
Connecting Entrepreneurs
and Academics to Improve

Education

Background
There  i s  a  pers istent  div ide  in  the  f ie ld

of  educat ion  between  academic

research  and  grassroots  entrepreneurs

working  in  thei r  local  communit ies .

On  one  hand ,  when  ideas  reach  the

stage  of  being  t r ia led  in  schools  by

univers i ty  researchers  who  have

received  r igorous  t ra in ing  in  research

methodologies ,  i t  i s  often  on  a  la rge

scale  —  perhaps  in  an  ent i re  dist r ict  to

the  tune  of  mil l ions  of  dol lars ,  with  a

long  t imel ine  that  ends  in  academic

journals .

On  the  other  hand ,  grassroots

innovators  who  have  a  deep

understanding  of  the  needs  of  thei r

local  communit ies  want  to  test  new

ideas  with  smal l  groups  of  people  in

quick  per iods  of  days ,  weeks ,  or  months

on  smal l  budgets  —  often  under

$ 10 ,000 .  These  entrepreneurs  typical ly

re ly  on  casual  feedback  f rom  teachers ,

fami l ies ,  and  students  i f  they  want  to  

The Opportunity
With  the  support  of  Hassan  Hassan ,  the

CEO  of  4 .0 ,  a  nat ional  non -prof i t

organizat ion  that  invests  annual ly  in

promis ing  entrepreneurs ,  Dr .  Kirsten  Lee

Hi l l ,  Ph .D .  last  year  created

the  organizat ion ’s   f i r s t -ever  formal

partnership  between  academics  and

ear ly -stage  entrepreneurs ,  the

Measurement  &  Evaluat ion  Col laborat ive

(M&E  Col laborat ive ) .  Hil l ’s  brainchi ld ,

know  i f  thei r  ideas  have  been

successful .  They  tend  to  lack  access  to

the  wealth  of  research  expert ise  of fered

by  top  univers i t ies .

There  i s  a  need  for  a  s impler ,  smal ler ,

yet  st i l l  r igorous  approach  to  research

that  al lows  entrepreneurs  to  more

ef fect ive ly  measure  the  success  of  thei r

ideas .  I f  the  best   innovat ions   in

educat ion  are  to  t ransform  school ing ,

we  must  push  the  boundar ies  of

tradit ional  research  -  we  must  “ r ight -

s ize ”  research .

A  p a r t n e r s h i p  b e t w e e n  K i r s t e n  L e e  H i l l
C o n s u l t i n g  a n d  4 . 0
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the  M&E  Col laborat ive  i s  funded  by  4 .0

with  support  f rom  the  Walton  Family

Foundat ion ,  the  Char les  Koch

Foundat ion ,  and  the  Bi l l  &  Mel inda

Gates  Foundat ion .

One  of  the  goals  of  the  col laborat ive  i s

to  demyst i fy  research  and  make  i t  more

access ible  to  those  doing  innovat ive

work .    “We  are  maintain ing  the  r igor

people  see  in  la rger -scale  exper iments

but  making  i t  appropr iate  for  the  s ize

(of  the  project ) , ”  Hil l  says .     “We  were

able  to  do  th is  by  partner ing  top  minds

in  research  with  real ly  incredible ,

innovat ive  entrepreneurs , ”  Hil l  says .

The Process
The  th inking  behind  the  M&E

Col laborat ive  began  with  Hil l ’s

appointment  as  an  external  evaluator  at

4 .0  two  years  ago .  She  noted  that  a

major i ty  of  4 .0 's  founders  for  the  past

e ight  years  had  been  re ly ing  on

anecdotal  evidence  f rom  thei r

communit ies  to  assess  the  success  of

thei r  exper iments .  This  type  of  evidence

can  be  di f f icult  to  pitch  to

phi lanthropic  funders .  Hil l ,  who  has  a

pass ion  for  educat ion  reform ,  was

inspi red  to  create  a  way  to  bui ld

credibi l i ty  for  these  ideas .

Hil l  pitched  the  idea  of  the

col laborat ive  to  Hassan  in  summer  2018

This [M&E] collaborative is a unique

opportunity for entrepreneurs who are

changing the world to work hand-in-hand with

researchers to create rigorous, but practical

measures of success."

- Kirsten Lee Hill
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after  engaging  in  ad  hoc  coaching  with

founders .  Her  thought  leadership  led  to

her  promotion  as  4 .0 's  f i r s t -ever

“Researcher - in -Residence ”  in  2019 .

Under  Hil l ’s  leadership  of  the

col laborat ive ,  4 .0   last  year   recrui ted  and

hired  four  Ph .D - level  researchers ,  two

doctora l  students  who  are  4 .0  alum ,  and

f ive  4 .0  alumni  who  part ic ipated  in

ethical  research  t ra in ing .  This  expansion

al lowed  the  organizat ion  to  move  f rom

Hil l  providing  l imited  1 : 1  coaching  to

teams  of  entrepreneurs ,  to  over  400

hours  of  indiv idual ized  feedback ,  80+  of

which  were  1 : 1  coaching ,

Hil l  found  that  4 .0 ’s  founders  were

eager  to  engage  with  researchers :  over

70% of  the  entrepreneur ia l  teams  at  4 .0

signed  up  for  one -on -one  coaching  with

the  col laborat ive ;  100% ult imately

received  coaching .

Hil l  addit ional ly  created  a  unique  peer

rev iew  process  to  af ford  each  team  of

entrepreneurs  the  opportunity  to  have  
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The Inspiration
Entrepreneur  Alpana  Shito lé  ran  into  a

stumbl ing  block  when  she  was  accepted

as  a  fe l low  at  4 .0 ,  Shito lé  was  pursuing

a  radical  idea  with  her  venture  Frol i f ic ,

that  ditched  convent ional  not ions  about

the  importance  of  standardized  test ing

and  t radit ional  exams  and  instead

focussed  on  inst i l l ing  and  measur ing

the  attr ibutes  of  personal  leadership

l ike  emotional  inte l l igence ,  res i l ience ,

and  se l f - re invent ion .  For  example ,

chi ldren  learned  that  accept ing  r i sk  in

l i fe  i s  less  about  inert  courage  and  more

about  managing  feel ings  of  loss .  This

was  taught  through  an  act iv i ty  where

chi ldren  were  of fered  a  choice  to  either

take  f i ve  dol lars ,  or ,  based  on  a  coin  f l ip

receive  ten  dol lars  or  no  money  at  al l .

The  chi ldren  then  ref lected  on  thei r

decis ions  to  real ly  understand  thei r

dispos i t ion  towards  r i sk - tak ing .  Shito lé

says  sometimes   i t  was  tough  

PAGE 3 CASE STUDY

AUGUST 2020

thei r  own  assessment  plans  vetted  by

three  to  four  members  of

the  col laborat ive .  Over  95% of

part ic ipat ing  entrepreneur ia l  teams

required  rev is ion  of  thei r  pi lot  plans

based  on  peer  rev iew  feedback ,  as  they

were  not  suf f ic ient ly  ethical  or  thei r

assessment  methods  were  not  r igorous

enough .  This  great ly  ra ised  the

standards  of  these  educat ional

exper iments .

www.kirstenleehill.com

There is a narrative about what good

education research entails and it demands

that ideas get to a certain scale before even

participating or that they acquiesce to the

rigors of randomized experiments - the

“gold standard” of research. When I work

with entrepreneurs, I tell them: Don’t go for

gold; be aluminum — practical, flexible, and

accessible. It’s modest. And, it gets the job

done."

- Kirsten Lee Hil

evaluat ing  her  students ’  progress .  Only

art iculate  chi ldren  were  able  to  te l l  her

what  they  thought .  For  those  that

remained  s i lent ,  she  had  no  ins ight  into

what  they  were  feel ing .  Hil l ’s  technique ,

which  she  f i r s t  began  exper iment ing

with  at  4 .0  in  fa l l  2018 ,  was  actual ly

s imple .  She  would  ask  founders  to

clear ly  def ine  the  improvements  in

students ’ ,  teachers ’  or  fami l ies ’  learning

that  they  expected  to  see  at  the  end  of

thei r  project ’s  pi lot  per iod ,  which  could

be  a  matter  of  hours ,  days ,  weeks  or

months .    

After  th is ,  she  would  brainstorm  with

the  founder ,  suggest ing  di f ferent

r igorous  assessment  methodologies  -

inc luding  surveys  and  observat ions .
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She  made  use  of  the  academic  research

ski l l s  she  had  acquired  whi le  studying

for  her  doctorate  at  the  Univers i ty  of

Pennsylvania  to  create  a  col laborat ive ,

inquiry -based  process  for  entrepreneurs

to  measure  and  evaluate  the  success  of

thei r  short - term  exper iments   that  was

der ived  f rom   r igorous  academic

methodologies .  She  coached   founders

on  the  idea  of  " r ight -s iz ing "  research ,

support ing  them  in  incorporat ing

r igorous  processes  whi le  ensur ing  they

stayed   t rue  to  thei r  or ig inal  v is ion  for

thei r  communit ies .

In  Frol i f ic ’s  case ,  th is  meant  helping

Shito lé ,  who  had  jo ined  4 .0  four  years

ear l ier ,   to  develop  surveys  for  chi ldren

to  take  pr ivate ly  before  and  after  each

eight -week  program .  

The  surveys  inc luded  var ious  quest ions ,

such  as :  “Any  event  with  an  unknown

outcome  makes  me  anxious  because  I

expect / imagine  the  worst . ”  Students

then  could  choose  among  f i ve

responses ,  such  as :  " I s  that  l ike  you? "  or  
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Why this matters
Hil l 's  approach  to  measurement  and

evaluat ion  makes  complex  processes

access ible  and  meaningful  to

entrepreneurs .  Perhaps  most

important ly ,  new  ideas  to  improve

school ing  can  be  assessed  more

strategical ly  and  object ive ly  with  a

smal l  amount  of  money  in  a  matter  of

severa l  weeks  to  see  i f  they  work  or  not .

This  reduces  the  t radit ional  cost ly

budgets  and  lengthy  t ime  f rames

involved  with  typical  educat ion  research

in  schools  and  communit ies .

“The  durat ion  i s  short .  The  sample  s izes

are  l imited .  The  investment  i s  smal l .  The

goal  i s  to  learn  whether  or  not  an  idea

shows  promise  and  i s  worth  pursuing  at

this  ear ly  stage , "  Hil l  says .     "This  i s  al l

done  at  a  lower  r i sk  before  investments

of  tens  or  hundreds  of  thousands  of

dol lars  are  lost . " .

4 .0 ’s  CEO  Hassan  says  the  new  M&E

Col laborat ive  aims  to  accelerate  both

the  pace  of  learning  and  investment  in  
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[Hill's approach] lends credibility to

entrepreneurs who are forming a 'new

niche market' for which tools for measuring

efficacy are rarely available."

-Alpana Shitolé
Entrepreneur

i s  that  not  very  l ike  you? "  Based  on

these  surveys ,  Shito lé  sa id  she  was  able

to  measure  improvements  in  the

student 's  behaviors  over  t ime  and  show

their  parents ,  her  customers ,  the

ef f icacy  of  her  program  with  a

meaningful  growth  chart .

http://www.kirstenleehill.com/
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We envision a world where leaders in every

community have the resources and support

they need to build a brighter future of school.

Research allows us to invest rigorously

toward that vision."

-Hassan Hassan
CEO, 4.0

Contact: 

Kirsten Lee Hill

kirsten@kirstenleehill.com

educat ion  innovators .  4 .0 ,  which  has

made  over  1 ,000  investments  in  top

founders  in  the  f ie ld  of  educat ion ,

th inks  i t  i s  an  urgent  task  to  empower

communit ies  with  access  to  research .

Doing  so  bui lds  credibi l i ty  for  grassroots

ideas  to  improve  educat ion  and  af fords

communit ies  the  opportunity  to  shape

the  narrat ive  about  how  success  i s

def ined .

Hil l  looks  forward  to  bui ld ing  on  the

success  of  the  M&E  Col laborat ive  as  she

works  to  launch  a  community - led

inst i tut ional  rev iew  board  to  further

increase  access  to  credible  research .
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