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W H A T ’ S  N E W S  I N  C U L T U R E

The United Cerebral Palsy of Central Florida (UCP) 
was founded in 1955 as a program for kids with the 

disorder but has since evolved into a seven-campus 
school to include all children with disabilities and 
to allow students to grow their potential and become 
active members of their communities. The UCP Arts 
Integration Program was created in 2009 in order to 
continue the long tradition of introducing students 
with and without disabilities to one another’s worlds 
and to allow them to participate in the transformative 
practice of the arts. 

Dr. Ilene Wilkins, the president and CEO of UCP 
of Central Florida, first conceived the idea with her 
colleagues and partners at the University of Central 
Florida as a way to help children with and without 

Art Is for Everyone
BY JULIA TILFORD

How United Cerebral Palsy of Central Florida’s Arts Integration Program 
helps all children reach their full potential in an inclusive environment.

disabilities learn. “We wanted to create a hands-on 
approach that benefits all children.” 

The first project was a partnership with Orlando 
Shakespeare Theater and UCF called Shakespeare 
With Heart. It continues now as a summer program 
for middle and high-school students of all back-
grounds who come together each year to put on a 
performance of a classic Shakespearean play. 

“Art,” says Wilkins, “is a great equalizer for kids,” 
and the program has presented a new opportunity for 
students who may never have considered the arts as 
an option before. 

But the program doesn’t just take place outside  
the classroom. Currently, UCP’s Arts Integration 
Program utilizes both visual and performing arts to 

UCP Seminole student Abiel proudly poses in front of self-portraits he and fellow students created as a tribute to artist Diego 
Rivera, whom they studied during 2016’s Hispanic Heritage Month.
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help students create a long-lasting bond with learn-
ing. According to UCP’s Arts Integration Specialist 
Deborah Knipsel, “There is a lot of collaboration 
between the performance and the visual side.” 

During this school year, students have created their 
own guitars modeled after Picasso’s famous sculp-
ture, and all five senses were included and taught in 
the process — well, except for taste. 

“We gave out chocolates at the end because students 
were also learning about Rohl Dahl,” Knipsel says. 

The program has grown considerably in the past 11 
years, from including community members and their 
talents to receiving grants from major corporations. 

“We’ve had some great help from Walt Disney World 
Resort,” says Wilkins, and the program only plans to 
expand more in the future. 

However, Wilkins states that her favorite part of the 
program is the inclusion element. “Kids involved in 
these projects together don’t see each other as differ-
ent; he’s another actor and he’s on stage with me, and 
that’s it.” 

And when the arts work to bring everyone together, 
isn’t that the point? 

You can learn more about the UCP at ucpcfl.org. If 
you are interested in volunteering or offering your ser-
vices as an artist for future projects, you can contact 
Dr. Wilkins directly at lwilkins@ucpcfl.org.

Julia Tilford is an author, freelancer and regular con-
tributor to Orlando Arts Magazine.
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For tickets and a full schedule of performances visit 
www.performingarts.cah.ucf.edu

407-823-1500

   February 16-26

UCF 
Symphony
Orchestra

February 18

Flying Horse 
Big Band
February 10

   February 16-26

First-grade students at UCP’s Downtown campus learn 
about the five senses while decorating their Picasso Sensory 
Guitars with scented paint, tin pieces, sandpaper strips and 
felt shapes.
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