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Foreword
By Brad Rathgeber, One Schoolhouse

Independent schools are vibrant and joyful places of learning. Students thrive 
in our schools, as they are surrounded by adults who care deeply for their 
well-being and who cultivate their unique contributions to the world. 

Make no mistake about it, the business office is a lynchpin to the school’s ability 
to do this work.

It used to be that the educators in independent schools ran the academic side 
of the house, and the business office ran the business side, and that there was no 
expectation that either “side of the house” needed to understand the other. That 
changed about 20 years ago, as both the cost of running an exceptional school 
rose steeply, and tuition rose correspondingly. The need for collaboration across 
the entire school became even more pronounced following the financial crisis of 
the late aughts and the COVID-19 pandemic.

I got a taste of that challenge when I left my position teaching history to take 
on my first administrative role in a school, as a director of technology, in 2006. 
Suddenly, I went from never having to think about school finances to managing a 
$600,000 budget. I was in over my head. Thankfully, my school had a dedicated 
and patient controller who helped walk me through everything, and a head of 
school who understood that I was growing in my role.

It was about that time that I was introduced to the wonderful work of the National 
Business Officers Association (NBOA). In many schools, then, as now, the business 
office oversees the technology operations of the school. There is a kinship between 
the business office and the technology office. When run well, both supercharge the 
work of the school. They enhance teachers’ abilities to reach kids in meaningful ways. 
They ensure kids are safe. They are also highly detailed jobs. Everyone in the school 
building relies on the business office and the technology office to get the details 
right, whether it is making sure that school facilities are well-maintained or that 
the learning management system is up and running. In my years directing school 
technology, I gained an incredible amount of respect and admiration for the business 
officers at schools.

Both the business office and technology office are effective when the people 
working in those offices understand the very human nature of their work. 
Independent schools are intensely relational. The more that the business officer is 
omnipresent and chooses to engage in the life of the school, the more effective they 
will be in their jobs. It may not seem like attending the school play or swim meet is 
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an essential job requirement for a business officer, but it very much is. Being present 
builds empathy and trust. Your colleagues will know that you are working in tandem 
toward reaching the school’s mission the more present that you are, and they will 
trust the decisions that you are making more, even when the choices are hard.

I’ve had the opportunity to meet many, many business officers in my current 
job as the head of school for an online independent school, One Schoolhouse, and 
through my service on the board of directors for NBOA, where my admiration of 
those in the profession grew. Business officers are some of the most dedicated 
people in our schools, who have lent their immense talents in business and 
operations to serving kids.

Through this service, I also came to learn that business officers have an 
incredibly tight-knit community of peers. Colleagues share openly. They welcome 
newcomers to the industry with open arms. They take the time to mentor, 
coach and support one another. Walk into the opening reception at the NBOA 
Annual Meeting, and you will see delight, excitement and hugs —yes, hugs, at a 
conference! — as old friends reunite.

I’ve thought a lot about why the business officers of independent schools are a 
particularly tight-knit group, and at least a good part of the answer lies in the pages 
ahead. The work is complex and the scope large. In one school, the business officer may 
be tasked with overseeing everything from HR to investments to legal compliance to 
food services. Moreover, business officers must manage a complex web of relationships 
that stretches across the internal administration (advancement, admissions and the 
head of school) to external stakeholders (trustees, vendors and neighbors). The job is 
not easy. The community of colleagues developed by NBOA helps significantly. Use the 
network, and you will find great success.

And, finally, as you read through this book, the number of responsibilities and 
tasks will seem large. You are responsible for a lot. But, even when in the depths 
of an audit, the intricacies of benefit plans or a security check, don’t lose sight of 
the big picture: this work is about a higher purpose and has great meaning. All of 
us in a school are working together to create incredible learning experiences for 
kids. That’s the challenge that you agreed to when you joined the business office 
in an independent school.

BRAD RATHGEBER is the head and CEO of One Schoolhouse, a consortium that brings an 
independent school approach to online learning and develops high-quality professional 
development for educators and administrators. Rathgeber has experience in higher education 
as a major gift officer at the University of North Carolina and a summer dean at the Harvard 
University Secondary School Program. He later served as a teacher and administrator at 
Holton-Arms School in Maryland before founding One Schoolhouse. Rathgeber is a graduate 
of independent schools and holds an undergraduate degree from the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill and a graduate degree from Dartmouth College.


