OPINION EDITORIAL FOR USE IN SPECIAL OLYMPICS PROJECT UNIFY COMMUNITIES
This year we were all welcomed back to a new school year with motivational words from our President Barack Obama.
And that’s what I want to focus on … the responsibility each of you has for your education. I want to start with the responsibility you have to yourself. 
Every single one of you has something you’re good at. Every single one of you has something to offer. And you have a responsibility to yourself to discover what that is. That’s the opportunity an education can provide. 
This message resonated deeply with us in the world of Special Olympics, because it is consistent with our new, innovative education initiative, Special Olympics Project UNIFY, which focuses on student responsibility and leadership.  Our commitment is to educate, motivate and activate youth to achieve at high levels, serve others, commit to social justice and develop the skills necessary for ALL students to be successful in school and in life.  How do we do that?  We educate by providing young people with school and community-based opportunities and strategies to help them understand their potential and ways as serving as active agents for change in their local, national and global communities.  We motivate young people to unleash their creative leadership potential to accept, respect and advocate with and for persons with intellectual disabilities.  And we activate young people through new approaches for sharing experiences engaging in community action and policy change
In fact the president specifically mentioned advocacy for others and what it means to promote a positive school climate, two cornerstones of Special Olympics Project UNIFY. He said:
Maybe you’ll decide to stand up for kids who are being teased or bullied because of who they are or how they look, because you believe, like I do, that all kids deserve a safe environment to study and learn.
We believe that is one of the most important challenges our young people face today.  And young people if given the opportunity will stand up for others.  They will do the right thing.  As we celebrate the success of Project UNIFY’s first year and launch into a new one, we reflect on the impact young people have had in schools in nearly every state in this country.  Specifically and anecdotally, we found the energy of the students and the use of technology propelled us to areas we did not expect, faster than we were prepared for – but with enough momentum to ensure success.   For example, Spread the Word to End the Word is a campaign to end the derogatory use of the word retard across the U.S.  The campaign was announced last winter by some dedicated young leaders and within 30 days there was a national campaign launched.  Special Olympics Programs began to listen to and give a substantive role to young people with and without disabilities in their work.  A Global Youth Summit engaged  young people from around the world who worked together to develop official motions that  influence and impact the work of Special Olympics around the world.
Our focus is now transitioning to our second year of even greater impacts which will include more Special Olympics-school partnerships/collaboration, deeper integration of Project UNIFY activities into the school community structure, and more meaningful participation among youth with and without intellectual disabilities in the planning and implementation of Project UNIFY school and community activities.    National emphasis will include further development of National Leadership and Youth Networks.  There will be even more education, training and discussion opportunities for Special Olympics Programs, young people and educators; deeper partnerships with national organizations for education policy and youth advocacy; the launch of a new, interactive and fully inclusive service and character curriculum;  and finally, a Youth Activation Summit and National Youth Rally for 200 youth from across the country, a National Education Conference for 300 teachers and a Leadership Roundtable co-sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education, will all be held at the 2010 Special Olympics USA National Games in Nebraska next July.
As we advance our movement through education, we must never lose sight that education by itself is not enough:  It is the authentic interaction of young people of all abilities on the playing field, getting to know each other’s abilities, strengths gifts and skills. It is working together as a team towards a common goal, for a common cause. It is the joy and power young people feel when they are given a belief in themselves to work together for positive change, community impact and a better world. These are the skills young people need as leaders for the 21st century.  
Special Olympics Project UNIFY leaders and staff appreciate each community’s commitment to education and its critical contribution to our students, our nation and our world.  It is a commitment embodied in the legacy of our founder, Eunice Kennedy Shriver...If she had been listening to the president’s speech to students, she would have agreed, and added; 
“Special Olympics is not about the past, but about the future .”
From local classrooms to the White House there is renewed insight on all youth as educated contributors and impactful influencers of their school environment.  Through Special Olympics project UNIFY, and other programs, children will see and appreciate the abilities of their peers, see them as friends, teammates and classmates rather than just different.  They will play together in activities that serve as the foundation for future participation in sport, in life and in the greater community.  Relationships and friendships formed now will last long after school has ended, and take us forward into a bright future filled with human dignity and acceptance for all. 
And they will lead us as we watch with wide-eyed amazement.
