The Future – The Age of Alliances

A Tool for Foundations and Nonprofits Working in Partnership

on Behalf of Education Improvement Goals

Adapted by

Judy Hummel, President of Summit Education Initiative, Akron OH, and

Leslie Graitcer, consultant to the Public Education Foundation, Chattanooga TN

This tool is based on the work developed by the Drucker Foundation and described in James E. Austin’s book, The Collaboration Challenge:  How Nonprofits and Businesses Succeed Through Strategic Alliances, with thanks to the Schlechty Center for Leadership in School Reform as well.

October 2004

The Future – The Age of Alliances

The Collaboration Challenge:  How Nonprofits and Businesses Succeed through Strategic Alliances

The Drucker Foundation, James E. Austin

“Whereas social capital has to do with the relationships between and among individuals, civic capacity is more concerned with the relationship between and among the agencies, organizations, and interest groups with which individuals associate and to which they give their energy.  Efforts to build civic capacity can increase social capital, just as the presence of a great deal of social capital can enhance civic capacity… social capital has to do with individuals and networks, whereas civic capacity has to do with groups and organizations to sustain action and to create an environment that fosters the growth of social capital.”

Philip C. Schlechty

Background:

In the spring of 2003, The Schlechty Center for Leadership in School Reform studied and drew on the seminal work of James Austin and the Drucker Foundation to develop the content for one of the institutes of their CLSR/BellSouth Superintendents Leadership Network.  The theme and content for this particular institute was Fostering Collaboration as a leadership challenge for superintendents.  From the material in Austin’s book, CLSR created a tool for superintendents to use in assessing the alliances that they were seeking to build with businesses, foundations and/or education/civic organizations in their communities.  

Using the CLSR tool as a basis, we have adapted the Drucker/Austin ideas and the CLSR translation of those, to apply to the alliances that education foundations may seek to create or join in support of their education goals in selected communities.  This is still a “work in progress” and its first adaptation is being tried out at the Grantmakers for Education Annual Meeting, in October 2004; we hope it will be useful even in this, its early iteration.       

Introduction

In The Collaborative Challenge, Austin asserts that the 21st Century will be the “age of alliances.”  In the book, Austin describes and analyzes alliances between two partners, specifically between nonprofits and businesses.  His thesis, however, is equally valid for and applicable to the relationship between a funder of any type and a nonprofit, and to the multiple relationships among a collaborative of partners that may include foundations, businesses, nonprofits, and public systems – or any combination of those groups. 

Austin distinguishes three different types or stages of collaboration that he calls: philanthropic, transactional, and integrative.  

He describes these stages as follows:  “In this age, collaboration between nonprofit organizations and corporations will grow in frequency and strategic importance.  Collaborative relationships will increasingly migrate from the traditionally philanthropic, characterized by benevolent donor and grateful recipient, toward deeper, more strategic alliances.  These changes are already underway, and the changing alliance landscape is rich in variety, with businesses and nonprofits from Boston to Seattle finding new ways to work together to achieve their goals and contribute to society.” 

Our premises for this session (i.e. Grantmakers for Education conference, October 2004) are:

· Donors increasingly, although not always, want to move beyond a traditional philanthropic relationship with their grantees to one where they may play a more active and participatory role. 

· This evolving partnership may move from the purely philanthropic to a transactional mode where the partners have a more equalized relationship.

· For a transactional relationship to be sustained for the long run, each partner will need to feel it is receiving benefits as well as offering resources to the other.  Furthermore, the work of the partnership will need to become integrated into the core business of each partner – i.e. it then becomes an integrative partnership.  At this point, it can also be called a “strategic alliance.”

· The long-term value of an integrative collaboration lies in the notion of  “core business” – i.e. the work that was first begun under a philanthropic arrangement will more likely continue and be sustained because it is now central to each partner’s ongoing work.

· Funders may find their investments have greater impact if they are able to analyze the nature of the existing alliances around a particular effort they wish to fund, in order to understand if their own support will be “strategic” in the long run and/or how they might help make the work become more strategic.    

· Many, if not most, alliances and partnerships begin through serendipity, rather than in a planned way; however, those with “staying power” usually display many of the characteristics discussed here.  

Part One:  Understanding the Stages and Types of Collaboration

A Case Study:  “Is it worth investing?” – a Donor’s Challenge

You are the program officer for education at a national foundation, The Rich Foundation, and you have been asked to partner on a school district reform effort with four existing partners in Middle City.  Here’s what you have learned so far:             

Who are the partners?  

The partnership at this point includes two local foundations, the Old Family Foundation and the Middle City Community Foundation; the local public education fund, Go-Schools!; and the local school district, Middle City Public Schools.  The four partners began working together about two years ago on a new collaborative endeavor focused on literacy.  The partners had each worked on other education endeavors previously but never before had all four partnered on the same project.

What brought the partners together?

The district of 32,000 students had made substantive progress on earlier reform efforts to raise test scores at the elementary level, by using one of the state’s approved prescriptive curriculum programs.  However, while the test scores were raised in these schools in the first few years, the district’s efforts to track student learning by other measures showed that the literacy gains were superficial only; furthermore, the students were unable to maintain this progress when they reached middle school.  Also, reform efforts in the high schools were faltering because of the poor literacy foundation of the students.  The superintendent recognized that they were failing their children by focusing solely on test scores and that her ability to “turn around” the district as a whole depended on a much deeper, more comprehensive approach to literacy at all grade levels, which in turn required an effort to address the literacy understanding and teaching skills of the teachers and administrators.  

Because of her previous experience working with Go-Schools! on some leadership training, Dr. Superintendent decided to invite the LEF director, Dr. J, to discuss the situation and to collaborate with the district in exploring possible avenues for addressing this need.  Dr. J had come to Middle City eight years ago with a breadth of knowledge about grants and funding sources and considerable experience with public school reform elsewhere.  

After hearing the urgency for change expressed by Dr. Superintendent and judging the sincerity of her belief in the value of deep literacy understanding for all students, Dr. J suggested that the two of them convene other local funders that had previously supported different efforts in the public schools in the past.  The request this time would be different, however:  rather than each partner supporting a different program in the schools as its “signature program,” this time Dr. Superintendent and Dr. J would be asking the partners to collaborate on one effort, which would be larger and more comprehensive than anything undertaken before and would become the single focus of the district.  For the new literacy work, the district understood that it would need to seek outside, private support since the Reading First grants that it had relied on before could only be used for the kinds of prescriptive literacy curricula that Dr. Superintendent wanted to avoid. 

One of Middle City’s private foundations, the Old Family Foundation, has traditionally been supportive of both public and private schools in the community, as well as the arts and health care.  It prides itself on being “education minded.”  The founders (Mr. and Mrs. Old) were from immigrant families originally and they believe that their success is due to the centrality of education in their homes and the availability of public schools when their families were new to this country.  In their businesses, they offer “time off to volunteer in your child’s school” as a benefit to their employees.  The wife was educated as a teacher but never taught.  One of their children (now grown) was a special needs child and always had a tough time in school.  The founders remain actively involved in the decisions of their foundation; they read a great deal and believe that they have much to contribute to the work of their grantees.  In fact, they expect to be involved at every step, which has not always made them popular with all of their grantees.  In the public schools, they have supported a variety of causes from scholarships, to teacher award programs, to technology training, to library enhancements, to special education efforts.  They had never before supported (or been asked to support) a district-wide endeavor.

Middle City’s community foundation has always been willing to review and fund small grant requests from the district, particularly when there were other community nonprofits or other private funders involved, or when the requests were for smaller needs of individual schools.  The president, Mr. Goodfellow, says he is willing to listen to all requests and then to “put the proposals in the pipeline.”  He defers opinions on education requests to one of his program officers and to his board.  He also regularly declines requests to sit on boards or advisory committees for community efforts, as he feels that this is inappropriate for a funder. The community foundation has specific criteria by which they evaluate all proposals and fixed times when proposals are reviewed and when reports are due.  They expect the reports to document progress on intended results and how broader community collaboration was fostered, not just show how money was spent.  In other words, they take the name “community foundation” seriously with regard to the outcome of their grants; on the other hand, they are reluctant to play an advocacy or proactive role in achieving that community impact.  The dollars they have for discretionary grants are limited.  Until this endeavor, they had never made an effort to encourage some of their donors to consider broader community initiatives beyond their favorite charities.  The new request from the district and Go-Schools! was a first in that it sought to have the community foundation create a collaborative pool of resources from among its donors and allow some flexibility in its grants approval process.  

The local education fund, Go-Schools! believes that one of its key roles is that of convening those whose financial and community support are needed at the outset of any district-wide education initiative.  Dr. J understands the importance of building positive relationships in every collaborative endeavor.  He knows he must start by understanding what each partner needs and wants if the collaborative is to succeed in the long run.  While Go-Schools! had been successful in the past in securing some national foundation dollars for education reform work – due in part to the credibility that Dr. J enjoys nationally – in the last several years, Dr. J had concentrated on building greater financial and community support among the local population, even if this meant abandoning some of the more “systemic initiatives” that he would have preferred to support.  When Dr. Superintendent approached him about the literacy initiative, he knew that the national foundation landscape had changed somewhat: his previous sources for national grants would expect some evidence that the broader community of Middle City was supportive of the new district-wide reform.  He counted on his local efforts of the last several years to pay off in helping him and Dr. Superintendent to establish a community collaborative of funders and nonprofit groups to lead and guide the new literacy initiative in the district.

Both Dr. Superintendent and Dr. J understood that the new effort would require a transition on the part of the district, from implementing programs and curricula to putting systems in place that will reinforce and sustain professional development efforts in the schools as the basis for long-term student learning.  They knew that the results would not be felt over-night, but they felt strongly that the new effort was what was needed for permanent improvement in achievement of all children and for a more prepared and literate workforce in the long-run.

Two years later…:

In the schools there is evidence that the preliminary work has begun but it is too soon for more concrete results yet.  At first, there was considerable angst at the elementary school level when teachers discovered that they would have to give up their prescribed lesson plans; however, after a year of discovering for themselves what it is to be a literacy learner and seeing the excitement the children feel when they are offered the new ways of learning, the teachers are gradually becoming advocates.  The high schools are resisting also, as these teachers feel they are specialists, not reading teachers.  The middle schools have been most receptive; here the teachers knew they needed all the help they could get.  The work to date has depended on enormous amounts of leadership training for all the principals and for the central office staff, and Go-Schools! has undertaken this work, with a grant from the Old Family Foundation.  The community foundation is supporting individual school grants for establishing teacher learning collaboratives, but the process to get these grants has been slow and arduous:  while the community foundation did agree to find resources in order to fund all of the schools (based on individual school plans), it  requires each school to apply individually and each request is then evaluated separately and deliberatively.  Rather than establishing a collective pool of resources for these grants, the community foundation continues to take each request to a different individual donor to seek support.    

The partner organizations are proud that they are involved in this effort and feel they have made great strides in their ability to work collaboratively; each organization includes information about the collaborative in its own publications.  The steering committee meets only periodically and the members have come to depend on Go-Schools! to provide the infrastructure and momentum for the collaborative to keep working.  The members are the CEOs of the partner organizations, but often it is support staff that attend the meetings.  The CEOs do come together each spring to review the results that have been achieved and to approve plans for the coming year.  

At the community level, each spring there is a community-wide literacy celebration.  This is an outgrowth of Dr. J’s overture to the Mayor and to the local Rotary association.  The Mayor wants to be thought of as an “education mayor” and he took the lead to rally the business community.  For the spring celebration, a national speaker comes to town in a fundraiser for Go-Schools! and each school hosts a literacy open-house with student demonstrations, arts presentations and writing portfolios on display.  The city fathers of Middle City have declared the month of the celebration to be Middle City Reads Month: a city-wide read-a-thon is held with discussions and lectures on a chosen book, guest authors come to give readings, and there are events in every library.  The city newspaper even devotes parts of every section to print poems, essays, short stories and literacy puzzles during the month.  Efforts to secure business volunteers for in-school tutoring beyond this one month, however, have not materialized.  Finally, there are various nonprofits that work with individual schools for after-school tutoring and the like; these are organized on a school-by-school basis.      

The funder’s challenge:

The district and Go-Schools! have made overtures to you at the Rich Foundation to support the next stage of the work.  The Rich Foundation is actively looking for medium-sized districts that have a track record of reform, where collaboration is occurring to some degree, as places to invest.  The Rich Foundation has said that it would consider a proposal from Go-Schools! on behalf of Middle City School District.  As part of your foundation’s due diligence, you now want to visit and conduct interviews locally to ensure that the collaborative is real and that systems are being put in place to sustain the work.

Questions for The Rich Foundation to Consider
1 – Among the partners below, where does each fall on the collaboration continuum?

……. Philanthropic ……………. Transactional ……………. Integrative …….


A – Middle City Schools

B – Go Schools!


C – The Rich Foundation


D – Middle City Community Foundation

2 – Do the partners have a “strategic alliance”?  What questions need to be asked to determine if this alliance is strategic?  Where does the alliance need shoring up?

3 – The formal alliance seems to consist of the four principal partners (two funders, local ed fund, and district).  Where is the civic and nonprofit community in this effort?  What might it be? 

4 – Is this a city and an education reform effort that you would consider supporting?  What part of the work would you want to support?  What do you see your role being as a new partner in this alliance?  How deeply would you be involved?

Part Two:  Critical Questions to Assess Partnership Collaboratives

The following are some key questions that a foundation or other organization might use to determine the current stage or nature of a partnership effort and to decide whether to support and/or engage in this partnership.  The questions are neither meant as a rigid checklist that every partnership must pass muster on nor do they imply a hierarchy of order.   However, they are offered as a frame for analysis.     

1 – Is the CEO of each partner organization committed to the endeavor?

2 – Is there a signed agreement or formal compact between or among the partners and is it reviewed and renewed on a regular basis?

3 – Does the collaborative have a set of guiding beliefs and a compelling vision that all partners have subscribed to? 

4 – Is it clear how the work of each partner fits with the overall mission of the collaborative?  Is the role of each partner appropriate to the resources that each partner has to offer?

5 – Does the partnership effort have a “brand” with which others want to be associated?  Is the brand and the mission on which they are collaborating, compelling enough to engage new partners?

6 – Are there clear roles, rules and relationships between and among the members of the collaborative?  

7 – Is there a clear decision-making process in place for the work of the collaborative?  Is there a clear communication process among the partners?

8 – Is there a clear understanding of the resources each organization is committing and how the resources will be gathered and used?  Do all members feel their fellow partners are living up to their share of the collaborative work?  

9 - How are differences and disagreements among the partners worked out? 

10 – Are there clear performance indicators that are jointly established to measure the progress and results of the work and to assess the value that ensues from the combined efforts of the partners?  Are the partners satisfied with the results and their involvement in the work?

11 – What, if anything, is each partner doing within its own internal operations to amplify or complement the collaborative effort beyond their formal agreed contribution? 

12 – Are there processes in place to ensure that recognition comes to the partners and to the overall effort?

Part Three:  Table Discussions to “Take the Work Back Home”

This is an opportunity to apply what we are discussing to a back home situation.  At each table, a volunteer offers to put a “challenge” on the table; another participant offers to serve as timekeeper.  The challenge should relate to a current investment or a new funding opportunity that involves a collaboration of partners.  The dilemma can be around whether to join a collaborative effort or to decide what the nature of your (the funder’s) engagement should be.  Or the dilemma can be around assessing how well an existing partnership is doing and where or how it may be faltering, as well as what your role as the funder should be in resolving the situation.  A suggested protocol for the table conversations is included; this protocol can be used back home in other situations as well.  (Note:  if no one at the table has a personal situation to share, then use one of the attached scenerios for the discussion.)

Step 1:  
Presenting the challenge

Volunteer will describe the challenge in a concise manner but providing sufficient information and background for others to develop a picture of the challenge. Others at the table listen only; no questions are asked.

(4-5 minutes)

Step 2:
Asking clarification questions

Table participants are invited to ask clarifying questions to ensure that they understood the challenge and to prevent against making invalid assumptions.  The volunteer does not respond but writes down the questions.




(2-3 minutes)

Step 3:
Responding to clarification questions

The volunteer responds to the questions briefly.  The volunteer does not expand beyond these questions at this point.




(2-3 minutes)

Step 4:
Providing Feedback

The table participants offer two types of feedback.  First, they offer positive feedback – especially regarding what they heard that addresses aspects of the 12 critical questions.  Second, the table participants offer “what if” and “how about” ideas to the volunteer.  The volunteer does not speak but may take notes.




(4-5 minutes)

Step 5:
Closure

The volunteer thanks the table participants and offers thoughts on the value that the discussion has had for him.  He does not use this time to defend or argue with the ideas presented.




(1-2 minutes)

Scenerios to Use as Practice in Table Conversations and

For Assessing Community Collaborations

Scenerio One:  Determining Whether to Continue in a Collaborative
Your community foundation is in the process of determining whether it is a good use of time and resources to continue participating in a collaborative that is now asking for an additional $25,000 contribution annually, over and above the seed grant of $100,000 that was used to launch the project.  The community foundation was one of the six original partners four years ago in a collaborative that includes three hospitals, two universities, a 20,000-student school district, and the community foundation.  The collaborative came together to address a community concern:  it is felt in the community that there is a high need for more young people to enter the medical professions and to increase the number and percentage of students of color who choose this as a potential career.  The collaborative decided to create a unique experience for 9th grade students, primarily African American and Hispanic, from the schools where post-secondary enrollment has been very low.  One of the universities’ science departments has assigned a staff person to oversee the program and this person interacts with the science department chair at the targeted high schools.  The ninth grade program has served about 150 students each year so far, and there is some anecdotal evidence that students involved are developing greater focus on their futures and that some of these students now intend to pursue a career in the health field.   Each of the six partners has a representative that comes to the table every quarter; this group no longer includes any of the six CEOs, who were involved in the start-up stages.  In four of the six cases the project is now delegated to an employee who is not in regular communication with the CEO.  The planners now want to hire a coordinator who can devote more time and focus to keep the 9th grade experience going as well as to expand to other activities.  Each organization has been asked to contribute $25,000 so a coordinator can be employed.  Up to now, each organization has contributed time and in-kind resources to the effort but only your foundation has given a fixed contribution.

Task:  Please use the 12 questions as a guide to assess the viability of the alliance and to determine whether your foundation will continue participating.  What would you advise to your foundation board and why?

Scenerio Two:  Starting Up a Collaborative

Your foundation is a small family foundation operating in the donor’s hometown.  After a recent strategic planning process with the board (the first for your foundation), the decision was made to address early childhood needs as one of three areas of focus (another first for your foundation); you are already beginning to receive many requests for funding in this new area.  Among these, your foundation has been invited as one of six organizations to come to the table and explore what it would mean if all children before beginning kindergarten were eligible for a quality preschool experience.  While there is a HeadStart program that is operated by a community organization, it does not serve all the students who are eligible let alone all the students who need this kind of experience.  The invitees include: the local Urban League, the Children’s Hospital, the HeadStart sponsoring organization, and the  school district.  The convener is a minister who is a very community-minded leader and is committed to the education of the young.  The invitees have been provided substantial background information that has been culled from an array of resources outlining the need for quality universal preschool experiences for all children.  There is increasing evidence that the “achievement gap” – which is large in this district – begins at birth and that the first five years are critical. There is also a new opportunity to draw on resources at the state level, but these new dollars for early childhood education are only available as a match for what local community collaboratives can raise themselves.  

Task:  The convening minister has asked you to help develop an agenda for this first meeting.  Based on the 12 questions, how would you structure the meeting such that the collaborative gets off the ground on a solid footing and that you are able to assess the potential of this endeavor and the seriousness of the potential partners?

Scenerio Three:  Re-evaluating a Collaborative

For the past three years, a university, a community college, the community foundation, the public education fund (your organization), two local foundations, two school districts (county and city), the local Urban League Chapter, and three other community nonprofit organizations have all been part of an effort to increase college readiness for high school students.  The public education fund has taken the lead role in providing overall leadership to the effort.  The group in its initial year agreed that the need to increase collage readiness was high, but there was no consensus on what to do to address the issue in a comprehensive way.  The group was even unclear on what was available across the community for students at middle and high school levels both during and beyond the school day.  The first year yielded substantial information regarding the services and curricula available to students through schools and beyond schools.  This information provided an initial starting point. During the second year, the group still had difficulty identifying any one or two powerful ideas that the entire group could agree to do together.  Instead, the group decided to let each of the organizations in the collaborative begin to do new programming of its own to address this need, and then to publish a calendar of all the new programs and opportunities.  The public education fund put the calendar together and the other partners agreed to place the calendar on their own websites.  Now into the third year, it is hard to get any traction going as each organization is pretty happy with what it is doing and each is unwilling to offer further resources in order to focus on one or two high leverage strategies.  The CEOS are sent updates by the public education fund periodically but there has only been one meeting in the last two years when they all attended; meetings have become more sporadic this past year.  The president of the public education fund has decided to call a meeting of the CEOs in six weeks and has specified that only the CEOs may attend; the purpose is to reflect on accomplishments and decide the future of the collaborative.  

Task:  You have been asked by your president to set an agenda for this meeting and to develop a list of options and recommendations to present to the CEOs.  What 10/12/2004would you include on the agenda and among the options and recommendations (use the 12 questions)? 
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