Background of Organization

Minding Our Business, Inc. is a non-profit organization that began in 1997 as a community outreach program of Rider University’s College of Business Administration and received its own 501(c) 3 designation in November 2012. The mission of MOB is to improve academic, leadership, and entrepreneurship skills, and to boost self-confidence among at- risk middle school students using a unique hands-on approach involving entrepreneurship education and mentoring.

Our theory of change helps translate our mission into action. We believe that low-income students can develop, through hands-on project based learning in entrepreneurship, the important academic and entrepreneurship skills needed for success in life. Such growth leads to increased students' confidence in their own capabilities (self-confidence, self-efficacy) resulting in a hope for a better future involving college education and business ownership. Our vision is that MOB will one day be the leading model for entrepreneurship education for urban youth nationally.

Since its inception, MOB has taught entrepreneurship education to more than 3,000 low-income students through a variety of programming for young adults. MOB currently operates two distinct programs focused on experiential learning: 
1) The Service-Learning Program is an after-school mentoring program where students learn all aspects of running their own business from developing a concept and a business plan to exhibiting their business at a grand opening at a Market Fair Day where students get the opportunity to promote their products and services to potential buyers/investors. Research indicates that students in the Service-Learning Program become more interested in going to college and in starting their own businesses. Students who have participated in MOB observe positive changes in self-esteem and improvement in important work/life skills. After the success of this program in middle schools in Trenton, MOB has expanded its scope to serve at-risk youth in Perth Amboy and Asbury Park. Research on the MOB Service-Learning Program has been presented at national conferences and published in the Journal of Entrepreneurship Education (2006 Vol. 9). 

2) The MOB Summer Program is nationally recognized as a high-quality experiential program for low-income youth. The program involves a 20-day training component at Rider University and an experiential component where students start and run their own businesses over the summer months. This program will be detailed throughout this proposal letter. 

Each program emphasizes business and entrepreneurship training, as well as math, reading, communication and life skills, thus providing low-income youth with unique opportunities for development.  

Constituency Served

The MOB Summer Program is designed for middle school students from low-income households in Mercer County. The majority of our students attend the four middle schools in Trenton also with recruits from low-income households in other surrounding communities including Hamilton, Ewing and Princeton. All students participating in MOB's 2015 Summer Program were from households with a family income below 80% of the median family income for Mercer County. Eighty-five percent of the participants had a family income below 50% of the median family income for Mercer County. Educational activity during the summer months is especially important to this constituency to reduce learning losses, as well as the potential for negative influences and behavior during the summer months. We believe, and research has shown, that this is a crucial age when students can develop, through hands-on project based learning in entrepreneurship, important academic, business and life skills, leading to increased self-confidence, self-efficacy and a hope for a better future.

The MOB Summer Program has demonstrated success in working with this population of youth. In 2008 and 2009, the MOB Summer Program was recognized by the National Summer Learning Association as one of the top summer programs in the country in terms of summer learning excellence. In 2009, the MOB Summer Program became the National Winner of the Best of Best Practices Award in Entrepreneurship Education at the Small Business Institute National Conference in Florida. At the end of the 2016 Summer Program, MOB will conduct a focus group before our Evaluation-Planning Meeting. The focus group would allow us to obtain more youth input in program design for 2017. This is also a best practice recommended by the National Summer Learning Association.

Students are trained through concurrent small group sessions (10-12 students) in entrepreneurship, business math, and reading. The ratio of students to staff (teachers, coaches) is 5 to 1. A July 2009 White Paper for the Wallace Foundation entitled “Effective and Promising Summer Learning Programs and Approaches for Economically-Disadvantaged Children and Youth” highlights program practices that work best for this population. One of the best practices highlighted for effective summer programs for economically-disadvantaged youth is to keep class sizes small with a staff to student ratio of 1:5 with time allowed for individualized instruction, which supports what we have chosen to do at MOB. These best practices for summer learning excellence are also supported by the NSLA. Having a small classroom setting allows MOB staff to really get to know the students we are serving and to help them discover their talents and what they are passionate about on their journey to create their own business and on their academic and career path. The achievement gap is primarily an opportunity gap where low-income youth do not have the same chances for growth in knowledge, skills and self-confidence than their more affluent peers. MOB attempts to bridge this gap by advancing the development of low-income youth through entrepreneurship education and mentoring.  

Overview of Program

The MOB Summer Program helps reverse summer learning losses afflicting low income students in addition to increasing high school graduation rates, enrollment numbers in colleges and vocational schools, and an interest in opening a business. It is a proven, effective transition program for low-income middle school students as it is designed to be as an intensive and hands-on summer learning experience. Each morning includes small group sessions in entrepreneurship, reading and math. Homework is assigned and checked and quizzes completed and tabulated. Afternoons feature small group "learning centers," which are organized to address specific learning gaps and facilitated by the subject specialists/coaches as well as recreational activities such as field trips and swimming.  Also, MOB has infused financial literacy into the curriculum. For example, students receive $150 in seed money to start their businesses. They develop a budget, as part of their projected income statement, and they learn how to run their businesses by it. 

Students learn how to persuade others to buy into their business concepts whether they are potential investors or buyers and how to deliver effective presentations with the help of their teachers. The training ends with a business plan competition, and students with the best plans compete for prizes by presenting their plans in front of a panel of judges from the local business community. The experiential component involves four Summer Market Fairs where students run their businesses. Prior to each market fair, students participate in a merchandise trip to purchase products for their businesses and a Business Coaching Session to help students plan to run their businesses at the Market Fair. 

Long-term program effectiveness is demonstrated in the 2013 MOB Alumni Impact Study as 90% of those surveyed indicated that MOB helped them become better students. The External Evaluator of the study concludes: "MOB appears to have had a very real and lasting impact in the lives of the young people with whom it worked, something that is very hard for afterschool and summer programs to do. This is a tremendous accomplishment."  In regards to program achievement, based on alumni studies and results from the 2015 Summer Program, we predict that students in the 2016 Summer Program will: (1) become more interested in going to college and in starting their own businesses; (2) demonstrate positive changes in self and improvement in important work/life skills (entrepreneurship, leadership, and communication skills); (3) increase their self-esteem; and (4) score significantly higher in reading, writing, math and their knowledge of key entrepreneurship concepts at the conclusion of the training as compared to their pre-training scores.

The program will begin on June 26, 2016 and conclude on August 13, 2016, although our staff and volunteers have already started the planning process for next year. At the conclusion of the 2015 Summer Program, the MOB Team met for an evaluation-planning session. At this session, our MOB team evaluated the 2015 program and made recommendations for improving program quality in 2016. The evaluation-planning session is crucial to our efforts to continue to enhance the Summer Program. 
Summer learning research on best practices has helped transform MOB into a high-quality, nationally recognized entrepreneurship summer program for low-income youth that contributes to reducing summer learning losses and closing the achievement gap.
