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Plan Strategic Pillars

By 2026, ELK will build upon its success and 
relationships to partner with new neighborhoods 
and further develop the Education Center into a 
community anchor. 

STRATEGIC VISION: 2023-2025

Evaluation and reflection for decision-making: ELK will develop into a learning organization through new 
approaches to evaluation, and by creating spaces for reflection to review data and make decisions based 
on results. 

Expansion through simplifying: ELK will lean on data and decision matrices, and reduce one-off/low-
impact activities to streamline work and avoid mission drift and staff burnout. 

Sequencing for success: In 2023 and 2024, ELK will focus on strengthening key systems, building staffing 
capacity, and fully implementing new evaluation efforts. This will ensure that by 2026, ELK is prepared to 
implement its growth strategy. 

Growth and learning: To achieve the goals of this plan, ELK is committed to growing the number of staff 
and providing training and development to the board, staff, and community. 

Justice, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (JEDI): ELK will continue its strong commitment to JEDI and its 
success in serving racially diverse youth. It will continue to consider multiple aspects of diversity, and 
ensure inclusive and equitable approaches are present throughout all aspects of the organization.  

Levers for Plan Success
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Strategic Planning 
Approach
 
In the fall of 2022, ELK engaged Purpose Aligned 
Consulting to support the strategic planning process. 
Kerri Drumm and her team undertook qualitative 
and quantitative analysis. They also reviewed ELK 
documents, including past and current plans, surveys, 
outcome reports, financials, and other materials. 
Purpose Aligned also drew on a wide variety of external 
resources including industry and sector trends, local 
demographic data, neighborhood information, and 
more. 

Critical input from ELK’s stakeholders was collected 
through interviews, focus groups, and community 
input gathering. Focused outreach ensured that 
representative voices were engaged. These voices 
included youth, staff, board, donors, grantors, 
community partners, and schools. ELK’s board and 
staff played a core role in the process. The plan was 
developed over four months via ongoing work with staff 
and the board.  In November 2022, the staff and board 
came together for a virtual retreat to review discovery 
results and identify key goals and objectives. A small 
task force made up of the board and staff also came 
together to refresh the mission and values. The plan 
and updated mission and values were adopted in 
February 2023.

History and
Context
 
ELK was founded in 1996 by two wildlife biologists 
whose goal was to educate youth about natural 
resources, environmental education, and science-
related career paths to broaden their educational 
opportunities. For the past 26 years, ELK has provided 
year-round educational programs to children and 
families from diverse communities, with a focus on the 
geographic area of Northeast Denver. Today ELK serves 
more than 5,000 underserved, under-represented 
youth (ages 5-25) with in-school and after-school 
programs. 

This strategic plan was developed in late 2022. 
Many were still feeling the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic. This is particularly true for youth-serving 
organizations and those that work with underserved 
populations. ELK, like others, is grappling with the 
impact of learning loss, increased mental health needs, 
staff burnout, and community economic concerns.

Despite pandemic-related challenges, recent years 
have also seen many successes for ELK. Perhaps 
none are more significant than the opening of the ELK 
Education Center and Montbello Open Space in the 
summer of 2022, after many years of planning. Recent 
years have also seen a steady increase in requests 
for ELK’s services. Now that ELK has achieved the 
substantial milestone of opening the Education Center, 
it is ready to fully activate the building and Open Space, 
and turn its attention to growth. 

ELK’s many assets include: dedicated, diverse staff 
and board; programs that serve both youth and their 
families; a long-term program continuum that prepares 
youth for post-secondary study and/or pathway into 
environmental careers; a strong presence in Montbello 
and far Northeast Denver; fruitful partnerships with 
schools, nonprofits, the city of Denver, and businesses; 
a growing funding base; the recently opened Education 
Center; a reputation as a leader in Justice, Equity, 
Diversity, and Inclusion. 
 
ELK’s opportunities and areas for development 
include needs in other communities and schools; 
programming and partnerships at the Education 
Center; programs that exceed current staff capacity; 
youth/ family needs beyond ELK’s services; gaps in 
operations; evaluation that is not tied to decision-
making; branding and visibility; staff turnover and/or 
burnout. ELK is a small organization with just 14 staff. 
Evaluating and focusing ELK’s work and programs will 
be critical to achieving its goals.
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2. Growth: Enhance current programs and leverage partnerships
for growth 

ELK has spent many years securing a permanent facility and Open Space in Far Northeast Denver. 
Now that ELK has achieved this major milestone, the organization is ready to move into its next phase of 
development. By 2026, ELK will fully activate the Education Center and Open Space and will have a plan 
for growth into other communities.

2.1.  Evaluate programs and community needs annually, and if needed simplify, refine,
         or release programs

               •   Develop and implement an evaluation process and a program decision matrix that
                    includes staff time and costs (2023) 

               •   Develop a community advisory board to help ensure all program efforts support JEDI
                    and are aligned with community priorities (2024) 

               •   Align ELK’s program calendar to include quarterly reflection weeks for training,
                    reviewing data, and program planning (2023)

               •   Simplify, refine, or release programs based on evaluation results (2023 & 2024) 

2.2.  Formalize ELK’s approach to providing holistic services and community referrals through 
         staffing and partnerships rooted in JEDI

               •   Hire a specialist to support and design a process for providing holistic services and
                    referrals (2023) 

               •   Create a list of community needs and partners who prioritize JEDI.  Develop agreements 
                    with partners to fill those needs (2024)
               •   Evaluate the impact of community partnerships on ELK and its youth and families (2025) 

2.3.  Grow ELKs’ impact by increasing usage of the Education Center (EC) and Open Space 

               •   Formalize a list of EC/Open Space facilities and community programming needs,
                    and develop a plan to meet these needs (2023) 
               •   Develop a school/ partner outreach strategy to increase community use of EC and
                    Open Space (2024) 

2.4.  Develop and implement a growth strategy to provide programs in new areas 

               •   Conduct a community needs assessment to understand ELK’s greatest opportunities
                    for growth in other neighborhoods (2024) 
               •   Develop and implement a growth plan focused on ELK’s core programming and skills,
                    staff capacity, and associated funding (2025) 
               •   Ensure the growth strategy is rooted in JEDI and is reviewed and supported by ELK’s
                    Justice, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion committee (2025) 

Strategic Plan 2023-2025  |  5



3. Funding: Diversify and increase funding for growth 

4. Systems: Update and improve operations and internal processes  

During its last strategic plan, ELK completed its capital campaign, developed key fundraising infrastructure, 
and exceeded its funding goals. The organization is moving into a new level of fundraising, with a greater 
focus on corporate and individual donors. By 2026, ELK will benefit from increased sustainability and have 
the resources needed to fund its growth.

Some of ELK’s operational processes and systems are outdated or no longer adequate for ELK’s new 
facilities or recent growth. By 2026, ELK’s operations will be modernized, integrated, and will support 
current needs and future growth.

3.1.  Develop and improve ELK’s approach to fee-for-service

               •   Determine which fee-for-service contracts work well with ELK’s model and plan to pursue 
                    them (2024)
               •   Package and market ELK’s curriculum to districts and schools (2025)

3.2.  Increase corporate donors, multi-year large grants/contracts, and higher-level donors,
          in alignment with strategic plan priorities. 

               •   Work with grant writers to research multi-year/ large grant opportunities (2023) 
               •   Understand donor and non-donor motivations, to increase income from donations (2023) 
               •   Strategize and plan to increase the individual donor’s giving level (2024) 
               •   Continue to develop and implement ELK’s corporate donor strategy (2023) 

3.3.  Develop 2024-2026 fundraising plans and materials, rooted in the strategic plan
          (2023, 2024, 2025) 

3.4.  Formalize and grow ELK’s volunteer program as part of the corporate sponsorship program        
          (2024 - formalize, 2025 - grow)

4.1.  Improve operations

               •   Conduct an operations evaluation to understand gaps and needs including Accounting,
                    HR, Finance, IT, and facilities (2023-2024) 
               •   Engage an HR expert to improve HR functions and fuel growth (2023) 

4.2.  Develop and implement a facilities and office management plan (2023) 

4.3.  Continue to develop a strong partnership with City of Denver to fully implement ELK’s
          priorities through engagement and outreach (2023, ongoing) 
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5. Visibility: Increase visibility through attention to
communications, branding, and storytelling 

Improving ELK’s communications and marketing will help the organization raise more funds and attract 
quality staff. Sharing ELK’s learning will also benefit the larger non-profit/ education/ youth development 
sectors. By 2026, ELK will benefit from an updated brand and increased recognition throughout the
metro area. 

5.1.  Update and modernize ELK’s brand to reflect the current organization 

               •   Contract a firm to lead a rebranding process (2023) 

               •   Implement the rebrand (2023- 2024)

5.2.  Build communications capacity by implementing the communications roadmap,
          and through training and hiring 

               •   Fully implement the communications roadmap (2023)

               •   Hire one part-time staff member to focus on digital media (2024)

               •   Identify and train staff, board, and community to better serve as brand ambassadors
                    for ELK (2024) 

               •   Engage youth and families in strategic storytelling campaigns (2025) 

5.3.  Position ELK to share its expertise through a media strategy and visibility approach 

               •   Research and spotlight opportunities for ELK to increase visibility (conferences, 
                    publications, podcasts, etc.) (2023) 

               •   Develop a plan to increase media connections, cultivating those that are willing and
                    excited to share ELK’s story (2024) 
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