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Our project is an example of a university-school partnership. A privately 
owned Hungarian secondary school – according to its strategy – wanted to 
conduct its regular (in every 10 years) curriculum implementation 
assessment via an external professional body, so the leadership of the 
school commissioned the Eötvös Loránd University Doctoral School of 
Education to create a call for proposal. In this partnership, the selected 
doctoral students form a team of an external assessment and 
development body and evaluate the organization as a research project.  

Given the special focus of the school – economy – the research team 
decided to focus on one of the European Union key competencies’, the 
sense of initiative and entrepreneurship and explore it on organizational, 
leadership, teacher and student levels. In our presentation we focus on 
the special research model which we apply in the project, which is based 
on the Business Model Canvas. The model is a tool to link organizational 
strategy to its core processes. Although the model comes from the 
business and management sciences, it can be applied to the pedagogical 
context as well, especially to a private educational institution which must 
be working as a business in order to sustain itself. Using the Business 
Model Canvas, the team will assess the institution along its value 
proposition, customer relationships and channels, customer segments, key 
partners, key activities, key resources and its cost structure and revenue 
streams.  

By deploying a mixed research methodology and using a 
multidisciplinary approach the team will provide a clear diagnosis to the 
institution by assessing (in accordance with the Business Model Canvas) 
the learning organizational behaviour, HR and marketing practices, formal 
and informal organizational structure and leadership as well as teachers 
workplace learning, mentoring and students competence development and 
long term impact assessment (with alumni).  
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Introduction 
 
The research project is an example of a university-school partnership. In 
2016, a privately owned Hungarian secondary school with economics 
specialization – according to its strategy – wanted to conduct its regular 
(in every 10 years) curriculum implementation effectiveness assessment 
via an external professional body, so the leadership of the school 
commissioned the Eötvös Loránd University Doctoral School of Education 
to create a call for proposal. In this partnership, the selected doctoral 
students form a team of an external assessment and development body 
and evaluate the organization as a research project. In the research 
project professional quality and external-objectivity is assured by the 
university, whereas the client (the school) provides the resources, the 
field and their needs and requirements for the research.  

Given the special focus of the school – economy – the research team 
decided to concentrate on one of the European Union key competencies’, 
the sense of initiative and entrepreneurship on the organizational, 
leadership, teacher and student level. The research team generated a 
model for the research using the Business Model Canvas to map the 
interconnections of the organizational processes. Although the model 
comes from the business and management sciences, it can be applied to 
the pedagogical context as well, especially to a private educational 
institution which must be working as a business in order to sustain itself. 

 
The Business Model Canvas 
 
The Business Model Canvas (BMC) is a business modelling tool, developed 
by Osterwalder, Pigneur and Smith (2010). A business model articulates 
the logic and […] demonstrates how a business creates and delivers value 
to customers.” (Teece, 2010:173) The BMC also operates according to this 
definition, as its main purpose is to link strategy with organizational 
processes putting value creation to customers into its core by capturing 
the entity of interconnections in a multidimensional environment 
(Rytkönen & Nenonen, 2013). The BMC consists of the following elements 
with conceptual priority order (Osterwalder, Pigneur & Smith, 2010): 

- Customers 
o Customer segments (1) 
o Channels (3) 
o Customer relationships (4) 

- Offering 
o Value proposition (2) 

- Infrastructure 
o Key Resources (6) 
o Key Activities (7) 
o Key Partnerships (8) 
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- Financials 
o Revenue streams (5) 
o Cost structure (9) 

 
The first group is about the customers (Who?), the focus of any 

business model. Channels are the touchpoints where the organization 
interacts with the customers and the customer relationship block means 
the types of relationships established with the different customer 
segments. It is advisable to differentiate between customer segments as 
they can be very different in terms of needs and characteristics. The 
second group is about the offering (What?), the core of the business 
model, the value that an organization creates that is hopefully can solve a 
problem of the customers or satisfies their needs. For different customer 
segments, this value proposition can be different. The third group is the 
infrastructure (How?), which is a broader section for resources. We must 
consider an organizations key resources that are important for creating 
the proposed value for the customers. These can be financial, human and 
other resources as well. Next, we must deal with key activities which are 
the exact priorities, tasks that the organization do in order to create is 
value for their customers. Lastly we should define the key partnerships 
which are the network of suppliers and partners that helps the 
organization create value for their customers. The last section is the 
financials, where the cost structure (what is incurred to operate the 
business model) and the revenue structure (the cash gained from each 
customer segments) should be considered.  

The business model is independent from its environment so it is 
advisable to consider the key trends (social and cultural, technological, 
regulatory and socioeconomics), the market forces (market segments, 
requirements and demand, issues, cost changes and attractive revenue), 
macroeconomic forces (terms, capital markets, economic infrastructure, 
commodities and other resources) and forces of industry (suppliers and 
other players in the value chain, stakeholders, current competitors, new 
competitors, substitute products and services) as it is depicted in Figure 1. 
(León et al., 2016). 
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Figure 1. Environmental forces influencing the business model (León et al., 2016) 
 

 
 

As it is implied in the description, the different building blocks of the 
BMC are interconnected where the value proposition is in focus. Value 
proposition, as offering is based on the capabilities of the organization, the 
resources which are provided by different actors and in return these 
capabilities allow the organization to provide its value. The actors execute 
the activities which are part of the value configuration process that makes 
the proposition possible and it also relies on the available resources. The 
different partners are concerned with this value configuration process. The 
value proposition is directed on the target customer who receives this 
value through the distribution channel which is a link to value proposition 
and to actors and also has pricing so that it builds revenue which is in turn 
built on and depends on value proposition while pricing is for the 
articulation of the offering. Customers are maintained through 
relationships which also promotes the value proposition its mechanism is 
also a link. The whole interconnectedness, the so called meta-model of the 
Business Model Ontology can be seen in Figure 2. (Mertens et al., 2012). 
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Figure 2. Meta-model of the Business Model Ontology (Mertens et al., 2012) 

 

 
Methods 
 
In our experiment we asked 27 teachers from 5 schools to collaboratively 
draw the BMC for their own organizations after a brief explanation of the 
concept and its inner workings. By relying on the practitioner side we 
hypothesized that the BMC can be used to interpret the organizational 
processes of an educational institution. The 5 sample schools are public 
high schools and primary schools. It would be interesting to develop the 
research further by including vocational schools as well, as they might 
have – in accordance with their nature – different connections with their 
environment, especially with the labour market.  

From the 5 BMC we have created a standard model for educational 
institutions that can be used to specialize the tool for this setting. Also, 
the 5 BMC gave us the opportunity to uncover basic relationships among 
elements, identify possible hiatus and conclude what kind of strategy they 
used to operate these schools.  

 
Results 

Standard business model for educational institutions 
 
Analysing the sample BMCs we found that there are a lot of similar 
aspects of the different schools. These similarities can be explained by the 
high centralization process that is currently ongoing in the Hungarian 
educational system. The similarities are only recognizable as patterns, 
because in reality these elements are very different if we examine each 
schools individually. The recognized patterns can be used to conclude a 
summary or standard business model (Figure 3) which can show us the 
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schematic of the black box of an educational institution. This standard 
model can be used to evaluate a school according to its inner logic and 
content. 
 
Figure 3. Standard business model for educational institutions (own elaboration) 

 

Key Partners Key Activities Value Proposition Customer 
relationships 

Customers 

- Students 
- Parents 
- Teachers 
- Local 
Environment 
- Previous 
School level 
- Governmental 
and 
professional 
bodies 

- Teaching and 
learning 
- Extra-curricular 
activities 
- Competence 
development 
- Assessment 
- Differentiated 
instruction 
- Knowledge sharing 
- Community building 

- Special teaching 
and learning goals 
- Special curricular 
themes (e.g. 
language teaching, 
talent development, 
special math class) 
- Special 
pedagogical values 
- Quality (teaching, 
infrastructure etc.) 

- Personal  
- Personalized 
- Daily connection 
- Different meeting 
types and institutions 
(e.g. students union, 
parents meeting, office 
hours) 

- Students 
- Parents 
- Teachers 
- Local 
environment 
- Following 
school level 

Key Resources Channels 
- Technological 
Pedagogical - Content 
Knowledge 
- Teaching and 
learning materials, 
tools and 
infrastructure 
- Professional and 
financial support 

- Personal 
communication 
(meetings, classroom, 
word of mouth etc.) 
- Written 
communication 
(grades, messages, 
prospectus etc.) 
- Online 
communication (e-
mail, webpage, social 
media etc.) 
- External 
communication (local 
media) 

Cost structure Revenue streams 
[centralized institutional maintenance centre]: 
salaries, maintenance, material expenses etc. 

[centralized institutional maintenance centre]: 
parental contribution, offering 1% of tax, support from 
foundation and other partners, voluntary work, 
centralized budget, tenders etc. 

 
One of the noteworthy aspects of the standard model that key 

customers are inherently key partners in the value creating process from 
different perspectives. It means that the inner working of schools is much 
more interconnected and can be characterized as a complex system where 
the relation between cause and effect is hard to perceive. It can be an 
indicator for an excellent school that it considers its main customers (the 
students) its partner as well in realizing the teaching and learning process 
(this would mean a learner centred approach). Also an important aspects 
that the organization considers its employees as customers and partners 
of the value creation process as well. This aspect strengthens the 
continuous professional development agenda, while an emphasis on 
teachers as customers of the value creation process, it means that their 
formal and informal workplace learning are taken into consideration as a 
main activity of the organization which is in turn generate a key resource 
(teacher competences and experience) which directly relates to the value 
proposition. Lastly it is worth mentioning that in the Hungarian public 
education system as of today schools doesn’t have autonomy over their 
budget, which means formally principals doesn’t have the authority to 
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dispose of any incurring costs or incoming revenue. There are several 
loopholes, as if there are any Foundations that support the school, or 
parents and teachers can contribute by voluntary work or direct financial 
support. 

 
Different strategic patterns of educational business models 
 
Osterwalder and Pigneur (2012) proposes five patterns for business 
models: unbundling business models, the long tail, multi-sided platforms, 
free as a business model, open business models. The unbundling business 
model combines the product innovation, customer relationship 
management and infrastructure management oriented approaches which 
is a challenge to synchronize. This pattern enables to separate and 
manage the different cultures. This approach is typical for private banks 
and telecommunication companies. The long tail model concentrates on 
niche products providing for the customer segments that are providing 
less income but combined they bring in more than the high value 
customers. Examples like Lulu.com or Lego. The multi-sided platforms are 
focusing on two or more distinct but interdependent customer segments 
and its core activities are facilitating the interactions between the 
customer segments and providing platform for network effect to take 
place. Visa, Google, eBay and Metro (free newspaper) are utilizing this 
approach. The free as a business model approach are operating according 
to the logic that the non-paying customers are financed by another part of 
the business model or by another customer segment. Different 
approaches like advertising, freemium, bait and hook. Some examples 
are: Metropol, Flickr, Sykpe, Google etc. The last model is the open 
business model, which focuses on research and development from an 
outside-in or an inside-out approach. The users of this model utilize the 
internal research and development activities by an external body and they 
form the results of the internal research and development process into 
value proposition. Procter & Gamble for example use this pattern.  

If we examine the results of our pilot and try to identify different 
patterns in the sample BMCs presented in the appendix, we can see a 
diverse picture. The business model of A High School is a good example 
for the unbundling business model which builds upon the separation and 
coordination of the three different business types. The first is product 
innovation which is an employee centred approach, focusing on attracting 
the best talent as it is without doubt that excellent teachers can make 
excellent education. In School A, teachers appear as customers and for 
them, value proposition consists of knowledge base, community 
development and professional activities which can enable them to develop 
via knowledge exchange. The second culture is the customer relationship 
management which focuses on students and enrolment. The main focus is 
on the service which is teaching and learning in the case of schools. This 
approach emphasise a learner centred approach and it also means a war 
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for the best students (battle for scope). The third approach is the 
infrastructure management which focuses on producing large volumes 
effectively. This can be integrated into the discourse of massification of 
education which is a barrier for personalized and differentiated instruction 
but it is also cost-centred, which means that the system of normative 
funding is driving this model. It is a challenge for a school to balance 
between these cultures. A school which is keen on developing its 
employees by utilizing workplace learning, knowledge sharing and formal 
training of teachers, while realizing a personalized, differentiated, learner 
and learning centred instruction effectively managing high class-size can 
be a successful institution and the unbundling business model can help to 
refine the operation by taking students, parents and teachers as the key 
customers in the model and clearly defining the other parts of the model 
according to the needs and characteristics of these segments as we can 
see in Appendix 1.  

School D (appendix 4) follows a different pattern. Their customer 
segments are basically a sophisticated differentiated view on students 
(and parents). The main focus of this model is the key activities through 
which the school provides a wide range of opportunities for the very 
different customer segments. The long tail model can be applied here as it 
seems that school D trying to focus on niche products (in this case special 
curriculum programmes and diverse competence development portfolio). 
Instead of focusing on one educational programme, this school offers 
more specialization for more, but in their number, little customer 
segments: math special class, languages special class, social skills 
development, entrepreneurial skills development. To improve, according 
to this model, it would be needed to carefully assess the needs and 
characteristics of the customers and fine tune the activities and value 
proposition according to the results. School B (Appendix 2) is also 
characterized by this model. 

School E (Appendix 5) could be a good example for the multi-sided 
platforms model by bringing together students and parents as to distinct, 
but interdependent groups and focusing value creation on facilitating the 
connection between these two groups. It would mean a strategic approach 
to involve parents to the teaching and learning processes that could 
reinforce cultural and social values in the students. School E has a high 
number of disadvantaged students whose family background is 
problematic. If the school make its strategic priority to partner with 
parents and try to work together for maximizing the effects of schooling 
then it means an operation by the multi-sided platforms model as the 
school would become a platform for facilitating and utilizing the network 
effect of interactions. School C (Appendix 3) can be interpreted alongside 
this model but focusing on student and local community pairing.  

The free as a business model and open business models can be suitable 
patterns for educational institutions other than public primary and 
secondary schools. The free as a business model can be effectively 
characterize a private educational institution, while the open business 
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model can be a good example for a small, fast and innovative for profit, 
adult educational institution. 

 
Discussion 
 
In our pilot research we asserted the use of the Business Model Canvas as 
a tool for assessing the interrelations of a school’s strategy and its 
processes. The BMC is well adapted to the educational context as we could 
summarize a standard model from the five examples and could elaborate 
on the different strategical patterns that a school could take in order to 
react to the challenges.  

By applying different strategical patterns (unbundling business models, 
the long tail and the multi-sided platforms) we can identify possible 
organizational development tasks to enhance the inner workings of the 
model according to the specific strategy.  

Also we can take into consideration the different aspects of the model 
that can be the focus point of a strategy creation process. A school can 
apply a resources-driven approach by building upon their partners and 
infrastructure to expand its model. It is also a possibility to utilize an 
offering-led approach which means that the organization creates new 
value propositions which can influence the whole business model. If a 
school entertains a customer-led approach then it would mean a 
structured assessment of the different customer needs and restructuring 
the model in accordance with the results. These approaches can be mixed 
as well, creating a several epicentre-led model. Due to the financial status 
of public educational institutions of Hungary, the money-led model is hard 
to follow, but for a private educational institution it could be a possibility 
as well. 

The pilot research ensured as that the BMC is a viable framework for 
assessing a school inner workings and it is able to generate fine-grained 
strategic interventions for rationalizing the processes of the organization. 
Translating the Business Model Canvas into Pedagogical Model Canvas, we 
can assess a schools own pedagogical program or curriculum as a value 
proposition. 
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Appendix 

 

1) Business model of A High School 
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2) Business model of B Primary School 

 
3) Business model of C Primary School 
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4) Business model of D Primary School 

 
5) Business model of E Study Hall and Primary School 

 


