
On a recent Thursday in Boca Raton, Fla., 40 senior citizens dined on grilled salmon and
brownies, sipped coffee and discussed their grandchildren.

It was a fundraising event—for the private school their grandchildren attend 1,000 miles away
in Rockville, Md. The Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School, where kindergarten tuition starts at
$28,290, flew its head of school, Rabbi Mitchel Malkus, down to the sunshine state for the
dinner. “We thought it’s just a nice touch to go where they are,” said Rabbi Malkus.

Like a growing number of U.S. private schools, Charles E. Smith is courting donations from
students’ grandparents with some well-targeted wining and dining. Parents at these schools,
typically preschool or kindergarten through grade 12, have long been buffeted with requests to
donate, but grandparents until more recently had been a less-tapped resource.

The efforts are working: In 2017-18, grandparents donated $42.5 million to annual funds,
compared with $38.5 million in 2015-16, according to data from nearly 900 schools provided by
the National Association of Independent Schools, a trade organization. The average
grandparent gift was $651 in 2017-18, up from $565 in 2015-16.
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Grandma, My School Wants Your Money
Private K-12 schools have long hit up students’ parents for donations. Now, they’re going after the
grandparents.

Zozzie Golden with her granddaughter Dalia, 5, at a school event. PHOTO: HEATHER JACOBSOHN
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This generation of grandparents is in many
ways worse off financially than prior
generations, and than younger ones. More
than 40% of households headed by people aged
55 through 70 lack sufficient resources to
maintain their living standard in retirement, a
2018 Wall Street Journal analysis concluded.
But there are still plenty of affluent
grandparents who have bucked that trend, and
schools are becoming more deliberate about
seeking their donations.

Most private schools look to close a 20% gap
between financial need and tuition fees through fundraising, from a variety of sources, says
Donna Orem, president of the National Association of Independent Schools. What’s more,
retirees often have time to spend on school-related activities and are eager to be involved in
their family’s lives.

Charles E. Smith recognizes grandparents who donate at least $1,800 to the school by inducting
them into a “Mezuzah Society” and hosting a private event for students and grandparent
donors at the school. This year, activities included a contest where grandparent-grandchild
teams competed to solve puzzles, as well as a dinner with a make-your-own hot chocolate bar.

Zozzie Golden, a 64-year-old party planner from Baltimore, said it was a special evening with
her grandchildren Jack and Dalia. “I was really touched by that,” she said. Ms. Golden and her
husband David have given a large contribution already and plan another upon their deaths.

Helga Carpenter volunteers at the New Garden Friends School in Greensboro, N.C., where her grandsons Sam, left, and William
attend school. PHOTO: KATIE WAHAL
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New Garden Friends School in Greensboro, N.C., started actively soliciting donations from
grandparents in 2017. The school, where kindergarten tuition starts at $16,685, began offering a
weekend art show for grandparents of preschool to sixth-graders, in addition to its
“grandfriends day.” Next year, the school is expanding to include grandparents of older
students.

Because some grandparents are less comfortable with making donations online than parent
donors, the school sends printed materials so they can simply “write the check and put the
stamp on the envelope,” said Ashley Raper, director of institutional advancement. Donations
from grandparents have topped $63,000 so far this school year, up from about $14,000 in 2016-
2017 school year, she says.

Santa Monica, Calif.-based PS1 Pluralistic School offers a “memoir club” in which grandparents
share personal essays, a grandparents-focused quarterly newsletter, and an orientation session
for new grandparents to help them navigate the offerings.

Alan Ball, PS1’s director of advancement, said the initiatives help build relationships to lay the
foundation for donation requests. One grandparent’s donation can help prompt another’s. “It’s
important for them to feel connected to each other as grandparents,” he adds. The value of
grandparent donations has roughly doubled since 2008, according to numbers provided by Mr.
Ball.

Billie Fischer, 72, a retired owner of maternity-wear boutiques whose grandsons Elio and Ian
attend the school, regularly attends PS1’s memoir club meetings. She says she loves the chance
to get involved in her grandchildren’s school, and doesn’t mind being asked to donate. “I’ve
never felt like, ‘Oh man, I have to do this again,’” she said. “I just jumped right in.” She declined
to say how much she has given but the school’s annual philanthropy report lists her as giving
between $4,500 to $9,999 last year.

Some grandparents end up donating their time rather than money. Jack O’Malley, 74, a retired
sales executive, drives fifth-grader Aidan to and from Glen Urquhart School in Beverly, Mass., a
role he relishes now because full-time work made that impossible to do when his three
daughters were younger. He volunteers as a field trip chaperone too. He has been asked to
donate to the school, but hasn’t done so—although he recently donated a piece of pottery that
went for $90 at a school auction. As a retiree, “I’m not in a position to give,” he said. “There’s no
O’Malley endowment coming.”

Write to Alina Dizik at alina.dizik@wsj.com

Appeared in the March 11, 2019, print edition as 'GranNY, My School NEEDS CASH.'
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Jack O’Malley with grandson Aidan at the Seacoast Science Center in Rye, N.H., where a class went on a �ield trip. PHOTO: BEN
TOBIN
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