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A Message From Our Executive Director

14
YEARS

As Embracing Our Differences launches its 15th season at a pivotal moment in American
history, sadly, hate is not a relic of the past. The voices of division and exclusion are shouting
in the streets. Now more than ever, the message of inclusion matters. Now more than ever,
we can’t take that message for granted.

Diversity isn’t a goal—it’s a basic fact of human life. People can pretend to be the same, but
they really aren’t. Unhealthy societies try to stifle diversity with an ethos of conformity or the dominance
of one privileged group over another. Healthy societies welcome all forms of diversity – whether it be age,
race, gender or thought. They don’t expect a herd mentality or universal agreement. They agree to disagree
and do it with civility and respect while keeping the conversation alive. That’s how democracy works.
Each of us has a binary choice - seek out people who look, think and act like you do and your world gets
smaller and smaller. Or, make connections with people of different cultures, ethnicities and viewpoints;
listen to their words; see through their eyes; walk in their shoes. Once that happens, your world gets bigger
and bigger.

Carroll Buchanan (1927–2010)

Mission & Vision
Through the transformative power of the Arts, we educate and inspire
to create a better world.
We envision a world that embraces diversity, respects differences and
actively rejects hatred and prejudice.

Community Partners

Embracing Our Differences intends to keep that spirit of inclusion alive in our hearts and actions.
Thanks to the passion and commitment of thousands of participants, patrons, and volunteers over the
past 14 years, “embracing our differences” is no longer just an empty slogan. Together, we’ve inspired a
fundamental change in our community’s perception that inclusion
is vital for the health and well-being of our societal fabric. Where
we go from here is what counts. Together, we can create a vibrant
community that is safe and inclusive for all—where differences are
embraced, individuality is celebrated and respect for others forms the
cornerstone of our society.

We are very proud of the relationships developed with our Community Partners – each of
which plays an integral role in the success of our programs. Without their support, our work
would be impossible.
Michael J. Shelton
Executive Director
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2017 Exhibit
The centerpiece of Embracing Our
Differences is an outdoor juried international
art exhibit featuring 45 billboard-size images
created by local, national and international
artists, writers and students reflecting their
interpretations of the theme “enriching lives
through diversity.”

One of five finalists for the

The exhibit continues its phenomenal growth
and 2017 was no exception, receiving 10,761
submissions representing 115 countries, 48
states and 104 schools. The exhibit welcomed
212,000 visitors during this past spring,
bringing total attendance, since 2004, to
more than 2.5 million.

2017 Nonprofit of the Year Award

Attendance

212,000

Submissions
in 2017

10,761
204 115
in 2017

schools

Since 2005, total submissions:

Student Participation

10,761

Embracing Our Differences was one of five
finalists for the “2017 Nonprofit of the Year
Award,” WEDU ‘s most coveted award for
superior level of service, financial viability
and embodiment of overall community
goodwill. We were also fortunate to receive the
“Diversity and Inclusion Award” presented by
the Florida Division of Cultural Affairs and
Citizens for Florida Arts.

64,422

countries

48
states

Thank you
to our
volunteers

555

in 2017
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Education Initiatives
Our education initiatives represent the most important aspect
of our efforts. Students participate year-round in a variety
of activities based upon a well-planned curriculum of art
appreciation, character development and diversity education.
Our education invitatives include:
Free Field Trips

Make-A-Day Of It!

Workshops

Student Docents

In the Classroom

Community Collaborations

Lesson Plans
Independent evaluations, as well as our own internal evaluations, have consistently shown
that teachers rate the Embracing Our Differences education initiatives as “outstanding” or
“very good” and as “meaningful and beneficial” experiences for their students.

Student Participation in Education Initiatives

42,537
in 2017

Free Field Trips
Our sponsors provide school buses
for students to the exhibit and other
mission-driven venues. This has become
a signature of our education efforts with
more than 34,117 students benefiting
during the past school year.

“One of my students, who is not
always treated very kindly, was
interacting with another student
who can be mean to her. Directly
after the field trip this student
was actually being kind. After
she walked away the first student
says to me, ‘Maybe she learned
something on that field trip.’”
- 4th Grade Teacher

“It was great to watch my special needs kids realize that their
differences are part of what makes them great.” - 5th Grade Teacher
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“One of my students struggles
with math and science but was an
absolute star at interpreting the
meaning of the art. His pride and
self-esteem were boosted beyond
belief.”
- 2nd Grade Teacher

EmbracingOurDifferences.org
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Workshops for Educators
Art Teacher Retreat
This two-day retreat is focused on reinvigorating art educators’ creativity, while offering
new skills and strategies for inspiring students to explore the abstract concepts of prejudice,
diversity and inclusion. The 45 art teachers participating in 2017 were collectively
responsible for more than 12,000 Sarasota and Manatee county students.

Creative Writing Workshop
This workshop is designed to teach students to express themselves through critical thinking
and creative writing, while filling a critical need of providing teachers with creative
resources to meet Florida’s Language Arts Florida Standards.

“I used the PowerPoint/flipcharts with my students both
before and after their field trip to the exhibit. They are always
the perfect tool, but were exceptionally good this year. Your
- 4th Grade Teacher
website is amazing.”

Lesson Plan Workshop
Designed to provide curriculum aligned, age-appropriate lesson plans, participating teachers
are introduced to new and innovative methods of engaging students, while creating the
perfect environment for a rich discussion of the value of inclusion.

Summer Diversity Institute
This intensive workshop is designed to become a model for providing educators with all the
resources necessary to create a safe environment for students to appreciate that a healthy
respect for diversity and inclusion is not only a way of thinking but most importantly, of
acting.

“The teaching materials were very beneficial. I would not
have known how to even begin to inspire my students on the
complex topic of diversity without your help.”

- 2nd Grade Teacher

153

teachers participating in educator
workshops

15,500

students for which our participating teachers
were collectively responsible

In the Classroom
Each fall, thousands of students in Sarasota and Manatee counties spend time creating art
and quotations for submission to our annual competition. Each student benefits by engaging
in a comprehensive approach to critical thinking and visual inquiry that provides a safe and
healthy means of clarifying their own identities, as well as developing an enhanced sense of
self-esteem and social skills. Developing new and different perspectives from their peers is an
added bonus.

Lesson Plans
Interactive student participation is one of the most effective delivery methods for the often
difficult and abstract concepts of diversity and inclusion. Each fall, thousands of students in
Sarasota and Manatee counties spend time creating art and quotations for submission to our
annual competition.
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Make-a-Day-Of-It! Program
Embracing Our Differences collaborates with
area cultural organizations through its MAKEA-DAY OF IT! program. Teachers and their
students who attend the exhibit are afforded the
opportunity, using buses provided by Embracing
Our Differences, to visit any one of our partner
organizations: Florida Studio Theatre, Mote
Marine Laboratory, Marie Selby Botanical
Gardens, Van Wezel Performing Arts Hall, The
Ringling Museum of Art, & Sarasota Film Festival.

12,703

students participated in the
Make-a-Day-Of-It! program

Embracing Dr. Seuss’ Differences Day
For the past four years, Embracing Our Differences
has organized hundreds of volunteers to read Dr.
Seuss books to Sarasota and Manatee county students
giving them the experience and clear message that
reading is fun and inclusion is important. Our
partnership with the Suncoast Campaign for Grade-Level Reading in 2017 provided more
than 4,000 books for classrooms and individual students for their home libraries.
Dr. Seuss™ and © 1937-2017 Dr. Seuss Enterprises, L.P.

64
schools

11,476
students

636
classrooms

Docent Program

Coexistence Clubs

Under the guidance of Faculty Advisor
Dena Sturm, our student docents work in
the park daily leading groups of younger
students through the exhibit, inspiring
them to recognize and understand the
messages delivered through the art and
quotes. With their guided questions and
planted seeds of inquiry, students are led
to realizations of their own about diversity
and acceptance of not only themselves but
of others who may be different.

Coexistence Clubs are the high school
component of the Embracing Our Differences
Education Initiative. While working within
their respective schools and the local
community, these dynamic high school
students promote Embracing Our Differences’
vision of creating a world that embraces
diversity, respects differences and actively
rejects hatred and prejudice, by helping to
make their schools a safer and more inclusive
environment for everyone.

140

high school docents

5,578

students benefiting from docents

250

club members

“Our docents were truly amazing and
made the art come to life. I was very
impressed with the instant bond that
developed between the docents and my
-3rd Grade Teacher
students.”
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2017 World Rowing
Championships Exhibit
In 2017, Embracing Our Differences
was presented with the once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity to create an exhibit created
by student artists depicting the culture
and diversity found in 59 of the countries
participating in the 2017 World Rowing
Championships held in the United States
for only the second time in 125 years. The
educational initiative, called “Adopt a Team,”
was a collaboration between Embracing
Our Differences, the 2017 World Rowing
Championships and Benderson Development
Company.
7,700 students from 48 schools throughout Sarasota and Manatee counties spent the spring
and fall of 2017 learning about teamwork and the sport of rowing while gaining knowledge
about the diverse cultures of the many countries participating in the regatta.

More than 2,200 elementary, middle and high school students participated in the creation of
the one-off exhibit. To launch the initiative, Embracing Our Differences hosted an intensive
educator workshop providing art teachers with the skills, strategies and resources needed to
empower their students to create compelling multicultural artistic statements. During this
process, students learned about diverse cultures, religions and experiences, becoming, in the
process, a vital part of the larger global community. Many of the student art creations are
being sent around the world to be placed on permanent
display at the rowing teams’ training facilities in their
respective countries.
Another exciting component of the Adopt a Team
Initiative was creating the opportunity for 5,500 students
to attended the regatta to watch the competitions, meet
the athletes and view the art.

7,700
48

students
schools

More than 80,000 visitors and 1,000 athletes were able to experience the student artwork up
close and personal while it was on display during the months of September and October.
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Sponsors
Presenting Sponsors

Community Collaborations
Embracing Our Differences is very proud of its many collaborations throughout the past
year. A past recipient of The Patterson Foundation’s “Collaborative Innovator Award,”
Embracing Our Differences partnered with the World Rowing Federation, Florida Studio
Theatre, Sarasota Film Festival, Sarasota Opera, Ringling Museum, Mote Marine, Selby
Gardens, Selby Library, Van Wezel, Jewish Federation of Sarasota-Manatee, The Patterson
Foundation, Suncoast Campaign for Grade-Level Reading, Community Foundation of
Sarasota County, United Way of Manatee County, Booker, Riverview and North Port high
schools, Nathan Benderson Park and many others to bring innovative diversity education
programming to Sarasota and Manatee students during the 2016-2017 school year.

Exhibit Sponsors

Anonymous Family Foundation ∙ Bank of America Client Foundation ∙ Vern & Sandy Buchanan
The Doris M. Carter Family Foundation ∙ Drew & Barbara Cervasio ∙ Keith & Linda Monda
Scott & Gayla Moore ∙ Michael J. Shelton ∙ The Swart Family Foundation ∙ Sally Yanowitz

School Sponsors
Gerri Aaron & Marvin Albert ∙ Shari & Stephen Ashman ∙ Bobbi & Don Bernstein ∙ Jesse, Katie, Abby, Hailey & Zachary Biter
Les & Carol Brualdi ∙ Toby Deutsch ∙ Larry & Debbie Haspel ∙ Arn & Bette Hoffman ∙ Kaltenbacher Family Foundation
Arthur S. Karp Family Foundation ∙ Tom & Sherry Koski ∙ McCauley-Brown Fund of the Community Foundation of Sarasota
County ∙ Samara, Jenna and Macy Meshad ∙ Sanford Rederer in loving memory of Patricia W. Aun-Rederer ∙ Skip & Gail Sack
Ina Schnell ∙ Betty Schoenbaum ∙ Suncoast Campaign for Grade-Level Reading ∙ United Way of Manatee County
Bruce & Janet Udell ∙ Mike & Karen Valentino ∙ Patti & David Wertheimer and Bruce Wertheimer

Art Sponsors
Pat & Bob Baer ∙ Thomas & Karen Bernstein ∙ Helga & Jerry Bilik ∙ Sondra & Gerald Biller ∙ Fred Bloom, M.D.
Terry Brackett ∙ Carol Poteat-Buchanan ∙ Leila and Steven M. Gompertz Donor Advised Fund ∙ Dr. Raymond & Mrs. Elizabeth Hautamaki
Lynne Kloss & son Jason Kloss ∙ Scott & Jill Levine ∙ Bobbi & Will Lorry ∙ Jeffrey & Barbara McCurdy ∙ Ora & Joe Mendels
Naiditch Family Foundation ∙ Jo & Stan Rutstein ∙ Clare & Rich Segall ∙ David & Lois Stulberg Foundation ∙ Sheila & Merrill Wynne
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For a complete list of sponsors, visit our website at EmbracingOurDifferences.org

