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Student Entrepreneurship  
Rooted in Local Connections

When Schools and Communities 
Collaborate, Everyone Wins

Across the country, schools are discovering 
that entrepreneurship education becomes 
transformative when rooted in authentic 
local connections. Students gain more than 
entrepreneurial skills and business knowledge 
— they build confidence, professional 
networks, and lasting relationships with 
mentors who open doors. Schools become 
trusted hubs of innovation, and communities 
invest in their own future leaders.

This case study highlights three districts 
where community engagement has powered 
entrepreneurship education: a long-established 
program in Naperville, IL, a fast-growing 
launch in Plainfield, IL, and a powerful model of 
mentorship and student growth in McAllen, TX.
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Naperville CUSD 203: Building a 
Culture of Collaboration

When Naperville Community Unit School 
District 203 implemented the INCubatoredu 
high school entrepreneurship program in 2017, 
educators quickly realized its impact went far 
beyond the classroom. Today, more than 800 
students have participated in INCubatoredu, 
supported by 120+ community volunteers who 
serve as mentors, coaches, and advisors. 
Since 2024, hundreds more Naperville 
students have been engaged in mxINCedu, an 
entrepreneurship program for middle grades.

“Community support is fundamental to our 
success,” said Naperville North INCubatoredu 
teacher Gene Nolan. “We have a district where 
people are lining up to help young people.”

Q UIC K IMPAC T

Naperville CUSD 203

•	 Students served: 1000+ since 2017

•	 Community volunteers: 120+ mentors, 
coaches, advisors

•	 Student outcomes: Students develop lasting 
confidence and professional skills that extend 
beyond high school, with alumni continuing 
to credit INCubatoredu for shaping their 
careers; highlights include an INCubatoredu 
National Pitch finalist (2025) and $40,000+ in 
funding awarded from community investment.

•	 Key insight: Sustained community 
engagement fuels student confidence, skill 
growth, and professional networking.

Administrators see the same transformation. 
“These courses actively engage our Naperville-
area community, creating a space where 
teachers, students, and professionals collaborate, 
learn from each other, and build meaningful 
connections,” said Sue J. Striedl, Project 
Manager in the Department of Learning Services. 
“Our students have gained confidence and 
essential skills, and through their ventures, they 
address real challenges in Naperville, contributing 
solutions that benefit the local economy.”

Brad Neubauer, INCubatoredu teacher at 
Naperville Central, adds: “You can literally see 
a student transform from August to May. Years 
later, I still get emails from alumni about what the 
program meant to them.”
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Plainfield CCSD 202: Volunteers Fuel 
a First-Year Program

In 2024, Plainfield launched INCubatoredu 
across all four high schools as part of its career-
connected learning strategy. The district recruited 
community champions at each school to support 
the learning journey and secured more than 75 
mentors and coaches in its first year.

“Our community really stepped up, and they’re 
the reason this program is what it is,” said Dr. 
Kate Morris, Director of High School Curriculum 
and Instruction. “They’ve changed students’ 
lives — opening doors, shifting career paths, and 
becoming lasting mentors.”

Students noticed the difference right away. “It 
doesn’t feel like a traditional class,” one student 
shared. “We’re learning from entrepreneurs 
and business leaders in our own community and 
applying that knowledge to real projects that 
matter locally.”

F IR S T Y E A R W INS

Plainfield CUSD 203

•	 Student sections launched: 4 in first year; 
expanding to 9

•	 Volunteer engagement: 75+ in first year; 100+ 
committed for year two

•	 Community partnerships: Local 
entrepreneurs, alumni mentors, and Busey 
Bank for seed funding

•	 Student outcomes: Students gain hands-on 
experience applying entrepreneurial skills 
while building meaningful connections; 
first-year success is reflected in regional 
finalist teams, strong engagement, and 
growing enrollment.

•	 Key insight: Early champions — mentors, 
community partners, and local leaders — 
spark credibility and ensure the program 
scales with lasting impact.

Community partners see the value, too. 
“Connecting the students with the community 
is extremely important,” said Tasha Marsaglia, 
Executive Director of the Plainfield Shorewood 
Area Chamber of Commerce. “So many students 
don’t realize what’s outside their back door. The 
opportunities that open up are huge — jobs, 
internships, connections, and ventures that 
wouldn’t happen otherwise.”

In year two, the program is expanding to nine 
sections with 100+ volunteers already committed 
— proof that authentic community engagement 
sustains momentum.



S T UDE N T SP O T L IGH T

McAllen ISD

•	 Program: INCubatoredu is the capstone the 
business pathway

•	 Student outcomes: Close mentor guidance 
helps students overcome doubts, build 
confidence, and collaborate effectively; 
ventures like Boosties provide a real-world 
platform to apply these skills and earn 
INCubatoredu National Pitch recognition.

•	 Key insight: Mentorship transforms doubt into 
determination — students grow creatively, 
take risks, and turn guidance into meaningful 
ventures that reflect both their ideas and 
community impact.
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McAllen ISD: Expanding Horizons 
through Mentorship
For Texas student Emilian Sosa, 
entrepreneurship education came alive when 
he joined INCubatoredu at James Nikki Rowe 
High School. His team created Boosties — a 
healthier spin on a regional favorite candy — 
addressing local health issues like obesity and 
diabetes — and became an INCubatoredu 
National Pitch semi-finalist.

“The class was interactive and engaging in a 
way my high school dual-credit college course 
wasn’t,” Sosa said. “We had mentors who 
gave real-world advice and connections. Those 
relationships don’t end after the program — 
you can reach out later for jobs, projects, or 
guidance as you grow your venture.”

For mentor Yaw Sam, Co-founder and CEO 
of Brand Geniuz, giving back to the McAllen 
community was a natural step. “I’ve benefited 
from mentorship throughout my own journey, 
and I felt a responsibility to do the same for 
young people here. McAllen is full of untapped 
potential, and this program helps students 
believe in themselves and start building 
something of their own even at a young age.”

He saw remarkable growth in the students over 
the year. “At the beginning, many were hesitant 
to speak up or worried their ideas weren’t ‘good 
enough.’ By the end, they were pitching with 
confidence, collaborating as teams, and solving 
problems like real entrepreneurs.”

That growth gave Sosa the confidence to lead in 
college and beyond: “I was able to take the lead 
then, and I know I can take it now.”
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unchartedlearning.org

Uncharted Learning, NFP is a 501(c)3  
not for profit organization. Our mission is to 
bring authentic, rigorous, and experiential 
education to all students to foster the 
development of real-world skills. 
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The Power of Local Connections
These stories illustrate what makes Uncharted 
Learning’s model distinct: entrepreneurship 
rooted in authentic local mentorship. Students 
don’t just learn about business; they build 
networks, gain career-ready skills, and see 
themselves as contributors to their communities.

As alum Dominik Skorynko put it: “My mentor 
gave me insights I couldn’t get from a textbook 
or GoogleTM — because he had lived it.”

Why Community Connections Matter

•	 Students build social capital and  
professional networks.

•	 Schools become innovation hubs and  
trusted local partners.

•	 Communities invest in future-ready talent  
and local economic vitality.

•	 Volunteers experience purpose,  
engagement, and impact while helping  
shape tomorrow’s workforce.

Give your students more than a classroom 
experience — give them connections, confidence, 
and career-ready skills through entrepreneurship.

Let’s connect! 
info@unchartedlearing.org


