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Message from Our Co-Founder 
 
Dear GI Friends and Supporters, 
 
Unprecedented is a word that has been used widely to 
describe 2020 and the ongoing challenges created by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
As just about every aspect of our society began to shut down, 
America's military men and women actually increased their 
tempo to ensure our nation's safety during the global crisis. 
The term "essential" falls far short in accurately describing the 

service and sacrifices our military and their families are being asked to make. Protecting our 
nation never stops, never slows down, and is not a job that can be done remotely from 
home.   
 
We didn't slow down either. Our GI team never stopped serving the children of our military, 
veteran, disabled vet, and Gold Star families. I'm proud to say that GI was 100% operational 
throughout 2020 and actually increased our level of support. As companies and schools 
scrambled to adapt to working and learning in a virtual environment, it was business as usual 
for us. The GI College Success Academy was specifically designed to be delivered virtually to 
better serve our military families stationed around the globe.  
 
GI's High School Class of 2020, the "Covid Class," didn't just survive, but thanks to their hard 
work and the expert guidance of their GI Advisors, they actually performed better than the 
preceding four GI graduating classes. 
 
As Gratitude Initiative enters its sixth year of providing our one-of-a-kind college and career 
preparatory program, we want to say thank you to our corporate and non-profit partners for 
their continued investment in GI's mission, to our military unit partners who work with us daily 
to enroll new students, and to America's fantastic military and veteran families for allowing us 
the incredible honor of helping their children succeed in college, career, and life.  
 
As we look forward to 2021, we are excited about our expanding initiatives and 
collaborations with each branch of the Armed Forces and with our military-connected non-
profit partners to help more children accomplish their college and career dreams. On behalf 
of our volunteers, staff, and the military and veteran families we serve around the globe, 
thank you for your continued support of Gratitude Initiative (GI). 
 
With gratitude, 
 
Lee Sechrist 
Co-Founder of Gratitude Initiative 
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Our Mission 
 

Gratitude Initiative (GI) is a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt non-profit whose mission is to provide 

essential educational support and college scholarships to the children of military service 

members, veterans, disabled veterans, and those killed in defense of our country. 

 

What We Do 
 

Gratitude Initiative provides the most comprehensive college and career preparatory 

program available today, free of charge, to the families we serve. The GI College Success 

Academy program is delivered online to support families wherever they live around the 

globe. The program is supported by advisors who work directly with each student and family 

via email, phone, or chat. Our college and career advisors are degreed professionals with 

extensive experience and training in college and career counseling. The program is open to 

children in grades 8-11, and GI provides support to each student until they graduate college. 

 

GI's College Success Academy is a full-service college preparatory program that covers all 

aspects of the high school-to-college transition process, which:  

1. Removes the stress of college planning so the family can focus on other pressing 

matters brought forth by military service or a veteran's transition. 

2. Helps bring stability to military families whose frequent moves create educational 

hardships for the children. 

3. Creates a legacy as a college degree not only has an impact on the student but for 

the entire family for generations to come. 
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Who We Serve 
 

GI's program is open to children from families of our active-duty military, post 9/11 veterans, 

disabled veterans, and those killed while serving on active duty. In addition, children of 

National Guard and Reserve members who deployed to a combat zone can also apply.   

 

The current breakdown of families we serve: 

 
 
Gratitude Initiative is currently serving over 1800 students and their parents in 45 states and 

internationally in Japan, Korea, Germany, Guam, and Puerto Rico. 
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The Challenges Our Families Face 
 

Today, almost half of our active-duty service members are parents. Multiple deployments, 

extended separations, and frequent moves place a heavy burden on military families—the 

children in particular:  

 

• Over 59,000 children had a parent that was killed or wounded since 9/11. 

• Military kids face emotional and behavioral problems at nearly twice the rate of the 

general population. 

• 66% of military kids report struggling with school and academic issues. 

• Most military kids will attend 9-14 different schools before graduating high school. 

In addition to our visibly wounded and disabled, many veterans are suffering from unseen 

wounds. The U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs reports that 11-20% of our Post 9/11 

veterans suffer from PTSD, and about half of service members have reported at least one 

traumatic brain injury.  

They are also struggling financially. Most military and veteran families, 60 percent, do not 

have enough savings to cover three months of living expenses. Participants in a survey by the 

Military Family Advisory Network said their "financial strain emerges as stress, anxiety, 

depression, anger, hopelessness, or trouble concentrating."  

Now with the onset of COVID-19, many veterans have lost their jobs or are transitioning to 

online work while also trying to help their students with online learning. All of this has 

magnified their stress even further.  

When a military or veteran child enrolls in our program, we have an immediate impact on the 

entire family by helping reduce stress, save time, and save money as we walk with the family 

step-by-step through the college and career planning process and stay with them until their 

child graduates from college. 
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Military and veteran children face the same obstacles with college admissions as all students.  

 

 
 
	
The GI College Success Academy was designed to significantly increase college attainment 

and access for America's military and veteran children. The program is considered one of the 

most comprehensive college and career preparatory programs available today, and it is the 

only program of its type serving military and veteran families. 

 

While there are some college scholarship programs for these students, no one else helps 

ensure that they are being well prepared for college admission, making sound college and 

career choices, and using their scholarships wisely by taking full advantage of all available 

financial aid options.  
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The Gratitude Initiative College Success Academy Program 
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Independent research reinforcing the value of GI's program:   
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Our Results: Proven Program = Tangible Results 

 

We are very proud of our High School Class of 2020. Our program ensures that GI students 

and their parents have a competitive advantage and are accomplishing key steps ahead of 

the pack. Thankfully, the vast majority of our seniors had already completed their admission 

steps and been accepted by their colleges well before the crisis locked down their schools.   

 

Our students had completed most of their college and scholarship applications well before 

Christmas, and our families were quick to submit their FAFSA and other online financial aid 

forms when they opened on October 1st. 

 

Despite the pandemic challenges, their results were actually better than our class of 2019. 

 

 
 
What are we hearing from our class of 2021? They are excited about attending college in 

the fall, whether they are taking classes online or in person!  
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Parent outcomes continue to include: 

• Decreased stress—parents have stated that having expert guidance meant 

that they understood what to do, when to do it, and how it should be done, so 

they were not worried about missing important steps or doing them wrong. 

• Reduced time spent on college planning—they stated that they spent less 

time because they did things the right way the first time. 

• Decreased costs—as students increased their academic profile and test scores, 

they increased their admission rates and financial aid potential, and parents 

were able to pay less out of pocket for college. 

 

 
 

Testimonial from Just One of Our 2020 Star Seniors  

and Her Mom  
 

Mikayla K., Student, Stafford, VA   
Virginia Tech  
 
Originally, I was going to go into engineering, 
but thanks to the help of my advisor, I realized 
that what I really wanted to do with 
engineering was actually more Industrial 
design. After my advisor suggested the field to 
me and I did some research, I knew that this 
was exactly what I have been looking for in a 
job! 

This program saved us time. We had all of our 
college and career planning resources in one place and knew what to do and when to do it, 
so we didn't have to figure it out on our own; It reduced stress on me and my family. We 
knew we could contact an advisor with any questions or for advice about our next steps; and 
it helped us a lot by allowing my parents to focus on their work instead of stopping to try and 
help me apply for college. 
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Being part of the GI program has meant the world to me and my family. As a student, I take 
many AP classes. After 7 hours of school and 5-ish hours of homework each day, I am really 
stressed and tired and don't have much motivation to do outside work, but the program 
allowed me to easily pick up the next step in the process without having to spend extra time 
worrying about what I've missed. With the amazing help of my advisor, my parents didn't 
have to constantly worry about me barging into the office asking for help as my advisor was 
always one phone call or email away. The critique on my essays was a huge lifesaver! Having 
a professional critique my work made it 100 times better and took out lots of stress.  

 
Julie K., Parent, Stafford, VA   
Mikayla is absolutely loving VT. The Calhoun Discovery Program is beyond amazing. She's 
had zoom calls with different CEOs (normally it would be in person, but it's a COVID world 
now). And she worked on a team project for GE redesigning wind turbines (I was impressed 
with their design), she's been interviewed by the Wall Street Journal, + other projects all in 
her first 3 months.  
 
She loves the industrial design program at VT and is so thankful for your advice to research 
that as a career. If it wasn't for your advice, I don't think she'd be having the experience she's 
having now.  
 
Thank you a million times over! 
 

Major Accomplishments from 2020 
 

• GI was 100% operational during the pandemic – no lost time for our students! 

 

• GI expanded our relationship with the Army School Liaison Officers around the globe. 

 

• We partnered with the Texas VFW to raise awareness and 

enroll more students of Texas veterans.   

 

• Due to the increased demand for our program among the 

special operations community, 

GI established a partnership 

with the US Army Special 

Operations Command and is 

now working directly with all army special operations units.  
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• The Gary Sinise Foundation established a partnership with GI to 

provide funding and support to serve more Gold Star and 

disabled veteran families. 

 

• In order to meet the increased demand for GI's program 

among the Naval Special Warfare (NSW) community, the 

Navy Seal Foundation partnered with GI to provide funding 

and support to enroll students from across all SEAL Teams 

and other NSW units.  

 
• Special Operations Warrior Foundation (SOWF) and GI 

established a partnership to provide funding and support to 

better serve Gold Star students from the special operations 

community and to augment SOWF's existing college 

attainment programs. 

 

Major Plans for 2021 
 

• Expand support for children with parents experiencing post-traumatic stress, 

traumatic brain injuries, depression, and other invisible wounds.  

 

• Continue to expand our enrollment of children from parents serving in the Army and 

Navy special operations units. 

 

• Capitalize on our success with the Army School Liaison Officers (SLOs) to reach more 

military families on Army installations. 

  

• Expand our work with the Air Force, USMC, and Navy SLOs to enroll more students 

from their installations. 
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Social Media Samples 
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We are Grateful for Our Partners 
 

 
 

 
 

Thank You! 
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Why Your Support Means So Much 
 

"It is very inspiring to recognize that an organization 

understands the adversity and sacrifice associated with 

military families. The repetitive cycle of the change-in-duty 

station, out-of-state-training, and overseas deployments 

become a burden, especially for our teenage children. 

Unlike their civilian counterparts, military dependents are 

subjected to being raised by a single parent at various 

phases of mental development. For this very reason, 

learning opportunities and academic resources are missed 

unintentionally. Gratitude Initiative's multimodal approach combined with open 

communication with expert advisors will empower our daughter the autonomy she 

deserves to meet her academic needs." Hoa T. 

 
"When thinking of my dad, my immediate feeling is pride. He 

worked hard for years and overcame so many obstacles to serve 

America. I've seen him achieve things the average person has 

never dreamed of. I've also heard him describe all the issues he's 

faced because of this service, such as his 100% disability and the 

pain that comes with it. I've never once heard him complain. He 

loved his life in the military and is grateful for everything he's had 

the opportunity to do. His sacrifice means that instead of just 

having a dad, I have a role model—someone who spent his whole 

life working for the greater good, who risked himself to help millions of people. He's never 

given up, complained, or been anything less than amazing." Nicole G. 

 
"We currently live on a remote island. My husband is still 

working within Naval Special Warfare; however, the resources 

we have on the island for academic counseling are very limited; 

generally, it is a teacher who is helping kids. We have had to 

do our own research on what courses our son will need to take 

in order to get into college. Most high school students here do 

not leave the state to go to college. This is a fishing 

community, and that is generally what the high school 

promotes. We are hoping this program will help fill that gap for 

us since the resources are so severely lacking here." Tammy H. 
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Where the Money Goes  
 

GI's staff and volunteers work very hard to maximize the funding invested by our corporate, 

non-profit, and individual donors. Our low-cost, high-impact program provides tangible 

results for students and their parents and a strong return on investment for our donors. 

Ninety-six cents of every dollar goes directly to providing the GI College Success Academy 

Program to the military and veteran families we serve. 

 
 
 
 

Income Statement 
 
 

Gratitude Initiative 
Income Statement 

January through December 2020 
 

Income 
     Indirect Public Support  $465,587 
     Direct Public Support      11,834 
Total Income    $477,420 

 
Expense 
     Program Expense   $236,287 
     Administrative Expense        8,987 
Total Expense    $245,274 

 
Net Income    $232,146 
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Board of Directors 
 

Lee Sechrist    
Executive Director/Co-Founder – Gratitude Initiative  
CEO/Owner Synergy Creations Group, LLC   
Mansfield, TX 
 
Jill Sharp    
Vice President of Finance – Western Hemisphere 
Halliburton Corporation 
Houston, TX 
 
Jason Loveless 
Principal – JCL Solutions Group 
Sachse, TX  
 
Dr. James "Buddy" Steele, Ph.D.  
Consultant – Rightwise Prep, LLC,  
Fort Worth, TX 
 

Thank you! 
 

On behalf of our board, leadership, and staff, thank you! We are honored by your 

support of GI's mission. Donations to Gratitude Initiative can be made on our website: 

https://www.gratitudeinitiative.org/donate/, or you can send a check to our mailing 

address: 

Gratitude Initiative 

101 Vintage Dr., Suite 100  

Red Oak, TX  75154 

 

Please follow us on Facebook and Twitter:  

https://twitter.com/gratinitiative  

https://www.facebook.com/gratitudeinitiative/  

 

Below are links to videos providing more information about Gratitude Initiative and our 

College Success Academy Program. Please click on the link or copy and paste it into your 

browser.  
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About GI – This video is approximately five minutes in length and provides 

information about GI, the challenges all students face today, GI's unique 

methodology, and our incredible results. 

https://vimeo.com/377393640/72d7baaead 

 

GI Program Overview – This is a nine-minute video providing a detailed review of 

each component of the GI College Success Academy. 

https://vimeo.com/380382107/a8c303e756 

 

If you know of a military or veteran family that could use our services, please encourage them 

to apply.                 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


