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Terminology

  

The term intellectual disabilities is used throughout this report. It is synonymous with various 
terms used throughout the world for intellectual disabilities, including learning disabilities, 

developmental disabilities, intellectual handicaps, mental handicaps and mental retardation.  
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Highlights  

 

Outreach and inclusion opportunities for children with intellectual disabilities represent an 
integral part of Special Olympics  embedded from its inception into the Movement s Mission 
Statement. Over the years, Special Olympics tested a variety of approaches to the issue, 
including Let s-Play-to-Grow and Play Activities programs.   

 

In 2004, the Special Olympics, Inc. Board and its Program Committee focused on the 
benefits of early skills development activities in preparation for sports training and 
competitions, health benefits, physical therapy, as well as social and cognitive development. 
After a thorough review, the Program Committee commissioned a field test of Young 
Athletes  an innovative sports play activities program.   

 

In its field-test version Young Athletes is designed to address two specific levels of play. 
Level 1 includes physical activities focused on developing fundamental motor tracking and 
eye-hand coordination. Level 2 concentrates on the application of these physical activities 
through a sports skills program and aims to develop skills consistent with Special Olympics 
training and competition standards.   

 

Generous funding provided by Mattel Children s Foundation and the Gang Family 
Foundation enabled Special Olympics to conduct the pilot test in 21 Programs around the 
world in 2006. Programmatic design and outcomes of the pilot are described in the current 
report.   Generous funding provided by the Lynch Family Foundation enabled Special 
Olympics Massachusetts to commit to develop and to implement a Special Olympics Young 
Athlete Action plan and program for 2006 and 2007.  

 

With over 2,000 participants and over 2,000 family members involved in the project, it 
became clear that Young Athletes provides a flexible programmatic framework, which can 
be successfully utilized in a variety of environments: from individual family settings, to 
classrooms to community programs. Young Athletes offers families a community network 
experience that supports the development of their young children.    

 

Special Olympics commissioned University of Massachusetts (UMass) Boston to conduct a 
comprehensive study of the results and impacts of Young Athletes program on its key 
participants  young athletes, family members and teachers.  

 

Results of the UMass Boston Young Athletes study uncovered major benefits offered by the 
Young Athletes initiative. Specifically, teachers and family members reported substantial 
gains in social and motor skills; adaptive behavior; communication and cognitive 
development. 95 percent of parents in the United States signaled their interest in continuing 
with Young Athletes program, while 75 percent feel that their children will take part in 
Special Olympics training and competitions, once they reach the age of eligibility.   

 

The impact of Young Athletes is best summarized in the words of a parent: I have found a 
common ground 

 

a place where my son and I can connect through sports .  



                       

     

3

   
Organizational Development, 2007  

YOUNG ATHLETE

 
PILOT REPORT 

Executive Summary  
Since its inception in 1968, Special Olympics has established itself as a preeminent global 
organization offering sports training and competition opportunities to people with intellectual 
disabilities ages 8 and above. Over the years, families of children too young to compete looked 
for avenues to join the movement. Thanks to the generous support of Mattel Children s 
Foundation, the Gang Family Foundation and the Lynch Family Foundation, Special Olympics 
can now welcome these future athletes and families through its newest initiative - Young 
Athletes - a developmentally appropriate play program for children with intellectual disabilities 
ages 2 to 7.   

Young Athletes is a versatile program that can work in various learning situations. The program 
is designed for families to play with their young athletes at home in a fun atmosphere. It is also 
appropriate for preschools, schools, playgroups to use with small groups of young children with 
and without intellectual disabilities. The flexibility of Young Athletes ensures the opportunity to 
welcome families and their young children into the Special Olympics family. 

Young Athletes Goals 
Young Athletes introduces children with intellectual disabilities and their families to the world of 
Special Olympics by pursuing the following goals:  

 

Engage children with intellectual disabilities through developmentally appropriate play 
activities designed to foster cognitive, social and physical development;  

 

Welcome family members of children with intellectual disabilities to the Special Olympics 
network of support. 

Young Athletes Pilot Objectives 
In 2005, the Special Olympics Board of Directors approved the proposal to pilot Young Athletes 
and formulated the following objectives:  

 

Recruit new young athletes for participation in sports training and competition; 

 

Implement at least 12 pilot programs in 2005; 

 

Recruit a total of 1000 children through the pilot sites; 

 

Produce a research report on findings from pilot program for use in development of 
Global resources scheduled for 2006; 

 

Have at least one Young Athletes Family Day demonstration at each pilot site. 

Young Athletes Pilot Report Goals 
The current Report is designed to summarize the outcomes of the pilot project and includes the 
following sections:  

 

Review of Young Athletes history and background; 

 

Overview of Mattel Children s Foundation support; 

 

Summary of Special Olympics management and implementation approach; 

 

Analysis of the pilot Program reports; 
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Overview of Young Athlete demonstrations and events; 

 
Results of the Young Athletes evaluation; 

 

Recommendations for further Young Athletes. 

Pilot Results 
The table below illustrates the targeted and actual numbers of Programs, Family Days 
(demonstrations), Young Athletes Participants and families. In all categories, the Young Athletes 
pilot exceeded expectations.  

Objective Target Actual 
Number of pilot Programs 12

 

21

 

Number of Family Days 
(Young Athlete Demonstrations) 12

 

60

 

Number of young athletes  1,000

 

3,787

 

Number of Families 1,000

 

1,841

   

Young Athlete pilot programs targeted 9 sites in the United States and 12 sites worldwide, 
specifically: New York, New Jersey, Delaware, Iowa, Wisconsin, North Carolina, Texas, 
Southern California, Illinois, Romania, Ireland, Azerbaijan, Israel, Jordan, India, China, 
Chile, Venezuela, El Salvador, Panama, Paraguay 

 

The vast majority (75 percent) of Young Athletes pilot programs were implemented in 
schools;  

 

Over half of all participants were boys (62 percent); 

 

A typical Young Athletes pilot program consisted of 3-9 children and 1-4 adults; 

 

Participation in the Young Athlete pilot produced documented Improvements in: motor, 
cognitive, social, adaptive, and communication skills among project participants.  
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Young Athletes Background 
Reaching out to children with intellectual disabilities and their families is not a novel idea in the 
world of Special Olympics. The mission of Special Olympics seeks to provide year-round 
training and athletic competition to children and adults with intellectual disabilities. Special 
Olympics and the Joseph P. Kennedy Foundation knew that they needed to reach out to 
children with intellectual disabilities and their families before they reached the age of 
competition and training. However, since the 1960s, when Special Olympics started to 
implement its programs, training and competition opportunities were always focused on people 
with intellectual disabilities age 8 and up.   

In the early 1970s, Special Olympics assembled a team of nearly 40 experts, parents, 
volunteers and teachers to develop a program that would help Special Olympics reach children 
under the age of 8. After countless hours of research, interviews and hands-on testing, the team 
developed the Let s-Play-to-Grow program. Let s-Play-to-Grow focused on encouraging families 
to develop structured play habits for their children with intellectual disabilities. The program 
included 12 detailed sections that ranged from dancing to softball. Flexibility represented an 
important programmatic principle 

 

parents and guardians were encouraged to conduct the 
activities at a natural pace with no set timelines of curricula. The program included incentives to 
mark accomplishments 

 

children would send a postcard to Special Olympics when they 
completed 30 hours of play, and in return, they would receive a certificate and a patch to mark 
their achievement. The Let s-Play-to-Grow program experienced success throughout the 1970s 
and early 1980s. At its highest point, Lets-Play-to-Grow involved approximately 2,000 children 
and their families throughout the United States. However, the loss of Federal Funding and other 
difficulties forced the initiative to come to a standstill in the mid-1980s.   

Special Olympics revisited the approach to early outreach in 1997 by introducing the Play 
Activities program, which set out to establish a structured play program for children with 
intellectual disabilities ages 6 to 7. As opposed to Let s-Play-to-Grow, the Play Activities 
program focused more on targeted training for children with intellectual disabilities that were too 
young to compete in Special Olympics. The goal of the program was to introduce children to the 
skill, courage, sharing and joy of Special Olympics. Breaking from the flexibility offered by its 

predecessor, the Play Activities program included a rather rigid curriculum that included defined 
goals, a schedule of activities, planning guidelines and performance/skill assessment for 
participating children. The program consisted of individual skill activities and group games that 
followed a set sequence, preparing the child for eventual participation in Special Olympics 
competitions. The Play Activities program experienced modest success and minimal 
participation. It was clear that Special Olympics needed something more robust and appealing 
to attract future Special Olympics athletes and their families to the Movement.  

Both the Let s-Play-to-Grow and the Play Activities programs offered unique approaches to 
Special Olympics goal of reaching out to future athletes and their families. In an effort to 
combine the strongest aspects of both programs, Special Olympics New Jersey began 
experimenting with new approaches to Special Olympics Early Outreach. From the early days of 
the Let s-Play-to-Grow and into the development and launch of the Play Activities program, 
Special Olympics New Jersey leadership saw a great value in reaching out to young people with 
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intellectual disabilities and their families. With the generous support of the Gang Family 
Foundation and a team of trained and licensed physical therapists, Special Olympics New 
Jersey created and launched the Young Athletes program. Young Athletes experienced 
tremendous success in New Jersey and eventually generated attention from Special Olympics, 
Inc. as a potential model for global outreach to future athletes and their families.  

Young Athletes is a sports play program designed to address two specific levels of play. Level 1 
includes physical activities focused on developing fundamental motor tracking and eye-hand 
coordination. Level 2 concentrates on the application of these physical activities through a 
sports skills program and aims to develop skills consistent with Special Olympics training and 
competition standards. Young Athletes can be used in a variety of environments: from individual 
family settings, to classrooms to community programs. Young Athletes seeks to offer families a 
community network experience that supports the development of their young children.    

Despite isolated successes, evidenced by the experience of Special Olympics New Jersey, on a 
larger scale sports activities and opportunities for children with intellectual disabilities remain 
extremely limited. For years, Special Olympics Inc. fielded questions from families of children 
with intellectual disabilities not yet old enough to compete in Special Olympics: When can my 
child join Special Olympics? What can she do before age eight? What activities can I do with my 
child? Questions such as these came to Special Olympics Programs across the globe. Both 
Let s-Play-to-Grow, and the Play Activities program lacked a level of involvement in and 
identification with Special Olympics. The challenge became finding activities targeted to younger 
children that could be done one-on-one and easily conducted by a family member at home or 
teacher in a school small group setting, while at the same time offering families a warm 
welcome and an introduction to Special Olympics.  

In 2004, the Special Olympics, Inc. Board and its Program Committee responded to the 
challenge of future athletes, their families and Special Olympics Programs. The Committee 
discussed the topic of including children under age eight in developmentally appropriate 
activities as an early outreach mechanism for new athletes and their families. The Program 
Committee focused on the benefits of early skills development activities in preparation for sports 
training and competitions, health benefits, physical therapy, as well as social and cognitive 
development. After a thorough review, the Special Olympics, Inc. Board decided to move 
forward with the Special Olympics New Jersey Young Athletes model. The board tasked Special 
Olympics staff to locate funds, to modify and to adapt the Young Athletes program, and to 
conduct a pilot-test.  

The search for Young Athletes funding led to the Mattel Children s Foundation who was 
delighted to generously support the development of Young Athletes throughout the world as a 
tool for Programs to recruit, welcome and introduce future athletes and their families to Special 
Olympics.  The support included a three-year grant that would carry Young Athletes through the 
development, the pilot-testing and the eventual global launch. Young Athletes materials were 
finalized in early 2005 and on March 15, Special Olympics Chairman & CEO, Dr. Timothy 
Shriver introduced Young Athletes to the world in an interview on the NBC television program, 
The Today Show. Pilot-testing of Young Athletes began in late 2005 and continued through 
2006. 



                       

     

7

   
Organizational Development, 2007  

YOUNG ATHLETE

 
PILOT REPORT 

The generous funding from the Lynch Family Foundation led to Special Olympics 
Massachusetts development of Young Athletes program, welcoming new families and their 
young athletes.   

Young Athletes Program Implementation 
The 2004 Special Olympics Board decision to pursue Young Athletes issued the following 
objectives: 

 

Recruit new young athletes for participation in sports training and competition; 

 

Implement at least 12 pilot programs in 2005; 

 

Recruit a total of 1000 children through the pilot Programs; 

 

Produce a research report on findings from pilot program for use in development of 
Global resources scheduled for 2006; 

 

Have at least one Young Athletes Family Day demonstration at each pilot site.  

Special Olympics leadership challenged the Organizational Development Department with the 
task of implementing the Special Olympics New Jersey Young Athletes model on a global scale. 
The department began by identifying the Mattel Children s Foundation as the primary supporter 
of Young Athletes. Next, the SOI team worked closely with Special Olympics New Jersey to 
develop the necessary resources to implement the Young Athletes pilot. The resources included 
the Young Athletes Pilot Activity Guide, the Young Athletes Pilot Training DVD and the Young 
Athletes Equipment Kit. Once the Organizational Development team prepared the resources, 
attention turned to developing a strategy for identifying and managing Programs that would pilot 
Young Athletes.  

Special Olympics chose to follow the previously successful structure of relying on Regional staff 
to identify potential Special Olympics Programs to pilot Young Athletes. Although the Board s 
mandate required that only 12 Programs participate in the Young Athletes Pilot, an 
overwhelming demand from the Programs lead Special Olympics to choose 21 Programs to 
participate. The Programs received $5,000 grants, a supply of Young Athletes Equipment Kits 
and Young Athletes Activity Guides. The grants carried few requirements to encourage 
ingenuity and innovation. Special Olympics required that Programs establish reasonable goals 
and articulate a plan for achieving objectives. The Young Athletes pilot contained a diverse 
array of Special Olympics Programs that differed in size, experience and geography.   
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Each program approached Young Athletes in its own way. The table below highlights each pilot 
Program, their Young Athletes results, and one unique aspect of each Program s approach to 
implementation.   

Young Athletes Pilot Programs, Program Results, and a Unique Characteristic of Each 
Program. 

Young Athletes Core Metrics Program Name

 

Athletes Family 
Members

 

Events

 

Young Athletes Program             
Key Features 

Azerbaijan 30 25 3 
Conducted Young Athletes events tied to 
the national holidays, thus generating 
additional attention.  

Chile 80 100 1 

Established partnership relations with 
university experts and Red Cross. Each 
group of athletes had a physical therapy 
and a special education student assigned 
to support training sessions.  

China 38 38 2 

Launched Young Athletes program at a 
special school in Harbin. The culminating 
Young Athletes Family Day took place 
during the Harbin Family Forum in 
conjunction with Special Olympics China 
National Games 

Delaware 230 120 5 

Organized integrated Young Athletes 
activities for 160 preschoolers with 
disabilities and 70 non-disabled partners. 
Five Young Athletes Family Days took 
place around Delaware.   

Egypt    Report Forthcoming 

El Salvador 41 60 4 

A school located in a poor rural area 
served as the focal point for the program. 
Most athletes came from single parent 
families.  

Illinois 704 635 1 

Conducted a series of Young Athletes 
training sessions, each of which focused 
on a particular skill. A culminating track 
event took place at an existing District 
Track Meet.  

Iowa 415 200 7 Hosted the U.S. National Games Young 
Athletes Demonstration.  

Jordan    Report Forthcoming 

Ireland 10 10 1 Program initiated by Global Family 
Leader, Patricia Hickey. 

Israel 83 83 4 

Recruited program participants through 
kindergartens and schools. Combined 
Israel-specific Athletic Development 
Program with the Young Athletes Activity 
Guide. The program involved 30 
Palestinian children and effectively 



                       

 


