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business basics

By John Townes
The owners of small businesses often 

find themselves pulled in two different 
directions.

On one hand, they are constantly busy with 
the ongoing job of providing the products or 
services that drive their business. However, 
they are also required to focus on finances, 
staffing, marketing and the other business 
requirements that enable their enterprise to 
survive and grow.

Often it is difficult 
to detach from the day-
to-day operations to 
effectively plan and implement strategies to 
strengthen and enhance the business side.

Recently, two Berkshire business owners 
completed an intensive 12-week program 
– known as Goldman Sachs 10,000 Small 
Businesses – that is designed to give entre-
preneurs an opportunity to take a step back 
and concentrate on planning, maintaining 
and growing their business.

Karen Kowalczyk, a Pittsfield-based certi-
fied public accountant, and Paula Almgren, 
an attorney in Lenox, participated in the 
Goldman Sachs program, which took place 
from September through November.

It included two weeks of workshops and as-
signments on the campus of Babson College 
in Maine, plus many hours of online video 
teleconferences, and work projects during 
the other weeks of the program.

While the program was demanding, Kow-
alczyk and Almgren said it was well worth 
the time and effort, and they enthusiastically 
recommended that other area business owners 
consider applying for the program, which is 
offered at no cost to those accepted.

“It’s a huge commitment, but was defi-
nitely worth it,” said Almgren. “It takes you 
out of the day-to-day, and give you a chance to 
focus on the important aspects of running and 

growing your business. 
It’s like a condensed 
MBA program.”

Kowalczyk also 
considers it an opportunity to take stock of 
one’s business, and look at how to develop 
its potential. One core of the program is the 
development by participants of growth plans 
for their business. “It helps you to place your 
business on a path to growth,” Kowalczyk 
said. “The faculty is second to none, and 
having access to these resources at no cost 
is an opportunity you can’t beat.”

Small business support
Goldman Sachs, a major global investment 

bank, is funding the program as a public 
service to support the economy through a 
$500 million investment. Its purpose is to 
help entrepreneurs create jobs and economic 
opportunity by providing them with greater 
access to education, financial capital and 
business support services.

The 10,000 Small Businesses program was 
designed by Babson College, a prominent 
entrepreneurship school. The curriculum 
focuses on practical business skills that can 
immediately be applied by small business 
owners, such as negotiation, marketing, 
finances and employee management.

It combines instruction and mentoring 
from experts, and mutual support and ex-
changes of idea among participants. Babson 
business faculty members, and other experts 
and practicing businesspeople lead work-
shops and serve as counselors.

The program includes several modules on 
topics such as You and Your Business, Growth 
and Opportunities, Money and Metrics, and 
Marketing and Selling, among others.

Participants receive one-on-one business 
advising and the opportunity to learn from 
other business owners. The 10,000 Small Busi-
nesses program provides this expert advice 
and technical assistance through partnerships 

with national and local business organizations 
and professional services firms.

Each session of the program has between 
150 and 160 business owners as participants. 
They are divided into subgroups with 35 to 
40 members each, which are further broken 
down into smaller groups. The members pro-
vide feedback and support to each other.

“You’re in contact with these people 
throughout the program,” explained Kow-
alczyk.

The 10,000 Small Businesses program is 
also designed to help small business own-
ers to become more bankable and position 
themselves to access small business funding 
and capital. Through partnerships with local, 
regional and national Community Develop-
ment Financial Institutions (CDFIs) and other 
mission-driven small business lenders, loans 
are available to qualifying small businesses 
that lack access to affordable capital or may 
not qualify for traditional sources of credit.

‘10,000 small businesses’

owners get growth-oriented guidance 
at intensive Goldman sachs program

Paula Almgren (left) and Karen Kowalczyk, owners of their own law and accounting firms in Lenox and 
Pittsfield respectively, are the first Berkshire business owners to have completed an intensive 12-week 
program known as Goldman Sachs 10,000 Small Businesses, which provides participants with expert 
instruction and mentoring on maintaining and growing their established businesses. Two other local 
businesses that have also been accepted into the program began their session in mid-February.

“It helps you to place your 
business on a path to growth.”
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While it is open to diverse types of busi-
nesses, the 10,000 Small Businesses program 
is very selective in who is accepted into the 
program. Among the criteria, an applicant’s 
business has to have been in operation for at 
least two years, have earned revenues over 
$150,000 in the most recent fiscal year, and 
have at least four employees (including the 
owner). In addition to an extensive written 
application, candidates 
are also interviewed 
individually.

Applications are ac-
cepted for upcoming 
sessions on a rolling basis. Information and 
applications are available at the program’s 
website, www.10ksbapply.com.

Almgren operates Almgren Law (413-637-
5075 or almgrenlaw.com), a solo practice at 
1 West St. in Lenox that specializes in elder 
law, estate planning, health and life-care 
planning and veteran’s benefits. She has six 
employees.

Almgren said she learned of the program 
through a friend who has a similar practice in 
Ohio. “She told me about and said it helped 
her practice overall,” said Almgren. “I looked 
into it and decided to apply.”

She also mentioned it to fellow members at 
a meeting of Women Upfront, a networking 
and support organization for woman business 
owners in Berkshire County. Kowalczyk, 
who is also a Women Upfront member, 
decided to apply as well.

Kowalczyk is a solo CPA practitioner 
whose firm Karen M. Kowalczyk, PC (413-
464-7068 or www.kmk-cpa.com), has offices 
at 222 South St., Suite 210 in Pittsfield. Her 
firm (also known simply as KMK) serves 
individuals and small businesses. After work-
ing with other CPA firms, she established her 
own practice.

“When I went out on my own, I didn’t 
really have a growth plan initially, so I 
thought this would help me build my own 
practice,” she said. She noted that her goal is 
to establish an emphasis on estate planning 
and trust work.

She also said that, as a CPA, she thought 
that some of the information from the pro-
gram could be useful in serving her clients.

Kowalczyk said that the 10,000 Small 
Businesses program can benefit the owners 
of many types of business. “There were a 
wide range of people from different industries 
there,” she said.

She added that the program also includes 
follow-up services, and participants stay 
in contact after the core program has been 
completed. “You don’t just finish it,” she said. 
“The services and support continue.”

Next wave of participants
While Almgren and Kowalczyk were the 

first Berkshire business owners to participate 
in the 10,000 Small Businesses program, oth-
ers are now following in their footsteps.

Two local business owners – Scott Kirch-
ner, co-owner of Pittsfield-based Mad Macs, 
an authorized seller and service provider for 
Apple-branded products, and Stockbridge-
based architect Pamela Sandler – were 
accepted for the session of 10,000 Small 
Businesses that began on Feb. 13 and con-
tinues through April.

Kirchner said he learned of the program 
when it was mentioned by Kowalczyk at a 
meeting of an entrepreneurs group sponsored 
by the 1Berkshire economic development 
organization.

“It sounded perfect for the situation our 
business is in,” said Kirchner.

He explained that he and his partner Daryl 
Corbett have grown the business in recent 
years, including opening a Williamstown 
satellite store, but the demands of running it 
have precluded them from pursuing further 
opportunities for expansion.

“We’re a successful business, we want to 
grow, and we have some good ideas,” he said. 
“But at our level, it’s tricky because we’re 
limited in our ability to focus on growth by 
resources, time and manpower. So we have 
had one foot caught on the ground and the 
other foot raised and ready to go. This pro-
gram offered a solution to that dilemma, as an 
opportunity for me to step back and focus on 
developing a careful growth plan. Hopefully, 
this will help us to expand and enable us to 
create new jobs in the Berkshires.”

Kirchner added that it also fulfills a 
longtime personal goal, in a slightly differ-
ent form.

“I’ve always wanted to go back to school,” 
he said. “But that hasn’t been feasible because 
I have a business to run and a family to raise. 
This is one alternative for that, as an intensive 
crash course in business.”

Sandler is owner and principal Pamela 
Sandler AIA, LEED 
AP, an architectural 
firm she established in 
1989. With offices at 
31 Main St. in Stock-

bridge, the firm provides residential and 
commercial design for new construction, 
restorations and renovations.

She said she first heard about 10,000 
Small Businesses  several years ago through 
a business associate in another area who had 
participated in the program. She was recently 
reacquainted with it by Kowalczyk through 
their mutual involvement in Women Upfront, 
and decided to apply.

“It’s a great gift of an opportunity,” said 
Sandler (who was reached while away on vaca-
tion just days before the program started.)

She pointed that, although she has oper-
ated her own firm for over 25 years, she has 
never had the complete skill set needed to 
effectively plan for its growth.

“You don’t learn anything in architecture 
school about running a business,” she com-
mented, adding that she looks forward to 
addressing that gap through the program’s 
intensive training and mentoring.

“The key thing I’m looking for from the 
program is being able to define the direc-
tion of my firm for the next 20 years,” 
Sandler said.

That, she added, is important not just for 
herself but also for the continued professional 
development of her staff of three full-time 
and one part-time employees.

“I have a great team, and I want this to have 
a positive impact on them, too,” she said.

Kowalczyk noted that past participants in 
10,000 Small Businesses are encouraged to 
recommend the program to others.

“Talking with someone who has expe-
rienced it is a good way [for potential ap-
plicants] to learn more about the program,” 
said Kowalczyk. She added that she would 
welcome inquiries from other Berkshire busi-
ness owners interested in the 10,000 Small 
Businesses program.◆

“I have a great team, and I 
want this to have a positive 

impact on them, too.”
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