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Defining a non-profit’s new voice
A case study on using strategic branding to refresh an innovative charter school’s image.

How did we help?
• Encouraged ECS to view its brand and 

communications as pieces of a cohesive, 
strategic whole.

• Created a comprehensive work  
plan to help ECS achieve its objectives  
in distinct phases.

• Communicated the goals and value of  
the re-branding effort to the ECS  
board, families, and community members  
in order to gain their buy-in.

• Evolved ECS’s messaging and logo  
design to better represent their mission  
and programs.

• Built a kit of easy-to-use tools and tips 
to ensure consistency across ECS’s 
communications.

• Defined a launch plan for the new ECS 
brand.Opportunity

The Environmental Charter School (ECS) has a 
highly experienced staff and a strong curriculum.  
As it neared its 10th anniversary, ECS was a 
well-established institution. However, it struggled 
to communicate its environmentally focused 
educational approach in a way that resonated 
with the public and was easy to understand.  
The opportunity here was to create new brand 
messaging that clarified what the school believed 
and position it for future growth.

Solution
ThoughtForm helped ECS shape its overall  
brand strategy and communications to bring the  
school into better alignment with its unique 
educational philosophy—all while honoring the 
brand recognition it had already achieved.  
We developed a new identity, audience-specific 
messaging, and an editorial guide to help ECS  
tell its distinctive stories. 

‘‘

”

Our relationship with ThoughtForm  
was transformational. The process  
and products the team developed  
and executed provided clarity, style,  
and a commitment to the sanctity  
of our identity.

Nikole Sheaffer
Director of Innovation, ECS



Who did we 
help?

Defining a non-profit’s new voice

What did we do?

Analyzed current 
communications and 
defined new ways  
to help make ECS “shine.”
Early discussions between ThoughtForm  
and ECS revealed the school’s struggle  
to communicate their educational philosophy  
to new families, colleagues, and partners  
in a relatable way. 

ThoughtForm encouraged ECS to “step back” 
and take a more holistic view of their  
messages and communications, launching  
an investigation of their brand.

ThoughtForm hosted a Vision Catching® 
session with key ECS stakeholders, laying the 
groundwork for updating the ECS brand  
in time for their 10th anniversary. This session 
provided valuable context about the  
school’s history and its current culture and 
academic standing. It also helped us  
assess opportunities to re-engineer the ECS 
brand without disrupting the equity it  
had already built.

 

Reinvented messaging 
and graphic identity to 
bring ECS into harmony 
with its mission.
ThoughtForm created a foundational set  
of messages that resonate across ECS’s  
audiences, as well as customized messages 
tailored to each audience. 

Concurrently, ThoughtForm updated the  
ECS logo to truly embrace the built, social,  
and environmental learning systems that 
together comprise ECS’s unique approach to 
education.

ThoughtForm established a library of formats 
and templates for these new messages  
and identity elements. These new tools make it 
easy for ECS to ensure consistency across  
all communication touchpoints, from letters  
to press releases to the school’s first annual 
report.

Created targeted 
resources to serve as a  
roadmap for content  
creation in the future.
ThoughtForm and ECS collaborated to  
visualize where ECS stories originate 
and how they should be developed and 
published in the future. 

We created a visual model that served  
as a high-level snapshot of this editorial 
process. It details the primary actors  
and actions that successfully push ECS 
stories through the proper channels  
and ultimate publication.

An accompanying writer’s manual of 
detailed editorial guidelines, style  
rules, and best practices helps further 
ensure consistency among all ECS  
communication initiatives.

As a final deliverable, ThoughtForm also 
developed an annual planning tool  
that helps ECS anticipate their needs for 
print and digital communications and  
have the necessary materials on hand.

The Environmental 
Charter School (ECS) is 
part of Pittsburgh  
Public Schools and serves 
students in grades K–8.
ECS’s charter application was approved in 
mid-2008, and it opened its doors in the fall  
of the same year to grades K–3. The school  
has grown a grade each year since then, and  
its application to add a high school was 
recently approved.

ECS’s place-based approach to education  
integrates built, social, and environmental 
systems for contextual learning, giving  
its students the opportunity to become strong 
thinkers and problem-solvers in real-world 
applications.

ECS currently has two facilities: a Lower School 
for grades K–3 and an Upper School for  
grades 4–8. Both have multiple community 
partnerships and provide students with  
ample indoor and outdoor space for move-
ment, play, exploration, and learning.
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Capturing the spirit of ECS
The 2016 ECS annual report was one of several pieces ThoughtForm  
created in which we incorporated the new ECS messaging and identity 
elements to tell the school’s compelling story. Meaningful statistics,
testimonials, and photographs support the annual’s memorable title: 
Rooted, Growing, and Helping Students Bloom. 

What did we create?



Defining a non-profit’s new voice

Through an innovative ecoliteracy-based curriculum, 
ECS grows active, engaged, empathetic citizens,  
who are problem seekers, critical thinkers, and purposeful 
agents of change.

As we approach our tenth year, we are rooted in our 
community, growing in impact, and graduating students 
who have bloomed into drivers of thoughtful change  
in the world.

How do we do that?

Since our organizing principle at ECS is 
that all systems are connected, the problems 
classes grapple with are addressed across 
every discipline to help students develop 
an integrated perspective and approach 
to problem-solving. A problem tackled in 
science class is investigated in one of our 
outdoor experiences and debated in our 
cultural literacy classes. We encourage “out 
the door” education, in places like woods and 
streams and community centers, because 
working through problems in and outside the 
classroom builds greater understanding of 
and connection to the world.

In our studies we focus on three systems: 
natural, social and built, and each is equally 
important. Natural is the world around us. 
We study how our decisions reverberate  
in the world. Social is our relationships with 
one another. We foster collaboration and 
empathy. Built is our community. We learn 
how institutions function and the impact  
we can have on them.

Middle school students 
debate a biodiversity 
issue.

Practiced regularly, 
cooperative problem-
solving becomes  
a reflexive behavior.

Teachers challenge 
students to draw lessons 
from the world around 
them.

With holistic teaching methods 
ROOTED in real-world problems

We transform students into global thinkers. 
Students who understand the impact of 
their decisions in the world, are by definition, 
more responsible and empathetic. At ECS, 
we’re committed to being a catalyst of 
change, shaping a student’s character by 
helping him see the impact of his actions. 
To do this, we rely on respectful, transparent, 
and reflective dialogue, and diversity of 
thinking, which can only come from a 
vibrant mix of students, teachers, staff, and 
partners. 

Families are especially important to that 
mix. We actively seek their involvement 
while also recognizing that time is a 
precious commodity. There are many ways 
that parents and guardians are involved 
at ECS—from time in the classroom to 
afterschool activities to shaping the culture 
and direction of our schools. Families have 
chosen ECS for their children, and we aim 
every day to be worthy of that honor.

With an organizational style  
that supports GROWTH

A recent survey of parents and guardians 
showed that teachers are one of ECS’s most 
beloved features. That’s no surprise to us. 
Teachers are ECS. They are the face of our 
school and the heart of our mission. A vast 
majority of the interactions students and 
families have at ECS are with the dedicated 
men and women who oversee our kids’ 
education. And that education doesn’t 
happen only in classrooms. Our 14 special 
educators work one-on-one with children 
who need extra help. The teachers at ECS 
model the character we work to develop in 
our students.

Our staff builds and supports ECS’s mission 
with passion. Behind the scenes, they 
identify goals for ECS then ensure we have 
the resources—both time and money—to 
meet these goals. Some of our staff serve 
administrative functions. Others—like our 
nurses, psychologist, counselors, and social 
worker—identify issues and help students 
overcome obstacles. All are integral to the 
success of ECS.

With leaders who inspire 
students to BLOOM

Number of ECS  
Outdoor Experiences 
logged in 2016:

Minutes per week 
of recess for each 
student:

Number of full-time 
special educators to 
support our children:

Percentage of 
staff who pursued 
professional 
development in 2016:

Staff retention rate:

Percentage of our 
student body who 
attended overnight 
experiences in 2016:

Number of ZIP codes 
our children come 
from:

Number of community 
partners working with 
our children:

Volunteer hours from 
families:

Vision Catching® DIG
The Design Innovation Guide (DIG) detailed the discussions, 
exercises, decisions, and key takeaways from the Vision 
Catching® session held at the beginning of the project.  
The DIG served as a reference tool as the project proceeded 
and helped keep all parties aligned to project objectives. 

2016 ECS Annual Report
ThoughtForm created ECS’s first annual report to help  
provide an overview of the school’s 2016 year and highlight  
the practices and characteristics that define its educational  
approach and mission. The report leveraged ECS’s new brand  
and messaging, and ECS distributed approximately 1,000  
printed copies to prospective families, colleagues, and partners.

Branding support tools
ThoughtForm created a visual model of the ECS editorial  
process (see at bottom) plus an accompanying Communications 
Writing Manual. For the new identity, we provided a logo  
art library and formats for communication materials. Together, 
these tools ensure consistency for all ECS messaging and  
brand expression.

What did we create?

Through an innovative ecoliteracy-based curriculum, 
ECS grows active, engaged, empathetic citizens,  
who are problem seekers, critical thinkers, and purposeful 
agents of change.

As we approach our tenth year, we are rooted in our 
community, growing in impact, and graduating students 
who have bloomed into drivers of thoughtful change  
in the world.

How do we do that?

Since our organizing principle at ECS is 
that all systems are connected, the problems 
classes grapple with are addressed across 
every discipline to help students develop 
an integrated perspective and approach 
to problem-solving. A problem tackled in 
science class is investigated in one of our 
outdoor experiences and debated in our 
cultural literacy classes. We encourage “out 
the door” education, in places like woods and 
streams and community centers, because 
working through problems in and outside the 
classroom builds greater understanding of 
and connection to the world.

In our studies we focus on three systems: 
natural, social and built, and each is equally 
important. Natural is the world around us. 
We study how our decisions reverberate  
in the world. Social is our relationships with 
one another. We foster collaboration and 
empathy. Built is our community. We learn 
how institutions function and the impact  
we can have on them.

Middle school students 
debate a biodiversity 
issue.

With holistic teaching methods 
ROOTED in real-world problems

Number of ECS  
Outdoor Experiences 
logged in 2016:

Minutes per week 
of recess for each 
student:

Percentage of our 
student body who 
attended overnight 
experiences in 2016:

ECS in their own words

I love my colleagues, and I get to work 
with the greatest team of people every 
day. There are always three people within 
arm’s reach who are willing and excited to 
problem-solve and collaborate with me. 
We’re an organization that understands  
our role in the larger system, and we’re a 
school that continually looks for ways we 
can make our whole city a brighter place  
to live and play.

ECS Teacher

I like ECS because we get to spend a lot of 
time outside. Everything we do like reading 
and math has to do with the environment 
around us. Every Wednesday, we go to 
our garden and cook what we find in our 
kitchen and eat it for lunch.

ECS Second Grade Student

My son and daughter are currently thriving 
in ECS and have made amazing strides 
since starting at the school. They have 
close relationships with their teachers, are 
learning invaluable problem -solving  
skills as well as how to work on a team 
and apply critical thinking to any situation. 
Their deep thinking is encouraged and 
valued along with practical skills.

ECS Parent
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1 Activate
 Communication 2 Gather

 Information 3 Formulate
 Position 4 Draft

 Communication 5 Review 
 Communication 6 Approve 

Communication 7 Release 
 Communication 8 Review

 Feedback

The best way to activate 
any communication is 
to consider the goal and 
the audience. Grab a 
pencil and work through 
the Activation Questions 
below to help focus your 
thinking before you begin 
to communicate.

If you’re not an expert 
in what you’re about to 
communicate, do some 
research. Talk to sources. 
Make sure if you’re saying 
the event begins at 7:00 
p.m. that it really does. 
If your assignment falls 
within a standard  
theme at ECS, check the  
Theme Tool (p. 40) for 
key messages that could 
serve as content for  
your communication and  
make your job easier.

Tip: If you’re sharing a 
link to a news story, add 
your point-of-view in a 
sentence or two as you 
post. It helps people 
frame the article and 
respond more easily.

Once your comm-
unication has been 
reviewed, you’re ready 
to share it. Sharing it 
means releasing the 
communication to your 
audience via one or 
more channels—email, 
paper mail, online, 
oral, discussion, poster, 
etc. Think about what, 
if anything, needs to 
change about your 
communication to ensure 
it’s designed well for 
secondary channels. For 
example, the salutation 
“Dear Families” works 
great for a paper letter 
but is too formal for an 
individual email.

Communication challenge: How can teachers best share ideas with 
each other, build camaraderie, and strengthen their relationship to  
the organization?

To grow competency as an organization, ECS teachers must be 
able to share insights with one another. Sharing also builds stronger 
relationships and ensures that teachers feel supported and part of a 
team. These teacher-to-teacher communications are important but are 
generally low-stakes communications that can be oral or written. We 
think a great forum for this type of communication is a private online 
group, for example, in Facebook.

TEACHER TO 
TEACHER
Exemplar Mode: Low-stakes written communication in  
a private online group.

ACTIVATION QUESTIONS REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What do your peers already 
understand about the topic?

2. What do they need to know now  
that’s new?

3. What is the ideal reaction you wish to 
elicit from your peers?

1. Is the communication friendly  
and clear?

2. Have you provided your peers the 
information they need to understand 
your key communication?

3. Have you anticipated their questions?

Some communications 
are controversial or 
high-stakes, or require 
the writer to express 
a position on behalf 
of ECS. In these cases, 
the input of others is 
required before you 
begin to prepare your 
communications. Gather 
the key stakeholders 
into a meeting. Share 
the information you’ve 
gathered, recommend a 
position, and help bring 
the group to agreement 
on a final position.

Once you have the 
information and tools you 
need and, if necessary, 
the agreement of key 
stakeholders, you can 
begin to draft. If there’s 
a template for your 
communication, use it. 
Think of your content in 
three parts—Situation, Key 
Communication, and Next 
Steps. A simple example 
is “The water company 
has turned off the water 
in our neighborhood. 
(Situation) We have to 
close the school. (Key 
Communication) When we 
know more, we’ll email a 
plan to you. (Next Steps)”

Tip: To avoid rancor in 
online groups, ensure your 
communication is relevant. 
You can have a point-of-
view, but remember others 
will disagree, so present 
your position respectfully.

After you’ve thought 
through your 
communication or 
written a draft, review 
it to ensure it’s as 
smooth as possible. Use 
the Review Questions 
below to ensure your 
communication delivers 
your story in a clear 
and helpful way. Ask a 
colleague to read what 
you’ve written and 
provide feedback. If you 
know someone in your 
target reader audience 
that you can comfortably 
ask, have them read it, 
too.  

If your communication is 
complex or may impact 
the reputation of ECS, 
have a key stakeholder 
review and approve the 
communication. Since 
certain communications 
have the potential of 
causing ECS or others 
harm, you may also need 
to have ECS’s attorney 
or compliance officer do 
a review. If you’re not 
sure whether that applies 
to the communication 
you’re working on, 
check with your 
supervisor, the director of 
communications, or the 
executive director. When 
in doubt, check.

ACTIVATION DASHBOARD

Short Long

Length

Low High

Urgency

Casual Formal

Tone

None Many

Use of
Visuals

CHANNEL (based on exemplar mode)

Face-to-face Letter

Email Phone Call

Public Release Private Online 
Group

Almost every 
communication receives 
feedback, whether 
you’ve asked for it or not. 
Be open to feedback. 
Constructive feedback 
will make you a better 
communicator. Write 
down the feedback you 
receive, and refer to it 
as you tackle your next 
communications. If you 
don’t get feedback, seek 
it! Finally, if feedback 
exposes a serious issue 
that you didn’t think 
about when you released 
your communication, 
alert your supervisor. 
It’s better to handle a 
problem right away than 
to let it grow.

Tip: Remember, 
disagreement isn’t 
an affront. Healthy 
disagreement allows 
smart, curious people 
to gain a deeper 
understanding of a topic.

SCENARIO 4

Note: Steps in grey can be omitted for this scenario.

ECS in their own words

ECS 2016 Facts

ECS Rooted, 

Growing, 

and Helping

Students 

Bloom

Environmental  

Charter School

829 Milton Street 

Pittsburgh, PA 15218 

www.ecspgh.org 

412.247.7970

CURRENT ENROLLMENT

APPLICATIONS RECEIVED

TEACHER–TO–STUDENT RATIO

WHERE OUR EIGHTH GRADE  

GRADUATES WENT AT THE END  

OF THE 2015–16 SCHOOL YEAR:

• 58% to a Pittsburgh public high school

• 18% to a charter high school

• 13% to a private or parochial school

• 11% to a public school outside of Pittsburgh

STUDENTS PER GRADE

I love my colleagues, and I get to work 

with the greatest team of people every  

day. There are always three people within 

arm’s reach who are willing and excited  

to problem-solve and collaborate with me. 

We’re an organization that understands  

our role in the larger system, and we’re a 

school that continually looks for ways we 

can make our whole city a brighter place  

to live and play.

ECS Teacher

I like ECS because we get to spend a lot of 

time outside. Everything we do, like reading 

and math, has to do with the environment 

around us. Every Wednesday, we go to 

our garden and cook what we find in our 

kitchen and eat it fo
r lunch.

ECS Second Grade Student

My son and daughter are currently thriving 

in ECS! They have close relationships  

with their teachers, are learning invaluable 

problem -solving skills, how to work on a 

team, and how to apply critical thinking 

to any situation. Their deep thinking 

is encouraged and valued along with 

practical skills.

ECS Parent

NUMBER OF EDUCATORS  

IN EACH CLASSROOM

100%  

post- 

consumer 

recycled  

paper
For

FSC

posi-

tion

only
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D
IG

Design  
Innovation  

Guide

® Environmental 

Charter School

Brand Communications 

Vision Catching Session

June 29, 2016

ECS
COMMUNICATIONS

WRITING

MANUAL

Writing is easy. Communicating is hard. 

This manual gives you the tools you  

need to make writing assignments  

easier, to create communications that 

resonate with your audience, and to 

advance the mission and values of ECS.

2017 ThoughtForm | 10770

1
STEP

2
STEP

3
STEP

4
STEP

5
STEP

6
STEP

7
STEP

8
STEP

Almost every communication receives 
feedback, whether you’ve asked for it or 
not. Be open to feedback. Constructive 
feedback will make you a better 
communicator. Write down the feedback 
you receive, and refer to it as you 
tackle your next communications. If you 
don’t get feedback, seek it! Finally, if 
feedback exposes a serious issue that 
you didn’t think about when you 
released your communication, alert your 
supervisor. It’s better to handle a 
problem right away than to let it grow.

Once your communication has been 
reviewed, you’re ready to share it. 
Sharing it means releasing the 
communication to your audience via one 
or more channels—email, paper mail, 
online, oral, discussion, poster, etc. 
Think about what, if anything, needs to 
change about your communication to 
ensure it’s designed well for secondary 
channels. For example, the salutation 
“Dear Families” works great for a 
paper letter but is too formal for an 
individual email.

If your communication is complex or 
may impact the reputation of ECS, have 
a key stakeholder review and approve 
the communication. Since certain 
communications have the potential of 
causing ECS or others harm, you may 
also need to have ECS’s attorney or 
compliance officer do a review. If you’re 
not sure whether that applies to the 
communication you’re working on, 
check with your supervisor, the director 
of communications, or the executive 
director. When in doubt, check.

After you’ve thought through your 
communication or written a draft, 
review it to ensure it’s as smooth as 
possible. Use the Review Questions 
(See Manual, pp. 9–27) to ensure your 
communication delivers your story in a 
clear and helpful way.  Ask a colleague to 
read what you’ve written and provide 
feedback. If you know someone in your 
target reader audience that you can 
comfortably ask, have them read it, too.    

Once you have the information and tools 
you need and, if necessary, the 
agreement of key stakeholders, you can 
begin to draft. If there’s a template for 
your communication, use it. Think of 
your content in three parts—Situation, 
Key Communication, and Next Steps. 
A simple example is “The water company 
has turned off the water in our 
neighborhood. (Situation) We have to 
close the school. (Key Communication) 
When we know more, we’ll email a 
plan to you. (Next Steps)”

Some communications are controversial 
or high-stakes, or require the writer 
to express a position on behalf of ECS. 
In these cases, the input of others is 
required before you begin to prepare 
your communications. Gather the key 
stakeholders into a meeting. Share 
the information you’ve gathered, 
recommend a position, and help bring 
the group to agreement on a final 
position.

If you’re not an expert in what you’re 
about to communicate, do some 
research. Talk to sources. Make sure if 
you’re saying the event begins 
at 7:00 p.m. that it really does. If your 
assignment falls within a standard 
theme at ECS, check the Theme Tool 
(See Manual, p. 40) for key messages 
that could serve as content for 
your communication and make your 
job easier.

The best way to activate any 
communication is to consider the goal 
and the audience. Grab a pencil and 
work through the Activation Questions 
(See Manual, pp. 8–26) to help focus 
your thinking before you begin to 
communicate.

Activate
Communication

Gather
Information

Formulate
Position

Draft
Communication

Review
Communication

Approve
Communication

Release
Communication

Review
Feedback

Steps/Types

Below, we’ve identified 
3 types of communication 
—high-stakes written, 
low-stakes written, and 
oral—and to the right, the 
steps communicators 
should follow for each of 
the three types.

White dots indicate which 
steps apply.

Type 2: Low-stakes 
written communication.

Informational; unlikely to evoke 
strong response. 

Tip: Think about your audience. Have 
empathy for the person you’re talking to. 
Watch body language. Be prepared to 
tailor your style as you proceed. Pause 
often to check for understanding.

Tip: Practice delivering a high-stakes 
oral communication—alone, to ensure 
you’re comfortable with the key 
messages, and then with  a colleague or 
friend, to ensure you’re eliciting the 
response you desire. 

Tip: While you wouldn’t usually draft 
an oral communication, if the 
communication is high-stakes, write 
down key messages you want 
to communicate before you begin. 

Tip: This step could apply when 
you’re dealing with a high-stakes oral 
communication. If so, formulate 
a position with key stakeholders in 
advance.

Tip: Think about the goal and audience 
of an oral communication just as you 
would for a written one. Speaking to a 
teacher requires a different tone, 
style, and messaging than speaking to 
a parent or reporter.

Type 3: Oral 
communication.

Can be high- or low-stakes. 
See special tips for oral communications 
to the right.

SUBMIT

2
STEP

3
STEPGather F

Q
A

Type 1: High-stakes written 
communication.

Could impact reputation of ECS 
or evoke strong response.

Many Stories, One Voice
Many people produce communications at ECS—internal, external, 
written, oral, strategic, and tactical. It’s a fact of life in any organization, 
but it can lead to inconsistent messaging. Aligning on key brand 
messages—speaking with “one voice”—will sharpen the focus of 
ECS’s communications and make the work of communicators easier. 
The goal of this poster and its accompanying Manual is not to 
restrict what communicators can say, but to build communicators’ 
confidence and encourage them to communicate more often!

Scan the Review Questions  
before publishing.

The Channel Tool in your 
Communication Scenario 
suggests the ideal method 
of release.

When you’re ready to draft, 
choose relevant messages 
from the Message Map and 
Theme Tool.

Find your Communications 
Scenario in the Manual 
and follow the steps.

The accompanying Many 
Stories, One Voice Manual 
presents a series of 
helpful tools for writing 
stories. For instance, 
the Activation Dashboard 
and Activation Questions 
focus the communicator 
before beginning.
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Vision Catching Session

Word Association
Exercise 

In the next exercise, we took the words 
that seemed to ThoughtForm to be 
the best shorthand representation of 
ECS core values and ideas, and asked 
participants to tell us more about 
them. The words we focused on are 
complex multi-layered concepts that 
carry a lot of meaning:

• Authentic

• Innovative

• Eco-literacy

• Engage Citizen

• Place-based Learning

• Social Environment

• Natural Environment

• Built Environment

Participants jotted words, phrases, and 
ideas on cards that spoke to what the 
concept meant to them and pinned 
them up. This helped us “explode” the 
words’ meanings.

12®
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Outdoor education:

• Hallmark of ECS 
learning

• Strengthen connections 
to the natural, built, and 
social environments

Use the urban landscape 
as an extension of the 
traditional classroom

EIC philosophy

Manifesto: promises

Reinvent culture

Four guiding principles: 
catalyst, character, 
collaboration, and 
commitment

Operate under inclusion 
and differentiation

Embrace children where 
they are and develop the 
whole child

Knowledge is 
constructed

Teaching and learning 
are accountable and 
measurable

“Knowing” drives content 
standards

Vision Catching Session

Message Affinity 
Mapping
Message Consolidation

continued

Team 1

For the Affinity Mapping exercise, 
we first divided the ECS participants 
into two teams. By having each 
team perform the same exercise, we 
received valuable insights into how 
aligned ECS is on messaging.

Once we began to examine the new 
categories and hierarchy ECS created, 
it was easy to see that many messages 
are redundant, some messages are not 
as important as others, and the core 
messages—the ones at the top of the 
categories ECS created—are the most 
focused and  impactful.

Identity Beliefs

Beliefs connected
to actions

Beliefs connected
to teachers

Actions Outcomes

Misc

ECS is a learning 
laboratory for looking at 
public education in new 
ways

ECS is a public school 
established and 
operated under a charter

ECS is built on ecoliteracy 
(current mission)

• Everything is connected

• Natural, social, and built 
environments

• Need to better explain 
our environmental 
identity

ECS is fiercely committed 
to the environment

Authentic project-
based learning 
experiences

• Connecting kids with 
the communicty

• Project problem-based 
learned

Change the education 
landscape of Pittsburgh 
region

We recognize the 
changing landscape 
of education and will 
continue to challenge 
ourselves to prepare 
students for the future of 
the world

Integrated subjects 
(holistic understanding 
of natural, social, and 
built systems)

EIC

Knowing, Being, Doing

Build an active, engaged, 
and thoughtful citizen

Innovative education:

• We treasure our 
partners who bring the 
outside world into our 
school

• Pilot new programs and 
build new partnerships
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The Environmental Charter School 
(ECS) of Frick Park is committed to 
educating students to high academic 
learning standards using theme curric-
ulums that foster knowledge, love 
of, and respect for the environment 
and the will to preserve it for future 
generations. As it steps closer to its 
10th anniversary year, ECS is moving 
past its sense of being a “start up” and 
evolving into a larger, more mature 
organization with a clearer sense 
of itself. To that end, ECS wants to 
re-evaluate its inventory of brand 
messaging and visuals in order to 
focus on what best communicates its 
core values and points of difference.

To help ECS create a more streamlined 
and consistent communications 
platform, ThoughtForm performed 
a deep source review of the current 
communications. Then, we hosted ECS 
for a half-day Vision Catching session.

Here you see an inventory of visual 
elements including graphic identity, 
web screens, and print.

About This Project

Background
Existing Messaging Audit

Current Experience Matters communication materials

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Family Handbook 
2015-2016 

 
 
 
 
 

Mr. Jon McCann, CEO 
Mrs. Ashley Bergman, Lower School Interim Principal 
Mrs. Mandy Cribbs, Upper School Interim Principal 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
ECS Lower School  K-3     ECS Upper School 4-8 
309 South Braddock Ave     829 Milton Street 
Pittsburgh, Pa 15221     Pittsburgh, PA 15218 
412.242.1480      412.247.7970 

  
 
 

 
 

Administrative Offices 
Braddock Avenue 

100 North Braddock 
Suite 301  

Pittsburgh, PA 15221 
412.247.7970 
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Our Mission and Vision 
 

Our Mission: 
The mission of the Environmental Charter School at Frick 
Park is to educate each student to high academic 
learning standards using a themed curriculum that will 
foster knowledge, love of, and respect for the 
environment and the will to preserve it for future 
generations. 
 
Our Academic Vision Statement: 
We strive to develop active engaged citizens by teaching students how they impact the 
world around them.  We strive to graduate students who are problem seekers, critical 
thinkers and thoughtful innovators. 
 

 

 

Our Guiding Principles 
 
Catalyst: As a charter school, we are innovators in public education. We are a 
passionate and progressive group of educators who work to develop individuals into 
global thinkers with diverse perspectives 

Character: We are dedicated to making the world a better place, socially and 
environmentally, for future generations. We engage students in character 
development through educational experiences that evaluate the impact of individual 
choices and that are born from collective discussion and the investigation of diverse 
perspectives. 

Collaboration: We value collaboration with our community and recognize the power 
of systems thinking. We believe that respectful, transparent, and reflective dialogue 
among our constituents (students, families, faculty, neighbors, and regional partners) 
is necessary for elevating educational experiences for all learners. 

Commitment: We are a dedicated community of passionate leaders who are 
committed to redefining ecological literacy. Our educational model endorses an 
interdisciplinary view of complex environmental systems. 

Identity Family

Facebook Website

Quality Photography

Nice Breakdown
News Repost

Casual Tone

Topic Shift

Personal

Leaf Pattern

Mixed Media

feels disconnected

Experiential Images

Twitter

Wednesday Word

Philosophy Graphic

Staff

Board

Family Handbook

Brand Extension

Wed. Word Image

Entry Banners

Website Videos

Experiential Images

Disconnected look

Challenging Shape
Tree?

Long

Container

Our School
The mission of The Environmental Charter School at Frick 
Park is to educate each student to high academic learning 
standards using a themed curriculum that will foster 
knowledge, love of and respect for the environment and  
the will to preserve it for future generations.

Visit Us! 
We invite you to see our school in person through open house 
events and weekly school tours which are held each year.
Open houses offer prospective families the opportunity to 
meet students, faculty, and key administrators; hear about 
our academic program; take a tour of the school; and see 
our warm and inviting school setting. School tours offer the 
opportunity to see our unique academic program in action.  

  Visit: ww.environmentalcharterschool.org

  Like: Environmental Charter School at Frick Park    

  Follow: @ECSInnovator 

K-3 Lower School
309 S. Braddock Ave.
Pittsburgh, PA 15221
Tel: 412.242.1480 
Fax: 412.731.3824

4-8 Upper School
829 Milton St.
Pittsburgh, PA 15218
Tel: 412.247.7970
Fax: 412.247.7971

For additional information, please contact:
Nikole Brugnoli Sheaffer, 412.247.7970, ext. 113
nikole.sheaffer@environmentalcharterschool.org 
 
The Environmental Charter School at Frick Park

environmental charter school

Join Usact as a catalyst

develop character

foster collaboration

demonstrate commitment

Guiding Principals
Catalyst: As a charter school, we are innovators in public 
education. We are a passionate and progressive group of 
educators who work to develop individuals into global thinkers 
with diverse perspectives

Character: We are dedicated to making the world a better 
place, socially and environmentally, for future generations. We 
engage students in character development through educational 
experiences that evaluate the impact of individual choices and 
that are born from collective discussion and the investigation of 
diverse perspectives.

Collaboration: We value collaboration with our community and 
recognize the power of systems thinking. We believe that respectful, 
transparent, and reflective dialogue among our constituents 
(students, families, faculty, neighbors, and regional partners) is 
necessary for elevating educational experiences for all learners.

Commitment: We are a dedicated community of passionate 
leaders who are committed to redefining ecological literacy. Our 
educational model endorses an interdisciplinary view of complex 
environmental systems.

             

                       

The Environmental Charter School (ECS) is a Pittsburgh Public School 

serving students in grades K-8. As a PPS chartered school, ECS is known  

for innovative practices, a progressive education model, and a place-based 

approach to learning. More importantly, we are a learning laboratory daring 

to do “school” differently.  

At ECS, we create opportunities to thrive. We have the 

opportunity to reinvent culture by providing educational experiences that 

allow children to interact thoughtfully with their world. ECS focuses on 

well-being, relationships, perseverance, and integrity. We encourage curiosity 

and creativity while constantly working to ensure our actions support the 

culture we want to see and feel.

Innovative 
moments ecs@

Getting outside connects students to their world.  
ECS engages students and educators with the 
urban landscape to bring context to learning.

Innovation

ECS educators love their 
work. And they show it –
professional development 
is designed, organized, and 
led by educators, not by 
administrators. Teacher 
Talk Tuesdays, Think Out 
Louds, Twitter chats, and ECS 
Citizen Circles are various 
mechanisms educators use to 
grow and refine their practice.

Innovation

6% 
Multi-Racial 

4% 
Hispanic

Total 
Number of 
Students:

605

4%
Other

66% 
White 

20% 
African 

American



Defining a non-profit’s new voice

Environmental Charter School

829 Milton Street 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 15218

www.ecspgh.org

412.246.7970

100% post-consumer 

recycled paper

Donation Card

NAME

CREDIT CARD NUMBER

EMAIL

PHONE NUMBER DONATE ONLINE:

SIGNATURE

BILLING ADDRESS

CITY ZIPSTATE EXPIRATION DATE

/

I (we) plan to make this contribution in the form of: OtherCredit card

Form encl. Form will be forwarded

Check

Gift will be matched by:

CREDIT CARD TYPE

OtherMasterCardDiscoverVisa

http://ecspgh.org/contact-us/support-ecs

NowI (we) pledge a total of to be paid:$ Monthly Quarterly Yearly

Sponsor Levels

Seedling Sponsor

$100

Leaf Sponsor

$1000

Blossom Sponsor

$10,000

Forest Sponsor

$25,000

How did we do it? ThoughtForm

A phased approach allowed ample time for proposed 
branding changes to be carefully reviewed by stakeholders.

Copyright © 2017 ThoughtForm Inc. and Environmental Charter 
School. 

ThoughtForm and the ThoughtForm logo are registered trademarks. 

Other products and service names may be trademarked by  
ThoughtForm and other companies. 

This document is current as of the initial date of publication and may 
be changed by ThoughtForm at any time. The data and client exam-
ples are presented for illustrative purposes only. The information in this 
document is provided “As Is” without any warranty, express or implied, 
including without any warranties or merchantability, fitness for a partic-
ular purpose and any warranty or condition of non-infringement. 

ThoughtForm transforms ideas to connect 
people with actionable information. Working 
where strategy meets design, we help  
our clients turn fuzzy ideas, challenges, and 
opportunities into clear and meaningful 
messages and experiences. With ThoughtForm 
you can engage and inspire people, build  
their understanding, and enable them to  
take action.

ThoughtForm is a Pittsburgh-based 
design consultancy focused on visual 
communications. We work with leadership 
teams in organizations ranging from  
Fortune 100 companies to small nonprofits.  
Let us give your thoughts a visual form  
with the power to communicate.

To find out how our design solutions can help you 
contact Steve Frank at: 
sfrank@thoughtform.com

To learn more, visit us at: 
thoughtform.com

3332

KEY ECS BRAND MESSAGING CONTINUED 

WHAT WE DO HOW WE DO IT

Through an innovative,

ecoliteracy-based 

curriculum, we grow 

active, engaged,

empathetic citizens  

who are critical thinkers 

and purposeful agents 

of change.

With holistic teaching methods 
rooted in real-world problems

Multi-disciplinary integration

• The problems classes grapple with are 
addressed across every  
discipline to help students  develop  
a holistic perspective and  
approach to problem-solving.

“Out the door” education

• A classroom is one learning environment 
but not the only one.

• Working through problems in 
environments outside the classroom 
such as nature and the community 
builds greater understanding and 
connection with the world.

• We focus on three systems: natural, 
social, and built.

Ecoliteracy

• At its core, ecoliteracy means all 
systems in the world (natural, social, 
and built) are interconnected, and 
the decisions we make as people in 
our communities and the world ripple 
throughout these systems. This is 
systems thinking, and systems thinking 
is the basis of ecoliteracy.

• Ecoliteracy is the organizing principle 
of ECS.

Authentic learning

• We educate students by having them 
grapple with issues rooted in relevant, 
real-world problems.

Whole Child

• ECS serves the whole child—keeping 
them healthy, safe, engaged, supported, 
and challenged.

With an organizational style 
that supports growth

Catalyst

• We transform students into global 
thinkers.

Character

• Students who understand the impact 
of their decisions in the world are, 
by definition, more responsible and 
empathetic.

Collaboration

• Respectful, transparent, and reflective 
dialog among our constituent audiences 
(students, families, faculty, neighbors, 
and partners) elevates the educational 
experience for students.

• ECS actively seeks the involvement 
of families, but respects and supports 
varied levels and modes of involvement.

Commitment

• We are committed to changing the 
world and opening minds, and that 
can only come from a vibrant mix of 
students, families, teachers, staff, and 
partners, which is about forming a 
diverse community.

With leaders who inspire 
students to bloom

Extraordinary teachers

• ECS teachers are caring, engaged, 
and innovative.

• Our teachers choose to be a part of 
the ECS community.

Passionate staff

• ECS staff members are deeply 
invested in building and supporting 
ECS’s mission.

Mission-driven leaders

• ECS leaders continually connect the 
organization’s work to the greater 
shared vision.

We grow citizens.

ecsecs

Created a Design Innovation Guide (DIG) 
that documented the exercises, discussions, 
decisions, and key takeaways from the Vision 
Catching® session.

Ideated logo and tagline alternatives that 
broadened ECS’s educational model beyond 
environmental systems to include built and 
social systems.  

Created an audience-specific 
messaging “tree” to prioritize and define 
new key messages for ECS, and crafted 
tailored messaging for both general and 
specific audiences.

Prepared for and hosted an initial  
Vision Catching® session leveraging relevant 
research and understanding techniques. 

Selected a final ECS brand identity  
and created a digital art library that 
included the new logo, name, and tagline.

Researched and documented standard 
formats and specifications for future ECS 
communications, including business  
papers, digital applications, and direct mail.
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We kicked off the day with an Affinity 
Mapping exercise. In this exercise, we 
gather all the messages an organi-
zation uses and ask the organization to 
sort them into like groups. In the case 
of ECS, a wide range of messages exist, 
many of which are already a part of 
pre-existing enterprise groupings and 
frameworks such as Brand Positioning, 
Knowing/Doing/Being, Authentic 
Learning, Four Guiding Principles, Five 
Instructional Pillars, Environment as 
Integrating Context, etc.

In the Affinity Mapping exercise, 
we unbind the messages from 
their current frameworks and ask 
participants to sort the messages 
into groupings with “fresh eyes” and 
re-name the groupings as needed. The 
ECS team was very successful in taking 
a step back and viewing the messages 
with a new perspective.

Vision Catching Session

Message Affinity 
Mapping
Message Consolidation 


