Bridging the Gap: 8 Tips for Talking to Businesses

1. Remember that businesses and schools operate differently.  Businesses expect immediate results and may be disappointed by the time and process involved working with the educational system.  Be willing to think outside the “normal” school schedule to engage with employers.   Be mindful of using time effectively in meeting with employers.
2. Understand that schools and businesses have different missions.  Schools are committed to helping all students succeed; businesses get rid of employees who are not successful.  
3. Acknowledge but do not dwell on barriers.  NCLB, PSSA and other federal/state/local mandates are real and affect the time and resources that can be dedicated to business involvement in the schools.  Share these issues with employers, but do not use them as excuses.  All businesses must work within regulatory framework.
4. Focus on what is possible.  Specifically identify opportunities for business leaders to support school activities through work-based that exposure students to a range of occupations.  Look for a variety of opportunities like job shadowing, internships, employer in the classroom, teacher in the workplace, etc.  Be specific on how businesses can help; avoid making a general invitation to participate.  Start small and build on successes.
5. Research and understand the business, its operations, its products, its people.  School personnel who have limited experience in employment settings beyond the education system need to learn about the needs of business.  Make it a point to visit local businesses, conduct research on the business or ask business leaders about issues facing their companies.
6. Look for common issues.  School districts and businesses have more in common than may be obvious.  For example, schools promote good attendance; businesses are hungry for employees that have good attendance habits.  
7. Communication takes effort.  Keeping the lines of communication open between the school and business is essential.  Establish regularly scheduled opportunities for the school and businesses to talk. Provide communications tools, such as newsletters, Web sites, etc.
8. Understand employers’ key issues.  Employers regularly identify their difficulty in finding employees with “soft skills” for successful employment.  While employers are concerned about academic and technical skills, they more often cite the lack of “soft skills” as a serious societal issue.  “Soft Skills” includes accountability, communication, dependability, integrity, teamwork, etc.
