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Our Mission
Business with a purpose.
Equity Schools is a benefit corporation, which means that our legally defined goals
include having a positive impact on society, the environment, and our employees, in
addition to generating profit. We believe that socially productive work is good business
and we’ve worked this way since before benefit corporation legislation existed in the
United States.

Our mission is to create or improve access to quality education
for as many students as possible – whether directly or by
establishing appropriate conditions and funding mechanisms.
We hit a significant mission-oriented milestone this past year. Since our founding in 1995,
our work has now mobilized more than $1 billion in non-philanthropic funding for
education, primarily in low-income communities throughout the US. We’re extremely
proud of this milestone!
This report will be focused on individual projects that we’ve worked on in the past year
with a look at the positive impact we’ve created for society, the environment, and our
employees.
We often work directly with school leaders to help them improve the quality of what
they’re offering their school community. That can mean developing plans for financing
school expansion, renovations, or even creation of a new campus. When asked to, we
stay onboard to see the plans through to completion in a project management capacity.
Other times, our work is more conceptual and focused on creating conditions to address
funding shortfalls in education. With the support of an international foundation focused
on world development, we have recently been working on the creation of new
mechanisms to fund access to higher education in Africa, as well as access to primary
school for children living through protracted crises (more on these efforts below).
Every project Equity Schools takes on means a great deal to us – whether it’s
transforming a single charter school in the US or creating new pathways for educating
the next generation of teachers in Zambia. We’re excited about our progress from the
past year, and we hope to build on this momentum in the year to come.
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Society
Our work from the past year.
In keeping with our mission, every project we work on revolves around creating or
improving access to education in some way. Below are the six main projects that have
kept us busy over the past year. While all very different, we believe each project
generates a significantly positive impact for society.

The Academy of Warren

Detroit, MI

This year we completed a four year long project working with the Academy of
Warren, a K-8 public charter school serving one of Detroit’s lowest income
communities. Located on East Eight Mile Road, AOW owns two buildings that used to
function as retail spaces before they were converted into school buildings.
Historically AOW hasn’t always
posted the best test scores, but in
2018 they brought in new leadership
to shake things up. Their new team
reached out to us making it clear that
they had big improvements in mind
and we’ve been working together
closely ever since. The project
originally began with the simple goal
of installing a basketball court for the
kids… but it quickly grew into
something much greater.
When we arrived at AOW in 2018
there wasn’t a single classroom with
a window in it. They had no library, no
science labs, no gymnasium, no art
rooms, and no grass. 650 students
attended this school, spending up to
nine formative years of their lives in a
windowless building without any of
the educational amenities you would
hope to see.

A typical hallway at AOW in 2018
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AOW’s new leader, Oronde Kearney, wanted better for his students and he
developed a strong vision for improvement. Longer school days, new programs,
enhanced facilities, better staff retention – the works. We could tell right away that he
was dead serious about making this school something special.
But AOW had no available funds, no ability to divert operating funds, and no access to
donors or new government funding.
So we pored over the financials, spent time with staff and students, and worked on a
feasibility study for financing the transformation. We included some (modest) new
revenues, re-financed existing debt, and very carefully planned a major renovation
project that would deliver maximum benefit for the least possible cost.
In some ways that meant removing things more than adding them. Because our plan
involved re-activating AOW’s second school building that had been sitting empty for
years, we had more classrooms than we needed in the main building. We selectively
demolished non load-bearing walls, removed dropped ceilings, and installed
skylights in the common areas to safely bring in natural light.
We also added a brand new library, tutoring rooms, science labs, art studios, a
gymnasium, indoor soccer field, black box theater, student gardens, a bouldering
wall, student lounges, and a family lounge – plus plenty of other amenities and
enrichment opportunities.
The project was successfully financed in late 2020, and all construction and
permitting is now complete as of 2022.

The Academy of Warren in 2022
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We can’t say enough about how much this work means for the AOW community. At
Equity Schools we know that education isn’t really about standardized test scores.
And we recognize that in public schools all over the US, low income students of color
aren’t provided the same educational resources as students who grow up in affluent
communities – even though they’re assessed using the same standardized metrics.
“Unfair” doesn’t quite capture it.
Of course, we also know that educational facilities themselves aren’t everything. It
takes dedicated teachers and staff, consistency, and positive role models to make a
real difference in the educational journey of students anywhere. But we couldn’t be
happier to do our part by helping to create genuine, student-centered learning
environments that help children grow, learn, play, and socialize.
Today, the Academy of Warren has an all-time record enrollment of 800+ students
and a waiting list for the first time ever. There’s a short documentary currently in
production following this significant transformation, slated for release in late 2022.

Evanston Central Core School

Evanston, IL

In the 1970s Evanston's predominantly Black central core neighborhood saw the
closing of its neighborhood public school building. Ever since then, students from the
central core have been bused out to other neighborhood schools around Evanston.
This busing increased diversity across those other campuses, but it also placed an
inordinate burden of time and travel on the Black students who were being bused
around town every day. So for 40+ years, there has been a clear desire from many
Evanston families to restore the central core's neighborhood school and ease that
burden. But for the past 40+ years, nobody had been able to figure out how to pay for
this new school building.
The closest the Evanston community got to funding the new school was a major tax
referendum in 2012, but that ultimately failed. We started working on this project in
late 2020 and it seemed clear that, with costs climbing and local politics largely
unchanged, another tax referendum effort was not going to be the answer here.
This past year we completed our feasibility analysis and solved how to develop a
totally new construction public school in Evanston, without a referendum or raising
taxes (and without closing any other district schools).
Our solution, in part, was designed around a "community school" model - where the
new campus incorporates co-location of important neighborhood organizations and
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social services. We also incorporated some new revenues, "bent" some existing
revenue streams, and mixed in a few real estate tricks.
The result is a stunning community school
concept located right in the heart of Evanston's 5th
Ward. The campus will include indoor and outdoor
active recreation, a branch library, and wraparound
services for families located on site. And it's safely
walkable for most students in the neighborhood which means cleaner air, healthier kids, and a
stronger neighborhood identity (not to mention,
millions in savings now that the district doesn't
have to bus so many students).
In early 2022, the Evanston school board voted
unanimously to implement our plans for their new
campus. This project was long overdue for many
Evanston families and we’re thrilled to have been a
A (very rough) conceptual site plan for the
part of the solution!
new campus

Young Scholars of Central PA

State College, PA

YSCP is a high quality K-8 public charter school located in central Pennsylvania. The
school has been successful for many years and has stable enrollment, but they have
long wanted to move out of their crowded rental space and into their own permanent
facility. They also wanted to investigate adding high school grades but their current
building could never support additional enrollment.
This year we completed a successful feasibility analysis for YSCP, which provides a
viable pathway towards creating their own new facility with room to expand into high
school. Our analysis included new programs and revenue streams, an excellent site,
and the financial modeling clarity required to finance construction of their dream
campus.
YSCP is well loved by their school community and families and we’re glad to have
helped them plan for a permanent campus of their own that includes new
educational amenities and stability.
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Our work with YSCP will increase their capacity to sustainably educate their student
population for many years to come, with the potential to provide important continuity
between K-8 and high school experiences. This continuity between grades can have a
significantly positive effect on a student’s social/emotional development and
academic achievement.

Latham Centers

Brewster, MA

Latham Centers is a leader in special education and therapeutic services for children
and adults with disabilities, and they are internationally renowned for their success in
working with individuals with Prader-Willi syndrome. Their mission is to create
opportunities for independence, self-worth, and happiness for individuals with
complex special needs.
Latham operates a residential campus and had been trying to develop an expansion
campus for over seven years to address overcrowding and outdated facilities.
Numerous delays and failed financing efforts had stalled the project, while their
facility needs were further exacerbated by the Covid pandemic.
We worked closely with Latham leadership to redesign the expansion campus,
enhancing its educational and therapeutic capacity for the specific types of needs
involved. This effort will improve operational functionality while dramatically reducing
the project cost.
Financing was secured in 2022 (from a fairly unusual
source), and construction should commence soon –
roughly one year from the time Latham
first called Equity Schools.
We learned so much about special
needs education on this project, and we
admire the perseverance and heart of
the Latham community. We’re proud to
have played a role in supporting their
legacy of providing quality education,
therapy, food, exercise, play, residences,
and community.
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United Nations SDG4

Global

Throughout this past year Equity Schools has been working with an international
foundation to address educational disparities abroad, with a particular focus on
Sustainable Development Goal #4 – to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.
We can’t share much detail about these last two projects because they’re currently
underway, but our work on these issues is centered around sustainably narrowing a
significant (multi-billion dollar) funding gap in education delivery around the world.
This project is specifically focused on “Education in Emergencies.”
The UN estimates that at least 65 million children are directly affected by
emergencies and protracted crises around the world, and that as many as 37 million
children are out of school in crisis-affected nations. For refugees and children in
emergencies, education is about more than the human right to learn.
Schools protect children from the physical dangers around them – including abuse,
exploitation, and recruitment into armed groups. They provide children with lifesaving
food, water, health care, and hygiene supplies. And they offer psychosocial support,
giving children stability and structure to help them cope with the trauma they
experience every day.
Over a 10 year timeframe, our model has the potential to re-direct billions of dollars in
non-philanthropic funding to support crucial educational services for children living
through crisis and displacement.

United Nations SDG4.c

Global

Equity Schools is also working on a new mechanism to support funding for higher
education in some lower income African nations, with an emphasis on training new
schoolteachers to work in their own countries.
This work is aligned with UN Sustainable Development Goal #4.c – to substantially
increase the supply of qualified teachers, including through international cooperation for
teacher training in developing countries, especially in the least developed countries and
small island developing States.
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We are actively developing a funding model that seeks to create new partnerships
between Western higher education institutions and local universities in several
African nations. This model leverages the extreme differential in the cost to educate
students in different sectors of the world.
For a sense of magnitude: one year of undergraduate tuition, fees, and residence can
cost as much as 80 times more in New York than it does in Ghana – one of many
nations facing a significant shortage of schoolteachers.
Our model has the potential to support the training of a new generation of teachers in
several developing nations, by providing millions of dollars in funding to foreign
degree-granting institutions every year.
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Environment
Our eco-conscious initiatives.
While our work is primarily about accessing funding to improve education, we have staff
and leadership with backgrounds in environmental studies and we strive to reduce our
environmental impact wherever possible. These are the environmental initiatives that
we’ve taken on in the past year.

Academy of Warren campus

Urban Greening

The Academy of Warren sits on a 12 acre site that
used to be home to a Farmer Jack’s grocery store
and a Frank’s Nursery. When we started working
with AOW their site was still almost 100% paved –
mostly leftover parking spaces and delivery
access for the former occupants of the site.
When we developed our plan for transforming
AOW’s campus we kept only as many parking
spaces as necessary – ultimately removing five acres of asphalt and replacing it with
green space and landscaping. We sowed acres of grass, planted new trees, and
included raised garden beds so the students can grow fruit and vegetables. For
physical activity we included a custom designed playground and a new grass playfield
for sports, PE, and recess.
This greening work improves stormwater management, reduces urban heat island
effect, combats air & noise pollution, and offsets some local carbon emissions.
Importantly, these changes are
also beneficial for the physical
and mental health of AOW
students and staff.
These kinds of initiatives have
been shown to promote
environmental awareness and
they can provide healthy spaces
for social learning and education.
We also like to think that AOW’s
neighbors appreciate replacing all
that pavement with green space.
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ES Office Renovation

Adaptive Re-Use

This year we completed our two-year effort
to create a new main office for our business.
We found an empty space located within a
historic CTA train station that was
abandoned and had been sitting empty for
over 15 years – a perfect opportunity to
breathe new life into a disused space and
improve its efficiency.
Our restoration began with extensive mold
remediation of the entire space and removal
of all contaminated materials (walls, ceiling,
carpeting, etc.). We then insulated the walls
to very high R-values (30+), and installed
high-efficiency electric HVAC.
To the greatest extent possible, recycled and re-purposed materials were used
everywhere. Furnishings are 90% used pieces, mostly from charity re-sale
organizations, and some that were found discarded. By reusing as much existing
structure and materials as possible we were able to eliminate waste and save
resources, and we have significantly improved the energy efficiency of the space.
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ES Office - Outdoors

Habitat Restoration

Our newly restored office came with a small, longneglected side yard that sits directly below the
elevated CTA train tracks. We weren’t about to
restore the interior space and leave the outdoor
area as it was, so we took to cleaning it up – and we
created a miniature habitat restoration project.
We started by removing the trash that had
accumulated there (several feet deep in some
places) and we pulled out all the invasive plants.
We designed the cleaned-up space as a nativecentered pollinator habitat and we included bird
houses, bat houses, year-round access to water
sources, and consistently stocked feeders. With
these efforts the space is now a “Certified Wildlife
Habitat,” per the National Wildlife Federation.
We’re a “Certified Monarch Waystation”
as registered with Monarch Watch in
their national database, with our
entirely native selection of monarch
favored perennial cultivars along with
pollinator friendly annuals. These
plants support the local bee and
hummingbird populations.

Equity Schools is also a registered
partner of the Field Museum’s
“Monarch Community Science
Project,” where we report on our
milkweed plant varieties throughout
the season to gather information
and help future monarch
generations survive, bounce back,
and then thrive in the region.
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Employees
Our work culture.
We believe that keeping a healthy, happy team is a key ingredient to success in the
workplace (and is the right thing to do). As such, Equity Schools maintains a small team
and has always been committed to providing a living wage, health insurance, generous
paid time off, educational opportunities, and flexible work schedules for its employees.
Our staff says that one of the biggest perks of working at Equity Schools is knowing that
their efforts have a positive impact on the lives of others. It’s a wonderful thing to be able
to make a living and feel that your work also contributes to an important social cause.
That said, our work culture at Equity Schools also encourages individual fulfillment. This
flexible approach to work enables our employees to live rich personal lives outside of the
office, and they have done some great things with the opportunity! These are some of
the coolest things that ES employees have done with their free time over the past year:
•
•
•
•
•

•

Attended college classes – fully reimbursed by Equity Schools
Summited all eight of Utah’s ultra-prominent peaks
Volunteered over 250 hours at the Greater Chicago Food Depository
Skied interior British Columbia’s “Powder Highway”
Managed event logistics at several major
festivals (Lollapalooza, Sueños, Windy
City Smokeout, and Sacred Rose)
Camped in Oregon, California, Nevada,
Utah, and Wyoming

Dave at the summit of King's Peak, highest point in
the State of Utah at 13,528’

George and Sara, ready to volunteer at
the GCFD (they love them over there)
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The Future
Our goals moving forward.
We’re very proud of the progress we’ve made over the past year and we feel strongly
that our work is creating tangible benefits for society, the environment, and for our
employees. With that said, we also think it’s important to reflect on how we can do
better next year.
Increase our domestic reach.
We aim to work directly with more schools to enhance their educational environments.
There is a significant need for this kind of work throughout the US – deferred
maintenance and inadequate funding resources have led to outdated and/or sub-par
school environments in communities everywhere. In the next year we would like to use
the lessons we learned through working with the Academy of Warren to efficiently bring
about meaningful transformations for at least five more schools. This is a higher annual
volume than we’re accustomed to, but we’re getting faster with each project.
Deepen our international engagement.
Next year we’re planning to advance our international projects to a higher
implementation phase, by identifying strategic partners to engage in feasibility analyses
for at least one of our two international funding mechanisms. We laid important
conceptual groundwork for this in the past year, but next year we can improve our
efforts by shifting focus to real-world implementation and quantifiable progress.
Expand our environmental initiatives.
While we always consider environmental impacts and opportunities in each of our
projects, we know that financial constraints often relegate environmental initiatives to a
lower priority level than we prefer. Next year we aim to identify more cost-effective
ways to include positive environmental themes in our work, with an emphasis on
adaptive reuse development, urban greening, and environmental education.
Share our knowledge.
We have learned a great deal, especially in the past year, and we hope to share what
we’ve learned with anyone who is serious about improving access to quality education.
Equity Schools generally keeps an “open source” policy when it comes to the funding
solutions and development strategies we use with our clients. Next year we would like
to improve our information sharing by engaging more education stakeholders in
conversations around demystifying capital finance and sustainable school development.
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