Introduction (Include Personal Impact Story)
Silence.

[image: image1]Can you imagine feeling so separate from the world—so different—that you would choose to live life on the sidelines?  

In silence?

One of our athletes, Susie Doyens, knows how intense feelings of fear and awkwardness can cause a person’s spirit to crumple and withdraw into that silence.  Born into a loving and accepting family, Susie nonetheless spent most of her childhood not speaking because of the overwhelming feeling of being different from those around her.  

Susie has Down syndrome.  And while this slows intellectual and physical development, the most important thing to remember is that individuals with Down syndrome are more like others than they are different.  But in Susie’s case—as it is in too many others—even the slightest dissimilarity between a person and their peer group is enough to create a chasm of exclusion.  

Thankfully, Susie’s story isn’t a cautionary tale, but rather a hopeful example of how inner strength, properly nurtured through Special Olympics, might come to bridge those distances, however real or imagined, between those who are disabled and those who are not.  
Susie’s parents enrolled her in Special Olympics when she was 13 so she might make some friends and get her involved in healthy activities.  Through her Special Olympics participation, Susie discovered the joy of true camaraderie, the strength to be herself and the confidence to speak freely.  It’s amazing what a few gold medals can do for a person’s confidence.  Now 32, Susie remains an outspoken advocate for Special Olympics, meeting with students, community and corporate organizations to share her life’s story and accomplishments.    

Susie is just one of the more than 22,000 athletes from Illinois who have found their voice through Special Olympics Programs.

The Challenge

Our society has a long and often ugly history of how it treated individuals with intellectual disabilities.  Even in more “enlightened times” this population was kept isolated from their communities, having been abandoned to lives lived in indifferent state institutions or shuttered away at home.  

While the situation seems less dire today, individuals with intellectual disabilities still struggle to gain independence, acceptance and inclusion into communities that have low expectations for what they can achieve.  
Did you know that compared to the general population, these individuals:

· Are less likely to be employed 
· More likely to be victims of violence and abuse 
· Experience poorer health and have trouble finding and paying for quality health care 
· Grow up generally isolated and rejected socially by their peers
In truth, people with intellectual disabilities are still among the most vulnerable populations in the world.    

And yet, most individuals with intellectual disabilities are only mildly impaired.  While nearly 70% of people with intellectual disabilities have the capacity to function at much higher levels than society’s perceptions allow or encourage!  Addressing this inequality is a matter of creating opportunity and changing perception.  

We provide our athletes with the training and platform to demonstrate their skills, and their performance inspires transformation in themselves, their teammates, their families, and their communities.   
Who We Are

The Special Olympics sports experience has always been rooted in a radical notion: That every person has the capacity to be an athlete, and that human greatness is defined more by the spirit than the body.  
For over forty years now, Special Olympics has been the leader in helping youth and adults with intellectual disabilities discover their voice and their strengths through the platform of sports training and competition. Special Olympics was born in July 1968 when 1000 intellectually disabled athletes, from 26 states and Canada, came to Chicago to compete in Olympic-styled track & field events. Today, the movement reaches over 3 million athletes in more than 180 countries.  And it remains a powerful agent of change right here in Illinois.                                
What We Do
Sports are at the heart of Special Olympics because they are universal. Sports are understood and celebrated by all people, regardless of race, nationality, gender, economic level, language, religion and— thanks in large part to Special Olympics—intellectual ability. 

Presently, SO ILL offers training in 19 different sports and the opportunity to compete in them at the local, regional, and state level. 
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But it’s no mere play.

Not only are the majority of our athletes serious competitors (nearly half play two sports or more), but they also enjoy many of the same benefits that their athletic peers without intellectual disabilities do.  This means leading a healthier lifestyle, increased social interaction, and a higher community profile.
Those benefits are quite remarkable when you realize that the majority of individuals with intellectual disabilities still lead solitary and sedentary lives.  Sports training and competition is the device we use to help transform individuals, families, and communities.   

Training for Life
Recognizing the our athletes’ desire for greater challenges—and the shameful lack of real world opportunities—Special Olympics has utilized our platform of sports training and competition to involve them in initiatives that serve to enrich their lives.  As firsthand witnesses to their accomplishments, we know that these individuals have the capacity and determination to live beyond those limits imposed by institutions, family members, or their surrounding communities.  
•
Athlete Leadership Programs: This program provides athletes the additional training and tools necessary to tell their stories.  Athletes who complete this program are engaged in non-traditional roles such as Global Messengers (public speakers and program advocates), coaches, team captains, and SO ILL Board members.  

•    Unified Sports: This one-of-a-kind offering pairs youth and adult Special Olympics athletes together with partners without disabilities to train, play and compete in various sports activities.  This has been a very popular program for those participants entering into middle age and senior years because of the low-impact nature of several of the sports and the added camaraderie for those who live more independently. 

Many of these new avenues for accomplishment require individuals with intellectual disabilities to raise their community profile.  They are expected to carry themselves with the same sense of purpose and perform as well as they do on the field of competition.  Naturally, they deliver.  This greater role means increased interaction with community members who might otherwise be sealed off from Special Olympics and our constituents.  And as these community members see just how much more these individuals are capable of contributing, they begin to better appreciate the unique human spirit that binds all of us.  

Bridging and that chasm of misunderstanding and prejudice has always been the end goal of our work and at the heart of this mission.  There is still considerable time and effort needed to bring about total societal transformation, but every year we grow closer.  It starts at the most personal level and grows from there.  Once it gets going, however, there’s no stopping it or turning it back.  First, individuals with intellectual disabilities are transformed into champions.  Then, family and peers into fans.  Finally, neighbors and community members are transformed into believers.  When these moments are repeated thousands of times over, the ultimate outcome could be a world unlike anything we’ve ever known.  A world of welcome acceptance and celebration where all people can live up to their full potential.
The Impact
On Athletes

Special Olympics makes athletes feel welcome, appreciated and safe.  Our programs introduce athletes to a world where their intellectual disability isn’t something that separates or makes them “different” from their peers—but something that makes them part of a unique and tight-knit extended family.  There are also many personal benefits that result from participation. 
Through sports training and competition, our athletes learn:

· How to establish goals and how to work toward achieving them through teamwork, dedication and organization. The unique advancement structure of Special Olympics competitions inspire athletes to set and achieve goals, as they learn that by giving their very best in every effort results in the joys of hard won success
· How to absorb and retain detailed information such as rules, regulations, and concepts.  
· The value of regular exercise and physical activity. 
· Interpersonal, communication, and numerous life-skills.  

· That they have talents that most people, including themselves, didn’t even imagine they had.  

The benefits of participation translate beyond sports, helping athletes to live more independent and rewarding lives. For example, more than half of Special Olympics athletes in the United States hold jobs.  When people with intellectual disabilities have gainful employment and are contributing members of society, everyone benefits. 

Participation in Special Olympics sports also promotes healthy, active lives among a segment of individuals who are more likely to face obesity and related health problems than the general population. Almost all Special Olympics athletes play at least two sports, and nearly half (48%) engage in more than three hours of physical activity per week.  With incidents of obesity and diabetes rising at a record pace, particularly among a population such as this, the development of an active and healthy lifestyle has never been more important. 
Additionally, Special Olympics Illinois educates our coaches on their role in conveying the importance of greater activity and practical approaches to nutrition to athletes.  Athletes are also required to submit a signed medical application clearing them for competition.  This “Med App” represents the completion of a sports physical conducted by a medical professional.  To prevent this from becoming an obstacle to participation, Special Olympics Illinois developed our world-renowned MedFest. This is an amazing single day event, during which 1,300 – 2,000 school-aged athletes across the state receive a free sports physical from local volunteer clinicians.   

On Families

As witnesses to both the minor and the profound impact of Special Olympics participation on their loved one, family members often turn into our most passionate advocates.  From their first experience on, family members enjoy a unique relationship with Special Olympics.
· They get to experience the joy of seeing their loved one flourish as an athlete and

grow as a person. 
· See the results of a lifetime of love, belief, and encouragement repaid in the success of their athlete. 
· Feel like welcome members of a large and caring community that, to a person, celebrates the abilities of their loved one.
· Find themselves temporarily removed from a world where people are telling them what their loved one can’t do.

· Feel spared of the awkward interactions or glances of an uninformed populace.  

· Experience the joy of packing up their athlete, or travelling with them, to competitions around the state.

Family member attendance at our state events also continues to grow, as more immediate and extended members are making time to share these moments with their athletes.  And the more experience they have with the program, the greater their power and willingness to speak with authority on what individuals with intellectual disabilities can accomplish when given the chance.
On Society
Today’s Special Olympics is not just for “them,” it is for all of us.  
The gains achieved by our athletes can be lost the minute they leave the playing field, not because of anything they have or have not done, but because the people they encounter in daily life perceive them as inferior. It is in changing this public perception of those with intellectual disabilities that Special Olympics finds its greatest challenges and its greatest achievements. 
Our best way to reach these those without a personal connection to Special Olympics, and change the way they perceive individuals with intellectual disabilities, is by engaging them directly.  We are connecting peers, civic organizations and business, and other community members with our athletes through unique volunteer opportunities.  
Volunteering is an excellent team building opportunity for a group, a much-embraced means for a business to fulfill service hours, a great way for individuals to meet new friends and develop a new skill, and an excellent means for all to learn more about the many wonders of the human spirit.  
· For every athlete, there are two community partners/members whose lives are changed by what they see at Special Olympics.

Our volunteers and our Fans round out—if not complete—the Special Olympics experience.  We bring together athletes and community members in a safe, non-prejudicial environment where positive interactions between the two can lead changed lives for both.

The Future

Even in these times, when there are more services for the underserved and disadvantaged than ever, there is still only one Special Olympics.  Illinois is home to one of the largest, most diverse contingent of athletes and is a hub of vibrant Special Olympics activities and support.  In fact, the greater Chicago alone is larger than 25 other state programs.  With a constituency as large and diverse as ours, it is no wonder that Illinois has long been a leader in Special Olympics service delivery and innovative program developments.   

Our wealth of experience, dedication to the mission and brand recognition firmly places us in the position to serve as leaders in working with this population.  This is important, as the needs of our athletes still largely exist as they have since 1968.  Special Olympics is committed to expanding our program efforts to welcome more participants and enhancing our offerings to meet the existing (and yet unknown) needs of our population.  
Special Olympics recognized a serious unmet need for social and developmental play for young children with intellectual disabilities.  In an effort to address this, Special Olympics developed an innovative sports and developmental play program for children ages 2 – 7, who are currently too young to participate in, and therefore benefit from, traditional Special Olympics competitions. 
The Young Athletes Program engages these younger children with intellectual disabilities, and their non-disabled peers, in developmentally appropriate play activities designed to foster physical, cognitive and social growth.  The program itself emphasizes foundational skills, balancing and jumping, trapping and catching, striking and kicking, and throwing.  The benefits gained through the developmental play activities are profound, as participants show a 62-75% gain in communication, adaptive behavior, and in all motor, social and cognitive skills.  There is also a great impact in their overall physical and mental wellbeing, as the children display notable improvements in their health, maturation, confidence and self-esteem.  The Young Athletes Program is the only non-clinical option available for this young age group.

And for those participants without disabilities, they are learning, at their most impressionable age, the virtues of equality, compassion and acceptance.  The unique structure helps alleviate fear of those who are “different” and sets the stage for more inclusive social and educational environments.  The inclusion of all individuals with intellectual disabilities is the founding philosophy behind Special Olympics Illinois and all of its programs.  
We Are in Your Community

Special Olympics Illinois (SO ILL), a flourishing state chapter of Special Olympics Inc., provides year-round sports and leadership training and athletic competition for 22,000 traditional athletes, age 8 – 80+, throughout Illinois.  SO ILL is able to provide this statewide service through a dedicated staff of 69 full and part-time professionals, plus a volunteer contingent of 32,000 enthusiastic Illinois residents.


Illinois is itself divided into Northern, Central and Southern regions that are in turn divided into 18 Special Olympics Areas. Each of the 18 Areas has an Area Director who co-ordinates local competition and administration.  There are approximately 175 annual sanctioned competitions, including 13 state-level tournaments, in 19 different sports.  With so many competitions and Special Olympics-related events conducted at the local, regional and state level, there is something happing in our world almost every other day throughout the year.                    

Our program quality, wide-spread availability and commitment to accessibility—we offer our programs at no charge to our athletes—have helped to establish us as the preeminent organization serving this unique population.  
Area #6 – Heartland Special Olympics (EXAMPLE)

                                  [image: image2.emf]


Area 6 currently serves over 960 athletes, has 40 active agencies and over 427 class A volunteers. It offers competition in 13 sports and hosted 5 competitions in 2009.  This seven county Area is also the seat of the SO ILL HQ, in Bloomington, and two of our largest state competitions—Summer Games and State Bowling.  ETC.
How We Do It

Loyal fans, volunteers and donors are empowering these individuals with intellectual disabilities to tap into their full potential—to develop skill sets that allow athletes to enjoy richer social relationships, greater employability and an overall improvement in their quality of life. We count on these partners to help us deliver our full range of Special Olympics programs and services.  And virtually all of our operating support is privately raised. 
The value of our volunteer support is critical to the success of our program and is a basic component of our service delivery.  Our volunteers have made our work possible from day one, and they remain essential to our ability to carry out our mission.  
What You Can Do





Special Olympics Illinois humbly looks to you to provide the means for us to conduct the outreach, trainings, events and leadership courses that directly impact the lives of thousands of men, women and children throughout our state.  Your personal investment in the lives and prospects of our athletes—like any wise investment—will pay dividends in the success they experience now and in the future.  





SPONSORSHIP OPTIONS


VOLUNTEER INFO


ONE TIME GIFT


PLANNED GIVING





We urge you to become personally involved by financially supporting our sports training, competitions and programs.  It is our hope that the ORGANIZATION might find our mission in line with theirs and be interested in establishing a partnership with Special Olympics Illinois—this year, and for years to come.  











Intellectual Disability Defined





Intellectual disability is characterized by a significant cognitive impairment combined with limitations in the adaptive skills needed to live, work and play in the community. Intellectual disability can be caused by genetics, such as Down syndrome, or prenatal complications such as fetal alcohol syndrome. Intellectual disability can also occur in children on the autism spectrum. The most common form of intellectual disability is of unknown cause. 





It knows no boundaries and the genetic forms of intellectual disabilities cut across the lines of racial, ethnic, educational, social and economic backgrounds.  Approximately 2 percent of the global population have intellectual disabilities, making it one of the largest disability populations in the world.   











Eligibility 





Special Olympics is open to all individuals with a marked intellectual disability, age 8 or older.  There isn’t a part of Illinois that lacks for some Special Olympics presence, and we gladly count men, women, children and seniors of all abilities and from every demographic among our participants.








Alpine Skiing						Golf			


Aquatics						Gymnastics


Athletics						Powerlifting


Basketball						Snowshoe


Bocce							Soccer


Bowling						Softball


Cross Country Skiing					Speed Skating


Equestrian 						Tennis 


Figure Skating						Volleyball


Floor Hockey 














