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Our Story 

 Do people still do things just for the sake of the sake of the “common 
good” of all? Farmington Public Schools, in a suburb of Detroit, Michigan, 
they certainly do.  Farmington Public Schools serves a large and diverse 
community in Farmington and Farmington Hills, two cities located just outside 
of Detroit in Southeastern Michigan. The community they serve is very 
interesting and includes people from all different cultural, racial and 
socioeconomic backgrounds. Farmington has historically been known as an 
affluent, relatively wealthy community. But the last decade has presented the 
community with a shift, and the local schools have seen poverty begin to play 
a role with students. In just over 15 years, the school district went from 
very few students receiving free/reduced lunch to a whopping 25% of their 
population living below the poverty line and needing food assistance. Kids in 

school began to struggle to fit in, wanting to have the same experiences and    
opportunities as their wealthy counterparts. And it was a group of kids and 
teachers that decided to do something about it. And when they did, Operation 
Common Good (OCG) was formed.  

 Operation Common Good is a teacher/student led organization, 
created and operated solely by kids and a few dedicated teachers. OCG 
began in 2004, in one eighth-grade classroom, when the students found out 
about a homeless family living in a nearby community. They decided they 
would like to do something to help the kids and their mother, who were 
desperate for some assistance. They decorated paint cans, named their 
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began with a few decorated 
paint cans and some very 
inspired kids and teachers. 
To date, OCG has raised in 
excess of $60,000 for kids 
in their own community. 



little project after the core democratic value they had just studied, and went 
  on their way collecting loose change and dollars from other kids across the 
school. In just two short weeks, they had collected over $3000.00 in cash and 
had donations of blankets, clothing and holiday presents. Not only did they 
help that original family, but also they were able to provide assistance for 
three additional families, also living in a nearby community. The result was 
impressive and dramatic, but when it was all over they learned something that 
changed everything. It turned out there were families right there, at Warner 
Middle School, that needed their help too.  

 The founding teachers would soon learn that there was a family of six, a 
wonderful mother and her five amazing children, living in their car and 
staying at shelters when they could find available space. Their minds were 
blown by this information. Hatty Ligon, one of the founding teachers 
remembers it well, “I couldn’t believe we had homeless families right in our 
own school. Right in our own community.” Ligon is also a resident of 
Farmington Hills and was astounded by the fact that there turned out to be so 
many children living in dire circumstances right in her own backyard. That’s 
when the kids and teachers running Operation Common Good made a decision. 
They would continue their work, but they would focus solely on kids living in 

   Farmington and attending Farmington Public Schools.  
 In subsequent years, Operation Common Good became a part of the 

fabric of Warner Middle School, which soon became Warner Upper 
Elementary. And as the kids and teachers raised thousands of dollars and 
helped hundreds of kids, the kids started to grow up and go to different 
schools. But their needs were still the same.  

 The staff and students at Warner kept right on with their mission: to 
help kids in Farmington to have the things they need to be successful and have 
fun at school. OCG didn’t limit it’s support to students at Warner, as requests 
began to come in from all over the district. The organization pays for all kinds 
of different items, including clothing, school supplies, food, field trips, holiday 
presents, coats and winter gear, and the list goes on and on. The organization 
was one that was completely organic, and every penny raised went directly 
to a kid in need. Ligon recalls an instance where a student working to raise 
money for OCG was also a recipient, but she had absolutely no idea. Her mom 
would come in after school hours to pick up supplies and gift cards to buy 
clothes and necessary items for her children. “It was such an amazing thing to 
watch a student be so invested in helping others, knowing she too is struggling, 
and having no clue that the money she collected would be used to help her 
own family."  



  

 The needs for the community continued to grow, and by 2014, Warner 
just couldn’t carry the load for a school district of 10,000 students and 17 
different school communities. Requests for support were coming in from every 
school in the district, and it became difficult to keep up with all of the needs kids 
had with only funds raised at Warner. The teachers and students in charge of 
OCG needed help, and reached out to the new Superintendent of schools. In 
September of 2014, the superintendent, Dr. George Heitsch challenged every 
school to participate in an OCG fundraiser. “Hats for Hunger” became the very 
first district wide effort to raise money.  Over $5000.00 was collected in one 
day, simply by asking staff and students to pay $1. The $1 allowed each person 
to wear a hat to school, something the dress code didn’t allow. Operation 
Common Good was officially on the map and able to help so many additional 
families in the community. During the first years of OCG, students typically 
raised approximately $3000.00 per year, an impressive number for an amateur 
organization like this one. The 2014-2015 school year proved to be the best 
year yet, and Operation Common Good raised over $20,000 in one year. 
Community members began asking how they could help, and eventually 
restaurants and business were also doing their part to help the kids of 
Farmington.  

 Christian Beckwith, one of the students associated with OCG from the 
beginning stages (now a student at the University of Michigan), thinks fondly of 
the organization and continues to volunteer his time to raise money for this 
cause. “It’s true what they say,” said Beckwith. “You really can change the word 
if you try. I love being a part of OCG. I love doing things that I know will help 
my peers and my neighbors. And little kids in my city that need simple things 
like snow pants should have them. No matter what. Little kids shouldn’t have to 
worry about going out for recess because they can’t afford snow pants. They 
live in Michigan. They need the warm clothing in the winter to enjoy their lives.”  
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 But how much of the money raised goes to pay for overhead costs 
and incidentals? Often charitable organizations report limited amounts of 
funding making it all the way to the people it is intended to help. Operation 
Common Good is different. 100% of the funds raised go directly to the 
students of Farmington Public Schools. Elyse Jahnke, teacher and OCG 
board member, reports that they make fiscal decisions to ensure that every 
penny helps a kid. “We have a free website, we get donations for any extra 
things we need, and frankly, those of us on the board just pay for things 
ourselves, out of our own pockets. We won’t take money out of the funds 
raised by our kids to pay for overhead costs. We want to be able to tell the 
community that 100% will help kids. No matter what. And it truly does.”  

 Operation Common Good is clearly a labor of love. For ten years 
these teachers and students have worked tirelessly to allow the students of 
Farmington and Farmington Hills to grow up in a community that cares for 
them and will fight for them, when they need it the most. Looking for an 
example of kids helping kids? Or teachers putting their hearts and souls into 
something they believe in? Visit Farmington. See how it’s done. Operation 
Common Good leaders and kids sold t-shirts as a fundraiser this year. The 
back of the t-shirt describes their mission perfectly. It displays a quote by 
Margaret Meade that exemplifies the mission of OCG: “Never doubt that a 
small group of committed citizens can change the world. Indeed it is the only 
thing that ever has.” Farmington Public Schools and Operation Common 
Good are proving that to be true each and every day.  

Click here to see a link to a video, created by kids, to help raise money and 
awareness in their community:  

https://operationcommongood.wiki.farmington.k12.mi.us 

You can find the OCG website at www.operationcommongood.org 




