
Vision 2020: National Outdoor Leadership School Strategic Plan 2014–2020 
 
Since our founding in 1965, the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) has 
provided excellent skills-driven wilderness experiences for our students. NOLS remains 
mission-focused, even while growing our suite of programs and is a leader among our 
peers and competitors in the education arena. 
 
The mission of NOLS is to be the leading source and teacher of wilderness skills and 
leadership that serve people and the environment. The purpose of the NOLS Strategic 
Plan is to strengthen NOLS over the life of the plan while remaining true to the mission. 
 
A central opportunity and challenge of this strategic plan is a changing external operating 
environment. According to the U.S. Census Bureau and Pew Trust, in 10 years the 
majority of high-school- and college-age Americans will be people of color. Likewise, 
Hispanic buying power is expected to grow by 50 percent in the next five years, 
according to the Selig Center for Economic Growth at the University of Georgia. 
Meanwhile, cutting across race and socioeconomic lines is the trend toward 
urbanization—80.7 percent of the U.S. population in the 2010 census lived in urban 
areas, a 12-percent increase since 2000—as well as the trend toward increased “screen 
time.” According to the American Academy of Pediatrics, children ages 8–18 are 
spending seven or more hours a day in front of various digital devices, and these same 
children are demonstrating correlated effects such as attention deficit disorders and 
obesity. This small data set is cited here simply to delineate the context in which NOLS 
will be operating and in which we must shape our future success. 
 
Our strategic work is to continue our trajectory of mission-focused excellence while also 
adapting and responding appropriately to relevant changes in our external operating 
environment. More specifically, it will be critical during the next chapter for NOLS to be 
increasingly inviting to a new and diverse set of students and remain relevant and 
important to our more traditional student audience. 
 
Accordingly, this plan identifies five strategic initiatives that chart the school’s course to 
2020. They are responsive to the context described above and balance a commitment to 
the power of learning in wilderness classrooms with a thoughtful embrace of innovative 
approaches. As with all plans that span such a long period of time, this plan will demand 
periodic review, and we are committed to that process to keep the plan dynamic and 
germane. The following initiatives are areas of emphasis we believe are critical to our 
ability to continue to operate a robust, welcoming school that remains true to the mission. 
 
As we implement this strategic plan, NOLS will tenaciously stay the course in our 
dedication to such core organizational features as expedition-based courses, meticulous 
risk management, disciplined financial stewardship, and outstanding instruction in 
wilderness ethics, leadership, and outdoors skills. The strategic initiatives will both 
amplify these priorities and complement them by fostering a review of, and if necessary, 
improvements to our operations and functions that will allow NOLS to strengthen and 
extend our mission to growing numbers of students. 
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The five strategic initiatives for the NOLS 2014-2020 Strategic Plan are: 
 
1. Extend NOLS’ Influence with Improved Marketing 

NOLS is a crucial educational institution with offerings of significant relevance to 
new and repeat students. NOLS must take well-informed action to reach and educate 
new, as well as traditional, audiences. 

2. Exceptional Student Experiences 
NOLS experiences are profound and lasting due to the combination of curriculum, 
pedagogy and field practices, staff excellence and training, and organizational 
structure. This combination must be maximized through a continued commitment to 
excellence in curriculum and teaching, especially in the context of a diversifying and 
growing student population. 

3. Alumni Engagement 
The NOLS community of graduates and former staff is an incredible opportunity for 
enrollment, advocacy, and philanthropic support. NOLS will expand offerings and 
services to support alumni and engage this group as drivers in expanding the NOLS 
brand and reach. 

4. Planning for the Dynamic Outdoor Classroom 
NOLS will anticipate and prepare for a wide range of natural and human impacts on 
wilderness classrooms to support growth and adaptability school-wide.   

5. Services and Systems Optimization 
Since our beginning in 1965, we have adapted to internal and external challenges and 
opportunities. We will continue to refine the NOLS business model to efficiently 
promote the NOLS mission into the next 50 years while maintaining the fiscal 
discipline and stewardship that has kept the school on solid financial footing. 
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1. Extend NOLS’ Influence with Improved Marketing 
 
The Context 
 
Embedded in the NOLS Mission is not only an ongoing goal of improving the quality of 
our content and instruction, but also an understanding that we continually make efforts to 
reach more students and expand NOLS’ influence. To achieve this expansion, we must be 
nimble and aggressive in testing and employing the most effective tactics in course 
offerings and marketing strategies. 
 
The Strategic Initiative:   
 
NOLS will expand its reach by placing a renewed focus on marketing. We will bring a 
best-practices approach to evaluating which courses we offer, which students we aim to 
serve, and which marketing strategies and tactics we use to enroll students as effectively 
as possible. 
 
We can no longer assume that we know best what our students want and instead must 
become more quantitatively-, research- and metrics-driven. Today’s course offerings 
alone may not be appropriate for tomorrow’s students, so we must become expert at 
testing new approaches to course type, cost, length, classroom area, and content—all 
while remaining true to the mission and without significantly affecting student outcomes. 
To reach the right numbers and types of prospective students, we must master today’s 
best practices in research, analytics, web design, mobile technology, database marketing, 
telesales, etc.  
 
The challenges of extending our reach within an increasingly difficult environment 
require that NOLS make an organization-wide commitment to amplified marketing 
efforts. 
 
 
Implementation 
 
1. Grow field-based1 enrollment: As the transformative experiences gained on these 

extended expedition-style field courses is at the core of NOLS education, it is 
essential that we invest in expanding field-course enrollment sufficiently that it stays 
in proportion to classroom-based and short-course growth. 

a. Test and, if successful, employ programs to drive incremental 
expedition-course enrollment growth. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  This	  plan	  has	  adopted	  a	  new	  structure	  for	  course	  segmentation	  in	  which	  courses	  are	  divided	  into	  
two	  categories,	  titled	  “field-‐based	  courses”	  and	  “classroom	  courses.”	  Field-‐based	  courses	  are	  defined	  
by	  the	  majority	  of	  the	  course	  being	  camping-‐based	  and	  lasting	  at	  least	  two	  days;	  this	  includes	  all	  
current	  “catalog”	  courses,	  most	  NOLS	  Professional	  Training	  courses,	  some	  Alumni	  courses,	  and	  a	  few	  
WMI	  courses.	  	  Classroom	  courses	  encompass	  most	  WMI	  and	  LNT	  courses	  and	  some	  NOLS	  
Professional	  Training	  courses.	  
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b. Explore new variants in cost, age, location, course content, etc. that 
may generate incremental expedition-student-day growth. 

c. Measure success in the above strategies using the following 
benchmarks: 
i. At least 3.75 percent year-over-year growth in student days in 

classroom-course enrollment. 
ii. Two percent growth in summer-field enrollment. 
iii. At least 2.5 percent year-over-year growth in “off season2” field 

enrollment. 
iv. Significantly grow demand for NOLS field courses. By the June 

2014 board meeting, define what “increasing demand” means in 
a NOLS enrollment context and establish methods for 
measurement and goals. Implement measurement and goals as 
part of this strategic plan. 

v. By the completion of this strategic plan, achieve a 15-percent 
increase in field-based and 25-percent increase in classroom 
student days. 

 
2. Invest in marketing best practices: As potential students face more choices in 

wilderness education and increasingly rely on the web and mobile devices to find, 
research, and enroll in NOLS courses, our investment level in marketing across the 
school must be increased to reflect current marketing standards and practices. 

a. Achieve agreement as to what types of data are most relevant in 
measuring marketing effectiveness, establish agreed-upon definitions 
for these data types, and invest sufficiently in the tools and 
technologies required to capture and make sense of this data. 

b. Improve marketing research capabilities, including: 
i. Surveying 
ii. Focus groups 
iii. Data collection 

c. Invest in tools and technologies allowing more sophisticated capture 
and analysis of student, alumni, and prospect data to achieve school 
research, marketing, and development goals. 

d. Implement best practices in phone and chat to optimize enrollment and 
conversion. 

e. Enhance ability to collect customer contact information and develop 
multi-stage programs to convert to enrollment action, specifically 
through email. 

f. Measure success in the above strategies using the following 
benchmarks: 
i. Ten percent year-over-year improvement in NOLS website 

funnel conversion. 
ii. Five percent year-over-year improvement in inbound phone 

funnel conversion. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  The	  definition	  of	  “on-‐and	  off-‐season”	  to	  come	  later,	  but	  it	  is	  understood	  to	  mean	  courses	  which	  
have	  the	  benefit	  of	  spreading	  student	  days	  more	  evenly	  across	  permit	  and	  logistical	  capacities.	  
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iii. Outbound email efforts produce at least 5 percent of annual 
applications. 

 
3. Develop a culture of innovation: To stay relevant in a changing world, NOLS must 

remain true to our mission but must be culturally open to trying—and failing at—new 
things. We should foster that environment by implementing a process for 
systematically nurturing new initiatives regardless of size or scale. 

a. Explore new options in course length, cost, demographics, location, 
subject matter, etc. to increase enrollments and achieve diversity 
targets. 

b. Investigate technological advances such as online curriculum and other 
technical educational opportunities without compromising experiential 
education. 

c. Enhance recognition of the NOLS diploma and expand NOLS 
academic credit, certifications, accreditations, and credentials. 

d. Create a framework for ongoing testing of new course and curriculum 
ideas that tolerates failure and high-impact experimentation. 

e. Create pathways or course sequences that encourage NOLS graduates 
to take additional courses. 

f. Pursue cross-product marketing and enrollment. 
g. By conclusion of this strategic plan, identify at least three areas with 

potential—and preliminary supporting growth and/or enrollment data—
for being a fourth product area for NOLS (i.e. in addition to NOLS 
Wilderness Medicine Institute (WMI) and NOLS Professional 
Training). 

 
4. Increase resources and financial visibility: Targeted and significant investments in our 

marketing infrastructure and in incremental acquisition programs will ensure we meet 
enrollment targets and allow us to better serve our alumni. These investments must be 
coupled with increased financial visibility into school-wide marketing spending. 

a. Be more marketing-aware in our allocation and management of 
financial and human capital to create a platform for smart and 
responsive marketing growth.  

b. Outline and implement a multi-year financial investment schedule to 
ensure that student-day growth targets are supported by adequate 
marketing dollars. 

c. Outline and implement a multi-year financial investment schedule for 
marking progress against marketing infrastructure requirements 
detailed in item 2 in this strategic initiative. 

d. Immediately put in place more transparent and detailed measures of 
marketing and sales expenses. 

e. Outline and initiate measurements for the spending components of this 
objective by the conclusion of first full fiscal year of the plan. 
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5. Improve accessibility: For enrollment as well as social purposes, NOLS must increase 
our accessibility such that we appeal to students of different ages, races, geographies, 
socio-economic backgrounds, etc. than what has historically been our core audience. 

a. Expand existing diversity initiatives, like Fellowship, Gateway 
Partners, and Instructor-in Training programs. 

b. Create courses coupled to specific marketing initiatives like Expedition 
Denali. 

c. Measure success in the above strategies using the following 
benchmarks: 
i. Five percent of NOLS catalog course student days generated 

from students whose first courses were with WMI or NOLS 
Professional Training. 

ii. By the conclusion of this plan, conceive and run at least one 
international NOLS course designed exclusively for local, full-
paying (non-U.S.) students. 

iii. Pursue goals stated in the NOLS diversity plan. 
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2. Exceptional Student Experiences 
 
The Context 
 
Our skilled and well-trained faculty engage students with meaningful curriculum in both 
wilderness and traditional classroom settings. The judgment and personal connections 
instructors offer our students invite students to participate in extraordinary learning 
experiences. These aspects, combined with specific course objectives, provide positive 
and influential educational experiences for NOLS students. We empower students to 
transfer the skills they acquire on NOLS courses to their personal, professional, and 
community lives, thus multiplying the value of a NOLS educational experience. 
 
Given the complexities of NOLS’ global reach, diversity of students, and trending 
demographic and cultural changes, maintaining excellence will require both a continued 
commitment to the NOLS mission and core values and flexibility to remain relevant in 
the year 2020.  
 
The Strategic Initiative 
NOLS will advance exceptional student experiences by focusing on curriculum design, 
pedagogy and field practices, staff excellence, and organizational structure. Excellence 
within these individual themes and strengthened alignment among them will foster 
powerful opportunities for exceptional student experiences.  
 
Between today and 2020, NOLS will remain distinguished for both wilderness and 
classroom-based courses that deliver outstanding skill-based educational experiences, 
provide access to transformational challenges, and facilitate growth in leadership. We 
must continue to deliver consistently taught, high-quality curriculum so our graduates can 
apply it to the rest of their lives. Instructors will prioritize building rapport and engage 
with students to support a positive learning environment. All students will benefit from 
their unique blend of personal connections with instructors, fellow students, and the 
wilderness as they learn skills specific to their individual course. We will equip graduates 
to have a life-long positive impact on this world. 
 
Implementation 
1. Develop innovative and relevant curriculum. 

a. Conduct a comprehensive review of course objectives and descriptions 
for all courses by September 1, 2015, and revise to meet the following 
parameters. 
i. Form the basis of the three-way commitment between students, 

faculty, and the school. 
ii. Define the core educational content for each course. 
iii. Determine expectations for teaching core curriculum. 
iv. Be used as the foundation for aligning the other themes of this 

strategic initiative. 
b. Utilize evidence-based research to validate, develop, and enhance our 

curriculum.   
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i. Conduct a minimum of 12 research projects by 2020 that support 
and improve curriculum development. The following focus areas 
will be included among the 12 projects: 

(1) A minimum of one project will focus on instructor 
effectiveness. This research will inform other aspects of 
this strategic initiative. 

(2) At least one new wilderness medicine research project 
every other year will enhance patient care and promote 
health and wellbeing on wilderness expeditions. 

(3) Research wilderness medicine education pedagogy in the 
classroom. This research will inform other aspects of this 
strategic initiative. 

ii. Bring five of these research projects to publication in appropriate 
peer-reviewed journals by 2020. 

c. Publish two new or revised textbooks and one new or revised 
instructor/educator notebook each year. 

 
2. Maintain effective teaching practices. 

a. Review and, if necessary, modify and implement systems to enhance 
the ability of faculty to teach great courses. 
i. Review and, if necessary, improve methods for monitoring the 

quality of our teaching. 
ii. Review and, if necessary, improve systems for sharing preferred 

methods for teaching curriculum and for leading activities 
designed to accomplish course objectives. 

iii. Review and, if necessary, improve systems so faculty can 
reliably and effectively access information and resources. 

b. Review and, if appropriate, integrate technology before, during, and 
after each course to enhance students’ educational experiences. 

 
3. Advance faculty excellence. 

a. Review and, if necessary, improve the process of faculty selection. 
i. Identify faculty needs required to meet growth targets in this 

strategic plan and implement recruitment, training, and 
development strategy to meet those needs. 

ii. Review bonus compensation structure and make changes as 
appropriate (i.e. add bonuses where needed and sunset bonuses 
not currently serving an existing priority). 

iii. Enhance instructor course scholarships by 2020 so awarded 
scholarships account for at least 50 percent of the aggregate 
instructor course tuition. 

iv. Pursue staff diversity goals outlined in the NOLS diversity plan. 
b. Review and, if necessary, adjust faculty performance and assessment 

system as appropriate. 
i. Continue to align instructor qualifications and performance 

expectations with course objectives. 
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ii. Continue to integrate multiple inputs to evaluate staff 
performance, including course objectives, written performance 
expectations, student evaluations, and Course Quality Survey 
data. 

iii. Review and, if necessary, revise instructor competency and 
performance accountability systems. 

iv. Continue to strive to match merit pay with staff performance.  
v. Continue to set staff hiring priorities and decisions in 

conjunction with staff performance. 
c. Review effectiveness of our faculty-training program—including the 

instructor courses, and seminars—by September 1, 2016 and revise as 
necessary. 
i. Continue to use and, if necessary, improve technology and/or 

online learning modules to enhance instructor training. 
ii. Continue to build upon existing sources and expectations to 

provide more effective faculty mentoring opportunities. 
iii. Review and refine training for program supervisors. 

 
4. Refine support systems for program and instructional staff 

a. Review and, if necessary, improve the system for facilitating 
development and distribution of curriculum to program supervisors, 
instructors, and ultimately, students. 

b. Review and, if necessary, improve the system for setting expectations 
and supervision of program and instructional staff. 
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3. Alumni Engagement 
 
The Context 
 
Through lifelong relationships, NOLS, alumni, graduates, and their communities benefit. 
We cultivate, nurture, and maintain ongoing relations by providing opportunities for 
continuing educational experiences. Our programs must meet our graduates’ evolving 
interests, develop mechanisms for them to use their NOLS skills, and provide 
opportunities for alumni to aid the school.   
 
The Strategic Initiative 
 
A NOLS experience has a profound impact that can be nurtured and amplified by the 
development of explicit opportunities to connect after graduation. Recent and long-term 
graduates find value in NOLS when they are offered advanced learning opportunities and 
benefits and understand the ongoing engagement avenues available to them. 
 
We will increase continued education programs and enhance alumni benefits; clarify 
pathways for graduates to use their NOLS skills for personal, community, and global 
good; and strengthen and measure ways that alumni aid and advocate for the school. 

 
Implementation 
 
1. Meet evolving alumni needs. 

a. Enhance a system for lifelong and active engagement of graduates, 
including educational experiences. 
i. Refine and clarify the definition of a student to more efficiently 

and accurately provide lifelong services and opportunities. 
ii. Refine and articulate course sequences to potential students and 

graduates in the skill areas that NOLS offers and track return 
rates. 

iii. Expand alumni trip offerings and their format and rigor. 
iv. Offer continuing education with different curricular focus that 

includes options such as certification, leadership, or advanced 
skills.  

b. Establish an alumni staff network. 
c. Expand alumni benefits that promote lifelong learning and engagement. 
d. Increase non-U.S. alumni in post-course engagement efforts. 

 
2. Enable alumni to aid and advocate for NOLS. 

a. Encourage alumni to promote NOLS through social media and other 
channels. 

b. Identify the different types of social media that are used to promote 
NOLS. 
i. Track the number of alumni and overall use on these sites. 

c. Create metrics on effectiveness of alumni representative and alumni 
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parent programs and adjust accordingly. 
i. Track the number of students who hear about NOLS from these 

programs. 
ii. Track the number of alumni reps and their activity levels. 
iii. Track the alumni parent program participants and their activity 

levels. 
d. Use NOLS’ 50th anniversary to leverage alumni re-engagement. 

i. Create and implement a 50th anniversary plan. 
 

3.  Encourage alumni to use NOLS skills. 
a. Emphasize the transference, applicability, and relevance of NOLS 

skills for alumni in their home communities. 
b. Create tools that make it easy for alumni to use the skills learned with 

NOLS. 
c. Help graduates leverage their NOLS education for personal and 

professional gain. 
d. Establish a system to track how alumni are using their NOLS education 

in their communities and workplaces. 
 

4. Cultivate alumni philanthropic involvement. 
a. Continue to develop younger and second-generation donors to build 

organizational capacity. 
i. Establish a young-donor giving plan and track return rates. 
ii. Identify second-generation grads, establish a specific giving 

plan, and track return rates. 
b. Continue to build on transfer of wealth (planned giving). 
c. Research and establish metrics regarding sustainability of fundraising 

efforts. 
i. Based on donor retention from the past five years, establish a 

sustainable donor retention goal for the next five years. 
ii. Based on donor acquisition rates from the past five years, 

establish annual donor acquisition goals. 
iii. Meet or exceed annual fund goals. 
iv. Assess how changing U.S. demographics will impact fundraising 

for the next 10 years and the next 20 years. 
d. Study, evaluate, and determine the next capital campaign focus, goal, 

and timeline. 
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4. Plan for the Dynamic Outdoor Classroom 
 

The Context 
 
In order to run our courses, we continually seek to protect and grow our access to outdoor 
classrooms against an increasingly challenging backdrop. A burdensome regulatory 
environment and pressure from a growing swath of wilderness education providers will 
create acute policy challenges. Wildfires, monsoons, tsunamis, drought and other natural 
events may prevent NOLS from using locations that have been regular classrooms until 
now. Finally, development such as hydropower projects, natural resource extraction, and 
real estate expansion are creating an uncertain future for the integrity of, and access to, 
some of our classrooms. 
 
In the past, NOLS has responded to classroom threats and must continue to anticipate, 
prepare for, and effectively respond to these myriad changes to maintain and expand our 
operating areas.  
 
The Strategic Initiative 
 
To continue to provide uninterrupted and transformative wilderness experiences, NOLS 
will assess potential losses of classroom access and review and revise procedures to 
prevent and adjust to these possibilities. While maintaining the nimbleness we already 
apply in the face of an impacted classroom, we must plan ahead and prepare for likely 
scenarios. We will therefore develop contingency plans to accommodate the potential 
shifting of one or more courses from one classroom to another in response to the abrupt 
loss of access. 
 
To meet growth goals, we will also seek out new operating areas and identify existing 
operating areas in which there is room to expand. NOLS will identify resilient classrooms 
and advocate for their protection to secure long-term classroom availability by 
capitalizing on partnerships and engaging with land management agencies. 
 
Finally, to meet student expectations and demonstrate the very wilderness ethic we teach, 
NOLS will model responsible use of natural resources. 
 
Implementation 
 
1. Prepare for and respond to changes in classrooms. 

a. Continue to assess threats to classrooms at each school location and, if 
necessary, revise responses to those threats. 

b. Review and revise contingency plans to relocate students and plan for 
the possibility that relocating students is not feasible. 

c. Review and, if necessary, enhance collaboration between school 
locations to better share staff, gear, user days, and nimbly move courses 
between operating areas. 

d. Continue to explore practical new classrooms by considering new 
extensions to existing bases. Continue to develop, and, if necessary, 
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revise the system for organizing potential areas by geography and skill 
type. 

e. Set a financial reserve goal to insulate against the sudden loss of 
revenue associated with the loss of a core classroom. 
 

2. Track and share information on changing classrooms. 
a. Capitalize on first-hand instructor awareness to track shifting classroom 

qualities such as degradation of wilderness qualities and visitor 
experiences. 

b. Develop software and mapping resources to disseminate new classroom 
data, track NOLS’ classroom impacts, and share data with land 
agencies. 

c. Continue to pursue relationships with local experts, including land 
managers, who have current knowledge of sudden impacts to operating 
areas. 

d. Review and, if necessary, revise response protocols to observed 
changes in classroom quality, including notification procedures for 
students, parents, faculty, staff, and land managers. 

e. Review and revise thresholds to identify when a classroom becomes 
unviable. 

 
3. Preserve, maintain, and improve group access to classrooms. 

a. Continue to identify threatened classrooms and advocate for their 
protection. Work with strategic partners to defend classrooms and 
leverage NOLS’ strengths to support conservation campaigns. 

b. Continue to closely monitor and, where appropriate, influence evolving 
permitting policies. 

c. Continue to support and strengthen capabilities for school locations to 
respond to administrative access challenges such as group-size 
reductions or new permit constraints. Continue to strive for no net 
losses of access and no reductions in group size for operating areas. 

d. Continue to assert the deep connectivity between the missions of NOLS 
and Wilderness. 

e. Continue to strive for zero permit violations. 
 
4. Maintain and strengthen relationships. 

a. Continue to pursue and track service project opportunities at NOLS 
locations where land managers have the greatest need and NOLS has 
sufficient resources available to support projects. 

b. Continue to deliver to permit administrators, through an annual 
reporting process or similar model, an explanation of NOLS activities 
and outcomes over the past season. 

c. Continue to support permit administrators who encourage a culture of 
education, outreach, and strong relationships with permittees.  
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d. Continue to pursue partnerships with national agency personnel to 
promote the exchange of ideas regarding risk management, liability, 
permitting, and other areas of mutual interest. 

 
5. Role-model responsible use of natural resources. 

a. Meet school-wide growth goals while striving to meet NOLS’ 
established 2020 absolute carbon reduction goal of 30 percent through 
efficiency and developing cost-effective alternative energies.  

b. Measure success by both absolute and intensity-based measurements. 
c. Prioritize cost effective student-facing sustainability projects such as 

gardening, alternative energy, energy conservation, composting, and 
water conservation.  
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5. Services and Systems Optimization 
 
The Context 
 
Since our founding in 1965, NOLS has experienced and adapted to internal and external 
opportunities and challenges. We have grown in a variety of ways, including the addition 
of both WMI and NOLS Professional Training. The school’s growth since 1965 has been 
dramatic and organic, as well as successful in terms of student outcomes and financial 
performance. However, this has created systems that are not well integrated, resulting in 
duplicated efforts, gaps in communication, silos of expertise, division of data and data 
systems, technological systems that sometimes fall short, and possible financial 
redundancies. 
 
We must update and streamline operations in order to best support the NOLS mission and 
the other goals identified in this strategic plan. 
 
The Strategic Initiative 
 
NOLS will adapt to provide improved student and staff services through reinvigorated 
business practices. We will examine our operations, evaluate organizational structure, 
and improve existing systems and, if necessary, create new systems to allow all staff to 
access information to advance the NOLS mission. 
 
We will continue to manage our financial resources in a manner that builds upon our past 
to support these strategic goals and to ensure the continuation and expansion of our 
mission into the future. We will evaluate resource allocation for optimal efficiency and 
flexibility. 
 
This strategic initiative will allow NOLS to respond nimbly to a dynamic and changing 
world and growth in our programs while maintaining financial stability. 
 
Implementation 
1. Assess NOLS’ organizational structure. 

a. Determine the most suitable organizational structure to meet the goals 
in this strategic plan, as well as face changing internal and external 
forces on the school. 
i. Determine whether each location and department is the right 

size, appropriately resourced, and serving the right functions.  
ii. Evaluate the school-wide reporting structure. 
iii. Perform an analysis of similar functions that occur within 

different areas of NOLS and assess whether centralization would 
be effective. 
 

2. Ensure resource optimization and efficiency. 
a. Review and strengthen our human resource management. 

i. Consider standardized training for core job functions. 
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ii. Review and strengthen employee training, cross-function 
training, and supervision. 

iii. Assess the feasibility of improving the supervisory relationships 
and mentorships that work across locations and time zones. 

b. Strengthen our ability to respond to student demand fluctuations and 
dynamic changes in a more flexible, nimble way.  
i. Evaluate current practices of capacity planning. 
ii. Enhance systems to share best practices, ideas, and resources 

school-wide. 
iii. Evaluate intra-school business practices.  

 
3. Upgrade technology and tools. 

a. Increase our investment in technology services and tools to meet 
current needs and those outlined in this strategic plan, and allow 
investment technologies. 
i. Make an initial additional investment of $200,000 in calendar 

year 2014 to update existing systems. 
ii. Increase our investment in system/software development, 

reaching a total annual investment of 1.5 percent of revenue by 
2020 if ongoing needs justify that expenditure. 

iii. Determine whether the above funding parameters are appropriate 
to meet strategic goals. 

iv. Benchmark our total investment in information services and 
tools against similar institutions. 

b. Create a system to compare new technology tools and projects that 
includes the ability to assess internal efforts versus outsourcing.  

c. Develop a system to create, maintain, and share a prioritized list of 
development projects involving stakeholders throughout the school. 

d. Use technology to enhance the student or client experience.  
i. Provide pre-course support, on-line curriculum delivery, and 

enhanced information in advance of NOLS field/classroom 
experience. 

ii. Incorporate technology during the course to improve learning. 
iii. Enhance post-course experiences for alumni relations/lifelong 

connections, future NOLS program marketing, etc. 
 

4. Support this strategic plan and remain fiscally stable. 
a. Continue to build and meet annual budgets that achieve an increase in 

net assets that is equal to or in excess of 3 percent of total operating 
revenue. 

b. Continue funding the reserve for long-term assets by annually 
designating the cash flow generated by depreciation, reaching our goal 
of funding 15 percent of the replacement cost of these assets by 2019. 
i. Develop a plan as to when and how these resources might be 

utilized. 
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c. Create a plan for necessary expansion of facilities, including a possible 
second phase of student housing for the Wyss Wilderness Medicine 
Campus. 

d. Continue to increase the identified operating cash reserve goals to keep 
them in line with growth and inflation. 

e. By 2020, increase the endowment so that the total of invested assets 
and pledges is equal to total operating revenue, which will increase the 
percentage of predictable philanthropic funds available to our operating 
budget. 


