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It's r.rot likc Shanc Skinner, owr.rer of Alpinc l.irwn Care
in Bozeman, Mont., was in thc market for a corrsult:rtrt
fbur ye:rrs ,rqo. The idea of hiring sonleonc for busir-ress

aclr.icc hacl never e\/erl occurred to him.

"\(1e *'ere rvorking clay to da1' and doing all right ancl

thinkine, 'Tl.rat's just the n'av it is,"' he s:r1.s.

But thcn a client rvho teaches et Montanir Stirte
Univclsity askeci if l.re woLrlcl like to receivc frce
consulting fr-onr Lrusincss stuclcnts at the scl-rool.

"l tolcl hirl we'cl be supel ha;rpv to have that kincl of
hclp," Skinr.rer says.

Skinner worl<ed rvith four r-rnclergraduatc stlrclents over
thc sprine sclrestcl of 2007, ancl bv tl-re end thc scl-rool

ve:rr, he hrrcl a r-rr-rr-nber of strgeestior-rs fbr solvir-rg sorne

of his busir-rcss problems. Amor-rg them: Acccptinq
creclit celcl prrylrents fron'r custonrcrs to get paid fastcr,

l,runchir-rs a website, and using r client clrrtabase thc
studcnts set uP to ntore easily generaltc rctrerv:rl contrllcts
firr l,rr'vn c:rre ancl snow re moval.

"It was 11 gl'ert experience," Skinncr sa)/s. "Yotl kincl ol
gct ir-r nrts:rnd yor.r scc things yorlr way. It w,rs rc:rllv trice
to have other eyes looking :rt our business ancl laskingl
'Have you triccl this? Triccl that?"'

Serious-n-rirrdecl srude nts irt colleges and unive rsirics

:rcross the cottntry arc callcr to help micro-business
owne Is with tasks irs v:rricd :rs advertisit-tg striitcgy,
feasibility studies, m:rrkct rcscarch, social nctworl<ing
,r n.l rr r,t tcgic pl,r Ir rr i rrg.

It's :r mtrttrally beneficial rlrrangement. Business owners

can garner the knowleclge of creative rninds on tl'rc che:r1-r
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rvl-rile sttrclcnts gct thc chancc to appl,v nerv skills, btrlli
up thcir risr.rr"r'ris, ancl possibly rack up course crcclits.

These consultants rlrenrt unpaicl interns, whose usc is
gor.ernecl L-:y L)cp:rrtn'rcnt of Labor rules. Inste:rcl manl'
stuclent teanr consultine projects are concllLctecl tl-rrough
runclcrgraclurrte or gracllrate colllscs lecl by f:rcultr.
membcrs who also se[ve rls mentors. Schools ciftcn have rr

fbmrirl application process in rvl-rich busine ss owncrs arr
askccl to clescribe thc hclp thcl"rc sc-clilng rrncl to share
financiarls likc balancc' sheets ancl inconre strlre mcnrsi
there rna1. bc :rn inte rvierv rvitl-r a f:rculty nrembcr, roo.

'l'ir-r-rclir-rcs varv, so businesses epplyine in thc summcr
rnrrv be consiclclccl fbr thc [rll senrester :lt sol-ne schools
and tl-re spring terur :rt others.

You crrn fincl sttrclent consulting opportunities in
your rrrex by calling local br.rsiness schools or Lrv

requcsrinc a rcfirral from thc Srn:rll Btrsincss Instirurc ar

sr-nallbtrsinessinstitute.ner.

Mtrny schools clor-r't cl-rarge fies to work rvith str.rclc'nts,

w,l-ricl-r rnakcs thc encle,rvor particularly valuable .

"i.et's s:ry the students each put ir-r 40 holrrs of u'ork," savs

Clary Bisl-ro1-r, rvho tc:rchcs ccinsulting coLrrscs rr \{ontrrna
Statc Univclsirl'. "lf thcrc arc thrce in rr teiun, that's 120

productive hours that l business wotrlcl h,rvc hacl to pay a

consultrrnt perhaps to c{o rhat."

While it's true tl-rat soure progranrs seel< l,rrqe clients, tnany
others pre fer rvorkir-rg with sr-r-rrrller, loc,rl comp,rnies.

'A ncishborhood clc,rncr looking at maybe adding rnother
locatiorr or investing in some ecluipment woulcl be a

n:1tulirl," says Paul Bclliveau, wl-ro ftonlerly rrrn Rutqers
Business School's MBA Tcanr Consulting Prosram ancl

is the co-aruthor of "The E,xpe riential Studcnt Tcam
Consultir.rg Process" (Custon.r Publishing, 2006)
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I business and make it more productive and easier to
operate, we were a success," professor Bishop says.

Smaller firms tend to be more willing to open not only
their books-on the promise of confidentiality-but
also their calendars.

"I believe in highly collaborative consulting," says

adjunct lecturerJeffrey Kurtz, who teaches consulting
courses at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. "I tell the client to expect to spend a couple
of hours each week on this."

Working With The Students
Jewelry designer Allison Marshall says she put in "tons

and tons of hours" when she worked with a team from
Christopher Newport University for a semester in 2007,

The owner of A. Amsler Designs, which is based in
\Tilliamsburg, Va., not only met with the five students
assigned to her project, but also worked on various
requests, like doing an inventory ofall her products.

Still, she recognized the value of sharing her time and
found the experience to be worthwhile.

"You can't even believe that an undergraduate group
would be so professional and just outstanding and
incredible," says Marshall, who didn't pay a penny
for the consulting services.

The team designed a logo she still uses and gathered
anonymous feedback from previous customers

that included questions about the functionality and
prices ofher jewelry. The students also researched

local competitors and jewelry styles that appeal to
various audiences.

The consultants suggested that Marshall attach a

jewelry tag on each piece for branding purposes and
helped her get started with that effort. The tags, which
are made of sterling silver and gold plate, feature her

logo and company name. Marshall says they have
"elevated" her product in terms of name recognition
and presentation.

There were other recommendations Marshall didn't
implement, however. She used the accounting program
the team suggested only briefly before switching to

QuickBooks, for example.

Professors recognize that some student suggestions will
prove too time-consuming or costly, and they don't
expect clients to implement every one.

"If that owner walks away with one tangible thing that
the students provided for them that will enhance their

Stu de nts
Matching Clients With

Bishop's students have worked with a diversity of
clients in recent years, including guest ranches,
painters and carpet cleaners. But the instructor does

turn down requests. He won't, for instance, accept
businesses that are simply seeking "free labor," like
to input data into a database.

"Thatk not working with a company, that's working
for a company," Bishop says.

Likewise, teacher Kurtz will reject projects that won't
give his students enough to work on during the semester

or that require more than that time for completion. He
also says no to those business owners he thinks won't
take the efFort seriously.

"If they're just casting seeds to the wind and hoping
something grows by working with my students, they're
not committed to it," Kurtz says. "The students aren't
going to get a good experience, and the client is wasting
his or her time."

But for Product Launch Associates in -Woodinville,

\7ash., the idea of providing a valuable learning
experience was one reason the boutique marketing
agency paid $2,500 to work with graduate business
students at Seattle University during the summer
of 2009. The partners also sought young minds to
help sharpen messaging for a new line of smoothies
manufactured by one of their clients, Juiceheads in San

Bernardino, Calif.

"[The students] had us focus our messaging in a
direction that we had thought about but didn't realize
how important it was to young people," says agency
president Robert Kingsley. "\fle changed the messaging
on our packaging slightly, but changed the messaging
in our collateral material flike coupons] dramatically to
focus more on freshness."

So would he recommend that other business owners
consider working with student consultants?

'Absolutely," Kingsley says. "I thought it was a win-win
for both sides." -

Mindy Charski is a Dallas-based f reelancer who wrote articles for
PCWorld.com as part of her qraduate school coursework.
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