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“Sam has an excitement 
about the possibilities for 
his life and a wider horizon 
than ever before. Most 
importantly, he believes in 
himself and his abilities to 
change his life for good. All 
his talents and character 
are expanded.”
– MWS Parent



When COVID-19 appeared this 
past winter MWS was preparing 
for our busiest season yet. As the 

world slowed down and began transitioning 
into a full-blown pandemic emergency, we 
had no idea if we would be able to operate 
our 2020 program. But as we all settled into 
our new normal, it became crystal clear 
to me we had to do everything we could 
to support our community, keep our staff 
employed, and get kids together and outside 
to provide some semblance of normal 
and sparks for the future. We chose to do 
everything in our power to run our program.

As June approached and other outdoor 
education schools closed their doors, we 
were flooded with interested students 
and parents from around the country, and 
every course quickly filled. Keeping safety 
as our biggest priority, we established all 
new policies and protocols, developed 
a 14-day pre-course symptom screening 
protocol, and communicated daily with staff 
and student families to build everyone’s 
confidence. Against all odds, on July 1 we 
launched our program. 

MWS ran one of our busiest program 
seasons ever this year. It was an incredible 
amount of work preparing for and safely 

running our multi-week backcountry 
expeditions. And it was absolutely worth 
it. Being acknowledged by our students’ 
families for our thoroughness, our 
ingenuity, and our positive communication 
getting daughters and sons out in the 
backcountry in a safe manner and returned 
home proud, happy, tired, and healthy 
makes me so proud of our staff. It also 
makes me tremendously grateful for all our 
supporters who made this happen!

MWS isn’t just about getting youth off 
their screens and outside. The opportunities 
we provide are unique. MWS students are 
immersed in our amazing public lands and 
wild spaces with a group of diverse youth 
dealing with both personal and group 
mental, physical, and emotional challenges. 
Challenges are real, personal growth is 
almost guaranteed, and establishing trust 
and support in an expedition community 
with kids very different than each other is 
paramount. 

MWS continues to be a small grassroots 
organization with a huge impact. At a time 
of great division and polarization in our 
country, we build bridges. At a time when 
families struggle financially, we continue to 
provide the majority of our local youth with 
financial support. At a time when youth are 
more socially isolated than ever, we bring 
kids together and build community. And, at 
a time when youth are more overwhelmed 
than ever with anxiety, depression, or worse, 
we provide opportunities for confidence, 
success, connection, and growth.

Thank you all again for being such an 
important part of our success and for all 
your support during such a challenging time. 
Onward to brighter and better days ahead!

Stay Wild,
Gar Duke

Co-founder and Executive Director

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Letter from the



64 MWS  
STUDENTS 

$85,705 AWARDED IN  
SCHOLARSHIPS

564 PROGRAM  
DAYS

17,688 PROGRAM  
HOURS

689 USFS/BLM/NPS/USFWS  
PUBLIC LAND USER DAYS

767 MILES  
HIKED 

108 RIVER MILES  
PADDLED

64 STUDENTS RECEIVED 
LEAVE NO TRACE (LNT) 
TRAINING CERTIFICATIONS

Our Mission is to provide 
empowering expeditionary wilderness 
courses to youth that foster personal 
growth and cultivate a conservation 
ethic through connecting with remote 
landscapes and wild places.

Our Vision is to develop 
the highest quality expeditionary 
outdoor education program in the 
United States. We strive to serve 
diverse and motivated youth in 
communities throughout Montana. 
Through challenging and empowering 
experiences on our courses, youth 
will develop a deeper connection to 
the natural world, and will return to 
their communities as more skilled, 
confident, and compassionate leaders.
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This past year was challenging for the 
Montana Wilderness School amidst 
the novel coronavirus disease or 

(COVID-19). In response MWS shortened 
our season by a month and implemented 
significant new policies, procedures 
and guidelines to mitigate the spread of 
COVID-19, MWS successfully ran six open 
enrollment expeditions and one contract 
expedition. Despite the uncertainty and 

logistical challenges, I am happy to report that 64 students had 
fundamentally transformative experiences in the unique wild lands 
of Montana. Students were immersed in wild places from 5-14 days 
and educated about wilderness self-care, camp craft, Leave No 
Trace, communication, mountaineering, canoeing, horse packing 
and backpacking. We successfully offered and ran two new course 
types this year: The Backcountry Ski and Ride expedition and The 
Backcountry Skills for the Aspiring Hunter Expedition. 

We started the 2020 field season with the health of our staff and 
students as our foremost priority. The 2020 field season provided a 
number of challenges for the organization from adjusting to Forest 
Service orders limiting group size to the rigorous medical screening 
we applied to all student and staff in an attempt to create “COVID-
free Cohorts” for each expedition. It was our goal to reduce the risk of 
exposure and transmission with screening and adherence to hygiene 
protocols. Despite all the uncertainty, the strong commitment to the 
program by invested staff members and an unwavering commitment 
to our mission maintained the high caliber of MWS expeditions in a 
year of unprecedented challenges. Enrollment was strong with our 
reduced course offering, and the outreach and enrollment team did an 
exceptional job pivoting to online recruiting. Operating in the era of 
COVID gave us an opportunity to look at the program operations and 
enrollment plans as we retool and recalibrate for 2021, with renewed 
focus on safe operations.   

Due to the overwhelming success of our scholarship fundraiser, we 
were able to provide full or partial scholarships to 73% of our Montana 
students and no participant was turned away from MWS for financial 
reasons. As 2021 approaches we also look forward to improving the 
program’s operations and maintaining our commitment to continue 
making MWS more diverse, inclusive and equitable, with a goal of 
improving enrollment particularly in underserved urban, rural, and 
native communities around Montana.  2020 was full of adversity and 
challenges, but a number of things made all the hard work and sleepless 
nights worthwhile: watching our students have an opportunity to 
engage, talk and laugh with their peers; observing students work as a 
team and communicate authentically to overcome challenges on the 
river and in the mountains; and witnessing students strengthen their 
resolve and resiliency. Providing these transformative experiences to 
our students was maybe never as important as it was in 2020.

Onward,
Josh Olsen

Co-founder and Program Director

Board of Directors

Advisor Team

Field Instructors



FINANCIALS

CORPORATE 
SPONSORSHIPS
WOLVERINE LEVEL ($5,000+)

Expenses

$549,839

Fundraising: $61,626

Programs: $460,97884%

11%
Management & Administration: $27,2355%

Income

$618,372

Individual Donations: $240,941

Federal & State Grants: $122,712

Student Tuition Fees: $105,910

Foundation Support: $87,440

Business Donations: $40,077

General Fundraising: $21,292

40%

20%

17%

14%

6%

3%

MOUNTAIN LION LEVEL ($1,000-$2,499)
Pedal Lucid

“In this tech 
age I love the 
unplugged 
facilitation of 
personal growth 
and connection 
to others and 
nature. There is 
magic for us all 
in the outdoors 
but MWS has 
buckets to share.”
– MWS Parent

406 Barbelle
Arc’teryx
Beringia
Big Sky Resort
Bozeman Brewing Co
Bozeman Cottage Inc
Bridger Brewing Co
Bronwen Jewelry
Cosmic Pizza
Crosscut Mountain Sports 

Center
Duckworth
Eide Bailly LLP
First Interstate Bank Bozeman
Intrinsik Architecture
Kokopelli Raft Co
Map Brewing Co

Montana Whitewater
North Bridger Bison
Oboz Footwear
OnSite Energy - Solar Electric 

Services
OnX Maps
Outlaw Partners
Pat Hoffman Artworks
REI Bozeman
Rocky Mountain Hunting Calls 
Sageborn Products
Spire Climbing Center
The Mountain Project
Uphill Pursuits
Walmart Bozeman
Whiskey Leatherworks
Yogesh Simpson Design

BISON LEVEL (UNDER $1,000)



WOLVERINE LEVEL 
($10,000+) 
Anonymous
Chris & Rebekah Bunting
Robert Duke
Friend Family Philanthropic 

Fund
Michelle & Robert Friend
Nicole Friend & Gar Duke
Mariposa Fund
Rosenberry Charitable Term 

Trust
GRIZZLY BEAR LEVEL 
($1000-$9,999)
Donald & Betty Alder
Anonymous
Anonymous
Chuck & Jana Arnold
Jerry & Sue Campana
Jon & Elizabeth Christensen
Patricia Gehman
Doug & Leni Herst
Brian & Caroline Lurie
Colleen & Andrew McCreary
Bernard Osher Trustee
David & Deborah Peters
Jennifer Peters
Jennifer & Elliot Weissbluth
MOUNTAIN LION LEVEL  
($500-$999)
Anonymous
Anonymous
Allie Braun
Robert Campbell
Diane & Rob Cassil
Dr. Stephen Halvorson
Philip Hess
Michael Jenkins
Chris & Michael Kleese
Tara, Sven, & Emalie Krauss
William & Geraldine Olsen
Bina Peters & Josh Olsen
Luke Rice
BISON LEVEL 
($250-$499)
Bill Blackburn
Laura Brin
Jimmy & Marianne Capra
Scott & Amy Kelley
Grant Kier
Jennifer Kisker
Maggie Lesslie
Arlynna Howell Livingston
Martha & Michael Lunbeck
Matthew MacKenzie
Jake Maenpa
Tim Mayeda
Ivy Merriot
Kathleen Heitz Myers
Jane & Christopher Olley
Sandra Prusiner
Carol Smith

Bill Stoddart
Sas & Stuart Weber
Jeff Welch & Kelly Niles
Jill Wheeler
Jessie Wiese
Mike Wolfe   
BIGHORN SHEEP LEVEL  
($100 - $249)
Carolyn & Steven Albrecht
Scott & Ivaly Alexander
Anonymous
Heidi & Jeff Begin
Sue & Tony Bell
Donna Betzner
Pat & Terry Booth
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Audria Butler
Sharon & Alan Dalton
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Dave Zinn & Amy Pakula
ANTELOPE LEVEL  
(UNDER $100)
Amazon Smile
Andy Austin
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Barbara Cestero
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Diana & Larry Cloninger
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Amy Cuddy
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Ryan Gummer
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Dan Sandberg

Rebecca Scheetz
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Volunteers +  
In-Kind Support   
Greg Smith
Justin Short
Ashton Snyder

Industry +  
Organization 
Partners: 
Aerie Backcountry Medicine
Big Sky Youth Empowerment
Bureau of Land Management
Casting for Recovery
Centennial Outifitters
Nathan Norby - videography/

photography
Shane Doyle - Native Nexus 

Consulting
SheJumps
Steve Smith - Experiential 

Consulting, LLC
Sussex School - Missoula, MT
The Traveling School
U.S. Forest Service 
Women’s Adventure Film Tour
Yellowstone National Park
Yogesh Simpson Design

Foundation 
Support 
Dennis & Phyllis 

Washington Foundation
Elizabeth Wakeman 

Henderson Foundation
Northwestern Energy 

Community Works
The Kendeda Fund
The Sample Foundation
Treacy Foundation
Yellowstone Club 

Community Foundation
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ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

P.O.Box 1183 | Bozeman, MT 59771
info@montanawildernessschool.org
406.388.4610

montanawildernessschool.org
Begin the adventure at


