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How to Start an Education Foundation 
Although every suggestion will not be applicable to your local situation, these guidelines contain 
resources to help direct you, as well as a checklist to make sure you are not missing an important aspect 
in the early development stages.  

INITIAL GROUNDWORK STEPS/MEETINGS 

1. One of the most important and critical steps is to begin a positive relationship with the school 
district’s superintendent.  It is crucial for the foundation to create a partnership and have the 
superintendent’s support.  For the first meeting, discuss the idea of creating a public education 
foundation.  Here are some ideas to prompt your discussion: 

a. Have you heard about public education foundations and their success in funding a variety 
of school programs?   

b. Where is the school district going, and what is the school district’s strategic plan/direction 
for future years? 

c. Discuss the local community dynamics.  It will be important to engage different target 
markets in the community. 

d. Are there any businesses they could suggest that may want to contribute to the education 
field?  This could become important seed money for the foundation’s beginning years.  

e. If appropriate, ask if the schools are receiving funds from the education license plate, as 
the funds are by law to go to the education foundation if there is one. 

f. If appropriate, ask if there is a possibility for office space for the foundation or some office 
resources (like use of the copier if you bring your own paper), etc. 

2. Contact the school board and other important school personnel. Be sure to ask them about 
businesses that may want to contribute to public education.  Consider companies that offer 
matching grants/funds or donations. 

3. Contact your county’s community foundation for direction and as a possible resource for financial 
assistance. Some local community foundations have helpful resources such as books or DVDs, 
and some also offer mini-workshops on various topics: filing IRS 990 tax form, marketing, or 
social media. (The foundation might possibly be a fit under their 501(c)(3) status until the 
education foundation obtains their own.) 

4. Read the newspaper for funding opportunities or for people/companies who might want to join the 
foundation’s initiative and help with fundraising or make a donation.  Watch for business names 
appearing in public thank-you ads for fundraisers. 

5. Research existing education foundations online, particularly those with similar size and 
demographics.  Meet with other education foundation executive directors at their location.   Ask if 
there is an enthusiastic veteran board member or administrator who would be willing to talk to 
your steering committee about their experiences in starting an education foundation. 

6. Call the Indiana Association of Public Education Foundations (INAPEF), review website 
(www.INAPEF.org) and review any available materials.  Join INAPEF and receive membership 
access to even more resources and contacts.  Education foundations for the most part are not in 
competition with each other, so borrowing materials (bylaws, policies, or programs) is key to 
saving time.  Find an education foundation “mentor” nearby.  Attend any webinars, conferences 



 

 

or meetings possible with INAPEF.  Look into possible INAPEF grants that may help with seed 
funds. 

7. The National School Foundation Association (NSFA) might be another resource for information.. 
8. Talk to your school principals, PTO leadership, booster clubs and other school club leaders for 

ideas and parameters.  Find out the ways in which they are serving the schools and determine 
additional/different needs of the school district.  These meetings will help you identify areas the 
foundation can help the schools.  Keep in mind needs will change with the economy, and it is 
important to set up the foundation to be flexible to adapt to changes through the years. 

9. Develop a relationship with the school corporation’s business manager and discuss tax forms and 
accounting.  Initially, you may be able to use the school’s tax ID# for foundation purchases. (For 
early expenses, try to find a corporate donor for seed money, a grant through different resources 
mentioned above, or ask volunteers if they are willing to either donate expenses or keep receipts 
until they are able to be reimbursed.) 

THE BUSINESS 

1. Become familiar with Indiana’s provisions regarding nonprofit organizations. Start 501(c)(3) 
paperwork to become incorporated.  Review an education foundation’s application on the IRS 
website that was recently approved and borrow any applicable copy.  Consider using an outside 
consultant to help. (It’s not recommended to rely on parents to apply for the 501(c)(3); hire an 
attorney or consultant who knows how to file as it can be worth the money.)   

2. Open a checking account with a bank.  Set it up so that checks have to be signed by two board 
members.  

3. Have a bookkeeper and consider hiring someone who specializes in non-profit work.  QuickBooks 
online is recommended. A bookkeeper will set it up to make it easier to file the annual 990 form to 
the IRS and be able to pull reports for events and donors. Have the bookkeeper/accountant set 
up a chart of accounts, the general ledger, journals and draft a set of financial statements.  Set up 
a receipt system to comply with IRS contribution reporting requirements for 501(c)(3) 
organizations.  File the appropriate Form 990 with the IRS at the end of the fiscal year.  If you 
have hired an administrator, their time is better spent working on finding donations, donor 
relations, tracking donations and working with volunteers, marketing, etc. rather than 
bookkeeping. 

THE PEOPLE WHO MAKE IT HAPPEN 

1. Begin with a small group of people to serve as a steering committee. 
2. Create a core working board/executive committee for a year or so to make day-to-day decisions 

and get tasks done. 
3. Create a larger steering committee (which may include the working committee referenced above.)   
4. It is essential to have a dedicated person as the first executive director who serves as a primary 

sales person to get people excited about the foundation.   
5. If possible, hire an administrator (a member of the community who wants to give back) who keeps 

everything together and moving in the right direction.  Do this as early as possible; even five 
hours a week will help keep volunteers on track with the initial fundraising event. 

STEERING COMMITTEE GOALS: 

A. With the superintendent’s help, identify areas that need financial assistance and determine 
areas of interest for the foundation. 

B. Locate and invite board members. 
a. Determine length of commitment.  Staggered terms are recommended. 
b. Include civic and business leaders, chamber member, parents, school district 

leaders, teachers (consider a teacher that teaches in a different district but has 
children in your district), diversity, and attorneys and accountants who are familiar 
with 501(c)(3) organizations. Also consider a newspaper representative. 

http://www.schoolfoundations.org/


 

 

c. Consider having the superintendent and a school board member as ex-officio 
members. The ex-officio members do not vote but participate in everything else. 

d. Another option is to select a nominating committee from the steering committee 
members who will nominate the board of directors.   

C. File SS-4 federal form to obtain an Employer Identification Number (tax ID) for the foundation. 
Do this early in the process, as you will need this number for many tasks.  As mentioned 
above, you may be able to use your school corporation’s tax ID# in the beginning.   

D. Create mission statement rough draft and discuss goals of the foundation. 
E. Write a rough draft of the bylaws and articles of incorporation. Review other foundation’s 

documents and borrow applicable copy.  Consider finding a local attorney passionate about 
the cause to possibly donate or discount some of their time. 

F. File a request for incorporation in Indiana with the proper state agency (www.indiana.gov).  
G. Identify and select board of directors.  Consider a board of 11 to 21 members.  Be sure to 

thoroughly spell out the expected duties of board members when asking prospects to join the 
board.  (Board job description resources can be found at INAPEF.org or BoardSource.org.) 

H. File Federal Form 1023 with the IRS to apply for 501c3 status within 15 months of 
incorporating. The form requires a three-year operating budget and a board of directors.  You 
will most likely receive a temporary exemption (advance ruling) from the IRS.  After the 
advance ruling period, the IRS will request additional information to grant a permanent 
exemption status.  Maintain these papers in a permanent file.  

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

A. Have an official meeting to establish the board.  Regular board meetings can occur as 
frequent as monthly, or at a minimum, quarterly.  

B. Finalize the mission statement, bylaws and the articles of incorporation. 
C. Create and approve initial budget.   
D. Appoint someone to record the minutes. 
E. The steering committee forms big picture ideas and the board decides what will get done and 

how. The talents of board members will end up dictating what programs get done.  
F. Finalize programs and chairpersons.   
G. Develop procedures for any staff reporting to the board.  A good starting place to learn about 

nonprofit governance is www.BoardSource.org. 
H. Establish board reporting procedures and meeting times. 
I. Develop a conflict of interest policy. 
J. Finish form 1023 and submit to the IRS.  View recently approved applications from other 

similar foundations. 
K. Create financial documentation with auditing and reporting to community.   
L. Establish financial records, controls over donor records and donor receipt procedures. 

BEGIN FUNDRAISING 

1. Consider starting your fundraising outreach in the schools with a simple “Thank-An-Educator” 
program.  The donors contribute $10 or other nominal fee, and the foundation provides the staff 
with a certificate containing a personalized message from the donor. It is low-maintenance and is 
a great first outreach into the community.  Many donors will come from the elementary students, 
but it is a great opportunity for graduating seniors as well.  This is a great way to introduce the 
foundation to the teachers as well.   

2. Consider meeting with the teachers to provide them with enough information about the 
foundation; the community will ask the teachers about our foundation and you want them to be an 
advocate for the foundation. 

3. Start with a low-maintenance event that reaches many markets and attracts several corporate 
sponsors.  Some ideas are a kick-off breakfast or spaghetti dinner where you invite business 
owners and community leaders, a golf outing, or 5K race.  You are trying to fundraise for seed 



 

 

money.  Have a chairperson and strong event committee members that are not on board/steering 
committee to increase your outreach in the community.   

4. Get a donor database set up prior to your event.  www.Techsoup.org offers discounts to non-
profits for donor database programs. Other programs are available, too, that are cloud-based and 
provide features needed for beginning foundations like Bloomerang, Salesforce, GiftWorks, 
DonorPerfect and others. 

5. Advise that funds raised are invested directly into programs in the schools.  Many foundations 
offer a grant program in which teachers apply for funding for materials or a specific program.  Find 
a grant chairperson to oversee grants.  (Note: Consider avoiding hosting scholarships as they do 
not financially benefit the school district, they only benefit one person, and there is substantial 
manpower invested.  Suggest the scholarship-seekers work with the schools or local community 
foundation instead.) 

6. Announce programs and the event to the public.  Marketing ideas include a table at sporting 
event, booth at chamber events, and local community fairs.  Consider selling something at the 
booth and using National Honor Society students to help.  Your outreach should include alumni, 
neighborhood groups, newcomers’ group, retired school employees, parents of preschoolers, 
local employers, school corporation improvement council, school board, school corporation 
newsletter or individual school newsletters.  Ask principals to speak about the foundation and the 
upcoming event at parent meetings.  Some foundations found it beneficial to provide foundation 
awareness information at meet-the-teacher nights, football games, registration, etc. before 
promoting an event. 

7. Provide simple marketing materials which detail: what an education foundation is, what you will do 
with the funds you raise, and event information.  Keeping a uniform look to any outreach will help 
the community recognize the Foundation. Some start-up foundations have had contests for 
students to design their logo, which in turn marketed the foundation through the community.  The 
final logo could then be displayed at the public library. 

8. Get your own website.  Two options exist: a separate website and domain, and a website through 
the school system.   

a. Some communication experts in the field recommend that you have your own website 
and do not use the school’s website.  If you feel this plan is best for your foundation, 
purchase the domain name for your website (try www.NetworkSolutions.com).  Keep it 
simple and promote your website in your materials; it will become extremely important as 
you grow.  Try to find a volunteer who could put a simple website together detailing the 
items listed in number six above.  Intuit offers a simple website program that is easy to 
update. 

i. Pro – It helps keep the lines clear that you are a separate entity from the school 
and your email address will help promote the foundation website. 

ii. Pro – You have no restrictions to provide an online donation system which is very 
important. 

iii. Pro – There are no design and functionality restrictions as there would be with the 
schools. 

iv. Pro/Con – As long as you can find a volunteer to help set it up, there will be 
minimal costs involved: website domain purchase, online donation/merchant 
account 

v. Con – You will not have IT staff available. 
b. Another option is to have a website within the school system.   

i. Pro – The maintenance and upkeep may save you money.   
ii. Pro - You will have IT staff for questions. 
iii. Pro – It shows you are a partner with the school and have the schools support. 
iv. Pro/Con – Updating the content may not be timely if you have to rely on school 

staff.  You are not school staff, so foundation requests may go to the bottom of 
the priority list.  If you are able to update the content then that would negate the 
above con. 

v. Con – You have to rely on school servers, firewalls, and school IT staff for 
assistance. 

http://www.techsoup.org/


 

 

vi. Con - It is difficult to separate and promote your foundation with a 
@school.k12.in.us website/email address.   

vii. Con – As the foundation ages, it may be difficult to separate and have your own 
website at a later date. 

viii. Con – Facilitating online purchases may not be an option with the schools or may 
have restrictions. 

RESOURCES: 

www.inapef.org – Indiana Association of Public Education Foundation’s website 

www.schoolfoundations.org – National School Foundation Association’s website 

www.iyi.org – Indiana Youth Institute – discount professional consulting opportunities, research/data.  
Regular email updates available 

www.guidestar.org – provides information on other non-profit organizations.  Regular email updates 
available. 

www.techsoup.org – offers software discounts to non-profits 

www.boardsource.org – offers non-profit governance information 

http://www.inapef.org/
http://www.schoolfoundations.org/
http://www.iyi.org/
http://www.guidestar.org/
http://www.techsoup.org/
http://www.boardsource.org/

