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Applying business
principles to
education can result
in cost-effective
programs,
empowered
teachers, and
better schools.
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epresentatives of business and
the public schools, although rec
ognizing the need for greater
collaboration, are wary of one anoth
er. Business people are concerned
about the quality- of public schools but
are reluctant to enter the arena of
public education. They feel they have
little expertise to offer, and they would
rather not get involved in controver
sial issues.
Educators, too. are ambivalent Re
membering business's earlier efforts
to impose the factory model on the
school, they are suspicious of the mo
tives of the business community. On
the other hand, they know public
schools need a strong, concerned ad
vocacy group.
As coauthor of Investing in Our
Children, the report of a two-year
study by the Committee for Economic
Development, 1 had the opportunity to
observe a group of education and
business leaders as they confronted
these issues. The process and recom
mendations of that study have suggest
ed to me several observations about
the appropriateness and potential sig
nificance of business involvement with
the public schools.
• The business people I worked
with recognize the importance of pub
lic education and support the multiple
goals of schools: to prepare individ
uals to be good citizens, to be eco
nomically independent, and to live
personally fulfilling lives. The modern
business view is neither narrow nor
vocational

• The participants in our study be
lieved that an appropriate role for the
business community is as an advocate
for adequate funding and policies
aimed at school improvement. The
participation of business in education
policy can bring to bear on public
education the influence of an effective
and powerful constituency.

Applicability of Business
Practices

In addition to public advocacy, the
business community can apply their
own expertise to support schools. The
relevance of recent developments and
practice in industry should not be
discounted.
One such tool, cost/benefit analysis,
brings a new perspective to the ques
tion of resource allocation. A pre
ferred approach may be, for example,
to invest in high-cost early childhood
education for at-risk children—which
encompasses parent education, small
class size, highly skilled teachers, and
curriculum designed to build compe
tence and control Such an investment
in young children may provide a high
payoff, not only for the children them
selves but for society by decreasing
social and welfare costs
The business community does not
believe in solving problems by throw
ing money at them; neither does it shy
away from making good investments
at considerable cost when the payback
is high. Thus, Im<esting in our Chil
dren recommends support for the Job
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Corps, middle school programs, and
the teaching profession. Recognizing
that the greatest gains in school out
comes will come from changes at the
classroom and school building levels,
business wants its investments to at
tract the best people to teaching and
school administration.
• Having gone the route of manage
ment by objectives, systems strategies,
and routinized task orientation, many
businesses now realize that managers
must find ways to empower the peo
ple responsible for quality and pro
ductivity. So, too, does quality educa
tion require policies that will attract
the best people into teaching, environ
ments that will support them, and
administrative leadership that will em
power, not control, teachers.
• Businesses understand that al
though there is no best way to be
successful, excellent organizations
take seriously the values, culture, tra
ditions, and myths of their organiza
tion. These elements play a central
role in motivating people and support
ing thtm in their work. Studies of
schools that work reveal that they, too,
take these elements seriously.

"Extensive survey data
collected for the study
suggest that the
attributes, skills, and
attitudes important for
success in business are
die same as those
needed for
postsecondary
education."
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• Businesses have come to under
stand the importance of well-educated
and trained people in their organiza
tions, so they invest heavily—upwards
of $40 billion—in human resource
development. By contrast, a small por
tion of most school system budgets
goes to teacher inservice, and the de
velopment of that effort is relatively
primitive compared to that of the in
dustrial sector's commitment.
• Industrial research and develop
ment pays off. Built-in incentives en
courage heavy investment (approxi
mately one-third of profits) and
expeditious application of research
findings and development. But expen
ditures for education research are cur
rently about one percent of the federal
budget for elementary and secondary
education. At the same time, a growing
body of knowledge about effective
schools and teaching practices has to
get into the hands of practitioners.
These efforts will require more money
for research and development in edu
cation.
• Because business people ac
knowledge there is no one best way,
they tend to encourage diversity and
experimentation. In public education,
programs and pilot efforts are to fre
quently doomed to succeed; there are
no rewards for taking risks.
• Businesses know that market re
search results cannot be generalized
to variations on a product. Educators,
driven by budget constraints, often
look for ways to provide services at
reduced costs, ignoring the principle
that proven programs are worth the
high cost of investment, and that wa
tered-down programs do not have the
same results

Enlightened Self-Interest

The concern of the education commu
nity that business involvement is moti
vated by self-interest is well founded.
Much of business's involvement is
predicated on enlightened self-inter
est: a concern for a well-educated citi
zenry who will support a democratic
society; a concern for the quality of life
in the community; and a concern for
the quality of the current and future
workforce.

"Much of business's
involvement is
predicated on
elightened self-interest
... a concern for the
quality of the current
and future workforce."
This last concern does not imply, as
it might have earlier in the century,
that the business community wants to
vocationalize the curriculum. Exten
sive survey data completed for the
study suggest that the attributes, skills,
and attitudes that business is looking
for are the same ones that are impor
tant for success in postsecondary edu
cation and that are consistent with the
objectives of a liberal education. Com
munication and interpersonal skills,
good work habits, and higher-level
thinking skills are top priorities for
large and small businesses
These observations suggest that bus
iness-school collaboration has much
to offer both sectors Obviously, not all
educators share the views of those
who contributed to Investing in Our
Children, neither does the study reflea the views of all business people
Nevertheless, it can serve as a model
of communications-building between
business people and educators, help
ing them focus on their mutual inter
est: improving the quality of our pub
lic schools.D
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