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This article examines several education reform programs supported by one corporation,
IBM, in one community, Charlotte, North Carolina. By tracing how these initiatives
were developed and implemented, we gain insights into the implications for educational
equity and quality of intimate corporate sponsorship and direction of school restructur-
ing. The case study of IBM in Charlotte highlights both the opportunities for and dan-
gers of corporate philanthropy and educational reform leadership.

INTRODUCTION

Local, state, and national business leaders have a long history of participating
in the formulation of educational policy in the U.S. The intensity and type of
their involvement have varied by region and historical period.! The eco-
nomic crisis of the 1980s reinvigorated corporate leaders’ interest in public
education, and they have been active in reform efforts since then. This article
examines a current local manifestation of the corporate role in educational
restructuring. It reports a case study of one community’s experiences with
intense business involvement in school reform. The community is Charlotte,
North Carolina, where national and local leaders of IBM and other firms par-
ticipate intimately in the formulation of educational policy.

In order to understand the successes and failures of any school reform
process, it is necessary to look at local school districts. This article uses the
consolidated school system of the city of Charlotte and the county of Meck-
lenburg as a strategic case study to theorize more fully the corporate role in
contemporary school reform. This essay provides an integrative analysis of
corporate participation in educational policy formation and implementa-
tion. First, this piece presents details of the Charlotte case study. It then pre-
sents a typology of business involvement in school reform. Next, it applies the
typology in a concrete fashion to two specific educational policy initiatives in
the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS). Rather than merely describing
the reforms and key actors, the study analyzes various events and actions in
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terms of for whom, and in whose interests, local schools are being reformed.
This article uses the wider political economy and local history as the context
for understanding the political struggles to reform public education in
Charlotte.

This study’s primary focus is on two reform initiatives sponsored by IBM.
The first initiative was a planned complex of four technology-rich schools
adjacent to the Charlotte IBM facility. Originally called the Education Vil-
lage, but renamed the Governors’ Village following a bitter controversy, the
project was partially funded by a $2 million grant to the school district
through IBM’s Reinventing Education Program. The second initiative was
ProjectFirst, a collaboration between IBM and the Charlotte-Mecklenburg
Education Foundation (CMEF). ProjectFirst, staffed with Americorps volun-
teers, was designed to bring computers and technology specialists into some
of the district’s 22 middle schools that did not have new magnet programs.

Public schools are a key site in the contemporary struggle between state
and market forces. This intellectual and political struggle has created open-
ings for greater business participation in public education. By analyzing the
development of and disputes over two IBM reform initiatives in Charlotte,
this case study offers insights into the potential benefits and dangers that
accompany business efforts elsewhere in the nation. The relationship
between IBM and CMS is instructive for understanding the larger ideologi-
cal, political, and educational policy significance of corporate involvement in
the school reform process more generally.’

BACKGROUND

Since the early 1980s, representatives of business across the U.S. have
renewed their focus on public schools. How can we best understand the inti-
mate involvement of firms and their leaders in educational reform? The
answer most likely lies in the larger contemporary corporate environment
that has been likened to turbulent, white-water rapids. There are three criti-
cal features of this fierce environment: (1) intense globalization that
demands both national and international competitiveness; (2) the growing,
changing diversity of the modern workforce; and (3) the technological revo-
lution that sets the stage for an information- and communication-driven
economy. Unable or unwilling to control the course of macroeconomic
trends like globalization or the advance of technology, corporate leaders
appear to have turned their attention to elements of the broader social envi-
ronment that may be more susceptible to their influence than the business
cycle—for example, the public schools that prepare their domestic work-
force. By focusing the public’s gaze upon schools, corporate leaders deflect
attention from their own contributions to domestic and international eco-
nomic and social problems.
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During the 1980s, business leaders’ assignment of blame to the flawed
public school system for the crisis in international competitiveness gained
widespread acceptance among parents, school leaders, and policy makers. As
this new definition of the situation facing the U.S. became standard, corpo-
rate actors intensified their involvement in the development and implemen-
tation of the solutions to the problems they helped to define. American
corporate leaders attributed their reinvigorated involvement to the need to
resolve the crisis in the U.S. educational system that, from their perspective,
was responsible for the crisis in U.S. productivity and international competi-
tiveness.’

The country’s educational failings, enumerated in A Nation at Risk
(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), reflected this per-
spective, as did former Secretary of Education Lauro Cavazos, who observed
in 1989 that the U.S. faced three deficits—the budget, trade, and education
deficits—and that the first two would only be remedied after the last one was
resolved.’ The Reagan and Bush administrations embraced both market prin-
ciples and the precept that privatization is the antidote to flawed, inefficient
governmental bureaucracies. Encouraged by these administrations, the busi-
ness critique of public education acquired even greater legitimacy. It also
found systematic institutional strength through advocacy organizations like
the Business Roundtable, the Conference Board, and chambers of commerce
across the nation.” Furthermore, business leaders indirectly shaped the
course and direction of school reform through their pivotal role in the first
National Education Summit in 1989.°

In the early 1990s, the business press began to report that the U.S. econ-
omy had regained its position as the most productive in the world. Such
acknowledgements undercut the power of the business critique of the
schools. Corporate leaders adjusted their construction of the problems with
public education. Today, critics claim that public schools are failing to pre-
pare students for future information-age jobs that will require advanced
knowledge of technology.

There is perhaps no clearer expression of current corporate influence on
educational reform discourse than the second nationwide education summit
held during March 1996 at IBM’s Executive Conference Center in Palisades,
New York. It highlighted the very public role of business leaders in setting
agendas for school reform and in commanding the attention of state educa-
tional decision makers.” Cosponsored by IBM, the National Governors’ Asso-
ciation, and the Education Commission of the States, the two-day meeting
was a response to IBM Chief Executive Officer Louis V. Gerstner, Jr.’s exhor-
tation to governors and business leaders to join ongoing efforts to restructure
American public education. On March 26 and 27, 1996, 43 governors, each
joined by a CEO of his or her choice, met at IBM’s Palisades conference cen-
ter. The hosts were IBM’s CEO, Louis V. Gerstner, Jr., and Governor Tommy
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Thompson of Wisconsin. The summit was envisioned as a bipartisan effort, so
Secretary of Education Richard Riley attended, and President Clinton
addressed the group on the second day of the conference. In addition to the
governors and their honored corporate guests, 30 education experts were
invited as resource people.

There are disagreements over the appropriateness, importance, motiva-
tion, and results of corporate involvement in school restructuring, whether at
summits or in school partnerships. Some analysts and practitioners consider
business leadership and involvement to be integral to reforming schools; oth-
ers see corporate efforts as nothing more than feel-good gestures that do lit-
tle systematically to reform public education. Other more critical observers
contend that corporate philanthropy is a conscious venture into school
reform that will ultimately serve corporate long- and short-term interests
more than improve public education. However, there is no disagreement
that corporate financial and symbolic capital have stimulated programmatic
innovation and technical support for local and national reform efforts. And
there is little doubt that current reform efforts are intimately linked to the
widely accepted corporate critique of the schools. Executives representing
their corporations or acting as individual citizens are actively involved at
local, state, and national levels in agenda setting, formulation of reform
designs, and the implementation of reforms. It is indisputable that business
leaders have more than just a place at the table where restructuring is
planned.

CORPORATIONS AND SCHOOL REFORM IN
CHARLOTTE-MECKLENBURG, NORTH CAROLINA

Recent History of Reform

Charlotte, North Carolina, is a rapidly growing Sun Belt city known for its
landmark Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools decision wherein the
Supreme Court upheld within-district busing as a remedy for segregated
schooling.” Scholars and lay observers cite early and widespread business sup-
port for peaceful implementation of the plan as a crucial element in the crea-
tion of a community-wide consensus that desegregated education was good
for the city. For almost 20 years, CMS served as model for other systems of
how to provide equitable, quality, desegregated public education using bus-
ing and other tools. The district remains under court order today, although
much of the reform effort during the last decade has altered the manner in
which the system desegregates its schools.’ In the 1996-1997 school year, the
district had about 93,000 students who attended 130 schools scattered across
a county-wide district that covers 528 square miles. The student population
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was 52.5 percent white and 41 percent black. The remaining 6.5 percent of
students were from Asian, Hispanic, and American Indian backgrounds.

Beginning in the late 1980s, Charlotte corporate leaders ceased to be the
vocal, public champions of the desegregated school system that they had
been for the previous 15 years."” They began publicly to express their dismay
over the city’s scarcity of qualified entry-level workers, a problem for which
they largely blamed the schools. Critics paid little attention to the rapid eco-
nomic development and low unemployment rate during the previous 13
years. Instead, looking to the schools as both the source of and solution to
their problems, corporate leaders began to shape the direction of reform
with the explicit purpose of improving schools in order to enhance both the
business climate and the future workforce." Since the late 1980s, corporate
involvement in CMS has been both formal (i.e., membership on task forces
and the school board) and informal (i.e., creating political action commit-
tees that identify and fund school board candidates compatible with the
business agenda).

About this time, the school system began a program of reform in response
to external pressure from corporate critics and dissatisfied parents, many of
whom were new to the district. Disappointed with initial efforts, in 1991, the
school board hired a new superintendent, John Murphy. Shortly after arriv-
ing in Charlotte, Superintendent Murphy convened a panel of experts to
advise him on systemic reform."” After he released the panel’s report to the
public, the superintendent launched a number of reform initiatives using the
panel’s recommendations to argue for their necessity and wisdom. Interest-
ingly, Murphy’s most controversial and sweeping reform—the end of manda-
tory busing for desegregation—was not a subject of the panel’s deliberations.
On March 31, 1992, the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school board voted to
replace its historic county-wide busing plan with a desegregation plan largely
built around parental choice among magnet schools. Local corporate and
civic leaders who said they found their corporate recruitment efforts ham-
pered by the district-wide busing plan and the nascent nationwide reputation
of the school system as mediocre supported this reform vigorously. Many
middle-class parents from all racial backgrounds did as well."”

It is impossible to understand the push for reform in Charlotte without
considering the spreading distaste for desegregated schooling among the
business leaders and middle-class families who relocated to Charlotte after
1985. While improving the quality of the entry-level workforce was the formal
goal of business leaders engaged in early reform efforts, ending busing for
desegregation was at the heart of their informal agenda. This goal was not
publicly articulated until the mid-1990s when it became more politically
acceptable to support neighborhood schools. Despite these pressures, in
1997 the school district still formally maintained its commitment to becom-
ing the nation’s premier urban integrated school system. In each of the first
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four years since the adoption of the magnet desegregation plan, however, the
district became moderately more segregated." Overall levels of desegrega-
tion stabilized during the fifth year of the magnet plan, 1996-1997, but levels
of racial isolation intensified in a number of elementary schools in the cen-
tral city and in prosperous white outlying suburban areas.

Until the last six months of his four-and-one-half-year tenure in CMS, Mur-
phy enjoyed strong personal and institutional support from local business
leaders. The relationship between the business community and the superin-
tendent was mutually supportive. For example, when the Chamber of Com-
merce was in the process of recruiting Transamerica Reinsurance, Sealand,
and Coltec for relocation to Charlotte, it dispatched Superintendent Murphy
to the firms’ headquarters. He assured employers that the local public
schools were good and improving and that relocated employees purchasing
homes in certain subdivisions could expect to attend nearby schools.

Two events are emblematic of business support for Murphy. In the sum-
mer of 1992, the chairman and CEO of First Union, one of the nation’s larg-
est banks and one of the most influential corporations in Charlotte,
personally lobbied the school board on behalf of a substantial raise for Mur-
phy, pacing the hallway outside the boardroom while personnel matters were
discussed in executive session. At the end of Murphy’s first year as superin-
tendent, an anonymous group of corporate leaders collected $30,000 as a
bonus. The school board did not permit the donors to give him their gift,
however. Stephen S. Smith has detailed the consistent support Murphy
received from business leaders well into the fourth year of his superinten-
dency.”

Major corporate actors who have been critical of CMS’s performance also
have been highly supportive of reform efforts. Executives have served on
numerous task forces, donated their facilities for educational functions,
given money and equipment to the schools, and supported the creation of an
educational foundation (CMEF). CMEF’s goals include raising community
awareness of educational matters and supporting educational innovations
with small grants they called venture capital. Executives have supported bond
issues and lobbied the legislature on behalf of the public schools. Corpora-
tions have loaned executives to the schools and to CMEF; they have adopted
schools, and their employees have volunteered in classrooms. To varying
degrees, CMS’s school leaders cultivate the support of corporate leaders,
socialize with them, and consult with key individuals before launching impor-
tant initiatives.'” The executive president of the Charlotte Chamber of Com-
merce characterizes this as “an aggressive partnership with the school system
[his emphasis].”"”

IBM has been one of the most prominent and active forces in national and
CMS school reform during the last decade. IBM mid-level executives serve in a
number of capacities on educational task forces, and the executive in charge
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of the local facility was an active member of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Edu-
cation Foundation. The corporation’s support of the local schools is most evi-
dent in two specific programs, ProjectFirst and the Education Village.

ProjectFirst

In the early 1990s, IBM funded a ProjectFirst (Fostering Instruction Through
Service and Technology) program in Charlotte, Atlanta, and New York.
IBM’s formal purpose was to assist schools in bringing technology into class-
room instruction. In Charlotte, the IBM grant paid for computer hardware in
ten nonmagnet middle schools and a limited training program for the tech-
nology specialists who were to bring computer expertise to classroom teach-
ers. Charlotte’s ProjectFirst personnel were Americorps volunteers.” The
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Education Foundation received one of the first
Americorps grants awarded by the federal government. CMS placed the
Americorps volunteers in ten nonmagnet middle schools as technology spe-
cialists. The expectation was that technology specialists would help teachers
integrate technology into their instruction.

The choice of these particular nonmagnet middle schools as ProjectFirst
sites involved more than an empirical assessment of which schools had the
greatest need. The superintendent’s choice of nonmagnet middle schools
was also a response to criticism that new magnet schools contributed to the
creation of a three-tiered system of resource-rich magnets; state-of-the-art
new suburban schools; and underfunded, physically deteriorating inner city
schools. Soon after the district replaced its mandatory desegregation plan
with a voluntary one built around choice among magnet schools, it became
apparent to many parents and other citizens that there were gross inequali-
ties in resources available in magnets, newer schools, and older schools pri-
marily in the urban core. They noted that the magnet strategy for reform left
many schools in dire need of attention and additional resources. In the view
of some critics, these inequities exacerbated existing race and class dispari-
ties in opportunities to learn.” People complained that the magnet program,
rather than addressing the problem of educational inequality, was exacerbat-
ing it by draining funds that could be spent for all schools. School district
personnel explained that the magnet program was funded initially by federal
desegregation monies, not local funding intended for all schools. Critics
responded that in the future, magnet schools’ special needs would likely cre-
ate financial speed bumps when federal funding ended.

In his presentation to the August 1994 CMEF board meeting, the superin-
tendent reported on his plans for improving technology in the schools. He
mentioned a planned technology-rich educational complex (the formal
announcement of the Education Village was a few weeks away), and
described ProjectFirst. In introducing ProjectFirst, he intimated that his
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choice of nonmagnet middle schools as ProjectFirst sites was strategic. First,
ProjectFirst would bring technology specialists into schools desperately defi-
cient in technology. Second, it held the potential to mollify critics who
charged that newly created magnet schools drained disproportionate shares
of the district’s resources and contributed to greater educational inequities.”

In fact, there was no way that ProjectFirst could balance the inequality of
resources between magnet and nonmagnet middle schools. For example, in
1993 the science and technology magnet middle school, Erasmus, received
$750,000 in resources. It was transformed from a highly segregated minority
school into a racially integrated showcase magnet. A nonmagnet middle
school, Westchester, received an Americorps volunteer and several IBM com-
puters. Westchester and other nonmagnet ProjectFirst middle schools
remained largely racially unbalanced and dilapidated. Furthermore, most of
them could not use the ProjectFirst equipment effectively because of infra-
structure problems, such as wiring inadequate to support computers, and
personnel problems, such as high teacher turnover and little teacher knowl-
edge about computers and educational software.

CMEF staff touted IBM’s ProjectFirst as an important, technology-based
innovation that was making important contributions to staff development
and students’ learning in the nonmagnet middle schools where Americorps
volunteers were placed. The validity of this claim remains unverified. CMEF
repeatedly ignored the author’s request to review ProjectFirst program
evaluation documents. However, a series of interviews with Americorps vol-
unteers, teachers, and principals from these nonmagnet middle schools
revealed a picture of ProjectFirst’s educational value at odds with CMEF’s
account.

The characterization of Americorps volunteers as technology specialists in
the nonmagnet middle schools accurately described neither their qualifica-
tions nor what they were able to accomplish throughout most of the first year
the project was in schools. Apparently, Americorps volunteers were not
screened for either knowledge of computers or experience with educational
technology. Consequently, volunteers had uneven technological back-
grounds. Some had degrees in computer science, some had business back-
grounds, but none had direct experience or any training in teaching
computer technology or computer skills to others. Most volunteers antici-
pated that any gaps in their background, skills, and knowledge would be
filled during their two weekend training sessions with IBM. Midway through
their first official training in the IBM’s New York headquarters, however, the
volunteers realized that they were not going to get from IBM any information
or training about either computers or how to teach about computers. Instead
of technology training, they were given a quick overview of schooling in
America. Concerned, they formed a self-study group during that weekend.

Author: Did they [IBM] give you technology training?
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Americorps Volunteer: No. If you were to talk to any of the ten [original
Americorps volunteers] and ask them what was the biggest disappoint-
ment [of the IBM training] it would have been [that] there was no
training in technology. . . . They didn’t talk about how to integrate tech-
nology into the curriculum. And there even was no basic stuff like,
“Here’s the latest technology that we have, here’s how the technology
works. This is what a hard drive is. This is some of the old technology
that you’re going to run into. You may know a lot about the latest Macs,
but do you know what to do when you go to [your school]. You’re going
to see a whole bunch of old IBM PC’s from 1984 and this is how to work
with them.” No, it was very disappointing. By Saturday night, when we
realized there wasn’t going to be anything, a group of us from New York
and Charlotte got together and said, “let’s just hold our own little train-
ing tonight.” Two of the volunteers from New York sat down and went
through the whole entire guts of a computer and told us about the
internet.

After the training sessions in New York, Americorps volunteers returned to
Charlotte where they continued learning about technology on their own.
During the first six months in their schools, Americorps volunteers were
caught in a difficult situation: dedicated to public service and to improving
public education, they were initially ill-equipped to do the very job for which
they were placed in the schools. A number of them worked in fear that they
would be asked a question by an educator before they had had the opportu-
nity to learn about it on their own. During the first year, when asked a
computer-related question by a teacher, one volunteer would say, “Let me get
back to you on this,” and would then spend the next few days furiously
researching the question. By the time the volunteer gained some clarity
about the answer, the teacher’s need for it had generally disappeared. For a
very long time, ProjectFirst’s Americorps volunteers were, by-and-large,
unable to provide the technological support teachers needed. Some were
never able to do so.

The observations of a principal newly assigned to a troubled middle school
midway through the period of the IBM grant underscored the dubious edu-
cational value of ProjectFirst.

I arrived at Dorsey Middle School . . . and met with the Americorps vol-
unteer to ascertain his responsibilities at the school. He had not been
given “directions” from the previous principal who “did not believe in
technology.” There was little interest in technology by the previous
principal and even less support and resources from CMS to provide
needed hardware and upgrades to the [school] facility. The Ameri-
corps volunteer identified five computers purchased through the proj-
ect, of which three computers were used by the administration. There
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was no accounting for these computers on school inventory lists. The
volunteer had limited skills and knowledge in technology and even less
in instruction. Teachers expressed concerns that the volunteer was
unable to assist or to train them. Consequently, the school computer
teacher “trained” the volunteer. The volunteer spent a great deal of
time “finding” someone who could help him relative to technical
knowledge and curricular issues. Americorps volunteers served several
schools, hence there was limited availability of the volunteer at my
school. Finally, the placement of Americorps volunteers in needy non-
magnet schools wasn’t equivalent to a Band-Aid; it was a cotton swab.

Overall, Americorps volunteers encountered widespread resistance to the
use of computers among teachers and principals in many other ProjectFirst
nonmagnet middle schools. This is in part because educators with knowl-
edge, skills, and appreciation for computer technology tend to self-select
themselves into schools with the best equipment. When the CMS magnet pro-
gram began, the schools with technology themes drew technologically
inclined educators from other schools across the district. Teaching staffs who
remained in the ProjectFirst middle schools were therefore disproportion-
ately computer illiterate or even computer phobic. Despite repeated oppor-
tunities for staff development during ProjectFirst’s first year, most teachers in
these schools resisted volunteers’ efforts to teach them computer skills. Com-
plicating matters, many of the ProjectFirst schools were older and physically
unable to support the technology donated by IBM because their wiring was
too antiquated to be updated.

The second year, most ProjectFirst Americorps volunteers were new, and
the large turnover in the volunteers was matched by the teacher turnover in
many of the ProjectFirst nonmagnet middle schools. Once teachers received
training in technology, a significant number of them transferred to more
desirable schools in the district. Consequently, what little ProjectFirst accom-
plished in the first year left the school along with these teachers. A volunteer
summed up this dilemma:

What I see is that groundwork that you lay is not going to stay because at
the nonmagnet schools there is such a high turnover rate—not only in
teachers but also in principals—that they [Americorps volunteers] can
come in there and build a foundation, but then next year, it’s going to
change because you have new people coming in and you’ve got others
leaving [to go to better schools].

This description of ProjectFirst raises doubts that IBM’s grant to CMS had
measurable positive effects on either teachers or students. Certainly Project-
First did not contribute to measurable, systemic reform in CMS. ProjectFirst
suffered from (1) initial poor planning, (2) implementation in schools
ill-equipped to support additional computers, (3) gross differences in
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Americorps volunteers’ technical and instructional skills, (4) a lack of under-
standing of schools as organizations on the part of its project director (a
young assistant at the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Education Foundation), (5) an
overestimation of the power of technology to solve entrenched, complex
educational problems, (6) little to no long-term staft development in Project-
First schools, and (7) staff instability. Examination of the project illustrates
the more general proposition that, at a minimum, without teacher profes-
sional development in integrating technology into the curriculum, faculty
stability, and a physical plant that can sustain modern technology, computers
themselves cannot improve teaching and learning.

The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Education Village

The Education Village is a four-school complex (two elementary, one mid-
dle, and one high school) built on 200 acres of land adjacent to the IBM facil-
ity in the University Research Park (URP) near the University of North
Carolina at Charlotte. A defining feature of the Education Village’s original
design is its designation as a workplace magnet. As designed, parents of chil-
dren who attend Education Village schools are required to pledge to volun-
teer one hour per week in their children’s school, and parents’ employers are
required to agree to this commitment of time. Classrooms are to have busi-
ness mentors. When the four-school complex is completed, students will
learn in multiage classrooms, will experience a curriculum integrated from
kindergarten through the twelfth grade, and will use state-of-the-art technol-
ogy. Parents will be connected to the school with IBM’s Wired for Learning
educational software. Once admitted to a Village school, children will be able
to attend one of its schools until they graduate from high school. Their sib-
lings will to be permitted to attend as well.” The construction of the actual
schools is financed by $82 million in public bonds narrowly approved by citi-
zens in the fall of 1995.

The Village’s plans were designed by Superintendent Murphy and Stanley
Litow, IBM’s Vice President of Corporate Community Relations. While the
Village was being designed, the CMS school board in office—the entity with
responsibility for policy decisions—never saw the details of any plans. (This
fact became important in the political struggle that unfolded beginning in
January 1996.) The school board learned of the Education Village when, in
the fall of 1994, IBM’s Gerstner and Superintendent Murphy announced to
the community the award of a $2.000,000 IBM grant to support an Education
Village, the first of ten Reinventing Education grants awarded nationally by
the corporation.”

The development of Wired for Learning software utilizes over half of the
IBM grant to CMS. In addition to software development, the grant supports a
project manager, staff development, some network hardware, and computers
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in nearby libraries, the local science museum (Discovery Place), and the com-
munity center in the inner city neighborhood. IBM will retain the copyright
for all software and intellectual property developed as part of the $2 million
Reinventing Education grant awarded to the Charlotte schools.”

In 1993, CMS purchased the land for the Education Village from IBM for
$6 million. The IBM site executive who participated in the negotiations
described the sale of the land to the district at $32,000 per acre as “a straight
business transaction of an IBM asset.”™ Both IBM and the Education Village
sit in University Research Park, located in northern Mecklenburg County
close to the University of North Carolina, Charlotte. URP is designed to repli-
cate the renowned Research Triangle Park associated with Duke University,
North Carolina State University, and University of North Carolina, Chapel
Hill. This area is a rapidly growing, prosperous section of Mecklenburg
County. Its adjacent neighborhoods—Ilargely affluent and white—tend
toward bucolic suburbs, rather than dense multiethnic urban neighbor-
hoods. In addition to IBM, Verbatim, and First Union National Bank, a
number of other high-tech and financial institutions have major installations
there.

The Education Village’s original plans describe a partnership remarkably
similar to the Downtown School, a workplace magnet in Winston-Salem,
North Carolina. Gerstner, now the CEO and chairman of IBM, was the head
of RJR Tobacco at the time the Downtown School was developed. The Down-
town School was created with funding from the RJR Nabisco Foundation’s
Next Century Schools program in 1992.* The Downtown School’s business
partners are RJR Tobacco, RJR Tobacco International, and Planters LifeSav-
ers. These firms give their employees who are parents of students in the mag-
net one hour of released time per week to volunteer in the schools “to tie
learning to the business perspective.”” Children who attend the school are
selected by lottery. Sixty percent of the seats are allocated to children of full-
time regular employees of the three business partners and 40 percent of seats
are available to inner city children who live in the immediate area.

The similarities between the Downtown School in Winston-Salem and the
original plans for the Education Village are apparent. As outlined in a series
of letters between Murphy and Litow, the Education Village was to be a part-
nership between IBM, other URP firms, and the school system. Murphy and
Litow’s original design allocated one third of the seats to children chosen by
lottery from University Research Park firms (of the URP’s approximately
12,000 employees, about 4,000 worked for IBM at that time), one third
selected by lottery from adjacent subdivisions, and one third for children
who live in a specific inner city neighborhood who are assigned to the school.
In the original proposal for the Education Village, Superintendent Murphy
wrote: “A number of seats will be reserved for children of employees who
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work in the immediate area (our private sector partners) [parentheses in the
original].””

In January 1996 a new CMS school board took office. Its first task was to
begin the search for a new superintendent (Murphy resigned effective the
day the board took office); its second was to address pupil assignment for the
coming 1996-1997 school year. Because the district still operates under the
terms of the 1971 Swann ruling, any pupil assignment decisions must take
into account issues of racial balance. Although no school board had ever
seen or approved the Education Village plans, the first of the four schools in
the Village was scheduled to open in fall 1996 and decisions about its atten-
dance area were therefore part of the January discussion of pupil assignment.

The apparent fait accompli laid at their feet frustrated the members of the
newly elected school board. They viewed the creation of the Education Vil-
lage—especially the designation of who could attend it—as an usurpation of
their statutory rights to make pupil assignment decisions. Moreover, when
the details of the Education Village’s original attendance formula became
public knowledge, an intense controversy erupted, polarizing numerous sec-
tors of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg community. The original attendance
formula appeared to privilege employees of certain firms in the small geo-
graphic area of the URP (those referred to by Murphy as “our private sector
partners”), while shutting out a majority of families who worked in other
firms elsewhere in the school district. This was especially aggravating to
county residents because they had just passed a large bond in part to support
the building of these much-touted, technology-rich magnet schools. Reacting
to both the public outcry and their own anger over being bypassed in the
planning, the school board canceled the Education Village’s attendance plan
crafted by IBM’s Litow and the former superintendent.

The stakes were high: IBM and its URP neighbors were facing the loss of a
plum amenity if the original plan were amended—a third of the prized 5,200
“workplace magnet” seats. Speaking confidentially, the CEO of a major
employer in Charlotte described the Education Village as “a First Union
[bank]-IBM-John Murphy deal.” He elaborated:

Let me put it this way, . . . First Union had a tremendous desire to
develop that area—tremendous desire to develop that area because
they had already planned to come and build two million square feet [in
URP]. And they wanted a place where their employees could be happy.
They could encourage employees to get out of downtown and go north,
and plus they had—they were doing some development on the rest of
their land and so they had tremendous interest in that new develop-
ment. And so education was a critical element of that. And so to get that
done, they worked their magic. That is what corporations do. My under-
standing is . . . that they were investing in their amenity for their
employees.
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From the point of view of the IBM and other URP corporate leaders, the
school system had given its word and was now breaking it. Explanations from
the new school board that previous oral agreements between IBM and the
superintendent were not legally binding under North Carolina law only
angered corporate actors. During a conference call following the board’s
revision of the Education Village design, a furious Litow insisted: “That’s not
how businesses operate.” In Charlotte, URP leaders believed that school
board revisions to the Education Village plans amounted to “bureaucratic
interference” with agreements previously concluded. The president of the
URP association wrote in an editorial published in the Charlotte Observer

These companies [which donate money to schools] do not need to have
their motives questioned. They do not need to be hassled. They do not
need to be set straight by public officials. They need to be persuaded to
offer even more support. Like me, people in other businesses are watch-
ing the Education Village situation unfold. If our school board can’t
understand the grant’s purpose, won’t honor agreements and can’t act
graciously, other companies will think twice before extending new
offers of support.™

On the other side of this controversy were many other parents and
employers in the county-wide school district who were excluded from the lot-
tery for seats by the original design because they neither worked in a URP
firm nor lived in an adjacent subdivision. The public, which had just agreed
to foot the bill for the four schools when they approved $82 million in bond
money for the Education Village in November 1995, was outraged. Senti-
ments expressed at several open forums during school board meetings, in
letters to the editor of the Charlotte Observer, and on local talk radio programs
indicated that citizens across the political spectrum and from all racial and
ethnic backgrounds believed that provisions to allow only URP employees to
apply for the Education Village workplace portion of the seat lottery
amounted to an unfair advantage for IBM and other URP firms. A local con-
servative activist captured the resentment of many:

So, at a cost of $2 million, they [IBM] bought a seat for the children of
their employees at the newest, highest technology school in the county.
To put their $2 million in perspective, consider that the total Education
Village will cost in the neighborhood of $80 to $100 million. That
means that IBM is putting up 2 to 2.5 percent of the total cost of the vil-
lage to buy one-third of the seats there for the children of their employ-
ees—not a bad investment on their part.”

To set the public record straight, the recently elected chairperson wrote
an essay for the Charlotte Observer clarifying the school board’s position.
She argued that, while the board welcomed corporate partners and their
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resources, pupil assignment is the statutory responsibility of the school board
and not within the purview of superintendents or business leaders.

I remember a call from a particular stay-at-home mom. This woman
rightfully considers herself a working mother. She lives next door to
someone who works in the URP and has children. Under the original
proposal, the stay-athome mom wouldn’t be allowed to apply for a slot
in the Village [lottery], but her neighbor’s children could attend. The
inequity of this situation was being repeated all over the county. . .. The
political reality was fast becoming apparent. Our citizens didn’t want a
school that favored employees of a select group of businesses.”

On January 29, 1996, the school board exercised its statutory authority and
opened one third of the Education Village seats—the workplace magnet por-
tion—to all working families in the county with the proviso that each family
commit one hour weekly of parental time (or its equivalent over the course of
the school year) to school involvement and that employed parents obtain
their employers’ guarantee to cooperate. Reactions from URP companies,
particularly IBM, were swift and severe: IBM froze its grant to CMS pending
further negotiations.

A month of intense exchanges of letters and face-to-face meetings between
the school system representatives and IBM ended with an agreement that
broadened the original workplace magnet theme so that it included stay-at-
home parents, too. The Village became a parental involvement magnet. Eligi-
bility to enter the lottery for the third of the seats allocated to the magnet
theme portion of the Village was expanded to all families in the county. Par-
ents of Governors’ Village (the Education Village name was changed) stu-
dents must sign a pledge to volunteer in their child’s school an average of
one hour per week or the equivalent over the course of the school year.
Employed parents are required to obtain a statement of support from their
employer. The revised plan also broadened the residential catchment area to
include more suburbs in the northeast portion of the county. The final agree-
ment stipulated that:

IBM maintains the rights to any new products or intellectual property
developed as result of the grant. The grant does not include future
upgrades of the [yet-to-be-developed] software.™

IBM then released the $2 million in grant funds. The head principal of
Governors’ Village, Ann Clark, described how the grant was implemented:
$500,000 was spent on training, a network server, and 240 IBM computers for
community sites and teachers in the schools. Each principal was given a bud-
get and can allocate these funds for furniture, fixtures, equipment, and tech-
nology in classrooms. The remaining $1,000,000 of the grant went to the
development of the software that will link homes to schools. Eventually Wired



International Business Machinations 491

for Learning software will permit parents to have round-the-clock access to
their child’s classroom via their home computer. Families with an IBM com-
puter that has at least a 486 processor and Windows95 software can readily
access their child’s record. In the first year of the grant, families without
home computers or with less powerful ones will be able to access their chil-
dren’s class home page from community centers and libraries. Families with
Macintosh home computers gained access to their child’s school through its
home page on the internet.”

Reflecting on his colleagues’ reaction to the Education Village imbroglio,
the CEO of a Fortune 500 firm headquartered in Charlotte, speaking confi-
dentially, confirmed that [URP] business leaders

... were very upset that the school board got involved, if you will, you
know. It is business. It was business. It really was not an issue of quality
education, it was an issue of developing University Research Park. And
making that thing come to life. Making that new [area] in the north
part of town come to life. [Corporate executives] were saying, “You
want my money, play the game my way. We have a deal here. A deal has
been struck and you’re messing with this deal. How dare you undo our
deal!” It [the school board’s action] wasn’t as much of a threat, as an
affront [to corporate leaders]. . . . Bureaucrats got involved—the peo-
ple who got involved, however, they were the people whose job it was to
be there. And they [members of the school board] had been excluded.

Even after the settlement, the scent of corporate favoritism lingered over
the community. School board member George Dunlap expressed the con-
cerns of many parents and citizens: “What’s to say some other company won’t
come into the area and want to buy into public education? What do you say to
them? Do you say no? I don’t think so.””

A TYPOLOGY OF CORPORATE INVOLVEMENT

The preceding section described two of IBM’s school reform efforts in the
Charlotte-Mecklenburg district. To assist in theorizing these efforts, Table 1
presents a typology of corporate involvement in educational reform. The
table identifies by type who the corporate actors are, what the nature of their
involvement is, and their motivations, and it illustrates each type with exam-
ples. The first four types range from the activities of large philanthropic
organizations to those of individual volunteers acting directly or indirectly in
concert with the school officials who provide actual educational services. The
fifth type specifies how corporate leaders can become state actors with regard
to education. The sixth one reflects educational services purchased from a
for-profit firm by state actors who themselves no longer provide the service.
Because there is very little Type I and VI activity in Charlotte, the case study



Table 1. Typology of Corporate Involvement in and Motivation for Educational
Reform with Examples

Nature of
Type Involvement Motivation Examples*
Type 1
Large, donations of altruism; shape Carnegie, Pew, Ford
Independent millions through national debate; Lilly, Bush, Casey,
Foundations foundation grants  eleemosynary Annenberg,
impulses; advance ~ MacArthur,
political goals Rockefeller,
Spencer, Olin,
Bradley, Johnson
Type 11

Elite Corporate
Heads, Individual
Firms, Business
Organizations

Type III
Mid-Level
Executives,
Small Business
Owners

Type IV

Corporate
Employees, Hourly
Wage Earners
Working in
Ongoing Reform
Program

donations of
corporate
resources; service
on boards;
chairing task
forces; bully pulpit
in support of
school reform

service on task
forces designing
business/education
collaborations;
executive on loan
to schools;
corporate
executive in charge
of educational
division in local
firm

volunteers in
classrooms, tutors,
mentors, guest
speakers on
regular or sporadic
basic on company
or own time

strategic
self-interest; shape
national and local
debate; advance
symbolic values

altruism; improve
schools in one’s
nation or
community; career
advancement;
personal
dedication to
children and
education

personal
dedication to
children and
education;
altruism; career
advancement

IBM’s Gerstner, Bell
South’s Clendenin;
CED, Business
Roundtable
Conference Board,
Charlotte Chamber
of Commerce;
Charlotte-
Mecklenburg
Education
Foundation

IBM’s Litow; Susan
Q., Corporate VP for
Community
Relations; John Q.,
Small Entrepreneur;
Leslie Q., Regional
Manager

Susan Q. and John
Q. Public
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Table 1. (continued)

Nature of
Type Involvement Motivation Examples*
Type V
Corporate Leader  elected or altruism; improve  Xerox’s David
as State Actor appointed status in  schools in one’s Kearns as Deputy
federal nation or Secretary of
bureaucracy, SEA  community; shape Education; Chicago
or LEA direction of reform School Finance
consistent with Authority; corporate
ideology; advance  leader as school
corporate board member
long-term interests
Type VI
For-Profit Firms as  for-profit schools;  profit Edison Project, EAI,
Reform management, Channel 1, vendors
products, and of educational
school services for products and
purchase by services
schools

*There is very little evidence of Type I and Type VI activity in Charlotte.

focused primarily upon the activities and motivations of Charlotte corporate
actors in Types II, III, IV, and V.

o Type I: Large Independent Foundations Large foundations can be con-
sidered corporate actors because their boards of directors are selected
from the highest ranks of the corporate world. Foundations conceptual-
ize and fund broad reform initiatives consistent with their worldview
and political ideals. These initiatives often begin as support for a
national task force or for empirical studies. Their empirical studies have
been central to the nation’s normative understanding of the condition
of American schools. The Ford, Rockefeller, and Spencer Foundations
are examples of this type.

e Type II: Corporate Leaders They serve in largely symbolic roles on
high-profile national task forces or use the respect and attention they
command to advocate for systemic reform. Corporate leaders at this level
are able to commit their firm’s resources to initiatives. Combined with
their corporation’s material and financial support, their bully pulpit
inspires national, state, and local reform efforts. The activities of IBM’s
Louis Gerstner and BellSouth’s John Clendenin at the Palisades summit
illustrate this type of activity at the national level, and IBM and Gerstner’s
involvement in Charlotte represents this type at the local level.
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o Type III: Mid-Level Corporate Actors They do much of the actual day-
to-day labor on high profile task forces that design educational reforms
at the state and local levels, but they rarely are able to commit their
firm’s resources to reform. Typically these mid-level executives have
some experience with education (sometimes they are former educa-
tors), and they act as links to local and state school personnel as reforms
are implemented. In some cases, they may serve as executives-on-loan to
a school system or an education foundation, or they may serve as the
corporation’s educational expert. A key actor in Charlotte’s Education
Village is Stanley S. Litow, a former educator, now IBM’s Vice President
of Corporate Community Relations. *

e Type IV: Corporate Employees, Hourly Wage Earners Working in Ongoing
Reform Programs These men and women regularly volunteer as tutors
or mentors in particular schools. They contribute thousands of hours
in classrooms working directly with teachers, aides, and students in
programs designed by their corporate leaders. They are guest
speakers in classrooms, or they spend their weekends hard-wiring
schools for the internet, or coach student groups. Volunteers repre-
sent the majority of business people involved in the schools. Their
dual status as parent and employee often underlies their attachment
to particular schools.

o Type V: Business Leaders as Educational Decision Makers Individual men
and women who are appointed or elected to positions in federal educa-
tion bureaucracies, or to state and local education authorities, hold for-
mal state power. Usually they are appointed to these positions or run
for office because of their credentials as business people with a perspec-
tive quite different from professional educators. School boards are the
most common forum in which business leaders exercise authority as
educational decision makers.

o Type VI: For-Profit Companies as Systemic Reform These firms sell their
products (Channel One) or services (Educational Alternatives, Inc.
[EAI], the Edison Project) as systemic reform. They are not the same as
vendors who sell specific services (driver education instruction, mainte-
nance, bus driving) or products (paper, sports equipment, computers,
blackboards) to school systems. For example, the Edison Project is a
prospective chain of for-profit private schools that markets its educa-
tional services as a cheaper, more efficient, and more effective
educational delivery system than the public schools. It currently oper-
ates 25 public schools across the nation either in partnership with dis-
tricts or with local charters. EAI sells its management services to school
systems on much the same basis.
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The second column in Table 1 distinguishes among the varying forms of
motivation underlying corporate involvement. Individuals or corporations
may act for quite different reasons. And any involvement by corporate or
individual actors may serve a number of purposes. To claim that mixed moti-
vations exist is not meant to discount genuine eleemosynary impulses; altru-
ism clearly stimulates much of what is done across the first four types of
activities. Large foundations express their civic responsibility to the nation at
large through their gifts. Through their involvement and donations, business
leaders and their firms express pride and commitment to the larger social
good of the communities in which they are located. Many business people, as
human actors, care passionately about children and hold almost reverential
personal values about the importance of education for individual and social
betterment. Many individual actors across all five types of corporate involve-
ment in reform approach their education work with missionary zeal and
dedication. Service to children as tutors and mentors or to the school reform
process (as members of task forces) is often personally satisfying and genu-
inely altruistic.

It is no secret, however, that business involvement in school reform, espe-
cially at the highest levels, springs as well from no small amount of long- and
short-term strategic self-interest. Philanthropic ends are self-evident: schools
do obtain human, material, and symbolic support from benefactors. Other
motivations are much less obvious. For example, corporate actors’ short-term
strategic self-interests are served when improved school-to-work education
transfers training costs from the private to the public sector or when better
schools generate better appraisals of local infrastructures by mobile capital
seeking an area for relocation.

Long-term strategic self-interest can be both ideological and material. For
example, when business leaders shape the terms of the national debate over
the putative educational crisis facing this nation, they serve their long-term
strategic interests. They influenced the social construction of the economic
crisis of the last decade as largely the responsibility of the flawed public
schools—a view essentially unchallenged until recently when the obvious eco-
nomic recovery made it difficult to blame schools for a crisis that no longer
existed. And the new claim—that schools are failing to produce workers
ready for future high-tech jobs—may be as questionable as their earlier
charge. For example, skill requirements for future jobs are expected to be
highly variable and it is not at all clear that most high-tech information-age
jobs will require only highly skilled workers. Henry Levin points out that
there is a general failure of vocational education to have much of an impact
on the workplace. Furthermore, evidence indicates no systematic shortage of
appropriately skilled workers for most contemporary jobs. Rather, employers
are dissatisfied with the work ethic of their less skilled employees. And tech-
nology cannot address that dissatisfaction.”
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There is one crucial negative latent consequence of corporations’ continu-
ing attribution to the public schools of responsibility for whatever they dislike
in the attitudes and training of their workforce. If the derisive characteriza-
tion of public schools as “ineffectual government schools” is accepted as con-
ventional wisdom, it lays the foundation for widespread penetration of public
education by the the private sector. In addition, it advances the neoliberal
position that all that is public is suspect, while that which is private or
market-driven is good.™

COMPLEXITIES OF CORPORATE INVOLVEMENT

Jerome L. Himmelstein observes that corporate philanthropy is, first of all,
an economic act oriented to advance corporate strategic interests. But behav-
ior Himmelstein terms corporate pragmatism has social and political dimen-
sions as well, particularly with respect to the way corporations manage their
relationships with other social institutions.” This complexity is also character-
istic of the various dimensions of corporate involvement in public school
reform. It is useful to specify these dimensions more fully in order to under-
stand and theorize their contributions to systemic reforms in public educa-
tion. Table 1 presented a typology of corporate involvement in school
reform. The next section of this article will discuss the varieties of involve-
ment that fall within each of the six types.

Gifts from Independent Philanthropic Foundations

Without question, material support for reform from large independent phil-
anthropic foundations has been critical both for stimulating reforms and in
financing them across the nation. Without the material support of these
foundations, it is unlikely that reform efforts would have gained broad-based
constituencies or achieved the momentum they have since the 1980s. Large
independent philanthropic foundations have played a minor role in Char-
lotte reform efforts.

Roundtables and Task Forces

Local, state, and national business roundtables or task forces raise questions,
identify problems, and suggest (sometimes set) reform agendas. Their public
advocacy of school reform brings visibility and legitimacy to the needs of
school systems, students, and their families. The Committee for Economic
Development, the National Alliance of Business, the Business Roundtable,
and the Conference Board are examples of prominent national organiza-
tions of this type. National task forces and roundtables provide crucial politi-
cal and factual scaffolding for national and local reforms. Local task forces



International Business Machinations 497

play a similar role in laying groundwork for reform at the school district level.
An example is the Charlotte Chamber of Commerce’s 1987-1988 Task Force
on Education and Jobs. This body’s deliberations marked the critical
moment when educational restructuring began in Charlotte. These activities
fall within Type II and Type III.

Partnerships, Compacts, and Collaborations

Local partnerships between a business and a specific school can take numer-
ous forms. These typically involve adoption of a school or a school district;
direct donations of funds, equipment, and other materials; and opportuni-
ties for employees to volunteer in schools as tutors or mentors. As of 1992,
over 200,000 businesses in the U.S. had partnerships with over 40,000 ele-
mentary and secondary schools.” Currently, there are about 250 different
business partnerships with some of Charlotte’s approximately 130 schools.
This number includes individual partnerships with specific schools or system-
wide initiatives. These activities also fall within Type II and Type IIIL

Education Foundations

Education foundations are another form of corporate involvement in school
reform. These organizations raise private money that is then given to fund
specific innovative programs. The New American Schools Development Cor-
poration’s (NASDC) “break-the-mold” projects are examples of the reforms
financed by such national-level foundations. Charlotte participated briefly in
the Hudson Institute’s Modern Red School House, one of NASDC'’s first 11
projects. Local educational foundations are nonprofit organizations that
raise venture capital to support local innovations. Representatives of the most
powerful businesses typically sit on their boards. Local education foundations
such as the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Education Foundation serve a symbolic
function as well in that the existence of these and their prestigious boards of
directors lend legitimacy and status to local public education. They support
various activities such as summer institutes for teachers, grants to teachers for
innovative course development, or the purchase of equipment for specific
schools. Increasingly, many have broadened their scope to focus upon gov-
ernance issues. For example, a number of education foundations have
become involved in nonpartisan civic actions in support of school board elec-
tions.” These activities fall within Type II and Type III.

Business-Oriented Consultants

A national cadre of consultants with a neoliberal economic perspective and
long-standing connections to corporate America participate in reform efforts
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often as support personnel. Many are employed by conservative think tanks
where they generate position papers that are then disseminated widely. They
also serve as consultants to educational organizations where they help plan,
design, and implement reforms. Their activities fall also within Type II and
Type III.

Denis P. Doyle is an example of a business-oriented consultant. Through
his writing and consulting, he serves as an intermediary between corporate
actors on the one hand and educational practitioners on the other. Widely
published in the business and education popular press, he works with school
districts, business task forces, think tanks, and conservative foundations. He
has co-authored two books about the necessity of corporate involvement and
leadership in school restructuring. Doyle served as a consultant to the
authors of the education chapter of the Heritage Foundation’s congressional
briefing book for new members,” and Doyle was one of several dozen experts
who joined the governors and business leaders in Palisades, New York, in
1996.

In many important ways, school reforms initiated during the tenure of
John Murphy were shaped by Doyle. He consulted extensively in Charlotte
during the months before John Murphy became superintendent, and during
the first few years of Murphy’s tenure in CMS. (Between January 1991 and
the end of 1995, he received compensation as a consultant to the Charlotte-
Mecklenburg schools 26 times.)" Doyle helped to write the district’s NASDC
grant proposal (Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools was one of the original dis-
tricts participating in the Hudson Institute’s Modern Red School House,
where Doyle was a research fellow), and he participated in the World Class
Panel of educational experts convened by Superintendent Murphy to advise
him on reform. Doyle developed the district’s grant proposal to the RJR
Foundation’s Next Century Schools. At the time, Doyle was a member of
the board of the RJR Foundation.” When in 1996 Murphy became a consul-
tant to Chicago schools’ CEO, Paul Vallas, Doyle collaborated again with
Murphy.*”

Volunteers

This variety of involvement occurs in Types II, III, and IV. Most volunteers
come from the ranks of corporate workers, not leaders. They may be hourly
blue collar workers who regularly volunteer as tutors or mentors in particular
schools or specialists who lecture students about their own jobs. Many times
they are parents whose employers encourage them to work regularly with
teachers, aides, and other students in their child’s classrooms. In 1996, 3,300
employees from 250 companies volunteered 52,000 hours in CMS." These
Type IV volunteers represent the majority of all business workers involved in
the schools. Type III mid-level executives and small business owners who
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serve on task forces or work with local educational collaborations or partner-
ships are volunteers, too. Type II corporate leaders who serve on high profile
national task forces or local foundations are also in some respects volunteers.

Business Leaders as Educational Decision Makers

Business leaders often serve as formal state actors in federal, state, and local
educational bureaucracies. This form of involvement is unique to Type V.
The former CEO of Xerox, David Kearns, served as the Deputy Secretary of
Education during the Bush administration. Thereafter, he took the helm of
NASDC. Another example, the five-person Chicago School Finance Author-
ity composed of businessmen and attorneys, from 1979 to 1995 held statutory
power to oversee school finances and approve all major budgetary deci-
sions.” More often, corporate leaders serve on local school boards where they
are able to have direct influence on educational reform. An extensive litera-
ture has documented the continued presence and influence of business lead-
ers on school boards since George Counts® first demonstrated this in the
early part of this century.

Business influence on school boards is informal as well. Bishop George
Battle, the former chairman of CMS’s board of education, illustrated this in
remarks he made at a dinner honoring Bill Lee, the late Chairman of
Charlotte-based Duke Energy Corporation. Battle joked that “[s]ome of you
thought I was chairman of the school board, while Bill Lee was probably the
chair.” Another member of the Charlotte school board commented that the
downtown business interests “really sort of infiltrated the Board of Education
so that we sometimes behave like a little Chamber of Commerce.”"’

Whether what is good for business is good for schools is both an empirical
and ethical question. Both reforms discussed in this article illustrate how a
single initiative may serve a number of purposes. ProjectFirst and the Educa-
tion Village simultaneously advanced the philanthropic, strategic self-
interest, and symbolic ends of its corporate sponsors. The examples also
reveal how corporate involvement can have unanticipated negative conse-
quences for the school system and the community at large. The highlights of
this conceptual approach to understanding corporate involvement in Char-
lotte’s school reform are summarized in Table 2.

As is evident in Charlotte, business involvement offers many benefits while
it poses real dangers for public education. The material, human, political,
and symbolic resources brought to public education are consequential. A
number of observers believe that without the support of the corporate sector,
public school reform movements would stagnate. At the same time, some
aspects of the broader corporate reform agenda and its implementation
bring a host of contradictions and raise questions about equity, fairness,
accountability, and the wisdom of the reform trajectory implicit in certain



500  Teachers College Record

Table 2. Conceptual Analysis of IBM’s Involvement in Two Educational Reform
Projects in Charlotte

Project First
(as implemented)

Education Village
(as designed)

Philanthropic
Activities and
Their Manifest
Functions

Strategic
Self-Interest (short
and long term)

Symbolic Value

Latent
Consequences

provides computers, etc.;
media specialists for poorer
middle schools; training for
Americorps volunteers

advances use of technology in
schools, increases IBM share
in educational computer
market

strategic placement mollifies
magnet critics who believe
magnets get more resources
than nonmagnet; enhances
good corporate citizen image;
legitimizes business role in
educational reform

undercuts movement for
equitable resources in all
CMS schools; privileges some
students in some schools;
masks resource inequities
between magnets and older,
nonmagnet schools

$2 million grant for teachers,
staff training, software
development and hardware,
project and staff salaries;
engenders family involvement
in schools

Research and Development tax
write-off for software
development because it is a
grant; software testing in real
schools; creates market for
future software; diverts public
scrutiny from corporate
restructuring’s contribution to
societal problems and,
indirectly, educational ills

legitimizes use of technology in
education; promotes good
corporate citizen image;
legitimizes business role in
educational reform

undermines community
confidence in fairness of pupil
assignment; privileges some
firms and neighborhoods;
masks corporate layoff of
engineers and managers,
which contradicts “skill deficit”
claims; masks tax abatements;
masks relatively small material
corporate contribution in
relation to enormous potential
returns for donation, and to
public tax investment

policy choices. The blurry line between strategic self-interest and eleemosy-
nary impulses makes it difficult to distinguish potential dangers from valu-
able benefits.The following sections will attempt to make that distinction by
delineating the potential benefits and dangers posed by corporate involve-
ment in school reform.
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BENEFITS OF BUSINESS INVOLVEMENT

Resources

Corporate leaders have shared some of their firms’ enormous material
resources with large numbers of schools and entire districts. Philanthropy
takes the form of individual gifts (like those of Walter Annenberg, who gave
millions to NASDC and to the Chicago public schools), or corporate gifts,
either as direct grants to schools or through business/education founda-
tions. Donations of financial capital and land have provided needed
resources to many schools and districts. So, too, have material donations like
computers and the human capital made available to selected schools in the
form of employee volunteers, tutors, pro bono technical assistance, and men-
tors who volunteer in schools on company time. Nevertheless, economist
Lewis C. Solmon, one of the educational resource persons who attended
IBM’s 1996 National Education Summit, estimates only 6 percent of the total
technology in the nation’s schools has been donated by the private sector."
Some observers point to the financial speed bumps that lie ahead when cur-
rent technology becomes outdated and school systems, having committed to
a particular platform or software program, are required to upgrade. For
example, future upgrades of Wired for Learning were specifically excluded
from the finalized Reinventing Education grant to CMS.

Symbolic Capital

The high profile of corporate leaders in local and national reform efforts
raises the public’s awareness of educational reform needs and helps to place
education at the center of public discourse regarding the welfare of the
nation, of states, and of local communities. In the case of urban districts sur-
rounded by separate suburban systems to which many middle class families
escaped, business serves as a visible constituency in support of large urban
public schools. Their advocacy in support of the public schools can fill the
vacuum left by the flight of the middle class to the suburbs.

In certain large cities with corrupt and inefficient bureaucracies, business
groups have at times aided school reformers by serving on task forces, con-
ducting management and financial audits, and fighting long-established but
educationally dubious practices that are entrenched either in administrative
decisions and/or some union contracts. As Elizabeth L. Useem notes, often it
is difficult for reformers to engage in struggles with teacher unions and edu-
cational bureaucracies, but with business leaders as allies, reformers’ chances
of initiating reform are enhanced.” Useem’s observation, however, says noth-
ing about the direction, utility, equity, or value of a particular reform or set of
reforms.
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Welfare of Children and Families

Corporate actors have placed on the reform table a host of broader issues piv-
otal to human learning and to successful school reform. In conjunction with
renewed attention to public education, the related issues of early childhood
education and the health and welfare of children and their families have
become, by necessity, issues of legitimate public discourse. The Committee
for Economic Development’s widely disseminated reports illustrate how
advocacy legitimates public policy that attends to the needs of schools, stu-
dents, and their families.” The Annie E. Casey and W. T. Grant Foundation
reports have been instrumental in identifying poverty and its attendant social
dislocations as barriers to school success. Their reports brought widespread
attention and support at the state levels for early childhood education, vacci-
nation, and nutrition, and to parenting education as concomitant needs that
must be addressed if schools are to be successfully reformed.

Transition from School to Work

Business leaders’ insistence that secondary schools must provide better pre-
pared entry-level workers has resulted in renewed attention to the school-to-
work transition for non-college-bound youth, an area many analysts describe
as frequently slighted by educators.” Until recently, the post-graduation
focus of secondary schools was on college preparation and neglected other
avenues. Business complaints about the schools’ failure to prepare the entry-
level workforce have helped to push schools to reexamine, reinvigorate, and
renew their school-to-work education programs. Today, there are cooper-
ative efforts between local employers, local schools, and state departments
of employment to build the pathways from school to work in many
communities.

The Charlotte-Mecklenburg School system and a group of business leaders
from small and medium firms have spent the last two years developing crucial
linkages between the workplace and the schools. Their activities include a
coordinating body named the School-to-Career Partnership; a planning task
force for a prospective technical high school; the sponsorship of internships,
apprenticeships, job-shadowing, and the mentoring of youngsters interested
in certain careers; and several industry-specific training programs in certain
schools (for example, one program trains Novell network administrators).
The network of business actors, typically those characterized as Type IV in
Table 1, serve as a broad base of support, information, and resources for
CMS’s efforts to enhance the programmatic offerings available to secondary
students. For the youths who will not go directly to college, the results of the
network’s activities are designed to serve as the bridge from school to post-
secondary workforce participation.
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Support for Parental Involvement

Corporations that encourage their employees to participate on company
time in their children’s schools provide an important opportunity for
schools. Employees in these firms suffer fewer conflicts between their job and
their parental responsibilities when they must attend a parent-teacher con-
ference or want to volunteer in their child’s school. By establishing a formal
mechanism whereby parents can participate in their children’s schools, cor-
porations support family involvement in education.

DANGERS OF BUSINESS INVOLVEMENT

While the possibilities for positive contributions by business are usually easy
to see, any potential dangers their involvement pose may not be visible until
long after the contributions have been accepted uncritically. To complicate
the matter more, corporate involvement in local reform can be at once an act
both of altruism and of strategic self-interest. And that self-interest may, in
the long run, harm schools and communities. It is important, then, to ana-
lyze why and when certain types of corporate involvement pose potential
harms.

Romanticizing the Market

The influence of business leaders in defining the nature of the problems fac-
ing education and in shaping the terms of the debate over their solutions
leads to a growing public acceptance of market principles as an appropriate
mode for school reform. This influence is perhaps most evident in state-
ments by the most ardent advocates of school choice. It is fair to ask what arti-
cles of faith market romantics bring to the reform table when they are
employed by public school systems as reform consultants. For example, Denis
P. Doyle, whose extensive consulting work in CMS was described earlier,
lamented the absence of any discussion of school choice at the 1996 National
Education Summit at the IBM facility in New York.

The alternative to command and control, is a market, whether it is
purely private, as many of us would like it to be, or regulated, a mix of
public and private providers. Markets have two overwhelmingly impor-
tant characteristics. First, they are exquisitely calibrated communication
systems, letting willing buyers and sellers know what good or service is
available at what price in what quantity and quality, and letting each
know what the other would be like; second, as Schumpeter declared,
they permit “creative destruction.” Inefficient, corrupt, and ineffectual
organizations disappear. That’s what markets are all about. That is why
in a market the consumer is sovereign. To create a system of high
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academic standards, and schools which are safe and disciplined, there
must be choice among schools.”

Doyle’s highly idealistic description of how markets operate only loosely
relates to the actual workings of the commodities, health care, real estate, air-
line, or higher education markets. Despite what market-reform romantics
assert are the powers of the market to cure the ills of public schools, a host of
empirical studies of choice in education challenge such unqualified claims.”

The point here is not to enumerate the perils of privatization to public
education. A vast literature on this subject already exists. The purpose of this
discussion is to juxtapose the arguments made by market-romantics with
their location in the larger vista of school reformers. Early in the current
round of the privatization movement, prominent choice advocate Chester A.
Finn, Jr., admitted that claims that choice will bring about improved achieve-
ment “. . . spring more from ratiocination and conviction than from airtight
research.” Six years later, Finn urged conservatives to “look into our own
blind spots” in order to accomplish more sound educational reform. Two
among the eleven blind spots that he identified are that “private schools are
doing fine if only more children could attend them” and that “vouchers will
fix it.”*

Jeffrey Henig argues that the market metaphor functions in two ways to
make privatization more palatable. First, it bridges the gap between this radi-
cal way of providing education by linking it to familiar market arrangements
in other spheres of life. Second, the market metaphor assists advocates in
bridging the gap between evidence and their prescription. Lacking an
empirical basis on which to support their claims, advocates assume school
choice, magnets, and vouchers will act “like free markets.” Public discourse
that romanticizes the market and understates its troubled track record in
school reform sets the stage for educational entrepreneurs, like the Edison
Project and EAI, to step through the privatization door wedged open by local
political skirmishes over school reform.

Missing Evaluations of Business Interventions

Perhaps the most serious danger business interventions pose is that there are
few if any systematic evaluations of these programs. In the absence of evalua-
tions of business partnerships, programs, and gifts, there is very little reliable
evidence that these, in fact, lead to positive school outcomes for students.
Timpane and McNeill label such partnerships “feel-good associations” that
do not reform schools. In their estimation, with only modest exceptions,
there has been no widespread impact of business involvement on educational
outcomes.” Many partnerships and collaborations may well be diversions of
valuable resources, opportunities, and participants’ time. In such cases, the
feel-good aspect of the interventions conveys the patina of genuine reform
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while it distracts people from effectively addressing the core problems facing
their schools. ProjectFirst is a prime example of an unevaluated feel-good
reform that, to at least a limited degree, diverted public attention from sys-
temic reforms needed by CMS nonmagnet middle schools.

Masking Business Contributions to Educational Problems

Generous corporate donations of money, materials, and time to educational
reforms can deflect attention from the far more serious damage done to edu-
cation by corporate decisions to restructure the American economy. Since
the recent economic expansion began, there has been a huge transfer of
wealth from middle-class Americans to owners of capital assets. The owners
of financial assets have been the overwhelming beneficiaries of the current
economic expansion. At the same time, the wages of most working American
families have stagnated. In 1999, 23 percent of U.S. Children live in poverty.
The spread between the pay of the typical worker and the chief executive has
increased from 30-to-1 in the 1960s to more than 100-to-1 today. Often the
actions of business leaders negatively affect the families of precisely those stu-
dents who are most at risk for educational failure and who are meant to bene-
fit the most from corporate contributions to education.

Corporations indirectly contribute to educational problems when their
policies undercut the economic health of entire communities or families.
Certain demographic groups (poor racial and ethnic minorities) and geo-
graphic regions (inner cities, rural areas) continue to suffer from acute pov-
erty despite the economic boom of the late 1990s. The outright
disappearance of jobs paying livable wages in inner cities and rural areas has
had profoundly negative consequences for families there. IBM’s worldwide
employment stood at 241,000 in 1997, down from a high of 406,000 in 1985.
Gerstner presided over the layoff of 60,000 workers beginning in 1993. In
Charlotte, IBM has reduced its total workforce from a high of about 5,100 in
the late 1980s, to 3,200 by 1997.”" Children of Charlotte’s downsized workers
are at an increased risk for educational problems.

Business contributes to the economic problems facing communities and
schools in other ways. Tax concessions that state and local governments often
negotiate with corporations to induce them to remain in or relocate to a
region often directly diminish for decades the tax bases that fund public edu-
cation. Furthermore, such agreements often draw corporations and their
employees to poorer regions where schools already suffer from inadequate
funding. That influx of employees and their children increases the popula-
tion of school-age children at the same time that the companies’ negotiations
limit the revenues necessary for the schools to provide for both new and
continuing students. Critics of these agreements note that tax abatements
distort the marketplace and shift tax burdens unfairly to homeowners and
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consumers. Many of the corporate leaders who criticize schools for being
inadequate also negotiate away their company’s share of community prop-
erty taxes. In Westchester County, New York, state and local officials offered
IBM tax incentives and a $75 million low-interest loan in 1995 after the firm
considered leaving its Armonk headquarters.”

State actors help deflect public scrutiny from corporate culpability for
these problems when they effusively praise corporate philanthropy and
uncritically accept business assessments of the public schools as seriously
flawed. The effects are the same whether they are the unintended conse-
quences of the reform process or due to the conscious agency of business
leaders and state actors. Michael Useem observes that all business behavior is
not an immutable product of a company’s position or an economic calculus;
corporate leaders are embedded in networks of social relationships.” Educa-
tional decision-makers and other state actors who privilege firms and their
leaders by giving them more than merely a place at the educational reform
table hinder the public’s awareness of business contributions to educational
problems.

Threats to Public Accountability in Public Education

Geoff Whitty states that the ways in which education policies are made are as
important as the specific substantive policies themselves.” In the case of the
Education Village, by the time the reform initiative was announced, corpo-
rate actors had already shaped its terms. Because corporations are private
entities, there is no legal imperative for public disclosure of their goals,
processes, and resources. As corporate actors become more deeply involved
in educational policy design and implementation, their means as well as pol-
icy ends must be scrutinized. For example, based on her analysis of corpora-
tism in contemporary Chicago reform, Dorothy Shipps concludes that the
informal influence of parent and community groups is no match for the mas-
sive influence of business. In Chicago, there is no public debate to determine
whether business values and practices are appropriate for the schools; busi-
ness actors have no accountability to the public. Once citizens in Charlotte
scrutinized the proposed Education Village, they found that what appeared
to be a tidy integration of work, school, and family was a reform initiative
shaped to a considerable degree by the strategic interests of a handful of pri-
vate firms.

CONCLUSION

This case study of corporate involvement in school reform illustrates why one
must neither universally praise corporate involvement in educational reform
nor uniformly condemn it. Many instances of involvement are quite helpful;
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others are rather benign; but some are harmful to communities and their
public schools. Each corporate initiative, program, or donation plots along
continua of philanthropic altruism and strategic self-interest, latent and
manifest consequences, and dangers and benefits to schools and communi-
ties. A single corporate reform initiative temporarily can be helpful to
schools and beneficial to its sponsor’s long-term interests in ways that ulti-
mately undermine the mission of public education.

This article is also a cautionary tale. Its title, “International Business Mach-
inations,” may be read as a metaphor for certain forms of corporate altruism
that are potentially harmful to public schools. This article shows how long-
term negative outcomes may be the unintended consequence of a reform
process whose design and implementation are permeated by a corporate
agenda. In other instances, such results appear to be the consequence of con-
scious agency on the part of business leaders who seek to maximize their self-
interests.

It is possible that the contours of corporate involvement in Charlotte-
Mecklenburg school reform have a distinctly regional quality. Southern states
offer companies a freer hand. They permit them to operate with little pres-
sure from unions and the generally more conservative political climate privi-
leges business interests. The nature of the reform process in Charlotte and
the specifics of the two initiatives discussed in this article may be the product
of the overlapping social networks and complementary management styles
shared by the key executives of top firms and the school system. Further case
studies of corporate involvement in school reform elsewhere in the country
may illuminate these possibilities.

Nevertheless, a number of general lessons about the relationships between
corporations and schools emerge from this case study. First, although the
schools are a key site in the contemporary struggle between state and market
forces, events described here are not part of the larger national debate over
the role of market forces and privatization in education. The dispute over
access to the Education Village was actually a contest over who controlled the
public schools and for whose benefit they exist. That battle also shows that
there is no deterministic relationship between business efforts and reform
outcomes, at least at the local level. Political contestation by citizen groups,
parents, small firms, and elected members of the school board undermined
attempts to use public education for what was perceived to be narrow private
gains. A related point is that if the benefits of corporate involvement in
educational restructuring are regarded as exclusive (as was true with the Edu-
cation Village), rather than inclusive, a public consensus on reforms will
remain elusive.

Finally, this case study reveals why public discourse about corporate behav-
ior and the legitimate role of companies and their leaders in public life is
important in a democratic society. The boundaries of business’s role in the
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public sphere have been the subject of debate and struggle for much of this
century. The actions of corporations and their leaders in Charlotte illustrate
why this conversation remains vitally important for public education.
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