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Abstract 

This paper describes a unique seven-year program involving a business school, the 
Rotman School of Management and the development of entrepreneurs in a low-income 
community, Toronto’s Regent Park neighbourhood. Thesuccess of the program was a result of 
the breadth of involvement by a number of constituents of the business school including 
administration, faculty, and alumni.There is a diverse set of approaches to partnerships between 
business schools and local communities across the world.The Rotman School of Management 
Small Business Program for Regent Park and surrounding areas was offered in the form of ten 
weeks of classroom lectures by business school faculty, combined with coaching support by 
business school alumni. The program ran for seven years, with an average of 25 students per 
class, on a total estimated budget of CDN $45,000.Based on breadth of participation by the 
business school; and the seven year iterative and continuous improvement process implemented 
for the program; the Rotman Small Business Program for Regent Park was successfully able to 
provide a high level of educational value for participants on a minimal total budget. Describing 
lessons learned from the seven years of the program enables business schools and communities 
with existing or potential partnership projects to optimize program decisions instead of repeating 
lessons learned in similar contexts. The primary lessons learned from the program include:first 
the need to modify business school course content to a small business context, and second the 
need to expand the metrics of success to include additional educational outcomes. The ultimate 
objective of this paper is to provide sufficient information for potential replication of all or part 
of thepartnership program, for academics and practitioners interested in the interaction of 
business schools and local communities. 
 

Keywords: Business School, Low Income Population, Knowledge Dissemination, 
Volunteer, Pro-Bono, Rotman School of Management, Toronto, Regent Park. 
  

mailto:u.sengupta@utoronto.ca
mailto:armstron@rotman.utoronto.ca
mailto:andyr@interlog.com


Introduction 
 

Business schools have frequently been engaged through various channels with local 
communities.  As business schools have a renewed interest in increasing their impact on society, 
these schools have increased interaction with non-traditional stakeholders in the broader local 
economy including low-income communities.  A frequent form of interaction between a business 
school and a low-income community is student service learning projects that are normally part of 
the curriculum of a course (Kenworthy, 2008).  There is a diverseimplementation of service 
learning projects as well as community involvement projects that do not necessarily include a 
course curriculum component (Glenn, 2002; Andrews, 2007; Flannery, 2008). The Rotman 
Small Business Program for Regent Park and surrounding communities is an atypical program 
that did not include a servicelearning component or an associated curriculum component.  
Student, faculty, staff, and alumni involvement was implemented on a purely pro-bono basis, 
without any academic merit provided as part of a course as in typical service learning 
projects.Net Impact,an organization that promotes social responsibility activities in business 
schools, has documented otherdiverse forms of interaction between business schools and 
community development (Net Impact, 2012). 

There were a number of elements of the program that lead to its long term success: a 
broader university wide program, community partners,faculty champions,MBA alumni and 
undergraduate student coaches, administrative champions, infrastructure including learning 
space, funding for course materials, childcare care, and food. 
 

A university wide learning exchange program 

The Rotman Small Business Program for Regent Park and surrounding communities was 
initiated as part of a university wide program, called the University of Toronto Regent Park 
Learning Exchange. The University of Toronto implemented the learning exchange as a response 
to requests from the local community to be more of a University for Toronto instead of limited to 
being the University of Toronto.Regent Park is the largest community housing development 
project in Canada. A report by the United Way of Greater Toronto and The Canadian Council on 
Social Development indicates that it was one of the persistent and concentrated pockets of 
poverty in the city of Toronto (MacDonnell, 2008).A broad community partnership program 
served three important functions. First, it provided different learning opportunities for the local 
community with diverse educational needs. Second, it enabled local community members and 
community based organizations to democratically determine which courses were one time 
experiments, and which courses would continue to be taught year after year.  Small Business 
Development was a course communityresidents and organizers decided had sufficient demand to 
be provided every year for seven continuous years.Third, it provided opportunities for students 
and faculty to apply lessons from traditional courses to a non-traditional population. 
 

Leadership by Faculty Champions 

The University of Toronto Regent Park Learning Exchange initially provided courses 
ranging from abstract philosophy to practical computer building.  Courses were planned based on 
demand identified by local community organizations and course attendees. The program was 
locally advertised at Regent Park and surrounding areas through posters and flyers. The 



Executive Program Director at the Rotman School of Management, a local resident in a nearby 
community, came across a University of Toronto Regent Park Learning Exchange flyer at a local 
community meeting, and agreed to develop and deliver a small business course. The Executive 
Program Director championed the small business program and recruited socially conscious 
faculty to deliver instruction on single session modules. A professor highly respected in the 
social sector volunteered as Academic Director for the program and in turn MBA students with 
an inclination towards social issues were recruited as coaches. The key importance of faculty 
champions in raising the awareness of poverty and social justice issues among business school 
students has been highlighted by Rosenbloom & Cortes (2008), and it was faculty champions 
who were the constant drivers of the Rotman Small Business Program for Regent Park. 

The Rotman School of Management has implementedan integrative thinking approach 
throughout the MBA curriculum (Martin, 2007; Leavy, 2011). The Rotman Small Business 
Program for Regent Park and Surrounding Communitiesaccordingly followed an integrative 
thinking approach. Faculty with different areas of expertise provided lectures on their subjects, 
and the entire program was structured around developing elements of an integrated business 
plan.  A number of faculty members from organizational development, marketing, and strategy 
specializations were community and social-cause oriented, and the Regent Park Program aligned 
with their positions on community involvement.  In addition to being aligned with social-cause 
interests, another benefitfor faculty was knowledge mobilization of their areas of research and 
teaching to a new audience.The majority of faculty delivered a shortened version of the course 
they provide to MBA students in the initial year of the Rotman Small Business Program for 
Regent Park and Surrounding Communities.  Through constructive feedback from participants 
and coaches, the faculty recognized the need to tailor the course to the small business specific 
interests of program participants and the faculty were able to tailor business concepts in a small 
business context in subsequent iterations of the course.  Over the evolution of the Rotman Small 
Business Program for Regent Park ten weekly modules were delivered, and instructors included 
the Rotman Entrepreneur in Residence, the Faculty Librarian anda Senior Research Fellow who 
delivered a diversity module. Community organizations delivering course modules included a 
Credit Union, a major bank, and government business development officers. The return of the 
same faculty to teach at the Rotman Small Business Program for Regent Park for multiple years 
attestedto their approval and value of the program. It also provided a valuable consistency and 
context for the evolution of both the curriculum and program model. 
 

Business School Alumni as Small Business Coaches 

 One of the key differentiating success factors for the Rotman Small Business 
Program for Regent Park was the utilization of a broad and diverse group of alumni as program 
coaches.  In addition to its MBA program, Rotman delivers a Bridge to Business program for 
non-business graduates who intend to pursue business careers.  In addition to MBA alumni, 
Bridge to Business program alumni were enthusiastic coaches for the Regent Park program.  The 
Rotman Regent Park program provided alumniwith the opportunity to apply the knowledge and 
skills developed through business classes and experience to small businesses that required these 
skills.The importance of coaches, mentors and teaching assistants in entrepreneurship traininghas 
been proven in other contexts involving low-income populations (Masten, 1993; Marbley, 
2006;Crain's New York Business, 2012).  The integral value of mentorship has also been 
established in general entrepreneurship literature in both online and offline environments 



(Perren, 2003; Husain, 2009; St-Jean & Audet, 2012).  An opportunity for providing pro-bono 
coaching and mentorship services to nascent small business entrepreneurs tapped a latent 
capacity from business school alumni to directly give back to the community through one on one 
interaction, using their business skills.  As a result, there was a one to one correspondence 
between the number of participants and the number of business coaches.  A significant number 
of coaches attended classroom sessions, and provided coaching in between sessions and after the 
program.  The value of the alumni coaching program was proven by post program surveys of 
participants indicating that coaching was an extremely valuable component of the program. 
Follow-up surveys of alumni coaches also provided strongly positive responses, where 82% of 
survey respondents indicated they would return to coach again in a subsequent year. 
 

Ongoing Administrative Support 

The final element of success for the Rotman Small Business Program for Regent Park 
was the pro-bono administrative support received from the business school itself.  Rotman 
assigned a capable administrator to the program who put in countless hours of unpaid time 
supporting the program, from recruiting faculty and students, booking facilities, collating course 
materials and organizing food for the program. The Rotman School of Management provided 
this administrative support since the business school is part oflarger university community 
partnership activities, and also part of the local city community, both of which have diverse 
constituents who are potential students for the business school.  The business school was also 
recognized for its commitment to social responsibility, leading to an increase in its reputation 
amongst its peerranking; for example in the Aspen Institute’s Beyond Grey Pinstripes Business 
School ranking (The Aspen Institute, 2012).  Rotman Small Business Program for Regent Park 
also enabled the business school to expand to additional markets, increasing the potential pool of 
participants for its MBA and other related programs. The 2011 post program participant survey 
indicated that 37% of participants were not aware of the Rotman School of 
Managementbeforeparticipating in the small business program, and the program had a positive 
influence on their impression of the Rotman School of Management. For example. 77% 
developed a betterimpression of the Rotman School of Management than they had previous to 
the small business program, whereas 17% of participants found the Rotman School of 
Management as they had expected. The opportunity for students and alumni to participate in this 
type of program is also a marketing feature that has been utilized by Rotman to recruit new 
students. 
 

Continuous Improvement Process 

The Rotman Small Business Program for Regent Park and surrounding communities 
went through a number of iterations in a continuous improvement process.  The primary method 
for evaluating and collecting feedback from course participants and coaches were short cycle and 
longitudinal surveys.  The series of feedback based improvements made to the program included: 

1. A one-day “pre-course” workshop for a specific community of women, introducing 
business concepts in their own language to increase confidence in their own abilities, before the 
regular course delivered in English. 

2. An additional class on accounting 101, delivered by a professional accountant, who 
was also a Rotman Alumni. 



3. A module on financing, delivered by the business development officers of a credit 
union and a majorbank. 

4. Additional Saturday coaching sessions run by MBA alumni coaches, to supplement 
classes that were delivered by business school faculty on weekday evenings. 

5. A session on effective oral presentations delivered by individuals experienced in pubic 
speaking engagements 

6. Course participants were assigned to coaches with whom they could have email 
coaching.  

7. A participative evaluation processincluding multiple stakeholders.i.e. a group 
evaluation session where participants shared their experience.  

The continuous improvement process yielded tangible results, increasing the percentage 
of participants starting a business from 40% in the first few years, to 80% of participants starting 
a business in the seventh year.  Additional enhancements to the program that could be 
implemented include: access to capital, continued coaching support, and continued 
administration support.  Participants indicated that the greatest barrier to starting a business, after 
completing the program, was personal finances and access to capital. The participants also 
recommended the ongoing availability of coaching as a desired and necessary support.  
Administrative support, like other components of the program, was provided on a pro-bono 
basis, and feedback indicated that continuing support would be more sustainable on a paid basis.  
Program challenges included steady state community organization partnerships.  Regent Park 
underwent a major physical and social revitalization project over the seven years of the program, 
and therefore priorities, staff turnover and longevity of community organizations affected the 
ability to reach residents of the community consistently year after year.  Diligent work done by 
program administrators included reforming partnerships with the City of Toronto, and the United 
Way to help reach city and community agencies working with the target population for the 
program (recent immigrants and unemployed/underemployed individuals). 
 

Summary 
 

In summary, just as it takes a village to support the growth and development of a child, it 
takes an entire business school community to support the development of a local community 
based business. The Rotman Small Business Program for Regent Park did raise the local 
community reputation and international peer recognition for Rotman. In terms of participants, a 
significant number of participants started a business (80% in the seventh year), others found 
employment or ways to enhance existing businesses, and indicated that the program had 
encouraged them to pursue further education, and to become more involved in community 
projects. The broad and continually improving model for business school engagement has now 
been replicated and applied to new small business programs such as the Rise Asset Development 
Small Business Program. The Rise Asset Development Small Business Program, delivered 
jointly by the Rotman School of Management and the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health, 
provides program graduates who completed the Small Business Program with fundamentally 
important loan financing to enable entrepreneurial education to be developed into financed and 
operating businesses (Rise Asset Development website). 

A potential project for applying the Rotman Small Business Program for Regent Park 
model to aboriginal communities is in development.  Aboriginal communities in Canada have 
demonstrable gaps in socio-economic status, health, and basic services compared to the rest of 



society.  This gap in services provides an opportunity for local entrepreneurs to provide local 
solutions to address local economic and social problems.  An entrepreneurship program based on 
a successful model involving a business school and coaching support will provide alternatives 
for individuals to address local socio-economic issues though entrepreneurial methods, and to 
transition out of poverty. Complementary support structures, including access to microloans 
similar to the Rise Asset Development program, will be considered in conjunction with an 
entrepreneurship program that is appropriate for the local context, and culturally sensitive to 
participant needs. 
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