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He knew he wanted to eventually add new partners to his small business and secure new property. He needed to 
think bigger, but he wasn’t sure how or where to begin.

Experience as both a vice president of operations and a financial controller of large corporations served him 
well through the start-up phase of Neurotherapy Northwest LLC, a Spokane, Wash., company that specializes 
in holistic treatment for children and adults suffering from neurological disorders such as ADD and autism. But 
when the time came to put together a strategic plan for his company’s future, Burch decided to do something he 
had contemplated for years: go back to school for an MBA. 

Burch, an NFIB member and Neurotherapy Northwest’s co-owner, and small business owners like him have 
no shortage of options these days. More universities and continuing education programs than ever are focused 
on entrepreneurship, with student interest and economic conditions contributing to that growth. In 1985, 
about 250 entrepreneurship courses were offered on college campuses across the United States, according to the 
Kauffman Foundation’s Entrepreneurship in American Higher Education report. By 2006, more than 5,000 
entrepreneurship courses were offered by two- and four-year institutions. Interest in entrepreneurship programs 
increased during the recession, with more college students interested in starting their own operations. With en-
trepreneurship gaining that kind of traction at the collegiate level, MBA programs are following suit.

Patrick Burch was looking for answers. 
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a glut of universities is suddenly catering to small business 
owners. Could more education help your business?



[ ]NFIB member Patrick Burch says his 
Executive MBA paid off immediately. 
“Right away I could take what I was 
learning and apply it to my business.”
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>>Key Takeaways
·  Small and mid-sized 

institutions offer flexible 
ways to get your MBA.

·  Continuing education 
helps you gain skills that 
can be applied to your 
business immediately.

·  Family business centers 
and independent work-
shops are alternatives to a 
full-fledged MBA.
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“Entrepreneurship has become the 
norm among MBA programs,” says 
Raman Chadha, executive director and 
clinical professor at DePaul University’s 
Coleman Entrepreneurship Center in 
Chicago. “Ten years ago [large business 
schools  such as] DePaul, University of 
Chicago and Kellogg (at Northwestern 
University) all had entrepreneurship pro-

grams. Now, many small and mid-sized 
institutions also have them.”

With MBA tuition ranging from 
$18,540 per year (University of Arizona, 
in-state) to $53,118 per year (Stanford 
University), according to U.S. News & 
World Report, some small business own-
ers might wonder if the promise can pos-
sibly live up to that steep price tag. As 

an entrepreneur who is already running 
a business, there’s another pressing ques-
tion: What’s in it for me?

For Burch, signing up for Washington 
State University’s 18-month Executive 
MBA program paid off immediately. 
“During the first semester we learned 
about finance, accounting, causality, 
working with cash budgets, cash-flow 
budgeting,” he says. “Right away I 
could take what I was learning and ap-
ply it to my business. A few weeks later I 
could come back to class and say ‘I tried 
this, and this is how it worked.’”

For example, talking with his profes-
sors and colleagues helped Burch with 
a decision to hire a neuropsychologist 
to define his company’s niche. The hire 
“allows us to offer patients a better pack-
age by providing root cause analysis and 
proper diagnosis,” he says. 

Burch says he acquired a richer un-
derstanding of accounting, finance and 
leadership principles with the ongoing 
guidance and support of his professors 
and classmates. (His program was cohort-
based, meaning he went through the 
entire program with the same group of 
students.) But he also gained a long-
term perspective for his business and 
was able to put together a comprehen-
sive strategy to expand it. 

“I am executing aspects of the busi-
ness plan I put together in school and 
have found success,” Burch says. “My 
MBA has given me more tools and 
more confidence to build the practice 
and I feel that it gives [my employees 
and customers] a sense of comfort that I 
know what I am doing.”

He is quick to point out that he 
couldn’t have risen to the daunting chal-
lenge without buy-in from his business 
partner and his family. “It was critical 
that everybody around me understood 
the commitment and expectations of 
the MBA program,” Burch says. “I had 
the support of my wife and kids, who 
encouraged me to never give up.”

For resources to research business education, check out 
www.NFIB.com/mba_resources.[ ]
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Too Cool for SChool
Many small business owners are wary of 
MBAs. They often value “real life” ex-
perience more, but that may be narrow-
minded. “Small business owners can 
benefit from an entrepreneurial MBA 
program because they gain exposure to 
people with different backgrounds and 
experiences,” says Van G. H. Clouse, 
Ph.D., associate professor of man-
agement at University of Louisville’s 
College of Business and co-founder of 
the university’s Entrepreneurship MBA 
program. “They are exposed to a rigor-
ous academic environment and have 
access to cutting-edge, state-of-the-art 
knowledge.” 

With 95 percent of entrepreneur-
ship MBA students at University of 
Louisville working full time, classroom 
knowledge translates to the workplace 
right away. “We place an emphasis on 
entrepreneurial thinking and high-
growth potential ideas so that students 
can take what they learn and immedi-
ately apply it,” Clouse says.

During year one of U of L’s two-year 
entrepreneurship MBA cohort pro-
gram, student teams choose a product 
or service to develop and compile in-
dustry and competitive analyses. Then 
they build a business plan. In year two, 
students either compete in a business 
plan competition or work on real-world 
consulting projects to obtain hands-
on experience. Additional coursework 
ranges from brand building to team dy-
namics and organizational behavior. 

As is characteristic of MBA pro-
grams, U of L’s MBA candidates bring 
to the table a wide and varied range 
of experience. Some are between jobs, 
others are looking to move up the cor-
porate ladder and still others have a 
business idea they’d like to pursue but 
don’t know where to start. 

Add to that mix the approximately 
20 percent of students in University of 
Louisville’s program who have business 
ownership experience—from restau-
rants to retail owners to doctors grow-
ing practices—and the groundwork is 
laid for fruitful collaboration. Students 
also attend workshops, roundtables and 

community entrepreneur events, and 
the emphasis is on networking as much 
as classroom learning. “Students, as part 
of a cohort of highly motivated indi-
viduals, appreciate and understand the 
value of learning and sharing ideas with 
other successful business owners. [They 
understand] there is not just one route 
to solving a problem,” Clouse says.

review Your opTionS
An MBA is not a one-size-fits-all solu-
tion. “If you’re older, more experienced, 
more accomplished and getting your 
MBA represents a greater sacrifice be-
cause you already have a business run-
ning, [you] should consider alternatives 
to get those core fundamentals like ac-
counting, principles of finance [and] 
marketing, but maybe without the full 
two-year MBA experience,” says Tim 
Berry, an author and founder of Palo 
Alto Software in Eugene, Ore.

If you’re not ready to commit to a 
full MBA, Berry suggests investigating 
whether a “mini-MBA” program might 
be a good fit. Most so-called mini-MBA 
programs require a 10-week commit-
ment and offer an overview of all of 
the business areas included in a full 

MBA curriculum. You typically earn a 
certification—not an MBA degree—
at the end of 10 weeks, and you reap 
the benefits of building knowledge and 
sharpening skill sets at a greatly reduced 
timeframe and financial investment 
over a traditional MBA program. 

“I believe these programs are a good 
compromise,” Berry says. “People who 
have more life experience can differ-
entiate better and get some of the core 
curriculum faster … without having to 
sacrifice as much time.”

If even 10 weeks seems too daunting, 
academic institutions across the country 
offer flexible services to local entrepre-
neurs through family business centers 
and entrepreneurship centers. The pro-
grams offered through these centers aim 
to educate small business owners in the 
community through various weekly or 
monthly interactive workshops, round-
tables, panel presentations, case studies 
and peer groups. 

DePaul’s Coleman Entrepreneurship 
Center is an extension of the College of 
Commerce’s entrepreneurship program. 
The Coleman Center, which launched 
in 2003, offers programs and services 
to assist not only student entrepre-
neurs, but also second-stage business 
owners (companies with $1 million to 
$50 million in revenues and 10 to 100 
employees) through peer-to-peer edu-
cational programs. Membership is $500 
per year, and small business owners can 
share information and advice with others 
who have first-hand experience with the 
challenges they’re facing. 

“The second-stage participants 
that come to the Coleman Center are 
typically dealing less with operational 
issues and more with strategic leader-
ship, development and business growth 
challenges,” says Chadha, the center’s 
executive director. “The challenges they 
face now entail looking at building a 
management team, for example. How 
do I work more on the business, rather 
than in the business? How am I going to 
expand? They are not as caught up every 
day in survival issues.”

The Coleman Center organizes a 
business-owner peer roundtable that has 

“we place an 
emphasis on 
entrepreneurial 
thinking and 
high-growth 
potential ideas 
so that students 
can take what 
they learn and 
immediately 
apply it.”
– Van G. H. Clouse, Ph.D.,  
associate professor of manage-
ment at university of Louisville
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eight members and meets monthly. The 
roundtables are run by a trained facilita-
tor who is a former entrepreneur, as op-
posed to a consultant or professor, and 
small business owners can discuss and 
process their business issues and chal-
lenges with each other. Workshops and 
seminars for business owners focus on 
real-world issues, like finding a company’s 
weakest area of operation and building a 
top-performing sales force.

“The business owners who lead 
workshops and seminars can say, for ex-
ample, ‘I know what it feels like to wake 
up with the sweats on Friday at 2 a.m. 
not knowing if I can make payroll that 
day,’” Chadha says. “And unless a pro-
fessor or consultant has been an entre-
preneur, he or she can’t fully bridge the 
connections between the emotion, logic 
and experience of running a business—
enabling them to empathize better with 
our participants.”

All in The fAmilY
Gordon Hunt, president of sales and 

marketing for Illuminating Technologies 
Inc., a Greensboro, N.C., NFIB-member 
company that performs lighting design 
and installation, says there wasn’t a spe-
cific issue or problem that led him and 
his family to Wake Forest University’s 
Family Business Center. (Hunt’s father 
and brother also work at the firm.) “You 
make the best decisions when you’re sail-
ing in calm waters,” he says. “We were 
looking to understand what opportuni-
ties lay ahead.” (For more about manag-
ing a family business through crisis, see 
“Relative Chaos” on pg. 28.)

He and other family members—in-
cluding some not even involved in the 
business—have attended seminars and 
workshops on subjects like how to deal 
with generational differences and what 
it’s like to be a non-family member 
working in a family business. Family 
Business Center members also have ac-
cess to classes and professors at the uni-

versity, and some of the business owners 
have gone through practicums and had 
their business analyzed.

But what Hunt has found especially 
helpful is his affinity group, where he 
connects with other family business ex-
ecutives who share first-hand knowledge 
about their unique challenges. Affinity 
group rules include: Only one family 
member per group can participate, ev-
eryone involved must sign a confiden-
tiality agreement and whatever problem 
you bring to the group, you must take 
steps to act on it. 

“We go to dinner once a month and 
discussions can be very social, and other 
times there are serious issues on the ta-
ble, like when a principal in someone’s 
business passed away. We discussed it in 
the group and offered guidance and ad-
vice,” Hunt says. 

The group responds to issues empa-
thetically—Here’s how I dealt with this; 

I can relate to this; Here is what I did to 
resolve it—and offers an unbiased view 
of the situation. Hunt and others find it 
invaluable, he says. 

Another benefit: You can be as 
involved as you want and still reap 
significant benefits. “If you are not 
comfortable with sharing, you can be 
involved by just sitting there and learn-
ing,” Hunt says. 

Hunt stresses how life-altering and 
beneficial taking that first step can be: 
“So many doors open when you open 
one door.” 

“The business owners who lead workshops and seminars 
can say, for example, ‘i know what it feels like to wake up 
with the sweats on friday at 2 a.m. not knowing if i can 
make payroll that day.’”
– Raman Chadha, executive director and clinical professor at DePaul university’s Coleman entrepreneurship Center


