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“It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.” This is how I began 
my acceptance speech for my award as I was honored as Fundraising Professional of the 
Year for National Philanthropy Days. It was so humbling to be recognized by my peers 
and the nonprofit community and for our hard work at FRIENDS FIRST to sustain  
programs. We truly believe that it is our responsibility to build strong children by  
ensuring that every child has a mentor. We know that everyone in our community has 
their own unique way of giving their time, talent or treasure to strengthen our young 
people and our communities. We so appreciate your investment in your piece of the 
puzzle to ensure that all teens have the knowledge, tools and positive role models to 
make choices that will lead to healthy relationships and successful futures. 

I am so grateful to the many FRIENDS FIRST stakeholders, especially 
our donors, who understand the importance of building strong  
children, by choosing to invest in mentoring and primary prevention.

Too often, we come to the rescue after the damage has already  
been done.  That may make us feel good inside, but it takes a true  
VISIONARY to INVEST in programs that build resources,  
infrastructure, support systems and relationships that safeguard  
and protect our children’s current and future well being.

I am often asked, “don’t you get tired of fundraising?” I suppose that I do at times, but I never give up  
because within the depths of my soul I believe as human beings we are created to serve, give and be part of 
something bigger than ourselves. Because of that calling I know generous philanthropists and large  
foundations that give millions to support young people. But, I also know “Big Mama” who lives on a fixed 
income yet she will take anyone in need into her home. She clothes them, feeds them and prays for them. 
That is what drives me, I know mentoring is such an invaluable and needed resource to build strong  
children.  Whether people have an abundance of wealth or just two copper coins, we all have the heart of a 
philanthropist.   

To all who have supported FRIENDS FIRST as we educate and mentor teens to make positive life choices and 
develop healthy relationships, let me take this opportunity to say thank you.    

As you read this report, know that large or small, every contribution mattered and had lasting impact in so 
many lives last year.     

It is my hope and prayer that you continue to support FRIENDS FIRST and the programs, schools, students 
and communities that we serve, and I look forward to your ongoing investment in building strong children.   

Humbly yours, 

Elycia Cook
Executive Director
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Mission
We educate and mentor teens to make 
positive life choices and develop healthy 
relationships. FRIENDS FIRST is a non-profit 
organization established in 1993. We serve 
students, their parents and communities, 
and we know that one of the most critical 
relationships is the one between a TEEN and 
a MENTOR.
 
Our unique peer mentoring model matches 
middle school mentees with high school  
upperclassmen/women mentors for the  
duration of the school year.
 
FRIENDS FIRST impacts nearly 7,500  
students and adults every year through its 
STARS mentoring program, positive youth 
development classroom curriculum, school 
assemblies, community-based trainings, and 
youth leadership conferences.
 

Vision
Our vision is to empower all teens with tools, 
knowledge and positive role models to make 
choices leading to healthy relationships and 
successful futures.
 

3 Core Values
Healthy Relationships: FRIENDS FIRST  
believes that healthy relationships provide the 
foundation for successful futures.
 
  Teen Empowerment: FRIENDS FIRST believes 
that by providing teens with tools and support, 
they will make decisions that lead to positive 
life choices.
 
Community Engagement: FRIENDS FIRST 
believes in engaging the community to rally 
support for teens in their decision to  
pursue healthy relationships.
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7,500students
impacted annually

33,734 hrs
Total hours serving youth & adults:

8 
States implementing  

programs

30
Public schools  

served 

$11M
In federal grant  

funding since 1996

2015-16
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The impact of our mentoring  
is felt across Colorado each year.  
We take pride in our unique mentoring model that reaches students, parents and educators, and helps improve our  
communities. We’re sharing our mission and vision with more people each year by growing our partnerships outside Colorado. 

5
STARS program licenses sold in 

first year of licensing (2016)

• 2015 Nonprofit of the Year,  
Black Chamber of Commerce  

• 2016 Nonprofit of the Year, 
Alpha Kappa Alpha Mu Omega Omega Chapter 

• 2016 Honored for work with Boys of Color for ‘My 
Brother’s Keeper Initiative’ by the  
City and County of Denver 

• 2016 Aspire Award for Ambition, Perseverance,  
Humility and Influence in serving youth, given to 
Executive Director Elycia Cook 

• 2016 Finalist for Nonprofit of the Year, 
Colorado Women’s Chamber of Commerce

Awards



O
ur

 d
em

og
ra

ph
ic

s

Parents & community members Hours
Community Training   100
Parent Engagement   248
Total     348
 
Breakdown by program  Hours
STARS     13,948 
Peer Mentoring Hours  9,848 
Addl. Mentor Training Hours 4,100 
SNC     8,565 
Classroom Education  10, 873 
Project AIM    6,236 
Wyman’s TOP    3,837 
Front Range Purity Retreat  800 
Total      33,386

Breakdown by customer
Parents & Community Members  348
Youth      1,878

Breakdown by program
Parent Engagement   248 11%
Community Training   100 5%
STARS      670 30%
Mentors     183 8%
Mentees     487 22%
SNC      219 10%
Classroom Education   989 44%
Project AIM     632 28%
Wyman’s TOP    257 11%
Front Range Purity Retreat  100 5%

Youth breakdown by gender
Female     1,026 55%
Male      840 45%

Youth Breakdown by race & ethnicity
Hispanic    593 32%
Caucasian    470 25%
African American   247 13%
Asian     71 4%
American Indian   27 1%
Multiple Races   252 13%
Other/Not Reported  218 12%

Total served:  
2,226 people
33,374 hours

4



1. Feeling prepared for college. 

2. Their sense of external empowerment, which includes their 
perception that adults in their community value youth, that 
youth are given useful roles in their community, that they  
feel safe in their communities, and that they volunteer in 
their communities. 

3. Their sense of positive identity, which includes sense of  
personal power, self-esteem, sense of purpose, and  
positive view of their futures.
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Word cloud from Corona Insights in response to: 

“Why did you want to become a mentor?”

93%

92% 90%

88%

of mentees felt that their Mentor believed 
in them and cared about them. 

of mentees felt that their mentor was helping 
them reach their goals.

of mentees said STARS made them feel more 
confident.

of mentees said STARS made them want to do 
better in school.

Mentee quotes in response to 

“What was  
the best part of 
STARS?”
“The best part was that there was always 
someone I could talk to.”
“The best part of STARS was becoming a 
family with my mentor group.”

After STARS, 69% 
of mentees reported that they talked to their 
parents about important things in their life once 
a week or more, up from 62% before  
programming.

After STARS, mentees are more comfortable 
asking their parents for help and talking about 
important things more often?

After STARS, 55%  
of mentees reported that they are  
comfortable talking to their parents when 
they are in trouble or need help, up from 48% 
before programming.

STARS  
mentees  
surveyed:
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During 2015-16, STARS mentors  
showed statistically significant  
positive growth in:
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Kacie
Prairie View High School STARS graduate
After graduating from Prairie View High School and  
completing the STARS program, I enrolled at Colorado 
State University. I was awarded the 27j Foundation 
Scholarship worth $17,000. Many of my scholarships 
have stemmed from my background mentoring and the 
STARS program. My goal is to join the Peace Corps and 
continue working closely with non-profit organizations 
throughout my lifetime. I have joined two groups here 
on campus: CSU Triunfo Mentoring and Communication 
Partners. Triunfo Mentoring provides college mentors 
to children in the neighboring elementary schools,  
particularly the underprivileged youth population.  
Communication Partners provides CSU students, who 
are fluent in English, to help in teaching and refining 
international student’s proficiency in the language. This 
program allows me to get to know someone new, and 
to have that international experience without leaving 
campus. 

Montrell
Prairie View High School STARS graduate
Out of high school and the STARS program I was a Daniels Fund Scholar 
and enrolled at the University of Denver. I am currently working on my 
CCI (Community Change Initiative) Project, through PLP. This project  
involved a research phase early on, which required us to meet with a 
number of community stakeholders. From the information that we  
gathered through our stakeholder meetings, we were tasked with  
designing and implementing a plan to tackle our "Wicked Problem." My 
group and I chose to partner with Englewood High School. We are  
currently in the process of implementing a semester-long series of 
workshops for their sophomores, with the main focus being preparing 
students for life after high school. Modules include topics such as  
financial literacy, dining etiquette, tools for social mobility and other  
relevant topics. I was also a mentor through DU's BPP (Black Pioneer 
Prep) program. African American students from all over the nation 
apply for the program. The participants are introduced to various topics 
focused on college access, navigating the college search and application 
process, career planning, leadership development and cultural  
awareness through a series of speakers and activities. As a mentor,  
I was responsible for building relationships with and overseeing the  
participation of a small group of students.

Future focus

“It’s crazy to think of all that 
I have accomplished within 

my short time here at CSU. I 
know that this was all made 
possible by the generosity of 

FRIENDS FIRST and the STARS 
program. They did not let me 

quit and give up my goals and  
passions since my freshman 

year of high school.”
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Heaven-Leigh
Collegiate Prep Academy Stars graduate
During my senior year at CPA while serving as a STARS mentor, 
I was co-student body president, president of the Poetry Club, 
Representative in the Regional Student Council and a Geological 
Society Member. I was also the only graduating student at CPA 
that was a member of the Honor Society and National Society of 
High School Scholars. I received scholarships from 10 of the 12 
schools I was accepted to, and enrolled at Agnes Scott College in 
Decatur, GA. I am a member of Pinky Promise, and also Ignite, 
where I serve on the executive board. STARS not only helped 
me make the most of my high school career, it prepared me for 
a future after high school.

Current STARS spotlight
 

Zach 
Collegiate Prep Academy STARS

Zach has been an integral part of FRIENDS FIRST over 
the past year, sharing his story in front of potential 
donors and partners, explaining the impact being a 
STARS mentor has had on him. He’s spoken in front 
of the 5280 club, the Colorado Mentoring Summit as 
a teen TIM speaker, and has been invited to attend a  
leadership conference in California for his work as a 
STARS mentor. Zach shares how turning away from 
drugs and alcohol has turned his life around. He has 
plans to join the military after high school. 

“Since getting involved in STARS, I get this 
brotherhood and bond with my mentees. 
I can look them and I can honestly say ‘I’ve 
been there. We can grow together.’ For 
anyone out there with a past, there can be 
change, and mentors can help you find it.”

Zach with his FRIENDS FIRST mentor, Anesha Williams



Schools 
2015-16
STARS
Bennett Middle & High Schools
Prairie View Middle & High Schools
Bruce Randolph School 
Collegiate Prep Academy 
Columbia Middle School 
Summit Academy
Alameda International High School
Henry World Middle & JFK High School
Kunsmiller Creative Arts Academy  
Denver Justice High School
Noel Community Arts School
Westminster High School 

 
Project AIM 
Columbia Middle School 
Horizon Middle School 
Florida Pitt Waller K-8 School 
Sagewood Middle School O
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FRIENDS FIRST employs 20 people, 10 of 
whom serve as adult program coordinators. 
Coordinators run programs in schools across 
Colorado and are the apex of the STARS  
mentoring model. Their hours spent leading 
mentoring programs facilitate our growing and 
successful model. 

2015-2016 state STARS partners:
Location    Program
Show Low, Arizona  Living Hope Women’s Centers
Portage, Indiana   Positive Approach to Teen Health (PATH)
Las Cruces, New Mexico Mesilla Valley Healthcare
Dallas/Fort Worth, Texas Just Say YES 

Added in 2016-2017
Cullman, Alabama  Daystar Cullman
Atlanta, Georgia   Communities in Schools of Atlanta
Detroit, Michigan   Detroit CARES Mentoring Movement

Our out-of-state partners are 
growing. These schools, non-
profits, and community-based 
organizations purchase STARS 
licenses and are certified by 
FRIENDS FIRST staff to use our 
mentoring curriculum in their 
own organizations across the 
United States.
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Government Grants    $1,445,196.00 
Tuition and registration   $19,579.00
Speaker’s Fees    $11,965.00 
Foundations     $42,100.00 
Contributions-General   $33,952.00 

Contributions-CO Gives Day  $18,910.00 
Miscellaneous Income   $5,875.00 
Reimbursed Expenses   $3,428.00 
Curriculum & Merchandise Sales  $2,778.00 
Interest Income    $290.00 
TOTAL REVENUE    $1,584,073.00 

Revenue and other support

Program Expenses   $1,424,111.00 
Administration Expenses   $173,340.00 
Fundraising Expenses   $32,520.00 
TOTAL EXPENSES   $1,629,971.00 

Expenses

*Expenses are higher than revenue due to a FRIENDS FIRST investment in 
fundraising and development in 2015-16. 

We believe that the financial statements referred to above present fairly, in all 
material respects, the financial position of FRIENDS FIRST as of June 30, 2016.
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