
Arts of Life + Circle Contemporary

Arts of Life advances the creative arts 

community by providing artists with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities 

a collective space to expand their practice 

and strengthen their leadership.

MARVIN YOUNG
Taxi Cab, 2025

Graphite, pen and crayon on paper
53 ¾ x 40 ½ in.

ANNUAL REPORT
Fiscal Year 2025



I’m proud of the work happening in our 

programs. Although it’s diǘcult to pinpoint 
what was and is most meaningful, a few things 

continue to stand out:

•	 Our Artists’ Resilience: This celebratory 

year for our community has also come with 

challenges. Once again, our artists have 

shown their undeniable strength, leadership, 

and advocacy. Our participation in the 

Disability Pride Parade proved what we see 

every day - our artists are guiding us to a more 

equitable future. 

•	 Our Committed Staff: Our staff’s 

compassionate dedication over many years is 

remarkable. Progressive Art Studios, like Arts 

of Life, combine more traditional care with 

artistic support. In work that is equal parts 

demanding and rewarding, I’ve witnessed 

the strong bonds that develop and how they 

change the staff’s own creative practices. We 

learn from each other and are better for having 

this unique experience. 

•	 Our Long-term Community Partners: Our 

ambitions were too big to accomplish on 

our own. I’m proud we’ve been working with 

the School of the Art Institute and DePaul 

University since we opened our doors. 

Through internships and project support, these 

institutions continue to shape Arts of Life. 

Of course, our list of partners is extensive, 

and I’m grateful to each for recognizing the 

importance of our artists’ work. 

•	 Circle Contemporary Collaborators: Since 

launching Circle Contemporary Gallery, our 

artists have engaged with contemporary 

creatives from around the world. This program 

exempliǖes our mission: showcasing our 
artists’ work alongside their peers, disrupting 

the “Outsider” narrative, and challenging the 

broader art community to embrace all artists.

•	 Our Visionary Donors: In the months leading 

up to our opening in January 2000, over 100 

donors took a leap of faith with us. In the 

intervening years, thousands more joined this 

stalwart group. Your unwavering support gives 

us the conǖdence to work toward a world we 
believe in, even when it seems impossible.

Because the world wasn’t as connected 25 

years ago, I didn’t understand our work’s 

broader importance. I focused on building an 

environment that met the needs and desires 

of the 12 people in that one room. Today, 

our community has expanded beyond my 

imagination. In reality, Arts of Life continues 

to be a leap of faith. We strive, push, and 

iterate in order to best support the 80+ artists 

in our rooms. I’m so grateful to everyone who 

continues to leap with us. It has been my 

pleasure to lead this organization for 25 years. 

I look forward to what we will bring about 

together next.

A Letter From Our Founder

When asked how we started, I often say I was just young and naive enough to think that 

if we built something amazing, people would recognize it and join us. I didn’t understand 

that Illinois ranked at the bottom for I/DD funding, that a scarcity mindset led providers 

to not “allow” people with I/DD to leave their program for a career in the arts, and that the 

reimbursement rate was well below national standards. We’ve worked hard for slow and 

steady growth and would not be here, 25 years later, without your dedication to our vision 

of a more equitable creative landscape. 

Warmly,

Denise Fisher, Founder/Executive Director



The sense of community is stronger here than 

anywhere else I have ever been, and I have felt so 

welcomed and appreciated by everybody at Arts 

of Life from the very ǖrst time I walked through the 
studio doors. The work that this organization does is 
so valuable, not only to the artists that they support 

but to Chicago’s arts community as a whole.

Hale A, volunteer



Arts of Life - Circle Contemporary

Reached 114,800+ on Social Media  311 artworks 

sold  2,700+ Volunteer Hours  40,900+ Artist 

Program Hours  32 Events & Exhibitions

Including those hosted at

Intuit Art Museum, The Outsider Art Fair New York, N:News Museum Yeonhui,  

Heralbony Art Prize Tokyo, EXPO Chicago, Facility, Chicago Artist Coalition

Expenses Total $2,517,470.04

Unaudited FY25 ænancials

Revenue $2,394,459.24

Program Services

$1,881,264.68

Fundraising

$428,363.38

Management & General

$207,841.98

Institutional Giving

$948,708.09

Program Services

$169,965.21

Special Events

$69,840.74

Miscellaneous

$149,070.64

State of Illinois

$773,926.62

Individual Giving

$282,947.94
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President:  
Julie Gustafson 
Rachel Martell 
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Patricia Christensen-Rees
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2025 DONORS
Reflecting donors who  
made a cumulative 
contribution of $100+ 
between July 1, 2024 -  
June 30, 2025

^ Executive Board Member
+ Visionary
= Silver Society
* In-kind Donor 
~ Honor/Memorial Gift

$50,000+
Arts Work Fund for  
Organizational Development
Chicago Department of Cultural 
Affairs & Special Events (DCASE)
The Coleman Foundation+
Good Chaos 
MacArthur Foundation
Ruth Foundation for the Arts 

$25,000-$49,999
Illinois Arts Council Agency 
Illinois Department of 
Human Services - Division of 
Developmental Disabilities 
Julius N. Frankel Foundation 
Holly Palmer Foundation
The Leineberg Foundation 
National Endowment for the Arts
New Trier Township 
Seyfarth Shaw LLP*
Cindy & Larry Shanker*+~
David Warn & Autumn Smith+ 
The Andy Warhol Foundation for 
the Visual Arts

$10,000-$24,999
Anonymous (2)+
Sean Hicks^
Rachel^ & Aaron Martell
Carol Oppenheim & Jerome S 
Lamet Charitable Fund
The Smith Tieken Foundation 
UNITY Charity Fashion Show 
(Northwestern University)
Quinn M. Zenner Supplemental 
Needs Trust~

$5,000-$9,999
Leslie & David Abramson~+
Jeff Boarini~+
Field Foundation of Illinois, Inc 
William Fisch & Ann Brunett+

Andrew & Alice Fischer  
Charitable Trust
Denny Fisher & Dave Gebhardt~+
John & Mary Korb+
Lynch Incorporated 
Niles Township 
Philip & Jennifer Spahn+
The van Blyenburgh  
Family Foundation+

$2,500-$4,999
Marcina Adams 
Anonymous (3)~+
Stephen & Claudia Austin+
Carolyn & John Borta+
Best Day Brewing*
Gregory Brinkman+
CapGrow Partners LLC 
The Connell Group+
Jane & Dave Doyle~+
Donna Frownfelter+
Debbie & Rudy Kubica+
Highland Park Community 
Foundation 
Mark & Karen Lega+
Joe McIlhattan^=
Swarna Rao=+
Bill & Rosellen Monter~
Partners for Sacred Places*
Renaissance Charitable 
Foundation 
Tandem Thinking, Inc.*
Joan Tisdale~
Velaman Fund at Chicago 
Community Foundation 
Winky Foundation+

$1,000-$2,499
Debbi & Mark Abramson~
Kevin Aiston & Pauline Shoback+
Anonymous (2)~+
The Bennin’s~+
Bryan & Mary Bienias=+
Edward Boarini~+
The Bradbury Family  
Charitable Foundation 
Cairy Brown 
The Cliff Dwellers Arts Foundation 
Community Shares of Illinois 
Rick Conners~+
Richard & Joan DeCleene~
Pam & Terry Dowd+
Empty Bottle Presents 
Executive Construction 
Foundation~
Eigenberg Family+
William Fanter 
The Fealy Family Charitable  
Gift Fund~
Robin Fern~+
Joshua Fisch*
Karin Msall Fischer~+
Scott & Melinda Fisher=+
Fox Family~=+
Jeffrey Goldberg*^
M. Julie^ & Michael Gustafson~+
LuAnn Hamel~+
Michael Hannigan+
Jordan’s Food of Distinction*
Elena & Dale Kelley+
Martha Lew~
Manhard Consulting 
Ellen & Ed McManus~+
Matthew Michrina^ &  
Niki Miksa=+
Anna Mort*+

Paul S. Nadler Family  
Charitable Trust 
Julianne Msall Pegler~
Swarna Rao=+
Sarah Randall^
Dan Sharps~
Linda & Peter Skelly  
Charitable Fund~
Bonnie Smith 
The Sparacio Family+
Carlo Tarantino~=+
John^ & Cody Troxel-Czmyr=+
TVGLA 
TXA TXA Club*
Johnathan Waldrop &  
Jennifer Lee Charitable Fund 
Family of Lucy Walsh+
Gail Weisman+

$500-$999
Anonymous 
21C Museum Hotel Chicago*
Renata Berdes Team+
Joseph Bowlby*
Jan Brugger & Karl Bollig 
Michael Buck~
Burnt City Brewing*
Tiffany Carter 
James Cauley &  
Brenda Andrews~+
Kris & Dave Cloud 
Combined Federal Campaign 
CNA Insurance 
Ryan Delp+
David Demus~
Dmarro 
Empty Bottle 
Rhonda Fisher~=+
Mary Fulton~+
Noreen Galanter 
Jane Gallery & Buz Craven=+
Patricia Gilford 
Dr. Robert Henry~+
Darrel Hieber, Stacy Wilson,  
& Laura Hieber+
Luke & Isabel Kaplan=+
Kristin Kelley=+
Bronwyn & Andy Kelly+
Debra Kerr & Steven D. Thompson+
The Robert & Tracey Kritt 
Charitable Fund+
AK~+
Tess Landon 
Chelsea Leasure*
Andrei Lyashenko 
Ralph D. Lynch Jr.~
Patti & Michael Mangis+
Larry & Beth Markin 
Hilary Marshall*=+
John & Janet McCarron 
Chris McGuire=
Sandro Miller~+
Carin & Chris Moeder 
Heather Nooks 
Kay & Bob Otter~
Bethany & David Parnell=+
Abby Pucker 
Rainbo Club 
Jeanne Reed+
Renegade Craft Fair 
Abraham Ritchie 
Barbara Serota 
Annette Sloan+
Dennis Taylor 
Torque^

Bob & Cathy Viau 
Arthur & Shirley Weiss~

$100-$499
Alan Adams 
Zaynab Ahmed 
Allermuir 
Anonymous (9)~+
Dan Anthon~+
Kim & Tom Arndt~
Scarlett Ashton=+
Artists’ Frame Service*
Rufus Austin 
Dana Bassett*
Scott Bates & Julie Bowman 
Victoria Bates~+
KJ Becker~=+
Susan Bence 
Allan & Jan Bergman~
MR Berling 
Blackbird Ecommerce 
Laurie A. Block=
Jennifer Brennan~
Bob Britt 
Broadway In Chicago*
Al Bucci 
Benjie Burford 
Sue Burzawa & Kevin Coughlin~
Toni & Nick Campbell+
Candid Wines*
CDW 
Chrzan Family~
Michael Coddington 
Hedy Cohen~
Wendy Cohen 
Cyber Grants 
Matt Dalzell 
Dana Deane~
Judy Deutsch~
Mr. & Mrs. Patrick Devine~
Pam & Steve Devries 
Joanne & Steve Dicker~
Anne-Marie Douglas~
Jan Drennen 
Eric & Kim Ephraim 
Evanston Art Center*
Extruder duder*
Thomas & Cristina Filicky~
Margaret Fiorenza 
Tyler & Leah Fisher=+
J Flowers+
Charles Schrank &  
Stephanie Foye 
Whitney & Mark Fragassi 
Chad Franklin 
Andrea Fricano 
Jason & Lisa Friedman 
William Frieske 
Alene Frost~
Juliana Furlong 
Mia & Mark Furlong 
Mary Furlong 
Patricia Garsee~+
Barbara Goldman~+
Grandma~
Grateful Friend 
Emily Green~+
Jean, Dennis & Chris Greenberg 
Matt Greenberg 
Fern Greer 
Martin Grill 
Robert Grossett 
Ted Hamel’s Dad+
James Hammeke 

Kenneth Hansen+
Selima & Scott Hargadon 
Harris Theater for  
Music & Dance*
Payton A Harris-Woodard*
Kelly Heath+
Dr. Scott J. Hunter=+
Gracie Inacay 
Faye & Josh Jacobs~+
JR Jacobsen+
Barbara Jewett ~
Leslie Johnson+
Mark Joly+
Marianne Kallen~
Gareth Kaye*
Clare Kelly~
Patricia Klingbiel^+
Lucienne Klipstein+
Michael Klozotsky &  
Abbie Coley+
Anna Kramer-Meanswell 
Ruth Krugly & Darryl Davidson 
Lakeshore Beverage*
Eileen Lally 
Bruce Lamont+
Sherry Laten LCSW, Ph.D. 
Jere Law+
Caitlin Law+
Cortney Lederer^
Melissa Leger~
Marcy Lichterman 
Mary Lippa+
Steve Maloney 
Robin Marchese 
Paul Marcus & Katherine Juda+
Jack Massing 
Dr. Shaaron McCabe+
Jerome McEntee 
Damon McLeese*
Ariana Melendez~+
Michele & Joel Melnick~
Carolyn Miller 
Middle Brow Beer & Wine Co.*
Fredericka Mirenda+
Noël Morical*
Anne Morse 
Dennis Motyka 
John & Colleen Mueller*
Margaret Murphy 
Beverly Nash 
Nancy Neels 
Kerianne Newland 
Tish Noel~
Betsy O’Brien+
Nancy & Tom O’Neil 
Will & Martina O’Sullivan~
Roger O’Sullivan 
Mary O’Sullivan Smith &  
Mark Smith~+
Deirdre OReilly+
Kasey Ornelas+
Tim Ortiz*
Tomotto 
Lance Oyer 
Chris & Nan Parson~
PayPal Giving Fund 
Shelie Peterson 
Tom & Carol Petrillo+
Pie, Pie My Darling*
Pink & Tan*
Pour Souls Chicago*
Maureen Pskowski~
Aly Noël Raden=
Joan Rieger 

Vanessa Roman+
Ramona Roy 
Susan Sachs~
Scott Saef & Lisbeth Levine~
Gail Schechter~+
Larry Schieren 
Schneider Family Giving Fund+
Alice Schutzenhofer 
Rebecca Seligman &  
Thom McDade=+
Caroline Seligman &  
George Jolly~
David & Lisa Shanker~
Gary Shovers & Tom Rebori~
Kate Sierzputowski*
Thomas & Pegeen Smith+
Chris McGraw~
Lindsay Starr+
Christina Stavros*
Frances E. Streit Foundation~
Daniel Sullivan 
Leslie Surel+
Ric & Shelley Sutherland~
Amber Thomas*
S. Tomaszewski~
Selina Trepp 
Chip Trindl 
John Tumblin*
Diane Turner+
UMB 
Alex Underwood+
Dr. Leonor Vanik 
Eleazar Vazquez=
Laurie Vincent & Brad Pierce~
Allison Wade+
David R. Walega, MD+
Brent Walsh~
Michael Walther 
Cory & Deb Watrous+
Vince & Rita Weinert~
Sidney William Swanson*
Ron & Pam Williams~+ 
Donna Corazza Williams~
Folayemi Wilson / blkhaus  
studios, LLC 
Writers Theatre*
Greg & Mona Yasutake~+
Yogaview*

Honor/Memorial Gifts
In Honor of AofL’s 25th 
Anniversary: 

Cindy & Larry Shanker
In Honor of AofL Staff: 

Bill & Rosellen Monter
In Memory of Virginia Aberle: 

Emily Green
In Honor of Chris Austin: 

Mary Fulton
Ralph D. Lynch Jr.

In Memory of Kathleen  
Cauley Auter: 

James Cauley & Brenda Andrews
Grandma

In Honor of Walter & Mary  
Beth Buck: 

Michael Buck
In Honor of Jeff & Ted Boarini: 

Kim & Tom Arndt
Hedy Cohen
Clare Kelly
Gary Shovers & Tom Rebori

In Memory of Joey Center: 
AK

In Honor of Casey Chrzan: 
Chrzan Family

 
In Honor of Caroline Chun: 

Martha Lew
In Honor of Joey Center &  
Tom Colby: 

Linda & Peter Skelly Charitable 
Fund

In Memory of Sandra Conners: 
Rick Conners
Greg & Mona Yasutake

In Memory of Obadiah “Timothy” 
Israel Demus, & Gloria Childress: 

David Demus
In Honor of Sam Filicky: 

Thomas & Cristina Filicky
In Memory of Bob & Perry Fisher: 

Anonymous
Denny Fisher & Dave Gebhardt

In Memory of Bob Fisher: 
Vince & Rita Weinert

In Honor of Denny Fisher: 
Anonymous
Barbara Goldman
Ron & Pam Williams

In Memory of Perry Fisher and  
Ron & Anne Lefevre: 

Rhonda Fisher
In Honor of Cole Fox: 

Fox Family
In Honor of Hannah Furlong: 

Anne-Marie Douglas
In Honor of Ted Gram-Boarini: 

Sue Burzawa & Kevin Coughlin
Dana Deane
Ric & Shelley Sutherland

In Honor of Isamu Guy: 
Anonymous

In Honor of Peter Hales: 
Maureen Pskowski

In Memory of Angela Hanus: 
Jennifer Brennan

In Honor of Steve Haraj &  
Denny Fisher: 

Dan Anthon
In Honor of Martha Hogan: 

M. Julie & Michael Gustafson
In Memory of Pat & John Horwath: 

LuAnn Hamel
In Memory of Josh: 

Dr. Robert Henry
In Honor of Ben Kallen: 

Marianne Kallen
In Memory of Sharon Keffer Jones: 

Karin Msall Fischer
In Honor of Patty Klingbiel: 

The Fealy Family Charitable 
Gift Fund

In Honor of David Krueger: 
Executive Construction  
Foundation
Patricia Garsee

In Memory of Joanne “Rocky” 
Kunz-Boarini: 

Edward Boarini
Jeff Boarini
Jane & Dave Doyle
Caroline Seligman & George Jolly
Laurie Vincent & Brad Pierce

In Memory of Mike Marino: 
Ariana Melendez
Carlo Tarantino

In Honor of Laura McManus: 
Anonymous
The Bennin’s
Allan & Jan Bergman
Barbara Jewett 
Ellen & Ed McManus
Susan Sachs

Gail Schechter
In Memory of Michael Miller: 

Sandro Miller
In Honor of Travis Morehead: 

Arthur & Shirley Weiss
In Honor of Christianne Msall: 

Julianne Msall Pegler
In Memory of Irene Nelson: 

Tish Noel
In Memory of Millicent &  
Wilfred O’Sullivan: 

Mary O’Sullivan Smith & 
Mark Smith

In Honor of The O’Sullivans: 
Will & Martina O’Sullivan

In Memory of Catherine &  
Edward Pskowski: 

Anonymous
In Honor of Carol Pyes: 

Joanne & Steve Dicker
In Honor of Frances Roberts: 

Victoria Bates
In Honor of Cindy & Larry Shanker: 

Anonymous
Debbi & Mark Abramson
Leslie & David Abramson
Judy Deutsch
Robin Fern
Alene Frost
Faye & Josh Jacobs
Michele & Joel Melnick
David & Lisa Shanker
Donna Corazza Williams

In Honor of Andrew Sloan: 
Joan Tisdale

In Honor of Philip &  
Jennifer Spahn: 

Mr. & Mrs. Patrick Devine
Melissa Leger
Scott Saef & Lisbeth Levine
Chris McGraw

In Honor of Tim Stone: 
Chris & Nan Parson
Richard & Joan DeCleene

In Memory of Barbara Streit: 
Frances E. Streit Foundation

In Memory of Dolores 
Tomaszewski: 

S. Tomaszewski
In Memory of Robert Verran: 

KJ Becker
In Honor of Lucy Walsh: 

Kay & Bob Otter
Dan Sharps
Brent Walsh

In Memory of Quinn M. Zenner: 
Quinn M. Zenner Supplemental 
Needs Trust

Matching Gifts
ALDI USA
Brookǖeld Properties
Grainger Matching Charitable  
Gifts Program
Illinois Tool Works Foundation
Mastercard
McDonalds
Publicis Groupe
US Bank
Vertex Pharmaceuticals
Warner Bros. Discovery


