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Project Background

Tools for Schools (TFS) began in 1992 when its
executive director, Janice Hepburn, was an
employee at Pfizer, Inc in New York City. That
year, Pfizer asked employees to collect excess
office supplies to donate to an area school. Ms.
Hepburn took the lead and made it an annual event.
In 1998, she made the decision to leave Pfizer,
incorporate TFS as a 501c 3 organization and
expand it to accommodate not just supplies but
furniture and other items and to supply schools
throughout the city. Pfizer provided a seed grant of
$35,000 in 2000 and, in 2001, TFS began renting
2,000 sq ft of warehouse space in Harlem.

Project Description

TFS’ donors are for-profit businesses within the
New York City metropolitan area who are moving,
closing or renovating and need to divest of often
perfectly reusable furniture and other items. With
trash disposal costs rising in NYC, the demand for
alternatives to disposal for perfectly reusable office
furniture is very high and far outweighs TFS’
capacity to address it (nor is it met by any other
reuse organization in NYC). TFS’ recipients are no
longer just schools. They are, increasingly, small
businesses in New York City and other non-profits
as well. TFS has an active base of 168 recipients
and uses its website, toolsforschoolssolutions.org
to publicize its services to donors and recipients
and to publish pictures of warehouse items. The
warehouse is used to store donated materials

temporarily and display them for prospective
recipients. TFS has become well known among
potential NYC donors and recipients and gets referrals
regularly from other NYC-based reuse programs such
as New York Wa$teMatch, Housing Works, Salvation
Army and Materials for the Arts which do not directly
address the needs of the public school and non-profit
client base, outside of arts programs.

Project Results

During the course of the project, TFS diverted 252
tons of material from disposal to reuse, saving donors
an estimated $466,351 in avoided disposal and storage
costs.

TFS’s success to date is due in large part to Ms.
Hepburn’s ability to be creative and change the way
the organization works as needed to meet its goals.
She now relies on alliances she has crafted over the
years with youth and senior citizen agencies who
provide her volunteer support. She has incorporated
bartering for moving services and manpower with
many of the non-profit organizations to whom TFS
provides furniture. This year, in order to increase the
amount of materials that flow through TFS, Ms.
Hepburn began offering donated items to small
businesses as well as NYC schools and teachers. She
discovered that NYC small businesses’ need for
affordable furniture is strong and that delivering the
furniture into these businesses presents fewer
hindrances than getting it delivered into the schools
where NYC Board of Education rules often play a
detrimental role.
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