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Empowering Abilities. Nurturing Spirits. Caring for Life.

SAVE THE DATE FOR OUR POWER OF LOVE GALA

In times when the world may feel unsteady, we all long for a place that feels like home — 
a space where the air is warm, the lights are gentle, and we know someone cares. Your 
generosity helps us create Wingspan homes filled with warmth — rooms where laughter 
lingers, where people feel seen, and where hope lives.

Join us Wednesday evening, May 13th for our biggest fundraiser of the year. This night 
of fun, fellowship and inspiration celebrates Wingspan’s 53rd year of service. Our event 
begins at 6PM at the Metropolitan Ballroom in Golden Valley; dinner is included and 
parking is free. Our Gala silent auction will open online a week ahead of our event and 
will close at 8PM that night. Volunteer artists are busy designing fabulous birdhouses 
that have become one of the most sought-after items in our auction. Auction winners who 
can’t attend our gala will be able to pick their winnings up at our Plato office in the days 
following our event.

With its “feeling groovy” vibe, this year’s theme “Believe in music, believe in love” reminds 
us of the healing, transformative power of music. Funds raised will support our music 
and art enrichment programming and may also assist with ongoing accessibility needs, 
replacement of furniture and appliances, tech support, as well as training and leadership 
development for our growing organization.

Sponsorships range from $300 to $15,000 and individual tickets are just $100. Thank 
you to sponsors who have already stepped up to support our gala including John & Jan 
Thames at the $6,000 level, Jeff & Wendy Thames at the $4,000 level, Dual Citizen Brewing 
at the $3,000 level, St. Paul Lions Club at the $2,500 level, and the Matrix Foundation at 
the $1,000 level.

Invitations will be mailed in March; please consider making a donation to support our 
mission even if you can’t join us. We also welcome donations of wines, spirits, gift cards and 
more to our auction. Email Keller at kkarlstrom@wingspanlife.org to make arrangements to 
drop off or for us to pick up. For more information about our event or to donate by phone, 
contact Darolyn Gray, Development Officer, at 612-554-1314.



MEET OUR GALA CHAIR AND OUR EMCEE

2026 Gala Chair2026 Gala Chair
Michael Widdifield serves on Wingspan’s Board of Directors and is 
our 2026 Power of Love Chair. Michael’s uncle, Peter, lives at Fairview 
House, and the Widdifield family has long been deeply involved with 
both Peter and Wingspan. Michael has even joined Peter onstage 
for several Glee Club concerts. In addition to owning and managing 
several commercial and residential properties, Michael is an account 
manager for iSpine Clinics/Algos Health. He also serves as an Elder 
on the Board of Grace Church in Eden Prairie.

Our EmceeOur Emcee
Miss Shannan Paul is a radio and television host, comedian, speaker, 
actress, certified benefit auctioneer and proud former player in the 
Women’s Professional Football League. She co-hosts the “Financial 
Health and Wealth Show” and the “Red Hot Real Estate Show” on 
MyTalk 107.1 radio. We are pleased to welcome her back as our 2026 
gala emcee.

IN LOVING MEMORY

It is with heavy hearts that we share the passing of Maureen 
Merrill on January 12th. Maureen began working at Wingspan 
(then St. Ann’s) in 1974, serving adults with disabilities. 
Though she retired in 2021, she continued to work on call and 
offer craft classes until recently. We were incredibly blessed to 
have Maureen’s steadfast love and devotion to Wingspan for 
over 50 years.

Maureen’s personal life was filled with joy as well. In 1999, 
Maureen married the love of her life, Frank Merrill; they worked 
together for many years. Maureen and Frank cherished time 
with family and frequently traveled to Florida. After retirement, 
they enjoyed international adventures together in France, 
Ireland, Greece, Italy and Norway. While Maureen treasured 
the memories created during their travels, she also deeply 
loved the comfort and joy of home.

Maureen looked for—and saw—the best in everyone. She loved music, art, writing, crafts, 
decorating, and above all, babies. She delighted in finding the perfect gift for someone and 
wrapping it beautifully. When she received her diagnoses in late October—leukemia and a 
brain virus—she faced them with calmness, faith and gratitude for the life she shared with 
Frank.

Maureen will be remembered for her bold, infectious laugh, her humor, the many funny 
stories featuring her, and especially for the unconditional acceptance and love she gave to 
others. Our deepest condolences go out to Frank and to all who loved Maureen.



BUILDING CONNECTION THROUGH ENRICHMENT

At Wingspan, enrichment is woven into everyday life. Clients participate 
in experiences designed to spark creativity, build confidence and 
support emotional expression. In My Rainbow of Feelings, a residency 
with COMPAS teaching artist Candice Simpson in October, one 
client created a striking piece featuring a fabric door that could be 
lifted to reveal layers of color underneath, representing the anxiety 
and chaos he experiences beneath a calm exterior. Moments like 
this show how enrichment activities can offer meaningful ways 
to express emotions that are often difficult to put into words. 
 
In November, clients shared their voices and creativity during a 
Glee Club concert themed Cloudy With a Chance of Fun, performing 
weather-inspired songs for family, friends and supporters. The 
concert also welcomed guests with a client art display in the lobby 
of Incarnation Lutheran Church. In December, enrichment took 
the form of simple connection and shared celebration, as Wingspan 
hosted a stocking party at the Eagan Community Center after staff 
recognized that some clients did not have Christmas stockings. 
Clients and staff decorated stockings, shared conversation and 
enjoyed time together, reminding us that enrichment is often found 
in creativity, community and the small traditions that help people 
feel seen and included.

ADVOCATE WITH US:
OUR EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S CALL TO ACTION

Your voice matters! Every year, hundreds of people come 
together at the Minnesota State Capitol to advocate for the 
needs of people impacted by disabilities, including people with 
disabilities, Direct Support Professionals and other staff, as well 
as families, caregivers and local community leaders. It is an 
opportunity to take pride in who we are, elevate our voices and 
make a meaningful impact.

This year, Disability Services Day at the Capitol will take place 
on March 24. The day begins with a 10:00 am rally in the Capitol 
rotunda, followed by individual or small group meetings with 
legislators. If you are interested in scheduling an appointment 
with a legislator, please let us know and we will email you the 
registration link. If you are unable to attend, you can still make a 
difference by contacting your legislators by phone, email or letter 
to share your story and advocate for issues that matter to you. 
 
Recently, our Development Team hosted an Advocacy and Art Night at our Plato campus, 
where clients learned about advocacy and why their voices matter. Participants also created 
original artwork for a button contest and designed signs with powerful messages to share 
during the March event.
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Make Your 
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Scan Here!

Save a stamp!

If you would prefer to
receive our publications 
by e-mail, please send 
your e-mail address to 
lirizarry@wingspanlife.org

MISSED OUT ON FALL? SIGN UP FOR SPRING!

While we’re all in the depths of winter, it can be nice to look back at 
warmer days! Last fall, we were joined by students from Concordia 
Academy’s Vision4Life service learning program, who spent two 
November days volunteering with us. The students helped Wingspan 
clients decorate gingerbread houses, tidy up our space and add some 
festive cheer. To top it off, they spent a morning clearing our largest 
group home yard of leaves! It was heartening to see the enthusiasm that 
these high schoolers work with and to hear the thoughtful discussion 
of Wingspan’s impact in the community and the importance of service.

Medtronic also came through once again with a fun, enthusiastic 
group of volunteers! Their team collected over 100 bags of leaves at 
our Aurora group home in Shoreview. Residents of our Aurora home 
came outside to say hi and express just how grateful they were to have 
some help with the yard work.

And it’s never too early to look forward to warmer days to come! As 
soon as the snow goes away we need the helping hands of volunteers 
to assist with yard beautification at over 35 group homes. Contact 
Keller Karlstrom to register to volunteer as an individual or group and 
he will help connect you with a home in need that works best for your 
travel time

HELPING HANDS
ARE NEEDED AT

35+ SITES AROUND
THE METRO!

Contact Keller Karlstrom:
kkarlstrom@wingspanlife.org
701-205-6233

Ask about our Good Neighbor 
sponsorship program! 


