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THE PROBLEM: How to build a franchise without much capital.

Mary C. Rogers taught special education for a decade, until she had two children of her own. Away from the classroom, she became interested in the first Apple computers. "While my son was taking naps," she says, "I taught myself programming." She saw great possibilities for computers in education.

Not long after, she and a partner launched a chain that became Computertots, teaching computer skills to preschoolers. It opened her eyes to the possibilities of business in education. But she sold her stock to her partner in 1997, after it had expanded to 150 franchises. "I wanted to be home with my teens more than I wanted to be a CEO," she says. For a while she did some consulting.

But all along she was noodling at another idea. Strapped schools across the country were slashing arts education. She envisioned a company that would offer specific art classes to public and private schools to supplement or replace their own curriculum. She came up with the name Abrakadoodle, and trademarked it. From her home in Reston, Va., she began writing lesson plans.

She loved the idea, but lacked sufficient funds to give it a solid launch. "We had to invest so much right from the get-go," she says, hiring people, writing the proprietary materials and more. She gave presentations to dozens of venture capitalists. "I found that there's very little interest in the education field," says Ms. Rogers.

THE SOLUTION: For every financial hurdle -- paying employees, securing office space, finding art products -- she found a partner.

The first hurdle was to bring on a staff to flesh out the curriculum, the offering franchise circulars, and other cornerstone chores. Fortuitously, Computertots was acquired last year, and many of her former employees were suddenly available. Several key people agreed to forgo salaries for months, and take equity in the start-up. Then, through a networking event, Ms. Rogers learned of a business incubator in Reston, and applied for space. The rent-free space and delay on salaries gave her breathing room.

She also sought a big, national partner, "someone to add credibility," she says. She spent time on the Web site of Binney & Smith, a Hallmark Cards Inc., subsidiary that makes the ubiquitous Crayola crayons. Last year, she wrote letters to three of its top executives, outlining her vision for Abrakadoodle, and proposing a partnership. It took months of back and forth. "They put us under a microscope," she says -- but they struck a deal in March. Abrakadoodle gets materials for special prices and can use the Crayola name. Binney & Smith has a new distribution point.

With her nationally known partner, Ms. Rogers and Abrakadoodle were off and running, and today 16 franchises are operating. She just marked another milestone: "This is the first month," she says happily, "that everyone got a paycheck."

THE LESSON: Play off your experience, and make the most of your network.

