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Background

Special Olympics International (SOI) provides opportunities for people with intellectual disabilities (ID), who have been consistently isolated by society, to participate in Olympic-type sports activities, develop skills and friendships, gain competency, and demonstrate their dignity and ability to contribute to society. Yet, while SO enjoys almost universal recognition of its sports programs in the U.S., there is still a general lack of understanding and awareness as to the range of accomplishments achievable by people with ID. The common stereotype is that all people with ID are alike, unable to learn, live and work as contributing members of society.
Despite these stereotypes change is happening in our schools. More and more, children with ID, who once were taught in separate schools and classrooms, are being provided the opportunity to engage in the normal life experiences of school and to learn in classrooms with their non-disabled peers. However, in one recent study, less than one-third of public school students acknowledged having a schoolmate or classmate with ID. One can look at the present situation in schools and proclaim that inclusion has not fulfilled its promise. Is the glass half empty or half full with regard to inclusion? 
SO believes that the glass is half full and that we have to continue to focus on the programs that have shown promise with youth.  It has been found that youth support inclusion. And, while only 10% of youth in America report having a friend with ID, through the work of SO in such programs as Unified Sports®, we see that the development of positive relationships and friendships between children and youth with and without ID is possible. There are programs that can make a difference and many of these programs, are being offered by SO. 
Youth are the key to achieving long term societal goals for acceptance. SO uses sports as a vehicle to build our next generation as youth are open to the inclusion of their peers with ID in sports and SO type programming. Schools are essential to this process. 
Project UNIFY, seeks to bring youth with and without ID together through sports and in schools, to provide them with the skills necessary to engage in a process of change and to tackle future social issues around ID, but also beyond.  To engage all children in this process of change we must prepare those who have been traditionally on the margins and have not participated in “activation”.
It is our belief that youth activation, or Project UNIFY, is as much a way of thinking as it is a process and an outcome. Youth who have no real engagement with youth with ID, will be made aware, then be supported in gaining understanding, and, ultimately, be actively engaged in activities with youth with ID. 
Purpose
The overall purpose of Project UNIFY is to promote school communities where all young people are agents of change - fostering respect, dignity and advocacy for people with ID. Too often students with ID are invisible in the school and the classroom, or not even in the same classroom as their peers without ID, and excluded from many of the activities other youth enjoy. Project UNIFY seeks to give students with ID a more prominent role as athletes, as teammates, as peers and as members of society. School related sports programming will be the main way in which we bring people with ID into the fabric of our school communities.  As part of Project UNIFY, today’s youth will gain knowledge, develop better attitudes and a real commitment for working on behalf of people with ID and, as a consequence, the lives of people with ID will be greatly enhanced, in school and beyond.
Central to Project UNIFY is a focus on the student with ID, the student without ID and the environments in which they come together. Providing students with positive structured educational and sports opportunities will serve as the platform for not only increasing their skills and knowledge, but also the formation of positive social relationships. The process of coming together will empower both students with and without ID to become catalysts for change, taking the positive experiences and what they have learned through these experiences, and bringing them to youth of America through a planned program of national youth activation. 
Approach

The basic approach of Project UNIFY is to build upon existing partnerships and initiate new partnerships between Special Olympics Programs and the educational community. In Project UNIFY Special Olympics leaders will develop collaborative relationships with education leaders to create “Project UNIFY Schools”. Existing Special Olympics programs and new initiatives designed to fill gaps, will be combined in ways that lead to the empowerment of students with and without intellectual disabilities working together as agents of change.  We will support these local initiatives with an aggressive national awareness campaign, high visibility regional and national events, a youth leadership committee, and web connectivity between youth.  

In order to leverage the efforts of Special Olympics U.S. Programs toward achieving the mission, goals and the objectives of this grant, grants will be provided.

A multi-faceted approach will be used, targeting youth directly through a national information and activation (Be a Fan and the “R [retard] Word Campaign”), through our state based SO Programs that will conduct public education, community sports and non-sports activities, and through partnerships between SO Programs, schools and community organizations. 
Objectives:
· Expand and enhance the Young Athletes Program;

· Establish training, interest and support in the areas of advocacy and leadership for both youth with (e.g. ALPS) and without ID, to empower youth to be societal agents of change and acceptance among government, civic, corporate and independent sectors;
· Educate and sensitize youth as to what ID is and how people with ID merit acceptance, support and opportunities to be active participants and contributors to society throughout their lives and in all sectors; 

· Create a national leadership program for youth in developing school communities to foster the acceptance of their peers with ID and the opportunity to impact attitudes; 
· Increase the number of US youth and young adults with and without ID (pre-school and up) actively participating in Special Olympics Programs and initiatives; 

· Increase the number of local programs and opportunities for youth with and without ID, including sport, educational, and service learning, to participate in SO - the “booster club” model can be deployed around school communities;

· Increase the number of state SO Programs engaging in sustained partnerships with schools;

· Develop models of best practices that can provide the basis of expansion of a sustainable Project UNIFY through Special Olympics, well beyond the scope of the demonstration program;

· Create user attractive web based environments for youth with and without ID to connect around common values, test understandings and beliefs, challenge societal conventions and taboos about acceptance, and provide opportunities for acquaintances and friendships to be initiated and sustained;
· Conduct evaluation that documents the successes and challenges of implementing Project UNIFY and its impact on all participants, and incorporate what is learned into its further improvement and expansion.

Experiencing people with ID through SO activities and other activities, and reflecting on these personal experiences, will be critical to the success of project UNIFY. Ultimately, while we seek to move the needle regarding individual knowledge and attitudes, we intend to leverage positive “group think” by achieving critical thresholds among youth. Youth leaders will be developed both through local, regional and national experiences.  
Methods

To implement this demonstration program, a number of actions will be taken. 
Leadership: The first task will be to secure the necessary personnel to carry out and manage the activities. Early orientation of SO Programs will be critical as they will be principle agents in carrying out the demonstration program. Two advisory boards will be established. One will guide and set standards for carrying out the implementation of the competitive grants program. A second will consist of youth representatives to guide SOI initiatives that will reach out to youth. In addition, a national network of youth activation programs will be established so that the programs operating independently can come together to share information. 
Youth Attitude Change: Web sites and blogs are becoming increasingly important for educating and motivating youth both in the for-profit, educational and social engagement sectors.  In order to reach youth audiences around the country a strong web based presence must be established.  More and more youth are relying on electronic means of communicating and securing information.  
Materials: A main publication, web based and interactive, under the “Be a Fan” umbrella, will be developed and distributed to all participating Programs.  An extensive array of materials will be developed for a number of the initiatives.  Materials will target Programs and Program leaders, schools, school systems, and youth of various ages and will need to address the information needs of youth with and without ID.  
Special Events: A Youth Activation Congress will be established and convened.  This congress will include youth with and without ID.  The congress will be a principle vehicle for developing consensus and a voice among youth, as well as seeding and facilitating youth leaders in every state.

Sub-grants to Programs:  We anticipate that at least 35 Programs will seek funding via sub-grants for purposes of carrying out the National Youth Activation program in their jurisdictions.  This will be a major incentive for driving Project UNIFY activity at the local level.  

Youth Investigation and Assessment Policy Activities:  Beyond informing and motivating youth toward improving their personal perspectives and behaviors around ID, effort needs to be applied in the policy arena and it is critical that youth have an opportunity to develop the information base and have the experiences that provides them with policy skills.  We will support youth advocates participation in projects, meetings and related activities in the policy arena.  
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