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Constellation Philanthropy  
is a community of individual funders 

working together to increase  
philanthropic investment in early 

childhood development in Colorado. 
Through relationships, research and 
reporting, Constellation Philanthropy 

helps donors invest more wisely  
so all of Colorado’s children can  

have a great start in life.
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Inspired by early stage investors, a group of local philanthropists began imagining how they might 
change the face of philanthropy in Colorado and beyond. They knew from experience that individual  
philanthropists often fell into the habit of “easy giving,” swayed by personal asks and good intentions, yet 
lacking a thoughtful strategy for maximizing the impact of their financial support. With this in mind, our 
founders launched Constellation Philanthropy’s innovative investment model more than five years ago, 
providing an opportunity for philanthropists to learn together while benefiting from a shared pipeline of 
investments, rigorous due diligence, streamlined reporting and the ability to independently fund investment 
opportunities. 

Constellation chose to focus on early childhood development (ECD) because this area is ripe for innovation— 
and critical for a healthy society. Over the past five years, the growth capital we have infused into ECD  
programs has been leveraged to develop the case for more substantial and substantive private and  
public funding. Ultimately, our goal is to identify and elevate the work of ECD’s most creative, committed 
organizations and leaders.

In 2019, Constellation partnered with ResultsLab, a Colorado-based evaluation firm, to help us better  
understand the impact our model has created and how we can improve our process moving forward. While 
this report captures outcomes, lessons learned and stories of impact from our first five years of investing, 
it doesn’t touch on the tremendous—and humbling—realizations that 2020 has forced upon Constellation 
and our ECD partners.

The COVID-19 pandemic, along with the resulting economic downturn and social upheaval, has exposed 
the early childhood industry’s fragility, while shining a spotlight on the reality that working families and our 
economy cannot function without adequate early care and education. After gathering information at the 
federal, state, local and organizational levels about the rapid shifts in the ECD ecosystem, Constellation’s 
members decided to quickly pivot our model to offer operational support to organizations already in our 
portfolio. Through July 2020, Constellation deployed $660,000 in COVID-19 relief funds to our grantees.  

Moving forward, we realize that our platform must be used to address issues of inequity and racial injustice. 
While equity has always been a lens we use when making investment decisions, Constellation is currently 
working to make it more central to our model. We acknowledge that we have more to learn from our peers 
and partners, and we are challenging ourselves to continuously improve our model so it can be used to 
combat the systemic issues impacting the health and well-being of Colorado’s youngest children. 

Despite 2020’s challenges, we continue to believe that innovation has the power to propel the ECD industry 
forward, and we are more committed than ever to supporting Colorado’s early childhood organizations  
and leaders.   

We invite you to join us.  

Kate Kennedy Reinemund   Laura Barton
Executive Director   Board Chair
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Every child deserves a great start in life. That’s why Constellation Philanthropy’s 
growing community of funders is working together to increase early childhood  
investment in Colorado.

More Donors, Investing More Wisely

Since launching in 2014, Constellation Philanthropy’s members have 
been investing in clear, bold ideas and new approaches, grounded in 
evidence and research, that improve the lives of Colorado children, 
prenatal through age five.

Yet More Early Childhood Investment is Needed

While support for early childhood programs is increasing, more funding is needed to support all children. 
That’s why we are working to increase awareness of early childhood issues and drive more investment in 
Colorado’s youngest children.

Catalyzing a Community 

of Early Childhood Funders

10 30 $46,584Membership At-A-Glance

founding 
members

total members 
since 2014

average invested per 
member annually

90%
of U.S. children don’t have  
access to early childhood  

programs because of lack of  
federal funding

Source: First Five Years Fund



Research shows that investing in  
early childhood development yields  
short- and long-term benefits for both 
children and the community.

Investing in Early Childhood 

Yields Social & Economic Returns

Every child needs effective early childhood  
development to be successful, but disadvantaged 
children are least likely to get it. Investing in the 
early childhood development of disadvantaged 
children will produce great returns to  
individuals and society.” 

 –  James J. Heckman 
 Nobel Laureate in Economics, 
Henry Schultz Distinguished Service  
Professor of Economics at the  
University of Chicago

$7.30

For every dollar invested in  
quality early childhood  

education, society  
gains up to

 

in economic return. The positive 
effects of early childhood  

interventions are evident even  
30 years in the future. 

Source: First Five Years Fund
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IDENTIFYING INVESTMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES: 

Our staff sources potential 
investments from the early childhood 

community and member referrals, 
then performs significant due 

diligence and research on each idea.  

REPORTING ON IMPACT: 
Meaningful, streamlined grantee 

reporting allows members to track 
outcomes over time, creating a shared 

sense of purpose and ROI.

LEARNING 
TOGETHER:

We host frequent 
learning events to 

help educate 
members about the 
complicated early 

childhood 
landscape.

HOSTING 
INVESTMENT 

FORUMS: 
Members convene 

three times a year to 
hear short pitches from 
up to five prospective 

grantees and engage in 
dialogue related to 
funding decisions.    

Creating a Collaborative Investing Model

Constellation Philanthropy takes a portfolio-based approach to helping donors  
invest more wisely in Colorado’s early childhood programs. Through our support, 
Constellation members individually direct funding towards the early childhood  
issues they care about most.  

15 18
investment 

forums
learning 

opportunities

Over the past five years, we have hosted:
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Advancing Bold Ideas &  

New Approaches

Constellation Philanthropy shines a spotlight on bold ideas and new approaches  
that improve the lives of Colorado’s youngest children. Rather than acting as a  
transactional funder, we develop deep relationships with our grantees and are  
committed to supporting their success.

Ultimately, these supports position Constellation grantees to harness additional funding by helping them 
build an evidence base for larger grant requests; articulate their impact more concisely; establish credibility 
within the philanthropic community; and access a new set of funders, or engage current donors in new ways.  

74%
 

of grantees have harnessed their 
Constellation support to secure 

additional funding

An efficient  
introduction to  
varied funders: 
Our model provides 
prospective grantees 
with access to a  
community of individual 
funders with different 
early childhood  
investment priorities.

Access to  
catalytic capital:  
Our members are  
committed to  
supporting grantees 
to take informed risks 
on new programs and 
solutions.

Pitch refinement:  
Prospective grantees 
that are invited to  
pitch at an Investment  
Forum receive feedback 
and support from  
Constellation staff to 
refine and strengthen 
their message.

Capacity building  
support:  
Our investment  
selection process  
helps set up  
organizations for future 
success with other 
funders and partners.  

Efficient reporting  
process:  
We have a single, 
streamlined reporting 
structure, making the 
process easier and less 
time consuming for  
our grantees.

Unique Benefits to Grantees
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Using the Early Childhood Colorado Framework* 
as our guide, Constellation Philanthropy supports 
children in every aspect of early development by 
making investments across a set of focus areas 
that include Health & Well-Being, Learning &  
Development and Family Support.

Supporting Children  

in all Aspects of Early Development

50

$4,379,575
projects funded

invested in  
early childhood

Investment Activity  
At-A-Glance

The rigor of Constellation’s process, and the guidance of the team, helped our  
program grow in a short period of time. Their initial investment, which helped fund a 
program impacting 780 preschool children in 25 classrooms annually, has grown into 
a program reaching 1,800 children in 52 classrooms.”  

– Paul Lhevine, CEO of Swallow Hill Music Association

*  The Early Childhood Colorado Framework is a shared vision that Colorado is a place where all children are valued, healthy and  
thriving. Learn more: http://earlychildhoodframework.org.
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Health & 
Well-Being

Family
Support

Learning &
Development

Total invested in each focus area since 2014:

Mothers receive excellent  
prenatal care and children are 

born healthy and with access to 
care that addresses physical  

and emotional health  
throughout their early years.

Children have positive,  
nurturing early learning  

experiences, with high-quality 
and affordable care outside of 
the home and support for early  
development inside the home.

Families with young children 
have stable and safe homes,  
with responsive caregivers  

who support children’s  
healthy development.

Health & Well-Being 
$2,033,075

Learning & Development 
$2,467,500

Family Support 
$1,999,500

Our Focus Areas

Many of our funded projects are categorized across more than one focus area, which accounts for the discrepancy between the 
focus area investment amounts and the total invested in early childhood.



Influencing Colorado’s  

Early Childhood System

Through our investments in programs and solutions, Constellation Philanthropy is 
helping to influence Colorado’s early childhood system by providing new ideas with 
the funding needed to gain traction and move towards scaling their impact. This 
willingness to assume more risk on investments differentiates Constellation from 
many of our philanthropic and institutional funding peers. 

“Constellation does not tell you what  
you should pitch based on their agenda 
rather they listen to your ideas and help 

you elevate them.”   

– Deidre Johnson,  
Center for African American Health

66%
of grantees have used  
Constellation’s funding  

to grow or scale  
their work.

page 12
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Support Leads to Growth & Scale

Recently, Constellation partnered with Results Lab, a Colorado-based evaluation firm, to examine how  
our investments over the past five years have influenced the early childhood system. 

We learned that grantees are leveraging our seed funding to build towards the three types of scale  
J.W. McConnell Family Foundation identified as necessary for advancing systemic social innovation 
and change.*

Scaling Out: Impacting greater numbers of children, families and communities  
through replication and dissemination. 

Scaling Up: Impacting institutions by changing policies, rules and laws. 

Scaling Deep: Impacting cultural roots by changing relationships, cultural values,  
and hearts and minds. 

* J.W. McConnell Family Foundation, “Scaling Out, Scaling Up, Scaling Deep: Advancing Systemic Social Innovation and the  
Learning Processes to Support It”

Scaling Up Scaling Deep

Scaling Out

23 15

40

Grantee Snapshot: Scaling Up, Out and Deep

The following shows the number of grantees that are achieving scale across the framework as a result  
of our investment.
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Our Grantees’ Impact:  

Scaling Out, Up and Deep
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Scaling Out: 
Grantees Serving More Children & Families

Many ideas and initiatives require momentum and  
resources to achieve widespread impact. That’s why  
Constellation supports grantees to scale out their programs  
or services to reach more young children and their families.

Ten projects, including Swallow Hill Music, Catholic Charities  
of Denver, the Denver Zoo, Rocky Mountain Prep, Parentline,  
Reach Out & Read, Hope House, RAFT, Clinica Tepeyac and the  
Center for African American Health, used their grant funding to  
serve more children and families by growing their program staff and space. 

Four projects implemented initiatives to reach more children by scaling out through 
alternative means:

•  The Family Resource Center Association conducted research to better understand 
the effectiveness of their model, which resulted in an expansion of their capacity. 

•  The Denver Health Doula Program added more volunteers through a recruitment 
and training program.

•  Rocky Mountain Children’s Health Foundation used intermediaries to increase 
their reach into communities. 

•  Mindful Mood Balance piloted a new technology platform to expand digital mental 
health access for mothers.

Constellation Philanthropy is able to influence Colorado’s early childhood system 
through the important work that our grantees are doing across our focus areas  
to scale their impact out, up and deep. The following is an overview of how the  
organizations we’ve funded are creating change within this scaling framework. 
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Scaling Up: Grantees Influencing Policies & Systems

Laws, policies and institutions often make it challenging to implement new approaches. 
That’s why Constellation supports grantees to scale up through advocacy efforts that drive 
institutional change for the benefit of young children and their families.  

Seven projects, including the Colorado Children’s Campaign, Denver Health’s  
Montbello Family Health Center, Mile High Early Learning, RISE Colorado, Westminster 
Public Schools, Swallow Hill Music and Hope House, used their grant funding to impact 
policy or increase the flow of private and public resources to their programs.

Scaling Deep: Grantees Shifting Public Perception

Social change must be rooted in people, relationships, cultures and values. That’s why 
Constellation supports grantees to raise awareness and influence perceptions about early 
childhood issues.

•  Four projects, including the Mental Health Center of Denver and Sewall Child 
Development Center, Chalkbeat Colorado, RISE Colorado and Early Milestones, 
used their grant funding to implement initiatives that shaped public opinion related 
to early learning and development. 
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SCALING OUT:  
PARENTLINE BUILDS  

THE TELEHEALTH FIELD  

IN A TIME OF CRISIS

IMPACT CASE STUDY

Amount Invested: 

$112,500
Investment Term: 

April 2019 - June 2020
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WHY WE INVESTED

To help improve the emotional health of parents and caregivers while growing the infant and  
early childhood mental health workforce, Constellation provided the University of Denver’s  
Graduate School of Professional Psychology (GSPP) with startup funding to launch Parentline 
in Colorado, including bringing the program’s University of San Francisco leadership to Denver to 
train Tracy Vozar, director of GSPP’s specialty in infant and early childhood mental health, and her 
team of six GSPP doctoral students. In addition to covering staffing, technology and marketing costs,  
Constellation’s support is making it possible for Parentline to provide its services for free during its 
first year, helping to quickly expand access to the program so it can build the evidence needed to 
secure future state and federal funding. 

IMPACT & RESULTS

Parentline Colorado successfully launched in December 2019, and the lessons learned for how to 
quickly implement a telehealth program were invaluable as mental health providers across the state 
switched to virtual service delivery during the COVID-19 pandemic. Vozar and her staff helped the 
University of Denver quickly transition its clinics to telehealth, and they have been providing support 
to other providers looking to launch and quickly ramp up telehealth capabilities. “I am only able to do 
this because of the training I received thanks to Constellation’s support,” Vozar says. “The impact we 
are creating is much more significant than we imagined when we applied for our grant.”

SCALING OUT: MOVING BEYOND COLORADO

Vozar has received inquiries from across the country about replicating Parentline in states such as 
Hawaii, Iowa and Louisiana. “With the increased demand for telehealth services, we are learning,  
quickly about how it benefits our clients,” she says. “We are still trying to meet the immediate  
need for services, but we look forward to partnering with the University of San Francisco to take  
on these requests.”

VALUE OF CONSTELLATION’S PROCESS

Although she has been submitting grant requests for more than 15 years, Vozar says that  
Constellation’s application process improved her ability to connect with philanthropic funders.  
“I’m used to speaking to academic audiences that share my language,” she says. “I am more efficient 
in how I talk about Parentline because of Constellation’s support.” In addition, Vozar, who moved to 
Denver two years ago, says that Constellation has helped her build a stronger network to support 
Parentline’s growth and success. 

Five-Year Impact Report

A free telebehavioral health service, Parentline Colorado offers psychological  

support to pregnant and postpartum families in English and Spanish through  

video chat and over the telephone. Originally developed and launched at the  

University of San Francisco, Colorado is the first replication site for this program, 

which is being piloted at the University of Denver’s Graduate School of  

Professional Psychology (GSPP).
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SCALING UP:  
ROCKY MOUNTAIN  

CHILDREN’S LAW CENTER  

IS TRANSFORMING THE  

COURT SYSTEM FOR  

YOUNG CHILDREN  

IN PUEBLO COUNTY

IMPACT CASE STUDY

Amount Invested:  

$95,500
Investment Term: 

August 2018 -  
November 2019
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WHY WE INVESTED

The Safe Babies Court Team program is a nationally-recognized model that changes local systems 
and brings together the community to provide focused attention and targeted supports that improve 
outcomes for young children and parents in the welfare system. With Constellation’s seed funding, 
the Rocky Mountain Children’s Law Center (RMCLC) was able to successfully launch Safe Babies Court 
Team in Pueblo County, with plans to expand the program to more Colorado jurisdictions in the future. 

IMPACT & RESULTS

Since opening cases in April 2019, the Safe Babies Court Team has placed more than 27 young children 
back into the permanent custody of parents and family members. One of the program’s greatest 
successes is the high level of community engagement and support. Over the past year, Pueblo has 
increased screening for issues related to housing instability, mental health concerns and substance use 
disorder, and Pueblo County’s child welfare professionals and partners have worked to adopt a more 
trauma-informed approach to working with children and families. 

SCALING UP: BRINGING TOGETHER THE COMMUNITY TO TRANSFORM THE JUDICIAL SYSTEM 

To implement Safe Babies Court Team in Pueblo County, the RMCLC team engaged community  
stakeholders to support the success of young children and families in the welfare system. RMCLC  
began by exploring the readiness of Pueblo County’s juvenile court judge to pilot an innovative  
program, then it developed relationships with the Department of Human Services, attorneys who 
represent parents and children, and direct service providers that offer wrap-around support to families. 
“One of the lessons learned from this work is the power of community,” says Betsy Fordyce, executive 
director of RMCLC. “People in the community are stepping up to provide intensive support, and we are 
creating something that is more successful than any court intervention. The Safe Babies Court Team is 
building a system of supports that families can rely on.”

VALUE OF CONSTELLATION’S EARLY SUPPORT

“Oftentimes, we have an idea for how to meet a need, and it’s causing us to act. But, if we are trying to 
meet that need without any funding, then we are forced to pull resources away from another program,” 
Fordyce says. “Constellation’s willingness to provide us with the resources and capacity to think 
through something new and figure out how to make it work is invaluable. We would not have been 
able to launch this program, particularly in a location that is distant from our Denver office, without 
their support.”

Five-Year Impact Report

Every six minutes an infant or toddler is removed from their home due to alleged 

abuse or neglect. For almost 40 years, the Rocky Mountain Children’s Law Center’s 

(RMCLC) legal and social work professionals have been advocating for Colorado’s 

abused, neglected and at-risk children, driving systemic reform, and offering  

cutting-edge programs that are uniquely equipped to champion the best interests 

of kids. To begin transforming judicial services in Colorado so they are more  

responsive to the developmental needs of young children, RMCLC implemented 

the Safe Babies Court Team program in Pueblo County.   
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SCALING DEEP:  
CHANGING A  

COMMUNITY’S  

PERCEPTION OF  

EARLY CHILDHOOD  

MENTAL HEALTH  

SUPPORT

IMPACT CASE STUDY

Amount Invested:  

$152,500
Investment Term: 

December 2016 -  
December 2017
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WHY WE INVESTED

Constellation’s funding helped the Sewall Child Development Center and the Mental Health Center of 
Denver implement a program that builds trust with, engages and supports young children and families 
that have historically experienced educational inequities. Sewall Preschool’s cohesive, comprehensive 
resources, including mental health consultations and family interventions, better serve students with mental 
and behavioral health challenges, while empowering parents and caregivers to support their children’s needs. 

IMPACT & RESULTS

During Constellation’s investment period, Sewall Preschool provided high-quality early education and 
intervention to 60 students across 4 classrooms, including 40 children with behavioral challenges, 
trauma and toxic stress. In addition, staff and families received supports related to social-emotional  
development, healthy relationships and managing children’s behavioral health issues. The program has 
helped reduce stigma around early childhood mental health in the Northeast Park Hill neighborhood, 
and it has started to renew the community’s trust in the educational system. “The community spoke of 
being excluded from their children’s education,” says Dr. Lydia Prado, former Vice President of Child & 
Family Services at the Mental Health Center of Denver. “We needed to build something more relevant,  
meaningful and responsive to families’ needs.” 

SCALING DEEP: BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS WITH PARENTS & CAREGIVERS

Heidi Heissenbuttel, President and CEO of Sewall Child Development Center, says that she is seeing 
deep, lasting relationships develop between Sewall Preschool staff and students’ families. For example, 
one Sewall Preschool mother was initially skeptical of the program. She had older children in the juvenile 
justice system because their mental and behavioral health challenges went untreated when they were 
younger. When her two-year-old son began to present similar issues, Sewall Preschool staff immersed 
him in daily early childhood classroom interventions and helped her navigate his needs. When the mother 
suffered a medical emergency that required hospitalization, Sewall Preschool staff coordinated with 
social services to have her son temporarily placed in the home of one of its staff members, who was 
able to continue supporting the child. “Through that experience, we created a level of trust with a 
woman who did not trust systems,” Heissenbuttel says. “She had negative experiences in the past,  
but she took a risk on us and saw that we had the best interest of her son in mind.”

VALUE OF CONSTELLATION’S EARLY SUPPORT

“Constellation is in a unique position to provide its grantees access to a group of change drivers and 
philanthropists,” Heissenbuttel says. “Our experience helped us get connected to additional funding, 
but it also sparked a network of relationships that would not have existed otherwise. It has been a  
vehicle for expanding the conversation about listening to communities and partnering with families.”

A partnership between the Sewall Child Development Center and the Mental 

Health Center of Denver, the Sewall Preschool at the Dahlia Campus for Health 

& Well-Being is a state-of-the-art, inclusive early learning center for all students, 

including those with mental health and developmental challenges. It serves  

children ages three to five years old, with a high preference to residents of  

Northeast Park Hill. The students and families enrolled benefit from access to  

the Dahlia Campus’ outdoor learning landscapes, multi-generational play  

spaces, urban farm, on-site pediatric dentist, and family supports.





“Constellation enables effective 
collaboration among donors,  

allowing us to be more strategic 
and more thoughtful.”  

– Founding Member
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BROOKE BROWN

MEMBER SPOTLIGHT

When Brooke Brown was approached about an 
idea for a new philanthropic model that would 
bring together individuals to invest in early  
childhood, she immediately wanted to get  
involved. “I was working in the K-12 education 
space for more than a decade,” says Brown, who 
is executive director of the Carson Foundation, a 
private family foundation focused on improving 
educational opportunities in the Denver region.  
“I realized that Constellation could be a capacity 
builder for me, and it would help me better  
understand the early childhood system so  
I could start investing resources there. Also,  
I  was compelled by this new mechanism for  
philanthropists to leverage relationships,  
experiences and capital to create larger 
systems change.” 

SHIFTING MINDSETS ABOUT  
EARLY CHILDHOOD

When Brown joined Constellation, the Carson  
Foundation was focused on supporting K-12  
students and issues. But as she learned more 
about the importance of early childhood,  
Brown shifted Carson’s funding priorities so  
they now include investing in young children’s 
learning and development. “Through Constellation, 
I’ve learned how important it is to set the stage 
for a healthy life,” she says. “If we don’t, then we 
will spend more money to support children as 
they get older.”

In addition, Brown says Constellation has helped 
her connect with Colorado’s early childhood 
landscape at both the policy and community 
levels. “I’ve learned the nuts and bolts of policy 
issues that influence how money flows to and 
through the early childhood system,” she says. 
“And, tactically, I’ve learned about the good work 
happening on the ground.”

MAXIMIZING PHILANTHROPY’S “SWEET SPOT”

Rather than supporting traditional programs that 
are doing good work but creating incremental 
change, Brown says that Constellation aspires to 
invest in new solutions that transform systems 
and drive exponential change for children,  
families and communities in Colorado. “We are 
looking for ways to do things better. But just  
because something is new, doesn’t mean it’s 
great,” she says. “After being in philanthropy for 
years, and looking at the money and time spent,  
I realize that we aren’t solving the problems.  
We need to mitigate the impacts of poverty in 
creative ways, and the sweet spot for Constellation 
Philanthropy is that we have the opportunity to 
support new ideas and invest in them early.” 

THE VALUE OF ARTFUL LEADERSHIP

Over the past five years, Brown says that  
Constellation’s staff has learned how to connect 
the dots between members with different  
priorities and create a community of investors 
that is committed to sharing ideas, learning from 
each other and investing together. “There is an 
art to the leadership of Constellation’s members 
and its grantees,” Brown says. “Constellation’s 
staff is building relationships with other funders, 
connecting to researchers, thinking about the 
priorities of our members, and helping to support 
the needs of grantees.” 

Constellation Philanthropy broadens my  

knowledge about the early childhood space  

and I am inspired by other members. 
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BROOKE BROWN

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

Brown believes there is an opportunity to grow 
Constellation’s member base so there are more 
dollars supporting grantees’ ability to scale and 
create meaningful impact for young children.  
In addition, she would like to see Constellation 
deploy different types of capital, including  
program-related and mission-related investments, 
and engage philanthropists who invest through 
donor-advised funds. As the model continues  
to gain traction, there could be an opportunity  
to expand into other issues areas, or replicate 
Constellation’s model elsewhere in the country. 
“We are figuring out ways to address the  
inefficiencies that exist in the philanthropic  
sector, but there is still work to do,” she says. 

I realized that Constellation could be a capacity 

builder for me, and it would help me better  

understand the early childhood system so  

I could start investing resources there. Also, 

I was compelled by this new mechanism for  

philanthropists to leverage relationships,  

experiences and capital. I wanted to be part  

of an innovative model of philanthropy that  

aimed to create larger systems change.” 
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MEMBER SPOTLIGHT 

RICK & MOLLY KLAU

Although many Constellation Philanthropy  
members are native Coloradans and second- 
generation philanthropists, Rick and Molly Klau 
relocated to Denver from Philadelphia in 2013 
without deep connections to the local  
community. Rick, was then semi-retired, had 
been doing business in Colorado for most of his  
career, and the Klau family enjoys vacationing in 
the Rocky Mountains. After deciding to make a 
permanent move to Denver, they were motivated 
to better understand the region’s social  
challenges–so they could get more strategic 
about their philanthropy. “We were not proactive 
philanthropists,” Rick says. “We supported our 
church, the Cancer Society, and other charities, 
and we have a deep connection to the University 
of Notre Dame. Coming here, we wanted to 
familiarize ourselves with the local issues and be 
more thoughtful about our philanthropy.”

LEARNING & INVESTING TOGETHER

When the Klaus were introduced to Constellation’s 
leadership shortly after coming to Denver, they were 
excited about the model’s approach to sharing 
knowledge among members, evaluating early 
childhood opportunities as a group, and making  
investments together. “We felt it was a good 
chance to meet others who could teach and  
inform us,” Molly says. Soon, Rick was invited to 
join Constellation’s investment committee and that 
involvement provided insight into how to make 
more strategic philanthropic investment decisions. 
“It’s a powerful motivator to empower the work of 
talented people in the early childhood space,”  
Rick says. “But I’m also learning how to say no, 
which I know how to do in business, but can be 
harder when nonprofits are asking for resources.”

THE VALUE OF A BUSINESS PERSPECTIVE

Rick brings four decades of corporate experience 
to Constellation’s community, and he challenges 
nonprofits to think of themselves more like  
businesses, particularly when it comes to achieving 
financial sustainability. Because Constellation 
often seeks out innovative approaches being  
piloted by mature organizations with strong  
leadership, Rick says he doesn’t view Constellation 
as a typical angel investor. “We are second or 
third round, if you take a private equity view,” 
he says. “We want to see something proven in 
a model so we can help it go to scale. And, we 
look at the leaders and ask if they are capable of 
delivering success.” 

SUPPORTING THE SUCCESS OF  
NONPROFIT LEADERS

After getting to know grantees through  
Constellation’s investment process, Rick has 
formed personal relationships with many of their 
leaders, which has helped him get even more 
involved in the Denver community. Rick began 
meeting with former Teach for America Colorado 
CEO Damion LeeNatali when Constellation funded 
a TFA project, then LeeNatali invited Rick to  
participate in TFA’s Circle of Champions, a cohort 
of 25 business leaders working in the education 
space. Through that experience, Rick has learned 
about Colorado’s unique and challenging public 
school financing model and the issues teachers 
face in classrooms. In addition, Rick works closely 
with Invest in Kids’ Executive Director Lisa Hill. 
“She’s teaching me about advocacy and early 
childhood policy issues,” he says. “I would not 
be engaging with nonprofit leaders like this if it 
wasn’t for my involvement with Constellation.”

Coming here, we wanted to familiarize  

ourselves with the local issues and be  

more thoughtful and focused about our  

philanthropy.” 
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MEETING THE NEEDS OF THE COMMUNITY,  
NOW & IN THE FUTURE

Rick and Molly feel there is an important opportunity 
for Constellation to be responsive to the needs 
of current and prospective grantees amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As individual philanthropists 
consider ways to provide support, Rick says that  
joining Constellation’s community of investors is 
a way to create even more meaningful collective 
impact. “Given our current events, anyone who has 
been active as a funder is getting overwhelmed with 
requests from organizations in need of our support. 
Constellation has an opportunity to grow its  
membership to help meet those needs, now and  
in the future.”
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Constellation Philanthropy is committed to using our 
learnings from the past five years to continue improving our 
model so we can provide more benefit to our members, our 
grantees and Colorado’s youngest children. As we look ahead 
to the next five years, our goal is to inspire others, both locally 
and nationally, to think differently about philanthropy. 

Transforming the Face  

of Philanthropy

Exploring Opportunities to Scale our Model

Just as we support our grantees to scale their solutions, we hope to replicate 
Constellation’s philanthropic model so that more individuals and families can 
learn and invest together. In addition to growing Constellation’s membership, 
we are exploring how to apply our model to issue areas beyond early  
childhood. By providing opportunities for philanthropists to support the  
issues they are most passionate about, we have the potential to transform  
the face of philanthropy together. 

Continuing to Leverage Our Model

Now more than ever, Constellation believes in the value of bringing together 
philanthropists to make informed, connected and responsive investments that 
have the power to more efficiently and effectively address the increasing need 
and inequities in our communities. We are committed to continuing to  
evaluate and improve our model, share best practices and approach the next 
five years with urgency and optimism.  
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Join Our Movement  

to Transform Philanthropy

Become a Constellation Member

Let’s change how we approach philanthropy, while supporting 
the future success of Colorado’s youngest children. By 
learning and investing together, Constellation Philanthropy 
creates a dynamic environment where members are part  
of something leading-edge and meaningful—all while  
maintaining control of their contributions. If you are  
interested in becoming a Constellation member, please 
contact us to learn more about how to get involved.

Learn More About Our Model

Constellation is committed to sharing our lessons learned 
with individuals, organizations or communities that are  
interested in exploring how our model could be implemented 
in a different region or around another social issue. If you 
are thinking about the potential of replication, Constellation 
staff is available to answer questions about implementing 
our model, cultivating and engaging members, and how to 
best build the capacity of grantees. 

For all inquiries, contact us through our website,  
constellationco.org.



 

Our Grantees



constellationco.org


