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Abstract 

This paper reports on the findings of a study of school-business partnership in New York City, 

focusing primarily on a single potentially ideal case partnership. It examines the results and 

developments in a relationship between a small advertising firm and a small middle school that 

initially focused on marketing assistance for the school, an inevitable product of a school choice 

program. The partnership found initial success, but the different cultures of the two organizations 

and different expectations for the partnership eventually led to problems. The implications of this 

study include the need to focus on clarifying communications about expectations and potential 

roles, as well as concern about the risks of other school-business partnerships. 
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Introduction 

 I come to this project very much a conflicted cynic.  

 First, I have no doubt that the success of public education in the United States needs 

broad public support. For as long as I can remember, I have noticed how many people opt out of 

our public schools and put their support elsewhere. The powerful all too often send their kids to 

private boarding schools, such as Andover and Exeter. They also send their children to local 

private schools, like Georgetown Day School or Sidwell Friends (in Washington DC). Many 

who could never afford such elite institutions send their children to less expensive private 

schools, often to Catholic schools. This kind of action pulls children out of public education, but 

– more importantly – it pulls concerned families out of public education. Therefore, when these 

families, especially the adults within them, marshal their resources, their contacts, their influence 

and power to help their children’s schools, they benefit the small number of children at those 

private and parochial institutions, rather than the much larger numbers in public schools. These 

concerned families work together, but they also marginalize their efforts to a small number of 

schools rather than the much larger public systems. 

 I have no doubt as why they do this. Among other reasons, the media has for decades 

highlighted the “failure” of public schools. These motivated families want what is best for their 

children, and they have been convinced that that is not the public schools. As a matter of private 

good for their children, they might be making the right decision. But as a matter of public good 

for society, for our country and for the millions of other families who – for whatever reason – 

send their children to the public schools, it is quite wrong.  

 I do not think that our public schools can best fulfill their mission when the most 

powerful, successful and/or concerned people are not pushing them to succeed. These people 
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must pressure the schools and systems themselves, while providing the support they need. 

Therefore, efforts to engage them with the public schools are critical. Parents, business leaders, 

political leaders, civic leaders, even businesses themselves – which are themselves quite 

powerful in our society – can provide amazing support of all sorts. 

 Yet, on a more practical level, I am quite cynical about all of this. The devil is always in 

the details, and I do not know the mechanism or procedure that will allow the potential that civic 

involvement possesses to be unleashed without actually hurting the schools – however great or 

small that damage might be. 

 Therefore, I welcomed the opportunity to look at this dynamic more closely. I was glad to 

look at a model “partnership” – just one form of civic involvement, but the one that gets the most 

publicity – to see whether the substance matches the hype and whether its benefits are worth its 

costs. I was hoping that I might gain a better understanding of what such partnerships might 

really entail. Of course, despite the tiny sample size, I would think about the implications of what 

I uncovered for such partnerships generally and the nature of civic involvement. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

School-Business Partnerships 

 For the most part, such partnerships have focused on modeling schools on business 

practices and modes of organization (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Business leaders have sincerely 

thought that they could transfer their successful strategies to schools. Henig and his colleagues 

(1999) report that the 1980’s saw an upsurge in the business sector’s efforts with public 

education. In looking at the outcomes of these efforts, they report two major problems. First, the 

basic views of each sector (i.e. business and public education) are quite different, oftentimes 
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leading to conflicts and misunderstandings when they have tried to work together. Second, 

beneficial partnerships were oversold, both in quality and quality. That is, good partnerships 

were less common than they were made out to be, and their positive impact was not as strong as 

proponents suggested. They might rightly have been called “cosmetic, not radical surgery” 

(Henig et al, p. 55). 

 The literature contains three reasons for business to get involved in such partnerships.  

Levin (1999) explains that businesses’ future workers will come from the public schools, and 

therefore that it behooves businesses to take an interest in their quality, if only to assure the 

quality of the future workforce. Second, Gilbert (1982) explains that the quality of local schools 

impacts businesses’ ability to attract talent to work for them. That is, strong local schools make it 

easier for business to convince potential recruits to move into the area, and therefore can be a 

recruiting advantage – or disadvantage. As in Levin’s (1999) simplest argument, public efforts 

can be good PR for a company. Third, Belzberg (2006) explains that “personal gratification” can 

be important motivation to engage in this work. 

 Though partnerships are often portrayed as being between a business and school, they are 

really more between individuals (Holly, 1998). Mutual respect, understanding and trust are key, 

as is open and frequent communication (Mattessich & Monsey, 1992). Any change in who 

represents each organization to the partnership, or in who heads each organization, can damage 

or destroy a successful partnership (Paugh, 1995). 

School Marketing 

 There is remarkably little literature on school marketing. While there has been quite a bit 

written about marketing in schools, there has been rather little on the marketing of traditional 

public schools. Historically few educators and school personnel have even thought about 
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marketing (Henig et al, 2005). When Gorard looked at the state of schools’ communication 

efforts in 1999, he found that schools were just then beginning to think about marketing. The rare 

occasions when public schools and districts have paid attention to marketing have tended to 

occur only in response to acute crises (Hanson, Henry & Hough, 1991), making these efforts 

“considerably more reactive than proactive” (ibid, p. 7). Education management organizations 

(EMOs), on the other hand, have been much more likely to have real marketing campaigns with 

multiple strategies at work (Henig, et al, 2005).  

 A variety of choice models are being put into play, including charter schools and intra-

district programs (Henig et al, 2005), but available information about potential choices varies 

across localities and populations (Teske & Schnier, 2001). The existence of choice without 

appropriate information is a fundamental problem: “Lack of information is the Achilles heel of 

choice” (Teske & Schnier, 2001). Schools need to define and communicate their niches if choice 

programs are to work properly (Gorard, 1999). Lubienski (2007), states it quite clearly, “Indeed, 

the notion of marketing is central to—albeit understated in—any market-oriented reform agenda 

for education.” 

 Moreover, this lack of information often becomes an equity issue. Low income and 

minority parents are least likely to be aware of the options available to them and their children 

(Henig, 1996; Schneider et al, 2000; Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2000). That is part of why 

choice programs tend to stratify students by income (Lee & Ready, 2006). Even among lower 

SES populations, more educated parents are more likely to use school choice (Lee, Croninger & 

Smith, 1996; Powers & Cookson, 1999).  

 While the popular press has begin to acknowledge the marketing of individual schools 

(Medina, 2010; Simon, 2009), neither the academic nor the journalistic communities appear to 
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have examined the effectiveness of these efforts or how school building their marketing 

expertise. 

PENCIL (Public Education Needs Civic Involvement in Learning) 

 PENCIL’s signature program is called Principal for a Day, but it is somewhat of a 

misnomer. Though PENCIL uses this annual event to garner attention for the public schools, and 

even for itself, the PFAD day itself is just the beginning. Though outside partners are referred to 

as PFADs, PENCIL aims for each of these arrangements to develop into a more significant long-

term partnership with a public school. PENCIL and Belzberg (2006) are quite explicit that they 

do not want partnerships to be one-way relationships. PENCIL used to refer to PFAD 

relationships that had grown to be true partnerships as “PEAK Partnerships.” 

 However, Belzberg points out that PENCIL has fallen short in a few areas. As early as 

1997, PENCIL saw that it was not adequately addressing the needs of participating school 

leaders. She knew that they needed to better “train [principals] to exploit all opportunities on 

behalf of their schools…in the early years we failed [to teach them] how to ask for continued 

involvement” from their PFADs (p. 32).   

Methods & Data Sources 

 This is a qualitative interview-based case study (Merriam, 1998; Seidman, 2006).  

Data Sources & Collection 

 With the aid of a representative of PENCIL, I interviewed a series of participants in four 

school-business partnerships for approximately 60 minutes each. With this background, I 

identified a number of issues that are potential barriers to an effective long-term partnership and 

– with the assistance of a second representative of PENCIL – selected a critical case (Collins, 
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Onwuegbuzie & Kiao, 2006) that appeared most likely to be free of those issues. I hoped that the 

partnership between a small advertising firm and a middle school would be free from much of 

the power imbalance inherent in many higher profile partnerships with larger and/or better-

known companies or people. There could be a firm basis for a more equal partnership in which 

the business was able to bring specific and relevant expertise (i.e. advertising), rather than 

presumed credibility in general organizational matters simply for being a business. Furthermore, 

this expertise meant that the school could reasonably expect assistance in some form other than 

cash or purchased materials. 

 With that partnership selected, I interviewed the senior administrators and executives in 

semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 60-90 minutes each. I was able to include both 

the then-current principal of the school, and the principal who had been there when the 

partnership was originally formed. Questions focused on initial expectations for the partnership, 

collaborative projects from the partnership, how the partnership developed and where it stood as 

of the time of each interview.  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis included coding data for central concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), 

organizing theoretical and emic codes (Geertz, 1974) into thematic matrices, and creating 

narrative summaries (Maxwell, 2005). I employed a constant comparative approach (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998) while incorporating various literatures into the analysis. I analyzed transcripts and 

identified themes including collaboration, tension, success & planning. I explored patterns across 

these categories by writing analytic memos (Maxwell, 2005) and creating displays (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Within- and cross-case analyses (memos and matrices) enabled me to 

compare and contrast patterns within and across various groupings.  
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 I examined data for both confirming and disconfirming instances of themes (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Because this study is limited with respect to sample size, it generates a 

grounded theory (Sutton & Staw, 1995; Strauss & Corbin, 1995) that will have to be tested 

(Weick, 1995) with further work.  

 I use pseudonyms for each participant and the school itself.  

Results 

Marketing 

 All participants agreed that school marketing is valuable. Nancy O’Connor, the outside 

partner, said, “The need of a school to brand or market itself is enormous in New York.” Mark 

Nichols, the second principal, agreed. “I think that with the current vision [of the competitive 

marketplace for school] that is well and alive in New York City, I think that [all schools] would 

benefit from a marketing strategy.” He was concerned that potential destination schools have too 

little influence in the decisions families make about where to send their children to school, 

pointing to counselors and other even less informed third parties. “Schools’ destinies are being 

determined for them by others who are helping students to make school choices.” While he 

thought that school choice is a good thing, he was worried about its impact on individual schools, 

“All this stuff is a little bit scary.” 

 O’Connor volunteered that most schools’ marketing efforts are poor: “Most of the 

schools just have a mimeographed sheet or a Xeroxed piece of colored paper. It’s not at all 

memorable. Not at all branded. It’s not clear. There’s not clarity in what each school stands for.” 

Good marketing, she felt, supports the educational mission at each school: 
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Kids and parents will be able to choose knowledgeably where they would best fit…They 

will be interested, they will want to be there. Those are the two big things. If you don’t 

have that, you are not going to get through to them. 

As a general matter, she thought that a certain sort of homogeneity is important to school 

success. An effective marketing campaign, she believed, would be attractive to a particular kind 

of family or student. “They will be with like-minded kids, so they will want to learn better. Being 

with like-minded people who all want to be in the same place creates its own sort of energy that 

keeps on going.” 

 Nichols pointed out that while the products produced for a marketing campaign can be 

valuable, the process of planning the products itself might be even more valuable.:  

Marketing the school has for me in some ways helped to clarify who we are and what we 

are. I think that vision for a school is something that people think they know but do not 

really know. Because we do have to market our school it does cause us to question who 

we are and what we are about…I think that process of marketing and thinking about who 

you are could help any school. It could work as a tool to do that. 

Marketing Manhattan Middle School 

 There was some level of disagreement as to the particular challenges that this marketing 

effort was originally intended to address. Ms. Jackie Clarksen, the original principal, agreed with 

O’Connor’s statement, “Not enough kids who had the school as a number one choice.” However, 

O’Connor also stressed that they needed a “better caliber of kids applying to the school.” 

Clarksen explicitly dismissed this issue: “I don’t think that it was the wrong kids. It was too few 

kids.” 
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 Nichols explained why this was so important to MMS (Manhattan Middle School). “As a 

small school, you have to fight somewhat for survival…We are basically competing with the 

other middle schools in [our district]. And it does help us to compete.” With more applicants, he 

said,  

We can decide what kind of student population we want to have here. If we get a huge 

number of applications and that set of applications reflects the vision we have for the 

school, then we can bring students in that are more aligned in that kind of way. 

A diverse student body was central to his vision for the school, both ethnic diversity – “30% 

white, 30% Asian, 30% African-American” – and economic diversity. He said that it is important 

that MMS be able to stress that diversity is one of its defining characteristics and do everything it 

can to ensure that the families who send their children there support this aspect of the school. 

Garnering enough applicants is critical to this. 

What happens if you don’t have enough applicants is that students are placed here. In 

order to be a selective school we are trying to offer a product that students want, we want 

to offer a small diverse student body in which students are well supported academically, 

emotionally, socially throughout middle school. One thing that will help us is if students 

want to be here. 

Original Motivation and Expectation for PFAD 

 O’Connor, the outside partner, had no one specific motivation for getting involved with 

Principal for a Day. Her own kids grown, she wanted to find a way to work with children in 

some way, though using her professional experience and expertise. She was also motivated by 

the poor education that she thinks students have been receiving in our schools. “I hire a lot of 

kids and I see basic things. Spelling mistakes, grammar are horrible.” Because she believed that 
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her line of work was best suited to working with older children, she asked PENCIL for a middle 

or high school. Her original school was too far away – nearly a two hour trip each way – and so 

she asked PENCIL for a closer school before her second year of involvement. Manhattan Middle 

School is less than two miles from her office.  

 Despite the fact that, “When people talk about ‘partnerships’ they usually mean money,” 

O’Connor did not expect to donate money or goods. “I was more interested in being able to give 

them knowledge or experience or perhaps whatever help we could do for them professionally, in 

terms of marketing, branding or whatever.” However, other than lending her or and her firm’s 

expertise, she, “didn’t really think about that specifically at all.” Clarksen did not think very 

much about what might happen because of her prior experience the previous year: 

I didn’t have any expectations, mainly because I saw the year prior, my mentor principal, 

he was just in and out, a one day thing. He kind of sent books a month later. And I 

figured, oh, I didn’t think that it was anything…I didn’t think that it was going to be 

much more, I didn’t think it would be more than a day visit. 

She did, however, want to attempt to get more than just a dog and pony show. 

One thing that was different in my experience, different from other schools, I 

wanted…what I was looking for was how they could enrich the school. I didn’t care what 

it was. I just wanted it to be a valuable experience for both of us. 

She went on, “Best case, I wanted someone who would bring resources to the school, who would 

help me.” She acknowledged that she was not expecting very much, “I had very low 

expectations.” Nichols came to the partnership after it had already formed. He was pleased with 

what he had heard. “I generally saw it [the relationship] as a positive.” He also thought the 
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marketing materials that had been developed were quite useful. "I saw the logo as a good thing. I 

saw the pamphlet as a good thing.” 

 Like Clarksen, and unlike O’Connor, Nichols (the new principal) expected the outside 

partner to provide resources (i.e. money or goods) to the school, “It had been my assumption that 

we would not be paying for [product], that this would be a donation from her company.” 

O’Connor, however, never intended to offer fiscal resources to the schools. Rather, it was her 

firm’s policy to do probono design and marketing projects, as they can squeeze them in. They 

offer their labor and expertise in this area, but do not contribute money. However, Pat Herztog, 

the school’s assistant principal, said to me that she always thought that there should be a 

monetary donation. Clarksen offered Hertzog’s view as an example of a widespread view. This 

difference in expectation was so great that Nichols brought it up when asked about the advice he 

would give school leaders who were thinking of participating in the PFAD program. “I would 

advise them that it might not be something where they get something – money, books or 

something– from the company or the individual.” 

The Projects 

 All three participants were happy with the projects that the partnership originally focused 

on. Clarksen had no idea what form a partnership might take, actually not even expecting that 

one would form out of the PFAD event. However, “As soon as I found out what she did 

[marketing], I knew that that was probably the direction we were going to head into.” She and 

O’Connor agreed that a school logo, brochure, stationery and business cards would be their 

focus. All of them have been used to good effect in the years since they were created. O’Connor 

said that her firm “designed and developed” the materials, the school paid for printing the 

stationery and business cards and the PTA paid for printing the brochures. 
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 Clarksen was happy with the results. “We wanted to look like we knew what we were 

doing. Having a nice website, and a brochure and real stationery, it makes a difference. I didn’t 

have time to deal with it, and she did.” However, she also said, “I would have done it anyway 

without her, she just made it easier.” Nichols was similarly mixed in his appraisal of O’Connor’s 

responsibility for these products. “The logo and the flyer, these are probably things that we could 

have done on our own, but to have somebody come in and do them for us was a benefit.” 

 The second phase of the partnership was the school website, again designed by 

O’Connor’s company. This time, she helped the school to apply for a grant to help fund the 

website. Hertzog, MMS’s assistant principal, reported that although the school had another 

designer in mind, O’Connor took over the project and demanded a large portion of the grant to 

pay for her firm’s work. Hertzog felt that O’Connor charged far too much money, especially 

compared to what the other designer – a friend of Hertzog’s – was willing to charge. However, 

O’Connor saw the situation quite differently. She said that her firm gave the school a very large 

discount and was much more responsive than the other designer had been. O’Connor sent one of 

her employees to the school to show students how to update the site, but the lesson did not result 

in the students being able to do it themselves. The site was still up years later, and the original 

grant continued to pay hosting fees. 

 When Nichols became MMS’s principal, in the third year of the partnership, the previous 

projects had all been completed. Like Clarksen before him, he tried to think “creatively” about 

how best to utilize the services that O’Connor had to offer. He came up with a fund-raiser built 

around t-shirt sales to support a “Save Darfur” campaign that the students were interested in. 

O’Connor’s firm designed and ordered the t-shirts. “The problem occurred when I got a bill from 

the company that [printed] the t-shirts.” He was under the impression that O’Connor’s firm 
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would pay for the shirts as a donation to the charity. Although O’Connor did not mention the 

tension in this third phase of the partnership to me, Nichols tried to explain her point of view: 

She talked about how she owned a very small company, and the company did not make 

enough money to do donations like that. And how if I was looking for a donation like 

that, I should talk to PENCIL and get another principal for a day who could donate 

money. General Electric or some organization. But that the donation of time and labor to 

do the t-shirt and do the layout was what she was donating. 

“We actually got into this uncomfortable spat, I guess it was,” was how Nichols described it. “I 

felt like, as a result of that, I did not want to work with her any more on any project that was 

going to cost the school money.” Both of them were frustrated enough by this experience they 

each called Clarksen during the same week to ask for advice or insight. Nichols described how 

the partnership survived, “But then she expressed her willingness to help the school. She wanted 

to do more for the school. And so, ultimately, we kept the partnership going, even though we had 

this almost relationship-ending conversation.” 

 His next idea was to invite O’Connor to sit in on the tours he gives to the parents of 

prospective students.  O’Connor commented: 

I have counseled [Nichols] on his messaging. What he emphasizes on his tour when he is 

talking. I also become a sort of mystery shopper, because the parents don’t know who I 

am and they will sort of chat with me, like I am just another parent. 

They both were been mostly pleased with how this went, though they were not in complete 

alignment. They both acknowledged that he had not taken all of her advice. He did not agree 

with all of it, whereas she obviously thought that all of her advice was good. This fourth phase 
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also included a small series of lessons given by O’Connor herself in MMS art classes, in which 

she taught students about packaging design. 

Fanfare, or Lack Thereof 

 Another area of tension between the school principal and the outside partner arose more 

recently. Nichols explained, “She’s been coming like four or give years. Some people put on a 

big affair and a banner and all that stuff, and I didn’t do that [this year].” He felt that she was a 

regular enough partner that such extravagance was no longer necessary. O’Connor was not 

happy with the lack of celebration on the PFAD day. She remarked to me that in the past there 

had been special events to welcome her. “He didn’t put together anything and I was sort of 

disappointed.” Nichols said, “I think that she was a little frustrated that there was not more 

fanfare…I didn’t make a big deal out of it and that frustrated her a bit.” 

 This led to the second argument in two years between Nichols and O’Connor. She 

wanted more recognition within the school when she was there. She told me that she especially 

missed the luncheon with select students. She very much appreciated being remembered by 

students from year to year. Her new role teaching a series of lessons in an MMS art class 

developed as a response to this incident. 

Development of the Partnership/Relationship 

 Each of the four years of the partnership had distinct projects. The most success (and 

least tension) occurred during the first year when all of those projects were explicitly discussed 

during O’Connor & Clarksen’s first PFAD day. Though they did not have any specific plans 

coming in, they quickly came to agreement about what they should work on together. Perhaps 

because they felt they knew each other better, O’Connor and the principals were more casual in 

how they planned subsequent projects, and the later years did not go quite as smoothly. 
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 Clearly, the partnership did not go as smoothly with the second principal as it did with 

the first principal. Clarksen and Nichols did not spend very much time discussing it when they 

worked together during a transition period. “I think that she mentioned it, but we did not talk 

about it in depth in any way.” She said, “It never occurred to me as an outgoing principal that I 

should tell them how to behave with each other.” In spite of this, it was not the transition itself 

that posed the problems. O’Connor said, “It was a smooth transition.” Nichols talked with her as 

frequently as Clarksen did, about eight times a year. Both of them focused on discussing the 

projects themselves when talking with their PFAD partner.  

 Clarksen was not clear about why the partnership still exists. “Once we did all the stuff…I 

thought, ‘you know what? Three years is a good run.’” This is why, following the t-shirt issues, 

“[I] suggest[ed] to them both independently that maybe they should part ways...because they had 

totally different expectations.” She believed that if they each found another partner, things might 

be better. “This is an amazing service she can offer. She should go to another school and offer 

the same kind of thing.” She acknowledged, however, that the partnership was evolving 

differently when she – an extraordinarily young principal - was still at MMS: 

We learned, and were able to read each other. It got more personal…I could have see it 

progress, she could have helped me to see more how to think like the head of a company. 

She was a strong female role model, who could have helped me with my leadership style. 

That’s the direction we would have moved if I had stayed. That’s what we were doing. 

When discussing a different issue, Nichols allowed that he agreed with this idea in principle, 

even though he did not see it happening in this partnership. “If you ended up developing a really 

good relationship with a PENCIL partner you could have that kind of thing developing.” 
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 Since leaving to work as in the DOE’s central offices, Clarksen had found other mentors 

and had not spoken with O’Connor, except for the week of the t-shirt incident. Clearly, both 

parties felt that it was a partnership between the school and O’Connor or her company. When 

Clarksen left MMS, the relationship was entirely transferred to the new principal.  

 While O’Connor appeared to want to continue the partnership, and Nichols clearly tried 

to find opportunities for her to work with MMS, its future was quite uncertain. O’Connor said, 

“We need to redo [the brochure] now, in terms of content,” and “We are working on now…I 

think that they should have some outside signage. Some banners outside the building.” Nichols 

did not agree, saying that her ideas “are not a priority for us,” in part because of how much 

money such efforts would cost the school. In fact, he confided to me that the main reason why he 

did not end off the relationship was that he is worried about losing rights to the website design, 

the logo design and the brochure. He had nothing in writing saying that the rights were owned by 

the school and had been unable to figure out how to ask O’Connor about the issue. He was also 

concerned about private sector views of public education, “There is a part of me that feels like I 

should hold onto the relationship because maybe I am doing my part…helping someone in the 

private sector to understand what goes on in the public schools.” 

Mutual Benefit 

 All three major participants expressed some surprise at the question of what the school 

might have to offer an outside partner. None of them had really thought about that aspect of the 

relationship.  

 O’Connor never addressed this issue directly, but her disappointment at the lack of 

fanfare and luncheon on the last PFAD day made clear what she gets out of her involvement with 

MMS. She wanted to feel celebrated for her contributions and wanted to spend time with 
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children. She cited the growth of her own children – who have not yet given her grandchildren – 

as a motivation for taking part in the PFAD programs, and this was consistent with her complaint 

about missing the luncheon with students that year.  

 Clarksen’s first response to the question of what O’Connor might get out of the 

partnership was, “It never occurred to me.” Her second take was, “I don’t think that we offered 

anything.” Given a minute to think about the idea, her thinking shifted a little bit.  

The only thing that I wanted to come out of it was that for whomever it was to see how 

hard school leaders and teachers and school communities work. It was more like a 

learning lesson, like these are all the issues. I want you to understand that it is not as 

simple as ‘have them take more tests.’…the ickiness of it, for them to understand that is 

not a simple solution. 

Eventually, she refined her answer, “I was looking at it as a way to educate…an outsider, about 

what is important and why people should be passionate about public education.” Last, she 

mentioned that she helped O’Connor by “educating her a little bit about New York City public 

schools,” so that she might approach the DOE about doing paid work for them. 

 Clarksen’s last answer was Nichols’ first answer. “She is trying to do this branding thing 

with all of the public schools….she couldn’t pursue that market if she wasn’t working with us.” 

However, more important to him was, “helping her to understand the ins and outs of the 

education system.” Hearing Chancellor Klein speak at the official PFAD celebratory luncheon 

about how most PFADs probably do not send their kids to public schools, “I kind of saw myself 

as maybe someone who was trying to do his part to bring the issues of public education to the 

private sector.” He likened this to Teach for America, in that both try to give people who might 

not otherwise know very much about public education exposure to it so that “maybe they will be 
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advocates for public education.” When asked whether this meant that this was something the 

school was offering to its outside partner or whether it was something he did for public 

education, he acknowledged, “I was doing it for the sake of public education.” Of this idea – that 

PFAD partnerships should offer something for the outside partners, too – he said, 

“Unfortunately, it turns out to be, more often than not, principals saying ‘what are we going to 

get from our partner?’” 

Appropriate Areas for Partnership 

 All three agreed about one basic guideline for what areas outside partners might 

appropriately be involved in. O’Connor said it the most succinctly: “Stick to what you know.” 

Clarksen said, “The only thing that should be off-limits is areas in which they are not experts.” 

O’Connor, an outside partner herself, further explained that it is incumbent upon outside partners 

to know their own limits, “I would think that anyone with any sense would know not to consult 

on any area that they are not fully knowledgeable themselves.” 

 “In order to become a principal for a day, you had to be good at something. What is that 

something and how can we use it to help our school?” was how Clarksen described her view. 

Both she and Nichols, when given a list of areas that might be inappropriate for a PFAD to 

consult on (e.g. curriculum, student discipline, budgeting, etc.) first tried to think about how an 

outside partner might have relevant expertise to offer. Generally, if they could think of how, they 

said that such consultation would be acceptable to them. Nichols was less generous in his 

evaluation, but he took the same basic approach as Clarksen. He was much more protective of 

curriculum/textbook selection and teacher evaluation – “No, absolutely not” – than Clarksen 

was. 
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 In spite of this general guideline, both principals allowed O’Connor or her employees to 

work with MMS students in classroom settings, even though none of them have any training or 

experience as educators, psychologists or counselors of any sort. In fact, O’Connor was quite 

clear that she wanted to work with students: 

I would like to form more of a relationship with the kids in the school. If they knew me 

better, they might come to me for advice or whatever that they can’t get inside the 

school…it’s really nice to have [another set of adults] so that you can bounce ideas off of 

them. 

 Some students took a field trip to O’Connor’s office during the partnership’s first year. 

Clarksen said that they learned that, “They [O’Connor’s staff] weren’t ready to teach the middle 

school child. Maybe a 12th grader can have an internship with her.” She further explained that 

having O’Connor’s staff work with students “would have taken a lot more work than we could 

have done at that time.” They would have had to be prepared, coached and closely supervised for 

it to be worth the students’ time, and the small school did not have the capacity to do that. After 

that one occasion, Clarksen just let this idea drop, hoping that O’Connor would never bring it up 

again. 

 During Nichols’s first year as principal, he saw a similar situation when O’Connor sent 

one of her employees to MMS to teach students how to update the website. “The students never 

became so fluent in how to use this web site that they were able to do it on their own. It [was] 

just a kind of show them thing. ‘Isn’t that cool.’ As a lesson it was mostly a failure.” Speaking of 

the then-current project, in which O’Connor taught lessons in an art class, he said, 

The truth of the matter is that this lesson that she taught would be better taught by the 

teacher because she’d do a better job of teaching it. So I guess that any kind of situation 
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where a PENCIL partner was having such a presence in that class that it was throwing off 

the curriculum or throwing off the learning [should be out of bounds].  

He admitted that he “rationalized” this by thinking, “She is only coming in a few times,” and “I 

don’t think that she is having that negative an effect.” More importantly, he said, “We are doing 

it...for the larger gain.” If this experience would help an outsider better understand and support 

public education, it could offset the educational loss of having a non-educator try to teach a 

lesson. His concern about the possibility of losing the school logo, brochure and website if he 

lost the relationship also played a role in allowing her to do teach lessons, he said. 

Limits to an Outsider’s Understanding 

 On multiple occasions, differences between O’Connor’s outsider understanding and 

Clarksen’s and Nichols’ expert understandings were on display.  

 The first difference was apparent in their understanding of the goals of the marketing 

campaign. Everyone agreed that it was to make MMS a better school, but O’Connor did not 

understand that Clarksen wanted to preserve the relatively high proportion of students with 

learning disabilities in the school. O’Connor thought that one of Clarksen’s primary concerns 

was that she wanted a “higher caliber” of student applicants, whereas she actually just wanted 

more students/families who understood and wanted to go to this small school. O’Connor also did 

not at all notice the stress that both principals put on diversity. “In order to have a balanced 

program, we needed diversity,” said Clarksen. Nichols was quite clear that he would like 

families who value diversity to send their children to MMS, and that he discussed this when he 

led tours of the school for prospective families. These goals, stated quite clearly by both 

principals, were hardly reflected in the brochure that O’Connor’s firm created. 
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 The second major difference came from O’Connor’s limited understanding of middle 

school students. In speaking with me, she repeatedly explained how they have the same learning 

needs as her own college-aged children, without acknowledging that there might be any 

differences. On the occasions when she had worked with MMS students in the past, this surfaced 

as a problem quite quickly – both when students visited her office and when others from her 

office tried to work with students at MMS. It might have appeared again when counseling 

Nichols on how to speak to prospective families, as he observed, “Maybe she is missing the 

market a bit in terms of what a 10-year old’s parents would want to hear about a school.” 

 The third major area of difference was money. O’Connor did not understand that even 

with the discount that she gave MMS, the amount that she charged for the website design was 

out of line with what a public school could afford. That happened again with the t-shirts, which 

Nichols reported cost much more than they would have if he had ordered them. For later 

sweatshirts and t-shirts, “We’ve gone through a website that has cost us about one third the price 

that she was charging.” 

 The fourth major area of difference concerned how Nichols presented the school to 

prospective parents. O’Connor gave Nichols advice as though he was selling a product. “Tending 

towards used car salesman” is how he described it. It was important to him to give parents a full 

understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the school. The school had done quite well in 

recent public evaluations and reports, but Nichols wanted to be careful not to oversell it: “as an 

educator I understand the complexities of the grading systems a little bit better than she does.” 

He did not think that this was a problem particular to O’Connor. Rather, he attributes it to the 

different fields in which they have been trained.  
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One problem with the whole business-education partnership collision is that principals 

are teachers, and we were trained in a different way. We were trained under a set of 

values, different than people who went to business school. And the bottom line is murkier 

than a dollar sign. 

Other PFAD-School Partnerships 

 Both principals offered in multiple ways that their partnership with O’Connor was quite 

different than any other PFAD partnership they knew of.  First, Clarksen said that most 

partnerships, if they even could be called that, are quite brief. 

I was one of the few principals in my circle who kept the Principal for a Day for more 

than one year. Most come for one shot deals. They come for a day, they write a check and 

then they move on. 

She attributed the fact that this partnership has lasted multiple years to O’Connor herself. She 

went on, explaining that that the fact that this was not defined by the official Principal for a Day 

events was unusual. Her principal-friends were “always shocked that I was having lunch with my 

Principal for a Day. They were like, ‘Why?’” Due to her later role in the Department of 

Education, she had more contact with other principals than before, and she still had not found 

another PENCIL-facilitated true partnership.  

 Nichols contrasted this partnership with the PFAD partnership at his previous school. “As 

far as I recall, that day [i.e. the PFAD day] was the last interaction that that school had with the 

Principal for a Day.” Despite the fact that the PFAD sent books to the school, “I know that since 

that time, that school has decided not to participate in that program…because they didn’t see any 

benefit from it.” Previously, he spoke with his mentor about this. “Carmen Farina let me know 
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that a lot of PENCIL partners get involved just to promote their own business.” His principal 

friends and colleagues have not spoken well of the PFAD partnerships. 

I don’t think that anybody said anything positive about their partners. Again, this is 

speaking from the standpoint where the PENCIL partnership brings something and takes 

something from the school….I’d be curious about the number of PENCIL partners that 

have any kind of real standing or interaction with the school. I don’t think that it is very 

many. I would guess that it is not very many. 

Findings 

Marketing 

 The participants in this partnership confirmed the literature on school marketing. 

O’Connor, Clarksen and Nichols agreed that few schools are engaging in any sort of conscious 

marketing effort (Henig et al, 2005), certainly not in a proactive manner (Hanson, Henry & 

Hough, 1991). O’Connor, the marketing professional, thought that most schools’ efforts 

consisted of rather low quality brochures at best (Gorard, 1999; Hanson, Henry & Hough, 1991; 

Headington & Howson, 1995). The fact that both principals thought that they could have done 

this work, even without O’Connor’s help, fits right into the dynamic that Hanson, Henry & 

Hough describe.  

 All three participants agreed that marketing can be critical in school choice environments 

(Henig et al, 1995) and that lack of good information can lead families to make poor decisions 

about where send their children (Teske & Schnier, 2001). The principals agreed with Gorard’s 

(1999) suggestion that schools need to define a particular niche, though O’Connor saw it more 

like striving for the highest quality on a single scale. Nichols was especially concerned with the 

need to market so that lower income families might be aware of MMS as an option for their 
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children (Henig, 1996; Schneider et al, 2000; Schneider, Teske, & Marschall, 2000). None of 

them, however, addressed the issue of what marketing might do for the larger system or for  

students at schools that do not market themselves well (Gorard, 1999; Rothstein, 1998). 

School-Business Partnerships 

 As this partnership had been largely confined to marketing, there is little to examine in 

terms of how outsiders attempt to make schools more like businesses (Henig et al, 1999; Tyack 

& Cuban, 1995). However, there were hints of this in how O’Connor counseled Nichols to 

present his school to potential families. It is unclear the extent to which this partnership was 

successful in attracting the applicant pool that Clarksen and Nichols desired, and therefore any 

influence on core functions of the school are unknowable (Belzberg, 2006; Henig et al, 1999). 

Levin’s (1999) argument that business should be interested in school for the sake of their future 

workforces and Belzberg’s (2006) argument that they do it for personal gratification certainly are 

supported by what O’Connor said. However, there was no specific material benefit for the 

outside partner (Otterbourgh, 1986), which lessened the principals’ power in the relationship. 

 The most formally planned projects proved the most successful and caused the least  

tension (Grobe, 1993). This had generally been quite a successful partnership, particularly when 

focused around a specific challenge (Danzberer, Bodinger-DeUriate & Clark 1996; Holly, 1998; 

Tushnet 1993). However, the lack of clarity about roles – namely who would cover out of pocket 

project expenses – was a major source of tension (Grobe, 1993). Despite its success, it never 

been formally evaluated by its parties together, though it appears that it would have been quite 

useful to do that on multiple occasions (Anthony 1992; Grobe, 1993; Lacey, 1983; Otterbourg, 

1986).  
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 Though PENCIL thinks of these partnerships as existing between individuals (Belzeberg, 

2006), this was not entirely the case here (Grobe, 1993). The continuation of the relationship 

despite the change in school leadership made clear that the school is truly a party to the 

partnership. The steady technical assistance (Grobe, 1993; Holly, 1998; Mattessich & Monsey, 

1992; Tushnut, 1993) in marketing had been a firm foundation for the partnership, but the lack of 

financial support from the outside partner had been the major source of tension (Mattessich & 

Monsey, 1992). Nichols’s lack of understanding as to what O’Connor got from the school 

(Belzberg, 2006; Otterbourg, 1986) was another source of tension in the partnership.   

PENCIL 

 Clearly, this partnership was far more complex than the simple Principal for a Day 

program requires. PENCIL’s intention to facilitate and foster this kind of partnership (Belzberg, 

2006) was realized in this case. The principals believed that O’Connor has learned from them 

about public education, even about the DOE so that she might further her own business with new 

school clients. Even though it is second hand information, however, the reports of the two 

principals call into question the frequency with which this kind of success has occurred.  

 Because the effectiveness of these marketing efforts has not been determined, there is no 

way to know the degree to which this partnership has impacted any of the many ideas that 

Belzberg (2006) groups as “student achievement.” However, all three participants made clear 

that they think that if the campaign were successful at attracting more interested applicants, it 

would help the school to increase attendance and retention and make it easier for the school to 

generate positive educational outcomes for students.  

 Three of the four PFAD days went very well, but the fourth did not. PENCIL had long 

had issues around training and preparing principals (Belzberg, 2006). The long term nature of 
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this partnership was a result of O’Connor’s original intentions, rather than requests by either 

principal. Both Nichols and O’Connor were unsure about the then current and future states of the 

partnership, and Nichols had not received any training or support in how to address those 

concerns.  

 There is no question that both principals firmly supported PENCIL’s mission of 

increasing awareness of the public schools among members of the private sector. Both feel that 

they have been successful in this case, and O’Connor – who once moved out of the city to find 

better schools for her children – felt positively about the city’s schools.  

 

Discussion and Implications 

 Clearly, such a small study can only be the beginning of an investigation. However, the 

absence from the literature of larger scale empirical studies of the developing internal dynamics 

of school-business partnerships makes even this small study significant. This is an increasingly 

important issue as we see more such partnerships, both on the district level and the individual 

school level (Ravitch, 2010) – including between many charter schools and their philanthropic 

benefactors (Gabriel, 2010). Market-based policies often require expert assistance unavailable in 

schools; marketing in a school choice environment is simply one of the most immediate needs. 

 The rising prevalence of such partnerships is clearly a concern for many, with Ravitch 

(2010) dubbing the most influential outside partners “the billionaire boys club.” However, the 

impact of these education outsiders, through these partnerships, on individual schools is often 

decried without any systemic or rigorous empirical research into how they actually work. Ideally, 

such partnerships could be leveraged for whatever good they can do schools while guarding 

against (and minimizing) whatever ill they might do.  
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 The power differential in this relationship clearly had multiple impacts. O’Connor 

wrested a design job from a cheaper web designer without even realizing that this was not the 

intent of the school, and yet no one corrected her on this. On two occasions – the web design and 

the t-shirts – the school had to spend money it did not expect to spend. While Nichols did discuss 

the t-shirt bill with her, the school ended up paying all of it. He continued the partnership in part 

because the potential loss of what the partnership previously accomplished was not acceptable to 

him. In fact, he could not even discuss with his partner whether or not the relationship should 

continue because of possibility of losing the logo, brochure and web site. Nichols even allowed 

her to work with students directly, in spite of the fact that he thought that it was worse for the 

students than having their regular art teacher teach the lesson, because he feared the 

consequences of alienating O’Connor. The fact that the school benefited from her services 

prevented him addressing O’Conner as an equal partner.  

 This serves to underscore the importance of mutual gain in these partners. If school 

leaders feel that they are the only ones with anything to lose, they will never be able to negotiate 

the best partnership for their schools and their students, or renegotiate them when that is 

necessary. It also points to the necessity for formal – even written – agreements between outside 

partners and schools. If schools are likely to bear the cost of ambiguities, they must do 

everything they can to minimize them. 

 PENCIL itself faces somewhat of a catch-22. While it wants PFAD relationships to 

develop into long-term partnerships, their very complexity makes them hard to use when touting 

the program’s successes. Recruiting potential PFAD participants, be they business or school 

leaders, requires PENCIL to demonstrate that it has an impact, and the easiest way for it to do 

that quickly is by trumpeting the fiscal donations that it has facilitated and the success of its book 
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drives. But this has the effect of leading principals to expect that they will receive money and/or 

books for their participation. When these are not forthcoming, as with the t-shirts, unmet 

expectation can create tensions. At worst, PENCIL’s emphasis on its success raising money and 

books might even discourage school and business leaders from looking for more meaningful 

partnerships. Unfortunately, there is no simple solution to this conundrum. 

 PENCIL and Belzberg fail to address the question of whether it is even a good idea for 

outsiders to work with children, or the circumstances in which it might be appropriate. It is not 

difficult to imagine that most potential PFADs who would be willing to engage in long-term and 

significant partnership with a school are motivated in large part by a desire to work with 

children; O’Connor stated quite clearly that she became interested in the work, in part, because 

her own children were no longer at home. Though some believe that earlier experience as a 

student and experience as a parent supplies enough expertise to work with children, our 

standards for teachers have long been higher than that. This problem is not isolated to school-

business partnerships, however. Teaching has long been viewed as women’s work (Lortie, 1975), 

rather than a true profession. Few non-educators appreciate the differences between the 

important work of caring for children and the equally important work of teaching children. 

Unfortunately, this confusion has also long been apparent with many educators, as well. 

 Clearly, these problems are not the fault of outside partners or even of PENCIL. It is 

obviously the responsibility of principals – as heads of their buildings and guardians of their 

schools – to ensure that partnerships contribute to their schools and to their students’ education. 

Alas, it is well known that principals are rarely as well trained and supported as they need to be. 

In this era of decentralization, more responsibility is falling on their shoulders without the 

necessary increase in their preparation. It is difficult to expect a small organization like PENCIL 
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to train and support the many hundreds of principals that take part in PFAD in a given year. If 

the Department of Education is going to allow – or even encourage – schools to participate in 

this program, it falls on the DOE to ensure that principals are properly trained to deal with 

outside partners. As the recruiter of outside partners and self-described facilitator of these 

partnerships, PENCIL could also temper also their expectations about working with students, in 

addition to prodding the DOE to providing appropriate training for principals. 

 This small study suggests that more must be done to prepare leaders from schools and 

outside businesses to define and express their boundaries and the expectations for these 

partnerships much more explicitly. Perhaps more importantly, those involved with such 

partnerships need ongoing support beyond the initial pairing of schools and businesses (or school 

leaders and business leaders). As schools often have failed to meet the needs of students and 

communities (Noguera, 2009) and the current reform agenda fails to address the educational 

needs of students (Ravitch, 2010), such partnerships require both more oversight and support.   

 Obviously, this study just marks the beginning of that necessary research. Hopefully, it 

can spur it forward.  
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