
A Letter from Shawn Gilstad, Founder of Charlotte County Imagination Library 

Hello everyone, 

My name is Shawn Gilstad. I have had the privilege of serving as the Community Champion 
and Founder of the Dolly Parton Imagination Library program in our area since 2011. I am 
delighted to share my journey with you, a story that intertwines my passion for literacy with 
my commitment to enriching the lives of children in Charlotte County, Florida.  

Growing up in the mountains of East Tennessee, I witnessed firsthand the hardships 
illiteracy causes in a community. The memory of my Mamaw Susie, who could barely read 
anything but the Bible, and could hardly write, was a huge inspiration for me. She was, after 
all, one of the smartest people I have ever known. I wanted to do this in memory of her 
because I knew she would be so proud to see the children in Charlotte County receive 
books just like the children started receiving books from Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library 
back in the 1990s in our small Tennessee mountain community. 

It wasn’t easy getting started. First, I had to establish our affiliate with the Dollywood 
Foundation through their regional director, Christy Crouse. I can’t help laughing as I think 
back on those early days. I spent crazy hours, day and night, at the iHeart Media offices 
doing all the paperwork and legal documents, and entering all the county zip codes with 
the help of my media advisor, Teresa Desguin. After all the leg work was done, we still 
needed a local 501©3 nonprofit to launch us.  

For ten years we worked under the umbrella of the Charlotte Players, Inc., guided by the 
expertise and leadership of their esteemed Executive Director, Sherrie Moody. Shortly after 
Sherrie and I joined forces, we got noticed by the Charlotte County Public Schools 
Superintendent, Dr. Douglas Whittaker. He charged Dr. Christine Zimmer to call a 
community meeting of people involved with preschool learning, which resulted in 
establishing our first Advisory Council and Strategic Plan. Together, we nurtured the growth 
of our very own Imagination Library, ensuring that thousands of children received free 
books each month, fostering a love for reading from an early age. Witnessing the joy and 
excitement in a child’s eyes upon receiving a new book reaffirmed my belief in the 
transformative power of literacy. 

With a steadfast vision to expand and sustain these efforts, my husband, Dr. Dennis 
Gilstad, and I established the Gilstad Literacy Foundation, Inc. on September 22, 2021. Our 
foundation is dedicated to promoting literacy initiatives and continuing the legacy of 
providing children with access to books and educational opportunities as an affiliate and 
partner of Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library. We believe that literacy is the key to unlocking 
a bright future, and we remain committed to making a lasting impact on our community. 



Of course, I have not done this alone. The real heroes of our story are the thousands of 
local donors, organizations, the Gilstad Literacy Foundation Board of Directors, and 
volunteers who have embraced my dream and made it their own. They have raised 
hundreds of thousands of dollars over the years to make sure the preschool children of 
Charlotte County have every opportunity to succeed. I am deeply grateful for the support of 
the Charlotte Players, our generous donors, dedicated volunteers, and everyone who 
shares our passion for literacy. Together, we can empower the next generation with the gift 
of books and the joy of reading.  

With gratitude, 

Shawn Gilstad 


