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Embracing Our Differences
P.O. Box 2559 

Sarasota, FL 34230-2559

941-404-5710

Our Mission / Our 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.

EmbracingOurDifferences.org
Embracing Our Differences® is a registered trademark. © 2016 Embracing Our Differences



A MESSAGE FROM OUR EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

As Embracing Our Differences begins its 14th season, I am very proud of 
our message of diversity and inclusion which extends well beyond historical 
inequities such as race, ethnicity and religion to include all characteristics that 
make each of us unique individuals. While there remains important unfinished 
work to bring equality to all in today’s America, we must not forget that one of 
our country’s greatest sources of strength can be found in an inclusive culture 
which recognizes our shared experiences, our individual challenges and 
celebrates the many opportunities created by our differences.

Respecting views with which one disagrees is the hallmark of a civilized society. 
History has repeatedly shown the threat diversity can pose to societies if not 
accompanied by a community commitment to civility and respect for others. 
If humanity is to survive, it is essential for each of us to adapt and recognize 
inclusion as an invaluable tool to create a world built upon common beliefs in 
fundamental principles and inalienable rights. We must never forget that the 
rights of all are diminished when the rights of one are threatened.

From its very beginning, Embracing Our Differences has espoused Gandhi’s 
philosophy that “you must be the change you wish to see in the world.” I challenge 
each of you to consider the kind of world you want to leave your grandchildren. 
Will it be one of indifference, or one of inclusion and respect where all are 
welcome and injustice is challenged? We all play an invaluable role in building 
a community where everyone has the opportunity to reach for the sky and 
touch the stars.

Communities require active participation and engagement, and we look for-
ward to 2017 and continuing the important conversation that genuine respect 
and inclusion is not only a way of thinking — but more importantly of acting.

Michael J. Shelton
Executive Director
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The Flawless Symphony
by Zakub Zajma, 11th Grade, Bochnia, Poland

Cacti
by Hilal Özcan, Izmir, Turkey

A MESSAGE FROM OUR EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
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We are One by Jignasa Jadwani
Vadodara, India



2016 EXHIBIT

The centerpiece of Embracing Our Differences is a juried 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.” The exhibit is on display during April and 
May each year in Island Park on Sarasota’s Bayfront.

The exhibit continues its phenomenal growth and 2016 was no exception, 
receiving 8,350 submissions representing 104 countries, 44 states and 106 
schools. The exhibit welcomed 209,000 visitors during this past spring, 
bringing total attendance, since 2004, to more than 2.3 million.
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● 2016 Best-in-Show Student Winner
Ability to Change by Zach Sherman
10th Grade, Sarasota, Florida

● 2016 Best-in-Show Adult Winner
Planting Peace by Chad Glass
Canyon Lake, Texas

● 2016 People’s Choice Winner
Hate Tears Us Apart by Claudia Ramirez
Stamford, Connecticut

5GQRR

Night and day are
exact opposites
but they come

2016 Best-in-Show Quotation Winner

– Josslynn Oran
6th Grade, Sarasota, Florida

– Akila DavisShaw
8th Grade, Sarasota, Florida

ZSTNS

A blind man sees
no color or flaws;

instead, he

for beauty.

– Sandra Rajoo
Ipoh, Malaysia

44
STFP

2016 SUBMISSIONS

104
JUlvP

106
SIOOLS
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ART & QUOTATION
SUBMISSIONS

STUDENT
PARTICIPATION

GENERAL 
ATTENDANCE

42,900
from 115 Countries & 50 States

TOTAL:

237,877
TOTAL:

2,309,000
TOTAL:

124

2005

8,350

2016

1,200

2004

37,877

2016

95,000

2004

209,000

2016

Embracing Our
Differences

by Jennifer Hawkins
Gateshead, England

to make a beautiful
sunset.

JLo BLTD.
I’m

(I like it that way.)



As a result, students participate year round in a variety of activities based upon 
a well-planned curriculum of art appreciation, character development and 
diversity education.

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.

FREE FIELD TRIPS

Because of our sponsors, students receive free field trips to the exhibit and 
other mission-driven venues. This has become a signature of our education 
efforts with more than 29,000 students benefiting during the past school year. 
Utilizing our innovative online registration system, with a few short questions 
and one click, teachers and their students are on their way to a totally free 
educational experience focusing on art appreciation, character building and 
diversity education.
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 ● Free Field Trips 
 ● Workshops
 ● Student Docents

 ● Lesson Plans
 ● In the Classroom
 ● Make-A-Day Of It!

 The Embracing Our Differences Education Initiatives
  represent the most important aspect of our efforts — reach-
 ing and impacting the lives of children. During this past school year,
 37,877 students, representing 201 schools locally and around the world, 
participated in our various initiatives making Embracing Our Differences 
one of the largest education programs in Southwest Florida. Our Education 
Initiatives include:

“My students always love the exhibit. It is a great conversation starter for 
diversity and inclusion issues.”

“My students never cease to amaze me with their discussions during the trip.”

 “Loved the experience and will definitely return next year.” 

“Thank you for the free school buses. 
Without them we would not have been able to attend.”

“The experience was too powerful to capture in words.”

TEACHER COMMENTS

EDUCATION INITIATIVES

● Community Collaborations



LESSON PLANS

Among the many resources provided by Embracing Our Differences to 
teachers are age-appropriate curriculum aligned lesson plans and other 
resources prepared under the supervision of Sarasota County School District 
curriculum development specialists. Through the use of a variety of resources 
tailored to the current year’s exhibit, teachers are provided innovative 
methods to engage their students in critical thinking, language arts and 
social studies as they relate to art appreciation, character development and 
diversity. Participating teachers are unanimous in rating our many resources 
as meaningful and relevant tools.

TEACHER WORKHOPS

Developed in partnership with the Sarasota County School District and 
nationally recognized educators, a variety of best practices workshops are 
offered throughout the year providing educators with the resources to create 
a comprehensive approach to critical thinking and visual inquiry, as well 
as a safe and inclusive environment rich in academic, social and emotional 
opportunities for all students. Teachers are unanimous in rating our workshops 
as meaningful learning experiences. Our workshops include:

● ART TEACHER RETREAT: Presented in partnership with Ringling 
College of Art and Design, 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. 
Art teachers participating in 2016 were collectively responsible for more than 
13,000 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 newly adopted Language Arts Florida Standards.

● 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 three-day 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. While developing skills to teach their students the 
importance of safely standing up for victims of bullying and discrimination, 
educators were able to learn that anti-bias education is not a linear, one-
way delivery of knowledge, but an interactive process that requires adapting 
to shifting contexts, demands of content and student input. Teachers and 
counselors participating in the 2016 workshop rated it either “outstanding” 
(57%) or “very good” (38%) and were collectively responsible for more than 
7,500 Sarasota county students.
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EDUCATION INITIATIVES

EDUCATION INITIATIVES

TEACHER COMMENTS

“The materials were beneficial to explore before our visit to the exhibit. My 
students learned so much through the artwork and quotes. It was an 

outstanding experience educationally and socially.”

“Perfect materials. I use them throughout the year in my classes.”

“The lesson plans fit in beautifully with our required materials. 
Everything was perfect.”

“Great materials. Very helpful for a first year teacher such as myself.”

“The flipcharts were fun, motivating and interesting.”

Booker High School’s Jeffery Cornwell leads a
 discussion and hands-on demonstra-
  tion at the2016 Art   
  Teacher Retreat at   
   Ringling College   
   of Art and Design.



IN THE CLASSROOM

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. While only a small 
percentage will be selected for display, each student will benefit by engaging 
in a comprehensive approach to critical thinking and visual inquiry which 
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.

Of particular note during 2016 was the growth in our “Embracing Dr. Seuss’ 
Differences Day” program. Through our partnerships with the Suncoast 
Campaign for Grade-Level Reading, the Patterson Foundation, Community 
Foundation of Sarasota County, and the United Way of Manatee County, 6,258 
Sarasota and Manatee county students were able to celebrate Dr. Seuss and 
experience the clear message that reading is fun and important. 2,002 of these 
students were provided with copies of their very own Dr. Seuss book for their 
home libraries. Dr. Seuss and his use of rhyme make a highly effective tool 
for teaching young children the basic skills needed to be successful in an ever 
changing world.

STUDENT DOCENTS

Our successful partnership with 
Riverview High School’s Coex-
istence Club continues to be a key 
component of our efforts with more 
than 145 students participating 
during the past year. During the 
exhibit, student docents lead groups 
of inquisitive youngsters daily 
to recognize and appreciate the 
messages delivered through the art. 
With guided questions, our young 
visitors are led to make realizations 
of their own about inclusion and 
acceptance of others, including those 
different from themselves. Student 
docent tours were provided to 6,820 
K-8 children visiting the 2016 exhibit.
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EDUCATION INITIATIVES

EDUCATION INITIATIVES

“All of us — students and teachers alike — are learning to open our eyes
and dare to imagine a world of possibilities.” 

“It has always been important for me as an art teacher that my students create 
art which is not only personally meaningful, but meaningful within the context 

of society as a whole. The Embracing Our Differences project not only brings 
diversity into my classroom, but it also teaches the important role art plays

as a catalyst for social change.” 

“I truly believe my students started to see others, not as someone to 
make  fun of for being different, but for being unique individuals.” 

“My students were more comfortable and less judgmental of their peers
in the classroom. They were also better able to express intangible ideas 

and emotions through their artwork.”

TEACHER COMMENTS

“The student docents sparked 
interest in my students

and increased participation.” 

“The art definitely made an 
impression — the docents made 

it come to life.”

“The student docents were 
very patient with my students. 

They understood that 
the attention span of

 young children is very limited.”

TEACHER COMMENTS

Thor



MAKE-A-DAY OF IT!

Through its Make-A-Day of It! program, Embracing Our Differences is a 
model for collaboration and maximizing community resources, while providing 
teachers and their students the opportunity, using the school buses we 
provide, to participate in complementing education programs with partnering 
organizations such as:

With 12,469 students benefiting during the past school year, this asset sharing 
program is unique in Southwest Florida.
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EDUCATION INITIATIVES

“The Make-A-Day of It with Mote Marine was just perfect! Mote supported 
our studies of habitats, and EOD supported our efforts to build an inclusive 
community. The cost would have been prohibitive without your support.”

“For most of my students, this was a trip of ‘firsts.’ Many had never been
on a school bus, visited a park or experienced a botanical garden.”

TEACHER COMMENTS

Neighborhood by Jeanne Torres
Sarasota, Florida

Which Will You Follow? by Maya Nightsky
10th Grade, Sarasota, Florida

COMMUNITY 
COLLABORATIONS
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EDUCATION INITIATIVES

Heads by Gavin Boyer
7th Grade, Sarasota, Florida

● Florida Studio Theatre 

● Mote Marine Aquarium

● Sarasota Film Festival

● Marie Selby Botanical Gardens

● Ringling Museum of Art

● Van Wezel Performing Arts Hall

Embracing Our Differences is very proud of its many collaborations through-
out the past year. A past recipient of The Patterson Foundation’s “Collaborative 
Innovator” Award, Embracing Our Differences partnered with Florida Studio 
Theatre, Sarasota Film Festival, Sarasota Opera, The Jewish Federation of Sarasota-
Manatee, The Patterson Foundation, Suncoast Campaign for Grade-Level Reading, 
Community Foundation of Sarasota County, United Way of Manatee County, 
Sarasota County Bar Association, Booker, Riverview & North Port high schools, and 
many others to bring innovative diversity education programming to Sarasota 
and Manatee students during the 2015-2016 school year. 

Embracing Our Differences was very fortunate to receive the 2016 “Diversity 
and Inclusion Award” presented by the Florida Division of Cultural Affairs and 
Citizens for Florida Arts, Inc. Acknowledging Florida’s diversity as one of the 
key attributes to the state’s vibrant cultural landscape, the award recognizes 
the efforts of organizations working to make arts and cultural programming in 
Florida as diverse and inclusive as possible.  

Embrace Our Spectrum by Jamie Green
11th Grade, Viera, Florida

– Stephanie Gorniak
Columbia, South Carolina

TCLUDE
When you

others, you gain a
world of friends.

Stacked People by Gabriel Grecco
Niteroi, Brazil

– Victoria Popity
10th Grade, North Port, Florida

YqRSMF
Don't change

to become someone
else's version

of perfect.

– Sarthak Meher
Bhubaneswar, India

NFURB.
Differences are

Discrimination
is man-made.



IN THEIR OWN WORDS: TEACHERS

Our 2016 survey of 290 participating teachers overwhelmingly indicated that 
the Embracing Our Differences Education Initiatives provide a “meaningful 
and relevant” educational experience for students and teachers alike.

“Outstanding experience for all.”

“I was amazed at the critical thinking it sparked in my students.”

“Thank you for your dedication, commitment and professionalism! 
Your team of inspiration gives a much needed elixir of hope for future generations.”

“My students’ exposure to diversity and inclusion is limitless thanks to
Embracing Our Differences.”

“I hope that you feel the same sense of empowerment, dedication and respect that 
the field trip instilled in my students.”

“This is the absolute best professional development workshop I have ever done.”

“The exhibit is the culminating experience for my students to totally accept that 
coexistence is a lifestyle choice. My students are prime examples that

Embracing Our Differences changes lives.”

“My students realized that their opinions do matter.”

“The experience created an opportunity for me to open the line of communication 
with parents through homework assignments.”

“A lot of ‘why’ questions came out of the artwork.”

IN THEIR OWN WORDS: EXHIBIT VISITORS

2016 was a critical success for Embracing Our Differences with 96% of 
surveyed visitors indicating the art was either “excellent” or “very good.” A 
remarkable 93% felt the exhibit favorably influenced their opinion on the 
importance of diversity and inclusion in our lives. 

“Phenomenal – really enhanced the park experience.”

“Just LOVED it!! Best exhibit ever!!”

“Powerful and wonderful experience. It was professional and very well presented.”

“Pulled at my heartstrings. It should be mandatory to visit this exhibit.”

“Excellent! An eye-opening experience!”

“Not to be missed – love it every year!”

“A must-see for all generations.”

“I woke up this morning a little ‘down’ and thought I’d go for a walk. I walked 
to the park and what started as a bad day turned into a very beautiful day.  The 
exhibit’s message of hope and love replaced fear and hate. Everyone should see 

and feel the exhibit, it is amazing.”
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Make New Friends by Alina Potemska
Warsaw, Poland

Friends Foever by Sammy Chong
Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts

Perpetual Motion by Vitalii Panasiuk
Chernivtsi, Ukraine

Hidden by Michael Negron
12th Grade, College Point, New York

For a complete list of sponsors, visit our website at EmbracingOurDifferences.org

SPONSORS — A project as large as Embracing Our Differences requires the
support of many people and organizations. We appreciate those who have played 

a role in supporting our efforts.
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