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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. 

 
 
We’ve had a busy year and change, including work on some projects that are a little bit 
different for us. In our last Progress Report we shared four goals for the future, and we 
accomplished three of the four (more details on these throughout the Report). 

• Increase our domestic reach. We achieved this, though in a different way than we 
laid out in our previous Report. The goal was to work with five individual schools, 
but our recent work has included entire school districts as well as some larger 
structural things that will have nationwide impact. 

• Deepen our international engagement. This was an official success, possibly 
more so than we anticipated. 

• Expand our environmental initiatives. We admittedly fell short in this area, largely 
because our project work over the past year did not mesh with this goal. 

• Share our knowledge. This one is ongoing, but we accomplished this last year in 
the form of pro-bono work and sharing detailed project documentation.  

We spent more time than expected on non-client work last year – important projects that 
are meaningful to us but aren’t necessarily distinct school projects. That includes 
documenting and producing a film about one of our past projects at the Academy of 
Warren, as well as working on launching a new venture that will greatly expand access 
to higher education in the United States.  

This report will be focused on the 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. 

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. 
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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 seven main projects that have 
kept us busy over the past year. While all very different, we believe each project 
generates a positive impact for society. 
 

Youth & Opportunity United Evanston, IL   

Y.O.U. is a youth development organization that supports young people through 
afterschool and summer learning programs, clinical counseling, street outreach, and 
family engagement. They serve over 1,400 youth and reach 4,000 family members 
each year through these programs. 

Y.O.U. has been offering important 
services like these since 1971, but as 
a nonprofit organization they have 
long been reliant on grants and 
government support for funding. 
They reached out to us in 2023 
because one of their crucial funding 
streams from the State of Illinois 
was going to wind down, causing 
them to face considerable financial 
uncertainty in the coming years.  

We worked with them with the goals of helping build operational sustainability for the 
future, expanding their reach, and developing new programs to enhance the services 
that they offer to their community. While much of our work is focused on capital 
finance and facility projects, it was an interesting change of pace to provide 
operational consulting services (uncommon for us).  

Our work on this project culminated in a very detailed final report of our findings and 
recommendations, complete with financial modeling, new revenue opportunities, 
implementation timeline, identification of risks, and much more. We’re confident that 
our efforts on this provide the basis of a roadmap to funding sustainability and 
increased engagement from youth and families in their service area. 
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This plan outline includes an analysis of real estate, innovative, and programmatic 
revenue opportunities that are all mission-aligned. Our favorite programmatic concept 
from the plan is a unique STEAM program (science, technology, engineering, arts, 
math) that leverages existing Y.O.U. assets and significantly enhances experiential 
education offerings throughout Evanston. 

A central part of this concept is the mobile delivery of STEAM oriented activities that 
are currently non-existent in the area, brought directly to public schools in Evanston 
and neighboring towns. This will bring immersive, hands-on lessons and afterschool 
programs to students; meeting them at their schools to increase engagement and 
participation, while also enabling district schools to more easily afford exciting, 
cutting-edge lessons for their students. 

We learned about some interesting emerging educational technologies in the course 
of our work on this project, and we’re excited to see how Y.O.U. will continue to evolve 
and reach students in new ways. 

 

Living School NOLA New Orleans, LA   

Also in 2023, we were contacted by a young and passionate school leader from a 
charter school in New Orleans called “Living School.” Their model is inspiring – the 
goal at Living School is to have every student graduate with the skills that they need 
to succeed in life, not just in academia. 

That means that in addition to core classes and the required standardized tests, they 
also learn how to apply for jobs, pay taxes, eat healthy, start a business, and grow 
their own food (amongst many other useful things). Most Living School students 
would graduate with both a diploma and a job offer in hand. 

This school was enormously popular 
with its students and families, but they 
had been operating out a cramped 
rental space in a strip mall and wanted 
to provide more for their community. 
We worked with them to analyze the 
feasibility of developing a permanent 
(owned) facility, as well as updating 
their programs to diversify revenue 
streams in support of financial stability. 
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Our findings indicated that developing a permanent facility could be possible in the 
semi-near future, provided that the project could be supported by new revenues 
since per-pupil funding for charters in Louisiana is modest. Considering this possibility 
and the programmatic goals of Living School, we developed the beginnings of a 
model that we’ve been wanting to implement for years – a professional internship 
program for high school students provided in a public-school setting. 

The internship education/funding model that we created for Cristo Rey Schools 20+ 
years ago (now up to 40 schools in 24 states), has been exceptionally successful and 
beneficial to thousands of students– but as far as we know nothing like it has ever 
been offered in a public, non-denominational format. So we worked through the 
logistical and regulatory details to re-design this program for a charter school setting, 
and we believe it’s perfectly feasible. This concept provides experiential education 
and job references for students, plus crucial operating revenue for the school from 
participating business sponsors that, to date, has generated more than $1.5 billion.  

While this was a very good fit for 
Living School NOLA and their 
leadership was enthusiastic 
about the program, the Orleans 
Parish School Board ultimately 
voted to close the school due to 
low test scores. This was 
heartbreaking for the students 
and families of Living School, 
who made impassioned 
arguments to keep the school 
open. 

Standardized test scores don’t tell the whole story when trying to evaluate a school’s 
performance, especially because they are rarely weighted for socioeconomic factors. 
At Living School, about two thirds of their students were considered to have special 
needs. 10% of their students were experiencing homelessness, and most students 
faced economic challenges at home. They also primarily served students of color and 
had the highest rate of English language learners in the district – many of whom were 
new to the United States. 

Independent, non-district schools often attract student populations like this, 
particularly when students find that a traditional district school environment isn’t 
working for them. So when a school like Living School is characterized as having low 
test scores, that could be because they offer something different that appeals to the 
students who need the most help, so they may start out with disproportionally low 
scores in the first place. And they could be doing an excellent job of helping all their 
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students catch up … but the school board simply saw low scores compared to the 
average and closed the program. 

We’re very glad to have met the wonderful people at Living School NOLA and we 
hope to see more programs like theirs emerge around the US in the coming years. 
Their model was a big step in the right direction for a lot of families, and we would be 
eager to support similar efforts if we get the chance to. 

On a positive note, this project enabled us to hone our student internship concept for 
a public-school environment. With the increased clarity that came from this, we feel 
more confident than ever that it can be done successfully. 

 

Community Development Planning Eastern U.P., MI   

Since mid-2024 we have been engaged in a feasibility study for a community 
development project in the Eastern Upper Peninsula of Michigan. This project is still in 
progress and is therefore largely confidential, but it encompasses 15+ acres of land at 
an estimated total project cost of $12 - $15 million. 

The goal of this project is to define a feasible plan to develop new amenities that will 
have a positive impact on the community, replace and enhance outdated school 
district facilities, and identify opportunities for new revenue streams and possible 
alliances with other organizations. The resulting plan will include a sustainable finance 
strategy with no cost to taxpayers and no reliance on a voter referendum. 
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We are in the final stages of plan development based on a months-long iterative 
process incorporating feedback from a wide variety of local stakeholders - residents 
of all ages, youth and community organizations, school district staff and leadership, 
Tribal leadership, local university admin, Chamber of Commerce, public employees, 
private business owners, and others. 

Throughout the course of our work the plan has evolved greatly in response to this 
feedback (now in its sixth iteration) and we are continuously refining our financial 
model and cost estimations to increase clarity and feasibility. The result will be a 
comprehensive plan for financing and developing a mix of facilities and programs that 
will benefit a diverse array of user groups - youth & families, senior citizens, local 
businesses, Tribal members, the local college and its students, and the public school 
district. 

The mix of new activities and spaces in this plan will create jobs, generate new and 
sustainable revenue streams to support project costs, and make the locale 
considerably more desirable for families for many years to come. 

So far, this plan includes a 
new community center with 
a movie theater, computer 
lab, community meeting 
space, food service, and 
outdoor gathering space. 
These amenities will be 
complemented with 
programming for all ages, 
such as after-school clubs 
for youth and digital literacy 
classes for seniors. The plan 
also incorporates significant 
enhancements to both 
indoor and outdoor active 
recreation opportunities for 
local users - indoor and 
outdoor turf fields, stadium improvements, pickleball, golf simulators, 
batting/pitching machines, bocce ball, ice skating, XC ski/snowshoe trails (with 
accompanying equipment rentals), and other activities. 

We’ll be excited to share more details of this project when we can, and we’re very 
confident that this project will generate significant and lasting benefits for the entire 
community. 
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Higher Education in Africa Ghana   

“Deepening our international engagement” was one of our stated goals from the 
previous Progress Report, and we can safely say that we’ve accomplished that in the 
past year. 

With support from an international foundation, Equity Schools has continued its work 
on education funding issues abroad and has made significant progress. This project 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. 

In 2022 we began developing a mechanism to help fund higher education in some 
African nations, with emphasis on training new teachers to work in their own countries. 

Last year we made major strides in implementing this model by bringing in a major 
U.S. university to lead the program. We also brought in a European foundation to 
contribute startup costs, and Equity Schools is supporting the project with technical 
expertise. 

Over the next 10 years the lead U.S. 
university will bring in four more U.S. 
universities, and enrollment is projected to 
reach more than 4,000 African students 
who will be earning degrees in their own 
countries. 

We can’t share much detail yet while this 
project is underway, but we are actively 
working with our university partner to get 
this program started. While this work is in a 
very early stage right now, this project has 
transformed from an idea into reality – and 
we are hopeful it will grow to become a 
permanent expansion of access to higher 
education in Africa. 
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New Venture National (U.S.)   

Equity Schools has been hard at work on an exciting new venture for the past year 
and change, and while we would love to share the journey and details, we have to 
keep this one mostly confidential for now. 

This venture will provide the first new college savings method in the US since 1997, 
and it has the potential to significantly ease (if not completely eliminate) the burden of 
college debt for millions of American students. 

We’ve been very busy with market research, due diligence documentation, pitch deck 
creation, and all the other fun stuff that comes with launching a novel financial 
product. There’s still a long way to go before we can get this project officially off the 
ground, but we’re making major progress and we hope to see families saving for 
college in an entirely new way within the next year or two. 

 

Other  

In our last Progress Report we said that one of our goals was to share our knowledge 
more, and we did that with the following two efforts. Neither one was an official 
"project" of ours, but we managed to share some of what we’ve picked up along the 
way, and we learned a lot ourselves in both cases. 

EI is a youth-centered organization focused on outdoor and environmental education 
in Northern Michigan, with a particular focus on increased accessibility and inclusivity 
in the outdoor space. They operate several community programs and are best known 
for Camp 4 All; a summer camp focused on providing a safe, affirming, positive camp 
experience for LGBTQ+ youth. 

Camp 4 All is only a few years old, but growing consistently and operating out of 
rented space. Last year they called Equity Schools wanting to know what it would 
take to buy and finance their own facilites, so we provided some pro bono feasibility 
work to help assess their potential for acquiring their own permanent camp grounds. 
In the process we learned about how camps operate and are developing a financial 
model for them to work from. This project is currently ongoing. 

Experiential Ink Traverse City, MI 
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In 2023 we produced a mini documentary about one of our favorite projects we’ve 
ever worked on – revitalizing the Academy of Warren in Detroit.  

“Natural Light” was selected by 22 film festivals (in 10 countries), winning 12 awards. It 
is now listed on IMDB and has been viewed about 5,000 times. Making this film was a 
much bigger project than we originally expected, and we learned a lot about what 
goes into filmmaking throughout the process. Click here for a brief trailer with 
audience feedback, or click here for an abbreviated (8 minute) version of the film. 

We produced this film to pull back the curtains on how these kinds of school 
transformations really work. On one hand there’s more to it than many people would 
imagine, and the process is never as straightforward as expected. On the other hand – 
these kinds of revitalization projects are often much more possible than a lot of 
educators think they are. Our hope is share some positivity, and inspire others to 
consider the possibilities without waiting for change to happen. 

Mini Documentary Chicago / Detroit 

https://youtu.be/B_xK62Wj1yI
https://youtu.be/wvfztVJoB8g
https://youtu.be/wtTK4eLPaEk
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Environment 
Our eco-conscious initiatives. 
One of the goals we mentioned in our last Progress Report was to expand our 
environmental initiatives if possible. For 2023-2024, however, our project work did not 
present much opportunity to do that. 

We approach every client project on a custom basis and we define our scope of work to 
fit their particular needs and organizational mission. So while we fit in positive 
environmental work wherever we can, that’s not always in the cards if it doesn’t fit the 
goals of the project. 

We’re currently pursuing two projects for this year that could include interesting 
environmental work, like conservation easements, adaptive re-use of existing facilities 
(rather than demolition followed by new construction), and historic preservation. We’ll 
always do what we can to consider environmental impacts and opportunities in each of 
our projects, and we hope to get at least one of these projects underway. 

In the meantime, we’ve done what we can with the (admittedly small) outdoor space at 
our main office in Evanston, IL. When we moved into our offices inside the CTA station, 
they came with a little side yard that sits right underneath the elevated train tracks. We 
have continuously removed trash and other debris that comes down from the platform, 
and we’ve turned that side yard into a miniature habitat restoration project. 
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We’ve removed invasive plants, done regular 
soil amendments, planted native perennial 
species, and have set up systems to support 
local wildlife and pollinators. Since 2022 that 
space has been a Certified Wildlife Habitat 
(per National Wildlife Federation) and a 
Certified Monarch Waystation (registered with 
Monarch Watch). 

This past year we had six dead trees removed, 
which will allow for significantly more sunlight and 
growth for pollinator plantings. We’ve also 
consistently provided shelter, water, and well-
stocked feeders for birds, and we’re growing 
grapes, strawberries, and raspberries to feed local 
wildlife. This winter, we estimate that we’re feeding 
and sheltering several hundred wild birds! 

All of the electricity in our office comes from wind 
and solar sources, and we’ve remained diligent 
with recycling as well as composting all of our 
food scraps and coffee grounds. With those 
efforts, we only took out two bags of trash to the 
curb – for the entire year – including the trash that 
comes from the train platform. 
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Employees 
Our work culture. 
Equity Schools is committed to providing a living wage, health insurance, generous paid 
time off, educational opportunities, and flexible work schedules for its employees. 

We have always been a small, family-oriented business that values maintaining a 
balanced work/life culture and encourages individual fulfillment. This flexible approach 
to work enables our employees to live rich personal lives outside of the office. 

In the past year George has nearly completed his associate’s degree in paralegal studies, 
with tuition support from Equity Schools. Dave ran his first (and possibly last) 
ultramarathon on Antelope Island in the Great Salt Lake, covering 32+ miles and 4,000 
vertical feet. 

Here are some of the other cool things that ES staff have done with their free time and 
flexible schedules over the past year:  

• Rode a steamboat on the Natchez River in New Orleans 
• Took a west coast road trip to ski Washington, Oregon, and California 
• Managed logistics at several major events (Lollapalooza, Snowflake Ski Club 

“Spring Fling,” Windy City Smokeout, Sueños Music Festival) 
• Backpacked through slot canyons in the 

southwest 
• Learned to drive a speedboat in Florida 
• Floated the San Rafael River in Utah 

Dave (left) with some ski buddies on the summit of 
Mt. Bachelor, Oregon George and Sara on a hike in Starkey 

Wilderness Preserve, Florida 
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The Future 
Our goals moving forward. 
We have continued to make progress on many fronts over the past year, and it’s 
refreshing to feel that our work has created real benefits for society, the environment, 
and our employees. As we move forward and our goals evolve, here are some ways that 
we aim to do better next year. 

Increase our domestic reach. 

This is a perpetual goal of ours. The need for marked improvements at schools all over 
the US is not going anywhere, and we are always striving to work with more individual 
schools to help them better support their student community. While we need to make 
structural changes to the ways we prioritize (or don’t prioritize) funding education 
projects in the US, change can begin from the ground up. We can’t afford to wait for the 
glacial pace of legislation to improve our schools, so we remain passionate about 
working directly with school leaders to create lasting impact – one community at a time. 

Advance our international project. 

Last year we successfully moved forward with work on higher education in Africa, and 
over this next year we hope to take that a step further. With the Ghana program as the 
lead and anchor, we will open discussions with other U.S. universities to look at joining in 
Ghana or other countries, using the lessons and infrastructure we’re currently building. 

Expand our environmental initiatives. 

This was a goal of ours last year, and it will be a goal for us again next year because we 
didn’t make as much progress on this as we had hoped to. We can already see the 
potential to improve in this area in the coming year, and we’ll do our best to find ways to 
infuse environmental themes into our project work wherever appropriate. 

Launch our new venture. 

This is a big one. We have spent hundreds of hours working toward launching our new 
concept for college savings in the US, and while it feels closer than ever, there’s still a 
long way to go. Our goal is to either launch or significantly advance this effort to the next 
stage in 2025. That means securing funding partners, branding, marketing, database 
development, etc. We’re aiming high with this project, and the potential is very exciting. 
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