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Earlier this fall, the San Jose Education Foundation hosted the forum "Investing in Education: Why Private Dollars Matter," at Adobe Systems. The participants were Alberto Ibarguen, president and CEO of the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, which funds projects in San Jose; Bruce Chizen, who retired this month as CEO of Adobe Systems; Michael Kirst, professor emeritus of education at Stanford University; John Porter, superintendent of Franklin-McKinley School District in San Jose; and Michael O'Farrell, who retired this year as vice president of global affairs for Applied Materials. Mercury News editorial writer John Fensterwald was the moderator. 

John Fensterwald: Mike Kirst, in terms of investment in education, what are the trends? 

Michael Kirst: In California, business giving is much more focused on local schools. California is one of the most centralized, state-controlled systems in the country. In the '80s, there was a major business movement through the California Business Roundtable to reform education through a big business coalition. That hasn't happened in recent years. A lot of business money is not going into changing state policy. We need to think about that. 

There's been a huge expansion in money from foundations. The Gates Foundation is the prime example. The Broad Foundation of Los Angeles has grown dramatically; a number of foundations support charter schools. 

Alberto Ibarguen: Where we have made a really significant difference has been working through intermediaries or through superintendents. In Lexington (Ky.), Akron (Ohio) and Miami, where we've put tons of money into education, programs that worked have been in curriculum development or where the superintendent has really focused on a targeted program or had parental engagement. 

I've had several superintendents tell me, "Whatever you do, don't give me money for the main programs. Don't think that with $1 million or $10 million you're going to be more than a tiny drop in the bucket." 

You can be effective in the periphery, when somebody has a vision, and has the courage and know-how to put it together and the tenacity to stick with it. The reason the STEM [(Science, Technology, Engineering and Math)] program of San Jose Education Foundation is attractive to us is that there's a sense of what science education can be if the curriculum is well-developed, if it is tested. It is the kind of program that can attract donors and can cause a collaboration among the fractured school system in San Jose. 

Bruce Chizen: Early on, Adobe gave to just about any school that appeared to be in need. We decided to look at what Adobe did well and at needs of education overall. We came up with Adobe Youth Voices (a program that enables youths to use multi-media tools, including video, digital photography and Web design to explore and comment on the community). 

We decided to invest in those schools that had leaders, teachers and administrators who cared about helping kids in disadvantaged areas with critical thinking and with effective communication. We've committed $10 million over five years. We have 75 schools worldwide, six schools in San Jose where we're focused on about 500 kids and we hope to grow that next year. At Burnett Academy (a San Jose Unified middle school) we have "A Day in the Life" photo project. One teacher told us about one kid who was clearly on the path of dropping out, who's now so engaged. Hearing success stories like that leads us to believe that a more structured program is going to make a difference. 

We do it because we care, but also because the employees we want to hire and retain want good public school systems for their families; otherwise, they're going to go elsewhere. 

Fensterwald: Five years is a relatively long investment. But how do you measure to see if it's successful? 

Chizen: We realize making change one year at a time, especially with public school systems, is really tough. The time it takes to get a school up and running, to make sure you have the right leadership in place, just takes time. We've hired an external company to help us measure the success of the program, because that's not something we're good at. 

Ibarguen: You've got no business in it if you think you're going to do it as a one-year project. You've got to be in it for the long run. 

Fensterwald: John, you've heard from the givers' perspective. What grants and what business partnerships are you looking for? 

John Porter: The perfect, ideal partnership for me would be to have foundations and businesses look at the niches that we cannot fund - leverage items to transform the lives of children. 

An example: We want to become the mathematics elementary school district of California. This summer, we scraped together $100,000 of our money, and put 240 kids at Evergreen Valley Community College and San Jose State to live and breathe math for four weeks. We get state funding for "remedial students," as the state calls them; we don't get help with the kids in the bubble who you can really push over. It's those things that I would like to reach out to the business community. 

We want to sustain a systemic transformation. You only do that by doing two things: You've got to be clear on infrastructure support like math training and hiring good teachers. But you've also got to give schools the freedom to develop. You've got to sustain leadership. You can't do that with new superintendents and new boards coming in and changing direction every three years. 

Fensterwald: We hear from corporations that they become frustrated. They don't know who to turn to, particularly in San Jose where there's so many small districts and scarce personnel. There's no follow-up, there's little measuring of results. 

Kirst: Superintendents are going to come and go, boards are going to come and go. How do you build a long-run constituency? Many businesses or foundations that used to fund individual schools or individual projects are moving toward funding wholesalers like Partners in School Innovation and West Ed, saying, "Let's find these intermediaries who can provide services in depth. We're not education experts." 

Michael O'Farrell: We went into one school with Partners in School Innovation, a non-profit that worked very successfully in other parts of the Bay Area. The new principal had the courage to say, "I have 15 different programs and only half of them are consistent with the core mission." She eliminated half. PartnersSI had to prove themselves, but they ultimately were scaled up. They're now key to 12 different downtown schools and part of the mainstream funding of the district. The school saw the results - 200-point improvement in four years in API scores. 

Chizen: We control our own destiny. It doesn't matter that there are a lot of districts. We subjectively look at the commitment of the teachers and the principal and decide whether it's a school we want to support. The fact that it is part of one district or another is irrelevant. 
Schools or districts need to understand that companies like Adobe are only going to give to those institutions that meet our philanthropic objectives. It's important that they really do their homework. If you're asking me for money to support achievement scores in English, that's probably not an initiative that we're going to spend our dollars on. 
Ibarguen: It really is stunning how many people will answer no when you say, well, before you called me, did you look at our Web site? 

Fensterwald: Suppose you're education czar for two days and had complete authority and a magic wand. What changes would you make? 
Porter: I would wish to connect again with workforce investment, workforce development with education. Yes, going to college is absolutely critical, but there's a bigger thing out there and that's what a child is going to do for the rest of his life. Second, a funding formula that takes regional costs into account and that also funds the different kinds of learners in a very systemic way. There's a big difference between funding a child who has autism vs. a child who just has some language development issues. Right now we're clueless. 
Kirst: We need to find ways to recruit and reward better teachers. I don't think we'll ever solve math and science problems without adjusting for the market costs that are out there. If Stanford paid the math professors and the scientists the same as they paid the English literature professors, we wouldn't be what we are today. 
Chizen: I just think it's appalling, when you look at the state of California and at the wealth of a city like San Jose, and then look at the state of funding of our public education system. Raising teachers' salaries, having facilities that aren't falling apart, having computers so they could access the Web for all the great information. There's just many, many things we need to do. 







