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Summary 
 

The Partners in Learning (PiL) program has afforded Microsoft an opportunity to leverage lessons 

learned from three PiL case studies. Microsoft would like to share that knowledge by publishing in a 

policy paper, the critical elements that businesses, governmental agencies and school districts should 

consider before engaging in a true public/private partnership.  
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The value of public/private partnerships 

As the public and private sectors grapple with the urgent challenge to better prepare youth for the 21
st
 

century workplace, the appeal of public/private partnerships has grown significantly. School districts in 

particular, faced with budget shortfalls and increased accountability for academic achievement, have been 

drawn to the funding and access to resources inherent in partnerships. According to a survey conducted 

by the Council for Corporate & School Partnerships (CCSP) in 2001, nearly 70% of the school 

districts surveyed engaged in ―some form of business partnership,‖ a 35% 

increase from 1990. These partnerships contribute an estimated $2.4 billion and 

109 million volunteer hours to schools, and affect an estimated 35 million 

students. 
i
 

At the same time, local education agencies realize they can no longer shoulder 

the full responsibility for preparing youth for the 21
st
 century without support 

from the broader community.  

For years we’ve been told that schools are responsible for educating students ages 5 

to 18. But once our students enter the workplace, business tells us we didn’t prepare 

them adequately. The only way education can stay in tune with business and 

industry is through partnerships. – Jim Holloway, Assistant Secretary for Rural 

Education, New Mexico Partners in Learning Project  

According to the CCSP survey, educators consider student development to be 

the most valuable outcome of partnerships, with improving student motivation 

and providing students direction for future education ranked highest.
ii
 ―Partnerships offer an authentic 

way of making connections for kids with the real world while they are still in school and still in the 

process of identifying their career objectives,‖ says David Chavez, Superintendent, Loving Municipal 

School District, New Mexico. Just knowing a business or the community has a vested interest in their 

well-being can go far in motivating students and at the same time, offer students experiences that 

transcend the required curriculum. 

State and federal compliance takes the majority of public education's time and funding. If we want to move 

schools forward, especially in the area of 21
st
 century skills, a public/private partnership provides the catalyst 

for achieving goals that go beyond compliance. – Bruce Umpstead, Director, Education Technology and Data 

Coordination, Michigan Department of Education, Michigan Partners in Learning 

 

We can’t jump-start change and re-imagine the educational system without help from the private sector. Private 

partners bring leadership along with funding, and allow for new experiences for educators that can cause a 

change in mindset. – Mike Flanagan, Superintendent of Public Instruction, Michigan Partners in Learning 

About eighty-five to ninety percent of a school district budget goes to personnel. It took a public/private 

partnership to not only provide much needed funding, but to serve as a catalyst for business, community and 

education leaders to think together about economic development in rural communities — a critical issue in New 

Mexico. – Dr. Kurt Steinhaus, Director, Community Programs Office, Los Alamos National Laboratory, New 

Mexico Partners in Learning 

 

Businesses, universities, and government also recognize the tremendous value partnerships bring for 

furthering their own goals of advancing economic development—achieved by better preparing future 

employees, building customer loyalty and revenue, improving student achievement and promoting 

community development. 
iii
 This acknowledgment has triggered an increase in their commitment to 

education at a different level. Many such public/private partnerships have now evolved to ―true 

partnerships.‖ No longer content with the role of ―grantor,‖ or simply conferring a ―stamp of 

approval,‖ the trend is toward partnerships that encourage mutuality and equality among partners.

 

True Public/Private 

Partnership 

 

A collaborative, 

mutually beneficial 

venture between two or 

more partners in pursuit 

of jointly agreed upon 

goals, with a division of 

labor based on the 

contributions and 

expertise of each 

partner. 
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The contributions of business and community leaders have evolved from paternalistic ―adopt us‖ attitudes to 

full working agreements by which principals and business and community organizations have learned new ways 

of working together, developing a vision and sharing responsibility for student growth and development. – 

Grace Sammon and Marianne Becton, Principles of Partnerships
iv
 

Microsoft’s Partners in Learning 

In 2003, Microsoft launched Partners in Learning, a $250 million, five-year global initiative designed to 

increase technology access for schools, foster innovative approaches to pedagogy and teacher 

professional development, and provide education leaders with the tools to envision, implement and 

manage change.
v
 Based on collaborative agreements with governments and non-governmental 

organizations, Partners in Learning is notable for engagement at every level of the education sector, from 

state departments of education to school and university leaders, teachers, and students.
vi
 

Public/private partnerships of this scale were new to Microsoft and became an opportunity for Microsoft 

to advance beyond its image as a grantor to a full and equal strategic partner. By offering help with 

planning, and contributing staff time and expertise in areas such as business, management processes, 

communication and collaboration techniques, technology integration, and professional and leadership 

development, Partners in Learning evolved to ―true partnerships.‖ 
vii

  

This is not just about money. We wanted to sit down with governmental and education leaders and look at the 

challenges states are facing in education and move forward collaboratively with plans to meet those challenges. 

– Mary Cullinane, Director, Innovation and Business Development Team, Microsoft 

―True‖ partnerships as a model for success 

A ―true‖ public/private partnership implies a symbiotic relationship. It can be formally defined as a 

collaborative, mutually beneficial venture between two or more partners in pursuit of jointly agreed upon 

goals, with a division of labor based on the contributions and expertise of each partner. The power of a 

partnership is the potential value-added, in which the partnership as a whole are greater than the sum of 

what individual partners can do on their own.
viii

  

Microsoft’s resolve to move to true partnerships, though not without challenges, has opened doors to 

greater impact and sustainability. ―With public/private partnerships the product is usually better because 

the diversity of thinking that is brought to the table results in thoughtful, challenging dialogue. As a 

result, the outcomes, such as what we have experienced with the New Mexico Partners in Learning 

projects, are innovative and far reaching in impact.‖ Dr. Kurt Steinhaus, Director, Community Programs 

Office, Los Alamos National Laboratory, New Mexico Partners in Learning 

 
We thought this would operate like other grants. In fact, we have found that by having the business partner 

providing expertise beyond funding, we have accomplished more than we imagined. This has been the best 

example of a true partnership—we’re not doing what each partner thought they wanted to do when we 

started. Instead, we have a much better product as we thought hard about what we can mutually do for each 

other. – Jim Holloway, Assistant Secretary for Rural Education, New Mexico Partners in Learning 

Lessons learned from three state Partners in Learning partnerships 

Case studies of three current Partners in Learning partnerships offer an opportunity to leverage lessons 

learned in true public/private partnerships. Careful consideration of the critical elements that emerged 

from these lessons can assist in determining whether or not to engage in future public/private partnerships 

and if so, how to ensure the success of those partnerships.  
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Three questions can serve as checkpoints for thinking through this process: 

1) Does the potential benefit warrant a partnership at this time? 

2) What are the optimal roles and structures that should shape a partnership, given the potential 

partners, purpose and context?  

3) How can a partnership’s work in progress be monitored and improved to enhance performance 

and outcomes?  

 
Case Studies: Three state Partners in Learning partnerships 

 

 Michigan - Leading and Learning. Goal is to strengthen state’s capacity to develop 21
st
 

century educators and learners through the development and implementation of two 

courses, Michigan Improvement Leadership Framework (MI-LIFE) http://www.mi-

life.org/ and CareerForward http://review.careerforward.org/careerforward/.   

 New Mexico - Rural Revitalization. Goals are to increase academic success, prepare 

students for the 21
st
 century workforce and support rural economic development.  

 Washington - Learning Transformed. Goal is to improve mathematics teaching and 

learning while encouraging the self-efficacy of P12 students, pre-service and in-service 

teachers, faculty and administrators. 
 

For more information on US Partners in Learning – http://www.microsoft.com/Education/PiLUS.mspx   

Critical elements to consider in establishing a partnership 

The following seven critical elements emerged from 16 interviews conducted with leaders of the three 

state partnerships. They can be used to help determine whether or not to pursue a partnership, and if so, 

the type of partnership (a true partnership or alternative type of partnership). Once a partnership is 

established, they can also serve as criteria for monitoring and improving the work in progress. 

 Degree of mutuality. Will there be equality in decision making, resource exchange, accountability, 

transparency and participation? Will there be mutual benefit and respect? 

 Retention of organizational identity. Do we understand the unique assets and skills each partner brings to 

the table? Have we considered both tangible assets, such as money and material, and intangible or soft 

resources, such as expertise with collaborative processes?  

 Readiness and ability to communicate and collaborate effectively. Will the partners commit to strong 

communication and a continual process to refine the partnership’s vision, goals and procedures? 

 Transparent partner motivations, expectations and benefits. Has each partner clearly articulated 

motivations and expectations for participating in the partnership? Are partner benefits explored and 

supported?  

 Leadership and a shared vision. Are partners represented by leaders who can make decisions, participate 

in strategic planning and ensure accountability? Are they committed to a shared vision? Are they 

innovative thinkers? 

 Willingness to embrace change and remain flexible. Do partners expect and embrace change? Can the 

partnership weather turnover in personnel?  

 A clear plan with goals, objectives and accountability. Is the plan clearly understood by all and not 

subject to interpretation? Does it include plans for sustainability? 

 

Descriptions of each of these critical elements for forming partnerships follow. Comments from Partners 

in Learning leaders, on lessons they have learned as they continue to participate in these partnerships, 

provide insights into the range of issues to be considered in establishing and monitoring partnerships. 

http://www.mi-life.org/
http://www.mi-life.org/
http://review.careerforward.org/careerforward/
http://www.microsoft.com/Education/PiLUS.mspx
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Critical Element from Lessons Learned 

Degree of mutuality  

 

Mutuality refers to the equal importance of each partner in achieving the outcomes of the partnership. It 

implies equality in decision making, resource exchange, accountability and participation, as opposed to 

the domination of one or more partners. With Partners in Learning this desire for balance of equality has 

required monitoring and adjustment along the way, particularly as Microsoft, similar to other funding 

partners, controls the majority of the tangible resources. Partners exhibit mutuality when they encourage 

and enhance the capacity of other partners for mutual benefit.  

Monitor group dynamics. One way to gauge mutuality is to monitor group dynamics. Group behaviors 

that encourage harmony, such as supporting, agreeing to, and recognizing the contributions of others, build 

trust and mutual respect in a partnership. Trust and mutual respect, in turn, allow a partnership to take full 

advantage of the contributions each partner brings to the table.  

 Each partner leader brings expertise. Parties should come to the table with the mindset that they will all learn 

from each other. You can’t assume that openness to learn from others is there. It’s best to pro-actively address this 

early in the process so it’s not left to chance. – Mack Armstrong, Assistant Executive Director, WA Association 

of School Administrators, Advisory Council, Washington Partners in Learning 

 Resolve issues immediately. It’s most important to proactively address any problems that arise and resolve them 

immediately. I find many of the lessons I learned regarding group dynamics as a superintendent apply equally 

well to partnerships. – Marion Ginopolis, Director MI-LIFE, Michigan Partners in Learning 

 Build relationships. The strong relationships we have built as a result of work together in this partnership have 

evolved to a new level. We now seek advice and counsel from each other regarding other initiatives. – Jamey 

Fitzpatrick, President and CEO, Michigan Virtual University, Michigan Partners in Learning 

 Look for signs of harmony. Now that we have experienced success together, there’s a growing respect for each 

other’s professional opinion and judgment. People are now taking the time to share stories and show appreciation 

for what each partner brings to the table. – Mack Armstrong, Assistant Executive Director, WA Association of 

School Administrators, Advisory Council, Washington Partners in Learning  

Reconcile differences. As important as harmony, is the ability to reconcile differences and conflict by 

pointing out the strengths of alternative solutions, or searching for common elements of agreement, in 

opposing positions.  

 Learn how to disagree. People have difficulty knowing how to disagree. They need skills to know how to handle 

differences. – Kathy Klock Persing, Project Director, Washington Partners in Learning 

 Monitor mutual respect. The strength in public/private partnerships needs to come from respect for other 

partners and a willingness to learn from each other. We need to work with people to think about and understand 

their ways of doing things. – Vickie Kennedy, former Director of Curriculum and Instruction, Cheney Public 

Schools, Washington Partners in Learning  

 

 Resolve misunderstandings. To establish trust and resolve some misunderstanding about roles, we spoke frankly 

about expectations. We agreed to spend as much time on the phone as possible (especially in the early days of the 

project). This allowed us the time to make decisions together and to understand each other’s perspectives. – 

Allyson Knox, Academic Program Manager, Microsoft 

 Be candid. If you’re not candid, how do you learn from each other? Some people were reluctant to talk in a 

meeting, but would express their concerns to a few attendees after the meeting was over. – Vickie Kennedy, 

former Director of Curriculum and Instruction, Cheney Public Schools, Washington Partners in Learning  
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Critical Element from Lessons Learned 

Retention of organizational identity 

 

Organizational identity refers to the unique and distinct assets and skills a partner brings to a partnership. 

Accessing these unique contributions is the primary driver for pursuing a partnership. Absorption, 

bureaucratic creep or the infiltration of one organizational culture into another can diminish a partner’s 

capacity to maximize its contribution.
ix
  

Be Alert to Organizational Culture. Organizations as diverse as governmental agencies, 

universities, school districts and corporations each have unique cultures and ways of functioning. 

Assumptions that all organizations ―operate like my organization‖ can stymie the best of business 

plans.   

 Monitor perceptions. To monitor partner perceptions of how well the partnership was working, I had 

each participant complete a survey with true/false statements. One particularly enlightening and true 

statement ―All University partners are volunteers,‖ caught the school district by surprise. They realized 

that they had to ensure the project was something the faculty truly wanted to be part of. – Kathy Klock 

Persing, Project Director, Washington Partners in Learning 

 Be forthright in communicating expectations. With a partnership, operations become shared. Trying 

to align timelines with implementation can be challenging. Some organizations can move quickly. 

Others may have a process that slows the system down. Some organizations want to keep quiet, and 

others want strong public relations. The key is to be forthright in communicating expectations as early 

in the process as possible. – Jamey Fitzpatrick, President and CEO, Michigan Virtual University, 

Michigan Partners in Learning 

In the words of one partner, ―Now that we all have a better understanding of how differently 

school districts and universities function, the collaboration between the two organizations is 

incredible.‖ The university has enlightened the teachers with the connection between research and 

state standards. In turn, by observing teaching and learning in the classrooms, the university is 

better able to prepare preservice teachers. It’s a true win-win scenario.  
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Critical Element from Lessons Learned 

Readiness and ability to communicate and collaborate effectively 

 

Collaborative groups that continually strive to communicate both within the group and with supporting 

organizations appear to be more likely to reach their goals, according to a study on educational 

collaboration.
x
 The ability of the collaboration to create change depends on both of these relationships. In 

the three Partners in Learning state partnerships, ensuring that there was clear communication and 

attention to a shared collaborative process promoted a synergy among the partnership’s members. 

Engage in intentional communication. Planning and implementing a process to keep partners 

and stakeholders updated and informed increases opportunities for collaboration and maintains 

focus on desired outcomes. Consideration of the stakeholders’ communication requirements will 

result in the most effective communication.  

 Adjust for partner needs. A rural community in New Mexico does not allow for regular face-to-face 

meetings. Everyone has multiple jobs—one person, for example, can be a rancher, dental hygienist, 

and school bus driver. Unlike urban areas, it’s actually more expeditious to combine individual 

conversations with partners with personal calls, email and instant messaging, than to try to get people 

together. This was one of our challenges in trying to create an Advisory Committee. – Patricia Miller, 

Superintendent Fort Sumner Municipal Schools, New Mexico Partners in Learning  

 Offer opportunity for reflection. We asked the partners to provide us with meeting notes and 

newsletters. With our busy schedules, this allowed us to quickly review the information and gave us an 

opportunity for reflection prior to getting together twice a year. This communication has made it easier 

to offer advice and suggestions and to ensure the most productive time together. – Mack Armstrong, 

Assistant Executive Director, WA Association of School Administrators, Advisory Council, 

Washington Partners in Learning 

Purposeful external communication also circumvents possible misperceptions about the outcome 

of a partnership.  

 Clarify language. One partnership was built upon an existing initiative in rural education, focusing on 

how rural schools can be a catalyst for 21
st
 century workforce and economic development. We found 

ourselves confronted with the question, ―Why use education dollars to fund an economic development 

program?‖ We realized the academic focus was lost in the language we chose to describe the program.  

Clear, common language is critical. – Kelly Green, Academic Program Manager, Microsoft 

Create a shared collaborative process. Partners can have different definitions of collaboration. 

As one partner observed, ―To some, collaboration is synonymous with being a good neighbor, 

supporting each partner when together, but immediately going back to doing business as usual.‖ 

 Encourage hard conversations. What’s key is that partners engage in hard conversations, be prepared 

to make changes and work at a deep level.‖ – Randi Schaff, Governor’s Office, Washington Partners in 

Learning 
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Critical Element from Lessons Learned 

Readiness and ability to communicate and collaborate effectively (continued) 

 

Create a shared collaborative process. Collaboration in a partnership is a combination of each 

sector working on their contributions and then re-engaging for shared thinking. But partners can 

have different definitions of collaboration. As one partner observed, ―To some, collaboration is 

synonymous with being a good neighbor, supporting each partner when together, but 

immediately going back to doing business as usual.‖ 

 

 Encourage hard conversations. What’s key is that partners engage in hard conversations, be 

prepared to make changes and work at a deep level.‖ – Randi Schaff, Governor’s Office, Washington 

Partners in Learning 

Partnerships benefit from finding out which partners bring particular strengths in collaborative processes. 

In both the New Mexico and Michigan Partners in Learning projects, partners referenced Microsoft’s ―6i‖ 

process as a framework for collaboration and decision making. 

 

 Find a common framework. The goal to promote rural economic development through education is a 

tough challenge. We struggled with different ideas as everyone ―eyed‖ the funding available. We 

found the ―6i‖ process provided a common vocabulary, framework and set of tools to foster 

productive collaboration. Learning the new process also promoted a sense of camaraderie and mutual 

support. – Dr. Kurt Steinhaus, Director, Community Programs Office, Los Alamos National 

Laboratory, New Mexico Partners in Learning 

 

Fundamental to these deep conversations is an awareness of the pitfalls of vernacular. Education, for 

example, has a particularly unique vocabulary and may erroneously believe that partners from other sectors 

share a common language. Common vocabulary such as ―ROI‖ can mean something different to business, 

to education and to the research community.  

 

 Facilitate a conversation. The ways organizations communicate differ. They have their own language 

and tools. It takes time to break down the silos and get the conversation started. We had tremendous 

success in our Michigan Partners in Learning partnership when we were able to facilitate a 

collaborative conversation among the Governor’s office, State Department of Education and 

Education Associations. It’s amazing what we were able to accomplish. – Mary Cullinane, Director, 

Innovation and Business Development Team, Microsoft 

 

 Discuss the type of partnership. We wished this hadn’t been called a grant, as that put us in a certain 

mindset. Consequently, we needed to shift our assumptions. In retrospect, a grant would not have had 

the same impact as this partnership. – Vickie Kennedy, former Director of Curriculum and Instruction, 

Cheney Public Schools, Washington Partners in Learning  
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Critical Element from Lessons Learned 

Transparent partner motivations, expectations and benefits 

 

Partners may assume they understand the motivations, expectations and contributions of each partner. In 

practice, though, those assumptions can be colored by what each partner expects the other partners will 

want. This can result in misunderstandings. Clear articulation in the preliminary planning of these 

motivations and expectations will circumvent misunderstandings that can propel a partnership off-track 

and create a sense of mistrust.  

 Communicate motivations and expectations. All partners – public and private – need to be forthright in 

communicating their motivations and expectations and at the same time show genuine interest and support for 

those expectations. You cannot demonstrate good stewardship of your role if partner expectations are not clear. 

It all comes down to effective communication. – Jamey Fitzpatrick, President and CEO, Michigan Virtual 

University, Michigan Partners in Learning 

 Explore the value of each partner. We need intentional conversations, throughout the lifecycle of the project, 

and ask, ―What is the value that each partner brings?‖ It is that continuous conversation that promotes respect 

for each partner’s value and greater understanding of individual partner’s needs. – Randi Schaff, Governor’s 

Office, Washington Partners in Learning 

 Allow for equality among partners. The partners did not expect us, as the corporate partner and grantor, to 

want to participate as a project trusted advisor.  Most of them expected us to provide the funding and to 

periodically provide input.  In fact, our goal was to become a full participant in the project. Microsoft wanted to 

add value as a strategist. We had to have a very open conversation to work through this misunderstanding. We 

had establishing a different kind of trust. The partners later acknowledged, ―This way of working was 

unfamiliar to us.‖ – Allyson Knox, Academic Program Manager, Microsoft 

 

 Ensure benefit for each participant. I appreciate how each time I come away from a meeting now, I have 

gained some insight. When there’s a benefit to me it’s easier to continue to commit. Ultimately, I want to be 

able to say, ―Thank you for the invitation to participate in this partnership.‖ That’s the power of the process. – 

Mack Armstrong, Assistant Executive Director, WA Association of School Administrators, Advisory Council, 

Washington Partners in Learning 
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Critical Element from Lessons Learned 

Leadership and a shared vision 

 

Much of the success of the Partners in Learning model is based on the recognition that government, 

community, and education leaders need a push to get together to pursue a common cause. PiL 

partnerships are aligned with state initiatives. Sometimes, a private partner can lead the way in starting 

these conversations. Keeping the conversation and accountability at a high level ensures that each 

partners’ contributions will be maximized and offers greater potential for sustainability.  

 The right level contributors. The key contact for each partner should be at a high level and of high 

quality in their organization. Many partnerships make the mistake of assigning a lower ranking person 

once the partnership is put in place. This creates an impression of just ―appearing‖ to want to 

accomplish something—more like tokenism. The top-notch people involved in this partnership have 

kept meetings functioning at a high level and ensured sustainability. People who are ―nicely pushy‖—

constructive, part of the solution, and highly accountable—are the strongest players. – Mike Flanagan, 

Superintendent of Public Instruction, Michigan Partners in Learning 

 Transformational leadership. To move from a one-time project that results in state-wide policies that 

address transformational leadership, i.e. implementing a new idea so that it is sustained, is a 

challenging process. Individuals in leadership positions in partnerships would benefit from training in 

transformational leadership. – Dr. Kurt Steinhaus, Director, Community Programs Office, Los Alamos 

National Laboratory, New Mexico Partners in Learning 

 

 Innovative thinking. In the beginning when we were trying to come up with projects, some were very 

traditional and ―in-the-box.‖ We challenged the presenters to think more creatively by asking, ―What 

else can you do with this?‖ Our program in Fort Sumner, for example, started with a simple 

greenhouse, but now has progressed way beyond this initial idea, to rural revitalization. – Jim 

Holloway, Assistant Secretary for Rural Education, New Mexico Partners in Learning 

 Engaging the right leadership. Finding the right people to engage in the partnership can take time. 

Potential partners need to be convinced that the partnership will not be a burden or just another 

program, but of mutual benefit. Once we agreed to focus on rural education, a hot topic in New 

Mexico, the energy level escalated and it’s been wonderful what we have been able to accomplish. – 

Mary Cullinane, Director, Innovation and Business Development Team, Microsoft 

 Redesign as needed. Whoever floated the idea of redesign should be commended. It helped us refocus 

with renewed commitment. – Alan Coelho, Dean, College of Education and Human Development, 

Eastern Washington University, Washington Partners in Learning 

 Bring in new partners as appropriate. To expand the impact of the partnership, we continue to add 

new partners who share a common vision. By starting a discussion with ―Here’s what we’re trying to 

do and how it can impact you,‖ we find additional partners who bring a lot to the table. – David 

Chavez, Superintendent, Loving Municipal School District, New Mexico Partners in Learning 
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Critical Element from Lessons Learned 

Willingness to embrace change and remain flexible 

 

Prepare to weather organizational change. Turn-over in key partnership personnel will occur as governor’s 

terms expire and as University and other partners re-assign responsibilities. In the competitive corporate world, in 

order to advance a career, the unofficial rule is to never stay in the same position for more than two years. Personal 

circumstances such as illnesses and retirement also take a toll. The key is to expect and prepare for organizational 

change. Communication is essential. 

In the Washington Partners in Learning, the point person for each partner – Microsoft, the Governor’s office, and the 

university deans – all changed at least once within the first two years, and the school superintendent changed in year 

three of the project. As one partner noted, ―Five years of a partnership is a long time; there is going to be change.‖ 

Each change in personnel caused setbacks, but at the same time, it presented opportunities to re-visit the mission and 

learn from new points-of-view 

 Take time to inform new personnel. Each change in personnel also brings a new personality and a new perspective on 

ways of doing business. In retrospect every time a new person came into the partnership, we should have provided him or 

her with a level of detail that would have clarified where we were in the project. – Randi Schaff, Governor’s Office, 

Washington Partners in Learning 

 Communicate reasons for replacing key contacts. You can’t communicate enough when a transition occurs.  Mary 

Cullinane handed-off Michigan to me after its first year. Mary and I worked together for three months on MI-PiL to ensure a 

smooth transition for everyone.  We explained why there was going to be a transition and how it would unfold. We 

participated in meetings and conference calls together, Mary wrote a transition document for me and I reached out to the 

partners individually to introduce myself and get to know people. Like any change, if you give it extra time, attention, and 

provide honest communication throughout the process, it can become invigorating. – Allyson Knox, Academic Program 

Manager, Microsoft 

 Build relationships. We realized that the new people did not have the prior relationship-building opportunity that those of 

us involved from the beginning experienced. The newly assigned Project Director did a wonderful job of bringing everyone 

around the table and ensuring all were committed to making the partnership work. – Mack Armstrong, Assistant Executive 

Director, WA Association of School Administrators, Advisory Council, Washington Partners in Learning 

 

Embrace and prepare for change. Expect change. It’s absolutely going to happen. Knowing this, ensure everyone 

involved is willing to make adjustments along the way and that the program is designed with flexibility and change 

in mind. 

 Adjust plans. Although we had a solid business plan, until we got in there and started to mess around with it we could not 

predict all the adjustments that would be needed. As a business partner, Microsoft was particularly comfortable with these 

shifts as we continued to learn and encouraged our flexibility. We loved it that formative evaluation was not only 

appreciated but encouraged. – Patricia Miller, Superintendent Fort Sumner Municipal Schools, New Mexico Partners in 

Learning  

 Consider benefits of change. We needed to keep in mind that shifts in targets have benefits as well as constraints. – Randi 

Schaff, Governor’s Office, Washington Partners in Learning 
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Critical Element from Lessons Learned 

Clear plan with goals, objectives and accountability 

 

The partnership’s management plan should provide the clear direction that leads to short- and long-term 

goals, objectives and expected outcomes and should not be subject to interpretation.  At the same time, 

the plan should allow for the flexibility of timelines, budgets and activities necessary to make relevant 

changes over time. 

 Need clear goals and objectives. The goals, objectives and measurable outcomes were not written clearly enough in the 

original proposal. As a result, conversations often came around to asking ―What do you mean by that?‖ or ―We didn’t say 

we were going to do that.‖ It became clear that we needed to jointly develop a clearly articulated plan in order to have a 

successful project. We needed procedures for making decisions and communicating across the partnership. We decided to 

re-visit and re-focus the project. The redesign process was instrumental in getting all partners on the same page. – Kelly 

Green, Academic Program Manager, Microsoft 

 Allow enough time to think it through. The role of education in rural economic development is not a simple concept. 

We were plowing new ground, which takes more time, thought and research. We needed to allow ourselves enough time 

to think this through carefully and to create a solid plan. – Dr. Kurt Steinhaus, Director, Community Programs Office, 

Los Alamos National Laboratory, New Mexico Partners in Learning 

 

 Select one Project Director. At one point we had four co-project directors, in addition to one representative from the 

state as well as Microsoft.  It was extremely difficult to get things accomplished in the absence of one point person.  We 

finally agreed to hire a project director who acts as a liaison for each partner. This got us back on track. – Alan Coehlo, 

Dean, College of Education and Human Development, Eastern Washington University, Washington Partners in Learning 

 

 Focus on the outcome rather than the budget. For the first 4-5 months a key group of decision makers focused on 

developing a goal and plan for the partnership that closely aligned with Michigan’s most pressing issues in education. 

Having this time was critical in developing projects that made sense for Michigan.  – Allyson Knox, Academic Program 

Manager, Microsoft 

 

 Who owns the product? Technical issues arising from who owned the end product surfaced when we began the hard 

work of rolling out and scaling the project. It quickly became apparent that we should have clarified the licensing and 

usage terms of agreement during the preliminary planning process. In the end, all parties worked to resolve these issues to 

insure the project's success. – Bruce Umpstead, Director, Education Technology and Data Coordination, Michigan 

Department of Education, Michigan Partners in Learning 
 

One easily over-looked component of a plan is sustainability.  

 Re-commit intentionally. It’s helpful to keep circling back to motivations and expectations. We continually gain from 

applying what we have learned along the way. It’s important to ask the question ―Is it worth the commitment of energy, 

and application of scarce resources?‖ Only re-commit intentionally. – Mack Armstrong, Assistant Executive Director, 

WA Association of School Administrators, Advisory Council, Washington Partners in Learning 

 Plan for sustainability. One of the hardest conversations is sustainability. Obviously, partnering is easier when there’s a 

budget. It’s harder to plan for alternative sources of funding. – Allyson Knox, Academic Program Manager, Microsoft 

 Consider implications for scaling. We always need to ask, ―How will we scale and sustain this program?‖ This 

challenges you to pause and think about long-term planning. It’s easy when money is on the table, but knowing it’ going 

away adds a new perspective.  – Mary Cullinane, Director, Innovation and Business Development Team, Microsoft 
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Guiding Questions: Checkpoints for establishing partnerships 

The following questions serve as checkpoints in evaluating the feasibility and efficiency of public/private 

partnerships. 

Checkpoint #1: Does the potential benefit warrant a partnership at this time?  

A first question for new partners is, ―Does the potential benefit warrant a 

partnership at this time?‖ Potential partners who can agree to fully 

support the seven critical elements may opt for a true partnership.  

However, not every partnership calls for the significant investment of 

time and resources required in true partnerships. Every day, schools and 

businesses create short-term relationships that may not necessitate a 

written proposal or an extensive management plan. 
xi
 The range of 

partnerships is broad, and may be as simple as a local bank that 

encourages employees to volunteer as reading tutors in the classroom, 

while the teachers, during a brown-bag lunch, discuss with parents how to 

help students at home. 

Partnership types can be categorized by the ―degree‖ of the partnership, 

i.e., the level of commitment to the seven critical elements. The tutoring 

partnership described above requires low levels of commitment to 

mutuality, leadership, and readiness to embrace change. At the other end 

of the spectrum, true partnerships call for a high degree of commitment to all elements. Most partnerships 

fit somewhere within this range. The key is to study the critical elements and thoughtfully select those 

applicable to the situation as a way to determine the feasibility and most appropriate type of a potential 

partnership. Then, once a partnership is established, revisit the elements as a way to monitor the 

partnership practice. 

Checkpoint #2: What are the optimal roles and structures that should shape a partnership? 

The second question to consider, in determining whether or not to pursue a partnership, is ―Given the 

potential partners, purpose and context, what are the prerequisites, optimal roles and guidelines that 

should shape a partnership?‖ 

Optimal roles. Though public/private partnerships can involve as few as two sectors (such as a business 

and a school district), including partners who represent other sectors can result in a richer mix of 

perspectives, cultures and expertise, and ultimately, a stronger outcome. 

Strengths of Different Sectors
xii

 

 

Some policy literature suggests that government, the private sector and the ―not-for-profit‖ sector all offer 

particular strengths and areas of expertise in a partnership.  

 

 The public sector will be ―better at public scrutiny, policy management, regulation, ensuring equity, 

preventing discrimination or exploitation, ensuring continuity and stability of services, and ensuring 

social cohesion).‖ It is oriented toward social responsibility and environmental awareness.  

 The private sector is thought to be creative and dynamic, ―bringing access to finance, knowledge of 

technologies, managerial efficiency and entrepreneurial spirit.‖ 

 The ―not-for-profit‖ sector is strong in areas that require ―compassion and commitment to individuals.‖ 

  

 

 

Critical Elements for True 

Partnerships 

 Degree of mutuality 

 Retention of organizational 

identity 

 Readiness and ability to 

communicate and collaborate 

effectively 

 Transparent partner 

motivations, expectations 

and benefits 

 Leadership and a shared 

vision 

 Willingness to embrace 

change and remain flexible 

 Clear plan with goals, 

objectives and accountability 
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The three Partners in Learning projects supplement the core group of partner members with additional 

expertise as needed, such as content knowledge, guidance or evaluation. ―Each partner brings a different 

perspective and each culture makes the partnership richer. The true value is realized when all work 

together and inform each other.‖ – Randi Schaff, Governor’s Office, Washington Partners in Learning 

Partners describe the PiL roles this way -- 

 The governor’s office is good at looking at the possibilities and making connections. They bring legitimacy to 

the partnership and are thoughtful about what stories should be told and shared in press releases.  

 The department of education brings knowledge of the key educational issues in the state and a strong tie to the 

governor’s office. 

 The business partner provides marketing and access to national resources, experts and contacts. They 

understand how business works and in addition to funding, add value in their role as a strategist and in ensuring 

accountability.  

 The university brings knowledge of educational research and innovative thinking and provides connections with 

subject matter experts. 

 The school district brings understanding of academic needs and issues with teaching and learning, but also an 

understanding of the local community. They are very vested in their local population.  

 The advisory committee comprised of a carefully selected team of experts, advances the thinking by asking the 

―what if‖ questions.  

 The project director, either one of the partner leaders or a neutral outside individual, ensures the plan is 

implemented and keeps group dynamics harmonious and productive. Often project directors bring the added 

value of knowing other key contacts in the field.  

 An evaluator not only ensures measurable outcomes, but can also be instrumental in conducting surveys with 

the partners to evaluate perceptions of how well the partnership is working.  

 

Structures for shaping a partnership. The Council for Corporate and School Partnerships 

(www.corpschoolpartners.org), chaired by Richard W. Riley, former U.S. Secretary of Education, serves 

as a forum for the exchange of information, expertise and ideas to ensure that partnerships between 

businesses and schools achieve their full potential for meeting key educational objectives. 
xiii

 They offer a 

very useful ―How-to Guide for School-Business Partnerships‖ with 18 steps for creating, implementing, 

sustaining and evaluating partnerships with schools and businesses. These guidelines can serve as a 

framework for structuring a partnership to fit unique needs.
xiv

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.corpschoolpartners.org/
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A How-To Guide for School-Business Partnerships, The Council for Corporate & Public Partnerships 

1. Determine whether a school/students have unmet needs and whether forming a partnership to meet those 

needs would enhance the student experience. 

2. Identify and research potential partners. 

3. Understand your core values. 

4. Draft a partnership proposal and submit it to your potential partners. 

5. Have a frank discussion about values, goals and needs. 

6. Assess the impact of the partnership on the academic, social and physical well-being of students. 

7. Define short- and long-range goals of the partnership, including expected outcomes. 

8. Collaborate with your partner to identify activities that meet goals of all involved.  

9. Align activities with education goals of the school/district. 

10. Ensure that the partnership’s activities are integrated into the school and business culture. 

11. Ensure that the partnership provides opportunities for students, teachers, and business employees to interact 

with each other and at community, school and business sites.  

12. Establish a formal (and written) management structure with specific individuals assigned to manage 

partnerships to ensure accountability, provide quality control and monitor alignment with partnership goals. 

13. Provide training for all involved parties. 

14. Secure explicit support and agreement for the partnership throughout the school and business – at the highest 

levels as well as throughout the staff. 

15. Provide the community an opportunity to review and contribute. 

16. Construct detailed internal and external communication plans, and communicate regularly about intended 

and actual outcomes of all activities. 

17. Ensure that both partners are publicly and privately recognized for their contributions. 

18. Based on definitions of success determined earlier, conduct regular evaluations that include data collection 

and analysis to determine accomplishments, strengths and weaknesses of the partnership.xv 

Checkpoint #3: How can a partnership’s work in progress be monitored and improved to enhance 

performance and outcomes?  

Evaluations of most public/private partnerships focus on results and outcomes. Though important in 

ensuring responsiveness and accountability, they do not, however, say much about how to improve 

partnership work in progress.
xvi

 Based on the lessons learned in the three Partners in Learning 

partnerships, group dynamics, the ability to communicate and collaborate effectively, mutual respect and 

equality, and understanding of organization cultures have all affected the productivity and efficiency of 

the partnerships. Inattention to these critical elements created setbacks and mistrust. Alternatively, focus 

on these elements brought renewed energy, commitment and synergy. 

 

Three methods can assist in monitoring and improving partnership work in progress: 

 Use the seven critical elements as guidelines for checking the ongoing health of the partnership.  

 Survey partner assets to identify expertise in soft resources, such as management, communication and 

collaborative processes. 

 Take advantage of surveys, partner interviews, and observe organizational processes to monitor 

partner perceptions of mutuality, trust and respect. 
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Conclusion  

Public and private sectors enter into partnerships with the best and often most noble intentions. As one 

partner noted, ―All partners have a belief that everyone has a positive intent and is engaged in work for 

the benefit of each other.‖ However, partnerships, as a mutually supportive relationship, can encounter 

challenges along with successes. Consideration of the critical elements that emerged from the three 

Partners in Learning partnerships can help in shaping successful partnerships. Today, with increasing 

challenges with funding and scarcity of resources, it is more important than ever to take advantage of the 

mutual support the public and private sectors can bring in preparing youth for the 21
st
 century workplace.  

 

 

 

 

If you think thereôs value in exploring a partnership, you should act on that intuition. It may just evolve into 

something extraordinary. – Jamey Fitzpatrick, President and CEO, Michigan Virtual University, Michigan Partners 

in Learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Founded in 1975, Microsoft (Nasdaq ―MSFT‖) is the worldwide leader in software, services and solutions that help 

people and businesses realize their full potential.
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Critical Questions for Establishing True Partnerships 

 

 

 

Degree of mutuality 

____ Will there be equality in decision making, resource exchange, accountability, transparency and 

participation among all of the partners? 

____ Will there be mutual benefit and respect? 

____ How will group dynamics be monitored and improved? 

 

 

Retention of organizational identity 

____  Do we understand the unique assets and skills each partner brings to the table?  

____  Have we considered both tangible assets, such as funding and material resources, and intangible or 

soft resources, such as expertise with collaborative processes? 

____ Have we considered each organization’s culture? 

 

 

Readiness and ability to communicate and collaborate effectively 

____ Do we have an internal communication plan that meets partner needs? 

____ Do we have an external communication plan? 

____ Are we ready to engage in the hard conversations? 

____ Do we have a collaborative process? 

 

 

Transparent partner motivations, expectations and benefits 

____  Has each partner clearly articulated motivations and expectations for participating in the 

partnership? 

____  Are partner benefits explored and supported? 

 

 

Leadership and a shared vision 

____  Are partners represented by leaders who can make decisions, participate in strategic planning and 

ensure accountability? 

____  Are they committed to a shared vision? 

____  Are they innovative thinkers? 

 

 

Willingness to embrace change and remain flexible 

____  Do the partners expect and embrace change? 

____  Is the partnership prepared to weather turnover in personnel? 

 

 

Clear plan with goals, objectives and accountability 

____ Is the plan clearly understood by all and not subject to interpretation? 

____  Does it include plans for sustainability? 
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