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New Rules, New Opportunities
Corporate philanthropy is not new. From volunteer outreach programs to youth soccer team sponsorships, busi-

nesses have long felt the need to give back and have often done so through charitable donations that support 

important causes and nonprofit groups. However, this type of sign-and-send-the-check system led many com-

panies to spread the wealth to a myriad of unrelated and unfocused programs. As a result, companies received 

little visibility, made little direct impact, and missed the opportunity to really leverage their resources.

Today, public education faces the mounting challenges of standardized testing, strained budgets, teacher re-

tention, and global workforce competition. At the same time, corporate America has added pressure to prove 

itself to consumers, investors, and government regulators. These demands have given way to new opportuni-

ties for businesses to support education in a win-win situation that benefits everyone.

Businesses have begun to take a more targeted approach in their corporate social responsibility programs and 

are seeking to impact areas that have a correlation with their own business goals. For many businesses, educa-

tion is an important part of their plans, since the needs exist in all geographic areas, across all subject areas, 

and for all kinds of people. The bottom line is that educational outreach efforts have the potential to make a 

real and lasting difference for all players involved.

The Win-Win Model
Companies get involved in education for a number of strategic 

reasons, including building a positive reputation and goodwill 

among consumers, employees, investors, and other stakehold-

ers; developing brand recognition, whether to increase consum-

er loyalty, boost sales, or establish the company as an industry 

leader; building a more educated workforce; raising consumer 

awareness about a particular issue; and fulfilling a company mis-

sion or mandate.

Students, schools, and the general public can benefit from the 

experience and expertise that corporations bring to the table, 

particularly if the groups work together to ensure the right 

needs are being met on both ends. Companies looking to con-

tribute to public school education, for instance, must consider 

the many demands that schools and educators face daily – time 

constraints, tight budgets, technology access, standardized 

testing, and explicit curriculum standards – as well as the unique places where outside help is needed. As long 

as they address the right needs, businesses have the ability to make a tremendous impact. By providing highly 

engaging resources, by building in strong connections with instructional needs, and by effectively marketing 

the resources, more and more companies are simultaneously meeting educational goals and their own business 

goals.

Parents are enthusiastic about the industry involvement, too, so long as it’s positive and productive. A Michi-

gan survey conducted in April 2007 by The Detroit News, The Skillman Foundation, and Your Child showed that 

77% of parents think businesses should play a role in education, particularly by providing additional resources 

to the existing curriculum. Many businesses are doing just that.

Spotlight: Corporate Social Responsibility in Education
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A Closer Look
General Electric has a five-year, $100-million “College Bound” program to boost the number of high school 

students who go to college in certain school districts. The program encompasses math and science curricula, 

professional development, management capacity, and the involvement and expertise of GE officials. One 

school superintendent said the initiative combines “high academic standards, best educational practices, col-

laborative relationships, and the expertise of a longstanding partner and global technology leader.”

In 2004, Citigroup announced the formation of its Office of Financial Educa-

tion, along with a 10-year, $200-million commitment to financial education. 

Since then, the company has developed curriculum programs for aspiring 

entrepreneurs, college students with questions about credit, and pre-school-

ers who are just starting to learn about money, among others. Thousands of 

Citigroup employees volunteer their time to teach these programs, which 

have reached people in more than 60 countries.

Beyond curricula, some businesses get involved in the education world to 

train a new generation of employees. Last year, President Bush introduced 

the American Competitiveness Initiative to strengthen education, increase 

investment in research and development, and encourage entrepreneurship, with the goal of helping the U.S. 

maintain its global leadership role in science and technology. Professional development, particularly popular 

in biomedical sciences and engineering, allows companies to reach out and flex their strengths and expertise, 

while ultimately strengthening a potential pool of employees. 

Biotechnology giant Genentech’s CEO, Dr. Arthur Levinson, recently said, “We’re hiring as many good people as 

we can out there, but there’s not an infinite number of terrific people.” To address the shortage, the company 

sponsors biotechnology workforce initiatives, offers financial assistance and internships to diverse students, 

and supports health science education efforts from K-12 through the graduate level. This type of comprehen-

sive, focused, relevant involvement is key to the new direction of corporate social responsibility.

A new era of corporate involvement and investment in education is here, with promise and opportunity fram-

ing the way forward. Given the sizable resources available to private companies, a transformation in corporate 

social responsibility in education could very well transform public education itself.

“Changing the Game: Leading corporations switch from defense to offense in solving global problems.”
Mark Kramer & John Kania. Stanford Social Innovation Review, spring 2006

“Philanthropy, Inc.”
Keith Epstein. Stanford Social Innovation Review, summer 2005

Michigan Parents Survey
<http://www.detnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20070420/SCHOOLS/704200415/1026>
<http://www.detnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20070420/OPINION01/704200326/1026>

GE’s “College Bound” program
<http://www.ge.com/stories/en/20102006.html>

American Competitiveness Initiative
Domestic Policy Council, Office of Science and Technology Policy February 2006
 

Biotech hiring shortage
<http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601109&sid=aruHmW_wjZOI&refer=home> 

Genentech Web site
<http://www.gene.com/gene/about/community/index.jsp>
<http://www.gene.com/gene/about/community/education/index.jsp>
<http://www.gene.com/gene/about/community/education/initiatives.jsp>
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Karen Murrell is all about feeling at home. And for more than 15 years now, she’s been helping others to feel 

at home, in their very own home. Karen is a home-buying, mortgage, and financial literacy expert. Her work 

helps people understand and successfully navigate the world of savings, credit, loans, and mortgages so they 

can realize the dream of owning their own home.

The work is so important, Karen says, because the financial system 

in the U.S. has become increasingly complex over the last few de-

cades. “We’ve had all these changes that are forcing people to take 

a much more active role in being responsible for their personal fi-

nancial situation, but there hasn’t been a system to provide people 

with the information they need to make those decisions,” she says. 

“The options are overwhelming to people, let alone trying to figure 

them all out and which one is best for me.”

Karen works through a number of different outlets. The consult-

ing company she founded, Higher Heights Consulting and Training, 

helps organizations develop programs that improve the housing and 

economic opportunities of low-income consumers. She works in pro-

gram and strategy development, curriculum development, research, 

and training. Previously, she held leadership positions at Fannie Mae 

and the Fannie Mae Foundation, where she launched an initiative to help people prepare for homeownership, 

including educational publications in nine languages and a multilingual consumer advertising campaign.

Recently, Karen worked with Topics Education to develop a financial literacy program for Countrywide. The 

goal was to provide financial and home ownership information in an easily understandable format that would 

appeal to a broad audience and especially to African-American and Hispanic communities. Karen said the end 

product -- a Web site covering five different steps of the home buying process, with a glossary included -- is a 

very comprehensive start-to-finish treatment of what you need to do to prepare for home ownership. This type 

of program is needed because there is no structure to get this information out, particularly for adults, Karen 

says.

As for her own start, Karen and a friend were cornered at a high school graduation party by a woman they 

didn’t know who was “ranting and raving about how important it is to save for retirement.” The woman 

begged them to start a 401(k) at their first job. “I was just finishing high school. I didn’t know what a 401(k) 

was, but she was so passionate. She scared me into it,” Karen says. “Having that kind of guidance early on was 

important.”

The message certainly stuck. Karen’s top finance tip: “Put something away for your future. Even if it’s just a 

little, it’s so important to develop the habit of saving, even if it’s a small amount at first. Once you get into 

that discipline, you’ll be able to increase the amount.”

Little by little. One step at a time. An appropriate message from a woman who works to simplify complicated 

financial information and lead people to their dream of owning a home.

Behind the Curtain: At Home with Karen Murrell
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“To the uneducated, an A is just three sticks.” 
-A.A. Milne
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