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WHY UNIFIED CHAMPION SCHOOLS?
The typical school and social environment for young people today can be fraught with 

challenges. Intense social and academic pressures are worsened by widespread bullying. In 

the United States, nearly 1 in 3 students ages 12 - 18 report being bullied during the school 

year and 71% of young people say they have seen bullying in their schools.1,2 Students with 

disabilities, including those with intellectual disabilities, are two to three times more likely 

to be bullied than their peers without disabilities.3 While bullying remains a prominent 

issue, students with intellectual disabilities (ID) also face challenges with isolation in 

schools. Students with ID are less likely than students with any other type of disability 

to spend time in a regular education environment.4 This is troubling given the strong 

relationship between school connectedness and several important outcomes including 

regular school attendance and staying in school.5 This research demonstrates a clear need 

to promote a school environment that addresses not only the academic needs of students 

with ID, but also their social needs for friendship and community.

IMPACT ON STUDENTS
Special Olympics Unified Schools strategy includes Unified Sports, inclusive clubs, 

whole school engagement, and youth leadership in combination to address many of the 

challenges faced by students with intellectual disabilities in schools today. Schools that 

implement this strategy in its entirety, referred to as Unified Champion Schools, create 

communities where students with intellectual disabilities feel welcome and are routinely 

included in all school activities, opportunities and functions. As of 2017, over 5,000 schools 

in the U.S. participate as Unified Champion Schools, and as many as 3.6 million youth are 

taking part in inclusive activities.6
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An evaluation of Unified Champion Schools found that these schools provide students 

with and without intellectual disabilities opportunities to learn and play together and to 

form friendships.7

zz 92% of school liaisons (the person in each school responsible for implementing 

the Unified Champions Schools program) say that Unified Schools programming 

gives students with and without intellectual disabilities more opportunities to work 

together.

zz 89% of liaisons observed that Unified Champion Schools increase participation of 

students with ID in school activities.

zz 97% of students reported that Unified Champion Schools had impacted their school as 

a whole through bringing people together, creating inclusion, raising awareness, and 

increasing respect.

UNIFIED CHAMPION SCHOOLS ALSO PROVIDE STUDENTS WITH THE OPPORTUNITY 
TO DEVELOP SOCIAL SKILLS7,8

94%
of students who 

got to know a 
student with ID 

considered them a 
friend. 

87%
of students learn 

how one’s 
emotions and 
attitudes can 
affect others.

86%
of students learn 
how to be patient 

with other 
students.

85%
of students

learn that standing 
up for something 

they believe is the 
right thing to do.

These results demonstrate the profound impact that the Unified Strategy can have in 

schools. Importantly, it has been found that all elements of the strategy (Unified Sports, 

inclusive clubs, and whole school engagement) are essential to create this level of impact.

“He has improved his social skills…His world-view of ‘this is what I can do 
and this is how I have to do it’ has been expanded beyond the limitations 
of the educational program that he’s in. He looks for ways that he can 
meet society at his level and his way, rather than hiding from his peers 
that are not special needs. There’s nothing good enough I can say about 
this program. It’s a necessity.” 
 
 — Parent

6 2017 Quarterly Reach Report (2017). Washington, DC: Special Olympics, Inc.
7 Center for Social Development and Education (2016) Unified Champion Schools Program: Year 8 Evaluation Report 2015-2016. Boston, MA: 
University of Massachusetts Boston.
8 Center for Social Development and Education (2015) Unified Strategy for Schools: Year 7 Evaluation Report 2014-2015. Boston, MA: University 
of Massachusetts Boston. 
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CHANGING SCHOOL CLIMATES
Unified Champion Schools promote a socially inclusive school climate that helps students

with intellectual disabilities become a part of the school community:7

zz 92% of Unified Champion School liaisons observe that the Unified Schools strategy 

helps raise awareness about students with intellectual disabilities in the school.

zz 93% of school liaisons reported that Unified Champion Schools has made a big impact 

in creating a more inclusive school environment in which students are open to and 

accepting of differences, and that it increases the sense of community in the school.

zz 99% of school staff, specifically the liaisons, feel the Unified Champion Schools 

program is valuable for their school as a whole. 

These schools not only change the attitude of other students toward students with 

disabilities, the culture of the entire school shifts to one that is more welcoming and 

engaged.

zz 86% of liaisons feel the Special Olympics Unified Schools strategy has made a big 

impact in reducing bullying and teasing in their schools.7

zz Preliminary evidence suggests that Unified Champion schools perform better than 

other schools on most school climate dimensions such as respect for diversity, social 

and civic learning, and school connectedness and engagement.9

 UNIFIED CHAMPION SCHOOLS AND STAFF PERCEPTIONS
Staff of Unified Champion Schools perceived their school community to have higher levels of:

social and 
emotional 

security
Where students feel 

safe from verbal 
abuse, teasing and 

exclusion

respect for 
diversity

Where there is mutual 
respect for individual 

differences (e.g. 
gender, race, culture, 

etc.) at all levels of the 
school—student-stud

ent; adult-student; 
adult-adult and overall 

norms for tolerance.

school 
connectedness 

and engagement
Where there is positive 
identification with the 
school and norms for 
broad participation in 

school life for 
students, staff, and 

families.

social and civic 
learning

Where students feel 
supported in the 

development of social and 
civic knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions including: 
effective listening, conflict 
resolution, self-reflection 
and emotional regulation, 

empathy, personal 
responsibility, and ethical 

decision making.

9 2015 Social Inclusion Research Project, a Project UNIFY-NCSS Study 2015 New York, NY: National School Climate Center.

http://media.specialolympics.org/resources/research/html/UnifiedChampionSchools.html
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These findings demonstrate how Unified Champion schools provide benefits to all 

students. In fact, 67% of seniors felt their involvement in Unified Champions Schools had 

an influence on their decision about their future and 70% of seniors expressed desire to 

participate In Special Olympics after high school graduation.7  

For more research on the Unified Champion Schools, check out the full 2015-2016 

evaluation report. 

There is a strong relationship 

between school connectedness and 

important outcomes such as regular 

school attendance and staying in school.5

92% of school liaisons and 

administrators feel that the Special 

Olympics Unified Strategy has made a 

big impact in creating a more inclusive 

school environment.7

Children with disabilities are two 
to three times more likely 

to be bullied than their peers without 

disabilities.3

97% of high school seniors say 

that the Unified Champion School is 

changing their school for the better.7

86% of liaisons feel the Unified 

Schools strategy has made a big impact 

in reducing bullying and teasing in their 

schools.7

KEY FINDINGS: 
SPECIAL OLYMPICS UNIFIED CHAMPION SCHOOLS RESEARCH

https://www.umb.edu/editor_uploads/images/Year_8_Evaluation_Report(Final).pdf
https://www.umb.edu/editor_uploads/images/Year_8_Evaluation_Report(Final).pdf
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