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Dear Supporters of Higher Ground,

Last fiscal year was our 10th year of Higher Ground, a huge milestone accompanied by some 
significant achievements. Through our work with Social Venture Partners (SVP) of Tucson, we have 
produced our first strategic plan since Higher Ground’s inception. This three-year strategic plan 
has allowed us to create a laser focus in our effort and direct our continuous rapid growth in a way 
that is sustainable.

As will be reflected in this annual report, our financial income exceeded one million dollars last year, 
another big milestone for any organization. We have continued to diversify our income sources and 
have maintained spending 80% of them directly on youth and family programming.We expanded our 
reach to serve over 1,500 youth in over fifteen different program delivery sites, and this has achieved 
some phenomenal effects. While we have continued to grow rapidly, our mission focus has remained 
the same – to empower one life a time to reach, transform, and elevate the community through love 
and building character. Our outcomes continue to show that building relationships, investing in 
people, teaching skills for character building, and supporting the staff in our public school systems 
will enable us to remain effective. Our mile deep and inch wide approach is now being implemented 
in schools through our Community Schools Strategy. Community Schools, a nationally recognized 
strategy, has become the primary vehicle for Higher Ground’s plan for expansion. Higher Ground’s 
effort is being guided by the expertise of the following national organizations - Children’s Aid and 
the National Center for Community Schools.

Our partnerships with national organizations have also grown. We are now working in partnership 
with TUSD and Character Lab, Dr. Angela Duckworth’s organization, to work alongside scientists 
in developing effective ways to teach our children character and social-emotional learning (SEL) 
skills. Research has shown that these SEL skills and character skills, such as grit, growth mindset, 
self-control, have a direct impact and might potentially be a greater indicator of future success 
among youth than IQ or academic grades. Additionally, we are also now working with Dr. Gabriele 
Oettingen and Dr. Leah Kapa on improving our outcomes with youth. We believe that youth work 
should not be guesswork, but should rather be driven by effective methods as they are the future 
of our great nation.

We continue to maintain great partnerships with our school districts, Tucson Unified School District  
(TUSD) and Sunnyside Unified School District (SUSD), and serve them in more expanded capacities. 
Along with our Community Schools collaboration with Arizona Serve and La Frontera, our work with 
the school districts now includes alternative to education systems, school day integration, and 
professional development for teachers. We have expanded our partnerships with Pima County to 
greater impact our youth, thanks to the leadership of our County Supervisor Ramon Valadez.

Looking ahead, we want to continue the quality of our individual work with our youth and families. 
We also want to build on the systemic work that has begun to ensure our impact expands to entire 
communities in the city of Tucson. We want to begin creating a sustainable and replicable model 
that will impact the public schools and other youth systems for years to come. Inorder to identify 
and invest in the future leaders who will sustain and continue our work in other communities that 
are in need.

Sincerely, 

Jansen Azarias
CEO and Co-Founder



“

Youth Development Center 
Higher Ground’s Youth Development Center at Wakefield Middle School provided 
social-emotional learning skills to youth in at-risk environments during the 2017 
- 2018 school year. During our after school program, students participated in 
archery, art, basketball, boxing, coding, dance, digital design, drumline, jiu jitsu, 
judo, music, outside sports, and robotics -- all at no cost to the family. Our student 
activities were used as a delivery mechanism to teach communication, creative 
problem solving, emotion management, mindfulness, self control, and Grit in an 
environment of inclusion and belonging - an effective method delivery based on 
the evidence of researchers like Dr. Adele Diamond and Dr. Angela Duckworth.  

Highlights from this year include our Harry Potter themed Summer Program in 
which students were able to explore social-emotional learning skills in creative 
ways by delving into the popular, imaginative wizarding world. Throughout the 
five-week program, students had the opportunity to study magic (chemistry and 
biology), prepare to fight evil in Defense Against the Dark Arts class (dodgeball, 
kickball, capture the flag), and learn protective spells to benefit their friends 
and families (family and consumer sciences such as first aid, CPR, babysitting 
care, and household management). As always, our students practiced building 
social-emotional skills and self-control in the afternoons through their choice of 
basketball, Jiu Jitsu, Judo, boxing, dance, music, and art.

In-school Program at STAR Academic High School 
Higher Ground brought its model into STAR Academic High School to teach social 
emotional learning skills, vocational skills, and college preparation. The program 
has become so successful that it has lead STAR Academic High School to be 
recognized by Sunnyside Unified School District for having the most improved 
student attendance. Higher Ground has worked alongside the Junior Achievement 
program for the last three years in the STAR classroom to equip students with the 
financial, career, and personal skills they need to succeed.

Higher Ground plays a unique role in the delivery of both educational 
support and behavioral health services for some of Tucson’s most 
vulnerable children. Started initially as an effort to assist a few 
neighborhood kids to receive the guidance they needed to stay in school 
and deal with personal and family problems, Higher Ground has grown 
to be a lifeline for hundreds of children who face similar challenges. 
The need for Higher Ground’s blend of caring for and encouraging kids 
to take effective control of their lives grows every day.

-David Bradley
Arizona State Senator (District 10)

Higher Ground Board President
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Youth Success Center
In collaboration with the Pima County Juvenile Court Center, Higher 
Ground’s Youth Success Center offered on-site social-emotional 
development opportunities to youth on probation as an alternative to 
incarceration. 
  

District Alternative Education Program (DAEP)
Through a partnership with TUSD, Higher Ground provided the District 
Alternative Education Program (DAEP) program for social-emotional 
learning, utilizing Jiu Jitsu, Judo, and basketball, along with vocational 
education, to students suspended from school. Sites included Project 
MORE High School, Doolen Middle School, Magee Middle School, and 
Southwest Middle School and High School.

Community Schools
In collaboration with TUSD, SUSD, La Frontera, and Arizona Serve, Higher 
Ground has been the lead agency in creating the community-schools 
infrastructure in Tucson’s high-needs neighborhoods. By utilizing 
AmeriCorps volunteers to provide comprehensive services including 
health, social services, and family support at individual school sites, we 
have met the immediate and long-term needs of children and their families 
living in poverty so they can succeed, thrive, and eventually give back to 
the community. Now in its 5th year of the Community Schools Initiative, 
Higher Ground placed AmeriCorps members at 8 schools throughout 
TUSD and SUSD during the 2017-2018 school year, forming community 
hubs out of high schools to efficiently distribute services to the student 
body and their families. We plan to have permanent Community Schools 
Directors placed at various sites to establish sustainability in our model of 
teaching social-emotional learning. 

1,500 
students
served annually

NEw for the
2018-2019 
School Year

Hollinger K-8
Higher Ground will teach 
judo and jiu jitsu with a 
focus on social- emotional 
learning as an elective for 
6th grade students.

Community Schools
Hollinger K-8 (TUSD) 
and Gallego Intermediate 
(SUSD will each have a full 
time Community School 
Director to implement the 
Full Service Community 
School Model with the 
guidance of Children’s Aid 
and the National Center for 
Community Schools.



“What I learned today 
will help me make better 
decisions in the future.

- D.C.
DAEP Student

“I learned that no one 
can make you angry 
because you have total 
control of your actions 
and emotions.”

- A.J.
DAEP Student



Our impact
At Higher Ground, we try to better our students in all aspects of life including academics, physical activity, and 
personal development.  Over the past year, this has been apparent through our tangible results.  

The students we help typically come from low-income backgrounds and are therefore in greater need of the 
services Higher Ground provides.  The community we serve looks like this:

87%
on free or reduced 

lunch

55%
come from 

dysfunctional
 families

61%
have parents who 
didn’t complete 

high school

89%
have experienced 

1+ traumatic events

The Higher Ground Difference

84%
retention rate from 

last year

79%
more physical

activity

80%
improved grades

85%
student 

satisfaction

100%
parent satisfaction

93%
gained self-control
skills according to 

their parents

77%
improved their 

leadership skills

80%
improved 

perseverance skills

78%
Community School 
students improved 

attendance

88%
of DAEP students 

improved decision-
making skills

82%
experienced sense 
of belonging and 

community

84%
were exposed to 
and learned new 

things
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“As a young child, I grew up in an area 

that most would consider impoverished, 

unfavorable and unfortunate. There were 

times that I would walk home from school 

and purposely take the route through the 

nicer neighborhoods to stare at a life that 

I knew was far out of my reach. 

As a child, I had no place to go, no one to 

turn to and most of all no hope in who I was 

or in a future that did t involve despair. 

Twenty years later I can, fortunately, say 

life and the blessing from others had a 

different plan for me. 

Unfortunately, my story is not uncommon 

for the children of South Tucson and the 

surrounding areas. This story is common 

amongst the students at Higher Ground, 

with one major difference, the students at 

Higher Ground have a place to turn to and 

most of all hope, that they can write their 

own future, regardless of their background.

Higher Ground is more than just a building 

and more than just a number of students we 

serve. Higher Ground is a home, a safe haven 

and most importantly it’s hope when all 

other things are impoverished, unfavorable 

and unfortunate.

- Kenny Briggs
AmeriCorps Member



Higher Ground is a 501(c)3 organization. Our mission is to empower one life at a time to 
reach, transform, and elevate the community through love and building character. Over the 
past year, our reach has grown immensely. We extended into the community and connected 
Higher Ground with new partners. Higher Ground has been fortunate to increase our funding 
in a number of key areas.  

Financials

FY 18 Expenses
Program $ 887,624.75 

Occupancy $ 182,019.71

Office $ 135,427.83 

Travel  $ 12,006.70 

Total $ 1,074,853.55 

FY 18 Income
Grants $ 98,930.15

Donations $ 182,019.71

Contracts $ 785, 636.43

Banquet $ 51,373.90

Total $ 1,117,960.19

FinanciaL GROWTH - Income
</>

* Our organization’s financials are independently audited annually. FY 18 audit has not occured at this time.
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“The story of Higher Ground is why I study 
grit. Individuals with perseverance and 
passion—particularly the kind that 
is purpose-driven, that is focused on 
helping others—change the world. 

- Dr. Angela Duckworth
Character Lab

Volunteers

51
life Changers

32
high sChool students

6,473
hours logged

$ 24.69
2018 value of 
volunteer time per
hour aCCording to 
independentseCtor.org

$ 159,818 
Contributed in 
volunteer hours

Impact Story
When you look at this family, you will never realize the many struggles they 
have been through. Each of the children are smiling, happy, engaged, and on 
track with many goals in their life. However, seven years ago, this was not the 
case. Their mom left five children, ages 2, 5, 6, 8, and 13 due to substance 
abuse and some issues with local law enforcement at the doorstep of their 
grandmother. That day grandma’s life was disrupted to now becoming the 
responsible guardian for five young children who were full of trauma, anger, 
and sadness. Grandma did not have anyone except for Higher Ground. 

She immediately told Higher Ground the situation and received beds, clothing, 
basic needs, and other support for her grandchildren. Higher Ground engaged 
her and her family with different support systems to help them navigate the 
traumatic experience and the continuous emotional roller coaster that this 
sudden change in their life was going to bring.

Seven years later, the work continues and they have truly become part of the 
family at Higher Ground. The oldest grandchild is now a high school graduate 
with a full time job and living independently. The second oldest grandchild is 
now part of the High School Enterprise Program at Higher Ground, volunteering 
her time to mentor other students and help to run the office in the afternoon. 
The three other children are all engaged in competition judo and jujutsu 
classes, winning state championships and placing in national tournaments. 
Grandma continues to be the guardian and has fully integrated into Higher 
Ground, volunteering her time for special events and helping advocate for 
Higher Ground.

*No names were mentioned to protect family’s identity and privacy.

Higher Ground Staff with Dr. Angela DuckWorth



Adelita Grijalva
AGM Container Controls, Inc.
Alejandro Magallanes
Andrew Maestas
Araceli Mendibles
Arelly Machado
Arizona Center for Afterschool Excellence
Armando Aguilar
Ashley Olvera
BA Wagner
Bank of Tucson
Barry Richardson
Beth Kasser
Carla Alexander
Casey Cannon
Cathy and Terri Earnest
Celina Morales
Cenpatico
Charles and Elaine Skidmore
Check Family Foundation
Chris Golden
Christina Sprouse
Christopher Cariaso
Cierra Celaya
Community Foundation for Southern AZ
Complete Flooring, LLC
Conquistadores Foundation
CPA Check Up, PLLC
Cristy Olof
Dan Eckstrom
Daniela Siqueiros
Danitza Valle
Darleen  Parag
David Bradley and Debbie D'Amore
David Reilly
Deborah Bryson
Denise Garcia
Derika Louk
Dominator MMA Inc.
Dominic Ortega
Doug Martin
Dustin and Kristi Williams
Elizabeth Acedo
Elizabeth Flores
Elsa Leos
Elvia Obregon
Enrique Durazo
Eric Busby
Eric Ponce
Erica Hoffman
Eva Guzman
Fernando Lagarda
Francisco Enterprises, Inc.
Fred Knox Rev Trust
Gabriel Truijllo

Generational Financial LLC
George Gessner
Gina Arocha
Giuliana Donnelly
Greg Taylor
H. Ronald Shane
Hank Walker
Hector Rubio
Henry and Jenny Valenzuela
Hester van Heemstra
Hideko Wilmarth
Howard Stewart
Jack and Peggy Comp
James and Emily Firnstahl
James and Merritt Cain
Jansen Azarias
Jay Slauter
Jeff Baze
Jeff Dement
Jennifer Connell
Jesus Medina
Jim Cain 
Jim Fish
John and Rosalva Zimmerman
John Flannery
John Knosby
Johnny and Sara Long
Joshua and Amy Plicht
Josie Valenzuela
Juan Jose Aguirre
Julie Frank
Karim Machado
Ken Heeter
Kenci and Randy Lewis
Kevin Martyn
Kirk and Victoria Wilson
KVOI
La Frontera Arizona
Landscape Solutions of Tucson
Larry Munguia
Laura Shimel
Leslie Perls
Lilly Berkley
Livingston Foundation
Luis Rios
Lyndie Rose
MAKA Enterprises
Marcie Carrillo
Maria Bringas
Martin Machado 
Martyn Family Foundation
Mary Ann Angulo
Mary E Leos and Louie Leos
Marya Wheeler
Marzo Construction Inc.

Matt Waggoner
Melissa Gaska
Michael Anderson
Michel Lahti Lecroy and Milligan
Native American Advancement Foundation
New Image
Nolan Cabrera
On the Rise LLC
Peggy and Dick Pearson
Pima County District 2
Pima County School Superintendent's 
Office
PPEP Finance
R Clark
Ramon Valadez
Randall Reynolds
RBC Financial
Regina Romero
Rema Hamdan
Rob and Tracey Lester
Roger Joneos
Ron and Betty Lester
Ronald and Marcia Spark
Rotary Club Sunrise
Roxanna Pesquiera
Ruben Reyes
Sahaurita 
Samuel Galbraith
Shelly Duran
Simeon Wagner and Dawn Gessne
Sober Project
Social Venture Partners
Southwest Conservation Corps
St. Andrew's Presbyterian Church
Stephen and Judy Gift Fund
Stephen Hunter
Stuart Bardach
Tim Olef
Tonie Peercy
Trina Nuno
TRUiST
Tucson Business Interior
Tucson Conquistadores Foundation
Tucson Refugee Ministry
Tucson Sunrise Rotary
Tucson Unified School District 
Tucson Youth Development Inc.
Undisputed Fitness and Training Center
United Way of Northern Arizona
United Way of Tucson & Southern Arizona
UTUIA
Vanessa Romero
Xiaolan Zhang

Thank you to our donors!
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Empowering one life at a time to reach, transform, 
and elevate the community through showing 

love and building character.

101 W. 44th Street, Tucson, Arizona, 85713  |  520-622-1425  |  HigherGround.me


