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Making philanthropy 
INEVITABLE

State school head teachers and school business professionals are under growing 
pressure to institute budget cuts while trying to recruit more students. So it 
may be time to consider a new approach that can increase pupil recruitment; 
improve the student, parent and staff experience; increase voluntary 
assistance; and establish a new funding stream. This new approach is known 
as the Advancement Process, and Dr Peter Spence, Principal Consultant, 
Holistic Educational Marketing and Fundraising, explores what state schools 
and academies can learn from independent schools and universities.

The advancement process will help you to 
cultivate your wider community through a process 
that encompasses strategic marketing, parental 
and alumni relations, communications and 
development fundraising. Established initially in the 
USA, the process spread to the UK in the 1980s. 
Now, virtually every British university has an 
advancement or development function, as have 
most independent schools.

Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ School, in Hertfordshire, 
currently the Sunday Times Independent School of  
the Year 2017, was a late starter to advancement, 
only forming an External Relations office in 2006. 
Until then, the school had no consistent branding, 
uncoordinated communications with parents, and 
did not even have an address list of  its graduates. 
Eight years later, the quality and number of  
applications to the school increased significantly, 
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and communications with its wider community 
improved in quality and quantity across print, the 
internet and social media. The alumni database had 
grown from zero to 11,000 contactable addresses 
and an extensive series of  reunions were in place.

Consequently, a growing list of  parents and 
alumni volunteered to assist pupils with career 
and university mentoring, with work experience 
placements, and by giving talks to school classes 
and clubs – all while assisting with strengthening the 
school community and building its reputation in 
the wider world. Furthermore, over five years the 
school secured gifts and pledges in excess of  
£5 million from its parents and alumni.

We know that an aspirational vision for the future, 
in full consultation with the wider community 
and supported by effective communications and 
marketing plans, will ensure that philanthropy will 
provide a hugely valuable new income stream. 
So, if  an independent school can build an effective 
advancement function from scratch, then why 
are state-funded schools not doing the same, 
particularly when they now have the freedom to 
attempt new initiatives?

The answer is because of  misconceptions about 
the process in general and about fundraising in 
particular, for example:

• Fundraising is begging. 
Not so. Fundraising requires integrity and the 
articulation of  an aspirational goal for the future, 
which has been crafted in partnership with 
influential members of  the wider school 
community. People will only give six and seven 
figure gifts to organisations they trust and whose 
aspirations they share.

• Advancement is costly and 
time consuming. 
It is true that purchasing a database and hiring 
the staff  to drive the process requires investment, 
yet there are lower-cost alternatives to getting 
the process started, involving the extracurricular 
assistance of  internal staff  and pupils. In the first 
instance, an excel spreadsheet is all that is 
required; the costs do not need to be incurred 
until the process has been proved to succeed.

• Our community will not support us. 
There is a common perception – especially in 
schools that have little engagement with their 
parents and no list of  alumni – that ‘we don’t 
have any wealthy parents or alumni’. But how do 
they know? Every school will have a community 
of  people capable of  offering transformative 
gifts and voluntary support; they just need to be 
found and cultivated. Furthermore, state schools 
can approach grant-making trusts and local 
businesses for assistance, which independent 
schools cannot.

• The state school sector should be 
funded totally by the government. 
This was a common perception in the early days 
of  fundraising in the university sector, but people 
did offer donations nevertheless. The same will 
apply in the state school sector. Furthermore, 
even if  government funding was more generous, 
there is always a limit to the funds available. 
Funds donated by your community will allow you 
to achieve more for your pupils than you could 
by relying on the state alone.

• Marketing is expensive. 
A printed prospectus can be expensive and so 
can advertisements in the local press, so it is far 
more effective to capture the word-of-mouth 
marketing in your community. If  your parents and 
graduates are proud of  your school, and share 
your ambitions for it, they will communicate this 
pride to the wider community of  potential 
parents and pupils.

So what is the secret to a 
successful advancement process?
Firstly, you must communicate with 
your wider community:

Friends talk to friends, so share your successes, 
explain your aspirations and encourage their 
involvement. Make your parents, your alumni and 
your local business leaders your friends. As examples, 
a multi-academy trust (MAT) in Nottinghamshire 
had never talked with local businesses, but our 

“IF AN INDEPENDENT SCHOOL CAN BUILD 
AN EFFECTIVE ADVANCEMENT FUNCTION 
FROM SCRATCH, THEN WHY ARE STATE-
FUNDED SCHOOLS NOT DOING THE SAME.”

>
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feasibility study established that local corporate leaders were 
very interested in educational issues and welcomed the chance 
to learn more from the MAT. And a MAT in Leicestershire had 
overlooked that the 660th anniversary of  the original school was 
approaching in three years’ time, so we stressed the importance 
of  celebrating this anniversary as an opportunity to engage with 
this community.

Secondly, encourage your community to offer voluntary 
assistance in ways that cost them little:

Nothing is more motivational for a pupil from a deprived 
background than meeting an alumnus from a similar background 
who has achieved. It takes little for parents and local businesses 
to offer work experience placements and career guidance, and 
alumni who have attended university would be happy to offer 
advice about their experience to those considering this option in 
secondary schools. We worked with a MAT in the North East 
that had never communicated with its network of  alumni. Over a 
series of  discussions, we established that they were keen to help, 
with one graduate stating, “I think it is really helpful for pupils to 
talk to others who have had career experience. I would definitely 
be happy to help.”

The same process works even better for primary schools. 
They will volunteer time and assistance in even greater numbers 
for their younger children than for their older offspring. As for the 
alumni, their affinity for their primary school is sometimes greater 
than their connection to their secondary. Find ways to stay in 
touch until they reach an age to offer their support.

Thirdly, craft an aspiration for your school that your 
wider community has helped to create and endorse:

It is highly likely that your community will wish to donate to 
ensure that every child has an equal start in life regardless of  
their background. It is also probable that they will want to support 
activities beyond the ordinary curriculum. Would writers-in-
residence, nature trails and things like musical instruments 
enhance the educational experience for your pupils? You are 
highly likely to find people in your community who would assist 
with these, as one Leicestershire parent observed during our 
feasibility study: “If  you expect something from a school, then 
you should give something back.”

Finally, celebrate the involvement of your volunteers 
and donors:

People rarely want buildings or rooms named after them 
(though grant-making trusts do), but they will not object to being 
named in donor and volunteer lists or mind the school promoting 
the opportunities and initiatives that their gifts have funded. 
Ensure that your students benefit from the process so that they 
can, in turn, offer their own support when able to do so. A pupil 
at Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ School received £200 in Year Nine 
from the school’s Foundation to pay for a geography magazine, 

and two years after he left he donated £400 to the Foundation 
in recognition of  the earlier support.

Stephen Morales, NASBM CEO, believes that there is a wealth 
of  opportunity for state schools to benefit from practice and 
activities in the independent sector. “I recognise that, with some 
exceptions, the independent and state sector have traditionally 
had a very different view of  fundraising. State-sector practitioners 
are wedded to the view that education should be free at the point 
of  entry and no advantage should be given to parents who are 
able to make even modest contributions and indeed schools that 
are able to attract generous donations. Clearly, independent 
schools do not feel conflicted in the same way. However, the state 
sector needs to soften in this regard as the funding gap grows and 
new cost pressures bite.”

There are other providers in the education sector with marketing 
and fundraising expertise who can help you build your community. 
As always, NASBM recommends that you explore the market and 
seek professional advice before making any commitment. 

“A PRINTED PROSPECTUS CAN BE EXPENSIVE AND SO CAN 
ADVERTISEMENTS IN THE LOCAL PRESS, SO IT IS FAR MORE EFFECTIVE TO 
CAPTURE THE WORD-OF-MOUTH MARKETING IN YOUR COMMUNITY.”

Holistic Educational Marketing and Fundraising has helped schools, 
academies, MATS and FE colleges around the UK to institute 
cost-effective successful advancement functions. Before founding 
Holistic, Dr Peter Spence worked for more than two decades as 
an advancement professional in universities and independent 
schools in the UK. He was Director of  Development and Alumni 
Relations at the University of  Hull, and Director of  External 
Relations at Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ School.
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TOP TIPS
1. Get professional advice at the start. Successful advancement 

involves engaging with your wider community in ways that 
excite and motivate them to help. An experienced consultancy 
can help you take the first steps while avoiding costly pitfalls.

2. Communicate with, and celebrate your partnership with, 
your wider community of parents, former pupils, local 
businesses and people of influence. The more they share 
your vision and aspirations, the more they will help you.

3. To succeed, effective processes must be put in place at the 
start, ranging from crafting and launching a communications 
strategy to instituting appropriate mechanisms for the 
processing of offers of donations and voluntary support. 
These should all be compliant with requirements of the Charity 
Commission and the Information Commissioner’s Office.

4. Leadership of this process must come from the top. 
Those capable of offering transformative gifts will need to 
know that the senior leadership team and governors are 
leading the process.


