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Purpose of the Unified Esports and Fitness Guide

The Unified Esports and Fitness Guide for Schools was developed to help Unified clubs and esports 

programs implement the 3-component model of Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools® (UCS). 

Readers will learn how to implement fitness, inclusive youth leadership, and whole school engagement 

components into esports programming. 

What is Unified Champion Schools?

Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools (UCS) is an education and sports-based program aimed at 

promoting social inclusion through intentionally planned and implemented activities that bring together 

individuals with and without intellectual disabilities (ID) in competition and training. It creates an inclusive 

campus environment for individuals of all abilities through 3 components:

• Special Olympics Unified Sports®: Unified Sports joins people with and without intellectual disabilities 

on the same team. It was inspired by a simple principle: training together and playing together is a quick 

path to friendship and understanding.

• Inclusive Youth Leadership: Students with and without intellectual disabilities work together to lead 

and plan advocacy, awareness, and other inclusive activities throughout the school year.

• Whole School Engagement: Awareness and education activities that promote inclusion and reach the 

majority of the school population.

Language in this Guide:

• Special Olympics athlete, or athlete: individual with 

an intellectual disability

• Unified partner, or partner: individual without an 

intellectual disability
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What is Unified esports & fitness?

A school-approved video gaming team or program that combines an approximately equal number of 

students with and without intellectual disabilities and incorporates some form of Unified fitness or physical 

activity. Unified esports & fitness may be implemented in a variety of school settings. Some examples 

include: 

• Activity within an existing Unified club or class

• Recreational or competitive team as a part of a general school esports club or team

• Stand-alone extracurricular or interscholastic-style team

Why Unified esports & fitness?

Unified esports & fitness programs can expand the pool of athletes and Unified partners participating in 

Special Olympics programming. Common outcomes among teammates include:

• New friendships and gained respect between people with and without ID

• Discovery that they are more alike than different

• Learning new life skills in the areas of strategy, teamwork, problem solving, and communication

• Shared learning through training and competition

Unified esports & fitness participants also develop personally and professionally through social and 

emotional learning (SEL). A study conducted by the University of California at Irvine’s Connected Learning 

Lab found that students who participated in a North America Scholastic Esports Federation (NASEF) 

esports league experienced positive skill development in self-awareness, self-management, social-

awareness, and relationship skills*.  The authors note the importance of the development of these skills as 

online communication is often toxic. They state that participation in esports has the potential to combat 

online toxicity, a common concern in online gaming.

* Steinkuehler, C., Reitman, J., Gardner, R., Campbell, K., & Cho, A. Academic and Social-Emotional Learning in NASEF:
Quantifying the Patterns in Qualitative Observations.
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Unified esports & fitness in the UCS Model

Coach Education & Resources: The “Coaching Unified Sports” course is available at no cost 
through the NFHS Learning Center for all coaches and assistant coaches for Unified Sports and Unified esports.

At the college level, Unified esports is commonly carried out through college clubs or Unified intramural sports 
on campus. See 3 Ways to Play: Special Olympics Unified esports for tips on Unified esports at the college level. 

Featured Resource: High 5 for Fitness: High 5 for Fitness is a set of resources that help 
youth take control of their own fitness by making healthy choices. High 5 is available for ages 8-11, 12-14, and 
15-21 who want to be fit! See the Educator’s Guide and Caregiver’s Guide on the High 5 for Fitness page for 
strategies to implement at school and at home.

https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fnfhslearn.com%2Fcourses%2Fcoaching-unified-sports&data=05%7C01%7Ckbutler%40specialolympics.org%7Cc05adffde71c4e6d6ae908dafee46006%7C46006f380a1c41bb9fc405eb7afe1225%7C1%7C0%7C638102554074073810%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=gvDQ8tCUTFgkqigPW88TencW5OmRkQGvA%2FPgjTOMHa0%3D&reserved=0
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/community-building/youth-and-school/so-college/College-3-Ways-to-Play-2022.pdf?_ga=2.166332215.840368232.1671120225-1023219478.1671120225
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/high-5?_ga=2.212883728.565419795.1658251472-1759700771.1657993363
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Unified esports & fitness in the UCS Model

Strategies for Incorporating Physical Activity into Esports

Active Practice: 4-6 Minutes

Cool-Down: 3-4 Minutes

Start each practice by getting your 
teammates moving before they play. Warm-
up exercises should be “dynamic” meaning 
you move as you stretch. Select 3-5 
exercises that focus on different muscles 
and do about 15  repetitions of each, or 
follow along with the videos. 

Take 1-3 short activity breaks during game 
play to get teammates moving. Select 2-3 
exercises each break, focusing on 
endurance, strength, and balance.

Make sure teammates get a chance to 
stretch out the muscles they used at 
practice. This includes the muscle groups 
used during the activity breaks, but also 
the muscles required for gaming. Select 
3-5 stretches, focusing on flexibility.

Resources to use: 
• High 5 for Fitness cards, guides, and

videos
• Dynamic Stretches Guide and Dynamic

Stretch Videos 
• School of Strength Video 1: Welcome

and Warm Up

Resources to use: 
• High 5 for Fitness cards, guides, and

videos
• Fit 5 Cards and Fit 5 Videos
• School of Strength Videos 2-4
• Unified Fitness Kit Workout and Unified

Fitness Kit Cards

Resources to use: 
• High 5 for Fitness cards, guides, and

videos
• Fit 5 Cards and Fit 5 Videos

Warm Up: 3-5 Minutes

This section addresses strategies to incorporate health & fitness in esports.

https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/high-5?_ga=2.212883728.565419795.1658251472-1759700771.1657993363
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/high-5?_ga=2.212883728.565419795.1658251472-1759700771.1657993363
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/health/fitness/Fitness-Dynamic-Streches-Guide.pdf?_ga=2.212626973.846132057.1613589385-281192790.1610570946
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/fitness-for-sports-coaches?locale=en
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/fitness-for-sports-coaches?locale=en
https://www.specialolympics.org/school-of-strength/fitness-movies/video-1-welcome-and-warm-up?locale=en
https://www.specialolympics.org/school-of-strength/fitness-movies/video-1-welcome-and-warm-up?locale=en
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/high-5?_ga=2.212883728.565419795.1658251472-1759700771.1657993363
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/high-5?_ga=2.212883728.565419795.1658251472-1759700771.1657993363
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/health/fitness/Fitness-Fit5-and-Balance-Cards-English.pdf?_ga=2.20146481.846132057.1613589385-281192790.1610570946
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/fit-5?locale=en
https://www.specialolympics.org/school-of-strength
https://www.specialolympics.org/school-of-strength/class-is-in-session
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/health/fitness/Special-Olympics-Unified-Fitness-Kits-and-Cards.pdf?_ga=2.215730078.846132057.1613589385-281192790.1610570946
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/health/fitness/Special-Olympics-Unified-Fitness-Kits-and-Cards.pdf?_ga=2.215730078.846132057.1613589385-281192790.1610570946
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/high-5?_ga=2.212883728.565419795.1658251472-1759700771.1657993363
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/high-5?_ga=2.212883728.565419795.1658251472-1759700771.1657993363
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/health/fitness/Fitness-Fit5-and-Balance-Cards-English.pdf?_ga=2.20146481.846132057.1613589385-281192790.1610570946
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/fit-5?locale=en
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Unified Esports & Fitness: Challenges and Solutions

This table offers solutions to common challenges that esports coaches/advisors face when organizing esports activities.

CHALLENGE EFFECT SOLUTION BENEFITS

Staring at a 
screen

Sitting for  
extended  
periods of time

Unhealthy 
snacks/drinks

Headache

Bad posture and 
muscle pain

Loss of focus/too 
energetic

Get up in between games 
and talk about a random 
topic or play a small 
game as a team; practice 
mindfulness exercise to 
release stress or tension. 

Before, in between, and 
after games, get up and 
form a stretching circle. 
Designate someone to 
lead the team through a 
dynamic stretching  
routine.

Discuss the benefit of 
drinking water and eating 
healthy snacks with the 
team. Educate the team on 
what healthy snacks they 
should bring to practice. 
Encourage using reusable 
water bottles and make a 
habit of bringing them to 
practice. See the High 5 
for Fitness guide for 
recommendations on  
nutrition and hydration.

• Builds camaraderie
• Gives your brain and

mind a break/refresh
• Allows for time to

de-stress after a
game

• Builds team
chemistry

• Keeps muscles loose
to avoid pain

• Provides a leadership
opportunity

• Gives players
ownership over the
team

• Creates healthy, life-
long habits

It is recommended to incorporate health and fitness activities during practice to instill positive, healthy habits 
in Unified esports. By taking a movement break, players and coaches can re-energize their bodies as they go 
into the next round of esports play. All programs are different, so cater any fitness offerings to the 
participants’ interests.

https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/health/disciplines/strongminds/Strong-Minds-Tips-for-Stress-Coachs-Guide.pdf?_ga=2.140979570.1760260825.1652377697-1351431559.1639425022
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Inclusive Youth Leadership in Unified Esports & Fitness

Unified esports & fitness provides plenty of opportunities for students to show what they are capable of as 

leaders. When students fill leadership roles, they inspire themselves and others to become agents of change.

“Being a leader allows me to 
show others that anything 
is possible.” 

- Natalie Green

Former U.S. Youth Ambassador

Special Olympics Utah athlete

Inclusive youth leadership looks different at each school. Youth can oftentimes be the most knowledgeable 

in these areas and can be the best fit to take on leadership roles in Unified esports & fitness programs at their 

school. Below are some roles that youth leaders can take on to incorporate inclusive youth leadership 
into Unified esports & fitness programming. 
Note: Not every role may be required or necessary at your school, and any role could be filled by an athlete, 

partner, or a Unified pair. 

Unified esports fitness leader

A Unified esports fitness leader helps lead physical activity in team practices and educates, guides, and 

encourages their peers towards adopting healthy habits by setting an example. 

Recruitment captain

A recruitment captain is responsible for recruiting new athletes and partners from their school to participate 

in Unified esports & fitness. They should check-in with all members to ensure that their accessibility needs are 

being met. To ensure that people with and without ID are being recruited to play Unified esports, follow this 

guide that will help you recruit diverse leaders. 

Technology lead 

The technology lead is responsible for supporting their peers on setting up technology and helping navigate 

accessibility needs within the game. 

https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/community-building/youth-and-school/unified-champion-schools/How-to-Recruit-Diverse-Youth-Leaders.pdf?_ga=2.38629920.2010534083.1651706295-2013822570.1632953305
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Assistant coach or mentor

This leader is responsible for helping lead practices and choosing the skills the team will work on together. This 

student will need to analyze gameplay, understand where there is room for improvement, and then help each 

participant improve their skills. Students with more extensive esports or game playing experience may be ideal 

candidates to fill this type of role.

Esports inclusion leaders

This leader is responsible for ensuring the team is using inclusive language both online and in-person, and 

leads team morale activities to build team camaraderie in the digital space.

And more...

Finding leadership roles within Unified esports & fitness can sometimes organically. None of the above 

roles are required, but what is important is that every esports participant has the opportunity to explore 

and develop leadership skills through esports. To learn more about inclusive youth leadership, or find other 

examples for how to empower leaders to find their strengths, check out these Inclusive Youth Leadership 

resources.

Unified esports and Whole School Engagement

Whole school engagement is a great entry point to introduce more students to Special Olympics and 

encourage participation in the inclusion revolution. 

How to bring attention to Unified esports & fitness in your school: 

1. Recognizing your Unified esports team/club: Recognize the team/club in the same fashion as other school

esports or athletic teams: pep rallies, in the yearbook, monthly highlights, etc.

2. Unified esports experience: The team/club can coordinate a casual esports game night for those outside of

the club to see what Unified esports is all about.

3. Inclusion campaigns: The team/club can lead a Spread the Word >> Inclusion campaign, possibly in

partnership with another club/team on their campus.

4. Partner with other esports teams: If you have traditional esports teams at your school, invite them to

schedule practice together.

https://resources.specialolympics.org/community-building/youth-and-school/unified-champion-schools/inclusive-youth-leadership
https://resources.specialolympics.org/community-building/youth-and-school/unified-champion-schools/inclusive-youth-leadership
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When organizing Unified esports & fitness in your school, it is important to implement equitable opportunities 

so that all athletes and partners can participate. Here are some tips we have heard from Unified esports & 

fitness organizers on how to maintain equity and high levels of enjoyment.

1. Create balanced teams: This can be done by hosting an assessment where all interested and committed

players come together and play a few games or complete skills challenges. Teams are then created by

combining athletes and partners of similar ability level.

2. Divisioning: Teams can be bracketed based on skill, or elect to play recreationally.

3. Educate: Set standards with the students early. Encourage them to play to their highest skill level and

educate them on the principle of meaningful involvement.

Strategies for Equity

https://media.specialolympics.org/sona/Principle-of-Meaningful-Involvement-one-pager.pdf
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Additional Resources

Unified Champion Schools® Resources 

NFHS Learn: Unified Sports Course 

College Level Resources

• 3 Ways to Play: Special Olympics Unified esports

Generation Unified

• Stay up to date on the latest stories of youth and students leading the Special Olympics movement toward

a world of meaningful inclusion.

Health & Fitness Resources

• Webpages

a. Special Olympics High 5 for Fitness

b. Special Olympics Fit 5 Program

c. Special Olympics Fitness for Sports Coaches resource page

d. Special Olympics School of Strength: Fitness Programs for Every Level

• Guides

a. High 5 for Fitness Educator’s Guide

b. High 5 for Fitness Caregiver’s Guide

c. Special Olympics North America Unified Champion Schools Fitness Guide

d. Special Olympics North America esports and Fitness Resource

e. Special Olympics Arizona esports Mobility Package

f. Special Olympics Oklahoma esports Mobility Training

g. Dynamic Stretches Guide

h. Special Olympics Strong Minds mindfulness exercise

Other resources listed in this document: 

Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools 

How to Recruit for Diversity

Inclusive Youth Leadership Resources 

Spread the Word >> Inclusion

The Principle of Meaningful Involvement 

https://nfhslearn.com/courses/coaching-unified-sports
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/strong-minds
https://resources.specialolympics.org/community-building/youth-and-school/unified-champion-schools
https://resources.specialolympics.org/community-building/youth-and-school/special-olympics-college?_ga=2.165440255.1544469581.1660067852-843505382.1614723204
https://www.generationunified.org/
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/high-5?_ga=2.212883728.565419795.1658251472-1759700771.1657993363
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/fit-5
https://resources.specialolympics.org/health/fitness/fitness-for-sports-coaches
https://www.specialolympics.org/fitness-programs-for-every-level
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/health/fitness/high-five/Fitness-High-5-Educators-Guide.pdf?_ga=2.224740698.1544469581.1660067852-843505382.1614723204
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/health/fitness/high-five/Fitness-High-5-Caregivers-Guide.pdf?_ga=2.224740698.1544469581.1660067852-843505382.1614723204
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/community-building/youth-and-school/unified-champion-schools/SONA-UCS-Fitness-Guide-55-2019.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/s/fatiake913lysup/Esports_Fitness_Draft_V2.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/uxbkdt9aejhlx75/SOAZ_Esports_Mobility_Training_Packet.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/8qf8yls7dxuqqse/Unified%20Esports%20Mobility%20Training.pdf?dl=0dl=0
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/health/fitness/Fitness-Dynamic-Streches-Guide.pdf?_ga=2.212626973.846132057.1613589385-281192790.1610570946
https://www.specialolympics.org/what-we-do/youth-and-schools/unified-champion-schools?locale=en
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/community-building/youth-and-school/unified-champion-schools/How-to-Recruit-Diverse-Youth-Leaders.pdf?_ga=2.38629920.2010534083.1651706295-2013822570.1632953305
https://resources.specialolympics.org/community-building/youth-and-school/unified-champion-schools/inclusive-youth-leadership
https://www.spreadtheword.global/
https://media.specialolympics.org/sona/Principle-of-Meaningful-Involvement-one-pager.pdf
https://media.specialolympics.org/resources/community-building/youth-and-school/so-college/College-3-Ways-to-Play-2022.pdf?_ga=2.33451133.2118668226.1676309382-1483331810.1670251410&_gac=1.124879224.1672955871.CjwKCAiAh9qdBhAOEiwAvxIok_q7YB2tMYnMLyBMj7pVcjtkmvam4LUJ8-cw6b90ikGMcv-SgfdkthoCz6YQAvD_BwE
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