Schools Receiving Gifts of $50,000 or More Contrasted With 
Public Schools Receiving Gifts of Less Than $50,000 (analyzed according to the Public 
School Survey question categories and addressed research questions) 
 
School characteristic Response rate of schools 

receiving $50,000 or more 
(data gathered from 
Appendix M-Frequency 
Tables for schools 
receiving gifts of $50,000 
or more) 

Response rate of all other 
survey respondents 
(data gathered from Appendix 
M-Frequency Tables for 
schools receiving gifts of less 
than $50,000) 

A) School organizational structure and 
curriculum 

     (addresses public school Research 
Questions 1,2, and 5) 

  

Clearly defined mission 100.0% 94.4% 
Long-term strategic plan 82.6% 63.9% 
Active parent or community involvement 81.8% 67.6% 
Written staff development plan 61.9% 51.5% 
Collaborative teacher teams 95.7% 81.7% 
Block scheduling 68.2% 46.5% 
Integrated technology 73.9% 69.4% 
School-to-career curriculum 81.8% 90.0% 

B) School performance results 
(addresses public school Research 
Questions 1 and 5)  

  

Annual student attrition rate of less than 
25% 

100.0% 87.9% 

4-year college-bound rate of over 50% 55.6%* 49.2% 

C) School partnership programs 
(addresses public school Research 
Questions 1 and 5) 

  

Has mentor program 60.9% 44.3% 

Has internships 68.2% 60.3% 

Has business partnership committee 69.6% 51.4% 

Has business partnerships 69.6% 56.3% 

D) Development characteristics 
(addresses public school Research 
Questions 1, 2 ,3 ,4 , and 5) 

  

Has 501(c)3 status 90.5% 57.6% 

Has fund-raising personnel 43.5% 19.4% 

Most popular fund-raising requests 35.0% 
general operations money 

33.3% 
student scholarships 

Second most popular fund-raising 
requests 

17.4% 
academic program support 

29.6% 
academic program support 

Parent group has raised more than 
$50,000 

39.1% 8.5% 

Donors from within 200 miles  77.3% 79.7% 

(*The 55.6% 4-year college-bound rate for schools receiving $50,000 or more does not take into account the fact that 
27.8% of these schools have not had a graduating class yet.  Only 16.7% of the responding highly funded schools 
reported a 4-year college-bound rate of less than 50%.) 
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The research questions targeting the foundations addressed their reasons for 

giving to public schools, specifically, to whom they give and why.  In addition, the 

foundation survey sought to identify characteristics of potential recipients.  Clark’s 

(2002) analysis resulted in the foundation profile, as depicted in Table 5: 

 

Table 5. Profile of Public Secondary School Characteristics Expected by Large Gift-
Giving Foundations 
 

Public secondary school characteristics Foundation expectancy level 

Good school reputation and academic 
performance 

88.9% 

Consistent school leadership 88.9% 

501(c)3 status 80.0% 
Good school leadership 77.8% 
Financial reporting 77.8% 
Good stewardship 77.8% 
Need or ability to ask for assistance 66.7% 
Focus on underprivileged youth 66.7% 
Clear mission statement 62.5% 

          

 

It should be noted that the most significant difference in categories depicted in 

Table 4 referred to fundraising personnel.  Schools receiving large gifts ($50,000 or 

more) reflected more than twice the percentage response (43.5%) compared to schools in 

the lower award category (19.4%).  This finding suggests that “without development staff 

to methodically plan development strategies, fundraising by a public school will lack the 

planning and vision that is necessary to write effective proposals and to articulate school 

needs to donors” (Clark, 2002, p. 98).  It also should be noted that percentages for 

strategic planning (82.6%) and 501(c)3 status (90.5%) were significantly higher in the 

large-gift recipient category, compared to 63.9% and 57.6%, respectively, for all other 

schools (Clark, 2002, p. 98).  Table 5 depicts the importance of school reputation and 
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performance (88.9%) and leadership (88.9%).  As shown in Table 5, 503(c)3 was listed 

third on the list, and large-gift donors preferred to have financial reports available as well 

(77.8%).  Not listed on the charts were Clark’s findings regarding recognition and 

relationships: “Although 66.7% indicate that donor recognition is not important, 77.8% 

want a continued relationship with the recipient” (p. 96). 

Clark (2002) used the information gathered from the surveys and developed a 

fundable public secondary school model based on five characteristic categories. Clark 

explained: “For a characteristic to be included in the model, 60% or more of highly 

funded schools had to have identified themselves as having the characteristic, and 60% or 

more of the large gift-giving foundations had to have identified the characteristic as 

important when considering a school for a gift” (p. 103).  The model noted in Figure 4 

suggests that potential recipients realize that presence of these characteristics increase the 

likelihood of attracting large donors. 

 

School profile 
Underprivileged students 

Financial need 
Math–Science–Tech Focus 

School organization      School performance 
characteristics and leadership     Low attrition 
Clear mission                             High college-bound rate 
Long-term school plan   Fundable Public       Good academic performance 
Parent–community involvement  Secondary School   
Collaborative teaching teams          Model  School partnership programs 
School-to-career curriculum     Mentor program 
Staff development plan      Internship program 
Curriculum–technology integration     Business–partnership committee 
Good, consistent leadership     Public–private partnership 

Fund-raising 
characteristics 
501(c)3 status 

Focus on local donors 
Good stewardship 

 

Figure 4. A fundable public secondary school model 
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Generalization is not possible due to the researcher’s use of purposeful sampling 

of the population.  Additional limitations listed by Clark (2002) include possible research 

bias based on the researcher’s professional acquaintance with some of the participants 

and the use of a self-constructed instrument.  Pilot testing was conducted, however, and 

the survey instruments underwent professional review to address issues related to 

reliability and validity. 

Clark’s (2002) study not only developed a model for successful characteristics but 

also emphasized the commitment and need for development officers to solicit alternative 

funding.  In the absence of trained professionals, the principal’s role increases.  Clark 

noted, “In lieu of hiring a development professional, the principal who represents the 

school in its totality and can speak most persuasively in support of its needs is the best 

school spokesperson and planner for fund-raising activities” (p. 99).  Clark also 

emphasized the importance of positive public relations in any fundraising campaign. 

Four years after Clark’s 2002 study, An Exploratory Study of Board Governance 

Structures and Practices of Education Foundations or Funds by Christner (2006) sought 

to provide insight regarding the organization, roles, and responsibilities inherent in the 

entities providing financial support to public education.  Using resource dependency 

theory to provide a conceptual framework for the study, Christner conducted an 

exploratory case study of four education foundations (EFs) in partnership with public 

education in an effort to examine organizational structure, governance, board 

responsibilities and functions and to determine how these factors compare with practices 

of generic nonprofits.  Using a list of the 10 top education foundations, as ranked by 

Dewey and Associates (2004), Christner sought to broaden the diversity of the study by 
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soliciting seven EFs based on geography, demographics of the district, and whether the 

EF was change or support oriented; of the seven EFs contacted, four agreed to participate.  

Qualitative information was collected primarily through semi-structured interviews and 

analysis of data.  Christner addressed validity and reliability primarily through 

triangulation of data.  Common themes emerged from the data to answer the research 

questions and provide a framework for future education foundation governance.  (See 

Figure 5.) 
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Christner’s Framework 

 

Figure 5.  Recommended basic structure for educational foundations and funds (EFs). 
Framework is based on a resource perspective, the findings of the study, and a review of 
normative board governance structures. (Christner, 2006, p. 109) 
 

 

In this model, the board of directors is composed of individuals that can guide the 

school and community into successful partnerships and drive the mission of the education 

foundation.  The executive committee has oversight of the executive director, who then 

enforces policies and supervises staff.  Committees are responsible for carrying out the 
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operation of the foundation.  Despite the limitations of a small unit of analysis (n = 4), 

Christner (2006) concluded that education foundations are similar to other nonprofits in 

their organization of roles and responsibilities.  Even though their structures may vary, 

commonalities include “a basic officer structure, the minimum of a committee charged 

with financial and audit oversight, board involvement in strategic planning, and 

utilization of board members to address resource dependency issues” (Christner, 2006, p. 

94).  The primary lesson derived from Christner’s work is the importance of board 

member status in the community and the members’ ability to reach out for resources.  

Christner might have argued that doors are opened based on board members’ prestige, 

influence, and credibility.  Christner stated, “The findings of this study indicate that the 

EF boards also serve a key role as boundary spanners and providers of legitimacy and 

credibility for the organizations” (p. 104).   

Existing Research Weaknesses 

Lunden (2007) purported that “low participation, bias, and the use of citation 

analysis as the chosen methodology are three weaknesses that have been identified within 

the studies that have been conducted on commercial activities in schools” (p. 48).  This 

flaw was also evident in the current review of the literature.  Many of the studies suffered 

low participation rates; this pattern was consistent across much of the empirical research.  

Bias, balanced representation, and purposeful sampling resulted in potential weaknesses 

ranging from partiality or favoritism to contradiction and commercialism.  An example is 

the Commercialism in Education Unit (CERU), which readily admitted to having an 

agenda against commercialism in the educational environment.  Citation analysis also 

presented problems.  Throughout most of the literature review, Molnar, the 
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Commercialism in Education Unit (CERU), and the General Accounting Office (GAO) 

were the most commonly referenced sources for scholarly use.  The primary method of 

data collection for these sources was citation analysis.  The CERU admitted that “since 

its inception, the Commercialism in Education Research Unit (CERU) annual reports on 

trends in schoolhouse commercialism have relied on proxy measure—media citations—

to assess the type and impact of schoolhouse commercial activities” (Molnar, 2006, p. 2).  

Commercialism trends have traditionally been measured through the use of search terms 

that are determined based upon hits on Internet search engines and applicable databases.  

Although useful in many ways, the weakness in this approach is evident and recognized 

by Molnar as follows: 

Measuring trends primarily by media references is subject to the 

inconsistencies of editorial decision making that are inherent in the mass 

media.  Paradoxically, the more pervasive a practice or phenomenon 

becomes in the modern, mass society, the less likely it is to surface, at 

least obviously, in the news media.  For that reason, it is reasonable to 

expect that especially very pervasive and commonplace commercial 

activities are likely to diminish in visibility in media reports. (pp. 2-3) 

 

Appropriate Forms of Alternate Funding 

Critical review of the literature did not support any concrete conclusions with 

regard to the appropriateness or inappropriateness of schoolhouse commercialism.  Many 

writers and researchers either supported or demonstrated stakeholders’ approval (Arnold, 

2004; Bravo, 2004; DD Marketing, n.d.; McCollum, 2005); many opposed 

commercialism (CERU, n.d.; Domine, 2002; Molnar, 2006; Saltman, 2000; Schor, 2004; 
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Thiry, 2004); and several understood that commercialism will not go away, and therefore 

perceived the need to develop procedures, guidelines, and policies to counter negative 

effects and maximize positive outcomes (Bell, 2002; Lewin, 2006; McHenry, 2000; 

Overton, 2005).  According to Molnar (1990), the marketing associated with capitalism is 

a consequence of democracy and cannot be realistically eliminated.  If true, educational 

administrators should be versed in characteristics of commercialism to be able to make 

informed decisions about its implementation.  Based on their responsibility to provide 

resources to their respective schools, educational leaders and policymakers need to 

understand which alternative funding sources are most appealing while providing the 

least risk of detrimental effects upon their student body.  In addition, if educators are 

going to participate, it will be beneficial to understand the characteristics of effective 

partnerships.   

If philanthropy, as proposed, is the most feasible method of fundraising based on 

efficiency, effectiveness, and assessment of risks to students, this charitable concept 

needs to be understood.  Previous references and definitions described the concept of 

philanthropy as transactional (resources changing hands), humanitarian (benefiting 

others, society in general, or both), and organizational (effectiveness).  An often-

overlooked perspective also describes philanthropy as a social interaction whereby 

relationships are the significant variable for success (Burnett, 2002; Foley, 1994).   

Leadership and Relationships in Philanthropic Efforts 

Philanthropy in education has often been viewed within the context of a 

foundation or organization providing financial resources to one or more schools.  

Foundations cannot give, and schools cannot accept, solely on their own as they are 
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simply entities and buildings.  Burnett (2002) stated, “People give to people; not to 

organizations, mission statements, or strategies” (p. 85).  This concept may often be 

forgotten in the pursuit of resources.  Foley (1994) wrote, “Philanthropic foundations are 

not just faceless institutions, they are operated by people.  These people have opinions 

and values and they make decisions based on their own subjectivity.” If educators want to 

be successful, they need to understand this social paradigm and the participants involved:  

“Who they are and what they believe influences the decision making in foundations, 

ultimately impacting the beneficiaries of the programs funded” (Foley, 1994, p. 21).   

College- and university-level fundraising has experienced tremendous success in 

the acquisition of private funding; consequently, the K-12 educational community can 

learn from higher education.  Although somewhat dated and focused solely on college 

fundraising, Mathis’s (1998) dissertation, Leadership Strategies of Effective Presidents in 

Fundraising Programs at Small Private Colleges, can provide valuable lessons to K-12 

educational leaders.  This quantitative study examined “the behavior, relationships and 

leadership characteristics of presidents at small, independent colleges” and “relationships 

between presidents, their donor base, and their development staffs” (Mathis, 1998, p. 60).  

Because the research focused on college fundraising, an in-depth analysis is not included 

in this manuscript; however, some of the findings provide insight regarding fundraising 

on the elementary, middle, and high school levels.  The first is that the more time, money, 

and resources allotted to fundraising, the greater the return.  In addition, leadership 

characteristics and relationships were noted to be of utmost importance.  According to 

Mathis, “the most important leadership style indicated by the survey of successful 

presidents was that of being perceived as a strong president” with the “ability to bring 



  

131 
 

parties to consensus” (p. 62).  The importance of relationships continued to emerge in the 

themes of significant findings.  Mathis found that “significant relationships do exist 

between the president, his or her donor base, and the development staff at institutions 

who are successful at fundraising” (p. 160).  Not only do those relationships exist, but 

“relationships…also exist between the amount of dollars raised over a five year period 

that show an increase or decrease and effective presidential leadership” (p. 160) and 

“seem to lend validity to the fact that fundraising is done by people to people by building 

relationships” (Mathis, 1998, p. 162). 

Can this emphasis on relationships and leadership be generalized from the 

college–university level to K-12 education and the principal’s position?  Several 

researchers seemed to think so.  Clark (2002) asserted in A Public Secondary School 

Model to Access Private-Sector Funding, “Foundation giving priorities are often difficult 

to match with the needs of a nonprofit organization.  As a result, research and the 

development of a relationship between a nonprofit and a foundation is [sic] critical” (p. 

17).  Allahdini’s (1995) study, Private Resources for Public Education, found that 

because schools typically do not have fully developed organizational structures to address 

private funding and because the principal assumes that role, his or her leadership is 

critical: 

School leadership plays the most important role in the garnering of private 

resources.  It is the school leader’s beliefs, values, and perspectives that 

inform their [sic] decision-making for or against entering into types of 

transactions to acquire resources, and establishing school–community 

relations.  Business orientation and entrepreneurial skills of school leaders 
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enable them not only to enter into transactions with businesses and 

individuals confidently, but also promote successful resource acquisition.  

(p. 145) 

As previously noted, some schools have progressed to the point of hiring 

development or marketing officers to solicit revenues, but they are in the minority.  

Nevertheless, Clark (2002) asserted, “in lieu of hiring a development professional, the 

principal who represents the school in its totality and can speak most persuasively in 

support of its needs is the best school spokesperson and planner for fundraising 

activities” (p. 99).  Therefore, the role of principal is fundamental (Allahdini, 1995; 

Clark, 2002; Mummau, 2004; Rideout, 2002).  Norton and Kelly (1997) wrote,  

Every organization operates with human, material, financial, and time 

resources, and schools are no exception.  The extent to which those 

resources are appropriately allocated, effectively managed, closely 

monitored, and their use accurately evaluated, largely determines the 

overall success of the school and the principal. (p. 1) 

Decision to Participate 

Educational leaders and their respective schools are faced with decisions 

regarding whether or not to participate in private funding partnerships.  Review of the 

literature has suggested that most school leaders already are participating in such 

ventures; however, many are doing so without the proper guidance, training, or policy to 

make informed decisions.   

State and federal funding will continue to provide a free and appropriate 

education to American students at a level generally viewed as adequate.  The monies 



  

133 
 

raised through private solicitation provide “extras” to the system, such as additional staff 

development, additional resources, and extracurricular activities.  Principals have become 

dependent on these funds and view “these discretionary dollars as providing the extras 

that elevate a quality education above an adequate education” (Weimer, 1997, p. 268).  

The paradigm then evolves from an adequate education to a quality one. 

Norton and Kelly (1997) noted that “the public as well as legislative and 

congressional officials have become increasingly concerned about the performance of 

students in schools, and their willingness to provide additional financial resources to the 

educational enterprise is waning” and that “school leaders can no longer rely on funding 

as usual” (p. 3).    

Gaps in Research 

A critical review of the literature resulted in the development of several research 

suppositions.  One is that there is not a great deal of organized research on this topic 

outside efforts of the Commercialism in Education Unit (CERU) at Arizona State 

University and the U.S. General Accounting Office.  The CERU has done extensive 

research, but as it has admitted, the organization is biased and desires to curb or eliminate 

schoolhouse commercialism altogether.  The second supposition is that a large segment 

of the information on commercialization in education is anecdotal in nature.  Few studies 

have been conducted, and empirical evidence is limited.  The third is that most of the 

examinations available through dissertation research are investigations of participants’ 

perceptions.  Most importantly, the review also has revealed that although participation in 

schoolhouse commercialism is widespread across the United States, most administrators 

have little training in how to address this policy evolution.   
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Overview 

Commercialism and subsequent marketing will continue to have impact because 

they have demonstrated success.  According to the 2003 U.S. Census, more children were 

named Lexus and Mercedes than Nancy, Cristal (champagne brand) than Barbara, and 

Armani than Ann (Rushin, 2004).  Society has been permeated with advertisements, 

which have become the norm (Molnar & Reaves, 2001).  Molnar (2006) stated,  

The lines dividing commercial media, whose primary purpose is to sell a 

product or an idea, from media that are primarily aimed at either 

conveying independent information or promulgating an artistic vision—

have become so blurred as to be virtually non-existent.  Among younger 

audiences, the line separating editorial and advertising content arguably no 

longer exists at all. (p. 44)   

Advertising is bombarding young audiences who often cannot tell the difference between 

entertainment and marketing (Hansell 2006; Molnar, 2006).   

The arguments for and against commercial partnerships will continue, as will the 

attempts by business entities to exert their influence and promote brand recognition in 

schools.  Although public opinion literature casts school business partnerships in a 

pessimistic light, the reality is that educational administrators and financial officers are 

engaging in such partnerships in increasing numbers.  The empirical evidence to date has 

demonstrated that advertisement deals in education have risen exponentially over the past 

20 years.  The only true abatement that has occurred has been in the soft drink industry 

(Molnar & Garcia, 2005), whose retreat can actually be interpreted as strategic 

repositioning.  Commercialism is like politics.  It is never going to go away; therefore, 
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authors such as Abbarno (2001), Bell (2002), and Overton (2005) have addressed ethical 

considerations and value judgments but have taken a realistic approach by providing 

procedures and guidelines to minimize problems and protect their interests.  Based on 

trends, evidence, and a realistic perspective, this approach appears to remain the most 

feasible to follow at this time.  Well-informed educational leaders hold a great deal more 

leverage against making decisions that might be detrimental to their institutions, and 

more importantly, the students they protect.   

This study is framed within the pragmatic concept of the resource dependency 

theory.  Individuals in leadership, including principals, have both moral and fiduciary 

obligations or responsibilities to assure that sufficient resources are made available to 

their organizations (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003).  Rideout (2002) asserted, “Principals 

would not participate in fundraising if it were not necessary.  In reality; however, schools 

have to fundraise to operate” (p. 61). 

Can sufficient monies be raised through chosen practices?  Exact figures are 

difficult, if not impossible to determine, but most school systems encourage and need the 

additional funding (Allahdini, 1995; Foley, 1994; Rideout, 2002).  Mummau’s (2004) 

research of local education foundations serving schools in Virginia found that the 

amounts collected through fundraising typically amount to approximately 1% of the total 

school budget.  This amount does not seem to be a great deal of money, but without it, 

extracurricular activities for students and staff may not be possible.   

The effect on the student body is also difficult to determine.  Very little research 

has been conducted regarding commercialism’s effects.  Foreman (2002) stated, 

“Advertisement and commercialism are beginning to become important aspects of the 
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educational setting, yet it seems that many school leaders are not aware of its [sic] impact 

(p. 86).  Additional researchers found that commercial activities accepted as status quo 

were often ignored by students or that students were unaware of their presence (Domine, 

2002; Fabos, 2002).  Common sense indicates there is an effect; otherwise, businesses 

probably would not participate on ever-increasing levels.  With this reality in mind, the 

concern of educators should be to minimize the negative effects of schoolhouse 

commercialism (Molnar, 2005). 

If the school does not employ development officers to handle decisions relating to 

fundraising, the burden will eventually fall to the principal (Clark, 2002).  If ignored, 

commercialism may enter the learning environment unabated, with a detrimental impact 

on the students and schools involved.  The principal serves as the gatekeeper.  Careful 

thought and planning should be given to commercial involvement.  If funds are solicited 

on a grand scale, the school system may want to seek outside professional assistance.  As 

Clark asserted, “the school administrator is the key participant in the process, but the 

support of professional development is essential in conducting large campaigns” (p. 98).   

Different levels of commercialism require varying levels of control from the 

educational leader.  Exclusive contracts and naming rights often originate at the 

superintendent level (Manning, 2001).  Some forms of commercialism such as small 

fundraisers are initiated at the classroom level.  Regardless of the origination, the 

principal should have influence and provide oversight; the principal is the key.  A 

fundamental consideration is that once exposure to students is granted, it is virtually 

impossible to measure the impact on the student population. 
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As this extensive review has revealed, the pros and cons of commercialism have 

been previously outlined.  Although careful thought should be given in each instance, 

weighing the variables is unique to the context at hand.  Consideration should be given to 

the type of funding being proposed as well as its subsequent effects. 

Based on the answers to the six previous lines of inquiry, should schools 

participate in commercialism?  Which type(s) of commercialism are the most productive?  

Which are the safest?  Which have the least impact on instructional time?  The answers to 

date are inconclusive. 

There is no way to determine with accuracy how much money is raised through 

commercialism because the “full extent of these monies and resources [is] not being 

reported, regulated, nor understood” (Weimer, 1997, p. iii).  This critical review of the 

literature has suggested that of the usual categories of schoolhouse commercialism, 

philanthropic fundraising through local education foundations may be the most efficient 

method with regard to the amount of money raised while minimizing the detrimental side 

effects that may be present in exposing students to commercial influence.  Schools are 

being bombarded with commercialism, but with philanthropy, the recipients are typically 

the ones soliciting the funds.  Even if the opposite is the case, schools have the 

discretionary ability to accept or turn down the funds and any subsequent “strings” that 

may be attached.  In a pragmatic light, educational leaders need to know what works and, 

more importantly, what works well.  The literature review suggests that solicitation of 

philanthropies using local education foundations as a conduit may be the most feasible, 

productive, and least damaging form of garnering additional revenues in schools, 

especially through the lens of resource dependency theory.  According to Pfeffer and 
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Salancik (2003), “organizations seek to avoid dependencies and external control and, at 

the same time, to shape their own contexts and retain their autonomy for independent 

action” (p. 261).  When compared to other forms of commercialism, soliciting funds 

through the use of local education foundations provides the educational leader with the 

most efficient, productive, and safe method of garnering private resources, while at the 

same time allowing the administrator to maintain a high level of autonomy. 

For the reasons set forth herein, solicitation of philanthropy and employment of 

local education foundations represent the methods of choice in raising resources.  In 

addition, the personal quality of the relationship between the personnel seeking funds and 

the donor may be more important than any other characteristic of the partnership. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this inquiry is to determine via case studies whether or not the 

practices observed and information collected can be used as a model for other institutions 

to feasibly and effectively supplement operating costs and provide resources for their 

programs, while at the same time protecting students from undue harm or negative 

influence. 

Areas of additional research could include examinations of instructional time, 

parental and future leader perceptions, comparison and correlation studies, analysis of 

school policies, and marketing bias.  Rather than concentrate on these options, this 

research will attempt to determine which type of commercial partnerships are most 

effective and appropriate and what solicitation characteristics make their pursuit 

successful.  Review of additional studies, interviews, observations, and surveys will be 

utilized to provide a comprehensive look at education business endeavors.  Based on an 
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extensive literature review and personal experience, the following suppositions guided 

determination of the cases to be examined and development of the research questions.  

Based upon assessment of all factors, philanthropy appears to be the most attractive 

alternative revenue source to be pursued by educational leaders seeking to supplement 

funding; the school representative’s ability to build and maintain personal relationships is 

an important factor in this process.  Therefore, this dissertation will attempt to answer the 

following primary research questions: 

1. Why were philanthropic partnerships chosen as the primary method for 

outside fundraising efforts in two purposely selected, private, preK-12 

residential institutions serving students with emotional and behavioral needs? 

2. How have these purposely selected organizations developed, maintained, and 

enhanced their philanthropic endeavors? 

3. How can the administrators’ experiences from the two purposely selected 

institutions’ philanthropic partnerships be applied to K-12 public schools? 
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Chapter 3:  Methodology 

Operating educational organizations is an expensive endeavor, and without 

additional revenue streams, their operation will become increasingly difficult.  Many 

school districts are turning to the private sector for additional funds, but they are often 

entering into these partnerships ill prepared.  A purpose of this study was to examine 

education funding endeavors and to create a framework for educational administrators to 

utilize in seeking private funds for additional resources.  Given this problem, the optimal 

methodology for this study was a qualitative design, primarily using cross-case analysis 

to identify the intersection between two purposely selected schools and those external 

businesses trying to gain access to their student–faculty populations.  Ultimately, the goal 

of this research endeavor was to determine how these educational institutions raise 

alternative funding and to develop practical suggestions for other public schools to use in 

their fundraising efforts.   

Overview of Conceptual Framework 

The theoretical or conceptual framework for this study is the resource dependency 

theory.  This theory provides an analytical lens through which to understand the 

motivation to move toward private funding in education.  Although the concept of 

resource acquisition is not groundbreaking in nature, it does explain the reasons that 

organizations seek (or should seek) additional financial resources.  In The External 

Control of Organizations: A Resource Dependence Perspective, Pfeffer and Salancik 

(2003) proposed that an organization’s survival is based on its ability to seek and 

maintain resources; with regard to the changing educational environment, particularly in 

the public sector, Pfeffer and Salancik theorized that “when environments change, 
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organizations face the prospect of either not surviving or changing their activities in 

response to these environmental factors” (p. 3).  According to Pfeffer and Salancik, 

leaders have a moral and financial obligation to seek additional resources for their 

organizations.   

Traditional financial support for education relies primarily on local, state, and 

federal funding (Calvert, 2004), in which school administrators are given little or no 

fiduciary influence.  Although traditionally viewed as autonomous, the K-12 educational 

model receives almost all of its funding from external forces, most notably, government 

monies raised through the community tax base.  Dependency model “is organizational 

and business management based”; many “could argue that the business and educational 

models of organizations are not transferable” (Calvert, 2004).  This argument can be 

refuted.  Both businesses and educational institutions are entities that have significant 

operating costs and budgets, depend on a continuous supply of resources, and are held 

accountable for their results.  For the purposes of this study the argument against 

transferability will be recognized and possibly refuted. 

Although schools exhibit many of the same defining operational characteristics as 

a business operation, they are empowered on the local, state, and federal levels.  In 

addition, community perceptions (outside government) play a huge role in how a school 

operates and what relationships evolve.  These relationships exceed strictly cost-benefit 

associations and move into social paradigms.  When relationships involve government 

funding, power structures and influences play a large role in policy and implementation.  

This is complicated even more when outside funding is part of the revenue stream. For 

example, the donor often ties contributions from the Gates Foundation and others to 
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direct influence.  This phenomenon provides further validation for the employment of 

resource dependency theory, which recognizes external pressures from both the private 

and public sectors. 

The principal is most likely to be the school representative given the choice to 

participate in schoolhouse commercialism.  Accountability and fiscal constraints are 

usually the primary motivating factors for such involvement.  Because of the school’s 

responsibility to the organization, students, and community, the resource dependency 

theory has been deemed the most appropriate framework for this research.  Schools are 

mistakenly viewed as having full autonomy, with the principal’s having the necessary 

local, state, and federal funds for successful operation.  The call from many citizens for 

reduction of their taxes has created additional challenges for the educational arena.  Now, 

more than ever, schools are being asked to be more accountable, often without the 

necessary resources to accomplish success.  The ways in which educational 

administrators approach these challenges is of critical importance.  The acquisition of 

resources often involves a tradeoff.  The need to understand this process is the basis for 

applying the resource dependency theory to this study. 

Paradigm utilized.  According to Creswell (2007), paradigms are worldviews 

that guide researchers in their work.  Pragmatism was an appropriate paradigm for this 

research because the purpose of the study was to develop a framework for educational 

administrators to consider when entering into contractual agreements allowing access to 

students in return for resources.  A pragmatic paradigm is employed to “focus on the 

practical implications of the research” and provide educators with models to emulate, 

modify, or avoid when approaching business–education partnerships (Creswell, 2007, p. 
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23).  It was hoped that pragmatism, as applied to this purpose, would result in a model 

that enhances the likelihood of success: in simple terms, a model that works.  This 

paradigm, worldview, or perspective best fit the goals of this study.  

Research Methods and Procedures 

This research was conducted in a qualitative format using multiple sources of 

data.  Qualitative data collection consisted of key participant interviews, recorded 

observations, and document analysis (Patton, as cited in Merriam, 1998).  The structure 

of this research study employed an intrinsic multicase analysis (collective case study of 

two locations) to produce guidelines for administrators to follow when entering into 

corporate partnerships.  Each of these collective cases was examined to discern why, or 

why not, the partnerships in securing alternative funding sources were successful.  The 

issue was then examined with an intrinsic focus to determine the characteristics of the 

endeavors within each unique system. 

A case study of the successful fundraising efforts of a residential educational 

facility in the Midwest was conducted.  This organization was a large provider to 

emotionally troubled children.  The second case involved another private, nonprofit 

organization located along the west coast, which also serves children with complex 

emotional needs.  According to sources close to the organizations, both agencies operated 

educational facilities and had experienced considerable success in acquiring financial 

resources outside the norm associated with philanthropy.  Additional information was 

gathered outside the bounds of the two cases through interviews of philanthropic leaders, 

review of pertinent literature, and analysis of applicable documents to further validate the 

results of this study. These documents included most recent annual reports, marketing 
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brochures, quarterly news publications, and information gleaned from each 

organization’s website. 

The specific cases were chosen because of their successful record in alternative 

fundraising.  Examination of these two purposely selected cases was not holistic in nature 

but rather employed an embedded analysis to focus on particular facets of fundraising 

activities (Yin, 2003) and determine why specific practices had been successful, or not, in 

each case.  In addition, relating these two case studies required a lens or paradigm 

through which the researcher could view the context of the observations.  According to 

Creswell (2007), researchers “further shape their research by bringing to the inquiry 

paradigms or worldviews” (p. 19).  The paradigm underlying this study was pragmatic in 

nature.  Creswell also wrote, “Individuals holding this worldview focus on the outcomes 

of the research—rather than antecedent conditions (as in postpositivism)” (p. 22).  A goal 

of this research was to extrapolate from the triangulated data collection specific 

guidelines that might aid educators in their procurement of private funding for 

educational facilities, including ways in which these guidelines can be applied to public 

education fundraising. 

Researcher position bias.  I am a practicing school principal of an institution 

with financial obligations.  Many short- and long-term decisions hinge on the availability 

of financial resources.  For this reason, I hold a specific interest in the success of school–

business partnerships and endeavors.  Despite the bulk of literature framing 

commercialism in a negative light, I view it as a resource tool like any other, either good 

or bad, depending upon its use.  Despite this belief, it is virtually impossible not to view 

the situation and form interpretations based on social history; nevertheless, to inhibit 
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positional bias, I framed the study in such a manner as to minimize influence.  In 

addition, care was taken in the processes, procedures, and organization of data collection.  

I employed professional colleagues to “offer alternative explanations” with the logic that 

“the quest for contrary findings can produce documented rebuttals” and reduce “the 

likelihood of bias” (Yin, 2003, p. 62). 

Research questions.  Additional questions evolved over the course of this study 

based upon inquiry into the phenomenon being observed.  The dissertation determined 

the type(s) of commercial partnership that were most lucrative and appropriate in addition 

to the solicitation characteristics that make pursuit of a partnership successful.  For the 

purposes of this research, answers to the following questions were pursued: 

1. Why were philanthropic partnerships chosen as the primary method for 

outside fundraising efforts in two purposely selected, private, preK-12 

residential institutions serving students with emotional and behavioral needs? 

2. How have these purposely selected organizations developed, maintained, and 

enhanced their philanthropic endeavors? 

3. How can the administrators’ experiences from the two purposely selected 

institutions’ philanthropic partnerships be applied to K-12 public schools? 

Data collection.  Data collection took place primarily at two educational 

institutions that were completely independent of one another, each of which operated 

within its own realm of control.  There were both advantages and limitations of the sites 

that were studied.  One disadvantage lay in the possibility that the cases might not have 

been representative of typical educational institutions because they were specific bounded 

cases.  This weakness also may be considered an advantage in that it involved purposeful 
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selection in which two unique cases were intentionally selected because they were 

atypical.  Both of the purposeful samples were selected based on their ability to 

successfully acquire funds. 

The case studies employed an embedded analysis.  The bounded systems were 

studied; however, it is neither feasible nor recommended for researchers to examine 

every aspect and interview every individual associated with a sample.  Given the primary 

focus of this dissertation, the data collection within each case involved interviewing only 

key actors such as members of each school’s leadership team, development officers, 

outside business or philanthropic officials, and other individuals that might have had a 

direct link to the process.  For purposes of this research endeavor, collection of 

information began with individuals, documents, and other evidence relevant to 

fundraising efforts within each organization; however, based on various lines of inquiry, 

some ongoing selection, or snowballing, took place based on the findings gleaned from 

interviews.  In the words of Mason (1996), snowball sampling is a data collection method 

“whereby you begin with one sampling unit—usually a person—and ask them [sic] to put 

you in touch with others of a similar or known type” (p. 103).  Interviews were limited to 

no more than 15 individuals per case. 

The inroad to each of these institutions was through what Creswell (2007) 

referred to as a gatekeeper.  The advantage to this strategy was that it allowed access to 

facilities, documentation, and individuals.  The disadvantage lay in the risk that the 

examination might be distorted because I had had a professional relationship with each of 

these organizations.  Each of the cases was selected based on its participation in private 

acquisition of resources.  In other words, purposeful sampling was used to access 
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pertinent data.  The primary data collection method utilized for this dissertation consisted 

of interviews; however, additional document analysis and observations were also 

employed.  

Cross-case analysis.  The purpose of this inquiry was to determine via case 

studies whether or not the practices observed and information collected could be used to 

develop a model for use by other institutions in feasibly and effectively supplementing 

operating costs and providing resources for their programs, while at the same time 

protecting students from undue harm or negative influence.  As opposed to the option of a 

single case study, two cases were examined.  The two units of analysis were purposely 

chosen because of their organizations’ ability to experience success in acquiring financial 

resources outside the norm associated with public education. In addition, Yin (2003) 

contended that findings in this type of research “are likely to be more robust than only 

having one case”  and while using a cross-case synthesis, “the analysis can start to probe 

whether different groups of cases appear to share some similarity and deserve to be 

considered instances of the same “type” of case” (p.133-135). 

Interviews.  Most of the information for this study was gleaned from person-to-

person interviews.  The term interview should also include conversation, but within the 

context of a purpose or outcome related to the research (Dexter, 1970; Merriam, 1998).  

One of the goals of this process was to develop a greater understanding of the 

philanthropy process.  The interview process began with a formal request for each site to 

participate in the study (See Appendix A).  The interview protocol varied based on each 

key actor’s relationship with the school, but the primary style utilized was the semi-

structured interview.  Such a conversation provides the researcher with “the flexibility of 
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the unstructured interview with the directionality and agenda of the survey instrument to 

produce focused, qualitative, textual data at the factor level” (Schensul, Schensul, & 

LeCompte, 1999, p. 149). 

These interview strategies allowed structure and organization in the interviewing 

approach but did not inhibit exploratory questions and efforts in seeking information 

pertinent to the study.  It was my intent to begin with the CEO of each organization; as 

the gatekeeper, this individual supplied me with the data necessary to answer the primary 

research question and provided me with no more than 15 sources to answer the 

dissertation’s other questions. 

Document analysis.  Document is used “as the umbrella term to refer to a wide 

range of written, visual, and physical material relevant to the study at hand” (Merriam, 

1998, p. 112).  The terms records and artifacts will be included in this general definition.  

Records refer to the ongoing written documents, testimony, and evidence of occurrences 

that a society or organization produces over time.  Artifacts refer to “physical material” 

or “objects found within the study setting” (Merriam, 1998, p. 117).  The documents 

utilized for this dissertation included annual reports, newsletters, marketing materials, 

press releases, and other company website content pertinent to each school’s relationship 

with philanthropic organizations and nontraditional funding streams.  Examples of 

physical artifacts included recognition plaques, equipment, and other tangible objects 

noted during tours of the facilities. 

Participant observation.  Observation “offers a firsthand account of the situation 

under study and when combined with interviewing and document analysis, allows for a 

holistic interpretation of the phenomenon being investigated” (Merriam, 1998, p. 111).  
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The use of observation in this study included fieldwork at the proposed study sites.  

Based on their accessibility, efforts were made to observe participants in administrative 

meetings related to acquiring philanthropic and outside commercial resources; however, 

this was not granted within the context of this study. Through tours of both case 

locations, employees were observed fielding phone calls and conducting the daily 

activities of fundraising, but it should be noted that these observations were short in 

duration and the observer was somewhat removed from the details of proceedings. Due to 

sensitivity and confidentiality of information shared between donors and beneficiaries, 

access to information was primarily limited to interviews and short tours. 

Data analysis.  Data analysis was a continuous process.  The purpose of the data 

analysis was to obtain a rich understanding of successful practices in commercialization.  

Through analysis of the data, I attempted to identify themes or patterns that emerged with 

regard to successful practices and implementation of schoolhouse commercialism.  I then 

utilized emergent open and in vivo coding of information.  Transcription included the 

employment of outside resources not connected with the study.  In addition, physical 

artifacts and documents were reviewed, along with information garnered through 

observations during tours of the two organizations.  During the interviews, a digital 

recorder was used in addition to observational field notes to better describe the contextual 

nature of the interaction.  The triangulation of data during the coding process was 

accomplished by interviewing various sources and employing varied methods of data 

collection.   

Validity .  Yin (2003) cautioned researchers regarding three primary tests of 

validity described as construct validity, internal validity, and external validity.  Three 
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strategies were recommended to enhance a study’s construct validity through the 

researcher’s using “multiple sources of evidence” converging on the area of study, 

“establish[ing] a chain of evidence,” and having key informants review information 

collected (Yin, 2003, pp. 35-36).  I followed Yin’s recommendations in collecting various 

types of evidence.  Evidence mapping occurred, interviews were recorded, and 

interviewed individuals were debriefed and had transcripts returned to them for member 

checking in an attempt to ensure validity.  Areas of confusion, potential 

misinterpretations, or questions were discussed with the primary source to enhance this 

study’s construct validity.  Internal validity typically deals with causal relationships (Yin, 

2003).  Because this study was exploratory in nature, internal validity was less of a 

concern; however, because inferences might have been involved, pattern matching was 

employed as a measure to address threats to internal validity.  In examining external 

validity, this researcher made no assumptions or assertions that the specific results of this 

study would generalize to the greater population.  The results are intended to generalize 

to the reader only if applicable for possible use as a suggestive tool for organizations 

contemplating alternative fundraising efforts.  

Reliability .  Schensul et al. (1999) noted that “reliability addresses whether the 

results of a study can be duplicated” (p. 287).  Because I was the primary instrument for 

this study and because the timeframe, personnel, and events involved in this case study 

were limited, exact replication can never be accomplished; however, the primary goal in 

this study, as in case studies in general, was “to minimize the errors and bias in the study” 

and “make as many steps as operational as possible” (Yin, 2003, pp. 37-38).  Although 

recommended for ethnographic work, the reliability enhancement strategies of Schensul 
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et al. were employed as follows: (a) describing clearly both the nature and the context of 

the researcher’s relationships with the study population and the research site; (b) 

clarifying and describing clearly who the study’s key informants are, the groups that they 

represent, and the status positions they hold in the community in the study; (c) making 

clear how and where observations are made; (d) providing details of quota and other 

sampling techniques, as well as instrument construction and testing, so that readers will 

be able to identify and duplicate the primary sources of information for the study; (e) 

identifying clearly the social contexts and situations of the research; (f) defining 

concepts, constructs, domains, factors, and variables clearly (operationalizing at all 

levels) to avoid idiosyncratic interpretation and limited replicability; and (g) establishing 

interrater reliability when developing coding categories and coding text data.  

Human participants and ethics precautions.  Participants in this study included 

individuals involved in the solicitation of funding as well as those making decisions 

regarding gifts.  Typically, these types of individuals include school leaders, CEOs, and 

philanthropic board members.  To address ethical concerns, strategies such as using 

pseudonyms were employed in the final document to ensure the anonymity, 

confidentiality, and informed consent of all direct participants.  In addition, all material, 

tapes, and transcripts remained in my possession and were shared with only a transcriber 

and members of the dissertation committee.  Transcripts and tape recordings will be 

destroyed after the defined period recommended for fulfilling the dissertation defense.  I 

used self-reflection to avoid introducing my own values or interpretations into the 

analysis of observations.  Based upon the data that were collected, sorted, and analyzed, 



  

152 
 

with the resource dependency theory serving as the driving force, the findings, 

interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations are presented in Chapters 4 and 5.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

The basic purpose of this dissertation was to determine via cross-case analysis 

whether or not the practices observed and information collected from these sites can be 

used as a model for other institutions to supplement their operating costs in order to 

provide resources for their programs.  In particular, my long-term goal is to set up an 

educational foundation within the context of the regional program in which I am 

employed, which serves children with complex behavioral and special education needs.  

Based on an extensive literature review and an assessment of all relevant factors, the 

following suppositions were established to determine the cases to be examined and to 

develop research questions: Philanthropy is the most attractive alternative revenue source 

to be pursued by educational leaders seeking to supplement funding; consequently, the 

school representative’s ability to build and maintain personal relationships is an 

important factor throughout the process.  Using these suppositions, I chose to study two 

bounded systems that had demonstrated success in bringing supplemental funds into their 

organizations.  The data collected from these case sites provide insight into how to 

successfully pursue alternative funding for schools.   

Research Procedures 

This research was conducted using a qualitative format involving multiple sources 

of data and an intrinsic multicase analysis (collective case study of two locations) of two 

nonprofit organizations that provided educational services to students with challenging 

behaviors and a wide variety of emotional disabilities.  These cases were selected for two 

reasons: They both served emotionally troubled children, who were comparable to this 

researcher’s school population, and more importantly, they had demonstrated 
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considerable success in acquiring financial resources outside the norm associated with 

school fundraising efforts.  These organizations were examined to discern why, or why 

not, they were successful in procuring funds.  One case was located in the Midwest 

region and the other in the west coast region of the continental United States.  Both were 

located in areas determined to be sympathetic to philanthropic causes (Mike, Interview, 

January 2011). 

The unit of analysis used in the case studies was intrinsic in nature.  I was 

interested in raising funds, so rather than examining each case holistically, an embedded 

analysis was utilized to explore the successful procurement of alternative funds.  Multiple 

sources of data collection were employed, but the primary collection tool was semi-

structured interviews of key actors, such as members of each organization’s leadership 

team, development officers, donors, teachers, and others that might have had a direct link 

to the process.  I believed this process was the most feasible methodology to acquire 

information without overtaxing the two organizations. 

Data Collection Process 

To conduct the two case studies, access had to be gained from the director or CEO 

of each organization.  Once access was obtained, these individuals or designees served as 

gatekeepers to potential participants.  My primary focus was on leaders and those 

considered to be development officers.  The first case study site was visited in January 

2011.  The second venue was visited in August 2011.  Follow-up interviews and 

telephone communications for both cases continued through October 2011.  The 

gatekeepers for both organizations supplied names of potential participants.  All of the 22 

potential participants on the list responded and were subsequently interviewed.  Each 
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participant was originally solicited using a letter or e-mail communication (Appendices 

A, B, and C).  After the participants agreed to be interviewed, convenient times and 

locations were agreed upon to protect the confidentiality of their conversations.  These 

locations included a hotel meeting room, conference rooms, private offices, and a private 

vehicle.  After introductions and pleasantries were exchanged, the participants were 

provided with two copies of The George Washington University (GWU) Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) Informed Consent Form.  Once this form was signed, the researcher 

maintained a copy in a private location, and the participant was given the second copy.  A 

copy of the Informed Consent Form is provided in Appendix F.  All interviews were 

recorded via a digital recorder, notes were taken, and the digital files were forwarded to 

an outside agency for verbatim transcription.  

Once interviews were transcribed, copies were returned to the participants.  The 

purpose of returning the transcripts was twofold: to allow participants to add, retract, or 

clarify any statements made during the interview process; and to perform what Yin 

(2003) referred to as member checking.  Member checking enhances the validity of the 

study.  During the entire process, extreme effort was put forth to protect the anonymity of 

the participants and their respective interviews, along with the data collected.  All digital 

information was password protected.  For security reasons, the computer used for 

processing this information was not connected to the Internet and required the use of a 

password known only to me.  All permanent data products were kept in a secure, locked 

location.  The key linking codes for this information also were stored in a secure, locked 

location separate from the data.  Throughout this process, no employees or supervisors 

had access to any of the raw data collected. 
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Data Interpretation 

Once the interviews were transcribed and member checked, the process of coding 

and recoding was performed.  As noted in Chapter 3, Yin (2003) cautioned researchers 

regarding three primary types of validity: construct validity, internal validity, and 

external validity.  Construct validity was addressed by trying to keep the research as 

operational as possible.  Internal validity was less of a concern because the study was 

exploratory in nature; however, this type of validity typically deals with causal 

relationships (Yin, 2003).  But because inferences might be involved, member checking 

and pattern matching were employed as measures to address these internal validity 

threats.  In examining external validity, no assumptions or assertions were made that 

specific results of this study would generalize to the greater population; rather, the results 

are intended to be a suggestive resource for groups contemplating fundraising endeavors. 

For purposes of interrater reliability, a peer reviewer examined the coding 

procedures. This colleague was provided sample data to review along with coding 

categories to determine if consensus or alternative explanations were present.  This peer 

arrived at similar theme conclusions and corroborated the logic of my coding procedures.  

Alternative peer explanations not matching my results, were then verified or dismissed 

using triangulation from other sources of data.  It should be noted that any and all 

identifiers were removed prior to this peer review.  Reliability was further addressed 

according to the recommendations of Schensul et al. (1999) to fully describe the 

parameters of the study.  As Schensul et al. noted, exact duplication of a study “is not the 

desired outcome of exploratory research.  Rather the intention of these interviews is to 
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provide more exploratory information” (p. 288), while at the same time, being transparent 

to ensure appropriate interpretation of methods and results. 

The transcripts were read and reread at different times.  Key words, themes, and 

connections were noted individually and across interviews as commonalities emerged.  

The primary coding method employed was emergent open coding, but as themes and 

subcategories emerged from the data, the interviews were recoded several times, utilizing 

these subcategories.  Information was coded using symbols, colors, key phrases, and 

interpretations.  In addition, to exemplify the richness and context of the interviews, 

extensive in vivo coding was utilized based on what the respondents actually said. As 

categorical subject matter  materialized, this information was recorded in a coding journal 

as outlined in Appendix H.  These themes were then applied to information gleaned from 

documents and observations made during tours of each organization. 

Researcher’s Description of Cases 

For purposes of anonymity, the first case study is referred to as Case Study A and 

the second as Case Study B.  Again, I employed an embedded analysis rather than a 

holistic approach.  The actual unit of analysis was the alternative fundraising efforts 

within each organization, primarily through grant acquisition and philanthropy.  In the 

first case, the director or CEO and two other development–leadership staff were initially 

interviewed.  The next round of interviews included the school principal, three teachers, 

and three donors, for a total cumulative sample of 10 participants.  For Case Study B, I 

initially interviewed the director or CEO and followed up with interviews of three 

development personnel, two educational leaders (including the principal), three teachers, 

and three donors, resulting in a total of 12 participants.  The cumulative total for both 
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cases was 22.  To protect and maintain anonymity, participants in each case and subgroup 

were assigned pseudonyms or numbers (See Table 6). 

Table 6. Participant Pseudonym Identifiers     

    Case identifiers 
Participant Case Study A Case Study B 

Development–Leadership staff Kimberly, Alyssa, Mike Noah, Reagan, Ronnie, Jay 

Principal Keith Penny 

Educational administrator NA Sherry 

Donor Sharon, Pam, Dave Jeff, Butch, Bobby 

Teacher Teacher 1, Teacher 2, 

Teacher 3 

Teacher 4, Teacher 5, 

Teacher 6 
 

 

Participants appeared to be enthusiastic in communicating their roles in the 

process and confident with the amount of information they were able to convey.  The 

only exception noted was the confidence level of the educators, most of whom felt as if 

they did not provide enough information, often apologizing for not being able to provide 

very detailed feedback on certain aspects of the monies associated with the two case 

studies.  A total of 22 initial interviews were conducted.  I wanted to convey a rich 

understanding of the participants’ responses; therefore, extensive quotations are 

embedded in Chapter 4. 

Development–Leadership Staff Themes 

The triangulation of the data allowed me to form a mental picture or cognitive 

understanding of the major fundraising efforts within the two organizations.  For the 

purpose of clarity in this dissertation, the term CEO is used in place of the term director.  

In Case Study A, the CEO was interviewed along with two other individuals who played 

prominent roles in fundraising leadership and development.  For Case Study B, the CEO 
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and three development–leadership staff were interviewed.  The combined leadership–

development sample size for both cases was 7.  

Case Studies A and B were similar on many levels, but I also perceived minute 

differences in the climates of the organizations.  Both were major players in acquiring 

alternative funds.  Both had exhibited longevity in serving students with challenging 

needs.  Both were highly valued in their respective communities.  Despite being hundreds 

of miles apart, they were very similar in that they were both very well known and 

respected within their metropolitan areas; however, differences were noticed in their 

methods and levels of sophistication in seeking alternative funding.  Case Study A 

seemed to reach out to the direct community with more of an emotional appeal, whereas 

Case Study B was perceived as operating with more of a business model tied to an 

emotional message.  This is not to suggest that the first case study was not using 

evidence-based outcomes and a successful operational model.  Just the opposite was 

observed, but a feeling of larger forces was noted during the site visits and interviews 

conducted within the bounds of the second case.  It also should be noted that during the 

timeframe of this research, collaboration between these two organizations began; the first 

case was adopting many of the fundraising strategies that had demonstrated success for 

the second case.  The first case was also expanding its focus toward larger, national 

foundations in ways similar to those through which the second case had experienced 

success. 

Although each of the two cases embodied unique attributes, four major themes 

emerged from the analysis of the data gathered through the leadership and development 

interviews.  The major themes were organizational benevolence, transformative change, 
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coinvestment, and significance of social networks.  These along with additional themes 

which emerged are outlined in Table 7. 

Table 7. Themes and Subthemes 

Themes Subthemes and categories 

Development–Leadership theme Subtheme or category 

#1 Organizational benevolence Consistent mission and passion 
Communicating the story 

#2 Transformative change 
Impact change 
Enhancements 

Foundational focus, more bang for buck 

#3 Coinvestment 

Pragmatic focus on outputs with 
measurable results 

Tailor the ask 
Consistency of brand 

#4 Significance of social networks 

Personal relationships 
Magnitude of board members 

CEO as a fundraiser 
Community 

Donor theme Subtheme or category 

#1 Social networks  

#2 Coinvestment risk  

Educator theme Subtheme or category 

#1 Indirect involvement Final product/tours 

#2 Perception of benefit Impact 
 

Development–Leadership Theme #1 – organizational benevolence.  Within 

each organization there existed a philosophy emphasizing the importance of giving.  This 

organizational benevolence referred both to collecting money and resources from external 

sources for the beneficiaries (the students) and to giving internally.  Both cases 

successfully implemented employee campaigns primarily through payroll deductions for 



  

161 
 

monetary contributions and volunteer opportunities for employees.  Within the major 

theme of organizational benevolence, subthemes emerged; it became evident that the 

consistent mission and passion within both cases was profound, along with the 

importance of communicating the story to facilitate the success of each entity as well as 

subsequent fundraising activities. These themes were also prevalent within 

documentation reviewed for each case study. 

Consistent mission and passion.  The first subtheme or category that emerged 

from the data analysis was an aura of passion and consistent mission that resonated 

throughout the discussions with the first subgroup.  This passion was both inwardly and 

outwardly directed.  Inward refers to the giving attitude and actions of the employees.  

Outward implies direct communication to the community, potential donors, and general 

public at large.  The CEO of Case B made numerous references to this attribute when 

seeking employees and donors: “We look for people where our mission resonates with 

their personal interests.”  The CEO further stated, “We’re always looking for people that 

have a passion for our kind of work and the kids we serve basically.”  This statement was 

not simply an emotion.  The CEO considered this characteristic to be something that 

could and should be cultivated: “I think you can create a message that resonates to a lot 

of people of the kind of service we provide” (Noah, Interview, August 2011). 

In both organizations, this benevolent philosophy of giving resonated internally.  

Both organizations were subscribers to employee giving.  Case B launched an employee-

operated program that brought in just under a million dollars during the previous year.  

Both cases also experienced high levels of employee participation in volunteer efforts.  

Other employee volunteer-centered activities included participation in 5K running events, 
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charity dinners, golf tournaments, soup kitchens, and even a haunted house.  These events 

were verified by reviewing websites and press releases for each organization including a 

visit to the haunted house site.  When asked about teaching and other support staff 

benevolence, Jay responded, “The staff, yeah, all the staff.  Absolutely!  First of all, 

they’re the first ones to give.”  Jay continued: 

 A lot of them [employees] volunteer.  A lot of them come out just because 

they like being a part of it, [so] we try to make it fun for them…and so we 

do a special thing for all the staff that come and put in hours: like we take 

them out to lunch at a nice restaurant, we get them all special gifts, things 

like that…and no, it’s not [gestured as if he were reimbursing].  They’re 

doing it all on their extra time and we just want to make sure we go out of 

our way. We want them to feel like they were appreciated.  Just put it that 

way. The ideal situation is they feel like they got treated special, and we 

try to make everybody feel that way. (Jay, Interview, August 2011). 

Case A also exhibited high rates of participation from employees at volunteer 

events.  Mike commented, “They do it from the standpoint of events,” but noted that the 

development department handled the major fundraising details: “But if it’s an event for 

fundraising, absolutely!”  Alyssa was also enthusiastic about the participation from front-

line teaching staff, but in the spirit of a true fundraiser, she continued to see room for 

greater participation.  Alyssa also recognized the delicate balance between how much is 

too much, however; she said, 

 So it’s not like we can take a lot of staff out to events.  I can take whoever 

wants to come, but quite frankly, I think the physical and emotional 
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exhaustion at the end of an 8-hour shift has got to be heavy and then to try 

to muster up that great attitude around all of these big donors, it’s a tough 

call. 

Alyssa communicated a desire to have employees play a “bigger part in the philanthropic 

approach,” but didn’t elaborate on specifics.  She pondered: “I don’t know… we’ll get 

there” (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011).  But as in the other case, teachers and other 

employees at fundraising events exhibited a great deal of volunteer effort and high 

participation rates.  This was confirmed through a review of marketing materials 

including brochures, annual reports, and news releases. 

A consistent outward projection of mission and passion emerged in both cases.  A 

development officer within Case B reinforced this consistent message by saying, 

“There’s something powerful about longevity; people trust you if you’ve been there for a 

long time.”  That longevity breeds trust.  Jay expressed what donors often convey: “I trust 

you.  You’ve been there a long time.  You know, so it’s…it all goes back to that.  And 

there are people in the nonprofit world who violate that trust, and the only thing you can 

do is just maintain our ethics and our values…hopefully that will be what sets us apart” 

(Jay, Interview, August 2011).  This message was consistent in Case A as well.  Mike 

stated, “Well, for one it’s been around 150 years, so there’s a longevity to it that I think is 

attractive to donors.  It isn’t a start-up organization.”  This longevity was evident 

throughout Case A’s annual report. In fact, it was centered on the front of the publication. 

Mike continued; “I think the reputation is that they’ve [his organization] been around a 

long time, they’re not going anywhere”; he followed up by stating that the reputation 

must be upheld with positive results (Mike, Interview, January 2011).  When asked why 



  

164 
 

donors give to Case A and what sets them apart from other organizations, the CEO 

further emphasized mission and passion by communicating, “Two things: One is [name 

of organization] has been in existence for 150 years.  The second thing is we have a very 

clear and exciting vision of the future that attracts investment” (Kimberly, Interview, 

January 2011). 

The triangulation of the data indicated that both organizations demonstrated the 

importance of maintaining a consistent mission and passion.   

Communicating the story.  Another subcategory emerged from the data: 

communicating the story.  Both organizations emphasized that their existence would not 

be possible without the ability to effectively communicate the story of the students and 

the organization.  This was evident within recent annual reports from both organizations. 

For Case A, 11 of 19 pages were dedicated to stories, and for Case B, the proportion was 

26 out of 38 pages. Participants in both cases also understood the difficulty involved in 

telling that story.  Again, the students served were those with complex mental health and 

emotional disabilities.  Because of the sensitive nature of the types of students educated 

within each program, challenges existed that had to be addressed or overcome to raise 

awareness and communicate the story.  Two major obstacles were evident in both cases.  

One dealt with stigmas and preconceptions associated with mental health and behavioral 

issues, and the other related to privacy issues.  

Several interviewees compared marketing their cause to communication about 

other more visible charities such as the American Cancer Society or American Heart 

Foundation.  They discussed the broad range of disabilities and mental illness 

characteristics exhibited in schools serving students with challenging behaviors, which 
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may be less discernible to the general public: “Ya know, for us, we’re dealing with 

something you can’t see.  For children’s cancer, ya know, they get big donor dollars 

because there’s something that I—people seem to understand more.  It’s curable.  They 

recognize it.”  Alyssa said, “For us, it’s been sort of climbing out of a hole and trying to 

get that to happen” (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011).  This obstacle is compounded with 

the presence of the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPPA), which 

in part governs privacy and disclosure of health information, and the Family Educational 

Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) regulating student educational records disclosure 

(United States Department of Education, 2008).  Alyssa further stated, “Because of 

HIPPA regulations, we can’t be public with a student.  We can’t show a face, but we can 

tell a story.”  Alyssa continued to stress the importance of the story and its emotional 

appeal:  

The more we get our story out about these children that we serve, good 

and bad, it’s not pretty.  These aren’t children that have had a lovely 

childhood from a perfect home.  Not that there is such a thing, but their 

lives have been disturbed with drug addiction, alcohol addiction, abuse, 

and murders.  I mean, these kids have seen horrible crimes.  So we get 

those stories from that child and we get it out to the public, obviously 

changing the names. (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011) 

In addition to the CEO’s and the board members’ communication of the story, 

another method utilized was an appeal letter to potential donors.  Alyssa said, 

This last appeal was one of the most successful, and I think it’s because 

people actually could finally grab onto some sort of story that said, “Oh, 
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this is what [name of organization] is doing.  This kid, if it weren’t for 

[name of organization], quite frankly, she would be in jail or dead.” 

(Alyssa, Interview, January 2011) 

When discussing the challenge of persuading successful people to provide 

support, Alyssa noted the importance of  “awareness being raised about mental illness, 

just the fact that one in five children in the state suffers from some sort of mental illness 

gets peoples’ attention, but nobody ever talked about that.”  She further stated, “One in 

10 Americans, all of these antidepressants—the major uptake in, in medication … It’s a 

very real tangible fact, so I think that having this awareness raised makes it a lot easier to 

get our story out there” (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011). 

It was also noted that the story is not always about the students.  One development 

officer communicated a narrative about a woman whose grandmother was helped by this 

organization years ago.  The story and the impending relationship developed after a donor 

apologized for not sending what she thought was of significant value to the organization.  

Alyssa said, 

This one woman just sent us a check for $100.  She [the donor] wrote, 

“I’m so sorry.  It’s really all I can give.”  And I called her and said, “Are 

you kidding?  This is fabulous!  You need to recognize the story alone is 

worth millions to us.”  So she came and took us … showed us pictures of 

her grandmother. (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011) 

The value in this story was not in the student’s realm, but rather in the domain of the 

donor and the story she could provide to the organization. A similar donor story was 

noted in the 2010 Case A annual report providing details of a patron’s affiliation to the 
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organization.  The narrative outlined the donor’s long history with the organization along 

with mutually-beneficial results from the relationship. 

During one of the interviews, Jay said, “I’ll give you a 30-second donation history 

of [Case B]” (Jay, Interview, August 2011).  The story is not repeated in detail within the 

context of this dissertation because it possibly could expose the identity of the 

organization, but the point of noting this story is that the development officer was 

effectively encompassing the history, mission, and good work of this organization within 

a very brief conversation.  Ronnie also indicated that their success in fundraising was in 

part their “ability to tell a story.”  An example was his pitch: “Here’s a child [who] … 

due to whatever reason, has come into our system, and … we are going to do something 

… to prepare that child to be a contributor to society versus a taker from society” 

(Ronnie, Interview, August 2011). 

All seven development–leadership participants told or emphasized the importance 

of communicating the story to successfully raise alternative funding from donors.  They 

also emphasized the importance of social networks as conduits to disseminate the story.  

Development–Leadership Theme #2 – transformative change.  Another major 

theme that emerged through data analysis was advocacy for transformative change.  

Information gleaned from the interviews suggested that each case studied was well aware 

that transformative change was what attracted large donors and foundations.  Marketing 

brochures, annual reports, and web content from both organizations were embedded with 

terms such as transformation, innovation, change, and impact. Interviewees asserted that 

the key to raising large contributions was to get the message out about impacting change, 

not only within the organizations being studied but in society as a whole.  The leadership 
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of both organizations also affirmed that the most effective way to get more “bang for 

your buck” was to target this message toward large foundations and donors.  Within this 

major theme of transformative change, three subthemes emerged from the data: impact 

change, enhancements, and foundational focus. 

Impact change.  The CEO of Case Study A stated, “The reason they gave to us is 

we said that we were going to change; we were going to bring about profound 

organizational change that would produce better outcomes at lower cost.  That’s a 

tremendous message to have” (Kimberly, Interview, January 2011).  Kimberly continued 

to say that aside from personal relationships, the most important reason large donors give 

“is doing something exceptional”; she referred to these as “game changers,” which 

“people get very excited about, particularly in this economy” (Kimberly, Interview, 

January 2011).  Jay from Case B also discussed impact: 

You know the people with a lot of resources; they want to be able to give 

to something that can impact change. Yes, you can give to a group and it 

will help people almost all the time; it may help people temporarily; it 

may change their lives.  But our mission and what we do changes 

individual kids’ lives and it also changes the whole child welfare system 

that the kid would come through.  So that’s what entices giving to like—

the high-level people, which gets them excited about giving to us. (Jay, 

Interview, August 2011)  

 Kimberly added a statement about the importance of following up with the donor 

to reflect on “what they did and why they did,” adding that “it is important and 

transformative” (Kimberly, Interview, January 2011).  Rather than just giving charitable 



  

169 
 

gifts, the donors were investing in change.  Facilitating this impact and change is 

accomplished through the paradigm of coinvestment, which is discussed in further detail 

in subsequent sections of this chapter. 

 Enhancements.  CEOs in both organizations spoke of enhancements as a result 

of alternative funding, not only in-kind donations but also donations actually facilitating 

the organization’s ability to gain additional value and enhance quality beyond the initial 

dollar amount.  In other words, the impact on the school and organization was often more 

exponential in nature.  Kimberly asserted, 

I would say that 30% of the quality in what we do is privately funded, 

even though it’s not that large.  I mean, it has been at various times, but 

even when you are talking about 7% of your monies coming from private 

sources, the impact on that environment is much greater than that. 

(Kimberly interview, January, 2011)  

Likewise, CEO Noah referenced this enhanced benefit:  “We wouldn’t have the 

kind of people we have. We wouldn’t have the board we have, I mean we wouldn’t have 

all that stuff”; he elaborated: “That adds that 10% to 15% that can really make a 

difference” (Noah, Interview, August 2011).  Reagan framed the more tangible nature of 

these enhancements by saying, “We have been very fortunate to have support”; she 

discussed “enhancements to [the] campuses that allowed the kids to have the latest 

computers” and “educational benefits that come through that” (Reagan, Interview, 

August 2011).   

Alyssa stated, “It allows us to improve…when we otherwise are just trying to 

cover our operations.”  Lynn reiterated, 
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Our reimbursements (traditional funding) cover about 92% of our costs.  

So Medicaid pays the bills here and state funding pays the bills here, but 

the philanthropic dollars that we raise are used to support facilities and 

from time to time they’re used to—in support of children’s activities or 

recreational or educational opportunities. (Kimberly, Interview, January 

2011) 

Kimberly noted that this gap in funding had to be made up through alternative 

funding and again emphasized how this minor percentage really did make a huge 

difference in the enhancement of treatment, performance, and educational services.  Mike 

added, 

We wouldn’t have any claim program.  We wouldn’t have our ropes 

program, ropes course; that was through a grant.  We probably would not 

be able to make this conversation that we’re doing.  And if we didn’t do 

such a good job in the past, we wouldn’t have the foundation in the first 

place to weather a lot of the storms that we’ve had to weather. (Mike, 

Interview, January 2011) 

Again, enhancements from contributions allowed both organizations to provide 

services beyond the realm of their traditional operating budgets.  Both case studies 

viewed donations as filling a financial void and exponentially adding value to the 

organization above the simple dollar value of the contributions.  A review of recent 

annual reports for each case verified financial estimates provided by interviewees. In 

addition, during tours of both facilities, I observed enhancements such as computer labs, 
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culinary programs, and other enrichments to facilities that were a direct result of the 

donations. 

Foundational focus gives more “bang for the buck.”  Each of the case studies 

utilized a wide array of fundraising opportunities.  As previously identified, these 

opportunities might include employee giving, golf tournaments, community events such 

as 5K marathons, haunted house, charitable balls, cocktail parties, and so forth.  Each had 

its own purpose; otherwise, they would not have been utilized.  Nevertheless, the major 

focus of both organizations was directed toward major donors who set up charitable 

endeavors through foundations.  This concept was also the focus of this research.  

It was evident during the interview process that both cases were trying to get more 

bang for their buck by focusing on a larger donor base with greater assets, but the 

perception from the interviews was that Case B was closer to this goal, whereas Case A 

was more recently moving in that direction. This was difficult to validate through 

observation and document review; however, examinations of recent donor recognitions 

within annual reports suggested higher foundational participation for Case B.  

Case Study A had always courted community-based, private donors, but more 

recently their focus had turned toward larger foundations, as Alyssa conveyed: 

In our area of fundraising, we’ve really mostly been very community 

based.  We haven’t gone after national grants …, so this year we decided 

to launch a campaign and that campaign has reached us out into larger 

foundations: not just family funds, but actual foundations that have a 

substantial ability to give. (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011) 
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This recent shift in attracting large donations, according to Alyssa, had had a 

“very, very huge impact on our organization because we haven’t been asking for those 

kind of dollars yet and we need to have those dollars to continue our, our project of 

improving care and making sure we’re getting the right program for kids.”  Alyssa 

explained how their previous grants had been in the $5,000 to $10,000 range, but with the 

courtship of larger foundations, more recent gifts had been in the hundreds of thousands 

(Alyssa, Interview, January 2011).  The level of this foundational gift was confirmed 

through a press release posted on the organization’s website.  Another leader in the 

organization spoke of this shift as well. Mike said, “I’m going towards foundations for 

specific program development funding where in the, the—historically, I think there was 

just more of just certain donors, like [name of donor] was a big donor and a big donor 

locally” (Mike, Interview, January 2011). 

 Another leader in Case A discussed the shift toward courting large givers to 

enhance programs by conveying, “We’ve really focused more on programs and getting 

foundational funding and grants for those programs wherein the past, it was just appeal to 

people about the mission of [name of organization]” (Mike, Interview, January 2011).  

Mike discussed how historically they had targeted certain local donors but more recently 

had expanded their reach toward larger foundations.  Alyssa elaborated further on this 

shift by saying, 

Well, for us, actually we just started a capital campaign and it’s really our 

first capital campaign in the history of the school, and I don’t know if you 

know the history, but we are a ____-year old organization plus, actually by 

a couple of years now.  And in our area of fundraising, we’ve really been 
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very community based. We haven’t gone for national grants, um, because 

of our size and because of the recognition we have.  So this year we 

decided to launch a campaign, and that campaign has reached us out into 

larger foundations; not just family funds, but actual foundations that have 

a substantial ability to give. (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011) 

 Another development officer from Case B discussed how to be attractive to these 

“big fish.”  Reagan said,  

Foundations are, are most interested, and we actually do get the largest 

percentage of our support through donations through foundations.  

Foundations in particular are always interested in what’s the problem 

you’re going to solve, how do you propose solving it, and how are you 

going to know if you are successful? (Reagan, Interview, August 2011) 

 Reagan elaborated on Case B’s ability to answer these questions for foundations 

and convince them to invest in the mission and needs of the organization.  She was 

resolute in her opinion that their “successful track record and ability to demonstrate 

success” were the primary reasons foundations were willing to place large dollar amounts 

into the organization. Reagan referenced an all-encompassing approach to fundraising, 

but most of their efforts were directed toward foundations because of the return on 

investment.  She stated, “Most of our money comes from foundations” (Reagan, 

Interview, August 2011). 

Ronnie pointed out the irony in their approach because statistics indicated that 

“80% of giving (in society as a whole) comes from individuals”; however, the efforts of 

his organization were focused on larger foundations.  In his opinion, the evidence-based 
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approach used by Case B “tends to resonate more with more foundations than it does in 

terms of individuals or corporations” (Ronnie, Interview, August 2011),  and the return 

on investment is much higher.  One can spend a great deal of time targeting many people, 

or one can spend an ample amount of time targeting the right people. In Ronnie’s 

opinion, one achieves greater dollars by focusing on the large foundations and donor 

bases.  

A theme that reverberated throughout both organizations was the notion that 

transformative investment was what attracted substantial contributors.  This factor was 

marketed by showing that donations could impact significant change and allow 

enhancement beyond the in-kind investment; it also was noted that these educational 

institutions were a good match for partnering with foundations, thereby resulting in much 

higher rates of return on investment.  These concepts were consistent and substantiated 

with information extracted from donor interviews. 

Development–Leadership Theme # 3 – coinvestment.  “We call them 

coinvestors.”  That statement was provided by Reagan, a development officer in Case B.  

This theme permeated other development–leadership interviews as well.  Of the seven 

participants in leadership positions who were interviewed, five discussed the paradigm of 

coinvestment in detail and the other two referenced it.  Donors were not simply giving 

away money; they were investing and managing risks within their benevolence.  Rather 

than a benefactor–beneficiary relationship, efforts were made by leaders and 

development officers to act as partners with those willing to invest in the organizations.  

An example of this was outlined in the 2011 fall quarterly magazine for Case B. In this 

illustration, the CEO and a board member hosted a breakfast for prominent business 
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leaders and discussed “responsible community investment.” Reagan described how they 

“come together and we call them coinvestors.”  She further explained how “they meet 

quarterly and we provide a very extensive report to them on a number of kids that we’re 

serving, what our outcomes are, what our financial picture is… So we keep them up to 

date on—where we are and what we’re doing with their investment in us.”  If face-to-face 

meetings could not be facilitated with the CFO at least once per year, conference calls 

were arranged.  According to Reagan, the CEO and CFO then reviewed a “sort of 

executive summary and then [they were] free to answer questions” (Reagan, Interview, 

August 2011).  

Another leader in the organization of Case B also emphasized targeting larger 

foundations and providing data to back up their coinvestment.  Ronnie explained how 

“high net worth individuals, they give not so much what the upside is versus someone 

else’s upside, but it’s managing the risk.”  He elaborated: “Like, if you’re a safer bet, that 

is more of a driver for most people than if you are going to promise the moon.”  Ronnie 

explained further how this coinvestment still needed to be tied to an emotional 

investment:  

And so what we’re trying to do is be the best at creating that emotional 

attachment but also have the evidence and outcomes and results that 

differentiate us.  And, and we tend to focus more on this piece, the kind of 

evidence piece, because that’s where the reputable foundations care. 

(Ronnie, Interview, August 2011) 

The idea of investment is congruent with the notion of risk.  Alyssa addressed 

coinvestment in the success of Case A.  She discussed how “they give because clearly we 
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are recognized by that organization” and how “they are willing to risk, if you want to call 

it that; it’s low risk, but they’re willing to step out, give us money and make us succeed—

help us succeed” (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011).  Participants from both organizations 

asserted that if they were able to keep the donor base close and involved, while 

communicating tangible results, the charitable base was more likely to consider 

themselves coinvestors in the success of the organizations. 

Pragmatic focus on outputs with measurable results.  Another general subtheme 

that emerged from the data was a pragmatic focus on outputs with measurable results.  

Both organizations found that what works or appeals to foundations was the ability to 

measure outputs and communicate the results to those who were giving to the 

organization.  This output-centered approach permeated both organizations. Alyssa said, 

“[Our leader] is passionate about having everybody that works here feel the same 

responsibility for the outcome, and the outcome is keeping us a thriving, healthy business 

for kids” (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011).  A results-oriented approach (as opposed to 

high-pressure sales techniques) made closing the deal with large givers an easier task.  

Kimberly added, “Once you’re comfortable about what you are promoting and you know 

that your people work hard and produce good results and that the investors are making an 

investment, you really bring intensity to the close” (Kimberly, Interview, January 2011).  

Another leader from Case A added, “We have pretty good data,” referencing the high rate 

of success for returning children back to their homes and previous school placements 

(Mike, Interview, 2011).  

As previously noted, Case B seemed to have a more refined focus on data-driven 

philanthropy.  This perception was evident during the interview process. When asked 
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why large donors and foundations supported Case Study B, Reagan provided the 

following explanation, which related to measurable outputs: 

Uh, well, I think that [name of organization] fills a niche that not 

necessarily is being met in nearly as, um, a successful way [italics added] 

as what [name of organization] does.  Our, um, organization is one of few 

that tracks, uh, success outcomes [italics added] of the kids we treat to the 

degree that we do, and our outcomes really distinguish us.  We also have, 

um, very highly trained professionals that work for [name of 

organization], that work with the kids and, uh, the intensive programs, um, 

that we have and that we offer, I think set us apart too.  I mean there are a 

lot of, uh, residential facilities for troubled kids around the country, a lot 

of different programs.  But I, I feel like here the intensity of the treatment 

that they receive as well as the, um, the successful outcomes [italics added] 

set us apart and we’re able to show that to people and to, uh, hopefully 

help them realize that if they put their support behind us, whether it’s in 

volunteer hours or in, uh, a skill that they bring to the table that they could 

help us with or, or in their financial support that they’re getting behind a 

winner [italics added] and that with their support they can do even more 

and better things to help these kids. (Reagan, Interview, August 2011) 

Reagan also discussed how their research department followed the success rates 

of students after they had graduated or been discharged from the program: “With that sort 

of a record, it’s pretty impressive to foundations that we’ve already got a system set up 

and we’ve got a number of years’ results that we can provide for them to show them that 
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we do have a successful track record.”  Reagan continued by discussing the progression 

of a particular successful capital campaign as follows: 

Well, we periodically conduct capital campaigns, and with a capital 

campaign, of course, you’re looking for, um, donors of all different levels.  

You, um, generally, with that kind of campaign, you try to attract some 

very large gifts on the front end to get your campaign rolling, and, uh, you 

might go to your board first and then to the, uh, most capable other donors 

that you’ve already secured their support, let them know what your new 

project is.  For example, if, um, a few years ago we built a new, uh, center 

for girls who needed intensive residential treatment.  And that’s exactly 

what we did; we went to our board members first.  We then went to some 

local foundations that had shown an interest in our work in the past and, 

uh, went from there.  We had some small gifts, uh, contributions to us.  

We did a special mailing for that center and that’s where we got, you 

know, the, the $50, the $25 gifts, and $100 gifts.  But we started out with 

some very significant commitments.  One local foundation committed 

$___ million to us, and it was a $____ million building, so that really gave 

us a lot of wind in our sails.  And they are a very well-respected 

foundation in this midsouth community, so if we were able to show that 

they, uh, believed in us and believed in what we were doing, then other 

folks would think too that—we hoped, and I suppose they did, that—we 

were, um, a good place to put their money as an investment.  We, um, we 

show people our results and our outcomes [italics added], which are very 
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good, and we show them how that benefits the entire community if we’re 

able to help these troubled kids get on to a better start in life and help them 

to become not a drain on society but a contributing member of society and 

a contributing member of our community. (Reagan, Interview, August 

2011) 

All of the educational administrators interviewed at the schools, most notably the 

two in Case B, were well aware of this output focused approach. The principal at the 

second site conveyed, “One of the things that impresses me is that we do a lot of research 

and we’re able to give you data evidence of our success rates and what we say we are 

going to do.”  She commented further, “That’s great.  You say you do this, this, and this 

and this, but can you prove it?”  She reaffirmed her statements by briefly describing how 

her school and development department collaborated: 

We can say, you know, we track our children at 6 months, a year, and 2 

years, and we can tell you how many have stayed out of trouble, how 

many are still in school, how many are going on and being successful 

based on our programs.  So if… I were inclined to donate, that would 

certainly be something that would help me make a decision…if they can 

prove that what they’re doing is useful and beneficial. (Penny, Interview, 

August 2011)  

Another administrator recognized the importance of the data-driven approach 

employed by Case B and believed that was a primary reason large donors invested in her 

school: 
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I think we have a lot of evidence-based material to show them we have a, 

a really high success rate that we’re—we track our kids for a long time 

after they leave us.  So I think that’s one of the pieces … just the data that 

we gather, and that’s something that we’re excellent at. (Sherry, Interview, 

August 2011) 

Both Case B school administrators discussed evidence-based outcomes in more 

detail than did the principal at Case A, but it should be noted that he was new to the 

position.  Despite this recent start, he did bring up the reasons he believed Case A was 

attractive to foundations and wealthy donors: 

I would say that the one thing that comes to mind is they, they established 

a pretty good track record from what I have read.  I have only been here a 

couple of months, but I did my research before taking the job and [name 

of organization], uh, it, it shows a pretty good track record of having—

kids not having to return to this level of care. (Keith, Interview, October 

2011) 

A general theme that emerged from the data was a pragmatic focus on outputs 

with measurable results.  Most of the publications reviewed for both sites outlined 

performance, satisfaction, and successful discharge rates. Why do they do it?  Because it 

is necessary and it works.  CEO Kimberly summed it up by conveying that the personal 

and emotional connections were paramount; however, outputs and measurable results 

played a key role in modern philanthropy: “I think people give to people.  I would add 

that post-2008 people give to results” (Kimberly, Interview, January 2011).  Based on the 
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information gleaned from the interviews, this results-oriented approach has been 

exemplified by the recent economic crisis, which was caused, in part, by bad investments. 

Tailor the ask.  When discussing what really works in raising large donations, the 

concept of tailoring the ask emerged throughout numerous interviews.  This concept took 

two forms during the interview process.  The first involved seeking donors, 

organizations, or foundations that matched the missions of the two case studies: in other 

words, large contributors who were already sympathetic and more likely to invest 

resources in the organizations.  It was a good fit.  The second method for tailoring the ask 

was to make destination-based asks by specifying the need such as a piece of equipment, 

training, or identifiable program needs.  

One CEO discussed how to “give people the opportunity to give in a way they 

like to give and when they want to give” (Kimberly, Interview, January 2011).  Reagan 

agreed: “Well, it works much better if we already have the need and know where we, 

where we need it, how much we need, what the difference it’s going to make” (Reagan, 

Interview, August 2011).  Ronnie from Case B added, “[If] we can identify what the 

needs are and we can market those needs” (Ronnie, Interview, August 2011). 

Ronnie discussed spending “a lot of time making our model fit with what 

someone else wants to fund”:  in other words, marketing to those individuals that already 

have a propensity to give to the organization’s current mission or tangible needs, and not 

spending considerable time selling your message to those individuals or foundations that 

are interested in other good, but different causes.  Ronnie said, “What I’ve learned over 

the years is that you can have a great cause, but if it’s not someone’s cause [personal 

interest], then you’ve just got to move on.”  Ronnie further stated, “We don’t spend too 
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much time chasing down grants that might be a good fit or could be a good fit”; instead, 

his organization wanted to ensure “that they really are a good fit.”  Ronnie elaborated:  

And so we try not to spend a lot of time making something fit, because 

what happens if you try to make something fit and you end up getting the 

money in the end, and if it’s not a good fit, it’s going to end up coming 

back and biting you in the bum.  And we try not to do—spend a lot of time 

chasing grants where it’s not a really … we get turned down occasionally 

by groups that you think are great fits, but it’s not the best fit for them….   

It’s like anything else, you do your research, you target the ones where 

you think you have the greatest opportunity.  It’s just like individuals.  

You know being prepared and doing your research on the front I think is 

very important, ‘cause I mean there are so many foundations and 

companies and individuals that you could be targeting to make—and you 

have a limited amount of time, so it’s making sure you’re targeting the 

right ones. (Ronnie, Interview, August 2011) 

Jay also discussed tailoring the ask through “groundwork” and being “able to 

prepare yourself to be able to receive those gifts” (Jay, Interview, August 2011).  It was 

important to know what the organization needed, what the giving capacity of the donor 

was, and if the two matched. 

The second form of tailoring the ask emerged in the form of destination gifts. 

That is, for example, if the school needed a new piece of equipment or new training 

opportunities, the organization would target individuals that might be interested in 

fulfilling these specific needs. 
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Reagan further discussed destination gifts by saying, “Well, it works much better 

if we already have the need and know where we, where we need it, how much we need, 

what difference it is going to make.”  She used an example of hearing testing equipment 

and said, “When a donor learned of that need, they wanted to step forward and help us 

out” by purchasing the apparatus.  Reagan continued to discuss mistakes other 

organizations make in that they ask for money without being outcome specific.  Others, 

she noted, often simply create programs to try to court potential donors.  Referring to 

these mistakes, Reagan communicated that this ploy is transparent to many donors: “If 

you don’t really have a clue what your outcome is going to be, if you are just creating a 

program … usually the donors realize that.”  Reagan emphasized that “if it’s something 

well planned out, you know, that’s different.  But it can kind of stick out like a sore 

thumb if you’ve just created a program because you want to get a grant” (Reagan, 

Interview, August 2011). 

Ronnie told the story of a specific need for the school to teach living skills 

through culinary arts: 

In our school we had, um, our food class.  You probably saw a classroom 

over there where the kids come in and they actually prepare food; they do 

catering.  Well, they needed a freezer.  And [the principal], you know, 

she’s feeling like, “I need a freezer.  I need a freezer so we can do more 

food.  We can do more”—you know, all these things.  And actually we got 

a donor to say, “Okay, I’ll do a freezer.” (Ronnie, Interview, August 2011) 

The presence of this program and equipment was verified during my August, 

2011 tour of the school. Ronnie did, however, see room for improvement in this domain.  
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He said “There’s a great upside for us, especially as we get bigger, with our campuses 

and our schools to attach specific capital items or any of what I call enhancements 

directly to a donor”;  but he also indicated that perhaps they “[had] not done a good job of 

that.”  Ronnie also cautioned about follow through.  He stated, “We can market those 

needs, but it’s making sure that the process—if we tell a person their dollars are going to 

go to purchase an item, it’s the back office [responsibility] to make sure from an 

accounting perspective that it happens.”  He indicated that a lot of organizations had 

gotten in trouble for making “you feel like you were sponsoring [a] kid, and you’re really 

not” (Ronnie, Interview, August 2011). 

As noted by Ronnie, Reagan, and Kimberly, the ask can be capital specific or 

program specific. Mike added, “More recently it’s been seeking funding for either 

programs or development.”  He spoke of a large foundation that Case A targeted for 

assistance in changing the strategic direction of the organization: 

I think they found [a] very compelling argument of where we wanted to 

go, which really kind of changed our structure to be more accountable and 

efficient and provide services in the community as opposed to institutions, 

um, and I think they were impressed by that.  (Mike, Interview, January 

2011) 

Mike stated further that this donation was the largest gift the targeted organization 

had ever given.  The reason for success, according to Mike, was the fact that they knew 

and communicated exactly what and where the foundational funds would be allocated 

and the differences they could make: in other words, tailoring the ask or the concept of 

destination gifts. 
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The CEO of Case A talked in-depth about tailoring the ask to fit the needs of the 

organization.  Kimberly was steadfast in her belief that “it’s more that you have to tailor 

what you’re going to do—what you’re trying to fundraise for.”  She explained: 

For example, if you are doing a specific project—uh, we’re doing a 

clinical conversion right now.  We’re converting our clinical operating 

model to a different model.  That has facility expenses.  It has people 

expenses.  It has training expenses.  It has equipment expenses.  That kind 

of an effort lends itself to a capital campaign….  We have an annual 

development plan where we’re specifically saying we wanna raise this 

much money for this much, uh, uh, for these purposes.  So we’re planful 

about it, and we tailor the—what we’re fundraising to, to what—how the 

money is going to be used, and we know what works in terms of donor 

and donor expectations. (Kimberly, Interview, January 2011) 

Consistency of brand.  When I embarked on this quest to gain information about 

associating educational facilities with alternative funding, I thought of it within the 

paradigm of associating commercial brands with the school.  Interviews of participants in 

the two case studies demonstrated an inverse relationship.  In other words, the 

participants considered the educational facility to be the brand.  These organizations and 

educational facilities viewed themselves as the trade names and cautioned against 

associating their reputations and consistent brands with outside entities:  

So I think what’s worked the best is to share a very consistent message, let 

people know you’re going to do what you say you’re going to do with 

their money and you’re going to achieve very, very favorable results.  I 
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think that’s the message you constantly … where this is, what you’re 

going to use the money for, this is the impact it’s going to have, and this is 

going to [be] the difference it makes. (Noah, Interview, August 2011)  

Ronnie also emphasized the importance of the reputation or brand of the 

organization.  He discussed courting donors, foundations, and business partnerships with 

the following statement: “Strong brands want to associate themselves with strong 

brands.”  He further stated, “I would rather not get the money than devalue my brand.”  

To demonstrate his point, Ronnie provided a specific example regarding signage: 

So you have to be careful with that.  I mean I think the one thing we’ve 

had in donors that have been associated with things where great things 

haven’t happened that we’ve had to remove signage before.  So I think 

you always run that risk.  I mean you have—there are good people that do 

dumb things all the time—and we’ve had to adjust some signage around 

here on a couple things.  Nothing major, but just enough to where we’ve 

had a few of the [entities] over the years that have, that have gotten some 

publicity—and that, that it has not been positive on the organization—that 

we’ve had to kind of disassociate ourselves with.  But I think, in large 

part, what I would, what I would veer from is I would veer from trying to 

get signage on everything for a little bit of money, ‘cause it teaches you to 

devalue your work. (Ronnie, Interview, August 2011) 

Ronnie further stated, “We have a very respected, well-known brand in our field,” and “I 

believe we should always associate ourselves with brands that are stronger than ours” 

(Ronnie, Interview, August 2011).   



  

187 
 

During the interview with Jay, the topic of commercial firms’ gaining access to 

children was discussed.  Jay said of his organization, “Yeah, we, we’re not interested in 

anything like that.  We get a call by vendor people about stuff like that and we just have 

to be real careful.”  He summed it up by saying the school or organization needed to use a 

litmus test by asking, “Are these people trying to get our business or is this group of 

people interested in supporting our cause?” (Jay, Interview, August 2011).  Alyssa 

mirrored others’ perceptions in considering her organization a reputable brand and noting 

the importance of image association: “There’s an integrity behind the kind of fundraising 

that we do that I think precludes us from, from promoting someone else while trying to 

secure dollars” (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011). 

Interview participants in both cases recommended that the respective school 

organizations be concerned with their own reputation brands and cautioned about what 

associations or connections should be solicited by the schools. 

Development–Leadership Theme #4 – significance of social networks.    

Personal relationships.  The most prominent theme that emerged from an 

analysis of the data was the significance of social networks and the relationships that held 

them together.  In my interview with the CEO of Case Study A, the CEO mentioned the 

term relationship 16 times.  The CEO of Case B referenced relationships within the 

context of the interview 19 times.  During the subsequent interviews of the five 

development leadership participants, the term relationship was mentioned a cumulative 

total of 57 times.  This research is a qualitative study; however, numerical occurrences of 

the term relationship are included to exemplify importance.  
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I asked the CEO of Case B how personal relationships played into the success of 

fundraising; he responded, “Critical, critical, critical!”  When discussing an incredibly 

large donation, in the millions, the CEO discussed an example of starting, maintaining, 

and cultivating a relationship with the donor.  In this example, the relationship, not asking 

for money, was the focus: 

Well, you make a list of all the rich people that you know or people that 

know rich people and try to figure out a way to get to them, whether it’s 

going to some other organization’s fundraising event—‘cause you know 

some people are going to be there—to find a friend who knows somebody, 

and, I mean, the key to that relationship with [large donor] was not so 

much me meeting him; it was talking to people who knew him and asking 

the best way to get to know him better, you know, the best way to build a 

relationship with him.  And those are the people that kind of guided me 

quietly how to get to know [large donor].  And so that was—‘cause [large 

donor] was a unique fellow and didn’t have a lot of, you know, deep, 

personal relationships in town. Yeah.  I mean, I think it’s, the hard part 

about it is they know that they have resources; they know you want those 

resources.  The hard part about it is somebody said all the time—when this 

came out they said, “Well how did you get him to give you that money?” 

and I said, “Well, my relationship with [large donor] was—I was his 

friend—not somebody who always asked him for money.”  I never asked 

him for money.  He always would ask me what I wanted, what we needed, 

and then I would tell him where I thought he could help us.  That’s—I 
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mean you—you try to build that, that kind of relationship with a person 

first, I feel like. (Noah, Interview, August 2011)  

The relationship was real and important to the beneficiary.  Of course, there was a 

goal to gain support for the organization’s needs, but in this case, it was symbolic of a 

“build it and they will come” analogy.  The gifts over the years from this individual were 

greatly appreciated, but this researcher could sense more of an appreciation from the 

participant for the relationship; the donation was a byproduct.  Noah also focused on the 

legwork involved in building such relationships: 

Now that’s not always easy, you know, because some people, you know, 

you want to get to know them and get some money pretty quick.  But, but 

I always have taken the long approach with people, and, and so you build 

those relationships over time and not go in and try to get $100,000. (Noah, 

Interview, August 2011) 

While discussing personal relationships and soliciting support for his 

organization, Noah summed up the conversation by stating, 

 Every gift is based on three things, and the most important is relationships, 

your personal relationship with that individual … the second is the cause.  

What is the cause?  Is that cause consistent?  And the third is timing; does 

that person have the resources, is it a good time for that person to make that 

kind of gift?  So if you’ve got a person who’s passionate about your work, 

a person, you have a relationship with, a person … passionate about your 

work, and if the timing is right and they have the resources, you’re gold. 

(Noah, Interview, August 2011) 
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Jay discussed positioning oneself and doing “groundwork to be able to prepare 

[one]self to be able to receive those gifts.”  Jay asked, “Are you always seeking 

opportunities to get someone to reach out to their people that they influence?  And if you 

are doing those things and your organization is doing good work, you will be successful.”  

Jay described an example of working with a specific donor and explained how persistent 

legwork paid off over time.  Jay had not experienced a great deal of success with this 

individual; over the years Jay would approach him: “He’d say, ‘Thanks,’ [gestured] and 

wave me off; he was a commodities broker.”  Jay continued to work on the relationship 

anyway and then an opportunity presented itself.  Jay reported that about two years ago 

he was in a conversation with the broker, who said, 

“You know, my wife and I would like to come out and see the place [the 

school].”  I’m, like, “Sweet.”  This is exactly what we wanted to happen.  

So he comes out.  He mentioned to me in advance; he said, you know, 

“Please look at some projects.  I want to support a specific project.”  He 

likes doing physical things.  So we need[ed] a new scoreboard on our, in 

our gym ‘cause it didn’t work.  It was the original scoreboard from 1983 

from the gym there.  And, uh, you know, it was a long time ago.  And I 

said, you know, “I, I think this is the type of thing you’re interested in.  

You know we can put in a beautiful….”  I got a, a price quote; it would be 

about $4000 to have it made, put up, everything.  He said, “All right, okay, 

interesting” and finished the conversation.  We kept going, and he stopped 

for a second, he went to his car, he came back, and he pulled out his 

checkbook and wrote a check for $20,000 and handed it to me.  And I 
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didn’t know what to say.  I said thank you of course, but it was just—I’ve, 

I’ve never really experienced anything like that before. (Jay, Interview, 

August 2011) 

During an August, 2011 tour of the campus, this scoreboard was observed 

hanging in the school gymnasium. Additional gifts were prominent in visits to both 

locations. 

Ronnie referred to personal relationships as their “model.”  In his opinion, these 

relationships were the driving engine behind everything: 

With our model and how we go about our work, it’s, like, at the top of the 

list, whether it’s a foundation or an individual or a company.  So, 

basically, on the corporate side you’re talking about boards of directors 

and knowing someone that’s on these companies’ boards or knowing 

someone that’s on a foundation board or having someone who’s 

influential, um, willing to talk to their friends about what you do.  At the 

end of the day, if you’re a development professional, if you don’t have 

individuals, volunteers that have relationships, you are not going to be 

successful. (Ronnie, Interview, August 2011) 

The CEO from Case A discussed why donors give to her organization.  She 

referenced “personal connections, first and foremost.”  Kimberly stated further that 

“personal relationships are everything” and used the word “huge” numerous times when 

discussing this topic.  Kimberly also said, “You have to nurture them and you sustain 

them and it’s huge.”  She even discussed her own personal giving habits: 
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So there are a lot of people who can go out and ask for money.  People ask 

me for money all the time. I’m gonna—for people that I know—I’m 

gonna give a gift, but I’m not gonna give like I give to [name of 

organization] ‘cause I have a relationship with [name of organization] and 

a commitment to [name of organization]. (Kimberly, Interview, January 

2011) 

Kimberly also discussed how the personal relationships are then expanded into 

social networks that require a “broader team of people who are going commit 

themselves” and pointed out that “there’s a difference between a relationship gift and I’m 

giving because someone else is asking me to.”  The differentiation between the two is 

that a relationship gift is a long-term commitment.  She used the example of, “Hey, I give 

him (Joe) 100 bucks and when I ask Joe, he’s gonna give me 100 bucks and so I think 

that’s important, but you can’t rely entirely on Joe whose one arm length removed from 

the organization.”  This personal relationship is better served if it is expanded to a longer 

term relationship with the organization’s cause: “The organization has to pull that donor 

in and hold onto them and nurture them.”  She further stated that once the donor is pulled 

in, the relationship is cultivated and maintained through personal communications, online 

interactions, letters, events, personal visits, tours, and phone calls (Kimberly, Interview, 

August 2011).   

Alyssa also emphasized social networks and relationships. When asked how 

personal relationships play into successful fundraising, Alyssa said “Oh, my gosh, they’re 

huge! They’re huge!” She explained: 
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It’s my relationship with those people that gets the story back to [name of 

organization]. Ya know, I think on a personal level if I didn’t have those 

connections I couldn’t probably do the job that I do.  If I moved to Seattle, 

I don’t know half the people.  It’s, it really is about connections.  

Fundraising to me is about relationships.  Huge!  And they have to trust 

you.  They have to believe. You have to believe. (Alyssa, Interview, 

January 2011) 

Comfort levels for relationships differ depending on the individuals involved.  

Alyssa provided more detail about starting and maintaining the relationships with donors: 

So it’s that relationship with the donor that is very different for me.  I am 

not comfortable walking up to Mr. Doe who’s worth $500 million and 

saying, “Hi, I’m Alyssa. I work for [name of organization].  I want you to, 

ya’ know, participate in this campaign.”  I would really want to know who 

knows him.  Do I need to go sit down with him in his office?  Do I need to 

invite him to my office, ya’ know?  It’s kind of, it’s kind of like dating.  

Well, I think to me the easiest part is, is maintaining, because to me that 

means they’ve already believed in what you’re doing once; unless you are 

flipping the coin completely, you’re going to have a relationship with that 

individual until they no longer have the ability to participate and whatever 

that may mean, you know, financial changes, social changes, moving….  

But we have donors that give us money in Arizona and have since the 

‘70s, and it’s just a matter of making sure that we always call them, and 

some of these donors have given $50.  Ya’ know, it’s not like we’re 
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getting $5,000, $10,000, but it doesn’t matter.  That’s the other thing.  A 

buck, 10 bucks, I don’t care.  If you say you care enough to give us some 

of your hard-earned money, you deserve the same kind of respect that 

everybody gets.  So it’s, it’s a real, very kind of, um, friendly.  It’s just 

really friendly.  I don’t have an agenda when, with money.  I just like 

having people recognize [name of organization].  (Alyssa, Interview, 

January 2011) 

These discussions snowballed into asking how she sealed the deal with large 

donors, and to my surprise, Alyssa responded, “You never seal it completely” in that a 

relationship is not supposed to be terminal but rather it should be ongoing.  She made 

further statements such as “it’s a continuing relationship… you are now married … your 

relationship with that organization or donor goes on forever … you never want to forget 

that they in one point in time did this for you” (Alyssa, Interview, August 2011). 

In response to questions about the magnitude of personal relationships and social 

connections, Mike said, “Relationships are huge, ya’ know”; he bragged about his 

coworkers’ abilities to develop and nurture relationships. With regard to Alyssa, Mike 

commented, “She has lots of connections and is real personable and down to earth and 

has a way of instilling trust and confidence because of this.  She’s a solid person, ya’ 

know, very outgoing.”  Mike also discussed the magnitude of connections between board 

members and the CEO.  In his opinion, these individuals were successful in their 

fundraising endeavors because they were good at facilitating trustworthy relationships 

through expanded social networks (Mike, Interview, January 2011). 
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Although noted as the most prominent theme in fundraising efforts for both 

organizations, social networks and relationship themes were the most difficult to verify 

through documentation and observation triangulation efforts.  Suggestive inferences 

could be made based on names of donors, their positions in the community, and 

connections pointed out in the interviews.  For example, several people or organizations 

referred to as friends, board members, and supporters during the interview process were 

noted within publications and observed on recognition plaques and name plates for both 

organizations during tours. 

Magnitude of board members.  Both organizations emphasized the magnitude of 

board members.  These board members extended the reach of the organizations and 

opened doors.  CEO Kimberly said, “Your board members are the people who have a 

relationship with the organization, but those board people should each be able to touch 

people who are gonna write a check for $100 just because Joe asked them.”  The other 

CEO from Case B was even more formidable, explaining, “That board better be damned 

helpful in raising you some money; otherwise, you ain’t got a chance” (Noah, Interview, 

August 2011).  

Alyssa discussed the importance of board members not only in charitable support 

but also as a conduit to others with resources:  

… and of course the reason they are on the board is they’re passionate 

about the care, but they are also givers.  These are big donors and without 

them on the forefront for us, we wouldn’t get as far as we do.  They really 

help us.  I didn’t mention the board earlier, but they’re big for us, um, and 
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should be.  They are the reason that we can go out and knock on doors that 

we otherwise couldn’t. (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011) 

When Mike referred to Case A’s board, he described really solid relationships, 

connections, and trust.  He said, “I mean there’s just a whole lot of that kind of intimacy 

relationship that is kind of like having a beer and hanging out and then, hey, I trust that 

guy and I wanna support what they’re doing.”  In Mike’s opinion, his board put a lot of 

energy into these relationships and expanding them to other donors and subsequent 

funding.  He spoke of a “cultivation that happens a year or more out by identifying 

people, inviting them to things that they’re not asked to give or donate to, but just to 

become more familiar with” the organization, explaining, “then that leads to, at some 

point, an ask and so it speaks to the relationship piece” (Mike, Interview, January 2011).  

This strategy was employed in both cases.  It was important to spread the message 

through the board, allow relationships to develop, and then make the donors want to give.  

In other words, relationships build opportunity. 

Reagan from Case B provided an example of how board members open doors to 

additional resources that might not be strictly financial in nature.  She told the following 

story: 

More recently we added a lady to our board who is an executive with [a 

computer company].  She visited and was, she was very committed to try 

to upgrade the computer equipment and help us get software up to date.  

The kids down there do a lot of technology learning and they do art 

projects and all sorts of things using the computers.  They even put 

together presentations that they do for people in the community to show 
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off projects they’ve done using the kind of skills and, and that kind of 

technology.  So, you know, we’ve been blessed with that sort of thing.  

I’m trying to think of other examples; especially in the schools … we’ve 

had some support for our libraries in the schools. (Reagan, Interview, 

August 2011) 

Reagan also discussed board members’ opening doors to additional foundational 

support through their own connections: 

If you’ve got some type of link to them—maybe it’s through a board 

member of ours may know of someone on the board of a big foundation— 

they can put in a good word for us and say, you know, I appreciate if you 

would meet with these folks or look at a proposal they’d like to submit.  

And they’re a good group; I’ve been supporting them for a long time and 

we’d appreciate you taking a look at them.  So that kind of connection is, 

is of tremendous help.  And we try to, uh, try to find that if there is a, a 

link through our network to anybody in a position to help us that way. 

(Reagan, Interview, August 2011) 

Jay opined that “90% of what the board does are, are resource-generating 

opportunities—whether it’s new contract opportunities or foundation and, and giving” 

(Jay, Interview, August 2011).  Ronnie concurred with Noah, Reagan, and Jay and 

elaborated on the importance of tying the pieces together: 

So it’s our job on the development side to work with individuals and board 

members and volunteers that are passionate about what we do and that are 

willing to tell our story to their people.  Because at the end of the day—the 
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relationships—we typically don’t have it.  And so developing those 

relationships, having a board that understands the importance of 

relationships, having a board that’s going to open doors and feel really 

good about what you do, if you don’t have that, it’s, it’s hard to be 

successful in this field, period. (Ronnie, Interview, August 2011) 

A review of several board members’ biographical backgrounds indicated they 

were community leaders, successful members of the business community, and other 

professionals who could provide expertise and grant access to social networks that would 

enhance each organization’s resources. 

CEO as fundraiser.  It should be noted that leadership was a strong quality in 

both organizations.  Another category that emerged under the theme of social networks 

was the importance of the CEO as a fundraiser: “You can be the best development officer 

in the world, but if you ain’t got a CEO that can sell the program and if you ain’t got a 

board of directors that some, if not all want to get engaged in helping you, you’re 

underwater, it isn’t going to work.”  Noah continued: “I always see the CEO as the 

number-one fundraiser in any nonprofit organization.”  He said, “I mean, I think the best 

CEOs, the best presidents of colleges are the best fundraisers.  I mean they may be okay 

at managing day to day, but the really good ones are great at raising money” (Noah, 

Interview, August 2011).  

Mike said, “Well, at some level, it’s kind of a no-brainer that you have to have 

people that are in positions for the ask, that people respect and have some kind of 

relationship with, but, you know, to be direct I think [our CEO] is an incredible 

fundraiser.”  Mike talked about the CEO’s ability to communicate their cause: 
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She’s kind of a master politician in some ways, in terms of being able to 

take a little bit of information and kind of embellishing it into the story 

that really draws people in, and that’s what opens up their heart and eye 

and then they do pay.  It’s hard to say no. (Mike, Interview, January 2011) 

Mike continued to tie the CEO’s success to relationship building.  He said, “She’s 

particularly strong at developing relationships and nurturing those relationships and then 

turning that over into support”; Mike believed this made a huge difference in the amount 

of a recent gift: “I think that probably was the difference between a much lower amount 

and [the donor’s] giving us the full boat” (Mike, Interview, January 2011). 

The prominent role of the CEO in fundraising events was consistent in the written 

documentation reviewed for each case.  This was also substantiated in the interviews of 

the other development personnel, educators, and donors.  Each of these subgroups 

attributed successful fundraising back to the abilities of each respective organization’s 

CEO. 

Community.  Another subtheme that emerged from social networks was the role 

of the community.  Just as a traditional school is part of the community, both 

organizations placed a large emphasis on being part of the community.  The purposes of 

this appeared to be twofold.  The first was obvious: The challenging student population 

they were serving, at some point, would have to be reintegrated back into the community.  

The second, less obvious, but very powerful, subtheme was using the community to help 

spread awareness about the mission of each organization.  

Reagan discussed the purposes of special events within the community.  Of 

course, there was a goal is to raise as much money as possible, but Reagan said, “They 
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are generally more labor intensive and less financially profitable, but they’re often more 

of a friend raiser than a fundraiser, because the events often attract people who maybe 

don’t know much about your organization.”  She further explained how these events 

“bring in a lot of people from all walks of life, who many of them didn’t know much 

about [name of organization] until they came.”  Once these people were on site, “we had 

literature and we had people that would talk to them about what we do.”  Reagan also 

reported being all encompassing in her efforts to reach out into the community.  She 

discussed everything from marathons, soup kitchens, fishing, and running events to car 

shows, and even a haunted house.  They got not only the support of local radio stations, 

but also, Reagan strongly emphasized, the power of word of mouth advertisement and 

awareness by community members.  This support was where the real value was rather 

than the actual profit. 

Community members often were brought into the schools and facilities that were 

operated by both organizations.  Reagan discussed numerous ways that companies and 

employees got involved.  They might sponsor an event or adopt a cottage in which the 

residential students lived and provide Christmas or birthday gifts.  She said, “A lot of 

companies come out and volunteer, have their employees come out and volunteer and 

play games with the kids, lots of activities, they come out.”  Reagan also mentioned one 

very large Fortune 500 company that was “a huge supporter in volunteers as well as 

financially” (Reagan, Interview, August 2011). 

 Jay discussed how community events can open doors and create advocacy within 

an organization.  He used a “Soup Sunday” example to illustrate his point: 
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So we do an event that’s called Soup Sunday.  And it’s a food-based event 

where people buy tickets and they come to an event.  The success or 

failure of an event is going to be based on the sponsorships you get for it.  

And if someone comes to the table and says, “Hey, call AutoZone.  You’re 

a charity, they’ll do it …”  There is no way AutoZone will say yes.  It’s 

just not going to happen; it just doesn’t work that way.  But if a guy comes 

in and says, “My buddy Bill is the human resources director of AutoZone.  

Let me take the proposal; he’s going to do it”—and I’ve had that—that 

happens ….  That’s the only way we get gifts.  Like our gift from [name of 

company], which is a big pharmaceutical company; [the gift] comes 

because the volunteer chairman of the event is an employee of [name of 

company]. (Jay, Interview, August 2011) 

Jay believed that without community events to spread awareness, developing 

advocacy within outside organizations would be extremely difficult.  When the CEOs 

were asked about community events, Noah answered by stating, 

They raise money, but it’s really more awareness.  When you weigh 

probably how much money it takes to put on every event, you’re probably 

not making that much money.  But it does raise awareness.  Now if you 

have a good event, you can raise money, but it’s more about awareness 

than anything. (Noah, Interview, August 2011) 

Another CEO spoke of events held in the community to which they invite participants, 

but she conveyed that they “don’t ask for money. We just invite people to come hear 
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about some quality that we are bringing to the work we do” (Jay, Interview, August 

2011). 

 Mike discussed events in which community members were gaining direct 

entertainment benefit while, at the same time, the event was raising awareness of the 

organization and financial contributions.  He mentioned one example of community 

participants’ paying a very modest amount to attend a ball or dinner activity.  Mike said, 

But the genius behind it was—and there’s no big, you know, ceremony or 

something—it was you’re just having this wonderful evening.  And then 

they’d stick an envelope on your table, but there was no big ask, no 

program to sit through.  Just a very short, 10 to 15-minute piece and 

people would have such a great time and get so much for their ticket that it 

was unbelievable the amount of money that people would give and put in 

those envelopes.  I mean, I think it was like [hundreds of thousands of 

dollars] that we raised. (Mike, Interview, January 2011) 

Alyssa emphasized the power of community messages: “We’re finally saying, 

‘Okay, if you don’t support us, if you can’t maintain us, these kids are going to end up on 

the streets.’”  A contemporary challenge discussed by Alyssa related to the use of social 

media.  Web pages were being used by both organizations, but her organization had not 

worked out the details of using the power of Facebook.  She said, “I would put it on 

Facebook, but we have to be careful … we’re trying to figure out how to integrate that 

into our society and have it healthy” (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011). 
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Both cases held activities for which community members came in to mix with the 

student population, and they reported that challenges existed.  Alyssa told of an event 

when community members came in to dress up the campus: 

We have to be very thoughtful about mixing the community with our 

population.  So when it comes to our big donors like businesses that will 

come in and clean the property, we tried to be very conscientious to pick a 

day.  It’s typically on the weekend when they’re not in school because 

that’s disruptive.  Pick a day on the weekend that they—the group of, let’s 

say 200 [group name] came in last spring.  They all arrived.  They were 

divided up into their communities of 10 and 15, given tools, and mind you, 

we have to watch those tools; they can’t disappear.  And have some 

interaction with the children, but the most important thing was to see the 

difference that they made with the children …  So it’s hugely uplifting to 

the kids because there’s some normalcy there.  Now I’m not with a bunch 

of other kids that are here because they’re in trouble.  I’m with some kids 

that are mainstreamed, ya know, doing their own thing.  The impact that 

these people have on our employees is huge because what it says to them 

is you are doing really good work and I know I can’t be in the milieu, in 

that population, but I can show you what it means to me.  So I’m going to 

spend 10 hours with—well, actually it was 5 hours—with 200—this was 

the [name of volunteer organization] people and clean up your whole 

campus.  We have a, we have several organizations that do that and come 

in and fix things for us. (Alyssa, Interview, August 2011) 
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This clean-up event was verified through a press release posted on Case A’s 

website.  In this article it was noted that the volunteer efforts on this one-day event were 

valued in excess of $15,000. 

Noah tied together community, relationships, and the roles of the board and 

prominent leaders by saying, 

[I had to] create that environment to create that open door for me to go in 

and ask for the money.  But I think I—it’s me and the chairman of the 

board and the head of development—that I—if the CEO of an 

organization does not have the reputation and does not have the 

relationship to some degree they ain’t going to get the money, period. 

(Noah, Interview, August 2011) 

Opportunities created by social networks and embedded relationships create the 

ability to generate revenue.  They create a conduit for communicating the story of each 

organization.  Community references were prevalent throughout publications, such as 

marketing brochures, press releases, and websites reviewed for both organizations.  

Terms such as community giving, community investment, community partners, and 

partnership networks were rampant.  It should also be noted that I saw numerous 

references to both organizations while out in each respective metropolitan area.  These 

included signage, license plates, and other forms of recognition within each respective 

community. 

Donor Themes   

A total of six donors participated in the interview process: three from each case.  

When asked about giving to the two organizations, the donors shared two common major 
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themes: Donor-giving themes involved social networks and coinvestment risk.  Although 

the themes could stand on their own, it should be noted that the interviews demonstrated 

a continuum in that personal relationships initiated generosity; nurturing relationships and 

demonstrating results kept the donors on board, and then this benevolence was spread to 

broader networks through associations the donors had within their own social circles. 

Donor Theme #1 – social networks.  The most significant donor theme to 

emerge from the data was the importance of personal relationships within social 

networks.  These relationships were door openers; then maintaining them seemed to be 

the bond that held these donors close to the organizations for the long term.  In the 

context of this theme, social networks can be defined as “individuals or groups linked by 

some common bond, shared social status, similar or shared functions, or geographic or 

cultural connection” (Barker, 1999, p. 39) or as “a network of friends, colleagues, and 

other personal contacts” (“Social Network,” n.d.).  

From the donor interviews, a picture of ever-expanding social networks emerged.  

Each of the interviewed donors had some personal connection to the respective case, 

primarily through the CEO, board of directors, or development staff of the organization.  

This initial personal bond then matured into a relationship with the organization, and 

eventually these large donors convinced friends, colleagues, corporations, and 

foundations with which they were associated to make donations.   

Alyssa discussed growing social paradigms in the fundraising process by 

asserting, “Having our development department and our CEO and our staff going out 

attending events, getting people to bring donor dollars back gets the word out”; she 

continued, “You reach to one person, they reach to 10, that reaches to 50” (Alyssa, 
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Interview, January 2011).  A large donor from Case A also cited a personal example of 

social networks.  When asked questions about her involvement with the first case, she 

conveyed, “Well, I like to say this was a personal relationship that I had with a member 

of the staff there and then another,” which ultimately became what she referred to as “our 

auxiliary” and became involved in helping support events.  For the next 25 years, not 

only did these events bring “quite a bit of money,” they allowed the cause to be “joined 

with other agencies and through that, we made a lot of personal contacts that we would 

not ordinarily have made.”  She elaborated: “They had sponsors or people that we could 

approach for funds, and we had people we could approach for funds and so it, ya’ know, 

actually became a very successful event” (Pam, Interview, October 2011). 

When discussing the giving habits of his wife and himself, Dave said they were 

compelled with causes that reached out to kids and had an impact on the future.  Dave 

said they primarily gave because of Case A’s mission of helping children but also picked 

this particular organization because of the people they “know within the board or 

leadership that reach out on a personal level.”  He considered the CEO a close personal 

friend.  Dave further discussed personal relationships, fundraising, and reaching out 

within their social networks: 

I think that’s how most fundraising ultimately takes place, and, you know, 

it’s a networking of well-intentioned people to, you know, get involved in 

things or get drafted to be on the fundraising committee of a good 

organization, and they reach out to people they know.  And so, there’s no 

doubt that, um, I’ve rarely, if ever—I can’t remember ever responding to a 

direct mail of any sort.  It’s the personal call.  It’s the invitation to a 
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meeting.  It’s that personal touch from somebody I know—is to me, the 

only way to do it. (Dave, Interview, October 2011) 

During our interview, Dave then stressed the importance of diversity within the 

organization’s board.  He suggested utilizing “a good cross-section of people” to expand 

the charitable organization’s ability to expand its base for contributions: 

I think from the perspective of a charitable organization that it is critical to 

have members of its board, members that are engaged to help raise money, 

to make sure that they are people that are fully engaged in or have a full, 

you know, the full spectrum of people [who] are on a board so that you’re 

able to create a wide net when you go out and raise money.  That—I 

sometimes see some organizations are one-dimensional in that they are 

only looking—they only, you know, if you look at their board they really 

don’t have a good demographic, if that’s the right word. (Dave, Interview, 

October 2011) 

Casting a wide net increases the scope of social networks, thereby increasing the 

organization’s charitable base.  More donors are made aware; more connections are 

made, and ideally, additional revenue is brought into the organization and schools serving 

the students. 

When asked how personal relationships play into successful fundraising and 

philanthropy, one donor said, “I think personal relationships have almost everything to do 

with it,” especially in the case of large donations. “I’ve written checks to places before 

that I had no relationships, but these were not big checks” (Butch, Interview, October 
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2011).  He further discussed how this relationship maintenance evolves and expands into 

larger social networks: 

Okay, what I, what I would say with relationships, generally, as I 

mentioned, probably start before, in many cases, the organization 

relationship so that all of a sudden your friend Bob says, “You know, I’m 

really involved with [name of organization].  I’d love you to come out to 

[the school] and see.”  And you trust Bob’s judgment, so you go out there.  

And I think that’s important to note, that there has to be the relationship, I 

think, with Bob at the start.  But at some point, it has to move to where 

you’re giving the money not to Bob anymore, because initially that’s your 

intent is to satisfy what he wanted, but giving it to [name of organization].  

Now I’m fundraising and I bring in and tap all my buds to go to [name of 

organization], or the other people that I am involved with, I try to make it 

as clear as I can, as fast as I can, that I know you’re doing this for me, but 

don’t write a check for me.  Write a check because it’s a good 

organization.  There has to be a passing of the baton, so to speak, at some 

point; what the relationship has is what got them interested in the first 

place, but the organization is what keeps them interested. (Butch, 

Interview, October 2011) 

Jeff discussed his longstanding relationship with Case B: “I was introduced to it 

by a very close friend of 25 years.”  He talked about how everything is tied together 

through a network of friends, acquaintances, and business associates and how these 

connections often drive donations: “If you’re trying to get down to the facts, it’s, uh, 
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association with others who identified these good causes” (Jeff, Interview, October 

2011). 

Bobby explained why he gave to Case B.  He said, “One is personal relationship 

with the CEO”; he discussed how they had known each other since they were children.  

This childhood friendship opened the door to involvement, but, in Bobby’s opinion, the 

giving part of the relationship was maintained because the risk was minimized through 

evidence-based outcomes:  

Well, I think they’re huge.  I mean I think a large percentage of people 

give because they’re asked to give by somebody that they like, respect, 

have a relationship with, um, you know, assuming it’s a logical, 

reasonable thing to do and it’s a, and the organization has a good mission 

and that kinda thing.  I mean, I think people give to other people really.  

Now once they, ya’ know, dig into the organization, then maybe they’re 

gonna come to the same conclusion that I did that I’m giving to an 

organization that has the proof [sic] that what they do works. (Bobby, 

Interview, October 2011) 

Other donors noted the importance of personal relationships and social networks 

but also emphasized that this factor was not enough to sustain long-term giving.  Dave 

stated, “It [giving] will not last exclusively on that personal relationship.”  He referred to 

“substance” and “demonstration that the mission is being fulfilled” if he were to invest 

his money in any organization (Dave, Interview, October 2011).  Each of the other five 

donors also referred to giving to these organizations as an investment, indicating that they 
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did so because they were comfortable with the risks and demonstration of results.  This 

notion tied personal relationships into the next donor theme of coinvestment risk. 

Donor Theme #2 – coinvestment risk.  Participants from both case studies 

seemed to understand the importance of coinvestment risk.  This perception was 

consistent with individuals within the organizations as well as those who were 

contributors.  I did not anticipate this theme because I viewed giving as being a primary 

function of emotion rather than an investment paradigm.  According to Ronnie, this 

notion represents the inverse of traditional giving habits because “most individuals in this 

country give based on emotions,” but he said, “Investors manage risk.” He elaborated:  

This is true for high net worth individuals: They give not so much based 

upon what your upside is versus someone else’s upside, but it’s managing 

the risk, like if you’re a safer bet.  That is more important than if you’re 

going to promise the moon. (Ronnie, Interview, August 2011)  

Ronnie continued to talk about risk and credibility in the eyes of the investor “and 

kind of making sure that the gift I [donor or investor] give is not a bad gift, that’s more of 

a driver than the gift I give is a great gift” (Ronnie, Interview, August 2011).  Donors 

viewed their money going in as an investment, not simply a donation.  One of the donors 

to Case B knew exactly why he invested: “I give [name of organization] more of my 

resources, both time and money, because they have proven [sic] results that are 

measurable, first and foremost” (Butch, Interview, October 2011).  He further stated, 

I’m the kind of guy that works hard for my money, regardless of how 

many zeros I have at the end of my net worth.  I work hard for every one 

of those dollars.  And so, therefore, I wanna share it with organizations 



  

211 
 

that I know work just as hard and get proven [sic] results.  So I’m not 

really into the feel-good stuff as much as I am giving to something that I 

know, and can prove [sic], works.  That would be first and foremost. 

(Butch, Interview, October 2011) 

Butch associated these results with the leadership of Case B by saying, “Secondly, and 

it’s kind of a derivative of what I just said, but they have an exceptional leadership team 

that I have a lot of confidence in” (Butch, Interview, August 2011).   

Bobby stated, “I think the primary reason other than that [personal relationships], 

they have great outcomes.”  He focused on minimizing risk on his investment: “I wanna 

give money to someone who’s making a difference”; he referred Case B’s propensity to 

use “good research that proves [sic] the outcomes.”  Bobby solidified this with the 

statement, “And so my bottom line is there are a lot of organizations out there that, that 

probably are worthy, but they have no proof [sic] that they work” (Bobby, Interview, 

October 2011).  Sharon agreed: “You’ve got to be able to prove [sic] that the dollar did 

not just go to line your pockets, but that there’s actually, you know, results attached to all 

of that” (Sharon, Interview, October 2011).  Dave spoke of “performance” and “tangible 

results” (Dave, Interview, October 2011).  All of the interviewed donors emphasized the 

importance of their donations being considered investments; they chose the said 

organizations, in part, due to their ability to minimize risk and demonstrate successful 

outcomes. 

Because most of the documentation reviewed in this research, including annual 

reports, marketing materials, and websites, was specific to each case study organization 

and not produced or oriented on behalf of the donors, this evidence did not confirm, 
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substantiate or refute themes gleaned from donor interviews. It should be emphasized 

however, that all of the four major themes from the development–leadership group were 

evident or referenced within donor interviews, as well.  This phenomenon solidified the 

finding that beliefs and strategies within the two case studies were parallel with the 

reasons that large donors provided support. 

Educator Themes 

Educator Theme #1 – indirect involvement. 

Final product.  In both case studies, teachers and front-line support employees 

suggested that they did not play a direct role in the acquisition of alternative funds.  There 

was an understanding that this service was to be left to the professionals in central office; 

however, all of the interviewed teachers viewed themselves as educators, not necessarily 

fundraisers (other than participation in employee contributions, volunteering, or tours of 

the school).  One teacher conveyed,  

We don’t necessarily have a direct involvement with them [the donors].  

Our involvement is really indirectly with the students that we deal with 

every day, so our job as educators is to make sure that we educate our 

students to the best of our ability.  So they get set with the classes that they 

may be lacking, or things of that sort, to make sure that they can go back 

to their home environment set straight… [Laughs].  So that’s our indirect 

involvement. (Teacher 5, Interview, October 2011)  

 Another said,   

Me, personally, as a teacher, I don’t think I have a direct impact on 

acquiring those funds when it comes to downtown.  I can only say that 
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when it comes to [name of organization], if we continue to do our job well 

here, they [donors] see that we built this institution up and they can 

consistently say without a doubt, that we do what we say we do, which is 

help our kids. (Teacher 3, Interview, October 2011)  

When participants were asked probing questions about direct involvement and 

specific details of fundraising, statements emerged such as “No sir, I don’t have any 

involvement in that, so how they go about doing it, I don’t have any idea” (Teacher 4, 

Interview, October 2011); “We really don’t have any involvement” (Teacher 1, 

Interview, October 2011); “We just don’t really have any involvement in that, in the 

fundraising thing” (Teacher 3, Interview, October 2011).  When asked about maintaining 

relationships with donors, another teacher minimized involvement and focused instead on 

producing educational results: 

We have no impact on maintaining relationships with the donors outside 

of just doing what we do in our classroom, which allows the people who 

get in contact with the donors, allows them to come around.  They may do 

tours of the building and see us teaching.  The donors see that their money 

is well spent. (Teacher 4, Interview, October 2011) 

In both organizations, the educational administrators and teachers understood and 

agreed that the most efficient method of major fundraising was leaving it to the 

professional staff.  All of the nine educators voiced that they had little or no role in major 

fundraising with major donors, grants, and foundations, but, on the other hand, they 

understood that their primary role was to facilitate quality education and counseling to 

the students, which in turn increased the likelihood of positive, long-term results.  In 



  

214 
 

addition, research-based data communicated these results, and tours of the school and 

classrooms, as well as meeting the students, constituted a method of putting a face with 

the numbers.  One teacher reflected on donors’ coming to the school: 

There are some tours that come through the school.  There are some 

functioning programs that they will have, maybe like a couple receptions 

here and there, that will possibly show thanks to those donors that have 

donated to our company. (Teacher 5, Interview, October 2011) 

This same teacher then talked about what he thought really influenced the donors 

and expressed how important tours were in communicating the story of the school: 

Well, I think we show them there’s actually people that really care; we’ll 

let them know that our people who have a heart for kids, who are in these 

situations in which the normal child might not have been…, and that’s a 

very hard thing to really kinda take grasp of, especially if you came from a 

pretty good background.  So I think it’s through that, that people realize 

that, yes, people on the outside away from here actually see our cause, 

actually see our purpose, and want to give to us. (Teacher 5, Interview, 

2011) 

Educator Theme #2 – perception of benefit.   

Impact.  All of the six interviewed teachers and three administrators perceived the 

influx of alternative funds (in the manner these cases acquired them) to be positive.  All 

five educators from Case B viewed philanthropy in a positive light, as crucial to the 

mission of their school.  When asked about philanthropy and his school, one teacher 

communicated, 
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Positive, philanthropy has done well for the organization because it has 

offered a lot, has given the organization the opportunity to offer more 

services in different types of areas of need or that they deem that they need 

help in. (Teacher 4, Interview, October 2011)  

Another teacher discussed how these alternative funds allowed enhancements to 

the students’ education by facilitating field trips, and “giving kids exposure to things they 

otherwise would not have the opportunity” (Teacher 6, Interview, October 2011).  The 

principal from Case B discussed her donated computer lab and a large transition program 

that were made possible by philanthropic funding and said these contributions were 

“good one(s) for educational purposes” (Penny, Interview, August 2011).  Another 

educational leader at Case B noted that each of the school buildings was paid for through 

philanthropic endeavors and asked if I had noticed all of the donors’ names on buildings 

and rooms.  These facilities and recognitions were observed during tours of the school, 

and similar in design to plaques one might observe in a museum.  She distinguished the 

difference between recognizing a donor and corporate advertising that may have a 

negative impact on students.  With regard to advertisements, she said, “We don’t have 

any brands like that” (Sherry, Interview, August 2011).   

A teacher from Case A viewed the impact on students as constructive, saying, 

“Well, I feel like there is a positive because it brings more money into the schools”; the 

teacher minimized any negative influence from donor recognition within the schools by 

commenting, “And I feel like the impact on kids is fairly neutral because the kids are so 

used to the advertising all around them that they kind of ignore it” (Teacher 1, Interview, 

October 2011).  Another teacher said, “I think it keeps our program at [name of school] 
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going and so in that respect I think it is a huge positive” (Teacher 2, Interview, October 

2011). 

The principal at Case Study A’s school discussed his opinion of alternative 

funding within its present context as well as past experiences with previous school 

districts.  Keith did not view this practice as necessarily negative: 

There’s a number of things that we have been able to do with grant monies 

….  I have seen where school districts have been able to purchase, you 

know, new reader boards for their, uh, outside of their school, but it was 

purchased with a grant and you may see a logo or you may see, “Provided 

by Pepsi-Cola” or provided by, you know, a certain agency.  But I guess I 

have no qualms with that because we’ve been doing that for a number of 

years, but people don’t think about it.  If you go to any of our sporting 

events, ya know, the outfield of the baseball field usually is pasted with 

different sponsors or the football field—sponsors. (Keith, Interview, 

October 2011) 

Of the nine educators interviewed, three were administrators.  These leaders and 

principals had a greater understanding of the process (as compared to teachers), but they 

did not play a large role in the procurement of funding for either of the facilities studied.  

This phenomenon was to be expected.  Aside from these principal themes of indirect 

involvement and perception of benefit, educators’ participation in the process was 

limited; this is not to suggest that their roles were not important.  Those highly engaged 

in the process (donors, development officers, and leaders) all spoke of the importance of 
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building tours and the final product or results that would not have been able to be 

achieved without the hard work of the front-line educators. 

As the research instrument in these case studies, I participated in tours described 

by the teachers and personally observed a focus on performing the day-to-day activities 

involved in educating students.  The facilities were very well-kept. The grounds were 

comparable to what one might see at a park, golf course, or commerce facility, focusing 

on landscape appeal.  It was also inspirational watching staff work with such a tough 

population.  These tours were also noted by some of the donors as a motivating factor in 

their benevolence. 

Research Limitations 

As previously stated, one limitation lies in the fact that research within private 

funding of public education outside the college arena is a relatively new phenomenon.  

Although the practice is not new, the scope of funding and its implications have been the 

object of very little empirical scrutiny and assessment.  Nevertheless, I operated 

according to summations gleaned from the literature review to guide this research.  These 

summations and subsequent research questions were peer and committee approved. 

A second limitation involved the two cases featured in this research.  They were 

purposely selected, bound systems that were atypical models for successful fundraising, 

which were studied within a limited timeframe and context.  Consequently, the findings 

cannot be generalized across the larger spectrum of educational policy and spectrum; 

therefore, I make no claims of generalization.  One of the purposes of this research was to 

provide suggestions, reflections, and interpretations of what might be applied to 
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fundraising within my unique school environment and possibly to provide 

recommendations for the broader spectrum of public education. 

In the research methodology used for this dissertation, I was the primary 

collection instrument.  In addition, I analyzed the data, thereby producing the possibility 

of researcher bias in the final product, which could have impacted the interpretations and 

results.  Additional bias could have arisen due to my professional affiliations with the two 

organizations studied.  For this reason, I have been transparent in my associations with 

both organizations and some of the personnel within.  These biases should have been 

limited in scope; of the 22 personnel interviewed, I knew only 2 on a professional level, 

through previously attended conferences.  To increase validity and reliability and to 

minimize bias, I kept the study as operational as possible, sent the interview results to an 

outside transcription service, employed member checking, and had the coding process 

peer reviewed to increase interrater reliability. 

Summary 

The purpose of this inquiry was to determine via case studies whether or not the 

practices observed and information collected could be used as a model for other 

institutions to feasibly supplement operating costs and provide resources for their 

programs, while, at the same time, protecting students from undue harm or negative 

influence. 

Merriam (1998) discussed multicase analysis and suggested the researcher 

employ “two stages of analysis—the within-case analysis and the cross-case analysis” (p. 

194).  Once the within-case study analysis is completed, “a qualitative, inductive, 

multicase study seeks to build abstractions across cases” (Merriam, 1998, p. 195).  In this 
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research, once these two levels of coding, analysis, and recoding of information across 

cases were completed, the triangulation of the data showed how participants made 

meaning of the fundraising process.  In addition, common themes and subcategorical 

themes were evident across both cases.  The development–leadership themes of 

organizational benevolence, transformative change, coinvestment, and significance of 

social networks; the donor themes of social networks and coinvestment risk; and the 

educator themes of indirect involvement and perception of benefit emerged from an 

analysis of the data and allowed this researcher to answer the main research questions 

outlined in this qualitative study.  Additional analysis, interpretation, and ties to existing 

research are provided in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Opening  

Managing educational organizations is an expensive endeavor, and without 

additional revenue streams, their operation has become increasingly difficult.  Educators 

have the choice of simply relying on tax revenues and other traditional income streams in 

a contemporary environment where cutbacks are the norm or seeking alternative funding.  

The literature review demonstrated that many private entities are interested in gaining 

access to students in the K-12 educational environment for a variety of reasons.  One 

reason is to fill vacancies within the workforce.  Another is profit driven in nature in that 

commercial firms wish to increase market exposure, promote brand loyalty, and gain 

greater access to the buying power of students, families, and the community.  The third 

reason is philanthropic in nature: to benefit the donor and recipient.  

Review of the literature combined with this researcher’s experience and 

observations demonstrated that not only is research limited on this topic, but also little if 

any training is available to educators to address issues related to schoolhouse 

commercialism.  The literature also suggested that schools are already entrenched in 

various forms of schoolhouse commercialism through undisciplined, noncommittee-

reviewed techniques such as classroom fundraisers, receipt collections, and a multitude of 

other channels or through the more official use of sanctioned local education foundations 

(Molnar, 2005; Thiry, 2004; Weimer, 1999).  Schools have been participating and will 

continue to participate in schoolhouse commercialism; therefore, educational 

administrators need to become more proficient in favorable practices (Foley, 1994; 

Lunden, 2007; Rideout, 2002; Weimer, 1997). 
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I am employed as the principal of a regional special education program serving 

students with complex behavioral and emotional needs.  As a regional program, the 

facilities utilized for the program are funded and provided by school divisions in the 

Hampton Roads region of Virginia.  School space is at a premium in most areas of the 

country, and Hampton Roads is no exception.  The unfortunate resulting effect is that our 

programs are typically accommodated within space that is not being otherwise utilized by 

the school districts, most of which is not considered prime space.  In addition, it is very 

expensive to operate educational programs, in particular, special education programs.  

Many school divisions have the benefit of local education foundations to bring 

supplemental funds into the schools (Foley, 1994; Mummau, 2004).  It should be noted 

that the regional program in which I am employed does not have an education foundation 

despite being one of the larger education agencies in Virginia.  

In 2005, I toured a nonprofit facility serving students with complex emotional 

needs in the Midwest and noticed donor branding throughout their campus and 

headquarters.  Classrooms, conference rooms, and learning centers were named for 

donors.  Endowments were visibly evident.  Donor plaques were visible upon entry to 

most buildings.  This display was exhibited in a manner comparable to what one might 

see in a museum as opposed to commercial advertisement branding.  This observation 

sparked my interest in pursuing alternative funds and setting up a local education 

foundation (LEF) for my regional program.  In 2007, I visited another organization that 

provided specialized services to troubled youth; tremendous amounts of philanthropic 

infusion of capital were evident there as well.  This observation solidified my interest in 

alternative funding; therefore, I began my quest to have a better understanding of why 
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they were so successful in procuring supplemental funds.  Both of these organizations 

were private nonprofits, but the lessons learned can possibly aid in my goals of setting up 

a LEF for the program in which I am employed and providing educators with a 

conceptual understanding. 

The theoretical or conceptual framework used for this study was resource 

dependency theory (RDT).  In part, RDT addresses how external pressures affect 

organizations and how they must adapt to survive (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003).  The public 

often perceives schools as operating with expansive amounts of autonomy, with the 

principal at the helm.  In reality, they operate under the supervision of local school boards 

and are increasingly becoming an integral part of the communities they serve (Christner, 

2006).  Being part of this broader community, which comprises taxpayers, exerts 

pressures and dependencies on the school.  This fact, coupled with educational cuts and 

increased accountability, is causing schools to try to do more with less (Norton & Kelly, 

1997).  Billions of dollars which were infused into public school budgets as part of the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 along with other stimulus monies 

have been exhausted (Cavenagh & Hollingsworth, 2012).  Educators will need to find 

ways to supplement funding.  Based on this RDT model, individuals in leadership roles 

have moral and fiduciary responsibilities to assure that sufficient resources are made 

available to their organizations.  Educational leaders are obligated to acquire the 

necessary procurements for their organizations to increase student achievement and 

maintain the operations of their programs.  If supplemental funding is pursued in a 

pragmatic light, educational leaders need to know what works and, more importantly, 

what works well.  Extensive review of the literature and existing research suggested that 
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of the options for procuring outside funds, solicitation of philanthropy using LEFs as a 

conduit may be the most feasible, productive, and least damaging approach to garnering 

additional revenues in schools. 

Interpretation and Conclusions 

This study was limited to concise research of two bounded case studies.  The 

information, interpretations, and conclusions from this process in no way represent the 

broad realm of school fundraising activities, but the results may provide insight regarding 

specific practices employed within the two cases.  It is the reader’s decision whether or 

not to generalize any suggestions, implications, and recommendations contain herein.  

Review of Results 

The interview process involved three subgroups including development–

leadership personnel, donors, and educators.  Based on preliminary research and 

observations, it appeared that both organizations took a business approach to fundraising 

in that professional fundraisers and business professionals outside the actual school 

handled it.  In addition, my time on site was limited.  For these reasons, it was determined 

that the methodology and interview focus should concentrate on individuals within the 

organization’s leadership and development department.  After these interviews were 

performed, this information was then triangulated with information gleaned from the 

donors and perspectives of teachers and educational administrators along with additional 

documentation such as marketing materials, annual reports, and brief observations during 

the field visits and tours of the facilities. 

In the first subgroup of development–leadership staff interviews, four major 

themes emerged: organizational benevolence, transformative change, coinvestment, and 
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significance of social networks.  Within the theme of organizational benevolence, the two 

subthemes that emerged from both case studies were consistent mission and passion and 

the importance of communicating the story.  The second major theme of transformative 

change embodied subthemes of impact change, enhancements, and foundational focus.  

Coinvestment was the third major theme and included embedded subthemes of pragmatic 

focus on outputs with measurable results, tailoring the ask, and consistency of brand.  

The last and most prevalent major theme was the significance of social networks.  Within 

these social networks, the importance of relationships, significance of board members, 

CEO as a fundraiser, and community were all imperative to the fundraising process.  

From the second interview subgroup, which comprised large donors, the two 

major themes of social networks, and coinvestment risk became apparent.  In addition, 

both of these major themes were congruent with the participant interviews in the 

development–leadership group.  It should also be noted that most of the interviewed 

donors touched on many of development–leadership’s subthemes, most notably, 

impacting change, enhancements, measurable results, and destination gifts (tailoring the 

ask from the perspective of the school).  

The third interviewed subgroup comprised educators that worked within the 

confines of two schools.  They included three administrators, two of whom were 

principals, and six teachers.  Although they did not play a significant role in the 

procurement of alternative funds, two major themes—indirect benefit and perception of 

impact—emerged from the data analysis.  Again, the professionals handled fundraising 

downtown.  The educators believed their major contribution to the process was producing 

favorable results in their students’ education and social wellbeing.  They perceived that 
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their access to large donors was, and should be, limited.  Rather than direct 

communication, gaining access through tours seemed to be the major day-to-day 

opportunity to communicate with donors; this type of access was deemed to be a valuable 

resource in communicating the story of the organizations.  A premise that resonated in 

both the literature review and the interviews was a lack of training and awareness within 

the educational community with regard to commercialism in education. 

Although the primary source of data was participant interviews, document 

analysis, participant observation, and fieldwork consisting of tours were employed at 

both locations.  I wanted to obtain a rich understanding of the fundraising process and to 

make meaning of how these two educational institutions that had exemplified success in 

procuring alternative funding did so.  I wanted to see what made these ventures 

successful from the recipients’ perspective, using a basic guiding principle of inquiry to 

determine if these practices could be used as a model or could provide suggestions from 

which other educational institutions might benefit. 

Discussion of Key Findings  

Based upon assessment of all factors before embarking on the field research, 

philanthropy appeared to be the most attractive alternative revenue source to be pursued 

by educational leaders seeking to supplement funding.  Each schools’ representative 

ability to build and maintain personal relationships was also determined to be a major 

factor in this process.  Therefore, the following research questions were proposed and 

answered based on the results of the research conducted at the two sites: 
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1. Why were philanthropic partnerships chosen as the primary method for 

outside fundraising efforts in two purposely selected, private, preK-12 

residential institutions serving students with emotional and behavioral needs? 

2. How have these purposely selected organizations developed, maintained, and 

enhanced their philanthropic endeavors? 

3. How can administrators’ experiences from the two purposely selected 

institutions’ philanthropic partnerships be applied to K-12 public schools? 

The first research question concentrated on why philanthropy was the major focus 

for both case studies.  Suppositions could be made from existing research.  Previous 

literature by Foley (1994), Clark (2002), and Levenson (2007) suggested that 

philanthropic endeavors might be able to fill the void in educational funding. According 

to Levenson, in the next half century, over $40 trillion will be inherited, and many 

individuals will look for cause to bequeath their money.  In Mummau’s (2004) study of 

LEFs in Virginia, results determined that 90% of donations were without conditions.  In 

addition, Smith’s (2009) study of high school reform suggested that philanthropic 

resources might be manifested in positive influences upon learning and outcomes.  

Previous findings alone would suggest philanthropic pursuit; however, the two studied 

organizations reinforced past research and demonstrated success in a practical manner. 

Research Question 1.  Why were philanthropic partnerships chosen as the 

primary method for outside fundraising efforts in two purposely selected, private, 

preK-12 residential institutions serving students with emotional and behavioral 

needs?  Both organizations took a very pragmatic approach to fundraising decisions.  In 

my discussions with development personnel and leaders within the organizations, insight 
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was provided as to why philanthropy was their primary focus.  Their feedback can be 

summarized as follows: It works well, is necessary, and these leaders determined that 

negative effects (if any) on students were minimal compared to the overwhelming 

number of positive outcomes facilitated through philanthropic endeavors.  This pragmatic 

approach focused on large foundations that pooled monetary funds from philanthropists.  

Works well – bang for buck.  Fundraising within both cases was all 

encompassing; however, both organizations were focusing most of their fundraising 

efforts on large foundations.  Why foundations?  The data suggested that they result in 

more bang for the buck.  With all factors considered, both cases considered this strategy 

the best return on investment.  Every organization has limited time and resources, and 

these groups were no different.  Rather than focus significant human resources toward a 

larger population of small donors with less propensity to give, it was the general belief of 

both cases that efforts should be directed toward those entities that, first, were already 

interested in the mission of the organization and, second, had significant resources to 

give.  These results confirmed the previous research from Clark (2002) who found that 

many times “there are differences between what  public secondary schools think is 

important for fundraising success, and what foundations think is important in choosing a 

public school as a gift recipient” (p. 92).  The two cases examined capitalized on this 

concept by understanding how to match marketing their organizations toward large donor 

bases. 

Cases A and B determined how to attract these large donor foundations through 

their ability to communicate the problem or need, determine how it could be solved, and 

decide what means to use to demonstrate success or failure.  The CFO of one of the cases 
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reported that “evidence to what you’re doing actually creates an impact, and being able to 

show long-term impact” resonates with larger foundations (Ronnie, Interview, August 

2011).  The two cases built their business models around this approach.  The cases then 

tried to focus their efforts on foundations that matched their respective models.  It was 

evident that donors within foundations also had a propensity to be attracted to solutions 

that would have a transformative effect on society.  It was suggested that if an 

organization or school could show that donor resources would do something 

“exceptional” or “bring about profound change,” the benefactors would be more likely to 

award substantial gifts (Kimberly, Interview, January 2011).  This theme of 

transformative change permeated both cases, and they catered to this predisposition.  

These approaches worked well for the cases and increased the probability of their 

receiving funding.  

Necessity.  Another reason for participation was necessity.  Both organizations 

depended on significant outside contributions to support their mental health and 

educational endeavors.  Federal, state, and medical reimbursements simply were not 

sufficient to maintain appropriate levels of education and care.  In addition, 

enhancements to both organizations were dependent on these monies.  Ronnie stated, 

“Without private philanthropy we wouldn’t be serving more kids” (Ronnie, Interview, 

August 2011).  The necessity of procuring outside funding was congruent in both 

organizations.  Their systems viewed these funds as critical as did their counterparts in 

the public school arena.  Norton and Kelly (1997) asserted, Without the availability of 

outside funding from atypical sources, tax revenues will not be able to support the 

increased level of need required by today’s public education system.  Why did the studied 
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organizations participate in fundraising?  The answer is simple: They needed to survive.  

This necessity principle is similar to previous research by Clark (2002), Foley (1994), 

Mummau (2004), and Weimer (1997), who all viewed alternative support as a means to 

fill vacancies in funding.  Clark concluded “public secondary schools should consider 

private sector philanthropy as a means of satisfying some of the financial challenges they 

encounter in today’s world of shrinking budget allocations” (p. 97). 

Impact.  Much of the contemporary research involving schoolhouse 

commercialism has presented a pessimistic attitude toward alternative funding in 

educational environments (Abbarno, 2001; Thiry, 2004; Molnar, 2006).  Commercialism 

disadvantages as outlined in Chapter 2 include physical damage (health concerns), 

influence or control over schools and curricula, students’ being captive audiences, and 

unintended social consequences.  Less pessimistic research has promoted responsible 

participation in these practices (Fabos, 2002: Lunden, 2007).  Proponents of 

commercialism suggest advantages such as monetary gains, positive impact on students, 

better technology opportunities, and successful business partnerships with the community 

(Calvert, 2004; McCollum, 2005; Smith, 2009; Wechter, 2004).  Both sides provide 

compelling arguments.  Commercialism, advisements, and marketing access to students 

are rampant in schools (Domine, 2002; Kowal, 2003; Molnar, 2005; Thiry, 2004).  

Schools are being bombarded with commercialism, but with philanthropy, the recipients 

are usually the ones soliciting the funds.  This practice allows the educational 

organization the discretionary ability to accept or turn away funds that may be 

incompatible with the school mission, have strings attached, or negatively impact the 

students.  Troppe (2006) warned of “undue influence from donors” and challenges to 
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school autonomy (p. 20).  Levenson (2007) warned educators should be cognizant of 

strings that may be attached to any philanthropic gift.  Foley (1994) discussed how 

foundational opinions, values, and beliefs may drive gift decisions. It was apparent in the 

interviews that participants from each organization believed that funding was not 

accepted in return for student access or marketing purposes.  Associations with outside 

entities were discussed, and it was considered important not to associate with any entity 

that might devalue the brand of the organization, school, or students.  In addition, the 

organizations perceived that the positive impact greatly outweighed any perceived 

negative consequences or influences.  

Although the findings from the first research question were unique to the two 

bounded case studies, ties to existing research were made and further expounded on in 

the proceeding results for research questions 1 and 2, along with subsequent 

recommendations, implications, and comments. 

Research Question 2.  How have these purposely selected organizations 

developed, maintained, and enhanced their philanthropic endeavors?  Burnett (2002) 

wrote, “One thing is certain—a fundraising transaction is fundamentally different than a 

commercial business transaction” (p. 2).  Although the two cases operated their 

fundraising models with a very strategic business approach, it was evident that personal 

relationships played the most vital function in successful fundraising.  This paradigm was 

comparable to a human relationship.  The goal was for the organization, in a way, to be 

married to the donor (Alyssa, Interview, January 2011).  Both organizations had the 

benefit of being well established in their communities and well respected in the business 

of helping children.  The concepts of development, maintenance, and enhancement were 
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difficult to discern because a commonality that emerged from the research suggested the 

two organizations viewed this process as a continual, evolving relationship rather than a 

transaction.  This finding relates to McKersies’s (1998) assertion that “beyond historical 

analyses, there is a growing body of research on philanthropy as a social relation—as an 

exchange between donor and donee” (p. 35).  The relationship between the donor and 

school had to be cultivated, nurtured, and reinforced throughout the process.  This 

concept was consistent with the findings of my research. 

The donor relationship with each organization was often started by means of the 

themes which emerged from the study.  The first development–leadership theme reflected 

an organizational benevolence within each case study.  The two subthemes, consistent 

mission and passion and the importance of communicating the story, often became the 

initial attraction for outside donors.  Some patrons, as in Dave’s case, already were 

inclined to give to organizations whose missions were to help disadvantaged youth.  

Another attraction previously noted indicated how the business models embraced by the 

two institutions were good fits for what attracted large donors and foundations.  The 

second development–leadership theme (transformative change) and the fourth theme 

(social networks) also were evident with regard to philanthropic development.  The 

concept of being able to bring about a transformation of some facet of the organization 

was held in high regard by large foundations.  

Social networks and personal relationships played the most prominent roles 

throughout the process.  They acted as the conduits to open doors to potential donors.  

Each of the interviewed donors had some personal connection with someone within each 

of the organizations.  This initial association then grew into a relationship with the 
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school.  Social networks also were utilized to raise awareness and create advocacy within 

other organizations.  Although foundational money was the primary focus of both cases, 

smaller community-oriented activities played a valuable role in developing new 

relationships and tapping potential future revenue streams.  Although they were typically 

labor intensive, and return of investment was low in monetary terms, these friend raisers 

were invaluable at fostering awareness and attracting support.  

After relationships were developed, maintenance with the donor community 

became paramount.  According to the data gleaned through the interviews, artifacts, and 

observations, philanthropic endeavors were sustained on several levels.  Because the 

organizations perceived philanthropic participation as a relationship, the most powerful 

maintenance tools involved human relationship building, but it was noted through the 

interviews that personal connections were typically not enough to sustain long-term 

giving.  The relationship had to move beyond a personal one-on-one ask into a bond with 

the organization.  One donor said, “It will not last exclusively on that personal 

relationship; there still has to be some substance”; the donor continued, “The mission has 

to be compelling and there has to be an ongoing demonstration that the mission is being 

fulfilled” (Dave, Interview, October 2011).  If these higher level expectations were met, 

the personal connection then moved to a long-standing relationship with the organization. 

Another strategy that was evolving in both organizations was a progression 

toward annual campaigns.  These drives lent themselves to bringing donors back into the 

fold at the bare minimum of at least once a year; however, it should be noted that it was 

important to both the patrons and school organizations to maintain relationships and 

facilitate contact even at time when charitable transactions were not being solicited.  
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Key themes that emerged regarding philanthropic endeavors involved making 

donors coinvestors and expanding previous social networks.  Coinvestment implied that 

large donors and foundational personnel should hold a vested interest in the success of 

the organization.  A very direct method was to appoint large contributors to the 

organization’s board of directors.  Another strategy was to consider them stakeholders in 

the success of the organization.  Development personnel in both cases spoke of bringing 

coinvestors into board meetings, providing financial updates, and making them 

stakeholders in the organization.  Burnett (2002) referred to this concept as co-ownership 

in fundraising.   

During interviews, development personnel, leaders, and subsequent donors spoke 

in depth about the importance of enhancing personal relationships and expanding social 

networks.  As noted in Chapter 4, donors typically had some personal connection to each 

organization, often through the CEO, board of directors, or development staff.  As this 

relationship was cultivated and matured, large donors then convinced friends, colleagues, 

business associates, and charitable foundations with which they were associated to make 

contributions.  It was asserted that as social influence was exerted outward, more 

connections were made, and the schools’ charitable base expanded, resulting in greater 

funding opportunities.  The goal for long-time donors and the organizations was, ideally, 

to grow this model exponentially by moving the outer-ring donors into positions within 

the second sphere of influence and affiliation with the organization, as illustrated in 

Figure 6.  The social influence and networks expanded outward while the personal 

relationships were solidified and subsequent donations moved inward.  This model 

borrows from Fullan’s (2003) four levels of moral purpose.  Fullan described how school 
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leaders facilitate change through building relationships and developing culture that 

expands outward in concentric rings.  As noted in Figure 6, these spheres of influence 

also apply to successful philanthropic pursuits.  As friends, associates, colleagues, 

foundations, and corporate donors become closer to the organization, they move into the 

middle ring and, ideally, facilitate the role of opening doors to their connections.  
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Figure 6. Expanding of social networks. 
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requests” (p. 132).  Foley discussed a model for enhancing cooperation between K-12 

public education and foundations, in which, a major premise was viewing philanthropy as 

a social relationship rather than in “an organizational or institutional context” (p. 14).  

Even though Mathis examined fundraising on the collegiate level, he emphasized 

“fundraising is done people to people by building relationships” and “the importance of 

relationship building with staff, donors, and potential donors” (p. 160). These researchers 

highlighted the role of relationship building, but this study took it a step further with 

contemporary, concrete examples of how these associations were developed, maintained, 

and enhanced. 

Research Question 3.  How can administrators’ experiences from the two 

purposely selected institutions’ philanthropic partnerships be applied to K-12 public 

schools?  To answer the last research questions, I had to operate under several additional 

assumptions.  The first was that bringing in nontraditional revenues was going to be 

employed within the context of public education.  The second was that philanthropic 

endeavors would be the most desirable means of pursuit in terms of feasibility, return on 

investment, risk, and impact; therefore, they would be the primary focus.  A third 

assumption was the paradigm that these recommendations would be framed within the 

regional special needs program in which I am employed.  

Targeting large donors, foundations, and grants was demonstrated to be the most 

effective means of fundraising for the two organizations studied; however, the 

organizations also took an all-encompassing approach to fundraising, most notably using 

methods that raised awareness about the organizations.  These events were referred to as 

friend raisers.  Of course, the schools wanted to raise money, but the ultimate goals were 
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to raise awareness in the community, expand social networks, and eventually produce 

advocates to support the schools and services of the organizations.  

The research supports the notion that schools squander entirely too much time and 

effort on low-return fundraisers.  Thiry (2004) spoke of wasted time, energy, and 

coercion in fundraising activities.  In a personal example, the school that my children 

attend pressures students into the same magazine selling fundraiser every year, meaning 

there are no real variances in the choice of publications.  At some point, most patrons 

experience a point of saturation when they neither need nor want any more publications.  

The second major type of fundraiser involves students going door-to-door selling food 

consumables.  Both methods involve a tremendous amount of time, effort, and possible 

danger to students.  In addition, the return on investment tends to be very low.  Lunden 

(2007) found that when staff time allotted to fundraising was considered “and compared 

to the revenue expected by commercial activity, the actual value of the activity becomes 

increasingly smaller” (p. 109).  Much of the profit goes to the host companies; otherwise, 

they would not be courting schools to participate.  Educators need to make informed 

decisions about fundraising objectives. 

Examples in this research study, demonstrated the primary purpose of events is to 

raise awareness, not just money.  Public schools should rethink their position on 

fundraisers and not focus simply on the monies to be collected.  Rather than rely on 

traditional bake sales, magazine drives, and car washes, fundraising efforts should “go 

big.”  Examples observed through the two cases involved 5K and 10K running events, 

charitable balls, culinary events, fishing and golf tournaments, car shows, dodge-ball 

competitions, and even a haunted house.  The philosophy involves making events fun and 
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attractive to a very broad spectrum of the community.  In other words, the goal is to 

spread a wide net to involve people in the mission of the organizations.  These types of 

events get the story out, which is crucial to fundraising.  Outside these types of charitable 

collaborations, it would be very difficult and cost prohibitive to purchase an equivalent 

amount of advertising.  A side product of such collaborations is that these events raise 

consciousness and build relationships with future supporters of the organizations.   

Schools and local education foundations should concentrate on areas in which 

they may get more bang for their buck.  School fundraising events often seem to involve 

an unorganized, haphazard approach to fundraising, with little or no oversight.  This was 

consistent with earlier research by Weimer (1997) who concluded that overall school 

financial accounting is strict, but not when it involves alternative funding. Weimer found 

that in many cases, it was impossible to know how much was raised and where it went.  

Again, this approach also tends to produce minimal returns on investment when time and 

effort are factored in, not to mention the risk to students.  Schools and LEFs should 

garner support from higher level contributors in the ways demonstrated within the bounds 

of this study.  To be successful, it is recommended that education foundations tailor their 

approach to attract large donors. 

Another recommendation generated from this research involves a pragmatic focus 

on outputs.  This focus can be categorized into two domains.  The first involves 

measurable results, and the second, destination gifts.  This research indicates that large 

donors are attracted to entities that embody or can effectively communicate a 

combination of the following attributes: 

1. Identification of the problem or need 
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2. A feasible proposal for solving said problem 

3. An evidence-based system in place 

4. Measurable outputs or success 

5. School’s completion of what they said they were going to do and effective 

communication of the results 

These organizational traits were deemed attractive to philanthropic groups 

throughout this research process.  Foundations are interested in answers to the following 

questions: “What’s the problem you are going to solve, how do you propose solving it, 

and how are you going to know if you were successful” (Reagan, Interview, August 

2011).  Many times, child-focused nonprofits, charities, and schools focus on emotional 

appeal and inputs rather than outputs.  Emotional appeal for support is critical, but the 

study of these two cases suggested that an output-oriented approach may be more 

attractive to large donors.  This suggestion is not to minimize the emotional allure of 

giving, but many charitable organizations’ marketing messages essentially consist of 

“This child, for whatever reason, is in this situation; please help.”  It is suggested that a 

more feasible approach would be to say, “We have taken this child who is in this 

situation, and here is the progress your dollars have made possible.”  This tactic is more 

of a transformative approach and goes hand in hand with philanthropy.  A purpose of 

education is to transform society for the common good (Fullan, 2003), and a goal for 

philanthropy is to transform humanity (Van Til, as cited in Foley, 1994, p. 15).  This 

transformative approach marries the two goals.  

This research also demonstrated the advantages of tailoring the ask toward 

destination gifts and focusing on foundations that fit the school model.  These are 
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appropriate strategies to employ when garnering resources.  Development officers in both 

case studies spoke of identifying and marketing the needs toward investors who might 

have the propensity to support such necessities.  For example, if the school system 

needed additional resources to fund programs serving children on the autism spectrum, 

the LEF or school fundraising department could target those charitable foundations that 

are specific to that cause or have a propensity to give to organizations that serve children 

with special needs.  In the case of my school district, which serves troubled youth and 

children with special needs and disabilities, it makes sense to target foundations that are 

already sympathetic to these hardships.  An extreme example might involve the 

comparison of an aerospace education foundation and a literacy foundation: Both support 

admirable causes, but the second would be a much better fit and have a greater propensity 

to support a program that educates students who exhibit deficits in reading. 

A destination gift is one specific to a piece of equipment, training, or other 

identifiable program need; such a gift is representative of the concept of destination 

giving.  This research suggested that donors like to see where their money is going.  A 

scoreboard example was described within Case B of this research.  The gymnasium 

needed a new scoreboard, so the school solicited a patron who liked to support specific 

projects.  The development officer invested the groundwork to be prepared to accept a 

gift, a relationship was cultivated, and not only did the donor and his wife purchase the 

scoreboard, but they wrote a check for five times the price of the equipment.  Other 

examples noted in the research involved specific acquisitions, such as medical testing 

equipment; new training; and the funding of an equine program.  
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Previous research demonstrated the necessity of forming local education 

foundations to facilitate successful fundraising for school divisions (Clark, 2002; 

Mummau, 2004).  My research suggests that the necessity of utilizing local education 

foundations should be combined with the concept of understanding what attracts large 

foundations.  Smith’s study on philanthropic effects found that foundations attempt to 

leverage their funds to “create the largest impact possible” (p. 170).  During interviews, 

Kimberly emphasized donors were attracted to making “profound organizational 

change,… game changers,…doing something exceptional,” but these ideals had to be 

backed up with reportable results within the paradigm of coinvestment (Kimberly, 

Interview, January 2011). 

When I embarked on this research, I wanted to gain insight, in part, to develop a 

model for my school system to follow.  This goal presented problems, the first of which 

was the fact that we were a regional program without the benefit of a local education 

foundation.  Without an LEF, even if donors wished to make charitable contributions, a 

tool or conduit did not exist to channel funds into the organization.   Actually, several 

years before I commenced this research, I wrote a letter to a national retailer to solicit any 

help they could provide my school.  Subsequently, a representative from this retail giant 

showed up at my office and presented me with a check for $1,000.  When I forwarded it 

to our central office, we encountered logistical and accounting complications, which 

ultimately resulted in my returning the check to the contributor.  If an LEF had been in 

place, I am confident that the process could have been streamlined and the money put to 

good use within our organization. 
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The second problem that became evident during my case study interviews was the 

fact that our board structure actually might hinder successful fundraising.  Because this 

aspect of the study is unique to the regional program in which I am employed, I was not 

able to refute or substantiate this attribute using previous research.  As a regional 

program, our system is governed through two cooperative boards.  One is a joint board 

comprising a school board representative from each of the eight school divisions we 

serve.  The second consists of a committee of superintendents from these local districts.  

During the research process, participants were asked for advice on setting up an LEF 

within the context of a regional program, and an unpredicted quagmire emerged.  

Because superintendents and school board members of independent districts were the 

foundation of our board, it was suggested that this structure would present possible 

hindrances to successful fundraising.  Each of the eight school districts being served 

already employed the use of its own LEF.  Several participants implied that although 

these individuals might have good intentions toward our regional program, as stewards of  

their own school systems, their initial loyalty and primary efforts would probably (and 

should be) directed toward their own districts and LEFs.  In addition, these jobs are very 

demanding positions.  It would be very difficult for any school superintendent (even our 

own director) to have fundraising as a primary focus.  The chief financial officer from the 

second case said, 

I think for you all, I think probably the way your board is made up, I think 

you’ll have a hard time raising a lot of money the way we do, and that’s 

having your board go out and talk to their friends who have lots of 

resources …  Having a separate arm as a—which is a separate board that’s 
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really responsible not for doing the budgets and all that stuff, but really 

just focused on relationships, fundraising, and making sure that the system 

in which you guys work, that deals with the most troubled kids in your 

region, that those kids have the best chance to be successful, and their job 

is to essentially help generate revenue—I think that would be probably a 

better way than try to meld the two together. (Ronnie, Interview, August 

2011) 

Another development officer, Jay, said, “You’re not alone in this issue; it comes 

up all the time, especially as heavily government-funded groups move out of necessity 

into fundraising.”  But this problem did not hinder his encouragement: “If you’re not 

fundraising in your nonprofit, you’re leaving huge revenue opportunities on the table.”  

He also recommended setting up a separate board: “Most people [in similar 

predicaments] use what they call the advisory board or the advisory council model, so 

you would essentially have a separate type of board to have—to serve that advisory role.”  

He spoke more specifically about how these board members need not be experts in the 

field of education and troubled youth, but rather those familiar with bringing in 

connections to alternate funding.  Jay stated, 

 In my mind, 90% of these things the board does are, are resource-

generating opportunities, whether it’s new contract opportunities or 

foundation and giving.  That’s what their role is in, in my—you know, but 

I’m a professional fundraiser, so that’s how I see it.  And I also work at an 

organization that has 100% giving from its board…at a high level. (Jay, 

Interview, August 2011) 
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There was no ambiguity in the opinion of Case Study B’s CEO regarding a 

separate board of directors:  

I definitely would say try to set up a separate foundation board.  Get 

private, prime members of the community.  Don’t use that board (meaning 

my district’s board).  That board won’t be worth two dead flies.  Yeah, I’d 

set up a separate board, in hopes there were nonprofit organizations to 

help [district name]. Yeah, you have to. (Noah, Interview, August 2011) 

Noah further discussed challenges with our system’s board of directors and 

leadership structure and implied that even if we did use a separate board and CEO to 

focus on fundraising, we still would need to overcome the hurdle of convincing donors 

and foundations to make contributions to a tax-supported entity.  The general public is 

often hesitant to support institutions already supported through government funding 

(Norton & Kelly, 1997).  Noah suggested,  

Set up a separate foundation, a separate group of people to serve on the 

board that can help raise money.  Get a CEO that wants to raise money.  

The biggest challenge you’re going to have to overcome is them saying 

that this is—“Well, this is—shouldn’t our taxes pay for this?” (Noah, 

Interview, August 2011) 

 In Noah’s opinion, this often complex quagmire had a simple solution: “Well, the 

taxes pay for this, too [their own programs]….  Taxes pay for these kids to be out here.  

So people say the same thing here; it’s a school system, you know.”  He emphasized that 

sometimes leaders in school organizations over think problems and should just attack 

them: “So you’ve got to always overcome stuff…but if you are passionate enough about 
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it and you’ve got people that care and you’ve got good leadership, you can raise money 

for anything” (Noah, Interview, August 2011). 

The lesson was clear: For an LEF to experience high levels of donor dollars, the 

participants believed, they should appoint to leadership positions prime members of the 

community who are highly motivated to raise money for the schools.  These people must 

have connections and be able to tap into wealthier circles.  This notion is congruent with 

Payne’s (2005) assertion that “in wealth, it is the ramification of financial, social, and 

political connections that have weight” (p. 41).  A significant finding from the research 

results was the notion that capitalizing on these connections is paramount to enhancing 

philanthropic endeavors.  This concept is similar to a major finding in Christner’s (2006) 

prior research of education foundation boards, which viewed educational board members 

as “boundary spanners and providers of legitimacy and credibility for organizations” (p. 

104).  Christner asserted these individuals should be “high profile” and possess the ability 

to reach out into the community to garner resources (p. 102).   

Research Implications 

The implications of this research are important because the findings contained 

within may provide insight and suggest practices to be employed by public school 

districts seeking alternative funding: 

1. When compared to the other forms of commercialism, soliciting 

philanthropic funds through the use of local education foundations 

may provide the educational leader with the most efficient, productive, 

and safe method of garnering private resources, while at the same time 

allowing the administrator to maintain a high level of autonomy. 
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2. If acquisition of philanthropy is the chosen method of fundraising, 

administrators need to be proficient in strategies that may enhance 

success. 

3. An organization’s CEO, board of directors, and development department, or, 

in the case of local education foundations, the leaders play a crucial role in 

expanding social networks to solicit alternative funds.  

4. Leaders within the fundraising arm of an organization or LEF need not be 

experts in the field of education but, more importantly, should have the social 

connections that can tap into large revenue opportunities. 

5. Alternative funding activities can be successfully implemented and 

used as a tool for educators to fill funding gaps, acquire resources, and 

enhance programming. 

6. Very little, if any training exists within the realm of school-based fundraising.  

Training or at least exposure to this topic should be implemented into 

educational coursework for teachers and administrators. 

7. Little if any policy or oversight is available to educators with regard to 

fundraising in schools.  

8. School systems should consider employing development personnel to oversee 

fundraising efforts. 

Many inferences may be derived from this research; however, possibly the most 

significant contribution may involve acquiring the situational awareness to recognize 

commercialism and possibly making some assessments before entering into fundraising 

practices.  Throughout the term of this dissertation project conversations were conducted 
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with educational personnel, and most were not conscious of the topic and did not know 

whether their schools were participating in any forms of commercialism until they were 

pointed out by this researcher.  Borrowing terminology from the literature review, most 

notably from the work of Molnar and the CERU, commercialism was classified into 11 

categories.  Advantages and disadvantages were then outlined to produce the 

commercialism recognition assessment model shown in Table 8.  
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Table 8. Commercialism Recognition Assessment 

Commercialism 
classification 

Advantages    Disadvantages 

Sponsorship of programs 
and activities 

Monetary Physical damage 

Exclusive agreements Positive impact Influence over school or 
curricula 

Incentive programs Technology Students as captive 
audiences 

Appropriation of space Successful business 
partnerships 

Unintended social 
consequences 

Sponsored education 
materials 

Electronic marketing 

Privatization 

Fundraising 

Philanthropy/grants 

Lotteries 

Other 

 - Socioeconomic 

- Threats to 
democracy 

- Constitutional 
infringement 

- Saturation 

Why does the outside entity 
want to assist the school? 

Do they want access to the 
children? If so, why? 

Are there any conditions 
attached to participation? 

 

The purpose of the model is to allow administrators and teachers to recognize and 

categorize what types of commercialism exist or should be considered.  More extensive 

descriptions were provided within Chapter 2.  The next phase would be to determine 

which advantages or disadvantages were associated with the chosen practice.   
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A simplified example could be allowing a soft-drink vendor to have access to the 

school cafeteria through a contracted service.  This arrangement would be classified as an 

exclusive agreement.  Typically, exclusive agreements are very complex, but for 

purposes of model exhibition, a simplified version is demonstrated.  Potential advantages 

and disadvantages need to be addressed.  Almost definitely, there would be some 

monetary impact, but depending on the contract terms, assessments would need to be 

made with regard to profits.  Is there any positive impact on students, staff, or the climate 

of the school?  This impact could be the simple convenience of having products readily 

available to consumers or the allotment of profits to fund new band equipment.  The next 

two considerations would be technology and successful business partnerships, which 

probably would have no bearing on the decision, unless a cooperative program was 

instituted to apprentice students to work in the vending industry.   

The next round of assessments would determine possible disadvantages.  

Disadvantages might include judgments with regard to physical damage, such as 

increasing obesity rates in children.  Does the exclusive agreement drift into influencing 

curricula or any other aspect of the school?  Are students’ choices limited to this one 

product?  Are students forced to be a captive audience because they have to look at 

advertisements on the machine during lunch?   Will the practice result in unintended 

social consequences?  For example, will lower socioeconomic groups and ethnic 

populations be at greater risk for exploitation, as noted in previous research by Molnar 

(2003b) and Goran et al. (2003)?  Are there long-term threats to democracy, blurring the 

lines between education and capitalism, in this practice (Saltman, 2002)?  Could any 

constitutional infringement result from the exclusive sale of a particular product, as was 
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the case in the 1998 example of students being suspended for wearing Pepsi shirts on 

Coke Day (Saltman, 2000)?  The last subcategory of saturation makes judgments on the 

consciousness of the practice.  In other words, are students so inundated with 

commercialism that they may not even be aware of the practice?  The last three questions 

within this model are the following: 

1. Why does the outside entity want to assist the school? 

2. Do they want access to the children?  If so, why? 

3. Are there any conditions attached to participation? 

My research expands on previous findings and recommendations by providing an 

instrument to guide school officials in recognizing and assessing multiple forms of 

alternative funding.  Of course, this is a simple rubric, but it does facilitate further issues 

to be considered when contemplating or assessing fundraising practices.  After these 

initial assessments and value judgments are performed, additional legal review, policy, 

and board review may be required before entering into the practice.  Abbarno (2001) 

suggested that ethics panels be utilized to review practices.  He referred to these practices 

as covenants between the school and the corporate sector and advised that these 

agreements be reviewed on a yearly basis.  Weimer (1997), Bell (2002), Overton (2005), 

and Browder (2007) advocated education and informed decision making regarding 

alternative funding.   

In summary, the theoretical framework for this study was based on Pfeffer and 

Salancik’s (2003) resource dependency theory (RDT) in which organizations are affected 

by external pressures and are obligated to adapt.  RDT also asserts that individuals in 

leadership roles have moral and fiduciary responsibilities to assure sufficient resources 
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are made available to their organizations.  McCollum (2005) affirmed: “If government 

isn’t willing to supply public schools with the money they need, then no one should 

complain if schools go where the money is ─ and do what they have to in order to get it” 

(p. 19).  Managing educational organizations is an expensive endeavor and without 

additional revenue streams, their operation will become increasingly difficult.  A 

pragmatic approach was employed in the examination of two institutions that have 

demonstrated success in procuring alternative funds.  This research is important because 

it may also offer practical suggestions for school leaders to model.  

Based upon assessment of all factors before embarking on the field research, 

combined with the results of this study, it has been found that a philanthropic 

foundational approach may be the most attractive alternative revenue source to be 

pursued by educational leaders seeking to supplement funding.  The two examined cases 

demonstrated a greater return on investment if this process is done strategically.  

Fundraisers need to understand what attracts foundations and concentrate their marketing 

efforts toward being compatible to receive large gifts.  The findings of this research 

demonstrated that large donors and foundations should be courted into becoming 

coinvestors in the mission of the school. Investors manage risk, and are often interested in 

producing significant transformative impact with their contributions.  With this 

partnership, comes the schools’ responsibility to be able to communicate measurable 

results often linked to funding criteria emphasized by the donor.  Clark (2002) asserted 

that “As public schools satisfy foundational funding criteria, more schools will be 

enriched as a result of philanthropy” (p. 97).   
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Another significant finding of this research was the importance of appointing 

prime members of professional and business communities to board positions within 

school districts’ local education foundations.  In some cases, the board may actually 

hinder fundraising.  Strategic self-reflection on school and local education foundation 

membership should be examined if substantial fundraising is the goal.  These individuals 

need not be experts in the education field, but more importantly, have access and abilities 

to expand into social networks that have wealth, influence, and resources.  The school 

representative’s ability to build, enhance, and maintain personal relationships was also 

determined to be the most important factor in the fundraising paradigm.  These findings 

are consistent with earlier research by Christner (2006), Foley (1994), Mathis (1998), and 

Wechter (2004). 

Empirical literature on school fundraising was limited, despite participation being 

rampant.  Regardless of position on the issue of alternative funding, educators need 

training on the topic.  As a start, the Commercial Recognition Assessment developed 

through this study provides a model to allow administrators and teachers to recognize, 

categorize, and evaluate what types of commercialism exist or should be considered.  In 

addition, principal and school administration preparation programs should consider 

supplementing training with information on this topic. 

The two organizations examined in this research provide inferences for school 

systems to consider.  In these two cases, the primary focus of teachers and school 

administrators was on the day-to-day operations necessary to educate and service the 

student populations rather than fundraising.  This is not to suggest educators were not 

involved, but professional development personnel in central office conducted major 
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fundraising efforts.  This provided professionalism, efficiency, and legitimacy to the 

practice.  As Mathis (1998) argued, the more time, money, and resources allotted to 

fundraising, the greater the return, and the two cases studied in the research exemplified 

success in this domain.  Public school systems may want to move away from 

unaccountable, haphazard practices (Lunden, 2007; Thiry, 2004; Weimer, 1997) and 

move toward developing proficient fundraising departments and personnel within the 

context of their organizational structures.  If school systems do not formalize this process, 

the responsibility will most likely fall on the principal (Clark, 2002).  Clark went a step 

further by implying: “Without development staff to methodically plan development 

strategies, fundraising by a public school will lack the planning and vision that is 

necessary to write effective proposals and to articulate school needs to donors” (p. 98).  

Schools should view fundraising as an investment worthy of professional commitment. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

This research was limited to an embedded cross-case analysis of two purposely 

selected, private, nonprofit institutions providing educational, mental health, and 

residential services to emotionally troubled youth.  In addition, the study focused on only 

a small subsection of alternative funding in education.  Additional research 

recommendations are as follows: 

1. This research could be reframed within the context of a quantitative 

study. 

2. A version of this qualitative research could be replicated within the 

public school environment. 
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3. Further research could be performed to investigate the magnitude of 

schoolhouse commercial activities across public school settings. 

4. Studies could be conducted specific to fundraising activities (i.e., 

exclusive agreements, bake sales, magazine subscriptions, etc.) to 

investigate their return on investment. 

5. Research has suggested that accounting within schools is strict, but not 

with alternative fundraising practices (Weimer, 1997).  It would be 

interesting to conduct financial audits of school systems to assess this 

insufficiency. 

6. A study could be conducted to rate the perceptions of students, 

teachers, and administrators regarding commercialism categories 

derived from the literature review for CERU and for this study related 

to advantages and disadvantages. 

7. Further surveys should be completed to determine what policies exist 

across the public education domain in relation to schoolhouse 

commercialism. 

8. If the primary motive of for-profit businesses’ being involved in 

education is to increase sales, create brand loyalty, and increase 

profits, is there a biased marketing effort based on the demographics or 

socioeconomic characteristics of schools and divisions?  Do higher 

end corporations target areas with higher economic levels (e.g., 

Hewlett-Packard, Microsoft, and banking enterprises’ targeting 

wealthy school districts at a higher percentage and purveyors of more 
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readily affordable wares [shoes, foods high in fats and sugars, foods of 

minimal nutritional value, etc.] targeting lower income divisions)?  Or 

are they are targeted to the same extent, but the divisions decide whom 

they will support and why?  Research to answer these questions would 

be helpful. 

Closing Comments 

Based on previous research, this dissertation, and experience, I personally believe 

that school systems should tap into alternative revenue streams.  This approach is 

pragmatic in nature and twofold in its convictions. The first is that schools are already 

entrenched in schoolhouse commercialism.  I think one would be hard pressed to find any 

school in America not participating in some form of fundraising; so why not maximize its 

potential while at the same time making informed decisions about the practice and 

protecting our most import commodity, the children?  The second is that schools are 

leaving huge opportunities on the table, especially in a contemporary environment of 

increased accountability for student achievement, shrouded in the milieu of traditional 

funding cutbacks.  In addition to the downturn in the economy, federal stimulus money 

from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, which propped up many school 

divisions, has come to an end (Cavanagh & Hollingsworth, 2012).  School divisions will 

need to make hard choices about cutting programs and employees or seek out alternative 

funding streams. 

It is important to note that previous researchers drew a line in the sand with regard 

to commercialism in education.  Most were polarized, either steadfastly for or against the 

practice.  Most advocated policy (Browder, 2007; Foley, 1994; Rideout, 2007; Weimer, 
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1997).  My opinion on policy may be surprising and may run counter to the body of 

research and recommendations significantly advocating policy.  I would hate to see 

policy decisions tie the hands of school officials.  An umbrella policy on the federal or 

state level actually might be harmful to public education.  Extra discretionary monies 

make a difference in schools.  Principals, teachers, coaches, and students rely on these 

funds (McHenry, 2000; Weimer, 1997).  To address the practice, I favor better 

understanding, training, and guidelines rather than strict regulation. 

When I embarked on this research journey, my friends and I used to joke that my 

dissertation (and secret to fundraising) was about hanging out and drinking beer.  Of 

course, this was said in jest, but the basic premise rang true.  It is really about satisfying 

basic human needs for association and healthy relationships.  If we combined this 

philosophy with established business practices, perhaps successful outcomes could 

follow.  Too often, there is a dynamic separation between the education community and 

the business community.  I suggest that educators need to partner with professional 

fundraisers and prime members of the community (those with access to wealth) in our 

fundraising efforts.  Sometimes educators make things too complex.  When asking for 

advice on school fundraising, the answer from one interviewee was simple: “Yeah, hire a 

fundraiser,” and he chuckled: “You wouldn’t hire a gym teacher to teach chemistry” (Jay, 

Interview, August 2011).  Unfortunately that is who has been in charge of fundraising for 

some time—teachers and uninformed educational administrators—and there does not 

appear to be any change on the horizon in the near future. 
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Appendix A: Solicitation Letter Sent to Participants Listed in Appendices C & D 

Dear ______________. 

My name is Christian Nierman, and I am currently working on doctoral research at The George 

Washington University.  As a principal with the Southeastern Cooperative Education program 

and member of AREA, I have been very impressed with the success of your organization.  Over 

the next year I will be investigating successful revenue fundraising partnerships between 

philanthropic foundations and your organization.  Your director, ________________________, 

has granted me permission to conduct this study and provided me with a list of individuals that 

have knowledge of alternative funding for your organization.  Participation is completely 

voluntary, consent may be withdrawn at any time, and the process will have no impact on your 

employment or relationship with the organization. 

 

My interaction with you will primarily consist of face-to-face interviews lasting less than a half 

hour with possible follow-up questions if necessary.  To ensure confidentiality and anonymity, all 

names, references, and identifiers of your organization will be struck from the dissertation.  

Further protection is provided under the confidentiality requirements of The George Washington 

University’s Office of Human Research.  Additional details are outlined on the attached Informed 

Consent Form, which will be presented to you in person should you decide to take part in this 

study. 

 

Once the dissertation is complete, a copy will be forwarded to you upon request.  In addition, the 

published copy will be available through the UMI dissertation database.  If you wish to 

participate, please respond via e-mail to nierman.christian@secep.net or call me at (757) 539-

2388.  Should you respond and after finalizing arrangements with your director, I will contact you 

and make the necessary arrangements to conduct an interview.  If you have questions, please give 

me a call at the number previously listed. 

 

I sincerely appreciate your time and cooperation, and look forward to working with you. 

 

Christian J.  Nierman 
SECEP Principal 
GWU Doctoral Research Student 
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Appendix B: Solicitation Letter Sent to Participants Listed in Appendix E 

Dear ______________. 

My name is Christian Nierman, and I am currently working on doctoral research at The 

George Washington University.  Over the next year I will be investigating successful 

fundraising efforts of ____________________________.  I was given your name by 

________________________, who has granted me permission to conduct this study and 

make contact with you.  

 

Should you decide to participate in my study, interaction with you will primarily consist 

of a face-to-face interview or telephone communication lasting less than a half hour, with 

possible follow-up questions if necessary.  Participation is completely voluntary, consent 

may be withdrawn at any time, and the process will have no impact on your relationship 

with the organization.  To ensure confidentiality and anonymity, all names, references, 

and identifiers of your organization will be struck from the dissertation.  Further 

protection is provided under the confidentiality requirements of The George Washington 

University’s Office of Human Research.  Additional details are outlined on the attached 

Informed Consent Form, which will be presented to you in person should you decide to take part 

in this study. 

 

Once the dissertation is complete, a copy will be forwarded to you upon request.  In 

addition, the published copy will be available through the UMI dissertation database.  If 

you wish to participate, please respond via e-mail to nierman.christian@secep.net or call 

me at (757) 539-2388.  Upon approval, I will contact you and make the necessary 

arrangements to conduct an interview.  If you have questions, please give me a call at the 

number previously listed. 

 

I sincerely appreciate your time and cooperation, and look forward to working with you. 

 

Christian J.  Nierman 
SECEP Principal 
GWU Doctoral Research Student 
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Appendix C: Case Study Protocol (Development/Leadership Interviews) 

1. What types of philanthropy are the focuses of your organization?  Why? 

2. What worked well?  What did not? 

3. In your experience with so many organizations and kids in need of resources, 

why do donors give to your organization and what sets yours apart from others?  

Can you give a personal example? 

4. Tell me how personal relationships play into successful fundraising and 

philanthropy. 

5. Describe the infrastructure and decision-making process your team uses when 

seeking outside sources of funding. 

6. Describe the decision-making process in how your funds are allocated. 

7. What advice would you give educational administrators seeking alternative 

funds? 

8. Walk me through the process from start to finish when working with a donor. 

9. Let’s say I was beginning an LEF for SECEP and came to you seeking advice: 

What would you convey? 

10. How are new donors solicited, maintained, and recognized? 

11. How are these relationships started and how do you keep them going? 

12. Describe the impact philanthropic participation may have on the students? 

Staff? School? 

13. What does philanthropy mean to your organization? 

14. What types of nontraditional revenues has your organization pursued in the 

past? 
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15. How do you organize your philanthropic activities? 

16. Discuss the rationale behind your chosen method of fundraising. 

17. How do you seal the deal? 

18. What specific legal and accounting issues should be considered when 

approaching alternative funding? 

19. Tell me how these alternative funds allowed your organization to accomplish 

endeavors that would not have been possible without? 

* Questions are prioritized.  Additional questions and prompts may be asked of the 

respondents as a follow-up to provide clarity. 
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Appendix D: Case Study Protocol (Educator Interviews) 

1. Are you aware of the philanthropic focuses of your organization?  Why do you 

think these types were chosen? 

2. Discuss your involvement in the procurement of philanthropic funds. 

3. In your experience, with so many organizations and kids in need of resources, 

why do donors give to your organization and what sets yours apart from others? 

Can you give a personal example? 

4. Tell me how personal relationships play into successful fundraising and 

philanthropy. 

5. What is your involvement in maintaining these relationships? 

6. Describe the decision-making process in how your funds are allocated. 

7. What advice would you give educational administrators working with alternative 

funds? 

8. Describe the impact philanthropic participation may have on the students?  

Staff?  School?  

9. Are there any disadvantages to the chosen methods of fundraising? 

10. Do you know how donors are solicited, maintained, and recognized? 

11. Tell me how these alternative funds allowed your organization to accomplish 

endeavors that would not have been possible without.  Can you give a personal 

example? 

12. What does philanthropy mean to your organization on your level? 

* Questions are prioritized.  Additional questions and prompts may be asked of the 

respondents as a follow-up to provide clarity. 
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Appendix E: Case Study Protocol (Donor Interviews) 

(The name of the beneficiary will be substituted in the blanks.) 

1. When working with several organizations and a decision has to be made on 

whom to give, what motivates your selection? 

2. In your experience, with so many organizations and students in need of 

resources, why do you give to __________________ and what sets them apart 

from others?  Can you give a personal example? 

3. Tell me how personal relationships play into successful fundraising and 

philanthropy. 

4. How are these relationships started and what keeps them going?  Can you give 

a specific example? 

5. Describe the infrastructure and decision-making process you or your team uses 

when giving to organizations. 

6. Walk me through the process from start to finish when working with a 

beneficiary such as ____________________. 

7. What advice would you give educational administrators seeking alternative 

funds? 

8. Let’s say I was beginning an LEF for SECEP and came to you seeking advice, 

would you convey? 

9. How does ________________ solicit, maintain, and recognize your generous 

efforts?  

10. In the future, is there anything you would like ___________________ to do 

differently when asking for funds and resources? 
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11. Discuss the rationale for your chosen method of giving. 

12. What does philanthropy mean to you or your organization? 

13. What worked well with ____________________?  What did not? 

14. In your opinion, describe the impact philanthropic participation may have on 

the students? Staff? School? 

15. Tell me how you think your ability to donate has allowed _____________ to 

accomplish endeavors that would not have been possible without? 

* Questions are prioritized.  Additional questions and prompts may be asked of the 

respondents as a follow-up to provide clarity. 
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Appendix F: Audit Trail 

May 28, 2010 IRB approval to begin research 

September 10, 2010 Email contact to Case Study A. 

November 12, 2010 Emailed solicitation/consent to Mike in reference to setting 

up research site visit 

November 12, 2010 Received email confirmation from Mike approving visit 

November 15, 2010 Emailed Mike with details of visit 

November 17, 2010 Emailed additional details to Mike 

December 1, 2010 Emailed Mike to arrange telephone conversation about details 

of visit 

December 2, 2010 Received email from Mike with potential participants and 

available times for visit 

December 2, 2010 Mailed solicitation/consent forms to Mike, Alyssa, and 

Kimberly 

December 9, 2010 Emailed confirmation of visit dates to Case Study A 

January 12, 2011 Reconfirmed visit dates to Case Study A  

January 13, 2011 Telephone conversation with Mike about details of visit 

January 18, 2011 Emailed details of visit to Mike 

January 18, 2011 Received email from Mike with directions and interview times 

January 18, 2011 Emailed confirmation of interview schedule 

January 19-22, 2011 Site visits to Case Study A 

January 19, 2011 Conducted interview with Mike 

January 21, 2011 Conducted interviews of Alyssa and Kimberly 
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January 21, 2011 Email sent to Kimberly asking to arrange a follow-up telephone 

interview 

January 21, 2011 Received email from Kimberly to schedule follow-up interview 

February 14, 2011 Emailed Kimberly confirming follow-up interview  

February 15, 2011 Conducted follow-up interview of Kimberly  

April 27, 2011 Notification from IRB that current research approval will expire 

May 26, 2011 

May 16, 2011 Received one-year renewal approved by IRB to continue study 

June 29, 2011 Emailed solicitation to Noah in reference to setting up research site 

visit  

June 29, 2011 Telephone communication from Noah indicating initial contact 

should be with Ronnie and Reagan 

June 29, 2011 Telephone communication with Ronnie in reference to site visit 

July 28, 2011 Emailed Ronnie to facilitate site visit dates 

July 28, 2011 Received email from Ronnie with potential site visit dates 

July 28, 2011 Emailed Ronnie indicating site visit dates 

July 28, 2011 Telephone communication with Reagan indicating site visit dates 

July 29, 2011 Emailed Ronnie confirming visit 

August 8, 2011 Telephone conversation with Reagan confirming visit to Case B 

August 12, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Ronnie  

August 12, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Penny  

August 12, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Jay 

August 12, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Sherry 



  

281 
 

August 12, 2011 Received email from Reagan with possible interview schedule 

August 14-17, 2011 Site visits to Case Study B 

August 14, 2011 Conducted interviews of Reagan, Penny, Sherry, Jay, Noah, and 

Ronnie 

August 19, 2011 Emailed Ronnie in reference to donor interviews 

August 25, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Ronnie which were 

forwarded to donors of Case Study B 

September 2, 2011 Received email from ROnnie indicating solicitation/consent 

forms will be forwarded to potential donor interviewees 

September 8, 2011 Interviews sent for verbatim transcription for Sherry, Jay, 

Penny, Noah, Ronnie, and Reagan 

September 15, 2011 Transcribed interviews received for Sherry, Jay, Penny, 

Noah, Ronnie, and Reagan 

September 16, 2011 Interviews sent for verbatim transcription Kimberly, Mike, 

and Alyssa 

September 19, 2011 Solicited possible teacher interviews for Case Study B 

September 19, 2011 Emailed Mike in reference to additional interview details 

September 19, 2011 Telephone conversation with Mike about soliciting additional 

interviews  

September 22, 2011 Received email from Ronnie to provide donor solicitation 

September 22, 2011 Transcribed interviews received for Mike, Kimberly, and 

Alyssa 
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September 29, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Teacher 4, Teacher 5, 

and Teacher 6 

September 28, 2011 Telephone conversation with Mike about soliciting additional 

interviews  

September 29, 2011 Received email from Mike to solicit principal and teachers in 

Case Study One  

September 30, 2011 Received additional contact information from Keith 

October 3, 2011 Received email with contact information for potential donor 

interviews for Case Study Two 

October 3, 2011 Transcript of “Noah” interview emailed for member checking 

(returned – minor corrections) 

October 3, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Jeff  

October 3, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Butch  

October 4, 2011 Emailed acknowledgement for interview of Jeff 

October 5, 2011 Received confirmation of interview time for Jeff  

October 6, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Keith  

October 6, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Teacher 1, Teacher 2, and 

Teacher 3 

October 7, 2011 Conducted interviews of Keith, Teacher 1, Teacher 2, and 

Teacher 3 

October 11, 2011 Received email with contact information for additional potential 

donor interview for Case Study B 

October 12, 2012 Received email confirmation of interview from Butch 
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October 12, 2011 Interviews sent for verbatim transcription of Jeff, Keith, 

Teacher 4, Teacher 5, and Teacher 6 

October 13, 2011 Transcripts sent to Mike for member checking (no 

modifications) 

October 13, 2011 Transcripts sent to Alyssa for member checking (no 

modifications) 

October 13. 2011 Solicited possible donor interviews for Case Study One 

October 13, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Bobby 

October 15, 2011 Approval granted for Case One donor interviews from 

Kimberly 

October 17, 2011 Transcribed interviews received for Mike, Kimberly, and 

Alyssa 

October 17, 2011 Transcripts received for Jeff, Keith, Teacher 1, Teacher 2, and 

Teacher 3 

October 17, 2011 Transcript mailed to Jeff for member checking (no 

modifications) 

October 17, 2011 Transcript mailed to Keith for member checking (no 

modifications) 

October 17, 2011 Transcript mailed to Teacher 1 for member checking (no 

modifications) 

October 17, 2011 Transcript mailed to Teacher 2 for member checking (no 

modifications) 
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October 17, 2011 Transcript mailed to Teacher 3 for member checking (no 

modifications) 

October 19, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Bobby  

October 20, 2011 Conducted telephone interview of Butch 

October 20, 2011 Butch interview sent for verbatim transcription  

October 24, 20111 Received telephone call in reference to Case B teacher 

interviews 

October 24, 2011 Received email with potential donor information for Case A 

October 25, 2011 Received email confirmation for teacher interviews from Penny 

October 25, 2011 Conducted interviews of Teacher 4, Teacher 5, and Teacher 6 

October 25, 2011 Interviews sent for verbatim transcription for Teacher 4, 

Teacher 5, and Teacher 6 

October 25, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Dave  

October 25, 2011 Transcribed interviews received for Bobby  

October 26, 2011 Emailed solicitation/consent forms to Sharon 

October 26, 2011 Interview of Sharon 

October 26, 2011 Interview sent for verbatim transcription of Sharon 

October 27, 2011 Conducted interview with Pam 

October 27, 2011 Received email from Dave confirming interview 

October 27, 2011 Interviews sent for verbatim transcription for Bobby and Pam 

October 27, 2011 Transcribed interviews received for Sharon, Teacher 4, Teacher 

5, and Teacher 6 
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October 27, 2011 Transcripts mailed to Sharon, Teacher 4, Teacher 5, and 

Teacher 6 for member checking (no modifications) 

October 27, 2011 Conducted interview of Dave 

October 31, 2011 Transcribed interviews received Dave, Bobby, and Pam 

November 9, 2011 Transcript emailed to Ronnie (minor modifications) 

November 9, 2011 Transcript emailed to Jay for member checking (no 

modifications) 

November 9, 2011 Transcript emailed to Sherry for member checking (no 

modifications) 

November 9, 2011 Transcript emailed to Penny for member checking (no 

modifications) 

November 9, 2011 Transcript emailed to Reagan for member checking (minor 

modifications) 

December 21, 2011 Transcript emailed to Jeff for member checking (no 

modifications) 

December 21, 2011 Transcript emailed to Bobby for member checking (no 

modifications) 

December 21, 2011 Transcript emailed to Butch for member checking (no 

modifications) 
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Appendix H: Emergent Code Theme Journal 

Name of Code Guiding Definition 

Organizational Benevolence Philosophy within the organization that 

referred both to collecting resources from 

external sources and giving internally 

Consistent Mission and Passion Resonation of benevolence and importance 

of carrying out the common values and 

beliefs of the organization 

Communicating the Story Emphasis on the power of anecdotal 

information  and methods of disseminating 

this information 

Transformative Change Attractiveness of facilitating profound 

alteration in an organization and/or society 

Impact Change Propensity for long-term change 

Enhancements Gaining additional value and quality 

beyond the dollar amount provided 

Foundational Focus, More Bang for Buck Higher returns on investment through 

partnering with charitable foundations 

Coinvestment As opposed to simple giving, donors were 

investing and managing risks within this 

benevolence and acting as partners of the 

organization 

Pragmatic Focus on Outputs with Data driven fundraising and investment 
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Measurable Results which is results-oriented 

Tailor the Ask Fundraising approach which targets donors 

which already match the organization’s 

mission and/or destination-based 

solicitations to fulfill very specific needs 

Consistency of Brand Recognition and maintenance of the 

educational organization’s reputation 

Significance of Social Networks Power of interactions, connections, and 

spheres of influence from participants 

Personal Relationships Power and nature of connections between 

individuals 

Magnitude of Board Members Importance of placing individuals in board 

positions that could extend the reach of 

fundraising 

CEO as Fundraiser Importance of leadership in fundraising 

Community This could include the school, 

organization, those associated with the 

school, those with similar interests, and 

society as a whole and messages to these 

groups 

Social Networks “Network of friends, colleagues, and other 

personal contacts” (“Social Network,” n.d.)  

Coinvestment risk Investing through giving, but managing 
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risks based on data-driven outcomes 

Indirect Involvement Teachers doing their part, but not 

necessarily facilitating the fundraising 

process (leaving it up to the professionals) 

Final Product/Tours Importance of teacher-produced outcomes 

and school visits in the fundraising process 

Perception of Benefit Belief that efforts where making a positive 

difference in kids, the community, and 

society 

Impact Effect of philanthropy on the organization 

and/or society 

 


