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Creating a Culture of Blended Funding 
--By Heather Chirtea and Eric Bird 

 
Bringing the community together for a fundraiser is a healthy endeavor, whether it’s a 
school carnival, bake sale, or basket raffle.  However, it is not likely that fundraisers 
alone will get you that new set of tablets for the school.  In the same way “it takes a 
village to raise a child,” it also takes a culture of blended funding to raise a classroom 
set of computers. 
 
In a recent survey of 242 educators, administrators, and IT specialists, the most 
successful participants reported that it takes a combination of fundraising, grant writing, 
re-budgeting, and a lot of creative thinking to sustain a technology program over time.   
 

Fundraising 
 

With the right approach, fundraisers can bring in a healthy stream of profits and can 
provide an ongoing source of revenue year after year.  Of the survey participants who 
fundraised, 43% raised over $10,000 a year and 
20% reached beyond the $20,000 mark.  Whether 
your goals are big or small, any school can run a 
series of small fundraisers with simple food and 
ticket sales at events.  Little amounts can add up to 
great purchases. 
 
Check out the advice given by other schools that 
have found success with fundraising. 
 
Add a fundraising component to every community event. 
Dual events that draw people on to campus can be a great way to combine community 
outreach with fundraising for technology.  Combine a Literacy Night with a Book Fair; 
run a Technology Showcase together with Student Digital Art Sale; combine a Recycle 
Forward technology recycling day with a used computer sale.  Evaluate your calendar 
and see if you can add a fundraiser to every single community event.  Even food sales 
can contribute a few hundred dollars.  If your PTA isn’t strong, then empower the 
student council to help run the fundraisers. 
 
Make technology funding a mandatory part of every fundraiser. 
Consider taking 10% of all fundraising in the entire school, regardless of the cause, and 
putting it in a technology account.  If the football team raises money, part of it goes to 
support technology.  This will also help establish a school-wide culture of support for 
technology. 
 
Try selling a product or service that your parents and students already need. 
Consider that every year a select population of parents will need to purchase sports 
jerseys, theme park tickets, or even food.  Perhaps the school can become a dealer, 
and have the parents purchase critical products directly from the school rather than a 
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vendor.  If parents were already going to buy the offered products anyway, you just 
provided a way that allowed them to help the school at the same time. 
 
Keep quality and usefulness as a standard for product sales. 
It seems like common sense, but selling products that are actually useful will add to the 
success of your fundraiser.  An exciting quality product that the audience will want to 
buy, even at a slightly elevated rate, will keep them coming back year after year. 
 
Don’t be afraid to repeat. 
If you have a wildly successful fundraiser, don’t be afraid to run it again – even in the 
same year.  Give the people what they want.  One school reported that even though 
their community was very poor, they could always sell tickets to the annual “Donkey 
Basketball” game for $15 because it was so hilarious to see the administrators riding 
around on donkeys! 
 
Offer continuous fundraisers, not just one-time purchases. 
If you sell a quality consumable product that people want and need, offer it for purchase 
all year long.  Set up a website maintained by a teacher-run, student-operated team.  If 
people burn through their candles or need additional cookie dough for a birthday party, 
why not make it available long after the first-of-the-year kick off? 
 
Advertise your fundraisers. 
A successful fundraiser needs a lot of advertising well in advance.  Make sure you 
advertise beyond the immediate community, and harness the power of the Internet for 
outreach.  Challenge the students and parents to raise awareness for the cause.  This is 
an excellent class project.  Use school websites, digital newsletters, blogs, traditional 
backpack flyers, posters, local press, and even local TV and radio. 
 
Select fundraisers that are actually fun! 
Look for ideas that your team is passionate about.  Having an interesting and fun 
fundraiser also makes it easier to recruit volunteers.  If it isn’t fun to operate and 
organize, chances are your fundraiser won’t be a “repeat” event.  A dog wash will hold a 
lot of interest for the students.  A chance to “Dunk Your Principal” may garner high 
participation and a lot of laughs! 
 
Involve staff, PTA, and students. 
It takes a lot of hands on deck to operate a successful fundraiser.  Create teams for 
each fundraising event and spend time organizing and involving volunteers in the 
process.  Get student, staff, and parent input throughout the planning stages.  Involving 
the students in the operation of fundraisers gives them a stake in the cause.  They can 
make posters and help publicize every fundraiser.  It’s also a great financial exercise to 
track donations, as well as a great resume-builder when they succeed. 
 
To Do List: 
Here’s a task list that every school can employ to get started.  
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 Craft a Fundraising Plan - Research successful ideas for fundraising! 
http://www.digitalwish.com/dw/digitalwish/fundraising?id=8 

 Make a List of School Events - Make sure there is a fundraising component at 
each one. 

 Download Free Digital Wish Fundraising Guidelines - Visit the fundraising 
area on Digital Wish and download free resources for letter writing campaigns 
and technology fundraisers. http://www.digitalwish.com/dw/digitalwish/fundraisers 

 Start a Technology Fundraiser Online - Invite the community to donate. 
http://www.digitalwish.com/dw/digitalwish/fundraisers 

 Set up a Recycle Forward Campaign - Invite the community to donate their old 
cell phones and ink cartridges for cash. 
http://www.recycleforwardnow.org/ 
 

 
Grant Writing 

 
While grant writing takes a commitment, there are a huge number of awards given out 
every year. More than half of the schools we surveyed don’t even seek grants.  Yet, 
35% of those that did apply for grants managed to raise $10,000 or more each year, 
with 26% reaching over 
$20,000.  Running a 
dedicated grant initiative will 
be worth the effort.  The 
advice below comes directly 
from schools that have 
found success with grant 
writing. 
 
Develop a grant writing 
team.  
Over 55% of the survey respondents said they don’t have anyone specific to write 
grants, so put together a grant writing team to get things started.  Students can even 
help conduct research to identify grant targets.  Consider assigning a class Internet 
exploration project where students search for foundations and target grant programs 
that your school might apply for.  Get a capable parent volunteer to assist. 
 
Get one primary grant writer and a team of supporters. 
After selecting an appropriate grant to apply to, select a primary writer who is supported 
by a team of teachers, parents, board members, or community volunteers to do 
proofreading, gathering application materials (like fetching the insurance forms from the 
agent).  The most successful schools use a single writer to do the first draft of a grant, 
then a team of proofreaders to review the grant prose.  Only use one proofreader at a 
time.  It’s much too difficult to try and combine multiple drafts, and often it takes longer 
to craft a coherent grant application when multiple writers are injecting their ideas into 
the prose.  The school principal hopefully just has to look over the final draft and 
approve it.   
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Build a Grant “Text” Library. 
Develop a library of text assets that can be used over-and-over in grant applications.  
Don’t make this a PDF library!  Keep this in a word processing format that allows the 
writer to copy, paste, and edit relevant articles -- depending on the grant requirements.  
Develop these items first: 
·    A bio of key staff members, administrators, and the superintendent, including full 
contact information - 1 paragraph each. 
·    Names, addresses, and bios of each member of your school board. 
·    A description of the school. – 50 words, 100 words, 250 words, 500 words, and 
1000 words. 
·    A description of the socio-economic makeup of your student body, the local 
region, including your census population and demographic data.  Be sure to include free 
and reduced lunch rates. – 1 paragraph, 1 page, and a longer version. 
·    A copy of the school’s insurance policy. 
·    Your Federal Tax ID number. 
·    Written proof that you are a public school, or a copy of your 501(c)3 IRS nonprofit 
determination letter. 
·        A growing collection of press clippings about your school. 
 
Spend time researching the right sites. 
Here is a list of grant resources to investigate. 
·        Digital Wish Grants Library – frequently updated with new technology grants: 
http://www.digitalwish.com/dw/digitalwish/grants 
·        A list of education grant resources: 
http://www.digitalwish.com/dw/digitalwish/grants?subject=grant_writing_resources 
·        Grants Alert – subscribe to this newsletter: http://www.grantsalert.com 
·        The Foundation Center – the national library on grants: 
http://foundationcenter.org/ 
·        Technology Grant News: http://www.technologygrantnews.com 
·        School Grants – Teacher centered grants site and subscription: 
http://www.schoolgrants.org. 
·        Grant Wrangler – Ongoing announcements and blog posts about grants: 
http://www.grantwrangler.com/  
 
Federal Grants 
If you are new at grant writing, we don’t recommend applying for Federal grants.  
Federal grant winners typically have a strong track record of success in delivering 
previous grants on-time, and on-budget, and this is often a criteria for selection of 
awards.  New grant writers can be more successful with less effort elsewhere.  Once 
your team builds up a track record of success with grants, Grants.gov and ed.gov are 
two sites that regularly announce Federal grant opportunities.  New grant writers should 
try to partner with an experienced organization who can accept the fiscal responsibility 
of a larger grant as the “primary contractor”. Your school district would be designated as 
a “sub-recipient” on a larger grant.  Working under an experienced primary contractor 
means that you can build off of their strong history of success, and learn the process as 
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you go.  
 
State Grants 
Visit your state’s Department of Education website and find out if there are competitive 
state funded grants available.  Be sure to check in monthly as these grants are posted 
on a rolling basis.  Keep a watch out for propositions that fund school improvements. 
 These can often fund technology, but they may not actually be listed in the “Education 
Technology Grants” portion of the state’s DOE website.   
 
Economic Stimulus Money - ARRA 
While stimulus funding usage will differ by state, many schools reported using ARRA 
funds for technology programs.  Funding availability will be dependent on the state’s 
rules and availability.    
 
Office of Innovation and Improvement 
The governmental Office of Innovation and Improvement (OII) has been a consistent 
grant resource for many schools who participated in our study. 
 

Re-Budgeting 
 

Only 61% of our respondents reported spending all the funds from their budget 
categories, which means there was money left to be spent at the end of the year.  
Surprisingly, 46% stated that they have never used other line items in the budget to 
fund technology purchases.  The most common re-budgeting trend was shifting funds 
from the “textbook and supply” 
categories into technology.  One 
teacher told us, “If technology is to be 
used for curriculum, then we use 
curriculum funds to purchase it. Re-
budgeting isn’t even necessary. We 
don’t have a separate ‘technology’ 
budget line. This helps us focus on the 
purpose of the technology as a part of 
the job we do. Not something 
separate.” 
 
Evaluate your entire school budget line-by-line.  With creative thinking, there are many 
line items that can be applied towards technology purchases and training. Here are 
some categories that have been used by other schools to fund technology programs. 
 
Textbook Budget 
Encourage teachers to develop their own classroom resources that will eventually 
replace textbooks.  This can happen quickly if the district contributes dedicated staff to 
the task, or slowly if the administration encourages teachers to do so lesson-by-lesson, 
over time.  There are many free resources on the Internet, and textbooks are quickly 
being supplemented by mobile apps.  Digital Wish is developing a digital textbook 
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building tool that saves classroom resources as downloadable apps for Apple, Android, 
and Windows smartphones, tablets, and computers.  Keep a watch for it in 2013. 
 
Paper and Copy Machine Budget 
One principal put it very simply by stating, “Stop the madness. Stop the paper and glue 
frenzy!”  Go paperless.  Create digital newsletters, print double sided, use digital docs, 
and put your foot down on the mountains of paper that is generated every day. One 
school told us that their annual copy tally was over a million copies!  Even at $.03 per 
page, that’s $30,000 in expenditures that can be applied elsewhere by changing 
practice. Less than 1% of the survey respondents reported using the “Copy” budget for 
technology.  
 
Library Budget 
Now that eBooks are 
becoming 
commonplace, library 
funds are often 
allowable sources of 
funding for new 
technology and 
downloadable eBook 
apps.  In addition, 
many libraries are 
going digital and 
sharing space as a 
media center.  
 
Curriculum Budget 
Most curriculum is taking a digital turn as eBook usage and Internet access is 
expanding in classrooms. 
 
General Funds 
Look at any unspent general funds that are left over at the end of the fiscal year and 
move as much as possible to technology.  During the next budget cycle, seek out 
opportunities to trim other areas slightly and move funding to technology. 
 
Energy Savings 
Simple tasks and conscious acts can make a huge difference in operating costs. Shut 
computers down at night, charge at times when rates are lower, and create a culture of 
energy efficiency.  Compare the power bills from one year to the next and use any 
unspent funds for technology purchases.  One school set up “The Can” and every time 
a teacher left their lights on overnight they had to put a dollar in “The Can.”  It became a 
constant source of comedy for the staff, and soon the school was saving money. 
 
Recycle Toner and Ink Cartridges 
Start recycling or refilling cartridges to save money.  Encourage educators to minimize 
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student printing by turning in projects electronically.  Also, be sure to start a Recycle 
Forward campaign.  Just set up a drop-box in your school lobby and encourage 
students to drop off their old cell phones and ink cartridges to earn cash for new 
technology.  It’s easy, just print flyers from here http://www.recycleforwardnow.org 
 Shipping labels are free and the school earns a few bucks for each item that gets 
recycled.  The cash is automatically deposited in the classroom’s Digital Wish account 
for new technology about 30 days later.  It’s great for the environment, involves the 
whole school community, and your students can earn service learning hours by running 
the campaign. 
 
Print Management 
Set up controls that reduce the amount of allowable printing in each classroom. Some 
schools make students get teacher permission before anything is sent to the printer. 
 Try to foster a classroom culture where printing is perceived as “environmentally 
unfriendly.”  Soon your students will self-police each other to reduce printing. 
 
Substitute Teachers Provide Release Time 
Some schools are using substitute teachers to release educators so that they can peer-
coach in other classrooms.  It’s also great for observation time.  This is a fantastic 
hidden budget that can fund your professional development efforts. 
 
FF & E - Furniture, Fixtures, and Equipment 
Schools are using FFE funds to cover technology that is attached to the school such as 
a ceiling-mounted projector or an interactive whiteboard attached to the wall.  This is a 
great fund to use if your school is undergoing new construction.  Technology is then 
purchased as a one-time capital expenditure under the new construction plan. 
 
Overall, the most successful educators strive to create a culture of blended funding. It 
takes work, but with the correct leadership and the right team, your efforts can bring the 
funds needed to sustain your school’s technology program.  
 


