
 
 
Year Founded: 2014 

Mission Statement: True North inspires individual determination and teaches self-advocacy 
by providing year round positive youth development programs for teens in our rural San 
Miguel region who have limited access to resources, opportunities, and support. 

Vision: With the support of adult Navigators we envision that every teen participant in the 
True North Youth Program will graduate from High School with a plan and a path to 
follow into adulthood. 

Geographic Area Served: San Miguel County and West Montrose County, Colorado 
 
Mailing Address: Office Address:  
PO Box 2072 305 Society Dr. C-3  
Telluride, CO 81435 Telluride, CO 81435 
 
Co-Founder and Executive Director: Vivian Russell 
Phone:  (970)-708-7195  
Email: vivian@truenorthyouthprogram.org   

  
Program and Development Director: Loren Knobbe 
Phone: (970)-708-1986  
Email: loren@truenorthyouthprogram.org 
 
ORGANIZATION BACKGROUND 
As long-time residents of San Miguel County, as well as long-time local youth advocates, the 
founders of True North identified a serious service gap in our community. We needed a positive 
youth development and group mentoring organization for teens in order to address the many 
challenges of living in and around our rural region. Our communities are uniquely challenged as 
our robust resort economy (Telluride area) is juxtaposed by the surrounding farm and ranchland 
(Norwood and Nucla) driven by agricultural, as well as boom-and-bust-mining economies 
(Naturita, Uravan, Paradox).  
 
Helping youth navigate through the challenges and transitions of their teenage years, and 
teaching them how to overcome barriers to their success, is exactly what motivated the Founders 
to create True North, with the goal of providing opportunities for teenagers who have 
experienced circumstances that challenge and/or jeopardize their chances for living up to their 
full potential.  
 
The three founders of True North (Vivian Russell, Lanier Nelson, and Betsy Walker) have a 
combined over fifty years of experience in positive youth development and mentoring programs.  
 
Cofounder and Executive Director Vivian Russell has worked in the nonprofit field for twenty 
years, and has worked in both large and small organizations that focus on positive youth 
development. She worked at Denver’s urban mentoring program Save Our Youth before 
becoming executive director of One to One San Miguel Mentoring Program in Telluride for five 



 
years. Through her experience working with youth in the San Miguel region, she, along with 
True North’s co-founders, identified a regional service gap for positive youth development 
focused on teenagers. True North was founded to address basic service gaps for teens, which 
included college and career readiness, community service learning, group mentoring, jobs and 
apprenticeships, and academic tutoring. 
 
Program Director Loren Knobbe was a lead field instructor for one of the most recognized 
wilderness therapy programs on the East coast, Trails Carolina.  Loren has also led youth 
programs through Telluride Academy and her university as a field instructor. Loren has worked 
with True North for just over a year, and has helped to dramatically increase the number of 
students served.  
 
NUMBERS 
Our programs throughout each year now reach over 165 students across 7 schools. Our core 
participants include approximately 50 students from three schools. All of our programs are 
year-round and free of charge. There is no other organization offering year-round, free 
programming to teens. Our programs create connections, friendships, and team-work among 
teens from the three communities of our watershed: Telluride, Norwood, and Nucla 
 
Over the past six years, True North has helped over 40 high school seniors earn over 2 million 
dollars in financial aid and scholarships toward college or career and technical school. Through 
our Jobs Fair as well as individual matching, we have facilitated over thirty first time summer 
jobs for teens.  
 
Our regional teens spent 3,160 hours in 15 different programs during the last school year, 
demonstrating tremendous buy-in. Volunteers gave 356 hours during the last school year and 377 
hours over the summer toward our programs. 
 
THE NEED 
True North is very unique to our region. There is no other organization with a mission to serve 
teenagers exclusively, and specifically navigate all the components of the high school to 
post-secondary transition. We start building student resumes when they are in the 8th grade that 
emphasize work history, community service, and academics, in order to set them up for success 
when it comes time to apply for college, trade school, or make a transition into the workforce. 
True North is also the only organization in the region that actively engages teens in community 
service and service learning activities on a year-round basis and provides free academic support 
and tutoring.  
 
For teens who come from economically disadvantaged circumstances, a college education can 
feel unrealistic and unattainable. Compound this economic barrier with the cultural barrier of 
growing up in a family whose parents did not attend college, it can seem simply out of reach. 
True North strives to encourage, guide, and assist students who might encounter barriers to 
higher education, whether economic or cultural by providing free positive youth development 



 
programming throughout the year to promote life skills, confidence and diverse experiential 
education opportunities. True North works to bridge the education equity gap, and provides 
outreach to low-income, students of color, and first generation to college students. Through our 
five core programs, we hope to help guide every True North participant to an enriching and 
productive pathway throughout high school and beyond. 
 
CURRENT PROGRAMS  
True North Youth Program consists of five Core Programs: Community Service Learning, 
Experiential Wilderness Education, Rising Stars Summer Bridge Program, Academic Tutoring 
and Support, and a College and Career Readiness program.  

● Community Service Learning: Service activities engage students to form connections to 
their community and teaches them the importance of volunteering their time to benefit 
others in need. 

● Experiential Wilderness Education: True North offers numerous outdoor enrichment 
activities throughout the year to allow students to go beyond their comfort zone and learn 
new skills in the way of environmental stewardship and safe outdoor recreation. 

● Rising Stars Summer Bridge Program: Designed for rising 9th grade girls, this program 
helps students gain confidence, explore careers, create a college mind-set, strengthen 
their connection to other girls their age, as well as in other grades, and prepares them to 
enter high school in a positive frame of mind.  

● Academic Tutoring and Support: Tutoring takes place every week throughout the school 
year at three local High Schools for students needing help with homework, test prep, 
reports, language skills, editing essays, resumes and more.  

● College & Career Readiness: This program offers ample opportunities for students to 
meet and work with local professionals, sets them up for success post-high school, and 
assists students in obtaining financial aid for colleges and vocational schools with an 
emphasis on obtaining scholarships.  

 
True North serves the teen population across three school districts (Telluride, Norwood and 
Nucla high schools) and two counties (San Miguel and west Montrose County).  
 
INCLUSIVENESS 
True North believes that every student deserves an equal opportunity to succeed and discover 
their potential. We believe in saying ‘yes’ to students who wish to participate, regardless of their 
circumstances. True North is designed for teens needing additional support, however, we serve 
all students within our mission. If a student requires more assistance than we can offer, we work 
to connect them with those who can help beyond our capacity. By providing activities 
year-round and free of charge, True North enables all youth to participate regardless of income 
or status. When True North began, the organization served six teens and now we serve over 150 
teens. We make every effort to work with school personnel, community members, parents and 
other nonprofits in order to identify teens in need of additional resources and make sure they get 
the support they need.  
 
 
 



 
VOLUNTEERS 
Since our founding in 2014, True North has depended heavily on a volunteer reservoir. Our staff 
worked on an all volunteer basis for the first four years. Over 50 individuals have contributed 
over 15,000 volunteer hours since 2014. We currently engage an average of 20 individuals 
throughout the year to assist in transportation, chaperoning activities, student support, college 
and career coaching, mentoring, and tutoring. Volunteers are the lifeblood for True North. They 
are also positive adult role models within the community. We continue to network within the 
community to identify and recruit new volunteers on a regular basis.  
 
REAL LIFE STORIES 
We have known David since he was five years old. During Kindergarten, David lost his father 
tragically to a heart attack. He has been raised by his single mother. When he was 11, his mother 
had twins, but she also continued to provide financial support for the whole family by working 
on a cleaning staff for a local hotel. Thus, David became the primary caregiver for his twin 
siblings, and spent an average of 40 hours per week walking them home from school, helping 
them with homework, preparing their meals, and putting them to bed. Once his brother and sister 
were in bed, David would start his homework, around 8pm every night. David never had time for 
any extracurricular activities or sports. However, with his free time taken by childcare 
responsibilities, he managed to maintain a 3.2 GPA. David participated in True North 
community service activities when he was able, and True North Volunteers helped him to 
participate by making accommodations for his younger siblings and even offering child care. 
True North found David a part time summer job and then facilitated David’s enrollment in an 
entrepreneurship program through Telluride Academy and covered his lost wages so he could 
participate. During David’s Senior year in High School, True North practiced “intrusive 
advising” by maintaining consistent communication and encouraged him to apply for certain 
scholarships. David was accepted into University of Colorado at Boulder Leeds School of 
Business and was invited to participate in a Scholar’s Summer Bridge Program. Additionally, he 
was awarded a generous institutional financial aid package, as well as numerous local 
scholarships, including True North’s Skyler Kelly Memorial Scholarship. He is now able to 
attend college without taking on any loans. True North was also able to equip David with a 
bicycle to take to CU in the fall, a gift to the organization from a donor. David thanked True 
North in his graduation speech.  David is now in his second semester at Leeds School of business 
and is earning a 3.7 GPA. 
 
Morgan was sixteen years old when she came to us, an emancipated youth who was living with 
no contact with her family. She rented an apartment in Telluride with a roommate and worked in 
local grocery stores and coffee shops during the day, then attended school online at night. True 
North worked with her to identify her education and career goals. Morgan decided that she 
wanted to go into the field of health. True North helped her to apply for the Rural Health 
Scholars Program, a career exploration program for teens interested in going into the field of 
health. Morgan was awarded a full scholarship spent three weeks in Denver between her Junior 



 
and Senior year visiting with health professionals, interning in hospitals, and learning about 
various health career pathways.  With zero family assistance, Morgan supported herself through 
high school. During Morgan’s Senior year, she worked for the gondola during the day, came to 
True North tutoring in the afternoons, and did online high school at night. True North assisted 
Morgan in taking the SAT test, filling out the FAFSA, and applying to college. True North 
worked with her on several scholarship applications. She is now a freshman at Colorado Mesa 
University and is pursuing her Bachelors of Science in Nursing. We visited Morgan at CMU last 
falland she is doing very well and enjoying college, and we are all beyond proud of her! 

Manolo came to us as a freshman. He was failing his math class and was on the verge of obesity. 
True North tutored him every week so that he began passing his math classes. We paired him 
with a personal trainer and a fitness coach. He came along with us on camping trips to Moab, 
spring break mountain biking trips, a cultural exchange through service trip to the Navajo 
reservation, rehabilitated the skate park in Norwood, helped clean and maintain the Freebox, 
shoveled snow for a local woman who broke her leg, and traveled to Paradox valley where he 
helped build a wheelchair ramp for an elderly homebound couple. By his Junior year, Manolo 
and his friends started turning their grades around. By his Senior year, Manolo had tallied up 
over 110 hours in community service through True North activities. The Telluride School does 
not require community service for graduation, so many teens never participate. When it came 
time for Manolo to start applying for college, Manolo stood out, both because of his newfound 
confidence and ambition as well as because of his diverse community service experiences. 
Manolo is now a sophomore at Colorado Mesa University. 

We have known Sammi since she was five years old. She came on our radar because she had 
been a victim of sexual abuse by a grandfather who came to live with the family. Since mental 
health resources are lacking in our rural schools, Sammi has never been able to receive consistent 
mental health counseling and support. Sammi has two local one on one mentors, and has 
participated regularly in True North’s programs since she was twelve years old. She is now 
sixteen and a sophomore in high school. She is achieving good grades, participates in Future 
Farmers of America, and has found a community of other mentors through her church. Through 
True North, she has made friends from several school districts. Sammi lives in a motel room with 
no kitchen in Naturita, along with her mother, father, sister, as well as dogs and cats. True North 
has enabled Sammi to expand her horizons and goals. Last summer, True North facilitated 
Sammi to receive a scholarship to attend a Telluride Academy summer program in Peru. It was 
Sammi’s first time on an airplane. True North brought Sammi to the Western Slope College Fair 
last fall, where Sammi connected to the recruiter of Colorado State University due to their shared 
enthusiasm for agriculture programming. Sammi encountered some trouble again last summer 
when she was cyber-victimized by trusted adults who were friends of the family. True North 
responded to provide support for Sammi and her family by connecting them to law enforcement, 



 
health resources, counseling, and more. Sammi knows she can turn to True North’s Navigators 
for any questions or assistance, and she has a positive attitude about overcoming her past and 
finding hope for her future. 

 


