
We invite you to join us  
in our mission to put smiles  
on the faces of sick children. 

 
 



Every beginning has an inspira on and Breanna’s Gift  
drew its inspiration from my granddaughter, Breanna.  
 

At the age of 3 she was diagnosed with a cancerous brain  
tumor and spent the last year of her life in the hospital.  
Drawing from my love of the arts, I encouraged Breanna and 
her brothers to draw,  to dance, to act up (and out!). Those  
activities were the ones that brought smiles to everyone’s  
faces. But they were also a way to engage her in activities  
that were beneficial in a therapeutic sense. Movement keeps 
muscles from becoming weak. An accelerated heart rate helps 
with relaxation. And when you’re involved in something you 
love, your spirit stays bright. 
 
Breanna would go to the hospital playroom and each 
me, one item in par cular was her most treasured 

find. It was a pair of tap shoes that she would put on 
and dance around the room. When she had to leave 
the playroom, the shoes could not go with her and  
that was a  me of much sadness and many tears.  
 
The idea for Breanna’s Gift came from this experience – we 
don’t want children to have to leave the shoes behind. To date, 
we have given hundreds of tap shoes, costumes and tutus to 
the children we work with. They are used for creative play 
while in the hospital, and children are able to take items with 
them when it’s time to go home.  
  

We use the magic of the arts to bring  
smiles to the faces of sick children. 
 

 

Breanna’s Gift brings  
smiles to the faces  

of sick children  
through the magic  

of the arts. 

breannasgi .org  



Our program started in September 2007 at Ronald McDonald 
House Charities – Upper Midwest. Since that time we have 
expanded to include Children’s Minnesota hospitals on both the 
Minneapolis and St. Paul campuses. 
 

Rota ng classes in dance, music and visual arts have  
been our main focus. With the involvement of local 
ar sts, children are given the opportunity to explore their  
crea vity, develop skills and learn techniques that would 
not otherwise be available to them in their hospital or 
home‐away‐from‐home environments. Through this  
experience, children learn about the crea ve process,  
collabora on, teamwork, and the joy that comes from  
being a part of it all. 
 

Dance Classes – ballet, tap, jazz, hip hop and flamenco 
Music Classes –  unique combinations of singing, rhythm and 
making musical instruments 
Visual Arts Classes –  collage, painting, origami, bookmaking,    
sculpture, puppetry and more 
Workshops – drama camps, silent and animated film production, 
audio recording and artist-in-residence projects 
 

Artists are selected for their talents and artistic skills, but also  
for their creativity in developing methods of working with the  
children that adapt easily to each child’s needs and abilities. They 
are responsible for maintaining a safe environment and represent 
the highest quality of excellence in their areas of expertise. In  
these settings, one of the most important qualities is their ability  
to gently nurture fragile spirits.  
 

All of our artists work with a Breanna’s Gift volunteer, each of 
whom has their own special art-related background. We have 
found that a volunteer working with each artist is an important 
component for success. The artist teaches while the volunteer  
focuses on children who need a little more assistance. Our  
program has garnered a reputation for flexibility and creativity. 

We offer rotating classes  
in dance, music and a variety 

of art projects. 
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Volunteer Services  Both artists and volunteers complete the 
Volunteer Services Training offered at Children’s Minnesota. Here 
they learn to recognize and accommodate the special needs of 
hospitalized children. Programs teach them to: 
 

 Become familiar with health safety issues. For          
example, materials used must be sterilized before 
they are brought to class, and again before we leave. 

 

 Learn how to take special cautions during their        
classes with children who have compromised          
immune systems  

 

 Preserve family and children’s confidentiality. 
 
This training is invaluable in understanding what  
children can do, deciding how to present each project, 
and selec ng the materials that can be used safely.  
 
Classes are typically taught in hospital playrooms. However,  
artists and volunteers can bring the project to a child and work 
with them one-on-one if they are confined to their room but still 
want to participate. 
 

Our focus when developing our program is to be self-sufficient so 
no additional work is required by staff members at the facilities we 
serve.   
 

Another priority is to make sure children and their families merely 
have to show up to enjoy their art experience. We accomplish  
these objectives by holding multiple meetings with each facility  
to determine a schedule that melds with those already in place.  
 

Breanna’s Gift board members attend classes and workshops  
so they can experience the program’s impact first hand. 
 

Post-program evaluations are held with artists and volunteers  
to determine if each project or activity was appropriate, whether  
it needs revision or should be replaced. Because of the diverse  
nature of the children we work with, internal evaluations with  
each facility are essential to our program’s success. Each year we 
make improvements based on our experiences at each location.  
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Our Challenges are many and we look for creative ways to meet 
each and every one with open arms. Seriously ill children live in a 
world far from what would be considered “normal.” Their walls  
are hospital walls; they are surrounded by doctors, nurses, social 
workers, child life specialists and physical therapists. Their daily 
routines include IVs, shots, tubes, tests, chemotherapy and  
isolation. Their parents and siblings are devastated, terrified and 
struggling to stay strong and keep things under control and as  
stable as possible. Life has been put on hold. Friends, school,  
extracurricular activities like sports or dance and music lessons  
are non-existent. We are able to bring some of these normal  
experiences into their lives by developing techniques and  
projects that focus on individual and group capabilities.  
 
Our program has proven to be an incredible outlet  
for surplus energy and stress. Classes and projects  
provide an experience unlike any other in terms of  
developing self esteem, self expression, confidence and  
a sense of accomplishment. When children step into this  
environment, they grow in so many ways. They develop 
social interac on skills; they learn to share, respect  
themselves and be compassionate and respec ul of  
those around them. Finally, they are completely  
engaged and focused. It becomes a  me for them to  
forget about the IVs, the wheelchairs and the pain. 
 
When possible, we teach dance classes in groups according to the  
age of the children so we can focus on movement and projects 
that are specific to their development and just right for them.  
Sometimes we see children for a couple of weeks and sometimes 
for several months. We modify what we teach, so while children 
learn basic movements and techniques, combinations are different 
and no one feels they missed too much to participate.  
 

Each child has different hospital and clinic schedules and may  
only be able to stay for part of a class or one activity. Projects are 
designed so they can be completed in a relatively short period of 
time. If they have to leave, they can take materials with them and 
finish at a later time. 
 

Children are challenged to try and experience new things. They 
often find themselves in an environment that is new to them. We 
encourage them to discover what they are capable of, how much 
they can accomplish and how to just plain have fun! 
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Ar st Workshops bring children together in a collaborative way.  
 
A Mosaic Workshop led by artist Lori Greene  at Ronald McDonald 
House engaged 23 children in building the center of a dimensional 
Tree of Life. Names of all participants became an integral part of this 
vibrant and magical mosaic. We proudly donated the finished piece  
to The House in honor of their 30th anniversary. Children returning  
for clinic visits take great pride in  
remembering their creative experience  
and looking for their names.  
 

Silent and Animated Film workshops  
led by Harmony Theatre Company and  
Animation Station culminate with  
children starring in a film. They help  
develop props and story lines, which frequently 
include curious premises. 
 

Radio Workshop Led by voiceover professional 
Beth Chaplin, children produced a recording of 
The Tortoise and the Hare. They contributed 
sound effects and music in addition to narration. 
 

Puppet Workshops have been led by puppeteer 
Margo McCreary and all end in a show.  
Children create, build and paint characters, 
make costumes and develop interesting  
stories full of fun and laughter! 
 

Drama Camps led by Anne McNaughton  
are always a hit. Children practice drama  
exercises and learn scenes from musicals.  
Productions have included scenes from  
Annie, The Wizard of Oz , The Sound of Music and Mary Poppins.  
Everyone paints their own costumes and helps with scenery. Children 
work diligently to prepare for the last day, ending with performances 
that bring down the house and always require an encore, a wonderful 
conclusion to Drama Camp. 
 

Mosaic Workshop At the Minneapolis campus of Children’s  
Minnesota, children took part in creating an underwater world  
mosaic, You and Me under the Sea which was donated to the  
Hematology/Oncology floor of the hospital by Breanna's Gift  
and artist Lori Greene. 
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At one drama camp, a par cipant spent  
all three days at camp in a wheelchair with 

his arms and legs completely bandaged.  
On our last day during the final rehearsal,  

he danced out of his chair. 
 

When the rehearsal ended he said,  
“That was rough. I think I’ll do the  

performance in my chair.”  
 

He had his moment and was quite pleased 
with himself, as was his mom. He had taken 

an important step that helped build his 
strength and his confidence.  



A unique community is served by Breanna’s Gift, as we work  
with children with cancer and other serious illnesses. Children 
range in age from 2-17. Each class will have anywhere from two  
to twelve children participating, and some special projects have 
over twenty children joining us. At all facilities, families of the  
children are encouraged to participate whenever they are able. 
The community of sick children has no boundaries. One common 
thread is the struggle for survival. When staff members at the  
facilities see us arrive, they are eager to gather the children  
and often join in themselves. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Star Studio at Children’s Minnesota’s has its own TV channel 
which produces The Kids Clubhouse hosted by The Dude. It has 
become another way for Breanna’s Gift to  engage more children. 
Once a month, our artists teach a class that is seen in all of the  
hospital rooms on both the St. Paul and Minneapolis campuses. 
Children who are able to leave their rooms often join the show, 
or they can participate from their rooms doing follow-along art 
projects, learning dance rhythms or watching our guest teachers 
perform.  
 

A mom walking the halls of one of the hospital floors  
during a Kid’s Clubhouse visit said she could hear rhythms 
being created as the children tapped on their bed trays 
and joined the flamenco dance class from their rooms.  
 
Equity and inclusion are very important to our organization.  
Our program is geared to sick children but welcomes participation 
by parents and siblings. The ages, abilities and skills of children 
represent a diverse range and we accommodate them all. A class 
might start with three children and by the end of the hour, include 
six more children and two parents. Everyone who is able to join 
the class or project is encouraged to do so.  
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Art Takeout  
 

Sometimes children are too sick to join a group class, miss class 
because of a procedure, or are just not feeling well enough to  
participate.  Our teachers developed Art TakeoutTM projects for 
these children. In addition to providing these projects for children 
and their families at Children’s Minnesota, Breanna’s Gift also 
sends Art Takeout projects to:  
 

 Children’s Hospital of Richmond at VCU, Richmond, VA 
 Children’s Hospital Los Angeles 
 Mayo Eugenio Litta Children’s Hospital, Rochester, MN 
 Arnold Palmer Hospital for Children, Orlando, FL   
 Medical City Children’s Hospital, Dallas, TX  
 American Family Children’s Hospital, Madison, WI  

 

This extension to our program builds on our goal to reach more 
children. All supplies and directions are included, bringing a time 
for creativity and fun. Current selections include: 
 

 Make a Sock Puppet  
 Make a Drawing  
 Make a Sculpture  
 Make a Watercolor  
 Make a Mini Puppet   
 Make a Pendant 
 And a coloring project for Mom and Dad called               

“Inside the Lines” 
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We absolutely love the art classes  
in a box. They make it easy to  

bring the joy of art to kids   
who need to be seen at bedside. 

	

—	Children’s	Hospital	of	Richmond	at	VCU	
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I’ve had the honor of being a part of  
a gi ‐giving exchange which is both  
humbling and joyful. Joined by a child’s 
mom and her brothers, we watched from 
the doorway of the room as a 5‐year‐old 
girl received her gi s. We couldn’t enter 
the room as her immune system was too 
compromised. She opened the package 
with the pink dance ghts and waved to 
us. We waved back. Then she opened the  
package with the tutu. We got a big smile 
and more waves. Finally, she opened the 
tap shoes, li ed her foot from under her 
blanket because she wanted to try them 
on and then blew us kisses. We blew lots 
back to her. The following week I heard 
that her disease had taken a turn for the 
worse and she quickly lost her ba le with 
cancer.  
 

Emo ons run high in our work, but in the 
end, I will always remember the smiles, the 
waves and the kisses caught in midair.  

Contribu ons from Supporters make it possible for us to continue 
bringing our program to children. 
 

Corporate donations include contributions from corporate giving  
programs, patron sponsorship of Breanna’s Star, our annual fundraising 
event and specialized corporate programs. All support our program and 
introduce more people to who we are and what we do. 
 

Gifts of Materials We have received donations of new dance shoes  
and costumes from dance studios, parents and children. They have  
told us how happy they are to be able to share some of their dance  
memories with the children we serve.  Under the guidance of our  
teachers, donations of art supplies have been received from individuals 
and companies, helping contain costs and making the creation of fun 
new projects possible.  
 

Grants  Several Metropolitan  
Regional Arts Council grants have 
been received over the years, which  
sponsor our program in part. This 
funding is made possible by the  
voters of Minnesota through grants 
from the Metropolitan Regional  
Arts Council, thanks to a legislative 
appropriation from the arts and  
cultural heritage fund. Breanna’s Gift has also received grants from  
charitable giving funds and foundations. 
 

Individual Donors and Kids Helping Kids have been incredibly  
generous and imaginative in their continued support of our organization 
through event silent auction donations, dance costumes, gifts of time, 
talent and money. 
 

Accountability Breanna’s Gift is a member of Charities Review Council, 
which sets standards of accountability for non-profit organizations.  
It posts information about non-profits that meet these standards so the 
public can choose wisely when making decisions about organizations 
they want to support. The process is thorough and rewarding, keeping 
our organization on track and compliant in meeting accountability  
standards. 
 

Breanna’s Gift is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization. The Breanna’s  
Gift program is free to all participants and to the facilities we serve.  
All donations are tax deductible.  



“I am honored to write to you in support of the Breanna’s Gift Program, under 
the direction of Marsha Ovitz. As a Child Life Specialist, I have a multi-faceted 
relationship with families that encompasses their entire journey from cancer  
diagnosis to the completion of their medical experiences. My role in helping  
families move forward through the challenges of cancer treatment is to provide 
opportunities for children to express themselves in diverse and creative means 
as a way of reducing stress, maintaining their developmental progress, and  
finding moments of joy in an otherwise challenging situation. The Breanna’s  
Gift program offers an extraordinary outlet for kids that are well beyond the 
time, resources or, honestly, the talent that I have available. Twice a month, I am 
fortunate to be able to invite patients and siblings to participate in art or dance 
classes, which yields every response across the board from sheer delight to overt 
astonishment that we offer these classes in the hospital. Yet, every child that 
participates in these classes comes away beaming at their achievement. 
 

For days a er the dance class, we can hear the  p tap of dance  
shoes on the  le all over the unit as well as see more than one  
pa ent sleeping in bed with their tutu on. Once, I stood in the  
hallway outside the playroom with a mother who was watching her 
child dance in the playroom. She was nearly in tears and explained 
that this was a rare moment, to see her child as her child, as they 
were, beyond cancer. Aside from the smile on her child’s face, 
Breanna’s Gi  was able to give this mother the gi  of hope.  
And that is truly a remarkable accomplishment. 
 

Many children have embraced what they have learned in art class and feel  
compelled to teach me how to make clay sculptures, books or a whole host  
of other endeavors. This desire to teach not only reflects a child’s enthusiasm  
for art, but a sense of mastery that is an elusive experience for children in the 
hospital. Once I approached a patient with a request to make a small piece of 
artwork that we could give to a donor as a thank you. Her eyes lit up and said 
that she would like to make a clay sculpture like the one she made “in art class.” 
She chose to make the turtle from the story Old Turtle by Douglas Wood  
because the story of peace is her favorite. This is a common occurrence after 
children have participated in the art class and demonstrates how expressive art 
can help them link positive experiences in their life to benefit others around 
them. 
 

I feel compelled to say that I am not certain how I ever managed without the 
Breanna’s Gift program. Their amazing volunteers have touched the lives of  
our patients and families in numerous and unforeseen ways. I, and the other 
providers, continue to appreciate the generosity of others that have kept this 
remarkable program available to children and their families.” 
 
— Jeanine Clapsaddle, M.A., LAMFT, CCLS  
Children’s Hospitals & Clinics Hematology/Oncology Cornerstone Program 
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From: A Mom 
To: info@breannasgift.org 
Subject: thanks 
  
I have owed you a Thank You for a long time now! My 3-year-old  
has spina bifida and spends a fair amount of time in the hospital.  
During one stay last year, her big sister (4 at the time) came to visit  
her and was, of course, bored and whined to leave. Someone on 
staff took her to the playroom down the hall and she came back 
with a pair of tap shoes that she was absolutely delighted with,  
raving about someone teaching her how to dance. Not only was  
she beyond thrilled, but the 3-year-old figured out pretty quickly 
that there was something in it for her too: "Now my sisters will  
want to visit me all the time! I'm so happy!"   
  

Thanks to your generosity and Breanna's fun-loving spirit, hospital 
stays have become something we now all look forward to. Young  
children thinking going to the hospital is fun! I never would have  
imagined it. 
  

Thanks so much for all you do. What a wonderful organization  
you've created. 
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We send Art TakeoutTM projects along with dance shoes and  
costumes for boys and girls to Children’s Hospital in Los Angeles 
where Breanna was a patient: 
 

“I would like to thank you for your very generous              
donation of dance shoes for the pediatric hematology/
oncology  patients being treated at Children’s Hospital 
Los Angeles. 
 

The shoes are absolutely precious and I know 
how meaningful it will be for our young, ill  
pa ents to be able to receive Breanna's Gi  
which will allow for imaginary play, and/or  
actual dance and play when their medical  
condi on permits. 
 

Thank you again for your generosity.                                     
I am appreciative of your kindness and your                              
compassion for our  patients." 
 

Karla M. Garcia, LCSW 
Neuro-Oncology Program  
Children’s Center for Cancer and Blood Diseases 
Children’s Hospital Los Angeles 

Lindsay (above) and Kaeddie  
(below, with her mom) at  

Children’s Hospital Los Angeles 
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“I am pleased to recognize the efforts that Breanna’s Gift has made to  
Children's Hospitals & Clinics of Minnesota-St. Paul. As a child life specialist,  
I have had the opportunity to work with this program over the past few years. 
Breanna’s Gift provides creative arts classes to the Children’s patients and 
families three times a month. This program provides a variety of benefits to 
our patients and families. 
 

Breanna’s Gift provides patients and siblings an opportunity for creative 
expression. During a recent bookmaking project a patient chose to make a 
book about her hospital experience. Through this project she was able to  
process and articulate her thoughts and emotions about her medical  
experience in a safe, nonthreatening way. 
 

This program gives patients and siblings the opportunity to learn a new  
skill and enhance their current skills. The teachers with Breanna’s Gift are  
extremely talented teachers. I have witness children learn how to draw, 
sculpt, dance, and paint for the first time. The teachers do this with ease  
and work well with children of all ages and abilities. 
 

Breanna’s Gi  promotes socializa on among peers. During a  
recent class I observed two siblings working with an instructor, 
learning how to draw animals. The children were close in age and 
had siblings with similar medical experiences. Both had been on  
the unit for a few days but had not connected with each other. 
They started to talk and interact with each other during the  
ac vity. A er the class, they con nued to work on their art  
together and a friendship was formed. 
 

Breanna’s Gift enhances self-esteem in its participants. It is amazing to  
observe what happens when a patient puts on a new pair of tap shoes  
and learns to dance for the first time. Their smile and confidence grows  
when they learn they are able to keep the tap shoes and take them home. 
Many times after dance class, children hurry back to their room to show  
off their new skill to their family or nurse. 
 

It is with great appreciation that I recognize the efforts of Breanna’s Gift  
as it has impacted patients and families at Children's Hospitals & Clinics  
of Minnesota.” 
 
Sincerely, 
Sarah Magnuson, CCLS 
Certified Child Life Specialist 
Children's Hospitals & Clinics of Minnesota 
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We invite you to join us. 
 
Our mission is putting smiles on the faces of sick children.  
Donations to Breanna’s Gift are a key part of our survival.  
We need your help and we hope you will decide to be a part  
of the Breanna’s Gift “smile” experience. Your donation is 
entirely tax deductible.  
 

With your assistance, we will be able to increase our repertoire 
and expand our ability to reach more children.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Marsha Ovitz 
Founder and Executive Director 
Breanna’s Gift 
 
612-871-9075  |  marsha@breannasgift.org 

Little Lily’s Tutu was a bright and luffy thing 
It rested round her tummy like a cotton candy ring 
And hidden in its poofy fold was a magic sweet and sly 
For when she wore this rosy skirt, she felt like she could ly. 
 
—	Kina	Crow	

I love this poem about the little magic moments of life: 
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