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This report is dedicated to the families 

and children in Young Athletes.   

If you have an opportunity to see a Young Athletes program, I urge you to watch and listen 
carefully. Young Athletes is a collective cheer heard around the world  a cheer that holds 
out hope for parents that their child is capable  a cheer that falls on the ears of children who 
celebrate each other s efforts and successes.   

I listened one day as a parent spoke so eloquently about what the program meant to her 
family. It was one of the first times she heard cheers for her child. It was the first time I 
realized that every child needs to be cheered on, that every child has potential. It was the first 
time my husband realized we had a child with a disability and at the same time, realized how 
much our child was capable of   

I can only add to her heartfelt message  listen. You will hear the cheer for and from parents, 
who for the first time in our history do not have to wait to celebrate their child. 
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I. PROGRAM DESCRIPTION  

Young Athletes is an innovative sports/play program designed to introduce children with 
intellectual disabilities to the world of sports at an early age. Young Athletes came about at the 
request of parents who wanted a program for younger children with intellectual disabilities, prior 
to the start of their eligibility for Special Olympics. The program was created in consultation 
with the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey, to promote the motor, social, and 
cognitive development in children ages 2 ½ to 7, through physical activity and play, with an 
emphasis on sports skill development. In addition, Young Athletes was developed to serve as an 
introduction for new families to Special Olympics and to encourage and support parents and 
families.  

The Young Athletes program has several features including an Activity Guide, which includes a 
DVD training video and a Skill Progression Checklist, and a Kit of Equipment to assist 
parents/siblings, paraprofessionals, teachers, and volunteers in conducting activities in a 
preschool/school environment, play group, or one-on-one setting. The Activity Guide provides 
activities and games for children in eight different areas designed to develop the fundamental 
prerequisite skills to prepare athletes for future participation in sports: foundational skills, 
walking and jumping, balance and jumping, trapping and catching, throwing, striking, and 
kicking.   

In partnership with Special Olympics and in collaboration with the Center for Survey Research, 
we (at the Special Olympics Global Collaborating Center at University of Massachusetts Boston) 
conducted a formative evaluation and preliminary summative evaluation of the Young Athletes 
programs in 2005-06, while it was being piloted around the world. This document provides a 
summary of the results from this evaluation.   
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II. METHODOLOGY  

A. Description of Population and Sample   

Young Athletes was piloted in 2005-06 in eleven countries, including the United States, Israel, 
Romania, Azerbaijan, El Salvador, Chile, Venezuela, Panama, Paraguay, Ireland, and Egypt. In 
the United States, programs were piloted in Texas, New York, New Jersey, Illinois, Iowa, North 
Carolina, Wisconsin, Delaware, and California.   

To select the sample for this evaluation, we employed two criteria. First, programs were selected 
to represent diverse or different regions of the United States and different regions of the world. 
Second, programs were selected that had familiarity with, and a history of collaboration between, 
the Special Olympics (SO) office and the Young Athletes state coordinators. In addition, we 
decided to focus the evaluation on U.S. programs because they started before many of the 
programs taking place internationally. Within the U.S., we evaluated six of the nine states: 
Texas, Illinois, Iowa, North Carolina, New Jersey, and New York.  The countries outside the 
U.S. included Israel, Romania, Azerbaijan, El Salvador, Chile, Venezuela, Panama, and 
Paraguay. [Note: The Latin American region is over-represented when compared to other 
regions. This over-representation reflects our decision to honor the request from Latin American 
SO staff to have all of their countries represented in the evaluation process.]  At the writing of 
this report, only the United States, Israel, and Romania have completed their evaluations.  

B. Evaluation Instruments  

Several instruments were developed to gather information about the Young Athletes programs, 
including a Program Intake Form, Young Athletes Registration Form, the Young Athletes 
Survey, and a structured parent interview guide. Information was collected to describe and 
document the variability in implementation across the different sites, as well as to describe and 
document the viability and perceived benefits of Young Athletes in the U.S. and around the 
world. In addition, information was collected through a review of all materials, site observations, 
and interviews with teachers and Young Athletes coordinators. A brief description of each 
instrument is provided below.    

The Young Athletes Registration Form was developed in collaboration with SO staff, using the 
current SO Registration Form as a model for its development. The purpose of the registration 
form was to document participant demographics and contact information. (See Appendix A for 
the registration form  Pg. 56.) The types of information gathered from the registration form 
included Child Demographics (Birth date, Gender, Disability (optional)); Family Composition 
(Size of household, Number of siblings in house); Participation in other SO programs (Family s 
prior involvement in SO, Type of prior SO involvement); Participation in other community 
programs (Preschool or school attendance, Attendance in other community programs, Services 
received in other programs); Contact Information (Address, Phone/Email, Permission to contact, 
Preferred language of communication).  

The Program Intake Form was developed by the evaluation team and distributed online in a 
Microsoft Word document to country or state directors or other Young Athletes staff. The 
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purpose of the Program Intake Form was to gather information from all Young Athletes sites 
within a state or country including confirmation of correct contact information for state or 
country contact, number of sites, types of sites (home site versus group site), total number of 
participants, etc. (See Appendix B for the Program intake form  Pg. 72.)  

Site Observations. The site visits and conversations with teachers and coordinators were 
structured as fact-finding interviews. The primary purpose of these activities was to enable us to 
better understand programs and participants as part of the development of the Young Athletes 
Survey instrument. In essence, we wanted to see programs and talk to those who implemented 
them to ensure that the survey questions were relevant to existing programs. (See Appendix C for 
Pre-Survey Interview Questions that were administered over the phone or during on-site visits 
and used to inform survey development  Pg. 77.)  

The Young Athletes Survey is a comprehensive 59-item survey developed as the primary 
instrument for data collection in the evaluation of Young Athletes. It was created in two formats: 
a Microsoft Word version and an online version. The online version was created to take 
advantage of technology to expedite the data collection process, while the Microsoft Word 
version was developed to accommodate programs that would need the survey to be translated. 
The same items appear on both versions of the survey.  

The purpose of the Young Athletes Survey was twofold. First, the survey was used to describe 
variations in programs across states and countries and second, to observe change in children 
across developmental domains (motor, social, communication, cognitive, adaptive behavior). 
The 59-item survey asked teachers to provide the following information about their programs: 
Description of Sites (type, location, size); Demographics of Participants (age, gender, disability); 
Structure of Program (duration and frequency of sessions, adult /child ratio), Background of 
session leader (PT, APE, SO coach) Unique Features used; Level of Participation and Enjoyment 
(child, family); Documentation (attendance, log of planned activities, methods of monitoring 
progress); Implementation of Young Athletes (level of usage of activities, equipment); 
Challenges (activities, equipment, training); General Impressions of Child and Family Impact; 
and Suggestions for Improvement. Most items that appear on the survey are multiple-choice 
format, while some are open-ended to allow for elaboration by respondents.  

Because the survey was the primary instrument for data collection, and to ensure that teachers

 

and coordinators ideas about key aspects of the program were included in the survey, a 
significant amount of time was dedicated to its development. From October 2005 to April 2006, 
survey questions were developed and piloted with a small number of Young Athletes teachers in 
Texas and New Jersey. Teachers  responses to early drafts of survey items; phone interviews 
with Young Athletes coordinators in Texas, New Jersey, Illinois, New York, North Carolina, and 
Iowa; and information from the Program Intake Form were all critical to its development and 
used to shape the final versions of survey items.    

In addition, during the survey development, each Young Athletes coordinator outside the U.S. 
was asked to identify the level of diversity among the participants from their country with regard 
to disability, race/ethnicity, and language. These responses were then incorporated into survey 
items to ensure that the survey was tailored to match the diverse needs of programs outside the 
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U.S. (e.g., translation issues). (See Appendix D for the International Chart  Pg. 83, and 
Appendix E for the Young Athletes Survey  Pg. 85.)  

Structured Parent Interviews were employed to obtain parent perspectives about Young Athletes. 
Interview questions focused on parents reasons for wanting their child to participate; perceived 
changes in their child s level of performance; perceived changes in their child within the family 
and/or community (neighborhood); family impact; expectations of future involvement in Young 
Athletes and SO; and suggestions for improving the program. In addition, we spoke with two 
parents during the early stages of the evaluation and used their responses to develop items for the 
Young Athletes Survey. As a result of these conversations and their observations about the 
impact of the program on their child and/or family, questions were added to the parent interview.  
(See Appendix F for Parent Interviews Questions and Issues with Sampling  Pg. 105.)   

The return rate of the Young Athletes Survey, the Registration Forms, Program Intake Forms and 
survey data is summarized in the Data Summary (See Table 1 on page 12.)  

C. Procedures  

In the early stages of the evaluation process, a letter was sent from Special Olympics introducing 
staff at the Center for Social Development and Education to Young Athletes coordinators (See 
Appendix G  Pg. 112.)  In the letter, Young Athletes coordinators were provided with a brief 
overview of the backgrounds of Drs. Siperstein and Favazza, the evaluation process, and the 
coordinator s role in the evaluation process. In addition, they were given contact information 
should they have any questions related to the evaluation.   

The Young Athletes Registration Form was distributed in November at the regional and local 
levels by SO International office staff with the request to program staff to return these as close to 
program start-up as possible.  This form was completed by only 19% of the programs in the U.S. 
(U.S. Subtotals, Columns E and F of the Data Summary in Table 1). In other words, we received 
registration forms for only 311 (U.S. Subtotals, Columns E and F, Table 1) of the reported 1602 
U.S. participants (U.S. Subtotals, Column D, Table 1). This small return rate created multiple 
problems for the evaluation process. First, we were unable to use this data source to report on 
family composition, child demographics (age, gender, disability), or additional services in which 
children are enrolled. In addition, we were unable to obtain a proportional representation of 
families to contact for family interviews, as parent indication of interest and permissions to talk 
with project staff were collected on this form.   

The Program Intake Form was distributed online as a Microsoft Word document to country or 
state directors or Young Athletes coordinators. They were distributed in October and November 
and completed by 100% of all Young Athletes programs. We learned from the Program Intake 
Form that most states and countries implemented Young Athletes as school- or community-based 
programs, with a few family or home sites in the Unites States only. Because most children were 
attending Young Athletes in Group Sites, evaluation efforts were focused only on programs in 
Group Sites. In addition, we learned that some teachers implemented Young Athletes to multiple 
classes (or groups) of children. This information aided us in determining how many surveys to 
expect from the evaluation process. 
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As can be seen from the Data Summary Table 1 (page 12), the number of participating children 
was constantly changing. Programs typically made predictions on the grant application (Column 
B) of the number of children they anticipated. Then, on their original Program Intake Form they 
indicated the number of participants attending after programs were underway or about to start 
(Column C). Finally they were asked to verify the number of participants, classes, sites, and 
teachers just before completing the Young Athletes Survey. The number of children reported on 
the original Program Intake Form rose from 1278 (Column C) to 1602 (Column D) when 
programs were asked to verify their earlier reported number of children.   

These changes in figures made it difficult to track the exact number of children involved in 
Young Athletes at any point in time and created challenges for collecting Young Athletes 
registration data. We predicted this would be a rolling database, and the fluctuating participation 
figures indicate that this did occur.  Therefore, because the aforementioned number of 1602 
children was taken at one moment in time, this figure can only be considered to be an 
approximate total of the number of children involved in Young Athletes.  

Some programs indicated that participants come and go rapidly, spending only brief periods of 
time in the Young Athletes program. This was reported in Illinois and related to the fact that 
children in the Young Athletes program were in Early Intervention. Typically, children s time in 
Early Intervention programs is limited and usually terminated at the age of 36 months. If children 
were enrolled in Young Athletes through an Early Intervention program, this may explain in part 
why these children are moving quickly in and out of the Young Athletes program.   

The Young Athletes Survey. Once the Program Intake Form was submitted and verified by all 
programs (April 2006), the online version of the survey was distributed directly by e-mail to 
teachers in the U.S. (email addresses reported in PIF).  Teachers were sent an electronic prompt 
to their e-mail address that provided their access code to the survey and instructions for 
completing the 59-item survey (See Appendix H  Pg. 115). The online version of the Young 
Athletes Survey provided more specific directions to enable teachers to respond (record answers 
online) and a contact number should they have difficulty recording their responses. Only one 
teacher contacted us with technical difficulties. We estimated that the survey would take 
approximately 20 minutes to complete. This is consistent with the average amount of time 
teachers were logged in to complete the survey.    

In addition to the online survey, the survey was also created in Microsoft Word format for 
teachers who did not have the technology to complete the online survey, or if they indicated a 
need for a translation. The online version and the Word version of the survey were sent to all 
Young Athletes coordinators in Romania, Israel, Azerbaijan, and Latin America. These programs 
were asked to follow a five-step process: download the Word version of the survey, translate it 
(or let us know if they needed us to assist with translation), distribute it to teachers, collect the 
completed surveys and upload responses onto the online version. In addition, they were asked to 
mail all completed hard copies of the surveys to evaluators. Translations of the surveys were 
needed for all of the Latin American countries (Spanish) Romania (Romanian), Israel (Arabic 
and Hebrew), and Azerbaijan (Russian).  With the exception of Azerbaijan, each Young Athletes 
coordinator indicated they could handle the translation of their own surveys. For Azerbaijan, we 
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provided a Russian translation of the survey. Once the completed surveys were returned, 
responses were translated and uploaded in the online version. If the online version was submitted 
from outside the U.S., all responses were recorded and stored immediately.   

Teachers of all programs were asked to complete the survey only after they implemented the 
Young Athletes program for six weeks, with an original return timeline for U.S. programs of late 
April. Many programs outside the U.S. did not begin their programs in time to meet the six-week 
implementation criteria. At this writing, only Romania and Israel have completed all of their 
surveys.   

In the U.S., 41 % (28 of 69) of the anticipated surveys were completed (Column K of Table 1) 
with a return rate range of 17% to 67% across the six states. Returned surveys only represented 
321 children who attended the Young Athletes classes from which we had completed surveys. 
[Note: The 321 children represent approximately 20% of the 1602 children enrolled in Young 
Athletes in the United States.] The survey return rates for Romania and Israel were 91% and 
100%, respectively. The Romanian survey data in this report represents 89 participants and 
Israeli data represents 96 participants.  

Some teachers led multiple Young Athletes classes that varied with regard to age, level of 
functioning of the child, or structure of the class. For example, one teacher from New Jersey led 
10 classes, while another teacher from Illinois led 33 classes. To ensure that the variations found 
in children and class structure were represented in survey responses, teachers who led more than 
one class were asked to complete up to three surveys for items 5-42 (of the survey) as these items 
represented descriptions of the different classes and variances in children and/or program 
structure, equipment, and activity usage within each class. The remaining survey items (43-59) 
represented general observations of program benefits, challenges and suggestions for 
improvements, general training needs, and the teacher s self description. Regardless of how 
many classes teachers led, these survey items (43-59) were completed only once.   

The Site Observations and Staff Interviews were employed to shape the development of survey 
questions. In the U.S. we observed nine Young Athletes classes and interviewed seven teachers 
from states representing different regions in the U.S. (Texas, New Jersey, Iowa, Illinois) and 
interviewed five state coordinators (Texas, Iowa, New York, Illinois, North Carolina). Prior to 
site observations (one trip to Texas and two trips to New Jersey), open-ended phone interviews 
with Young Athletes coordinators and teachers were conducted to begin the development of the 
survey items. Staff were asked to describe their programs in general terms regarding ages of 
children, program structure (frequency and duration of Young Athlete sessions), site locations, 
etc.). From these initial interviews, drafts of the survey items were sent to teachers prior to 
scheduled observations in Texas and New Jersey. Teachers were asked to provide feedback 
about the drafted survey items and give input as to any other aspects of the programs that we 
should examine. The five state coordinators represented Texas, New Jersey, Iowa, Illinois, and 
New York. The seven teachers represented programs in Texas, New Jersey, and Illinois.  

Parent Interviews allowed family members an opportunity to provide feedback about the Young 
Athletes program. Originally, we planned to use a proportional formula to randomly select 
families representing each U.S. program. However, the permission to call parents was obtained 
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on the Registration Forms, and because of the low rate of return (12%) for the Registration 
Forms from parents whose children attended group sites, we could not apply a system of 
unbiased random selection of interviewees. A second plan for achieving representative sampling 
was to examine the information from the returned Registration Forms in order to select children 
who represented different states, different disabilities (if information provided), and different 
ages. Using this strategy, 48 families were contacted for interviews. Because many families 
could not be reached (e.g., phones disconnected, no one was home) or parents who initially 
agreed to be interviewed later declined, the final sample included only 20 parents.  
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Table 1. Data Summary Chart  

Young Athletes Programs in U.S., Romania, Azerbaijan, Israel, Venezuela,  
Chile, El Salvador, Paraguay, Panama 

A.  B. C. D. E. F. G. H. I. J. 

 
Programs 

Anticipated # 
Children 
Reported on 
Grant 
Application 

# Children 
Originally 
Reported on 
Program 
Intake 
Form 

# Children 
Reported on 
Program Intake 
Summary Chart 

# of Young Athlete 
Registration Forms 
Returned  from 
Group sites  

#  of 
Registration 
Returned 
from 
Home 
Sites 

# of 
Group 
sites 

# of   
Teachers 
 at Group 
sites 

# of   
Classes  

% of  
Survey 
Completed  
or Returned 

1.Texas 100  117 117 7 (5%) 0 17 17 20 50% 

2.NJ 200  310  295 175 (60%) 113* (38%) 8 

 

8 33 17% 

3. Illinois 80  365 704 0 (0%)  0 13 1 53 67% 

4. NY 100  150 150 0 (0%) 1 5  5 7 33% 

5. North 
Carolina 

 150  232 232 15 (6.4%) 0 2 17 17 56% 

6. Iowa   500   104 104 0 (0%) 0 2 2 21 33 % 

U.S. Subtotals:6  1130 1278 1602 197 (12%) 114 (7%) 47 50 151 41% 

          

7. Israel 80 83 83 0 0 4 8 10 100% 
8. Venezuela 80 NS 124 0 0 5 5 NS 0% 
9. Romania 100 89 89 0 0 8 12 9 100% 
10. El Salvador ? ? 25 25 (100%) 0 1 2 2 0% 
11. Chile 100 NS 74 0 0 4 5 5 0% 
12. Azerbaijan 120 60 60 0 0 3 3 3 0% 
13. Paraguay NS NS 80 80 (100%) 0 5 6 12 0% 
14. Panama 80 NS ? 0 NS NS NS NS 0% 
Subtotals 
Outside U.S.: 8 

560 232 535 105 (20%) 0 30 41 46 0% 

Totals: 14 1690 1510 2137 302 (14%) [E/D] 114 
(5%)[F/D] 

77 91 197 25% 

 

Key  
*                 =    Reported on  Registration Forms 
NS              =    Not Submitted.  
E/D             =    Total in Column E divided by Total in Column D 
F/D             =    Total in Column F divided by Total in Column D 
?                  =    Unknown.  
Group site   =   Each school or center where multiple children or families attend Young Athletes program. 
Home site   =   Every individual who implements Young Athletes within their home for their child. 
Class           =    Each group of children who participate together on a regular basis in Young Athletes 
Teacher       =   Every person who implements activities in a group site. A teacher may lead multiple Young Athletes groups. These are counted separately and totaled in column H. 
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III. UNITED STATES 

A. Results  

Formative Evaluation Results    

A relatively small number of teachers provided an abundance of information about the Young 
Athletes participants and variations in program features and structure. Their responses, which are 
summarized in the following section, illuminate important findings about the different models of 
implementation and ideas for improving future Young Athletes programs.  

Young Athletes Teachers. The Young Athletes Survey was sent to 50 Young Athletes teachers in 
the six states participating in the evaluation. The 50 teachers were responsible for 151 Young 
Athletes classes, with a Young Athletes class defined as individual sessions that are offered at a 
regularly set time with the same group of children. The classes were housed at 47 different group 
sites, with a group site defined as the location of a program within a school- or community-based 
setting attended by an intact group of children and/or families. Due to attrition, the number of 
teachers in the final sample of survey respondents was 48.  

The majority of programs were implemented by teachers who were white females between the 
ages of 30-39 who had worked with Special Olympics less than one year. It is notable that aside 
from leading Young Athletes, the majority of teachers (69%) indicated they have additional roles 
at the school that reflect experience and/or expertise in working with children with disabilities. 
(See Table 2).   

Table 2. Additional Roles of Young Athletes Teachers  

Additional Roles Percentage of Teachers 

Special Education Teacher 43% 
Adapted PE Teacher 11% 
Special Olympics Coach 7% 
Physical Therapist 4% 
Occupational Therapist 4% 

  

As described in the previous section, some teachers had multiple classes and therefore needed to 
complete multiple surveys. Our goal was to collect 69 completed surveys from 48 teachers. The 
actual return rate from teachers was quite low. Of the 48 teachers, only 21 (44%) completed at 
least one survey. Because several of the teachers filled out a survey for more than one class, the 
total number of completed surveys was 28. Given the low response rate, the results of the 
evaluation should be read with an understanding that they are based on limited data.  

Young Athletes Participants.  The data presented on children participating in Young Athletes 
only represents the 321 children who attended the Young Athletes classes from which we had 
completed surveys (N=28). [Note: The sample of 321 children represents approximately 20% of 
all of the children enrolled in Young Athletes in the United States.] Of the 321 children in the 
sample, boys represented 62% of participants and girls represented 38%. Most children (83%) 
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were preschool-age, or between ages three and five. The group of children participating in 
Young Athletes was ethnically/racially diverse, with 33% White, 25% Hispanic/Latino, and 23% 
African-American. The predominant diagnoses represented in children were Developmental 
Delay (43%), Intellectual Disability (36%) and Autism Spectrum Disorder (10%). Another way 
to understand the primary diagnoses is that almost 54% of the children had a diagnosis of 
Developmental Delay or Autism Spectrum Disorder, as compared to 36% with a diagnosis of 
Intellectual Disability. The predominant secondary diagnosis was communication disorder 
(48%).  

In addition to the registered participants, other individuals who attended Young Athletes sessions 
included: siblings (7%), peers with disabilities (18%), peers without disabilities (14%), and 
parents (4%). When questioned about the level of attendance and participation, 61% of teachers 
indicated that they did not collect information on attendance, with some stating that because their 
program is school-based, this information is collected by the school. However, 93% of teachers 
reported that children attended all or most of the Young Athletes classes and 86% reported that 
children actively participated in all or most of the activities.   

Models of Implementation. Data from the Program Intake Form and Young Athletes Survey 
revealed that there were at least three distinct models of implementation of the Young Athletes 
programs: School-Based Group Programs, Community-Based Group Programs, and Individual 
Home Programs. These different models of implementation exemplify family-centered practices 
for young children with disabilities, as they provide an array of choices for families and reflect 
programming options in natural environments. Both of these aspects of Young Athletes 
programs (programming in natural settings and family choice) are endorsed by the Division of 
Early Childhood (DEC) of the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) (in DEC Recommended 
Practices).   

According to the survey data, most Young Athletes programs (82%) were School-Based Group 
Programs implemented in typical public schools, specialized (separate public) schools for 
children with disabilities, and Head Start programs. The majority of these school-based programs 
(75%) were implemented as part of an existing program such as an adapted physical education 
(APE) class, physical education (PE) class, motor lab, or special education class. Overall, Young 
Athletes programs were a part of (or were incorporated into) the typical programming in public 
school settings for children with disabilities. Most Young Athletes programs occurred one to two 
times a week for 30-minute sessions, with three to nine children in each class and one to four 
adults, depending on the age and functioning level of the children. While this was the norm, 
some distinct variations were reported. One program met only once, and some programs met 
every six weeks with a group of children who continually aged out of the program.  

In addition to the school-based programs, two other models of Young Athletes are being 
implemented in the U.S. Community-Based Group programs are being provided in sports and 
recreation centers, such as at a Special Olympics Center or a community YMCA, and can be 
characterized as a Mommy and Me or Daddy and Me program. Individual Home Programs 
were implemented by a family member and include siblings and sometimes other children from 
the neighborhood. This home implementation model was reported by 113 families from New 
Jersey and one family from New York.  
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Structure. Teachers were asked to describe how they structured Young Athletes classes (See 
Table 3). Most programs had similar patterns in structure that included Welcoming, Warm-Up, 
and Socialization Time. Fewer programs included cool-down or closing activities and snacks. 
Other activities that were incorporated in Young Athletes classes included addressing IEP goals, 
small group motor activities, playground or music time, literacy, and pre-writing centers. The 
low percentage for Family Time and Welcoming for Parents reflect the fact that very few 
programs included family members.  In fact, relatively few programs incorporated activities for 
parents, as most programs did not have parents present during activities.  

Table 3. Structure of Young Athlete Programs   

Class Structure Included Percentage of Programs 
Social/Play Time for Children 64% 
Welcoming Activity for Children 50% 
Warm-Up Activity for Children 45% 
Cool-Down Activity for Children 36% 
Closing Activity for Children 36% 
Drinks and Snacks 25% 
Welcoming Activity for Parents 4% 
Family Time 4% 
Closing Activity for Parents 4% 

 

Program Features.  The program features standard to all programs included the Kit of 
Equipment and the Activity Guide (including the Skill Progression Checklist and the DVD). 
Teachers were asked to provide feedback about each of these features. In the following section 
we will review their responses regarding usage of the materials and comments about overall ease 
of implementation of the program.  

Equipment.

 

In general, there was a high level of equipment usage (see Table 4). However, 75% 
of programs reported that they added or substituted equipment for the following reasons: to 
increase the level of child participation (29%), because there was not enough equipment 
provided in the kit (18%), to accommodate child s skill levels (42%), or because the equipment 
broke during use (11%). Aside from the delays in equipment delivery, specific feedback about 
reasons for not using the equipment or making equipment substitutions typically related to 
quality and quantity of equipment (see Table 5).           



 

16

 
Table 4. Equipment Usage  

Equipment Level of Usage 
Balance Beam 79% 
Large Beach Ball 93% 
Bean Bags 97% 
Cones 97% 
Large Blocks 57% 
Dowels 75% 
Floor markers 79% 
Hoops 89% 
Paddles 64% 
Scarves 86% 
Slow Motion (Gertie) Ball 78% 
Small Foam Ball 75% 

  

Table 5, Teacher Feedback about Equipment  

Quality Issues Quantity Issues 
The schools have better (sturdier) beams or 
equipment for their school-based programs 

There is a need for more items (scarves, 
small balls, cones, bean bags).  

The cones (and dowels) should be taller so that 
kids can actually crawl under them when the 
dowel is put in. Provide a mesh bag large 
enough to store all items. 

All items represented in the Activity Guide to 
be represented in the Kit of Equipment (bats, 
hockey sticks). We did not receive all of the 
equipment. 

Other components need to be added to 
equipment to meet the needs of children with 
sensory issues (visual and auditory signals). 

There were not enough large blocks for our 
class. 

The points on the stars (floor markers) can be 
dangerous when thrown and some children with 
sensory issues (autism) have an aversion to the 
points. 

We received only one scarf. We needed to 
borrow some. 

The large Styrofoam blocks are unstable. We 
should have a sturdier ball for kicking. 

We needed more than one small foam ball so 
we used yarn balls instead. 

The star floor markers were not stable and 
tended to slide around. I did purchase some 
rubber stars. 

Increase number of items. We need at least 
one object (hoops, balls, scarves) for 2 
children. 

We did not use the paddles because our 
athlete s disability was too severe. Instead we 
used bigger tennis rackets. 

We should have more equipment for striking 
such as hockey sticks, balls/bats, etc. 

We had to use a heavier ball because the wind 
blew the ball off of the tee. 

Multiple items should be added. It is hard to 
run an activity for a large group with two 
cones and one ball. 

Change to SONJ equipment, it is more durable.  
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Activity Guide Skill Areas.

 
Teachers were asked about their use of the Activities from each skill 

area in the Activity Guide. They could respond that they used: all/most, some, or none of the 
activities (see Table 6). In general, most of the activities were used, with the activities from the 
Foundational Skill, Walk/Run, Trap/Catch, and Throwing used most widely, followed by the 
activities from Balance and Jumping. The least-used activities were from the Striking, Kicking, 
and Advanced Skill Areas. In open-ended responses, teachers indicated that the skills were not 
used because they were too challenging either due to the age of the children or type of disability.  

Table 6. Use of Activities in Each Skill Area            

   
Teachers were asked to describe modifications of the activities or equipment for children of 
different ages. Generally, children between the ages of three and six had more challenges with 
activities in the advanced skill area and the striking skill. Children age seven experienced little or 
no challenges, with the exception of the striking skill. Relatively few teachers reported using the 
Advanced Skill activities (25%), but some teachers indicated in open-ended responses that future 
programs would be improved by adding more advanced skills for the older children. Overall, the 
most common types of modifications utilized by teachers, regardless of the age of the children, 
were adjusting the pace and duration of the classes and the systematic use of prompts and praise 
to support child participation. This is not surprising, as these are common modifications used by 
teachers of children with disabilities. It is notable that more age-related modifications were 
reported by programs with seven-year-old children than any other age group. For example, with 
the seven-year-olds, the majority (75%) of programs used centers/stations more often as a 
structure for implementing Young Athletes classes when compared to younger children (42-
47%), created additional lesson plans to supplement the Activity Guide (75%), applied 
systematic use of tangible rewards (75%), and added sensory elements to equipment 
(75%).There are several reasons that this may have occurred.  For example, the figures may 
reflect a higher level of motor functioning among older children and less need for one-on-one 
adult support for participation. The creation of additional lesson plans may reflect the need to 
create more challenging activities for older children (as was indicated by teachers responses to 
open-ended questions).    

Without information as to the specific disabilities represented in these children, it is difficult to 
speculate as to why tangible rewards or sensory components were used with higher frequency 
with the seven-year-old children. On the survey, teachers were not asked to specify the type of 
reward, but from site observations of nine Young Athletes classes, the tangible rewards observed 
included stickers, edibles, and point systems in hand-carried reward books. Usage of tangible 

Skill Area Percentage of Use 
(All/ Most) 

Foundational Skills 53% 
Walk/Run Skills 62% 
Balance/Jumping Skills 44% 
Trapping/Catching Skills 53% 
Throwing Skills 53% 
Striking Skills 31% 
Kicking Skills 34% 
Advanced Skills 25% 
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rewards was only seen with children identified as having Autism Spectrum Disorder. When 
asked about the reward systems, teachers indicated that children were on highly structured 
programs to shape behavior and participation (eye contact, attention span, follow directions) 
across all aspects of their day (at school and home). In addition, during the site observations, 
teachers of children with autism reported the use of multiple sensory items during Young 
Athletes as it related to desensitization goals on children s Individual Education Plans (IEP). 
This is an important finding, as it provides an example of Young Athletes programs becoming a 
part of ongoing school programs for children with disabilities (communication systems, behavior 
management programs, etc.).  

Teachers reported that there were minimal challenges in implementing activities in the skill areas 
due to disability for children with intellectual disabilities, developmental delays, and autism until 
they reach the advanced skill activities. This finding suggests that the Young Athletes activities, 
in general, are well matched for children with these types of disabilities. In addition, in responses 
to open-ended questions about other modifications or changes they would suggest, teachers 
indicated that more activities in all skill areas are needed, as well as specific lessons and/or ideas 
of how to adapt the activities for children who are lower functioning. The results also suggest 
that the presence of secondary disability presents challenges in more skill areas for children with 
visual impairments, physical impairments, and emotional disturbances.  

With regard to class modifications for children with different disabilities, the two most widely 
used modifications, regardless of disability group, were adjusting the pace and duration of the 
activities and the use of prompts and/or praise to increase participation. This is consistent with 
the age-related modifications reflecting common practices in special education. In addition, most 
programs reported the need to create additional lesson plans and add sensory components. 
Tangible rewards were most widely used with children with emotional disturbances compared to 
all other disability groups. Moreover, teachers reported using more modifications with children 
with emotional disturbances than any other disability. Specifically, teachers indicated that 
children with emotional disturbances needed more supports for staying on task, additional 
lessons to supplement the activity guide, and more challenging activities for children who are 
higher functioning.   

A variety of communication methods were observed in use during site visits to programs, such as 
sign language, communication boards, Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS), and 
the use of multiple languages. Similar findings were reported on the survey. Regardless of the 
disability group, high rates of multiple languages were used by 78% to 100% of programs. In 
addition, alternative modes of communication were utilized, such as communication boards 
(75% to 89%) and Picture Exchange Communication System (55% to 69%) with children from 
all disability groups (with the exception of children with emotional disturbances). Specific 
examples provided by teachers included the use of BIG MAC, Choice Boards, individual 
communication devices, structured use of verbal commands, and cue systems. These findings 
strongly suggest that the use of alternative communication and multiple languages are 
extensively interwoven into the modifications used with young children with disabilities when 
they participate in Young Athletes. This may reflect the fact that Communication Disorders 
(Speech and Language Delays) are one of the largest disability groups represented in young 
children with disabilities in the U.S. and/or the fact that language deficits are a common 
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characteristic associated with all  of the primary disabilities represented in participants 
(Intellectual Disability, Developmental Delay, Autism).   

Skill Progression Checklist. Teachers were asked to describe methods they employed to measure 
child progress in their Young Athletes program and were allowed to check all methods utilized 
(see Table 7). The most common methods used (72%) to measure child progress were school-
based tools (IEP, District Assessment Tools and Standards).  The Young Athletes Skill 
Progression Checklist was used by very few programs (14%) when compared to the other 
methods utilized. This is consistent with teacher reports and from the site observations. Every 
teacher interview prior to the survey administration indicated that the Skill Progression Checklist 
was not used and that future Activity Guides should not include this feature. Their comments 
included, It sets a child up for failure, as many children cannot succeed on the Checklist,  or, It 
reinforces to parents and teachers about all of the things a child cannot do, not what he/she can 
do. Children at this age are already over-tested. Teachers and therapists are already testing 
children with school district tests. So administering this checklist involves more work for 
teachers with little value for children, and While it is optional, many parents may use it, 
wanting to measure child gains. They may not understand about child development or the fact 
that their child may take longer to reach some of these items.

  

Table 7. Methods Employed to Measure Child Progress  

Tool Used Percentage Reported 
IEP 43% 
Record of Planned Activities 36% 
District Assessment Tool or Standards 29% 
Journal or Log of Progress 18% 
Young Athlete s Skill Progression Checklist 14% 
Other (Portfolio) 11% 

 

After a review of the survey data, teacher interviews, and the Activity Guide and Skill 
Progression Checklist, our own observations are that the Skill Progression Checklist, a) is not 
tightly tied to the entire program but is focused on sports skill acquisition in two specific skills: 
rolling (a ball), and penalty kick prep;  b) is lacking the smaller gradations in all categories and 
breadth or scope that matches the goals/benefits statements made in the introduction of the 
Activity Guide (e.g., a child could make great improvements on socializing (asking someone to 
shoot hoops, play ball) or adaptive behavior (following directions, putting away equipment or 
belongings) but these skills gains are not reflected in the checklist); and c) can be misused in that 
the results can be misunderstood, misinterpreted, overused (e.g., to compare children to one 
another or to typically developing children, or given more weight than is warranted).   

DVD.

 

Teachers were also asked to provide feedback about level of usage and content on the 
DVD as well as other training opportunities they had or needed. Fifty percent of teachers 
reported using the DVD, while 85% reported receiving training from reading the Activity Guide. 
Other methods of training reported were seeing a demonstration and attending informational 
meetings with state SO and Young Athletes staff. Specific teacher feedback on the DVD 
included the following comments. 
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A much better DVD is needed. The current one gave no information.

  
We are not even aware of Young Athletes training. When there is an inquiry to become 

a YA coach, we do not know what type of coach s certification to provide or how to 
conduct one. Our program has been in existence for 10 years and we have a Skills to 
Level of Training dependent upon the person implementing the program. I didn t feel 
that any of the staff needed any additional training as we are all therapists.

  

The progression of activity guide can be more related to students that have neurological 
or physical impairments.

  

It would have been helpful to see on the video someone taking their students through a 
whole range of activities from beginning to end.

  

Watching a DVD or seeing a demonstration using materials with students who have 
severe physical and mental impairments would have been helpful.

  

Program Challenges. Very few teachers reported difficulty implementing Young Athletes with 
their students (see Table 8). In fact, when asked, 25% reported scheduling or space issues and 
11% or less reported problems with the attendance of children, transportation of children, or 
communication.  In response to open-ended questions related to implementation issues, two 
comments reflected parent challenges ( Getting parents to complete and return the required 
forms. ) and one comment reflected a time issue ( We are doing all this in the class day. Time 
has been a problem  to get a session in along with the everyday routine of school. ).   

Table 8.  Teacher-reported challenges   

Program Challenges Percentage Reported 
Scheduling Issues 25% 
Other Activities Competing for Space  25% 
Attendance of Children 7% 
Transportation of Children 7% 
Communication with Parents 11% 
Communication with SO staff 7% 

 

Challenge for Families. During the early interviews and site observations with Young Athletes 
coordinators and teachers, some reported that families were having difficulty adjusting to having 
a child with a disability. Others reported challenges for families when they first arrived at Young 
Athletes community-based programs. As one coordinator stated, For some families, it was the 
first community-based program their child was attending. For others, they had never seen their 
child in a group setting with other children with disabilities.   Because of these early 
observations, teachers were asked (on the survey) if they had seen similar experiences in the 
families who attended their programs. However, relatively few teachers (14%) expected parents 
to attend and of those who expected parental attendance, only 7% indicated that parents attended 
most or all of their child s Young Athletes classes. Therefore, it appears that relatively few 
teachers interacted with parents and only a few teachers indicated that they observed family 
challenges related to adjusting to having a child with a disability (39%), reluctance to allow child 
to participate (21%), knowing how to play/work with their child (25%), or communicating with 
their child (29%).  



 

21

  
In summary, while the results are drawn from a relatively small sample of teachers, there were 
clear patterns to the findings.  There was generally a high level of equipment and activities usage 
and a low level of difficulty reported with program implementation. Taken collectively, these 
results suggest that Young Athletes is well suited for the age and disability populations 
represented in the participants. While variations in programs were found, in general we observed 
from the data three distinct models of implementation and trends with regard to demographics of 
participants and teachers, program structure, and techniques used to support participation. The 
data is informative about the current program and provides ideas for improving future Young 
Athletes programs. These ideas will be included in the recommendations.  

Preliminary Summative Evaluation Results   

Teachers and parents both provided ample feedback about changes seen in children in during the 
Young Athletes activities within their family and community, as well as with regard to the 
generalization of skills. Collectively these data, (from the surveys and parent interviews) indicate 
the value of documenting impact of Young Athletes on children and families and provide 
direction for future programs that will be addressed later in the recommendations section.  

Early Evidence of Child Benefits Reported by Teachers. Teachers were asked questions related to 
child and family impact. Specifically, they were asked how much gain in skills they observed in 
their class. [Note: Teachers did not evaluate the specific gains of individual children. They were 
asked to indicate whether gains were observed in children in their class in general in the five 
areas of development (motor, social, communication, adaptive, cognitive)].  Teachers were 
provided with examples of skills representing each of these domains and were asked to indicate 
that they saw: no improvement, a little improvement, a moderate amount of improvement, or a 
lot of improvement. Percentages in Table 9 reflect the combined responses of observed a lot 
and observed moderate gains. Specific examples of skill and/or behavioral changes observed in 
children in their classes are provided in Table 10.   

Table 9.  Gains in children reported by teachers   

Developmental Skill Area Reported by Teachers 
Motor 75% 
Cognitive 71% 
Adaptive Behavior 69% 
Social  65% 
Communication 62% 

 

One of the challenges for young children with disabilities is the ability to generalize newly 
acquired skills (Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 1987; Drew, Loyun, & Hardmans, 1992; Forness & 
Kavale, 1993). Generalization refers to the transfer or carry-over of knowledge or skills from one 
setting to another or with different people and/or equipment (Kazdin, 1975). Teachers were 
asked if they observed any carry-over of skills from Young Athletes into other parts of the 
child s day. Fifty percent of teachers reported observing generalization of skills learned in Young 
Athletes to other settings (at school or home) or activities. Specific examples of generalization 
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provided by teachers included the following: Homeroom teachers and administrators (at our 
school) have noticed changes in students involved in Young Athletes  improved self confidence 
and in some cases, students have become more assertive. They are more interactive in class 
and more responsive. A parent told me they are better helpers at home. One of my students 
is falling less often than before beginning Young Athletes. Some of my students who were 
very resistant when doing Speech Therapy and Occupational Therapy (OT) activities that were 
incorporated into gross motor movement started participating better in speech and OT classes.  

In addition to improvements in skill areas and generalization of skills, teachers also reported 
other child benefits as a result of participation in Young Athletes, such as children having fun 
with peers (89%), raised teacher expectations about child s capabilities (54%), creates new 
opportunities for addressing (working on) IEP goals (49%), and service learning and 
volunteerism (25%).   

When asked, What is the most important benefit of Young Athletes participation?, teacher 
responses were distributed into six distinct categories: gains in social & emotional development 
(45%); motor development (24%); cognitive development (8%); adaptive behavior development 
(8%); family benefits (8%); and general benefits (8%). Examples of specific responses to this 
open-ended question include the following. Young Athletes encourages children to use their 
body in a variety of ways; generates pride in themselves; generates more confidence in their 
abilities; is about having fun while improving motor skills; provides an opportunity for 
parents and siblings to watch and participate; gives them (participants) an opportunity to 
develop lifelong skills for daily living and building self-confidence and a sense of fun!; 
sometimes, more importantly (Young Athletes), shows the parents what their child is capable of 

and gives them (parents) a network of their own; it gives them an opportunity to be in the 
spotlight at the field day. The regular education students in the athlete s class are so excited for 
the athletes and being able to watch them perform on things that they helped them learn; and It 
allows them to work on skills they can accomplish. Their self-confidence soars from it.
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Table 10. Teacher observations of child gains  

Domain Teacher Observation 
Motor 
Development       

-Two of children have begun ambulating independently since the program started. 
-Improved balance and coordination 
-Improved jumping, hopping, throwing 
-Gross and fine motor skills improved across the board 
-Obese student demonstrated more active participation - Jumping over dowels instead of stepping 
over them. 
-Some were having problems with catching and kicking the ball. Now they are able to wait and kick 
or catch the ball when it is thrown to them. 

Social and 
Emotional 
Development  

-Improvements in taking turns  
- One child refused to join in. Now he wants to lead. 
-They are encouraging each other to finish games. They cheered when each one finished. 
- Cooperating with peers 

Adaptive Behavior 
Development      

-More eye contact and increased independence 
-Increase in desire to participate from kids who were initially resistance. 
- Having the class at the beginning of the day set the tone. Students were set in the mode of 
following directions and retained focus much better for the rest of day in which YA was not held. 
- Better able to follow directions 
- One student who was very resistant could hardly wait her turn at field day. Wow, how they 
progressed in such a little amount of time. I can t wait to see how much progress will be made in a 
whole year of activities. 

Cognitive 
Development 

- Learned body parts 

Communication 
Development 

-Picked more equipment on their choice boards 
- Imitating actions, signing more to do activity again. 

  

Early Evidence of Family Benefits Reported by Teachers. Teachers indicated some family 
benefits associated with Young Athletes participation, but admitted that for the most part parents 
did not participate in the program. Family benefits identified by teachers were parental 
enjoyment while watching their child participate in Young Athletes (57%), raised parental 
expectations about their child s capabilities (21%), enables parents to get support through 
networking with other families (21%), provides families with new ways (ideas) of working with 
their children (18%), enables parents  to obtain information related to their child s disability 
(7%).    

Early Evidence of Child Benefit Reported by Parents. Parents were first asked to talk about their 
reasons for wanting their child to participate in Young Athletes. In general, parent responses 
reflected themes related to social and motor development as well as adaptive skill development 
in group settings. Examples of their remarks include the following: We were trying to get N. 
(who has Pervasive Developmental Delay and possible Mental Retardation) to exercise more.  
He likes watching TV and he is gaining weight so we wanted him to be active and gain some 
skills.  Anything he can do to be more active; also to work on his fine and gross motor skills as 
well as balancing and getting him moving and used to his body; To improve her coordination 
and balance and increase her focus; To allow him a chance to work with other people; Also, to 
help him with balance;  and We joined because of his autism, to improve his motor skills, 
balance, and group participation.
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Fifteen of the twenty parents (75%) indicated that the goals they had for their children were met 
or exceeded. In addition, parents reported that their future goals (for the upcoming year) are 
consistent with this year s goals to encourage more socialization, motor development, and active 
participation in recreational activities. Almost every parent indicated that they plan to continue 
with Young Athletes (95%) and 75% indicated that they are planning to have their child 
participate in Special Olympics. Taken together, these data suggest that, in general, parents 
believed their child benefited from the program and are planning for continued participation.  

Parents were then asked about specific observed changes (in developmental areas) seen in their 
child that they would attribute to participation in Young Athletes. Percentages in Table 11 reflect 
the combined responses of observed a lot of gains and observed moderate gains. While 
teachers had more opportunities to observe children in Young Athletes sessions, many parents 
reported gains as well. When parents examples are compared with examples provided by 
teachers, we notice many similarities between teachers observations of child gains in general 
(from a class) and parents observations about their specific child. Parent s observations of 
changes in their child s behavior or skill can be seen in Table 12. Their responses reflect gains in 
developmental domains and generalization of Young Athletes skills in the home setting.  

Table 11. Gains in child reported by parents  

Developmental Skill Area Reported by Parents 
Motor 75% 
Communication  55% 
Adaptive Behavior 50% 
Social  45% 
Cognitive 40% 

     

Table 12. Parent observations of child gains  

Domain Parent Observations of Their Child 
Motor 
Development           

-She is taking stairs one at a time, hopping on one leg, she can kick a rolling ball, her overall balance is 
better, she can do a balance beam. 
-Her coordination and balance as well as eye-hand coordination have improved. 
-His balance is better, less toe-walking, he s better at catching and throwing a ball. 
-He could not jump at first. Now he can jump, balance on one foot, has better balance, is better at throwing 
and catching. 
-His sensory issues have improved; also running, walking, coordination is better. 
-He s always been strong in this area, but maybe his running has improved a little bit. 
-He is jumping with two feet in a progressive manner, this is definitely from the YA program because it 
was part of the obstacle course. 
-Steps up/down curb unassisted; gets on/off trike; tries to pedal. She can t do it but understands the 
pedaling motion will move her. 
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Social and 
Emotional 
Development        

-She is not as social as other kids. Now she is more social. Even though she is non-verbal, she seeks out 
people, does not wait for others to come to her. She also has learned to get her needs met or attention by 
using different strategies with different people. She differentiates strategies according to what buttons she 
can push for different people. 
-Her confidence has increased and she is more comfortable with other kids because of her better motor 
skills. 
-He set up the materials and plays with his brother (with ID). Neighborhood kids come over to play. 
-He s more social with sister. Wants to play with her now. Pushes me out of way to play with sister. 
-He used to enjoy solitary play, even when other children were around. Now he goes up to children. -He 
says hello, my name is J. . He is especially attracted to girls with blonde hair! 
-He is now doing turn-taking. He also did pretend play (that the cones were ice cream cones!) 

Adaptive 
Behavior 
Development             

-Listens and follows directions better 
-Improved eye contact. Now puts toys in his sister s hand. 
-Improvements in following routines and directional words. 
-She has definitely improved with eye contact, following directions. Also, the other day she took out toys 
(as usual) and CD s (selected the one she likes from a stack of 50). Then later, she picked up her toys and 
picked up all of the CD s and put them away. She never had done that before YA 
-Now he is able to follow 2 and 3 step directions. -He sets the table, clears the table. He knows what goes 
into the recycle bucket and puts jacket on/off.  
-He only does what he wants. However, the other day when we went to see the developmental specialist, 
when he was done playing with the toys, he sorted them into the correct bins and picked up every toy. 
-Sets up the activity and cleans it up. Improved eye contact, following directions and attention span. 
WOW! 
-I watched my son play basketball for one hour. He never had the attention span to do things like that 
before YA. 

Cognitive 
Development     

-He is more aware of his body, body parts.   
-He is very good with memorization, understands concepts (under, over; shapes). 
-He was drawing only a circle. Now trying to draw squares and triangles. He knows all of his colors, even 
pink and purple because they are his sister s favorite colors. 
-She self initiates, moving chair to get on top of counter, cognitively puts the motor planning together. 
Before she was not doing this. 

Communication 
Development 

- He is talking more, especially about his friends, observing other children more. 

 

When parents were posed the question, What is the most important benefit for children who 
participate in Young Athletes? most of their responses reflected benefits in developmental skill 
areas and family and community benefits. Some of their quotes included the following:  

Social and Emotional Development

    

First and foremost there is a social aspect to group activities. She is an only child and it 
has helped her learn to wait her turn. It teaches her (as an only child) that the world does 
not revolve around her.

    

Before, we would see her doing a lot, but in group settings (like at school) she doesn t do 
much. Now in the class setting, her teachers are seeing her do more (like we were seeing 
at home).

    

It helps build team spirit, cooperation, team building, overall challenges them, they feel 
good about finishing something and getting a reward.  They have a sense of pride that 
they feel when they do that.

    

The biggest benefit for children is that it is a self-esteem booster. I think that one of the 
most important child benefits is that it raised self-confidence and self-esteem of all of the 
kids involved. In addition, it is fun. He had a good time. He was proud of himself. It was 
a big deal to get ribbons. He wore them for 2-3 days and showed them to everyone, 
everywhere we went.
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It gives children a sense of increased mastery and competence.  It leads to more 

willingness to initiate interactions with peers.

     
He has more self-confidence, is pleased with himself. He is eager to do well and doesn t 

get frustrated with us when we can t understand him right away. He is very persistent.

  
Social and Motor Development

     
Social and motor opportunities. Plays with siblings. I think they are happier together.

  

It gives them an opportunity to participate in group activities, to reach their goals, and to 
have fun.

  

Motor skills and getting exercise.  Being more aware of themselves and their 
surroundings.  Work on socialization skills.

  

Cognitive Development

     

They benefit from the organized and structured play.  They can learn colors and shapes 
and everything is modified to their disability.

  

Community Benefit

     

It helps the community to gain an understanding of children with special needs.  It is a 
good thing overall for the community and children.

  

Adaptive Behavior Development

    

To be around other people and get used to new environments.  Also to follow directions 
from different people, not just their parents.

  

Early Evidence of Family Benefits Reported by Parents. When asked to talk about the impact of 
Young Athletes on the family, several themes emerged from parent responses such as: changes 
family dynamics, generates family pride, builds connections, changes expectations, and evidence 
of generalization. A representative sample of quotes from parents (below) illustrates the breadth 
of potential impact of Young Athletes not only on children who participate, but on their families 
as well.   

Changes Family Dynamics

  

One thing maybe is to just have something to get behind the child and prevent them 
from being swept under the rug.  It makes them an integral part of the family and gives 
them something to work for too.

  

I have found a common ground  a place where my son and I can connect  through 
sports.

  

He interacts more with us (parents) and his younger brother.

  

One benefit is to just have something to get behind the child and prevent him from being 
swept under the rug. It makes them more an integral part of the family.

  

Improved sibling relationship.

  

It is a good way for families to spend time together practicing and finding things that 
they really like see what the children are good at and spend more time honing in on 
those skills; also building their confidence and self-esteem.

  

N. really interacts with us and his younger brother more.  There is a four-year age 
difference between them, but they are very much alike.
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It gives them a chance to do something together as a family it s more like a group 

activity.

  
It gets the families involved in the children s development in a positive way.  It lowers 

families anxiety because they can see their children making gains.

  
I think there are a lot of benefits socialization and helping him to communicate.  It s 

like a domino effect everything affects something else; he communicates better with us, 
and is more active which makes him healthier.

  

Generates Family Pride

  

It is great to be proud of the kids for doing little things.

  

The other kids in our family are pulling for her more.

  

Everyone was extremely supportive, they wanted to go and participate and cheer him 
on. My other children get excited when N. can do things right, they are glad to see him be 
able to do things.

  

Getting support from other families and meeting other parents with kids with similar 
issues.  Also learning what works and what doesn t.  It s also another resource that s 
available to us.

  

Builds Connections 

  

It provided opportunities to communicate with other parents about needs of other kids 
with disabilities. Connecting and sharing information is really a huge benefit it gives 
you an opportunity to talk to someone that can relate to what it is like to have a child with 
disabilities. 

  

Neighborhood kids came over to play with us with the Young Athletes kit.

  

We have received support from other parents with children similar to our own.  We have 
an increased awareness of what our area has to offer in terms of services.

  

It is a way to get support and provides a broader spectrum of things to offer kids to help 
them become age-appropriate.

  

Because of J. a whole world of kids with disabilities  a whole circle of families with 
children with disabilities has opened up for us. It is exciting and overwhelming to be a 
part of a new world  in the best way (sense). It changed my life.

  

I have found a common ground  a place where my son and I can connect  through 
sports.

  

The biggest benefit is there is a lot of opportunity out there there are things for these 
kids to do; the goal is to get them out there doing something.  Don t shield them.

  

It also makes parents more willing to bring the children into the community and try new 
things.

  

Changes Expectations

  

It has been a big thing for us to be a part of Young Athletes. It is a life changing event to 
have a child with special needs or disabilities .When you have a child with special 
needs it changes your life priorities. We are so grateful for the little things now  things I 
took for granted and never focused on. When we go to events like the Young Athletes 
event we are cheering all children, I see every child differently. I see every child needs 
cheering on. I say to myself when I watch J. and all he goes through, seeing his struggle, 
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and how far he has come, seeing his efforts, - if he can do that, I can do anything. I have 
no room to complain. I now look at all children as having potential.

  
I have changed my expectations about my child.

  
I had no idea he could do those things.

  
He did all the things that any boy would do out there on a basketball court.

  
Maybe that we have a more positive outlook for him in terms of what he can do; a 

brighter outlook.

  

The biggest impact on our family was the impact on my husband .. He made a point to 
be at the Young Athletes event .My husband, for the first time, got to see what J. can 
achieve .He was so surprised at what he could do, like at the Young Athletes event. He 
now (for the first time) sees (realizes) that his son has a disability. He saw that the day of 
the Young Athletes event. He finally gets it and also sees what J can do. It has had a big 
impact on my husband which of course impacts our family.

  

Evidence of Generalization

  

After learning to step on the blocks, I noticed he could walk up the stairs out in the 
community.

  

He now sets up the Young Athletes equipment and picks it up when done.

  

He is picking up toys when done. I know they do this in the Young Athletes classes.

  

My son without a disability can set up the Young Athletes materials and play with his 
brother (with disabilities).

  

In summary, both teachers and parents reported benefits associated with participation in Young 
Athletes. While teachers were asked to comment on gains observed in children in their class in 
general, parents were asked about changes in skills in their specific child. Teachers reported the 
greatest gains in motor, cognitive, and adaptive behaviors, while parents reported greatest gains 
in motor, communication, and adaptive behaviors. Both teachers and parents reported high rates 
of improvement in the area of social development as well. Taken together, their observations of 
child gains demonstrate consistency across parent and teacher observations. In addition to 
observed gains in developmental areas, children showed some evidence of generalization of 
skills outside of the Young Athletes classes. This is a notable finding, as evidence of skill 
generalization is a hallmark indicator of skill acquisition and was noted by both teachers and 
parents.  

Family benefits were also noted by teachers and parents. However, there appear to be differences 
between the parents  and teachers perspectives on family impact. The breadth of positive 
parental responses when compared to teacher responses illustrate that parents perceptions about 
family benefits were more comprehensive than teachers

 

perceptions about family benefits. This 
could be due in part to the fact that parents did not attend most of the Young Athletes classes and 
therefore, teachers were unaware of the broader family impact. In addition, parental responses 
within this study are consistent with research of parental views on the value of recreational 
activities on families of children with disabilities. They believe participation in recreational 
activities with their child enhances the quality of family life, and promotes the development of 
life-long leisure skills and interests. (Mactavish & Schleien, 2004). Suggestions for ensuring 
child and family benefits will be addressed in the recommendations  
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Recommendations  

Young Athletes can be characterized as a sports/play program that provides early recreational 
experiences for young children with disabilities and their families using three distinct models of 
service delivery and expertise from multiple disciplines. Young Athletes is a good example of a 
participatory learning opportunity (Dunst, 2001) as programs have become a part of schools and 
community-based programs, providing new programmatic opportunities for addressing 
developmental goals of young children with disabilities. To ensure that the potential impact of 
Young Athletes is maximized and is in sync with the field of early childhood special education, 
our recommendations will focus on three broad areas: Program Operations, Program Features, 
and Alignment with Best Practices in the Field of Early Childhood Special Education.  

Program Operations  

The results from the evaluation provide several suggestions and directions for improving future 
operations of Young Athletes programs. These recommendations focus on program parameters, 
program start-up, and program implementation.   

Optimal program parameters for each model of implementation 
should be established to ensure quality and consistency across 
programs while allowing for unique participant and programmatic 
needs.  

During 2005-06, as Young Athletes was being piloted, teachers were encouraged to implement 
the Young Athletes program with the unique needs of their participants in mind. As a result, the 
program assumed three distinct models of implementation that shared some similarities. For 
example, Young Athletes was typically implemented in 30-minute classes, meeting one to two 
times a week with a fixed (set) group of children. However, some programs varied from this 
model so dramatically that it raised the question as to what constitutes a program (e.g., one 
teacher met with children once every six weeks; in another program, children met only once). In 
addition, some programs had children come and go, as their participation was tied to an early 
intervention program that ends at age three. This variation among programs was problematic for 
many reasons.  First, it may minimize potential child gains. Second, it makes it almost 
impossible to track the children as they come and go. Finally such wide variability in attendance 
and program structure makes it difficult to monitor progress or compare data across programs. In 
response to these issues, Young Athletes should develop guidelines for how typical programs 
should be implemented.  In this way, Young Athletes will be able to better ensure quality and 
consistency across programs and models of implementation.  

To ensure the smooth initiation of all programs, staff should be 
appointed to support start-up activities, registration, and 
equipment delivery.   

Unrealistic time lines for the start-up of Young Athletes led to frustration and confusion in many 
programs, and may have had a negative effect on evaluation efforts. Specifically, programs 
indicated that delays in equipment delivery hindered their initial start-up. At the same time, other 
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programs initiated start-up prior to the development and dissemination of the Young Athletes 
Registration Forms. Both of these circumstances may have contributed to the frustrations of 
Young Athletes coordinators and the low rate of return of the Registration Forms. Other 
equipment delivery issues included poor communication and tracking of equipment delivery, 
storage and space issues resulting from single items packed in boxes and/or equipment not 
delivered directly to school sites, and added time and expense to re-deliver items to schools. In 
response to these issues, Young Athletes should dedicate staff with focused attention on 
supporting smoother start-ups for future Young Athletes programs.  

Consider ways to supplement the Young Athletes program to 
support the diverse developmental and communicative needs of 
children.  

When implementing Young Athletes programs, teachers employed a variety of supplemental 
techniques to support children s full participation. Many teachers added activities and/or 
provided accommodations for children based on their needs. Examples included adjusting the 
pace, providing supplemental activities and lessons (such as warm-up and cool-down activities 
and social time), and providing prompts/praise. Many teachers also provided accommodations 
for children who needed alternative communication, such as simultaneous presentation in 
multiple languages, Picture Exchange Systems (PECS), and communication boards.   

Young Athletes provides a natural context for supporting language and social development. 
Therefore, it is important that future programs examine ways to promote and measure gains in 
these areas for participants. Overall, Young Athletes should consider ways to address issues 
related to the range in abilities and communication needs of children. Specific suggestions for 
addressing the range of communication and developmental needs of children are provided by 
teachers in Appendix I  Pg. 119, and Appendix J Pg. 121.   

Program Features   

The Young Athletes program has several features including an Activity Guide, which includes a 
DVD training video and a Skill Progression Checklist, and a Kit of Equipment. The following 
recommendations reflect feedback from the survey responses and interviews with teachers, 
coordinators, and parents, as well as observations and a review of the materials.  

Teachers should be provided with a choice (e.g., an electronic 
menu) of both quantity and types of equipment to ensure that they 
are able to meet the unique needs of their participants.   

Because the needs of young children with disabilities can be quite diverse, it is important to find 
a way to enable programs to customize equipment (quantity and quality) to match the needs of 
children. While teachers reported high use of most equipment, and provided excellent feedback 
about what did and did not work, they also had specific suggestions about equipment quality and 
quantity. For example, they needed more of some specific items (e.g., small balls, scarves, floor 
markers, cones, and dowels) and they needed equipment that more closely matched the unique 
needs of their participants (e.g., taller cones to accommodate taller /larger children, sensory 



 

31

 
elements for some balls such as sound or  light source, sturdier beams). In essence, over time 
programs could build a collection of equipment choices that are needs-based. Because the 
program hinges on the use of the equipment with carefully planned activities, it would be 
important to consider all equipment needs and options prior to renewing contracts for equipment 
purchase so that informed data-based decisions can be made before expending resources.  

The Activity Guide should be revised to reflect the breadth of 
potential benefits and developmental diversity represented in 
children who attend Young Athletes programs.  

Within the introductory letter in the Activity Guide, four benefits to Young Athletes program 
participants are highlighted: 1) children with ID will improve physically, cognitively, and 
socially; 2) the program will raise awareness about the abilities of children with ID; 3) the 
program will introduce families to available support and resources; and 4) the program will 
increase athlete and sports readiness. While all of these are important potential benefits, it is 
unclear how each of these benefits is intentionally supported and evaluated within the program. 
For example, efforts to promote cognitive and social development, to raise awareness about the 
abilities of children with ID, and specific strategies for being supportive to parents are all 
missing from the activities, suggestions, and Skill Progression Checklist. At present, the potential 
benefits are merely stated in the introduction of the Activity Guide ,while in the activities and 
Skill Progression Checklist that follows, only sports skills acquisition are addressed. It is 
important that these other areas be addressed, as the wider potential benefits of participation in 
Young Athletes would be better recognized and supported by staff and parents if the connections 
were made more obvious in the Activity Guide. Therefore, the Activity Guide and Skill 
Progression Checklist should have strategies or elements that clearly signal the importance of 
these broader benefits. If these elements are not made a part of the structure and materials of the 
program, we are leaving to chance the likelihood that these important benefits will be realized. A 
summary of suggestions are provided in Appendix J (Pg. 121).   

The Skill Progression Checklist should be revised (and expanded) 
to match the scope and sequence of activities within each skill area 
in Young Athletes.  

Every teacher we spoke with during the survey development (prior to survey administration) 
indicated that the Skill Progression Checklist was not used. Many strongly recommended that it 
be omitted in future programs. This response was consistent with survey data, in which only 14 
% of teachers reported using the instrument. Based on our own review of the instrument, we 
concur with teacher s comments that the Skill Progression Checklist should be retooled.    

In tandem with efforts to retool the Skill Progression Checklist, Young Athletes staff could 
benefit from a discussion on the broader potential impact of Young Athletes. It is clear from the 
data that there are multiple reasons why parents participate and that there are many benefits to be 
gained for families and children. These include, but may not be limited to: early sports and 
recreational experiences, promotion of growth in developmental domains (motor, social, 
communication, adaptive behavior, cognitive), promoting better health in individuals with 
disabilities, family support opportunities, untapped opportunities to promote inclusion, and 
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promoting greater acceptance of children with disabilities. It is important to capture this range of 
potential benefits in the Skill Progression Checklist. Ideas about improving the Skill Progression 
Checklist can be found in Appendix K (Pg. 123).  

Explore ways to maximize the use of technology to share ideas, 
address specific training needs, and ensure access to DVD by all 
programs.  

Parents and teachers both spoke of using technology as a means to share ideas about lesson plans 
developed for activities within the Activity Guide. It is unclear if the electronic message board 
run by SO is widely used by Young Athletes teachers. However, teachers and parents alike 
indicated they would like lesson plans and ideas shared. This type of electronic sharing would be 
greatly enhanced if a translation feature to facilitate global discussion were added to enable 
teachers from around the globe an opportunity to share a game or lesson. It would also promote 
ownership of their program and global cross-cultural exchanges, and would ensure the addition 
of activities that are culturally inclusive.    

Examine the DVD to ensure that contents reflect the variations 
found in program models, structure, and participating children.  

The use of the DVD as a training tool and as a method of providing an overview of the program 
is an excellent idea. It supports connections between programs and provides a means to 
demonstrate an overview of the program. However, the DVD appears to have been underutilized 
and warrants attention to maximize its full potential. Teachers provided an abundant amount of 
feedback that should be used to expand the DVD and general use of technology in addressing 
issues related to program implementation with diverse populations represented in Young 
Athletes programs. (See Appendix L  Pg. 125.)  

Alignment with Best Practices  

As Young Athletes continues to expand in school and community settings, it will play a 
significant role in the field of early childhood special education, as it provides new opportunities 
for addressing the developmental and recreational needs of young children with disabilities. In 
light of this, several aspects of the program should be examined to better align Young Athletes 
programs with recognized best practices in the field of early intervention and early childhood 
special education. This alignment touches on four broad areas: use of Intellectual Disability as 
criterion for participation, responsiveness to families, inclusive practices, and evidence-based 
practices.   

Expand the criterion for program participation beyond children 
with the diagnosis of intellectual disability to include children with 
developmental disabilities.  

The criterion of having an intellectual disability (ID) for participation in Young Athletes is 
inconsistent with recommended practices in the field of early childhood special education. There 
are four realities that are in conflict with the ID criteria policy: 
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1) In the U.S., many young children who may have cognitive deficits have other labels 

such as developmental delay, autism, etc. This is consistent with the results from the 
survey, in which more teachers indicated that they had children with developmental 
delays as compared to children labeled as having intellectual disabilities. Moreover, some 
teachers expressed disappointment that children with developmental delays are excluded 
because they do not have the ID label (and therefore do not qualify for participation in 
Young Athletes). Special Olympics requires that children have an ID label to participate. 
Therefore, some programs indicated that this narrow criteria prevented many children 
from participating who could benefit from the Young Athletes program.  

2) Children age out or grow out of classifications. In other words, the labels and 
classification children have when they are two, three, and four years old may change by 
the time they are five, six, or seven. Because of this phenomenon, some districts 
restricted participation because they did not want a child to start with Young Athletes 
only then to be removed from it or from Special Olympics. As one person in the field 
reported, It sets them up for a dead-end road and for disappointment.

  

3) The use of the ID label is inconsistent with use of labels for young children. Many 
children may have other diagnoses (developmental delay, pervasive developmental delay, 
autism, or delays with unspecified diagnosis). These terms are consistent with the field of 
early childhood special education, as we typically do not assign labels of ID early in a 
young child s life when development is ever changing and characteristics associated with 
disabilities may not yet be stable.  

4) Families are reluctant to attach a label of mental retardation or intellectual disability 
early on for a number of reasons. For example, it is not uncommon that once labels are 
used, it is difficult to undo

 

these labels in the minds of those who have worked with the 
child. For other children, the ID diagnosis may be premature. In essence, we may be 
forcing parents to adopt the label when it actually does not apply or when they may not 
be ready to apply it.   

The Division of Early Childhood (DEC) of the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) has 
endorsed the use of the term developmental delay for young children with disabilities in the 
U.S.  While each state is allowed to provide its own definition of the term, the category typically 
includes children who exhibit significant delays in one or more areas of development. This was 
brought about in response to professionals and family members who did not think it beneficial to 
label young children too early when there is such variability in development. Further, children 
outgrow early labels (which are then difficult to remove in the minds of teachers and parents) or 
may be misdiagnosed. For these reasons, it is recommended that Special Olympics consider 
expanding the ID criteria for participation to include children with developmental delays, which 
is more consistent with the field of early childhood special education in the U.S. (See Appendix 
M (Pg. 128), Position Statements from Council for Exceptional Children s (CEC) Division of 
Early Childhood (DEC) on Developmental Delay).  
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Explore ways to be more responsive to family needs and to 
facilitate family involvement.   

Early on in the evaluation process, coordinators reported observations of family anxiety and 
stress prior to or during their Young Athletes participation. This observation was also reported 
by some parents during phone interviews. This phenomenon may relate to the fact that Young 
Athletes is taking place at a time when parents might just be learning about their child s 
diagnosis or coming to terms with the impact of the disability on their child and family. It should 
be noted that teachers from school-based sites did not report this, as they often lack the 
opportunity to observe and talk with parents. Some of the reported observations of family 
challenges are provided below.  

Issues that may contribute to family stress and anxiety include: recently learning about child s 
disability, seeking resources for therapies and programs for the child, entering community-based 
programs with other children with disabilities, seeing the child with children without disabilities, 
etc.  Further, a family s adjustment to learning they have a young child with a disability may 
result in delays in starting Young Athletes or in a reluctance to join. As two coordinators pointed 
out, .It is difficult to get parents to return forms to participate when they were dealing with a 
recent diagnosis, trying to find therapies ;  Registering for this program when they are 
coming to terms with the presence of a disability is difficult and requires time and sensitivity ; 
If you sign up for this program, you basically are acknowledging that your child has a disability. 

That may be hard;

 

Some parents are seeing their child for the first time with other children 
with disabilities. Some experience difficulty when they arrive. They do not see a match between 
their child and others with disabilities.   

Another consideration is how to support more family involvement. Research has clearly 
demonstrated the short-term and long-term benefits of family involvement. In an extensive 
assessment of early parent involvement in Head Start programs, researchers found that early 
parent involvement led to improved family life and parent-child relationships, enhanced home 
learning, led to greater social competence, parent self-efficacy, and greater involvement of 
parents in elementary school (Parker, Piotrkowski, Kessler-Sklar, Baker, Peay, & Clark, 1997). 
Moreover, the field of early childhood special education endorses family-centered practices in 
programs for young children with disabilities. (See Appendix M for the Position Statements from 
Council for Exceptional Children s (CEC) Division of Early Childhood (DEC) on 
Responsiveness to Family Cultures, Values, and Languages  Pg. 128.) Parents and program 
leaders may want to consider generating ideas for how families could be more involved with 
Young Athletes and how to ensure and expand family benefits associated with the program. 
While few teachers discussed family benefits, family members offered their perspectives. Many 
parents reported benefits to the family related to attending and participating in the culminating 
activities, the joy of seeing changes in the child s skill level and behavior (social, 
communication, and adaptive behaviors). Parents also said they wished they could have been 
more involved as the program progressed or been better informed about what happened each 
week. Others said that ongoing communication about the activities would have been useful.  
Some parents thought they could be more involved, even in school-based programs, had they 
known what was going on. Young Athletes programs should be sensitive to the issues families 
face while maximizing the opportunity to provide support and connections to resources for 
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families, and at the same time increasing family involvement. (See Appendix N for specific ideas 
for improving responsiveness to families  Pg. 139.)  

Consider creating an inclusive Young Athletes program.  

The push for inclusive programs for young children with disabilities in the U.S. is reflective of 
and driven by the convergence of three realities: 1) federal mandates, 2) research on social 
competence, and 3) national endorsement of inclusion philosophy (Guralnick, 2001). The 
legislation provides a clear direction for services and programs for young children in natural 
environments. As stated in the 1997 amendment to IDEA (PL 105-17), . to the maximum 
extent appropriate, services are provided in natural environments, including home and 
community settings in which children without disabilities participate  The research on social 
competence with peers in inclusive early childhood programs indicates the need for alternative 
and multiple approaches of supporting children s peer-related social competence and peer 
relationships. Improvement in these areas will improve the quality of experience in inclusive 
settings and will likely have collateral benefits in other areas of development (communication, 
cognitive, motor, and adaptive skill development) (For a review of research on social 
competence in inclusive early childhood special education settings, see Guralnick, 2002, p. 481-
502).     

Moreover, the Division of Early Childhood (DEC) of the Council for Exceptional Children 
(CEC) has endorsed inclusive programming, supporting the rights of children to participate in 
programs in natural settings. Natural settings are clearly defined as ones in which the child would 
spend time had he or she not had a disability. (See Appendix M for the Position Statements from 
Council for Exceptional Children s (CEC) Division of Early Childhood (DEC) Position 
Statement on Inclusion  Pg. 128.)  Considering these realities, Special Olympics should 
consider an inclusive approach for the Young Athletes program. Simply stated, non-inclusive 
programming is no longer considered the best practice, especially in programs that are in the 
realm of recreational activities and touch on the domain of social development (Guralnick, 
2002). Moreover, in inclusive programs it is optimal to consider ways to support social 
relationships among children with and without disabilities. Specific ideas related to inclusive 
programming for Young Athletes can be found in Appendix O (Pg. 141).  

Ensure all programs receive and complete Registration Forms 
 and receive information pertaining to the program by 
implementing a system-wide data-management system. This system 
should include guidelines that make funding of programs 
contingent on submission of required paperwork (e.g., Registration 
Forms, Young Athletes Surveys) and have staff dedicated to 
oversight and support of all program activities related to data 
collection and documentation. 

As Young Athletes interfaces more with the fields of special education, early childhood special 
education, and regular early childhood education, the notion of evidence-based practices 
becomes paramount. More and more, programs and services for young children (with or without 
disabilities) are required to demonstrate evidence of effectiveness. This has particular importance 
for Young Athletes as it has moved into school settings and has become the context for 
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addressing IEP goals and objectives by special education teachers, adaptive PE teachers, and 
physical and occupational therapists. Evidence-based practice directly relates to the need for 
teachers in programs for children with disabilities to demonstrate the impact of program 
participation on children and families. As Young Athletes becomes a part of programs for young 
children with disabilities, documentation of its implementation and import is essential. 
Suggestions related to evidence-based practice can be found in Appendix P (Pg. 143.)    
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IV. ROMANIA 

A. Results  

Formative Evaluation Results   

Teachers provided information about their Young Athletes participants and about variations with 
regard to program features and structure. Their responses are summarized in the following 
section. Results are organized under the subheadings of Young Athletes Teachers, Young 
Athletes Participants, Models of Implementation, Structure, Program Features (Equipment, 
Activity Guide, DVD and Skill Progression Checklist), Challenges with Implementation, and 
Challenges for Families.  

Young Athletes Teachers. Ten teachers from Romania participated in Young Athletes and the 
evaluation process, representing ten different classes from seven center- or school-based group 
sites in Alba-Iulia, Arad, Bailesti, Bucharest (3), Cluj-Napoca (2), Medias, and Targu-Mures. 
[Note: A group site is defined as the location of a Young Athletes program within a school or 
community setting attended by an intact group of multiple children at the same time.]  

Ninety percent of classes were lead by were females of Romanian descent who had worked with 
Special Olympics for three years or less. In addition, most teachers were under the age of 30. 
Other than leading Young Athletes, teachers indicated that they had additional roles as SO 
coaches (40%) and volunteers (40%). Of the ten teachers, 70% indicated that their primary job 
was physical therapist.   

Of the participating teachers in Romania, 10 of 11 teachers (91%) completed all of the surveys. 
The following is a summary of their responses on the Program Intake Form and Young Athletes 
Survey.  

Young Athletes Participants.  On the Program Intake Form, Romanian teachers indicated that 
they anticipated 89 participants; however the survey results indicate that they exceeded their 
expectations and actually reported 119 children. More boys (56%) than girls (44%) participated 
and most participants were seven years of age (39%) followed by children four years of age 
(17%) and six years of age (16%). There were very few children age two, three, or five.   

Each country outside the U.S. was asked to identify the diversity represented by the participants 
from their country prior to the survey development. This information was incorporated into their 
country s Young Athletes Survey so that teachers could report this information. In Romania, 
children represented the following populations: Romanian (94%), Hungarian (1%), Roma (5%). 
The same procedure was utilized for identification of disabilities represented in each country. A 
list of disabilities commonly used in the U.S. to identify children between the ages of two and 
seven who have intellectual disabilities (such as intellectual disability, developmental delay) was 
sent to each country, where Young Athletes staff were asked if these terms or other terms were 
used in their country. The Young Athletes coordinator for Romania indicated that these 
categories correspond with the terminology used in Romania. The predominant diagnosis 
represented in children in Romania was intellectual disability (99%).The predominant secondary 
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diagnosis was communication disorder (100%), followed by physical impairments (80%), visual 
impairments (50%), hearing impairments (40%), and emotional disturbance (40%).   

In addition to the registered participants, teachers reported that other children attended Young 
Athletes, including: siblings (50%), peers with disabilities (70%), and peers without disabilities 
(60%). In addition, 90% of the teachers reported that they expected parents to attend Young 
Athletes classes, and in fact 60% of parents attended all or most of the classes and most actively 
participated (50%). Eighty percent of teachers collected information on child attendance and in 
general, children attended all or most of the classes and actively participated in all or most of 
activities (reported by 100% of teachers on both).  

Models of Implementation. Three distinct implementation models of the Young Athletes program 
are found worldwide: School-Based Group Programs, Community-Based Group Programs, and 
Individual Home Programs. Two of these models of implementation were represented Romania: 
Private School-Based (10%) and Community-Based Programs (70%). Two programs were part 
of a special kindergarten program. In addition, 80% of teachers indicated that their program was 
part of an existing class or program such as physical therapy (50%), special education or early 
intervention program (30%), or physical education, adapted physical Education, or motor lab 
(20%).   

Structure. Teachers were asked to describe how they structured Young Athletes and could check 
all activities that apply or add the unique activities used by their program. Many programs had 
similar patterns in structure such as a Welcoming Activity, Warm-Up Activity, Socialization 
Time, and Cool-Down activities (See Table R1.) Most programs occurred once a week for 30-60 
minutes sessions. Seventy percent of teachers had eight to thirteen children in each class, with 
one to twelve adults assisting the teacher, depending on the needs of the children. In addition to 
these standard program activities, two programs held meetings with parents on different subjects 
related to their child.   

Table R1. Structure of Young Athlete Programs  

Class Structure Reported Usage by Teachers 
Welcoming Activity for Children 70% 
Welcoming Activity for Parents 40% 
Warm-Up Activity for Children 100% 
Cool-Down Activity for Children 80% 
Social/Play Time for Children 90% 
Family Time 30% 
Drinks and Snacks 60% 
Closing Activity for Children 60% 
Closing Activity for Parents 40% 

  

Program Features.  The program features standard to all programs included the Kit of 
Equipment and the Activity Guide (including the Skill Progression Checklist and the DVD). 
Teachers were asked to provide feedback about each of these features. In the following section 
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we will review their responses regarding usage of the Young Athletes materials and comments 
about overall ease of implementation of the program.  

Equipment.

 
All programs made full use of all of the equipment with the exception of the blocks. 

Teachers reported that the primary reason for not using blocks was because the equipment was 
not included in the kits (100%). Thirty percent of programs indicated that paddles were not 
included and 60% of programs were missing scarves or slow motion balls in their kits.  The 
primary reasons for substituting equipment were to increase the level of participation (60%) and 
to accommodate a child s skill levels (30%). Thirty percent of teachers indicated that the Kit of 
Equipment should be changed by adding new items.   

Activity Guide.

 

Teachers were asked to comment on how many of the Activities were used from 
each skill area and to indicate the reasons activities were not used. The teachers could respond: 
all/most, some, or none. (See Table R2.) The predominant reason for not using all or most of the 
Young Athletes activities was related to difficulty because of children s disabilities, especially in 
the areas of advanced skills, striking, and balance and jumping. When asked to describe the 
challenges faced when implementing Young Athletes, some teachers reported problems with 
scheduling classes (50%), attendance of children (70%), and communication with children s 
parents/guardians (50%). No teacher recommendations were made for changing the Activity 
Guide.  

Table R2. Activity Usage      

Teachers used a variety of modifications to support children s participation in Young Athletes 
activities. All Romanian programs adjusted the pace and duration of activities and systematic use 
of prompts and praise to increase child participation. In addition, 70% of teachers had all 
children do the same activity at the same time and 60% employed the systematic use of tangible 
rewards. Two communication adaptations were employed: sign language (60%) and presentation 
of activities in multiple languages (40%). Teachers also reported the use of music within sports 
activities and simultaneous use of simulation (modeling) and verbal communication when 
leading children thought the activities.    

DVD.

 

When asked to describe the kinds of training they received, 30% of teachers indicated that 
they had seen a demonstration, viewed the DVD (80%), or read the Activity Guide (90%). 
Romanian teachers had several recommendations to change the DVD for future Young Athletes 

Skill Area Percentage of Use 
(All/ Most ) 

Foundational Skills 30% 
Walk/Run Skills 50% 
Balance/Jumping Skills 20% 
Trapping/Catching Skills 60% 
Throwing Skills 60% 
Striking Skills 20% 
Kicking Skills 50% 
Advanced Skills 0% 



 

40

 
programs, such as providing more examples of the games (or activities), increase the time 
dedicated to activities presented on the DVD, and translate the DVD into Romanian. Specific 
suggestions were, provide more games to exemplify a skill area, increase the amount of time 
dedicated to the activities that are presented on DVD,

 
and translate the DVD into Romanian.   

Skill Progression Checklist. Teachers were asked to describe the methods they employed to 
measure child progress and were allowed to check all methods utilized. (See Table R3) The most 
common methods used to measure child progress were school-based tools (IEP, District 
Assessment Tools and Standards) (90%). While teachers recommended no change to the Skill 
Progression Checklist, the Checklist was not widely utilized for monitoring children s 
improvements.  

Table R3.  Methods Employed to Measure Child Progress  

Tool  Percentage Reported 
Record of Planned Activities 60% 
Journal or Log of Progress 40% 
YA Skill Progression Checklist 20% 
IEP 60% 
District Assessment Tool or Standards 30% 
Other (Portfolio) 0% 

  

Program Challenges.  Three primary challenges reported by Romanian teachers were the 
attendance of children (70%), scheduling sessions (50%), and communicating with parents 
(50%).   

In addition, teachers had several ideas about training needs, such as adding outdoor activities to 
the Activity Guide, a workshop for trainers and teachers from different national and international 
locations to share experiences, and more discussions with Young Athletes coordinators. They 
also requested more information specifically related to disabilities, such as how to better interact 
with children with disabilities. One teacher indicated that educational trips outside the city where 
Young Athletes takes place would also be beneficial to the program.  

Challenges for Families. Teachers were asked if they were aware of any challenges faced by 
families while their child was participating in Young Athletes. All teachers reported that some 
families were having difficulty adjusting to having a child with a disability (reported by 100% of 
teachers) and knowing how to play/work with their child (100%). Moreover, teachers observed 
parents were having difficulty communicating with their child (90%) and talking about their 
child s needs (90%). In addition, one teacher added that families do not receive enough 
information from doctors (maternity ward or family doctor). It is notable that these were reported 
at high levels, which may correspond to the attendance of parents in the Young Athletes 
programs in Romania. In other words, teachers were afforded the opportunity to interact with and 
observe parents.    
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Preliminary Summative Evaluation Results   

Teachers were also asked to describe child and family benefits associated with participation in 
Young Athletes. Their responses are organized into two subheadings: Early Evidence of Child 
Benefits and Early Evidence of Family Benefits.  

Early Evidence of Child Benefits. Teachers were asked to indicate the level of improvement they 
saw in children in general in their Young Athletes class. They could respond: no improvement, 
little improvement, moderate amount of improvement, or a lot of improvement. Combined 
responses of moderate or a lot of improvement are represented in Table R4. It is notable that 
high a high percentage of teachers reported gains in every developmental skill area. In addition, 
teachers provided specific examples of behaviors observed in children. (See Table R5.)  

Table R4. Gains in children reported by teachers  

Developmental Skill Area Percentage Gain Reported 
Motor 90% 
Social  80% 
Communication 90% 
Adaptive Behavior 80% 
Cognitive 80% 

 

When asked about carry-over (or generalization) of skills or behaviors, 60% of teachers reported 
carry-over of skills and behaviors from participation in the Young Athletes program. Their 
response reflected generalization of skills primarily in the motor domain and some in the social, 
communication, and adaptive behavior domains. Specific response included, Catching objects, 
jumps, climbing stairs, the increase of attention and communication level; the walk on the 
beam helps the child to follow the edge of the side-walk. Also, the children get used to play the 
scarf games at home as well; Ability to concentrate, climbing/getting down stairs and 
attention.

 

 Other benefits associated with participation in Young Athletes included children 
having fun with peers (100%), opportunities to address IEP goals (70%), and teacher s raised 
expectation of children (40%).   

When asked what they believed was the most important child benefit, teachers provided 
responses that reflected a wide range of child and family benefits. Their responses included the 
following: acquiring the balance and striking abilities; raising the parent s trust about their 
child s abilities; increasing the level of communication, attention, and motor abilities;

 

relationship building and socialization; the interactions between children with disabilities, the 
joy of playing together, the close relationship formed between children but also between parents 
in sports activities using musical background; the most important benefit is that the children 
learned a lot of things, including playing much better together; the parent learned to play with 
his child and to accept the situation; communication and attention was improved; the 
program facilitates the parent-child relationship and very important-the rise of the parent s 
respect regarding their children.
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Table R5. Teacher observations of child gains   

Domain Teacher Observations 
Motor 
Development 

- A lot of children learned to play with the ball 
- Balance and coordination skills, walking and running, jumping 
- Balance and walking are significantly improved 
- Increase in motor abilities 
- The increase of the spatial orientation ability during sports activities. 
- The development of basic motor abilities, the diminishing of psycho-motor 

instability 
Social and 
Emotional 
Development  

- After taking part in the activities, a child who was very shy became more 
open to the other children and adults 

- The development of the ability to interact with their own parents, with other 
children and their parents. 

- Interaction with other children 
Adaptive 
Behavior 
Development   

- The increase of attention and concentration. 
- The children take part in (the activities) and interact during all Young 

Athletes activities, they are able to guess the next activity only by seeing the 
appropriate material  

- The stimulation of spontaneous performances. 

Communication 
Development 

- The increase of verbal imitation ability 

  

Early Evidence of Family Benefits. Teachers reported several family benefits associated with 
Young Athletes participation. These included: parent s enjoying watching their children 
participate in Young Athletes (100%), parents receiving information related to their child s 
disability (60%), parents learning new ways to work with their child (90%), parents getting 
support through networking with other families (40%), and parents raising their expectation 
about their children (70%). It is notable that these were reported at high levels, which may 
correspond to the attendance of parents in the Young Athletes programs in Romania. In other 
words, teachers were afforded the opportunity to interact with and observe parents.   

In summary, there are many aspects of the program in Romania that are similar to other Young 
Athletes programs. Like other programs, boys outnumber girls and all children have a diagnosis 
of intellectual disability. In addition, most children have physical and communication disabilities 
as secondary diagnoses. Like other programs, most of the teachers are women with experience 
working with children with disabilities in other roles, such as a physical therapist, and these 
teachers reported wide use of the activities, DVD, and equipment and limited use of the Skill 
Progression Checklist. They primarily used school-based instruments (e.g., IEP and district 
assessment tools) to measure child progress. When asked to describe gains seen in children in 
their classes in general, teachers reported high levels of gains in all developmental areas as well 
as generalization of skills. Teacher also provided valuable feedback about their training needs 
and family needs, as well as suggestions for improving the DVD, activity guide, and equipment 
that are consistent with suggestions from other programs.  
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There are unique aspects of the Romanian program that distinguish it from other programs, 
including a higher level of documentation of what occurs in Romanian programs (with 91% of 
the teachers returning completed surveys and 80% of teachers recording program attendance). 
Another distinction in Romania is that many teachers (90%) expected parents to attend and 60% 
reported actual parent attendance. In addition, siblings and peers with and without disabilities 
also attended Young Athletes. Teachers provided much more information on challenges faced by 
families as well as family benefits associated with Young Athletes participation when compared 
to other programs.   

B. Recommendations  

Ensure that all programs globally have full access to features of the 
program to enable implementation with the same level of quality and 
consistency.  

Any program that does not use English as its first language should have the materials (Activity 
Guide and DVD) translated into their native language to ensure quality and equal access to all 
program features. In addition, better documentation and follow-up of the Kit of Equipment 
would ensure that all of the kit items arrive. (Romania reported missing items and difficulties 
related to the DVD due to translation issues.) Both of these are attainable improvements that 
would better support program implementation.  

Explore ways to support global sharing of unique program strengths that 
have the potential to strengthen all programs.  

It is clear that the programs in Romania found ways to get parents more involved in Young 
Athletes. The fact that parents attended the sessions may account for the high percentage of 
teachers who were aware of family challenges and benefits. This was notably different from 
other countries where parents were not in attendance (United States) or attended less frequently 
(Israel). This contact with parents allowed teachers to support and connect parents to other 
resources.  In addition, the high return rate of the surveys and other documentation (such as 
attendance records) are strengths of this program that are consistent with evidence-based 
practice. Lastly, their inclusion of peers with and without disabilities and siblings is an example 
of a more inclusive program. Collectively, these notable differences provide direction for future 
Young Athletes programs to a) expand the materials to include ways to support families and 
increase family involvement, b) create documentation standards and hold programs accountable 
for documentation requirements, and c) explore ways to involve other children supporting 
inclusive programs. Young Athletes should find ways to share these unique program strengths 
and replicate them to strengthen other programs.  

Explore the opportunity to be a global model of best practices in early 
childhood special education.  

Young Athletes has the opportunity to lead the way as a global example of best practices in 
recreational programs for young children with disabilities. If standards of Recommended 
Practices as defined by the Council for Exceptional Children s Division of Early Childhood 
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(DEC) were used to shape program s, Young Athletes could have a global impact on the lives of 
children with disabilities by demonstrating models of best practices for evidence-based, 
inclusive, family-centered programs that reflect the unique culture of each country and region 
where the program is located. In addition, Young Athletes would have an impact on the global 
community by providing examples form around the world of how these ideals are translated into 
real programs. Ideas of first steps in this direction are provided in Appendix Q (Pg. 146).                                     
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V. ISRAEL  

A. Results  

Formative Evaluation Results   

Teachers provided information about their Young Athletes participants and about variations with 
regard to program features and structure. Their responses are summarized in the following 
section and results are organized under the subheadings of Young Athletes Teachers, Young 
Athletes Participants, Models of Implementation, Structure, Program Features (Equipment, 
Activity Guide, DVD and Skill Progression Checklist), Challenges with Implementation, and 
Challenges for Families.  

Young Athletes Teachers. Eight teachers from Israel implemented Young Athletes programs and 
participated in the evaluation process. They represented ten Young Athletes classes in Israel in 
Beer-Sheeva, Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Kiryat Shmona. [Note: A class is defined as the individual 
classes (or sessions) that are offered at a regularly set time.]    

Of the eight participating teachers, gender was equally represented (half male, half female). Sixty 
percent of teachers were between the age of 30-39 and had worked with SO for less than one 
year. The following groups of diversity were represented in teachers: Israeli Jew (70%), 
Ethiopian Jew (10%). Other than leading Young Athletes, teachers indicated that they had 
additional roles as special education teachers (10%), regular physical education teachers (50%), 
teacher s assistants (10%), SO coaches (30%), and parents of an athlete (50%).   

All participating teachers completed the surveys; the response rate was 100%. The following is a 
summary of their responses on the Program Intake Form and Young Athletes Survey.  

Young Athletes Participants.  On the Program Intake Form, Israel anticipated having 83 
participants. However, the survey results indicate that they exceeded their expectations and 
actually reported 96 participants. More boys (69%) than girls (31%) participated in Young 
Athletes.  In addition, 89% of participants were between five and seven years of age with the 
following age break down: six years of age (47%); five years of age (28%); seven years of age 
(14%). There were very few four-year-old children, and no children between the ages of two and 
three.   

Each country outside of the U.S. was asked to identify the diversity represented by the 
participants from their country prior to the survey development. This information was 
incorporated into their country s Young Athletes Survey so teachers could report this 
information. In Israel, children represented the following populations: Israeli Jew (66%), 
Moslem Arab (27%), Christian Arab (2%), and Other (3%). The same procedure was utilized for 
identification of disabilities represented in each country. A list of disabilities, commonly used in 
the U.S. to identify children between the ages of two and seven who have intellectual disabilities, 
was sent to each country. They were asked if these or other terms were used in their country. The 
Young Athletes coordinator for Israel indicated that the categories on this list (such as 
intellectual disability, developmental delay) correspond with the terminology used in Israel. The 



 

46

 
predominant diagnosis represented in children from Israel was intellectual disability (80%) 
followed by developmental delay (10%), and autism (10%). The predominant secondary 
diagnosis was physical disability (35%).  

In addition to the registered participants, teachers reported that no other individuals attended 
Young Athletes classes (e.g., siblings, peers with disabilities, peers without disabilities). 
However, 60% of programs reported that parents did attend most or some of the Young Athletes 
sessions. (Note: The fact that half of the teachers were parents of participants may have 
contributed to the high level of parent participation in the programs in Israel.) When asked about 
the level of child and parent attendance, most programs indicated that they did not collect 
information on attendance. However, all programs reported that, in general, children attended all 
or most of the Young Athletes classes and reported that children actively participated in all or 
most of activities (100%).  

Models of Implementation. Three distinct models of implementation of the Young Athletes 
program were found worldwide: School-Based Group Programs, Community-Based Group 
Programs, and Individual Home Programs. Two of these models of implementation were 
reported in Israel: School-Based Group Programs and Community-Based Group Programs. All 
programs occurred within a group setting (two in public schools and five in community-based 
tennis centers) where a group site is defined as a Young Athletes program within a school- or 
community-based setting attended by an intact group of multiple children at the same time. In 
addition, 40% of teachers indicated that their program was a part of an existing physical 
education class.  

Structure. Teachers were asked to describe how they structured Young Athletes classes (See 
Table I1.). Most programs in Israel had similar patterns in structure that included Welcoming, 
Warm-Up, Socialization Time, and Cool-Down. While parents attended Young Athletes classes, 
there were no designated activities for families or parents. This may reflect the fact that most 
teachers were also parents of participants.  

Most Young Athletes programs occurred once a week for 30-60 minutes sessions with seven to 
nine children in each class. Most classes were implemented by two adults, depending on the age 
and functioning level of the children.   

Table I1. Structure of Young Athlete Programs            

Class Structure  Reported Usage by Teachers 

 

Welcoming Activity for Children 100% 
Welcoming Activity for Parents 0% 
Warm-Up Activity for Children 100% 
Cool-Down Activity for Children 100% 
Social/Play Time for Children 100% 
Family Time 0% 
Drinks and Snacks 0% 
Closing Activity for Children 100% 
Closing Activity for Parents 0% 
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Program Features.  The program features standard to all programs included the Kit of 
Equipment and the Activity Guide (including the Skill Progression Checklist and the DVD). 
Teachers were asked to provide feedback about each of these features. In the following section 
we will review their responses regarding usage of the Young Athletes materials and comments 
about overall ease of implementation of the program.  

Equipment. Most teachers used the Kit of Equipment: Balance Beam (100%), Large Beach Ball 
(80%), Bean Bags (100%), Cones (90%), Large Blocks (60%), Dowels (30%), Floor Markers 
(40%), Hoops (100%), Paddles (20%), Scarves (60%), Slow Motion (Gertie) Ball (40%), and 
small foam balls (100%). Teachers reported that the primary reasons for not using equipment 
was because it was not needed (reported by two programs for dowels) or because the equipment 
was not included in the kits. For example, 30% of programs indicated that paddles were not 
included and 60% of teachers indicated that the scarves or slow motion balls were missing from 
their kits.  Reasons given for substituting equipment were to increase level of participation 
(50%), not enough equipment in kit (30%), to accommodate child s skill levels (20%), or 
equipment did not match activity (20%). Forty percent of teachers recommended changing the 
Kit of Equipment by adding more equipment items.  

Activity Guide.

 

Teachers were asked to comment on how many of the activities were used from 
each skill area and to indicate the reasons activities were not used. The teachers could respond: 
all/most, some, or none. (See Table I2.) The only reason cited by teachers for non-use of an 
activity was related to difficulty because of child s disability. This may be attributed to the fact 
that teachers reported the predominant secondary disability was physical disability. However, 
because teachers did not elaborate on this response, it is difficult to speculate about the specific 
factors associated with their response.  

Table I2. Activity Usage      

Teachers used a variety of modifications to support children s participation in the activities. All 
programs adjusted the pace and duration of activities and had all children do all activities 
simultaneously. In addition, a large percentage of teachers created lesson plans to accompany the 
Activity Guide (90%) and used systematic use of praise and prompts to support child 

Skill Area Percentage of Use 
(All/ Most ) 

Foundational Skills 10% 
Walk/Run Skills 40% 
Balance/Jumping Skills 10% 
Trapping/Catching Skills 30% 
Throwing Skills 20% 
Striking Skills 20% 
Kicking Skills 20% 
Advanced Skills 10% 
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participation (70%). Two communication adaptations were employed by teachers: sign language 
(40%) and presentation of activities in multiple languages (40%).   

DVD.

 
When asked to describe the kinds of training they received, 30% of teachers indicated they 

had seen a demonstration, viewed the DVD (40%), or read the Activity Guide (80%). They 
suggested additional training was needed for the program and time to meet the families, 
seminars on how to work with the children, and a course about children with cerebral palsy and 
other challenged children. A small percentage of teachers recommended changing the DVD, but 
no specific suggestions were provided as to why or what changes were needed.  

Skill Progression Checklist. Teachers were asked to describe methods they employed to measure 
child progress and were allowed to check all methods utilized. (See Table I3.) The most common 
methods used to measure child progress were school based tools (Individualized Education 
Plans, District Assessment Tools and Standards) (80%).  It is notable that the Young Athletes 
Skill Progression Checklist was not used at all for monitoring children s improvements.   

Table I3.  Methods Employed to Measure Child Progress  

Tool Used Percentage Reported 

District Assessment Tool or Standards 60% 
IEP 20% 
Record of Planned Activities 10% 
Journal or Log of Progress 0% 
YA Skill Progression Checklist 0% 
Other (Portfolio) 0% 

  

Program Challenges. When asked to describe the challenges faced when implementing Young 
Athletes, relatively few programs reported challenges (below 20%). The only issue mentioned by 
teachers (40%) was difficulty understanding other languages (e.g., Arabic). Forty percent 
recommended changing the Activity Guide because the activities do not always fit the children 
and suggested that more compatible games and activities and working with kids who speak 
the same language are needed improvements for future Young Athletes programs.  

Challenges for Families. Teachers were asked if they were aware of any challenges faced by 
families of the participants. Only 10 % of teachers reported challenges with adjusting to having a 
child with a disability, allowing their child to participate, and difficulty communicating with 
their child.          



 

49

 
Preliminary Summative Evaluation Results   

Teachers were also asked to describe child and family benefits associated with participation in 
Young Athletes. Their responses are organized into two subheadings: Early Evidence of Child 
Benefits and Early Evidence of Family Benefits.  

Early Evidence of Child Benefits. Teachers were asked to indicate the level of improvement they 
saw in children in general in their Young Athletes class. They could respond: no improvement, 
little improvement, moderate amount of improvement, or a lot of improvement. The percentages 
in Table I4 represent the combined responses for a moderate or lot of improvement.  Note the 
high percentage of reported improvements across the domains in almost every area, with the 
exception of adaptive behaviors. Specific examples of changes they observed are described in 
Table I5.  

Table I4. Gains in children reported by teachers  

Developmental Skill Area Percentage Gain Reported 

Communication 90% 
Motor 80% 
Social  80% 
Adaptive Behavior 30% 
Cognitive 60% 

  

When asked about carry over of any skills or behaviors, three teachers reported carry-over 
(generalization of skill learned in Young Athletes) such as catching and throwing. Most could 
not throw or catch at the beginning. Now they can. Other benefits associated noted by teachers 
included children having fun with peers (60%), teacher s raised expectations of children s 
capabilities (50%), and opportunities for volunteerism (50%). Examples of other benefits were, 
I think it helped the children in their overall feeling of belonging to a group, especially when 

they got the shirts from the Israel Tennis Center. They had a lot of motivation to face new 
challenges. Other comments included the following, Improvement in cognitive skills, motor 
skills, social and emotional improvement, self-confidence, joy, coordination improvement;

 

(Young Athletes was) something different, striving for different things, working with different 
populations; and They were very happy (had fun) and they wanted to come here all the time to 
play with us and learn new games.

  

When asked what they believed was the most important child benefit, only one teacher 
responded: They feel like they have won a prize every time they participate in the program 
lessons. The activities contribute to their positive self-confidence. They enjoy and look forward 
to the lessons.
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Table I5. Teacher observations of child gains  

Domain Teacher Observation 
Motor 
Development 

          -   One boy didn't succeed to kick the ball and now he does. 

Social and 
Emotional 
Development  

- One girl didn't like boys and now she does 
- One boy relates better socially now than at the beginning.   
- They improved their skills of working together. 
- One boy became more social  
- They improved their skills of working together. 

Adaptive 
Behavior 
Development      

- One girl didn't participate at all - now she does   
- Another girl didn't participate at the beginning and now she has become more 

and more involved. 
- One boy did not have self control in the activities like standing in line without 

pushing. 
- During the lesson they make an effort to concentrate and listen to the 

instructions given. 
- The children learned to arrive to the lesson in an orderly manner. They came 

more ready and organized to the class. 
- They helped set up and put away materials. 

Communication 
Development 

- He speaks all the time with his friends in the group. 
- They communicate very well. 

  

Early Evidence of Family Benefits. No family benefits associated with Young Athletes 
participation were reported by teachers. This is a particularly interesting finding given that 
teachers reported that 60% of classes had parental participation.   

In summary, there are many aspects of the program in Israel that are similar to other Young 
Athletes programs. More boys participated in the program than girls, and most children have a 
diagnosis of intellectual disability (the predominant secondary disability was physical 
disabilities). The Young Athletes programs across Israel were similar in structure and 
accommodations (e.g., adjusting pace and duration of activities, systematic use of praise and 
prompts, use of multiple and/or alternative communication such as sign language and multi-
lingual presentation of activities) were used to increase child participation. In addition, like other 
programs, most of the teachers are women who are relatively new in their work with Special 
Olympics. When asked to describe gains seen in children in their classes in general, a high 
percentage of teachers reported gains in four of five developmental domains (motor, 
communication, cognitive, social) as well as generalization of skills.  Like other programs, they 
did not use the Skill Progression Checklist, with most teachers (80%) using school-based 
assessment tools to monitor progress. Teacher also provided valuable feedback about their 
training needs as well as suggestions for improving the DVD, activity guide, and equipment that 
are consistent with suggestions from other programs.   

There are unique aspects of Young Athletes in Israel that distinguish it from other programs. All 
programs in Israel were group sites located in schools or community settings, with most in 
community-based Tennis Centers. Seventy-five percent of the children were five- and six-year-
olds. Other distinct characteristics of programs in Israel are that 50% of the teachers were also 
parents of participants, with a background in physical education, and 40 % of teachers reported 
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that their Young Athletes program was a part of an existing physical education program. Unlike 
other programs, teachers reported limited usage of the activities in the Activity Guide, indicating 
that the activities were too difficult because of the child s disability. It is also notable that 
relatively few teachers reported gains in adaptive behavior. The fact that more than one-third of 
the children have a physical disability may in part explain these challenges. It may also relate to 
the need to develop additional materials, as 90% of teachers developed their own lesson plans to 
accompany the Activity Guide. Another distinction in Israel is that no family benefits were 
reported. The teachers suggested training needs related to providing time to meet and work more 
closely with families.  

B. Recommendations  

Ensure that all programs globally have full access to features of the 
program to enable implementation with the same level of quality and 
consistency.  

While relatively few implementation challenges were reported, some teachers did note several 
issues that could be addressed. They expressed the need for translation when working with 
children with linguistic differences. They also indicated that non-usage of equipment was related 
to not receiving equipment or not receiving enough items.  They also indicated that some 
activities did not fit the needs of children. In addition, almost all teachers reported that they 
developed lesson plans to accompany the Activity Guide, with some mentioning the need for 
more games and activities for use with children with greater challenges. All of these challenges 
are consistently expressed across other programs and warrant attention for the success of future 
programs.  

Explore ways to support families in each program in ways that reflect the 
unique cultural and programmatic needs.  

Very few family challenges were reported, and no family benefits were reported. This is a 
particularly interesting finding given the number of teachers who were parents of children in the 
program. At the same time, teachers expressed the need for time to meet and work with families. 
As with other countries, there is a need to determine ways to improve responsiveness to families 
in Israel.   

Young Athletes would benefit from global sharing of unique program 
strengths that have the potential to strengthen all programs.  

The collective expertise of teachers with backgrounds and/or experience in physical education, 
special education, Special Olympics, and possessing knowledge that comes from parenting a 
child with a disability was notable. Moreover, 90% of teachers reported that they developed 
lessons to accompany the Activity Guide. All Young Athletes programs could benefit from a 
gathering of lessons related to each Skill Area within the Activity Guide as a way to globally 
share and strengthen all programs. It might also facilitate cross-cultural representation in the 
content of activities and games.   
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If an evaluation of child impact is replicated, Young Athletes should examine 
tools to ensure that all respondents possess a shared understanding of 
terminology across sites with cultural and linguistic differences.  

A high percentage of teachers reported seeing gains across all developmental domains, with the 
exception of adaptive behaviors. However, most of their specific examples of observed changes 
were in the area of adaptive skill behavior. This leads one to speculate that perhaps the Young 
Athletes definition of adaptive behavior differs from the teachers definition, and therefore their 
response may be a function of miscommunication. To avoid future misunderstanding, careful 
attention should be given to creating a shared definition of critical evaluation terminology, such 
as the scope of each developmental domain.  
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