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The Patterson Foundation’s DeSoto Digest Newsletter strives to educate and engage
while sharing the work of TPF initiatives and ways residents can participate. We each

have a role in forging a positive future!

 
WHAT'S INCLUDED IN THIS EDITION

United Way Suncoast’s CEO Kourtney Sanchez Connects with DeSoto County

Leaders
Community Champions Spotlight: Keith Wallace, Miss DeSoto Fast Pitch Softball

DeSoto High School Hosts College and Career Fair for Juniors and Seniors
Harmony in the Streets Builds Connections Between Youth and Law Enforcement

DeSoto County Public Innovators Action Team Updates 

Click here to read the Newsletter in Spanish. 
Haga clic aquí para leer este boletín en español.

Overview

Help Shape the Future of the DeSoto Digest
We created the DeSoto Digest by listening to the community, and we want to keep
strengthening it the same way. Share your thoughts on the value of the newsletter, its
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impact, and opportunities to enhance both the print and digital editions. Complete the
survey by September 30 and help us continue building the future with every voice.

Looking for a printed copy of the DeSoto Digest? 
The DeSoto Digest is available in English and Spanish, in print and digital formats, and is
available at 40 locations throughout the county. Click here to find a list of community
locations. To have physical copies delivered to your location, contact Sherry Oehler at
soehlertpf@gmail.com.  

Looking Ahead: December DeSoto Digest Goes Digital

The November/December print edition of the DeSoto Digest, arriving around November
20, will be our final printed issue of 2026. There will not be a separate print edition in
December. Instead, the December edition will be available digitally only. Regular printed
editions will resume in January 2027. To receive digital copies of the newsletter, sign up
here or email Kiarra Louis at Klouis@thepattersonfoundation.org

Watch & Discover: The Story Behind A Walk to Respect

Leah Verier-Dunn and Beth Duda, Director of the Suncoast Campaign for Grade-Level
Reading and playwright, discussed the acclaimed one-act play Abraham Lincoln and
Frederick Douglass: A Walk to Respect. A staged reading and powerful theatrical
experience, they discuss the impact of this opportunity to look back at our country’s history
through an artistic lens that creates space for a deeper dive. Abraham Lincoln and
Frederick Douglass had opposing views and lived very different lives, but through deep
listening and consideration, they found themselves at the meeting place of respect.

Engage. Connect. Contribute. 

– Nominate A DeSoto County Community Champion to be spotlighted: Complete this
form here to nominate someone who aligns with our criteria below to be featured.

– Ongoing Grant & Scholarship Opportunities: See available grants and scholarships
offered by various funders in the Suncoast here. 
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– Submit a Story to Be Featured in The DeSoto Digest: We are looking for stories that
align with TPF’s belief that communities can shape their own future by involving people
and organizations in the process. Read our guidelines here.  

– Missed an Issue of the DeSoto Digest? Find past issues in English or Spanish here.

To receive digital copies of the newsletter, sign up here or email Kiarra Louis at
Klouis@thepattersonfoundation.org

Bringing DeSoto’s Eight Aspirations to Life

Each issue of the DeSoto Digest is intentionally organized to showcase real examples of
how community members, nonprofit partners, funders, and local organizations are working
together to bring to life the eight themes and shared aspirations that emerged from a
series of facilitated conversations. See a list of all eight themes here.

DeSoto County is Joining
Keep Florida Beautiful 

(Theme 1)

DeSoto County is officially joining
Keep Florida Beautiful as a statewide
affiliate! The immediate goal is to
transform our community's highest-
traffic gateways into beautiful spaces
that reflect community pride. This
effort first starts with creating a Youth
Beautification Council. Youth in
DeSoto County ages 14 to 18 can
apply to serve as a representative on
the Youth Beautification Council.
Responsibilities will include monthly
meetings, litter identification training,
workdays, and learning collaborative
leadership. 

The long-term goal is to empower all
DeSoto County residents to care for
their neighborhoods. Youth
organizations that have participated
in the DeSoto Public Innovator teams
will assist with recruiting youth team
members; however, representation
can come from any youth residing in
DeSoto County.

The council will learn how to evaluate
locations in DeSoto County that can
be transformed into spaces of pride
at the first Better DeSoto Day to be
held in conjunction with Suncoast
Remake Learnings Days 2027.

Shape DeSoto County's Future
Together! DeSoto County
Comprehensive Plan

The Central Florida Regional
Planning Council is working in
partnership with DeSoto County to
update the DeSoto County
Comprehensive Plan. Share your
thoughts on how our community
develops over the next 20+ years
here.

Sheriff Potter Helps Residents
Take an Active Role in

Community Safety (Theme 2)
 
Keeping DeSoto County safe is a
shared responsibility. While Sheriff
James F. Potter and the DeSoto
County Sheriff’s Office remain
dedicated to protecting the
community, residents also play an
important role in protecting
themselves, their families, and their
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﻿If you have been involved with
civic, services, agriculture,
leadership, mentoring, and/or faith
programs, you are encouraged to
contact Sondra Guffey at
s.guffey@desotobocc.com.

By Sondra Guffey, Economic Development
Director, DeSoto County Board of County
Commissioners

Florida Department of State
Designates Arcadia Main
Street as Program of the

Month (Theme 3) 

In August 2026, the Florida
Department of State Secretary Cord
Byrd announced Arcadia Main Street
as Florida Main Street Program of
the Month. The Arcadia Main Street
Program uses a four-point approach
in building a cohesive program. Its
goal is to make downtown Arcadia a
year-round destination for all to enjoy
by encouraging arts, culture, and a
strong mix of thriving businesses.
Pam Ames, Executive Director,
recently completed the plan for the
upcoming fall season, which includes
the reopening of the Downtown 2nd
Saturday Market beginning October
10, 2026, and running through May
8, 2027. The Biannual Bike Fest
event is November 7, 2026.

Established in 1985, the Arcadia
MainStreet Program (AMS) recently
accepted an AARP Community
Challenge grant that has helped
make downtown easier to navigate
with wayfinding signs and
beautification projects, including
three new murals, painted flowerpots,
and landscaping. The America250FL
grant helped complete an eagle
mural and begin a second mural
project commemorating Arcadia’s
involvement in World War I and II. 

Since designation, AMS has
generated $7,690,534 in public and
private investments. The community
has seen an increase of 48 net new
businesses that have created 193 net
new jobs, and over 12,700 volunteer

property. Sheriff Potter regularly visits
neighborhoods, community
organizations, and local groups to
discuss practical ways residents can
stay safe at home, while traveling,
and when out in public. These
conversations give residents an
opportunity to learn about current
safety concerns, ask questions, and
better understand how to reduce their
risk of becoming victims of crime or
fraud.

During a recent visit to Cross Creek
RV Resort, Sheriff Potter spoke with
residents about crime prevention and
personal safety. Learn why
presentations like the one at Cross
Creek RV Resort are an important
part of the Sheriff’s Office’s
commitment to community
engagement.

By Ashley Coone, Co-founder and
Executive Director of Links to Success and
The Patterson Foundation consultant &
Kaitlin Knapp, DeSoto County Sheriff’s
Office, Public Information Officer

DeSoto County Celebrates
Recent Graduates of Certified

Public Manager Program
(Theme 3) 

My journey through the Certified
Public Manager (CPM) program has
been one of tremendous growth, both
professionally and personally. I
began this experience hoping to
become a better leader, but I am
leaving with so much more: greater
confidence, new perspectives,
practical resources, and a stronger
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hours have been recorded. Click
here for more information.

United Way Suncoast’s CEO
Kourtney Sanchez Connects
with DeSoto County Leaders

(Theme 3)

On Wednesday, August 12, at South
Florida State College DeSoto
Campus, new United Way Suncoast
CEO Kourtney Sanchez introduced
herself to DeSoto County community
leaders. Ms. Sanchez took over the
role of CEO for United Way Suncoast
on June 1, 2026, and has focused
the first months of her journey on a
simple focus: listen, align, and act—
because for Kourtney, listening isn’t a
formality; it’s the foundation for
meaningful leadership and lasting
progress.

By Beth Duda, Director, Suncoast
Campaign for Grade-Level Reading  

foundation for navigating the
challenges of public service.

CPM has taught me to look beyond
my own perspective, consider the
bigger picture, and better understand
the many factors that influence
government decisions. I have learned
to approach challenges more
objectively, ask better questions,
collaborate with others, and
recognize that good leadership
requires a willingness to continually
learn and grow. These lessons have
not only made me a stronger public
servant but have also influenced how
I approach situations in my personal
life.

I am incredibly grateful to the DeSoto
County Government and our
leadership for giving my entire cohort
the opportunity to participate in CPM.
Their willingness to invest in our
professional development is an
investment in each of us, our
organization, and ultimately the
community we serve. I know we all
enjoyed our journey. CPM has given
us tools that we will carry with us
throughout our careers. 

By Liz Coronado, Library Manager, DeSoto
County Library and Certified Public
Manager

Build a Better Business with No-Cost Expert Help From SBDC

SBDC offers confidential, no-cost consulting to all entrepreneurs in the Tampa Bay region
who want to grow their business. If you are interested, schedule your appointment with
one of their certified consultants. For more information about SBDC at USF, click here. 

Melissa Ehrhardt Joins Gulf Coast as
Director, Capacity Building (Theme 3) 

Gulf Coast Community Foundation (Gulf Coast) is
pleased to announce the hiring of Melissa Ehrhardt as
Director, Capacity Building. In this position, Ehrhardt
leads the strategic direction of Invest in Incredible (I3),
Gulf Coast’s nonprofit capacity-building initiative,
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which strengthens nonprofit governance, leadership, fundraising, and operational
excellence through workshops, consulting engagements, and digital learning resources.
She is responsible for content building and consultant cohort management. Learn more
about Melissa, her role, and her vision for i3 in this fun intro video. Read the full
announcement here.

By Gulf Coast Community Foundation 

Community Champions Spotlight:
Keith Wallace, Miss DeSoto Fast
Pitch Softball (Theme 3)

In this Community Champions Series, we
are spotlighting Keith Wallace, Miss
DeSoto Fast Pitch Softball.

Keith Wallace has called Arcadia home
since 2010, but his connection to the
community began years earlier through family. Through coaching with Miss DeSoto
Fastpitch Softball, coordinating the Suncoast Remake Learning Days Softball Clinic,
volunteering with the DeSoto County Historical Society and Pioneer Days, and supporting
local children and families, Keith has experienced firsthand the generosity and community
spirit that make DeSoto County special. Over the years, Keith has seen more people
devote their time, talents, and resources to creating opportunities and supporting their
neighbors. Looking ahead, he hopes that spirit continues to grow, with new people
stepping forward to carry the torch, become more engaged, and build on the great work
already happening throughout DeSoto County. Keith plans to do his part by continuing to
volunteer and sharing his knowledge with the next generation of youth softball leaders.
See Keith’s full mini-interview and learn more about his connection to and impact in
DeSoto County here.

What Community Members Shared
–“Always going above and beyond for Miss DeSoto Softball program.” — Nancy Garcia

– “Keith has dedicated years of his free time to the youth softball here in DeSoto and has
put on many softball camps for free. He loves mentoring and building these girls up and
shows up without question anytime he’s asked for help. He’s never done it for money or
appreciation but for the love of our youth and the game of softball. He’s a phenomenal
man and coach." — Justin Woods

By Ashley Coone, Consultant, The Patterson Foundation and Co-founder and Executive Director of
Links to Success

Community Connections Plant Digital Navigation Seeds (Theme 4)

Part of DeSoto County’s identity as a rural place is its belief in faith. About 70 faith-based
organizations operate throughout the county. With a population of about 35,000, it is
estimated that a majority of DeSoto’s residents regularly include faith-based activities in
their day-to-day lives. As an organization hired to do community outreach and
engagement work across a variety of scopes, we cannot discount faith-based
organizations when understanding what a community cares about and how it lives and
breathes. Learn three ways technology is impacting faith-based organizations. For more
information about bringing no-cost digital navigation services to your church, contact
mmartineztpf@gmail.com or call (508) 687-0548.
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By Maribel Martinez, Consultant, The Patterson Foundation 

IBT Group USA Delivers Digital Literacy Classes
for DeSoto residents (Theme 4)

Priya’s class focused on digital literacy through Artificial
Intelligence (AI) in DeSoto County. Community members
were eager to learn how AI can enhance both their personal
and professional lives and were surprised at the many ways
they could use AI Tools. As IBT Group USA nears the
completion of bringing its portion of high-speed internet
access to DeSoto County, we all recognize that connectivity
is only part of the solution. Equally important is ensuring
residents have the digital skills and confidence to take full
advantage of these new opportunities. By combining
broadband access with digital literacy training, the IBT
Group is helping equip individuals, families, and businesses with the tools they need to
thrive in today’s digital world.

By Sondra Guffey, Economic Development Director, DeSoto County Board of County Commissioners

Take the Digital Access for All DeSoto County Internet Usage Survey
2026 (Theme 4)

TPF created its Digital Access for All initiative to explore efforts across multiple sectors to
enhance access to technology that connects people in ways that foster inclusion and well-
being. It focuses on three elements that are essential to digital access: connectivity,
devices, and skills/support. We are collecting information from residents, businesses, and
nonprofit organizations from all parts of the City and County about your current experience
or lack thereof with the internet. Please help us complete this short survey here.

DeSoto Digest Deliveries: A Stop in Historic Pine Level (Theme 6)

Each month, Sherry Oehler delivers printed copies of the DeSoto Digest to locations
across DeSoto County, and one of her favorite stops is tucked away in the DeSoto
countryside. It's a quiet place with a fascinating history. She was especially surprised to
learn that Manatee County once extended this far east before DeSoto County was
created. It's a wonderful reminder of how county boundaries, and the communities within
them, have changed over time. Sometimes these deliveries become a journey through
local history as much as a way to share community news. To pique your interest, here's a
little glimpse into its past.

By Sherry Oehler, Consultant, The Patterson Foundation 

DeSoto High School Hosts College and Career Fair for Juniors and
Seniors  (Theme 7)

On Tuesday, August 18, DeSoto High School welcomed more than 45 colleges,
universities, trade schools, and local agencies to campus for its College and Career Fair,
coordinated by Erica Smith, Dean of Assessment and Student Success. Every junior and
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senior could attend, moving through the fair by
class with their teachers and counselors
during an hour-long visit.

This year's fair also included multiple
foundations dedicated to student success,
including The Education Foundation of
DeSoto County, the William G. and Marie
Selby Foundation, and the Community
Foundation of Sarasota County. Links to
Success and Take Stock in Children
participated too. Continue learning about
efforts to help students see not just where
they could go, but how to get there.

By Shannon Fusco, Executive Director, The Education Foundation of DeSoto County

Harmony in the Streets Builds Connections Between Youth and Law
Enforcement (Theme 8)

Building strong relationships with every member of the community is important to the
DeSoto County Sheriff’s Office, including relationships with its youngest residents.
Through the annual Harmony in the Streets Summer Camp, local children enjoy a week of
fun, learning, and positive interaction with deputies and community partners. Hosted by
the DeSoto County Sheriff’s Office in partnership with the Florida Sheriffs Youth Ranches,
the 2026 camp welcomed children ages 6 through 12 to the Turner Agri Civic Center from
July 27 through July 31. Learn how Harmony in the Streets has become a successful and
meaningful summer tradition.

By Ashley Coone, Consultant, The Patterson Foundation, and Kaitlin Knapp, DeSoto County Sheriff’s
Office, Public Information Officer
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Harwood Highlights: Unleashing The Community’s Potential in DeSoto
County

﻿On August 20th, DeSoto County Public Innovators attended a fourth Workspace at the
Turner Center Exhibit Hall, with over 50 in attendance and facilitated by the Harwood
Institute for Public Innovation DeSoto lead Coach, Maritza Coscarelli. The workspace
allowed each of the four action teams working towards community change to share their
team's unfolding story. Here’s what a few attendees had to share: 

Colbey Dawkins, DeSoto Memorial Hospital, Youth Team Member: “We are
becoming problem solvers instead of problem exposers.”
Holly Layport, Arcadia/DeSoto Habitat for Humanity, Housing Team Member: “We
are focusing on the positive.”
Cindy Siegal, DeSoto Memorial Hospital Auxiliary, Faith Team Member: “We are
connectors.”
Chelsea Palmer, Team Arcadia, Health Team Member: “We are building trust.”

Continue reading about updates from each of the four action teams (Youth, Health,
Housing, and Faith), with insights from Cheri Coryea, Consultant, The Patterson
Foundation & Eric Hamilton, DeSoto Public Innovator & Melissa Hirstein, Consultant, The
Patterson Foundation & Alicia Chalmers, Consultant, The Patterson Foundation & Clara
Alvarez, Consultant with The Patterson Foundation and Education Coordinator with
Catholic Charities, Diocese of Venice, Inc. & Sherry Oehler, Consultant, The Patterson
Foundation.

Community News

– What’s Happening in DeSoto County: From the Florida Rodeo to the DeSoto County
Fair, there are festivals, shows, and games for everyone in the family. Join us to explore
Florida Wild! Visit https://visitdesoto.com/events.

– Three Trees Hosts Crafts Night: Monday Night Crafts at Three Trees Brewing Co.!
Grab a friend and get creative each Monday from 4:00- 8:00 PM!
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– Three Trees Brewing Hosts Bingo Night: Join Three Trees Brewing for Bingo Night
each Tuesday from 6:30-8:30 PM throughout the month to benefit a local nonprofit, which
will host the event. For more information, call (863) 900-2739, email
threetreesbrewing@gmail.com, or go to threetreesbrewing.com. For event information,
visit Three Trees Brewing Co on Facebook.

– Neon Moon hosts an Acoustic Jam Session: Join every Thursday at 7:00 PM. Bring
your own instruments, or come to listen to the local talent. Free to watch. For more
information, go to Facebook.com/NeonMoonSaloon or call 863-491-0044. 

– Save the Date: Suncoast Remake Learning Days 2027 will take place Saturday, April
24, through Saturday, May 8, 2027. 

﻿– DeSoto County Presents Its First Annual Fall Festival on Friday, October 30, from
4:30-7:00 PM. For more info, call the Turner Center at 863-993-4807. Email Sondra
Guffey at s.guffey@desotobocc.com. See the event flyer here.

 

Do you have a story or idea to share with the DeSoto County community? Contact
AspirationstoActions@thepattersonfoundation.org. Learn more about The Patterson

Foundation at thepattersonfoundation.org
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