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Goals and Objectives 

The Miller School’s goals include inspiring an entrepreneurial mindset and skillset in ECU 

students and stakeholders, supporting the entrepreneurial community as a leader in rural 

entrepreneurship, and creating an entrepreneurial culture in the region. The Miller School has the 

goal of becoming the national leader in rural entrepreneurship. 

As the only endowed school of entrepreneurship in North Carolina, the School hosts a unique, 

experiential curriculum, co-curricular programming that creates student entrepreneurs, supports 

community economic development through entrepreneurship and small business, and builds a 

regional culture of entrepreneurship.  The school tracks student and community engagement, 

hours spent on community-based learning, more traditional metrics such as business starts and 

capital raised for students, and growth outcomes and metrics for community small business and 

entrepreneurs. There is a synergistic relationship between community engagement in the rural 

community, student learning, and regional entrepreneurial growth.  

 

Stakeholder Engagement 

The Miller School of Entrepreneurship was made possible by a commitment of $5 million over 

20 years by J. Fielding Miller and Kim Grice Miller. By 2017 the school was operational. The 

Miller School was created as a hub to create entrepreneurial students and to strengthen the 

communities which it serves. East Carolina University was well-positioned to house a school of 

entrepreneurship because of the diversity of skills, majors, and stakeholders. ECU is one of a few 

universities that has a Medical School, Dental School, College of Engineering and Technology, 

College of Fine Art and Communication, and a College of Business. The Miller School draws on 

the diverse skills of the faculty and students to grow regional entrepreneurship. Multiple 

communities and economic developers count the Miller School as a strategic partner in 

entrepreneurial development (Appendix 1). The school engages a diverse community through 

advisory groups including an ECU cross-disciple steering committee from the Colleges, four 

entrepreneurship alumni regional advisory councils, and program boards specific to rural 

engagement goals including community economic development representation for internship 

programs and broad community engagement through the Crisp Small Business Resource Center.  

 

Diverse stakeholder engagement, especially around underserved, rural businesses, has resulted in 

broad success with program funding through alumni, grants, and community financial support 

(Appendix 3) as well as concurrent educational outcomes for students; stakeholders advisory 

groups see their recommendations in action and can measure the success of activities which 

feeds additional engagement and support.  

 

The Team 

The Miller School is built upon strong partnerships with economic development entities, a 

growing affiliate faculty model, entrepreneurial community support, and work with campus 

initiatives that align with the mission of the school.  There has been a great deal of support from 

internal and external partners that have resulted in large grant awards ($6,850,000 awarded or 

under review) and programming provided to the community that leverages the resources of the 

university.  High profile entrepreneurs and professional service providers have volunteered to 

advise students on their ventures, and entrepreneurship research has also been enhanced through 

affiliate faculty, partnerships with other institutions, and the community. A group of four core 



faculty members were in place by 2017 that teach, organize, build partnerships, research, and 

launch programs (see Appendix 1 for full org chart).  The four core team members have 

launched nine businesses and published 73 entrepreneurial and small business research articles.  

 

Early Success 

For the last two years the Miller School has been recognized by Princeton Review as a top 50 

entrepreneurship program in the US due to the competitiveness of tracked metrics. The school 

has also been recognized as the top emerging program by USASBE in 2021, received the 

excellence in co-curricular programming award from USASBE in 2020 for its Rise-29 program, 

CEO Global Chapter President of the Year, and its Accelerate Rural program was the only 

university program recognized by a NC legislative task force as the model for rural business 

development in 2021.  

 

In the school’s third year accepting students, there are 234 B.S. E majors (see Appendix 2), with 

1,025 students in classes in 2020/2021.  Students are also supported with co-curricular programs 

including a $150,000 pitch competition and development program, mentoring, field trips to 

regional advisory councils, an entrepreneur-in-residence program, expert technical assistance 

office hours, a Living Learning Community, access to accelerator programs, and a large and 

active entrepreneurial student organization (CEO).  

 

Since 2017 Miller School Classes have generated 69,500 pro-bono small business and 

entrepreneurship consulting hours for community-based firms. The school also co-plans and 

sponsors a large pitch competition for the local startup community and a pitch competition to 

inspire entrepreneurial development with middle and high-school students.  Each summer the 

school hosts a week-long innovation academy for high-school students where students learn 

about design thinking, innovation, and create their own business models.  

 

The Pirate Entrepreneurship Challenge 

The Miller School’s pitch competition and development program empowers students to become 

entrepreneurs through a mentorship program, funding, and professional services.  The three-

round competition helps student ventures develop at every stage and provides the most 

promising and mature ventures funding and services to launch.  

 

The Pirate Challenge is in its fourth year with cumulative prizes totaling more than $300,000 and 

participation of 315 teams from 50 majors.7,000 community votes were cast in the 2020 

competition. Every College and more than 50 majors have participated with ideas ranging from 

not-for-profits to physical products to medical technologies. Businesses that have participated 

have gone on to create thriving businesses in their communities including more than 50 jobs.  

 

Crisp Small Business Resource Center  

The Crisp Center was endowed for $1,000,000 to act as the community outreach arm of the 

Miller School; it facilitates the small business community’s access to university resources, 

provides expert training, mentorship, and thought leadership for entrepreneurs and small 

businesses. It also acts as the access point from students to gain access to community based 

entrepreneurial learning. The Crisp Center operates a $340,000 grant-funded rural accelerator 

program that teaches rural business and student ventures innovation and entrepreneurship 



principles to accelerate growth. In its first six months 85 businesses have developed higher 

resiliency, growth, and nimbleness. Initial cohort surveys indicate a greater than 30% sales 

growth rate for participating companies. The center also supports small businesses with more 

than 15,000 hours of student consulting annually at no charge. The Crisp Center acts as a thought 

leader for entrepreneurship as an economic development strategy, training around 30 economic 

developers per year on how to develop their entrepreneurial ecosystems.  

 

RISE 29 

The RISE 29 program is a business development program that uses entrepreneurial thinking to 

solve some of the most pressing issues in the 29 counties that comprise rural, eastern North 

Carolina.  The program is made possible through a $1,000,000 grant from the Golden Leaf 

Foundation; the program leverages student talent through internships to identify and address 

issues for rural counties. Students launch new microenterprises, strengthen existing businesses, 

and commercialize new technology that enhance the region.  RISE 29 was recognized with 

USASBE’s 2020 Excellence in co-curricular innovation award. 

 

Sustainability 

The Miller School was seeded with a 20-year gift of operational dollars. The school has used the 

funding to create programs; fundraising has focused on endowments for the programs, fixed 

assets, professorships, and scholarships. Donors have generously given to make programs 

sustainable (see appendix 3). The school also uses a grant strategy to prove concept for high 

impact programs like Rise-29 and Accelerate Rural; continued funding for these programs is 

being raised through community partners’ annual sponsorships. For fee services to generate 

revenue are planned to begin in Fall 21. Funding is quite diverse which contributes to lower 

long-term risk, and a 15,000sq ft innovation hub has been funded through a donor. This space is 

set to open in 2021.  

Uniqueness 

Focus on entrepreneurship education globally is geared towards high-growth firms. The Miller 

School’s approach uses strategies of high-growth entrepreneurship applied to rural firms. Small 

firms with a focus on growth in rural communities are a top economic driver for the community. 

Miller School students are learning how to become entrepreneurs through engagement in their 

communities; this strategy strengthens the community, and the learning objectives of the 

program. The Miller School is on its way to becoming the national leader in rural 

entrepreneurship.  
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Appendix 1- Org Chart and Partners 
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Appendix 2- Programs 

  



 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Appendix 3- Funding Structure as of 2021 

 

Total Funding $12,310,000

Miler School Gift $5,000,000 Rise 29 Grant $1,000,000

i-Corps Grant $500,000 Crisp Center $1,000,000

Isley Inovation Hub $2,000,000 Accelerate Rural Grants and Funding $340,000

State Funding $500,000 Other Grants, Donations, and in-kind $470,000

Endowed Professorships (2) $1,500,000


