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Abstract 
School district business practices are rarely examined for their impact on the school’s educational 
mission.  However, institutional purchasing brings school districts into direct contact with corporate 
partners whose employment practices contradict the school’s mission for equity, mobility, and social 
equality.  Too often districts fail to question their support for narrow business interests, and even less 
frequently do school systems challenge corporate practices that preserve the inequitable barriers facing 
families and the children schools serve.  This article shines a spotlight on the ways that school 
districts—perhaps unintentionally—contribute to a system of social and economic inequality, and 
proposes that private companies wishing to do business with schools first demonstrate a commitment 
to employment practices centered on equitable salaries and benefits.  Such a standard will favor 
business partnerships that support the overall educational mission, and will make a powerful statement 
supporting families, children, and society at large. 
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per hour to start, and preferably more, 
regardless of skills required for the position. 
 
Family-friendly Practices  
Vendors who do business with public schools 
should be required to meet a number of 
additional family-friendly standards.  Work 
hours at family friendly companies must be 
stable and predictable, not subject to daily or 
even weekly schedule changes.  All employees 
at family friendly companies must have paid 
sick days available to them as needed to care 
for themselves, a child, or another member of 
their family—at a minimum, 10 per year.   
 

All employees at family friendly 
companies must receive family health, dental, 
and vision insurance coverage with no more 
than 20% of the cost covered by each 
employee.  M-2 (usac)4 h 
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that should guide all public-school business 
decisions.  But right now, public employers are 
far more accountable than private entities. 
Sunshine laws, journalists, and employee 
unions apply pressure to keep school districts 
honest about their organizational practices.  All 
salaries and benefits are publicly approved in 
open session, made available in public 
documents and on websites, and are always 
open to scrutiny.  Unions use collective 
bargaining to fight against wage and benefit 
reductions.   
 

Private vendors rarely face this same 
scrutiny.  However, school districts could apply 
pressure on these same private interests by 
mandating that all vendors reveal salaries, 
benefits, working conditions, tax returns, and 
accounting practices.  

 
To be an approved vendor each 

company would need to meet a minimum 
standard for employment practices that are 
equitable and family friendly.  Any override 
would require boards of education to approve 
exceptions in a public vote.  Professional 
associations like the School Superintendents 
Association (AASA), or the National School 
Boards Association (NSBA), utilizing their 
collective power, could play a central role 
identifying those vendors who meet the 
standard and apply pressure to those who don’t.   

 
We could invite unions like the 

National Education Association (NEA), the 
American Federation of Teachers (AFT), and 
the American Federation of State, County and 
Municipal Employees (AFSCME) to support 
such an effort.  Working together districts, 
professional associations, and unions would 
speak loudly with one voice to the nation at 
large.  Ultimately, such a statement would 
benefit children and support our educational 
mission. 
 

Conclusion: Reconnecting 
Educational Reform with Social 
Reform 
Establishing a new standard of social 
responsibility for doing business with school 
districts would allow public schools to 
reconnect educational reform efforts with a 
wider social reform movement.   
 

Despite our most optimistic beliefs, it is 
too often the case that children who live with 
poverty, instability, and insecurity are unable to 
achieve their hopes and dreams (Isaacs, 
Sawhill, & Haskins, 2008).  Public education 
has as much to gain from improving the lives of 
families and children outside of school as it 
does from revamping institutional practices 
within schools and classrooms.  

 
Previous educational reform efforts 

have taken a hands-off attitude when it comes 
to social inequities existing outside of the 
schoolhouse doors, opting instead to look 
within—at learning standards, testing, teacher 
evaluations, and other pedagogical strategies—
and to hold schools accountable for academic 
gains.  After dominating the educational reform 
agenda for the past twenty years, the school 
accountability movement has been relatively 
ineffective.  

 
Meanwhile, nobody has held our 

corporate partners equally accountable.  It is 
time for the public-school community to speak 
out against the structure of social and economic 
inequality that burdens our families and keeps 
students from achieving their dreams.  

 
A new standard of social responsibility 

for doing business with school districts would 
bring a new focus to educational reform efforts.  
We can no longer ignore the harmful impact of 
social inequities on teaching, learning, and the  



30 
 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
Vol. 18, No. 1 Spring 2021                                                     AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice 
 
 

lives of our children.  As we are invited to 
reimagine education in a post-pandemic 
environment, we must be willing to consider 
ways that public institutions can impact an 
environment in which social and economic 
inequality prevents children from advancing in 
life.  
 

Demanding that we only do business 
with corporations whose employment and 
organizational practices favor a better life for 
all citizens is not asking too much.  Favorable 

business and employment practices would help 
parents be better parents and children become 
successful learners.  By taking this stand school 
districts would be making a powerful statement 
in support of families and children.  

 
Such a statement would send the right 

message about the kind of society we wish to 
be by investing our hopes, dreams, and 
resources in children, families, and the 
institutions—private and public—that support 
them. 
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