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Special Olympics Project UNIFY®
Overview
Special Olympics Project UNIFY is an education-based project, funded by the U.S. Department of Education, that uses the sports and education programs of Special Olympics to activate young people across the U.S in order to promote school communities where all young people are agents of change – fostering respect, dignity and advocacy for people with intellectual disabilities. Special Olympics believes that through sports young people can make a difference in friendships, schools and communities. Project UNIFY began its fourth year of activities in the fall of 2011.
Project UNIFY initiatives include a host of core activities, both on the national and the grass-roots level. Local projects that meet Project UNIFY objectives are supported through a funding process for U.S. Special Olympics Programs.  Special Olympics is working with 38 U.S. State Programs conducting Project UNIFY that engage approximately 600,000 young people in over 1,700 schools.
Special Olympics Project UNIFY incorporates sports and related activities, however, in this new way of operating (youth-centered, school focused) there is an enhancement in current programs and paradigms from a focus on events to committing to a movement advocating for youth as change agents now and in the future.
Rationale
In the almost 43 years since Special Olympics was founded, much progress has been made, yet there is much yet to be done; we still face the challenge of creating a society that fosters respect, dignity and advocacy for all; we struggle to be viewed as a movement relevant to all of “us” and not only an event for “them”; and educators often narrow-cast Special Olympics as sports only, and not a valuable education program that can enhance school climate and advance schools’ educational agendas. 
We have strong and irrefutable evidence that Special Olympics sports and related programs provide platforms for youth to understand and value their peers with intellectual disabilities, and empower and activate youth to create opportunities for and with them in sport, friendship and advocacy.

Therefore, Special Olympics Project UNIFY is much more than a re-naming of existing school-based programs; it is rather an innovative response to unequivocal research that shows that Special Olympics local programming can contribute to eradicating the social and environmental walls to inclusion that our athletes and those with intellectual disabilities continue to face.
Special Olympics Project UNIFY Key Characteristics

Project UNIFY is committed to ensuring that the following characteristics of effective practice are in place and consistently achieved in initiative schools.

· Youth Leadership

· School/Community Collaborations

· Continuous Improvement

· Communications

· Professional Development

· Unifying Programming

· Creating and Sustaining Relationships
Youth Activation Committee

Special Olympics believes that through sports young people can make a difference in friendships, schools and communities. Project UNIFY is youth driven, with a Youth Activation Committee (YAC) made up of young people representing middle schools, high schools and colleges nationwide.  Members of the committee work together over the course of the year to develop strategies promoting school communities where all young people are agents of change.  During their time on the committee, YAC members provide leadership to Special Olympics and Project UNIFY by participating in Special Olympics global events, providing advice and counsel on strategies to reach other youths, engaging in and promoting Special Olympics activities in their home environments, communicating and networking via Web connectivity with other youth around the country, and reviewing Project UNIFY materials for innovation and viability.

Core Activities:

Communications & Engagement

· Be a Fan – “R Word”

· Social Networking

· Sports Experience

· Fans in the Stands

Inclusive Schools

· Get Into It™
· Partners Clubs

· School Enrichment

· Youth Summits 
Early Childhood Enrichment

· Young Athletes™
Inclusive Sports

· Unified Sports®
· Camp Shriver

Athlete Leadership & Self-Advocacy

· Athlete Leadership Programs
· Training and Education

· Youth Forums

· Global Youth Congress

Traditional Sports

· Games/Tournaments

· Coaching

· Volunteers

Project UNIFY Outcomes
· The magic of Project UNIFY is manifested in the inclusive friendships formed, seeing paired youth in action as leaders, creating communities of caring and respect.

· Youth become core leaders in their school communities using Unified Sports and Spread the Word to End the Word as the catalyst for impacting change in a school climate. 

· Administrators and teachers take the educated risk to support the vision and insight of youth to create inclusive environments in their schools through Unified Sports and youth leadership opportunities with a clear vision of impacting school environments.

· The inspiration and passion that comes from experiencing Special Olympics sports motivates young people to seek a world of unity, and then provides students with and without disabilities with the skills and opportunities to create social change. 

· Policymakers and education leaders develop policies and support quality practices to encourage positive school climates with safe and nurturing learning environments for all students.

CONTACT: 
Andrea Cahn

Senior Director, Special Olympics Project UNIFY®

(202) 628-3630 - telephone

acahn@specialolympics.org
www.project-unify.org
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