
SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY AND
ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Item Type Electronic thesis; text

Authors FEDER, BRENNEN PIERCE

Citation FEDER, BRENNEN PIERCE. (2021). SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY AND
ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN HIGHER EDUCATION (Bachelor's thesis,
University of Arizona, Tucson, USA).

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 23/05/2023 20:05:46

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/666603

http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/666603


 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN HIGHER EDUCATION: 

By 

BRENNEN PIERCE FEDER 

  

____________________ 

  

A Thesis Submitted to The Honors College 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Bachelors degree 

With Honors in  

Entrepreneurship  

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

M A Y  2 0 2 1 

 
  

 
  

Approved by: 

____________________________ 

Dr. Alissa Bilfield 
Department of Entrepreneurship 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 2 

Abstract 

Sustainability has been defined as the intersection of decision making that accounts for 

conserving our use of the environment, the need for social equity, and the needs for economic 

growth (Hooey et al., 2017). Social sustainability has become an increasingly more crucial area of 

focus. One of the key resources that promotes social equity and helps close the gaps between 

different communities is through higher education. This report will explore the intersectionality of 

higher educational equity and social sustainability within the last decade to inform venture and 

organization creation in this space. The guiding research question for this report is: What are best 

practices for promoting social equity in higher education within America? It will include new 

findings that are guiding the college and university system today, as well as detail accounts of data-

backed recommendations that will guide the future of education. Many researchers across the 

country are examining the trends of different communities in the higher educational attainment 

space, and this document will synthesize and display the most pertinent information about equity 

for advocates of higher education to understand. The goal of this thesis is to translate insights from 

case studies and academic research into best practices that institutions can adopt.   
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Executive Summary 

 Over the past four years, I have engaged in the honors curriculum as a business 

student within the Eller College of Management. Early in my college experience, I understood the 

value and transformative learning experiences that exist within entrepreneurship. Consequently, I 

had my sights set on joining the McGuire Center for Entrepreneurship as a student in the New 

Venture Development (NVD) program. Beyond studying business, I also have another degree in 

education leadership, literacy, and learning. Creating my own venture in the NVD program allowed 

me to combine my two disciplines of study as well as my passion for advancing post-secondary 

education within Arizona. I co-created Peer College Coaching which is a service that helps students 

navigate the college application and admissions process. Over the past year we have creating a 

comprehensive business model and go to market strategy that has generated over 200,000 

impressions on social media and has been tested in local Tucson high school classrooms. At the 

heart of our venture is supporting underrepresented communities in higher education and social 

sustainability which brought me to the topic that I decided to research about for my thesis. I 

conducted a literary review and case study analysis of existing ventures and scholarly journals to 

synthesize and provide best practices for adopting social sustainability in large organizations like 

colleges and universities. Included in this honors thesis is also a business plan for my venture 

called Peer College Coaching.  

 My dream job is the be the president of a higher education institution because I have 

experienced the impact that strong leaders can have on a campus community.  Strong and proactive 

leadership will help continue to innovate and implement socially sustainable practices that will 

shape the future of society. I hope to use these learnings from my thesis research and venture 

creation as I move forward in my leadership endeavors.
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Social Sustainability Within the Larger Sustainability Context 

 

Sustainability has been defined as meeting the current needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs (Dresner, 2008). This broad 

definition can be seen in action in many different sectors of society. The concept and applicability 

of sustainability impacts everyone, which has caused sustainability to recently become a topic of 

high priority. This intersection of the many components of sustainability has often been referred to 

as the triple bottom line. The framework accounts for social, environmental, and 

financial/economic accountability and success (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Triple Bottom Line 

 

          (Source: Willard, 2012) 
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For the purposes of this analysis, the social leg of the stool will be the area of focus. This 

includes education services which impact some other areas of the social framework such as 

working conditions, social justice, community, and culture (Willard, 2012). This has also been 

commonly been referred to as the “3Ps”: people, planet, and profits. One of the central challenges 

of sustainability efforts lies in measuring the value of the triple bottom line since there is no 

uniform measurement. Some organizations advocate monetizing these values while others focus on 

outcomes and perceived value instead (Slaper & Hall, 2011). One study argues that in order to 

achieve social sustainability, one must actively practice social sustainability. While this sounds like 

a dictionary definition when the phrase is just repeated, the reasoning behind this description is a 

result of the interconnectedness of the many components of social sustainability. In order to 

achieve social sustainability, organizations must address concerns, invite stakeholders from 

different backgrounds into decision making processes, develop democratic procedures that drive 

the institution forward, acknowledge tension between aspirations and reality, make product use of 

current capabilities, and reflect often (Bostrom et al., 2015). There is a strong emphasis on long-

term commitment and progress towards achieving organizational goals. One of the most important 

attributes of successful goal planning is to be sensitive to the concerns and framing of social 

situations. Self-awareness and consistently grounding decision-making processes in social 

commitment will help guide institutions toward being more socially sustainable (Bostrom et al., 

2015).  

Understanding the different aspects of economic, environmental, and social sustainability is 

important because it will help guide our discussions moving forward. Below is a chart that has 

various indicators that fall into each category. 
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Figure 2: Categories of sustainability measures and their indicators 

Economic Measures Environmental 

Measures 

Social Measures 

• Personal income 
• Cost of underemployment  
• Establishment churn 
• Establishment size 
• Job growth 
• Employment distribution 

by sector 
• Percentage of each firm in 

each sector 
• Revenue by sector 

contributing to the gross 
domestic product  

• Electricity 
consumption 

• Sulfur dioxide 
concentration 

• Nitrogen oxide 
concentration 

• Fossil fuel 
consumption 

• Selected priority 
pollutants 

• Solid waste 
management  

• Hazardous 
waste 
management 

• Changes in land 
use 

• Percentage of population 
with a post-secondary 
degree or certificate 

• Unemployment rate 
• Female and minority 

status labor force 
participation rate 

• Median household 
income 

• Relative poverty 
• Average commute time 
• Violent crimes per capita 
• Health-adjusted life 

expectancy  

 (Slaper & Hall, 2011) 

 

As shown above, post-secondary education is a major contributing factor to social 

sustainability, and will be the focus of some of my research moving forward. Some for profit 

businesses, non-profits, and governmental agencies all use similar approaches to advance social 

equity to align with the triple bottom line approach. Case studies concerning one entity from each 

of these three areas will be illustrated in this literary review.  
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Social Innovation, Corporate Social Responsibility, and Entrepreneurship 

Social innovation, corporate social responsibility, and social entrepreneurship are all 

mechanisms that can encourage sustainability in higher education. Social innovation refers to 

services and activities that are inspired by meeting social needs in organizations (Mulgan, 2006). 

Businesses are typically profit-motivated, and consequently they adopt socially innovative 

activities that help promote social innovation within the workplace. Social innovation is 

entrepreneurial in nature. The process of social innovation starts with understanding the needs of 

certain communities and identifying potential and novel solutions. Needs come in different forms 

and can be seen in various areas of society. Most commonly, these problems can be identified in 

politics, social movements, and existing volunteer organizations. Other researchers have found 

similar patterns. One review shows that social entrepreneurship and social innovation share 

common overlaps when considering the needs and potential solutions to the problems of society. 

Many of these issues in the business realm are thought to stem from the for-profit business models 

of most organizations that fail to create meaningful corporate social responsibility plans. Social 

innovation is an integral part of building a venture. While the triple bottom line framework guides 

some decisions, Phillips argues that the double bottom line approach in entrepreneurship can be 

effective as motivation to perform financially and socially (Phillips et al., 2015). Mulgan argues, 

“Some of the most effective methods for cultivating social innovation start from the presumption 

that people are competent interpreters of their own lives and competent solvers of their own 

problems” (Mulgan, 2006). The steps involved in bringing social innovation to fruition mirrors that 

of bringing a product to market in a venture. There is a developmental, prototyping, and piloting 

phase. This helps determine the minimum viable product that will solve the problem for society. 

Once the idea has been vetted, it can then move to the assessment, scaling, and diffusing phase 

(Mulgan, 2006). Social innovation is also thought to be truly influential when it is supported and 
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created by a wide range of entrepreneurs. When a range of organizations and institutions influence 

socially innovative practices, the impact on society will be much greater and stronger (Phillips et 

al., 2015). These models can be applied to the higher education landscape and the rapidly changing 

educational environment.   

Additionally, social entrepreneurship is an important component of achieving a responsible 

economy. Social entrepreneurs have a clear understanding of their role as change agents in 

providing social value and new opportunities to serve different communities. Social 

entrepreneurship has been equated to corporate social responsibility, and both are key contributors 

to the development of a healthy economy. However, there are significant differences that must be 

understood by both entrepreneurs and existing organizations. A comparison between social 

entrepreneurship and corporate social responsibility are shown below (Rakitovac, 2017).  

 

 

Figure 3: Social Entrepreneurship vs Corporate Social Responsibility 
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          (Rakitovac, 2017). 

 

Perhaps some of the most prominent organizations that focus on social entrepreneurship are 

higher education institutions because of their commitment to a social mission, democratic decision 

making processes, and solving real social challenges.  

 

Social Sustainability and Higher Education 

Sustainability has long been an area of concern for higher education institutions. In a 2015 

study by Urbanski and Filho, they found that the interpretation of sustainability varied greatly 
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between institutions. While most institutions did include a direct nod to the environmental 

component of sustainability, only a select group acknowledged their participation in extending their 

actions beyond the traditional sustainability focus  (Hooey et al., 2017). Below is a table that 

contains the objective key indicators of social sustainability. Higher education influences a variety 

of these indicators such as income which has been proven to be higher on average for those with a 

higher education level. Higher education also helps address the issues of the gender gap, equal 

opportunities, as well as the unemployment rate although a gap still exists between genders and 

other cultural groups (Lörz & Mühleck, 2019). We have also learned that the process to get to 

higher education must start far beyond senior year of high school. Organizations like Citizens 

Schools are focused on early academic outreach strategies which has dramatically increased the 

likelihood of students pursuing higher education (Citizen Schools, 2021). Below are some criteria 

that helps frame the actions of sustainable practices in higher education.  

 

Figure 4: Objective Key Indicators of Social Sustainability 
 

 

 (Omann & Spangenberg, 2002). 
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Case Studies of Social Sustainability in Practice 

Case studies play an important role in understanding how organizations promote social 

sustainability internally and externally. To better understand these dynamics, case studies from a 

for profit company, a non-profit company, and a federal agency will be explored in an effort to 

compile best practices for organizations to adopt in the higher education space. All of the 

organizations selected have some tie to promoting higher education as a part of their core mission 

or as a form of social responsibility.  

 

For Profit Company 

The Coca-Cola Company has been visible and vocal about their sustainability efforts. In 

addition to their large investment in environmental sustainability, they have also been committed to 

advancing social sustainability practices. One way they are able to do this is that they take 1.5% of 

all operating income and invest it back into local communities where Coca-Cola products are sold. 

Since 1984, this has equated to over $1 billion. In the visual below, you can see the different areas 

that the Coca-Cola Foundation has invested in. Three of the four major components all tie back into 

the main attributes that comprise social sustainability. Investing in women’s empowerment has 

been instrumental in their sustainability plan. Coca-Cola just successfully completed their 5 by 20 

initiative in which they economically empowered over 5 million women world-wide through 

providing jobs, educational resources, and opportunities to become financially independent (The 

Coca-Cola Foundation, 2021). While these initiatives touch areas of economic sustainability, this 

also directly impacts the employment rates, poverty levels, and quality of life.  

 

Figure 5: Coca-Cola Foundation Contributions 
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 (The Coca-Cola Company, 2021) 

 

Another large area of investment is in higher education. Over $335 million dollars have 

been invested into advancing the educational equity in a variety of communities. This fund helped 

over 10,000 first generation college students achieve the education of their dreams. The Coca-Cola 

Company also houses the Coca-Cola Scholars Foundation which awards 150 scholarships worth 

$20,000 each to high impact high school seniors in order to advance their educational standing and 

promote continued service to their communities (The Coca-Cola Foundation, 2021). Additionally, 

the company has many partnerships with other organizations that have a more finite focus on 

sustainability issues. Some of these partnerships include: United Way, The Global Fund, Global 

Citizen, World Economic Forum, and the American Red Cross.  
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Federal Agency 

AmeriCorps VISTA is a federal agency program that uses education to make a positive 

impact on impoverished communities. Some of the core values include: community empowerment, 

sustainable solutions, and anti-poverty initiatives. Some of the key mechanisms that this agency 

utilizes is education, health benefits, economic opportunities, and service to military families 

(AmeriCorps Vista, 2021). In terms of college attainment, this entity focuses on college access, k-

12 success, and career and technical education for economically disadvantaged youth. As noted 

above, solving poverty is a large component of social sustainability and AmeriCorps is doing this 

through providing the resources to obtain long-term economic independence. This organization 

also focuses on the informal learning aspects of educating their users. AmeriCorpos coaches 

individuals on employment/workforce development, bridging the digital divide, and assists them 

with processes concerning obtaining housing (AmeriCorps Vista, 2021). The image below is a 

snapshot of the featured initiatives that are currently being put on by AmeriCorps pertaining to 

education. Many of these programs have the potential to reach millions of students and re-engage 

them in public life and policy. These initiatives offer the resources and teachings to also play a role 

in creating widespread socially sustainable changes at the macro level. At the heart of all of their 

actions is social sustainability through education, economic empowerment, and health support.  

 

Figure 6: AmeriCorps Featured Initiatives 
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 (AmeriCorps Vista, 2021) 

 

Non-Profit Organizations 

Citizen Schools is a non-profit organization that focuses on educational equity. They meet 

students, educators, and community members where they currently are. They offer a catalyst 

program in a classroom setting that is focused on bringing hands-on learning and mentorship 

opportunities to traditionally underserved communities (Citizen Schools, 2021). The topics and 

conversations are structured to support important findings from student assessments that enable 

Citizen Schools to meaningfully connect with students in a way that will be beneficial to their long-

term growth. In the last school year, they have reached well over 1,000 students, 23 teachers, and 

49 volunteers in the classroom setting. This organization also facilitates afterschool engagement 

opportunities focused on 21st century skill development, academics, social emotional learning, and 
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college/career connections. Embedded in this curriculum are vital knowledge, skills, and abilities 

that enable students to become financially and professionally independent. This helps address many 

components of social sustainability, and as a result, students who complete the program are two 

times more likely to enter college. The last major component of their community-based structure is 

formal mentorship opportunities focusing on STEM communities. Through this program there are 

over 20,000 mentors with 150,000+ students (Citizen Schools, 2021). The image below highlights 

the three major components that enables Citizen Schools to put social sustainability at the forefront 

of their actions.  

 

Figure 7: Citizen Schools’ Equity Approach 

 

(Citizen Schools, 2021).  

 

Discussion: Best Practices for Institutions 

There are many best practices that institutions can adopt to become more sustainability 

oriented. At the center of these practices, ventures must be mindful of practicing equitable resource 
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allocation, inviting all stakeholders into the decision making processes, building forward-thinking 

curriculum, fostering a sense of lifelong learning, and creating strong organizational culture.  

 

Resource Allocation 

A key aspect of social sustainability is the ability for all community members to actively 

participate in their society. The precondition for this to be possible is equipping individuals with 

the necessary resources to engage. These resources come in many forms including technical, 

physical, and intangible. Education access has been seen to be integral to this support by providing 

the intangible elements of social innovation, self-determination, and a reliable social system 

(Omann & Spangenberg, 2002). 

 

Key Stakeholders 

The first key component is to involve all academic and administrative units on a campus. 

Comprehensive sustainability as well as social sustainability must be an ongoing effort of students, 

faculty, staff, administration, and all other parties in a higher education institution. Due to the 

shared-governance structure and bureaucracy of the college and university landscape, the variety of 

voices should be aligned to help move the institution toward one common goal. Siloed actions will 

not result in a substantial progress pertaining to social sustainability (Hooey et al., 2017). 

Americorps focuses on a community-based approach to their initiative design. As noted above, 

social sustainability must be a consistent and conscious effort of all stakeholders to ensure long 

term success and engagement (AmeriCorps Vista, 2021).  

 

Curriculum and Course Design 
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The concept of sustainability and the many facets of it makes the concept of sustainability 

inherently interdisciplinary. Therefore, faculty, researchers, and academic personnel should be 

constantly challenged to work together in an effort to build multidisciplinary solutions to the 

problems that face society. This concept should also be integrated into how students are taught to 

process knowledge and draw connections between curriculum that may not typically be associated 

with other disciplines. Some proposed actions to facilitate this interdisciplinary conversation 

include co-building class content and materials, team teaching, and building structures in 

requirements that facilitate cross-program references like general education (Hooey et al., 2017). 

Other organizations like AmeriCorps have key resources that allow for assessment and 

measurement of the impact their teachings and resources have on their students. Gaining consistent 

feedback about the progress of students and their learning outcomes is incredibly important to 

long-term sustainability of organizations (AmeriCorps Vista, 2021). 

 

Life-Long Learning 

Sustainable innovations are constantly changing the way society, students, and faculty 

evaluate sustainability. Consequently, it is important that institutions provide time, funding, and 

educational resources to all stakeholders on a consistent basis to ensure relevancy and progress 

towards shared goals. One area of concern pertains to raising capital to fund these programs. A 

suggestion is to dedicate fundraising campaigns and work with notable alumni to help support 

these programs as being vital to the long-term health and sustainability of the institution (Hooey et 

al., 2017). Life-long learning has also been shown to be a core component of socially sustainable 

organizations. Access must not be restricted, and should include all social groups (Omann & 

Spangenberg, 2002). From the case study of AmeriCorps, they focus healthy on the life-long 

learning of their users. They provide conferences at the local and national levels to encourage 
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networking and the sharing of opportunities that improve the lives of one another as they pertain to 

higher education (AmeriCorps Vista, 2021).  

 

Organizational Culture 

Integrating sustainable practices into the culture of a college or university is imperative for 

long-term success. When the concepts, practices, and teaching of social sustainability become 

foundational to the core functions of an institution, the outcomes are more cohesive and advance 

the goals of the organization. While socially sustainable metrics may be more difficult to measure 

when compared to the tangible aspects of sustainability, leaders are encouraged to assess their 

efforts using the triple bottom line (Hooey et al., 2017).  The triple bottom line refers to companies 

evaluating their financial profits, social/ethical, and environmental impacts as a way to assess their 

overall health and performance. This has also been commonly referred to as the stakeholder view 

of the firm (Norman & MacDonald, 2004).  The four main components of creating a sustainable 

campus culture come at the intersection of curriculum, operations, community, and the campus. 

The following infographic highlights the subunits that make up the larger focus areas of campus 

sustainability (Hooey et al., 2017).  

Figure 8: Creating a sustainable campus culture 
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 (Hooey et al., 2017) 

Conclusion: The Future of Higher Education 

Higher education continues to be at the forefront of social sustainability in terms of 

reaching a wide range of stakeholders. Oftentimes, post-secondary institutions serve many 

purposes as they educate students, conduct research, and provide jobs to local communities. At the 

heart of the work of these organizations is improving the future through sustainable practices. The 

mission of The University of Arizona is: “We will continuously improve how we educate and 

innovate so we can lead the way in developing adaptive problem-solvers capable of tackling our 

greatest challenges” (Purpose, Mission, and Values, 2021). Similarly, the mission statement for 

Colorado State University reads, “Inspired by its land-grant heritage, Colorado State University is 

committed to excellence, setting the standard for public research universities in teaching, research, 

service and extension for the benefit of the citizens of Colorado, the United States and the world” 

(University Mission, Values, and Guiding Principles, 2021). Both mission statements allude to 

themes of innovation and a better future. Social sustainability is one of the most prominent avenues 
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to create this better shared future. It is anticipated that there will continue to be increased pressure 

from communities on educational institutions to lead the way as best-in-class examples of social 

sustainability in practice, and how the students of tomorrow shape a more sustainable future.  

Using the best practices of social innovation and social entrepreneurship, strides will be 

made towards educational equity. The power of higher education will help open doors for 

communities to achieve more through economic independence, a higher standard of living, and 

reduced unemployment rates. In a future with a focus on educational equity and social 

sustainability more communities will be cohesive, productive, and sustainable.  
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Executive Summary  

Peer College Coaching is a nonprofit that assists high school students through the college admissions process. 
Currently students are underutilizing current resources and those pursuing secondary education skew towards 
affluence and less diverse groups. We aim to eliminate current barriers while promoting educational equity. Our 
platform will offer paid subscription services as well as need-based scholarships as we continue to promote 
education for all. 

 
As a student begins their journey on our web-based platform, they will first fill out a survey aimed to match 
them to a current college mentor. Matching will be based upon shared commonalities so that the mentor can 
recall back to when they went through the admissions process. This is designed to supplement the resources 
provided to high school juniors and seniors by employing college-aged mentors to facilitate 1-on-1 meetings, 
group coaching, and online modules. 

 
Peer College Coaching offers 2 subscription models. Currently our base model helps the user get basic 
knowledge for applications, resumes, scholarships, and any other college needs. Our premium option offers 
more one-on-one time to go further in depth to specific needs of the user. These upgrades can help the users 
with essay provisions, interview preparation, application auditing, as well as SAT/ACT preparation and other 
specific questions they might have. 

 
Our platform will launch in Tucson Arizona as we are currently beta testing with current Tucson high schools. 
We plan on spending two years in Tucson before expanding into Phoenix. After two years in Phoenix, we will 
begin growth into the Southwest and will scale nationwide by year seven. Our marketing strategy is to focus on 
reaching our Arizona serviceable obtainable market of 6,360 students to start. This represents 7% of the high 
school juniors and seniors within the state of Arizona. Over the course of the next 5 years, we have a plan to 
reach 15% of high school students in the southwest which would equate to 
$17,575,000 in revenue in year 5. 

 
As of now, we have three income streams, basic subscriptions, premium subscriptions and ad revenue. In 
addition, we will have a scholarship pool where individuals can make charitable contributions and through that, 
we can build a cost-assistance program for those who are unable to afford the basic or premium subscription. 
We are also looking to obtain additional funding through grants that champion non-profits in the education 
sector and support underserved communities. Employees and independent contractors will work from home 
which reduces any major expenditures such as rent. 

 
Our next steps include reaching out to Tucson High schools to test our curriculum and personalized surveys. 
Our first test will occur on April 14th at Tucson High Magnet School. From there we can work on finalizing 
our curriculum and begin hiring college mentors while also building their training program. In order to get this 
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up and running, we are looking for a $50,000 investment. This investment will speed up our scaling so that we 
can fully capture our Tucson market by year 2 and capture Arizona’s total market by year 4. We will also use 
this investment to amplify our current website and ensure a user-friendly platform. 

 
Problem and Venture Overview 
 
 

Problem 
Less than 20% of Arizona high school graduates will finish a post-secondary degree which lands 
Arizona in the worst five states in the country for college attainment. This can primarily be 
attributed to lack of college fit and a lack of adequate resources. When students are not supported 
to make a comprehensive decision about where to attend college, the rate at which they drop-out 
dramatically increase. Less than 50% of college freshmen across the United States finish their 
degree. If they had the knowledge, resources, and information from current sources, this statistic 
would change. Current college consulting and coaching services are extremely expensive and 
often are reserved for the highest caliber student. Public school college counselors often have a 
600+ person case load which makes it extremely hard to get the individualized support a student 
need. 

 
Venture Overview 
Peer College Coaching matches high school students to a current college student mentor helping 
them navigate every step in the college admissions process. We are built on our core values of 
inclusiveness, equity, and empowerment with the vision that any student who wants to achieve 
post-secondary education can with our help. Services include resume building, consulting on 
personal statements, standardized test preparation, and college/career exploration. 

 
Industry 

 
Within the higher education environment, our team noticed a couple significant trends 
throughout our research that continue to serve as the driving motivation towards the launch of 
our venture. The four trends below were determined through a collection of survey results, 
conducted personal interviews, and extensive team secondary research of the education sector 
and similar offerings. We have used these trends to formulate our business plan for our venture. 
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Major trends within the education industry 
 

During one of our initial surveys of  just over one hundred participants, we noticed that a large 
majority of high school and college students never have or had been to their high school counselors 
more than a few times. And more than three quarters of those respondents found those interactions 
to be less helpful than outside resources or independent research. Then when researching the 
industry and competitors’ offerings, we discovered a significant potential barrier for high school 
students and their families. The pricing structure of these mentor or coaching services were 
‘traditionally’ expensive, even for entry level packages, which is largely where our venture tries to 
compete in the market. These high prices and ‘pay-to-play’ structures only encourage the lack of 
diversity and overwhelming affluence among collegiate demographics nationwide. And lastly, 
another trend that our venture aims to reverse regards a statistic from higher education research that 
states there is a, “46.2% graduation rate among colleges and universities nationwide after students’ 
freshman year”. We see this as a trend that stems from improper college-to-student fit from the 
beginning of the process as well as a lack of preparedness entering the college application stage of a 
high school student’s life. Our team has designed Peer College Coaching with these trends in mind 
and have geared several of our features and functions towards addressing these for the future sake 
of the education industry. 
 

Target Market and Audience 
 

Our team has defined primary, secondary and tertiary target markets that consist of high school 
students, parents who are looking for additional resources to assist throughout the college 
application process, and school districts respectively. In terms of geographical demographics, 
initially this will be launched in the Tucson area with the goal of expanding to the rest of Arizona 
in the coming years and then eventually nationwide as the venture progresses and adapts. These 
parameters regarding the three target markets were determined through preliminary research and 
validation by surveys and interviews conducted by our team. With the help of this research, our 
team is confident that this combination of target demographics will steer our venture in the best 
direction moving forward. 
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Primary Market 
We defined the students, high school juniors and seniors in particular, ages 16-18, as our primary 
target market because they are the group that most directly benefits from our platform and the 
features we intend to offer. They seemed to be the most receptive to the actual schematics of the 
venture and provided the most intuitive feedback during our interview process. Our team 
believes that we can provide help for a broad range of students and meet them wherever they’re 
at in the process. For the self-motivated, high-achieving individuals looking for more unique or 
selective collegiate options, our premium model can give them the final resources they need and 
an actual insight into what’s expected at the next level before they actually even get there. For 
the students who are on the fence about what to do after graduation, they can explore our model 
options and pick exactly what’s right for them and hopefully provide clarity throughout their 
search. And for the students who weren’t even considering college, for whatever reason that may 
be, our base subscription model still provides a variety of features that aims to familiarize 
students with the application process and prepare them for post-secondary education. 

 
Secondary Market 
Our secondary target market is the parents of those students because they are often the ones who 
do a lot of the legwork while getting these kids into colleges and universities. These parents are 
likely between 38-45, work at least part time, and are middle class. Our research found that 
oftentimes the parents are just as involved, if not more, with the application process as the 
students which is exactly why our team is targeting them as well. They are also the group that 
has the financial means to pay for our services. Through our surveys, we also found that this is 
overwhelmingly the demographic that validates our pricing structure for the platform and its 
various models. We’ve determined that the large majority of high school students are still being 
supported financially, at least to some degree, by their parents or guardians, which is why this 
target market is significant as well. We envision our primary target market could potentially hit a 
roadblock without the financial assistance of the second, which is why we are designing 
advertisements for both intended to work harmoniously with one another. This layout between 
the target markets also allows our team to further promote our mission that students shouldn’t 
have to go through this process alone. Rather than students braving a confusing road to higher 
education, we want to bridge the gap between high school and college and be a light for those 
who are in the dark because of the limited resources that are currently available. 

 
Within these collective primary and secondary target markets, we will utilize slightly different 
marketing campaigns for the respective average socioeconomic status relating to different school 
zones according to the existing demographic data. The reasoning for this being that we predict 
more affluent areas will take advantage of our premium subscription model and less affluent 
areas will gravitate towards our base subscription model more often than not. All campaigns will 
introduce both models, but the emphasis will be slightly skewed depending on the area receiving 
the promotion. 
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Tertiary Market 
And our tertiary target market is more of an administrative one; that being the high schools and 
districts in the Tucson area, which will expand in the coming years as the venture grows. Since 
we are already attempting to alleviate some of the pain points of both the high schoolers and 
their parents, we want to potentially do the same for the high schools and their counselors. From 
the beginning stages of our venture, we want to approach school districts as a supplemental tool 
that counselors can offer students after they have helped them traditionally in a one-on-one 
setting. And initially this would certainly be free to the high schools in each district but 
depending on the levels of success we see and how receptive each one is, we could reevaluate 
and create monetary partnerships with the schools that show interest, thus validating this tertiary
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market as a viable revenue stream as well. We see our tertiary target market being very useful to us 
because not only are they an eventual monetization opportunity, but they are also often the first turn 
for students and parents when they ask about additional resources, which would directly benefit our 
other two target markets as well. 
 

Primary Research and Validation 
We used an experimental survey and conducted focus groups to continue our market research 
and validate our hypotheses about our venture. We purposefully conducted our experiment in a 
way that focused on discovering causal relationships of various variables within our target 
markets using a variety of scaled questions. Our collection followed a hypothesis driven 
approach to maximize the amount of information that we could gain out of a survey to diminish 
uncertainty. We knew to make our experiment valid, we had to follow the guidelines for 
establishing causality. After collecting our data, we are even more confident in the demand for 
our services. There is a gap in college application education within the secondary education 
system, more people would have liked additional college coaching support, and connecting to 
current college students at schools that potential applicants are interested in attending is 
important. Please see figures 1-5 in the appendix for our comprehensive survey results. 

 
TAM, SAM, SOM 
Our market of college-bound students has seen steady growth year over year for the past decade. 
Our Tucson serviceable obtainable market is approximately 10% of the high school juniors and 
seniors in the city worth approximately $686,000 in revenue. As we dial out, we have a large 
opportunity to reach the more than 7.4 million high school upperclassmen across the country. 
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Organic Validation Through Social Media 
We have seen tremendous social media engagement from 
our target markets on Instagram and TikTok. With the 
analytics side of the platform, our team has been able to see 
who is engaging with us and when they are doing so. 

 
The content that we have built pertains to college 
application tips, life lessons, and comedic situations that are 
relatable for students who are considering attending 
college. We have seen tremendous traction and are excited 
to share that we have over 1,000 followers, 215,000 
impressions, and over 30,000 engagements in the last two 
months alone. This has all been 100% organic and 
continues to show a demonstrated interest in our venture 
and content. 

 
Off to the left is a video that created a lot of interest and 
engagements. Many high school students asked questions in 
the comments that our team interacted with and offered 
advice on. 

 

Please reference figures 6 and 7 in the appendix for more information about our follower 
demographic and TikTok impression trends. 

 
The Solution 

 
We have created Peer College Coaching as a non-profit in order to lean into our social impact 
and build out a scholarship fund that can grow from individual donations. Our mission - to 
improve the experience and increase the number of students matriculating into higher education - 
will help serve and enhance our status within the education industry. We have social, emotional, 
and functional jobs to be done that are at the core of our operations. 

 
In order to serve psychological needs, we plan to heavily communicate our mission and core 
values. Our ultimate goal is to help improve the US’s number of high school graduates attaining 
a higher level of education, whether that be at a University or a Community College. We plan on 
marketing through emotional branding as we will discuss our need-based scholarships for 
students in under-served communities to use our platform free of cost. This will be portrayed 
through advertisements as we stress the need for assistance when it comes to first generation 
college students as well as those who may not know how to best portray themselves through a 
college application. 
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For positioning, we are going to price our product low so we can fully serve our goal of helping 
everyone achieve higher education. We offer a base service that includes two hours of live 
coaching as well as access to our digital curriculum. 

 
We will also offer premium services that will be priced higher for those needing additional one- 
on-one assistance for applications into Universities that have rigorous application processes. 
Through focus groups and surveys, we saw that many of our respondents from middle-class to 
wealthy, would have paid for the premium services. The revenue from the premium services will 
help fund our salary-based employees, advertisements, and promotional materials. Where our 
low-cost model will only cover our operating costs directly associated with the product. As of 
now, there are not many competitors in the market that compete on price. Our main competitors 
will be private college coaches and platforms that help students get into ivy league colleges. 
These services tend to cost $100 per session. Our low-cost model will help us gain traction and 
we are able to maintain that low price through using college students as coaches. This is also a 
big selling point of ours, as students can ask questions such as “What should I expect” or “How 
did you overcome this”. 

 
We see our unique selling proposition through 
our college student coaches taking advantage of 
the benefits of peer-to-peer learning and our low 
cost to consumers. Through this we are able to 
offer low price quality products as well as high 
price quality products. We also have not seen 
anything comparable to it within the 
marketplace. While there are firms who offer 
help along college applications, they do not 
provide a personal one-on-one experience for 
the students and rely on package materials such 
as a checklist or ACT/SAT preparation. We see 
our positioning within the education sectors to 
be strong with competitors that have different 
product offerings. Please refer to figure 8 in the 
appendix for a comprehensive competitive 
analysis. 

 
We have already completed group coaching sessions within Tucson High School and received 
tremendous feedback. We will continue working with other groups and individuals to enlist 
prospective customers into our communication channels. 
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Peer College Coaching Business Model Canvas 

 
Go-to-Market Strategy 

 
Peer College Coaching is structured as a demand-responsive platform with a similar growth 
model that will eventually benefit greatly from economies of scale. We have designed a rollout 
plan following launch to encourage growth at each step through various actions and assessments. 
By the end of April of 2021, all of our initial beta testing will be complete within our selected 
Tucson high school classrooms and Zoom sessions. Final adjustments will then be made to the 
first wave of our student curriculum and ready for launch in June of 2021. We will also complete 
our company’s website and have a professional designer evaluate for any flaws and assist in the 
setup of our electronic payment platform to ensure secure transactions for our future customers 
and fraud protection on our end as well. Curriculum and supplemental material be uploaded and 
reviewed for accuracy by an outside professional as well prior to launching. 

Peer College Coaching Strategic Scalability Schedule 
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As mentioned above, leading up to the launch of our website we plan to heavily market our 
product on social media in order to gain traction, create awareness and hopefully attract potential 
customers for the coming college application season. TikTok will continue to be our primary 
platform with Instagram, LinkedIn and Facebook being our additional supporting channels. 
Social media will be a large supplemental aspect of our venture upon entering the market and 
following the launch as well. Our scalability depends heavily on the demand our venture sees 
so marketing it well even before launch will help us scale and grow tremendously if we can 
continue on a similar pace as the metrics we have seen during the past couple months. The 
current goal is to go to market in Tucson, Arizona upon launch and reach all of Arizona by the 
end of our second year but continued social media growth as well as investor support will only 
expedite this timeline. 

 
Operations and Technology 

 
Our team’s operations leading up to the launch of our venture in June are primarily 
developmental while operations following launch are mainly managerial. As stated above, we 
have several social, emotional and functional jobs to be done that relate mostly to our 
developmental stage. After our site is live and Peer College Coaching is up and running, we 
mainly have to assess managerial tasks and operations on a recurring basis. Our platform exists 
entirely online, especially in the beginning stages while COVID precautions are still in place, 
which requires a lot of upkeep and maintenance to the site as well as routine updates and new 
curriculum uploads. Our college mentors will operate on an hourly basis as they are assigned to 
coach both individual and group sessions with students and will be given clear and concise 
guidelines for how we anticipate those meetings to be carried out. The mentors will be using our 
site and proprietary curriculum during their video calls with students, which will all be recorded 
and logged for security purposes, to streamline the process and allow students easy access to use 
our platform. We will try to have simple schematics and software in order to limit barriers 
created by any lack of technological prowess or familiarity. 

Online Modules that will feature our curated curriculum 



 35 

Our team provides value to high school students by creating an affordable platform that can be 
accessed by all and designed packages that can be curated to their specific needs, all because of 
our easy-to-use technology on our site and streamlined training of our employees. We also create 
value for our college mentors by providing a well-paid job with very flexible hours that can work 
for any student’s schedule. At the base of our operations, we are a business looking to support 
students from all backgrounds so we will strive to be overly accommodating and respectful of 
not only our employees, but of our customers and their academic goals and visions as well. 

 
 

Business Model ‘Value-Added’ graphic 
 

In addition to our already affordable platform and packages, we also are able to offer a 
scholarship fund that will be awarded to deserving individuals on a needs-based system. This is 
all made possible due to our 501(c)3 non-profit status and the ability to reinvest our earnings 
back into the venture from operations. This is a necessity for us because at the root of our 
business we are trying to reverse a lot of the negative trends in the education industry and stray 
away from supporting overwhelming affluence as being one of the only pathways to success in 
higher education. 

 
Financial Overview 

 
Our financial overview has laid out key inputs and assumptions for our financial model as well 
as our valuation. Peer College Coaching will be a nonprofit 401(c) with an emphasis on 
educational equity. During the first three years of operation, founders will not receive any profits 
and will bootstrap until there is growth for founder withdrawals. We plan to break-even within 
our first three months of operations and are able to do this due to our responsive labor costs and 
low fixed costs. In addition, we do not plan to take on debt as founders will cover the startup 
costs at $2,800 in exchange for 33.3% equity. 
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Peer College Coaching expects to reach approximately 26,076 subscriptions sold with 
approximately 6,195 students on the platform. This gives us a revenue of $1,069,898 and a profit 
of $7,146 year one. By year three we are targeting a total of 68,780 subscriptions with 
approximately 17,195 students. This results in a revenue of $3,372,282 and a profit of $427,980 
by year three. For further details, please reference the figure below for a detailed three-year 
breakdown. 

 

 
Peer College Coaching has a few negative quarters due to the seasonality of the college 
application process. We see losses during summer months where we are still keeping on our staff 
and have a massive decrease in students. College mentors will be hired as independent 
contractors so they will work in direct demand to subscriptions sold. There we are able to help 
control costs and reduce the possibility of negative quarters. 

 
We estimate that our customer acquisition cost will be $72 per customer towards the beginning 
of our venture. This figure was derived from the average customer acquisition costs in the 
education sector. As we continue to grow and achieve economies of scale, we anticipate that this 
cost will dramatically decrease as a result of word-of-mouth advertising and school districts 
adopting our services. 

 
We project that the lifetime value of our customer is $196. This was derived from the assumption 
that 30% of our customer base will utilize our premium subscription services at $105/month 
while the remaining 70% will use the base services at $25.month for an average of four months. 
Four months is consistent with the college application timeline and is a conservative average use 
time based on our primary research from interviews, focus groups, and survey data. 
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Pro Forma Graph 
 

The pro forma graph below shows Peer College Coaching’s five-year trajectory with revenue, 
gross income, operating expenses and net income. For a breakdown of exact costs please 
reference the appendix figures 6, 7, and 8. 

 
 

 
 

Valuation 
 

We valued Peer College Coaching using a 10x and 8x EBITA multiple. We used our year 2 
EBITDA of $235,378 and multiplied it by 10x to get a valuation of $2,353,780. We then took 
our year 3 EBITDA of $360,378 and multiplied it by 8x to get a valuation of $2,888,024. We 
finally took the average and came to a valuation of $2,620,902. 

 
The Ask 

 
We are asking for $50,000 in exchange for 10% equity. This is not in-line with our current 
valuation as we wanted to adjust the number for uncertainty. This investment will be used to 
scale our business faster than we are currently able. With the investment, we will be able to scale 



 38 

nationally much quicker. This is possible as we will hire two employees by month six, a web 
developer and program coordinator. Then add two employees by month thirteen, a fundraising 
director and another program coordinator. If we stuck to our original plan, we would only have 
one employee by month thirteen. We are also able to use these funds to increase our spending on 
outreach materials. 

 
 
 
 

The Team 
 

Our team and advisors bring diverse and comprehensive skill sets to the table to ensure peer 
College Coaching is successful. Our team is led by our CEO Brennen Feder. Brennen has 
degrees in Education Leadership, Literacy, Learning and Business Management. He has 
experience in policy creation, teaching, advising, mentoring, social equity creation, and sits on 
the board of an international non-profit with membership in excess of 300,000 individuals. He is 
joined by our Chief Financial Officer, Brooklyn Sorensen. Brooklyn has a background in finance 
and brings her investment banking and team leadership knowledge to the table to ensure 
successful funding of our venture is possible. Our Chief Marketing Officer Carter Marks has 
extensive leadership and marketing experience through his past jobs and organizational 
involvements. 

 
Our operational team is supported by a group of strategic advisors who support and guide our 
decision-making. Marisol Flores-Aguirre is an entrepreneur and mentor in residence at the 
McGuire Center for Entrepreneurship. She has a background and passion for social equity and 
higher education. We are also supported by Michael Miles, a former Microsoft executive, who 
has a background in corporate social responsibility. Lastly, Dr. Crystal Soltero from the College 
of Education advises the informal learning components of our curricular design and pedagogy. 
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Appendix 
 

Validation Survey Data: 
 

Figure 1. Who helped you navigate the college application process? 
 
 

 

Figure 2. Coaching support benefits 
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Figure 3. Important topics to include 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4. Connection to current college students 
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Figure 5. Value of Coaching 
 
 

 
Figure 6. TikTok follower demographics 
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Figure 7. TikTok views and follower trends 
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Figure 8. Competitive Analysis 
 
 

 

Figure 9. Projected Balance Sheet 
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Figure 10. Projected Income Statement 
 



 45 

Figure 11. Projected Cash Flow 
 


