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The holiday season is often seen as a time of giving. People give presents and gifts, but one dance studio is giving
some local children memories that will last a lifetime.

Dance Connection 2, 2250 E. Germann Road, in Chandler partners with HopeKids, a charity that aims to provide
events for children with life-threatening illnesses and their families, to put on A Season to Shine, a dance production
that enables the HopeKids to perform on stage.

“We provide an ongoing calendar of events and activities in what we call a unique support community,” Kimberly
Trichel, of Mesa, the director of HopeKids, said. “Which really gives them an opportunity to spend time with other
families that are walking their journey and also give them hope.”

A program teaming the HopeKids and dance company members took place Friday, Dec. 11, at the Queen Creek
Performing Arts Center, 22149 E. Ocotillo Road. DC2 dancers also performed two more shows Dec. 12 to raise
funds for the HopeKids Foundation.

Ms. Trichel said that HopeKids schedules 250 events a year, averaging four to six a week. A Season to Shine with
Dance Connection 2 is a biannual event for the kids.

“These are activities that are open to HopeKids and their families and their siblings to attend an event at no cost,”
Ms. Trichel said.
According to Ms. Trichel, 45 percent of the HopeKids have some form of cancer.

“The other kids have rare chromosome disorder, or they’re transplant kids,” she said. “We do have some kids with
cerebral palsy and spina bifida, things like that, but they also have other issues because to qualify for HopeKids you
must have what we call a life-threatening illness.”

Deserea Woolf’s daughter Ava participated in the Season to Shine event. Ava, 7, of San Tan Valley was born with
distal spinal muscular atrophy, bilateral vocal cord paralysis and club feet, her mom said. Distal spinal muscular
atrophy is a genetic disease affecting the part of the nervous system that controls voluntary muscle movement,
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according to the Muscular Dystrophy Association. Bilateral vocal cord paralysis involves both vocal cords becoming
stuck halfway between open and closed and not moving either way, according to the American Speech-Language-
Hearing Association.

“She had so much fun,” Ms. Woolf said “She got to go to the Dance Connection 2 studio (2250 E. Germann Road,
in Chandler) and they gave her so much attention and love.”

Ms. Woolf said that Ava just lights up anytime the family attends a HopeKids event.

“She just asks, ‘are we always going to be in HopeKids, when is the next HopeKids event?’” Ms. Woolf said. “But
this was our first dance-related one.”

Ava said she had fun participating. When Ms. Woolf asked her daughter if she liked being the star on stage, the
youngster said yes. When Ava came out onstage in her wheelchair, she started blowing kisses to the audience.

Because the kids have life-threatening illnesses, some of their participants die young, Ms. Tichel said.

“We do have quite a few kids who pass away, but once your child passes away, you’re always a part of HopeKids.
You can still attend events and their siblings can still attend events,” she said. “To qualify for HopeKids you have to
be 0-18, but if you fight cancer and win and you become a HopeAdult. You can still be a part of HopeKids.”

Ms. Trichel said that the HopeAdults come to speak to the HopeKids.

“They tell them they’ve been through what they are going through, and it gives them the opportunity to meet
someone who has walked that same journey and now they’re doing fine,” she said.

“Not only does Dance Connection (2) give our kids the opportunity to come and dance at a workshop and
participate with their kids, they also have this amazing event that also gives the opportunity to raise money for
HopeKids,” Ms. Trichel said. “They are an all-around partner, because they are doing events for our kids at no cost.
Then they are fundraising for HopeKids at the same time and accepting our kids who wouldn’t really be able to go
dance class or have the opportunity to dance in front of hundreds of people.”

Last time the production was put on, Dance Connection 2 raised $6,000 for the Scottsdale charity.

From a medical standpoint, it is a great opportunity for these kids, according to Laura Files, a pediatric physical
therapist from Cardon Children’s Medical Center in Mesa.

“For kids who have pretty involved medical issues, whether it be an oncology illness, to just be with other kids gives
them some stability,” Ms. Files said. “Which then impacts how they are doing with their recovery.”

This is the third production of A Season to Shine that Dance Connection 2 has done.

“The dancers all by themselves make a pretty small package, and with them altogether and with them thinking
about other children that may not have the blessing that they have,” MaryAnna Gooch, owner of Dance Connection
2, said. “It helps them to realize the good in the world, and helps them to appreciate how lucky they are.”

The Woolf family has attended more  20 HopeKids events, including live theater and parties.

“A big one was the Christmas party last year; she had so much fun playing in the snow,” Ms. Woolf said. “She
absolutely loved it. It gives her something to look forward to because she can’t do some of the things that kids that
can stand up and walk can do.”

Ms. Woolf said HopeKids has been amazing for her family.

“It’s been a little sunshine in the clouds. Ms. Woolf said. “It’s super expensive even just going to the little movies.
Just to take our whole family with us has been such a treat.”

Esther Drakatos’s 3-and-a-half-year-old daughter Angelina also participated in the event. Angelina, of Gilbert, has
Spina Bifida, Arnold–Chiari and hydrocephalus and walks with the help of a walker.

According to spinabifida.org, Spina Bifida happens when a baby is in the womb and the spinal column does not
close all of the way. Chiari malformations, according to the National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke,
are structural defects in the cerebellum, the part of the brain that controls balance. Hydrocephalus is commonly
known as water on the brain.

“For me, I just think that it shows her that she can do anything that a typical child can do and it hopefully gives her
the confidence and self-esteem to be able to be up on stage with the dancers,” Ms. Drakatos said.

Ms. Drakatos said that she was excited when she learned that HopeKids and Dance Connection 2 were hosting the
event.

“She talks about dancing all the time and the opportunity to do it is good for me and good for her,” Ms. Drakatos
said.

The theatrical production opened her daughter’s eyes to the world of dance, Ms. Drakatos said.

“She is asking more to dance,” Ms. Drakatos said. “Whenever she sees dance shoes, she says, ‘I want tap shoes.’”

It also affected the lives of Ms. Gooch’s students.

“At first they were a little apprehensive, but then they meet the kids from HopeKids and they just warmed up to
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them. They just have so much fun dancing with them,” Ms. Gooch said. “And I feel like it is just so much better than
just them all by themselves dancing for perfection, only thinking of themselves.”

“It makes them realize, one, how lucky they are, and two, that they can make a difference with these kids,” Ms. Files
said. “And that they can make a difference with these kids and that they aren’t going to catch anything from it.”

Angela Wicks, a dancer at Dance Connection 2, has participated in two “A Season to Shine” productions.

“It gives me so much joy, I love it,” Angela said. “You meet so many new people. You have so many new
friendships, and you just get to share the joy of dance.”

The young dancer said that the event has had a major impact on her life.

“I have become very aware of how blessed I am with everything and how much I can impact others,” Angela said,
“which is a really great experience for me.”

Ms. Gooch said that while the event is enjoyable, it also is a lot of work to produce.

“We only put it on every two years. It’s such a big production,” Ms. Gooch said. “But I just think it’s priceless. It just
makes you feel good.”

“I think it is great they are doing it with the kids,” Ms. Files said. “I wish more places that did that.”

It made Angelina’s mom feel good when she saw her come across that stage.

“I think a lot of moments slip through your mind, but the one moment that just makes me smile is her running with
her walker on the stage and her eyes just light up and she’s happy,” Ms. Drakatos said.

She said that Angelina will continue to dance in the future.

“There are a couple of studios around my house that said they weren’t equipped to have her dance with them, but I
found a place,” Ms. Drakatos said. “In my heart I would love to go to Dance Connection 2, because it’s an amazing
place but it’s just so far for us.”

Participating in the event gave Ms. Drakatos something, too.

“Dance Connection opened us up to be able to find a place for my daughter,” she said.

To find out more about HopeKids, visit https://www.hopekids.org/. To find out more about Dance Connection 2, visit
http://danceconnection2.com/. To see a video of the workshop at DC2, created by Jake McWilliams,  visit
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VNuis_K3X6Q&feature=youtu.be

News Services Assistant Arianna Grainey can be reached at 623-445-2717, via e-mail at agrainey@newszap.com
or on twitter at ariannagrainey
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