	



Novie Craven:
From the studio of Podville Media, I'm your host, Novie Craven. On this episode of Inclusion Revolution Radio, we're going behind the scenes of the 2026 Special Olympics USA Games, held June 20th through the 26th in Minneapolis, Minnesota. From the sunny coast of Southern California to the high plains of Oklahoma to the skyscrapers of New York City, athletes from across the country came together for a celebration of sports, unity, and what it means to be part of an inclusion revolution.
3,000 Special Olympics athletes and Unified partners, athletes without intellectual disabilities who competed alongside Special Olympics athletes, show the world what it means to reach for the stars. Competing across 16 sports, athletes were supported by more than 10,000 volunteers and cheered on by nearly 75,000 fans. The games called on champions from all 50 states to rise to the challenge. First, we're stopping at University of Minnesota campus where we'll meet our cheerleading competition.
In the field, we have Special Olympics North America media team member and athlete, Tommy Holleman, reporting with NFL cheerleader Blaize Shiek. Over to you.
Tommy Holleman:
Hi, my name is Tommy Holleman. I'm here with...
Blaize Shiek:
Blaize.
Tommy Holleman:
Can you tell us a bit of your background and how'd you get here to where you are today?
Blaize Shiek:
For sure. I am from Fargo, North Dakota originally. I grew up there. I always loved gymnastics. I did it from a very, very young age. And then I actually ended up going a completely different direction and doing baseball for a large chunk of my life, which is kind of wild. After that, I ended up deciding to join my high school dance team, which was so much fun. All my best friends were on the team, so I was like, "Let's try it out. I love gymnastics, so I feel like these kind of go hand in hand." So I danced for two years in high school, and then after that I ended up going to the North Dakota State University and dancing there for a couple years. And then I took five years off and decided to try out for the Minnesota Vikings. And I now am an NFL cheerleader and I have the absolute best time doing it. It's so much fun.
Tommy Holleman:
What is one word of advice you would give to a Special Olympics athlete looking to prove the stereotypes wrong?
Blaize Shiek:
The one word that comes to mind is limitless. I think I would say that no matter who you are, there's no mold to anything and just knowing that no matter who you are, we are all limitless and you can do anything you want and you are capable of anything and everything. And I just think the word limitless is so powerful, so I would go with that.
Tommy Holleman:
That's amazing. How long have you been an NFL cheerleader and how does it feel to earn the title?
Blaize Shiek:
It feels so surreal. I was telling you earlier, I never thought I'd be able to call myself that and it's just the most amazing job in the world and I wouldn't trade it for anything. Last year was my first year being an NFL cheerleader, and gratefully I made it again this year for my second year and I'm just so excited. So it's been one full year and it was the best year of my life and I can't wait to keep going on.
Tommy Holleman:
Amazing. What do you think the world could learn from the Special Olympics athletes?
Blaize Shiek:
I think to just have fun with sports. I think a lot of us really get in our head about winning and obviously it is fun to win and it's fun to get a medal, but you just have to go out there and have fun. If you enjoy doing something, do it, have fun with it, and I think don't put so much pressure on yourself.
Tommy Holleman:
This week's about inclusion and I'm wondering what does inclusion-ness mean to you?
Blaize Shiek:
Oh gosh, it means everything. Last year doing what I do and last year seeing all the support that I got was just so special. Having people that you don't even know reach out and supporting you meant the absolute world, especially when you're doing something that is quote unquote "against the social norm." It just means the world and it means more than you think when you even just like the simplest words, reaching out to somebody. And it's just so special to see everyone doing what they enjoy. And I don't know, I just think we need to see more of that everywhere.
Tommy Holleman:
Can you tell me how excited you guys are for USA Games?
Hadley Harvey:
I'm so excited.
Caitlyn North:
I am really, really great excited to see what the cheerleaders, what they're doing.
Tommy Holleman:
Are you guys excited for anything about cheerleading?
Hadley Harvey:
I'm really excited to be able to go out there with my team and spend time with them and just put out what we know that we can do. And I'm just so excited.
Caitlyn North:
And I was doing great things with her and them. And I always say I was doing well with this, pulling out my balance and doing great dance stuff.
Blaize Shiek:
At the end of the day, you just have to have fun. Go out there, do your best, and you're going to crush it. And we're so excited to watch you guys and it's going to be so much fun and best of luck.
Okay, what's your name and who are you cheering for?
Steve Bush:
My name is Steve Bush and I'm cheering for Special Olympics.
Blaize Shiek:
Special Olympics. And where are you from?
Steve Bush:
South Carolina.
Blaize Shiek:
Okay. Do you want to tell us a little bit of how you got to the Special Olympics? All the hard work it took, your team, what did all that look like for you?
Steve Bush:
Well, we took about two months to work cheer. It was very hard work, but we practiced extra hard. Kind of like my dad teach me how to do sign language when I was a kid. And we got here by a plane, my first time riding a plane. I was really nervous. I thought we're going to die crash, but we survive.
Blaize Shiek:
You did survive. And so that was your first time running a plane, you said?
Steve Bush:
Yes.
Blaize Shiek:
And it wasn't too bad.
Steve Bush:
It wasn't too bad. It was very awesome, actually.
Blaize Shiek:
Yeah, I love that.
Tommy Holleman:
Who am I with?
Heather Glazer:
Good morning. I'm Heather Glazer. I am one of the three North Carolina cheerleading coaches.
Tommy Holleman:
Is there anything that you're excited for USA Games coming up?
Heather Glazer:
Oh, we've been excited just since it was announced that cheerleading was going to be bringing a team. North Carolina was going to be bringing a team to USA Games this year. So for a year we have been super, super excited. And now the moment is here and obviously we've got some nervous energy, a lot of excitement, a little bit of apprehension and fear. But that's all part of competing and they are excited to go out on the mat and show off their routine. They have worked extremely hard. This is definitely the most challenging routine that our North Carolina cheerleaders have ever done and it's exciting. We're really excited to go out there and show off our skills, right, Leah?
Leah:
Right.
Novie Craven:
Well, that's a lot of energy in one room. Let's keep going. Next we're hearing from two Special Olympics gymnasts who left it all on the mat. Back to you, Blaize and Tommy.
Blaize Shiek:
Okay, who are we here with today? What's your name and where do you do gymnastics at?
Alex LaVigne:
Hi, my name is Alex LaVigne. I am 27-years-old and I'm from the state of Georgia. Actually just being here and being actually surrounded by good vibes and good people. I am so happy to be here. It kind of is like a big, grand family, but it is also a community of inclusion. Means you get to basically be out there and basically celebrating each other's differences and different abilities.
Tommy Holleman:
What do you enjoy most about gymnastics?
Alex LaVigne:
Being around my mom. Because she's one of those people that I look up to and want to be more like. Ever since high school, I actually wanted to follow in her footsteps and now I'm doing special ... Just the big difference is that I do Special Olympics gymnastics now and she was the elite gymnast back in her day. And actually watching her grow and thrive just makes me want to do that.
Blaize Shiek:
And when you go out there and you're doing your favorite event, which is floor, how do you stay focused with all the big crowd and the loud noises? How do you stay so focused?
Alex LaVigne:
I just basically just block all the background noises and I just know when to pick up and when to do it. Yeah.
Blaize Shiek:
You're just naturally... You're just good at it. It's just what you do, right?
Ava Wiederholt:
My name's Ava Wiederholt.
Blaize Shiek:
Ava. And I see that you're from Minnesota, which is so cool. How does it feel to be competing in your home state?
Ava Wiederholt:
It's amazing. Showing people that they can conquer their dreams.
Blaize Shiek:
Absolutely. I love that. I feel like that is so important and I love that you're paving the way for others. What has been your favorite part so far?
Ava Wiederholt:
Seeing other people and making new friends.
Blaize Shiek:
Yes. Love that. And can you tell us a little bit about this amazing medal around your neck?
Ava Wiederholt:
So today we had all around. So I got first place all around.
Blaize Shiek:
Can you tell us how Special Olympics and just gymnastics in general has shaped you as a person?
Ava Wiederholt:
So now I do all different types of sports without Special Olympics too. I do dance, my school cheer, adaptive bowling, because of Special Olympics showed me I can conquer my dreams and do other sports.
Novie Craven:
That reminds me, I'm going to start practicing my sport. In the meantime, I'll stick the podcast hosting. The University of Minnesota hosted 10 of the 16 sports and many special events, including Opening Ceremonies. Throughout the week, athletes stayed in dorms on campus preparing for the competition, meeting fellow athletes and celebrating their wins.
Speaking of winning, we're passing the mic to a few swimmers who have plenty to celebrate. 2026 Special Olympics USA Games swimming athletes competed in different sports events from 25 to 500 yards, including freestyle, backstroke, breaststroke, and butterfly and medley. Let's hear from them.
Elaina Camacho:
I've just been having a blast. Me and my swim team, we've become a family this past few weeks. We're looking forward to seeing all of our fellow Maryland athletes go out and compete and do their best and just bring home some hardware. I got fifth place in my 200 freestyle, second place in my 500 freestyle, and gold in my 4 x 50 medley relay. It feels great. I'm just so proud. I know my family back home is proud of me. I used to be the one who was quite on the sidelines, but now I'm out there and I'm making friends that have become family to me. Don't be afraid. Take a chance. You never know, you might end up at a USA Games as well.
Christopher Sapara:
I like seeing other people like me competing. I love being in the water.
Billy West:
I wasn't very active when I was younger, to be honest, but when I got to Special Olympics, it gave me the mindset to start being active. And I very much enjoy it. I don't know, to be honest. I just like trying new things. I want to push myself to the challenge and just do something that I never thought I can do.
Sean Bogart:
Everybody who knows me is very, very proud in the way that I accomplish from doing all the Special Olympics. And I'm really happy that I'm doing it.
Novie Craven:
Special Olympics athletes train for speed and strength and precision so when they're in the fast lane, they're ready for anything. And in other lanes across campus, we have athletes competing in athletics racing their way to gold. Athletics have two kinds of events, race and field events. In race, athletes run or walk on the track. In field events, they jump the farthest or highest or throw the farthest to win. I'm tossing my mic to Special Olympic North America media team member and athlete, Anna Murray, at Athletics.
Anna Murray:
Hi, I'm Anna. I'm with the SONA Athlete Media Team, and I am here today with... What's your name?
Thomas Cantara:
Thomas. Thomas Cantara.
Anna Murray:
And what did you compete today?
Thomas Cantera:
I competed in the 10,000 meter run today.
Anna Murray:
Awesome. And I heard you broke a record.
Thomas Cantara:
Yes, I broke the record by, I think about 52 seconds, in the 10,000 meter.
Anna Murray:
How'd that make you feel?
Thomas Cantara:
It felt pretty good. I just focused on staying nice and steady today. I knew I could beat the record and everything came together. I trained hard for this event and I did time trial runs and everything just paid off. I'm really happy with what I did today.
Anna Murray:
Awesome. We're also so proud of you. Do you have any pregame rituals or routines that helps you before you compete?
Thomas Cantara:
Just getting a little bit of stretching. Make sure I get in a little bit of water, Gatorade. I usually have my low-carb breakfast and I do a very, very light jog just to keep my legs loose beforehand so they're warm and ready to go.
Anna Murray:
If you could give somebody that's not a part of Special Olympics USA Games some advice, what would it be?
Thomas Cantara:
Just keep training and sticking to your plan and it'll pay off. Just stick to what your coach teaches you and just always believe in your ability because I've had a lot of self-doubt as a distant runner and I keep proving myself wrong and just never give up on your dream and keep fighting for it. You'll be surprised what you can accomplish.
Anna Murray:
That's amazing. Thank you for sharing that. And so what have you liked so far about USA Games this week?
Isaiah Featherston:
I like about the 200-meter run and the 100-meter run. The most I like about the 200-meter run, but I just try to put my hard work in and my hard effort [inaudible 00:15:31] be a great leadership, be a great sport. You all about come out here, have fun, let it be brave. And I just want to be great in life. I just want to thank God. He woke me up, put me out here to come and celebrate the moment and stuff.
Anna Murray:
Who are we with today?
LaShanda Cox:
Arkansas.
Anna Murray:
What's your first name?
LaShanda Cox:
LaShanda.
Anna Murray:
Okay. And what's your name?
Haylee Lewis:
Haylee, Arkansas.
Anna Murray:
And what are you guys competing in today?
LaShanda Cox:
I'm not doing it, but I did mine yesterday.
Anna Murray:
Oh, you did? How'd you do?
LaShanda Cox:
I did pretty good. I came in second place.
Anna Murray:
That's awesome. Cool. And what about you?
Haylee Lewis:
I'm doing shot put today. I hope I come in first. I'm really not sure yet.
Anna Murray:
All right, cool. So how have the game been this week so far?
LaShanda Cox:
It's been awesome.
Anna Murray:
What's your favorite part about it?
LaShanda Cox:
I just like to be out here and running on the Minnesota track.
Anna Murray:
That's awesome. What about you?
Haylee Lewis:
It's pretty cool.
Anna Murray:
And if you could give somebody that has never been to a USA Games some advice, what would it be?
LaShanda Cox:
Just relax and take it easy and do your best.
Anna Murray:
That's perfect.
Haylee Lewis:
Yeah, pretty much.
Anna Murray:
Do you agree with that?
Haylee Lewis:
Yep.
Anna Murray:
Awesome. Well, thank you guys.
Blake Buckner:
I'm blessed. I'm blessed. I'm blessed at the talents I have. I'm blessed to be here. It's a once in a lifetime opportunity. I'm glad. If it wasn't for some of y'all, I wouldn't be here right now. And I know y'all are proud of me, but I'm also proud of y'all for putting me in this position because if it wasn't for people putting words out there, I wouldn't be here right now.
Celine Hefrron-Pero:
I can't believe that I came out here in Minnesota and I not only hit a PR in the 400-meter run, but hit a PR at one minute and 30 seconds. Knocked seven seconds off my time. I won a gold medal and that felt really shocking and amazing to do because I know not many athletes win gold at these USA Games. That's hard to do.
DeShawn Hamilton:
It means everything. I'm grateful that they've given me a chance to be here in Minnesota for these great games. It's amazing. It's a lot to take in, but I'm taking it every day at one. I worked every day. It's a lot of pain, a lot of pain. 400s, repeat 400s, just everything I could think of. I was searching up videos. I was doing everything. It's just a chance to compete, to be included and to have teammates who can push you to be everything you know and you can be. I love doing this. It's a feeling that you can't compare to anything. The adrenaline, the field, the fans. I say we're going to get the gold, that's for sure.
Novie Craven:
Awesome. I can confirm that DeShawn, who we just heard from, won gold in the 200 meter in the 4 x 100 meter relay. As someone who has competed at the USA Games, I know how much work it takes to get there. In 2018, I competed in bocce and my team won gold. Although I love all sports, we're now visiting one of my personal favorites. Let's head to the bocce courts with Anna.
Aaron Scott:
My name is Aaron Scott for Team Ohio.
Anna Murray:
Awesome. So how long have you been involved with Special Olympics?
Aaron Scott:
I've been involved in Special Olympics since I've been 13 years old. I started out in Carroll County Special Olympics, and then in 2022 I moved over to Tuscarawas County and ever since I moved over to Tuscarawas County, I've had opportunities that I never thought I'd have. And here I am at 34 years old at the USA Games in Minnesota. And man, it's been an amazing experience.
Anna Murray:
Why do you think being a part of Special Olympics is so important?
Aaron Scott:
Being part of Special Olympics is so important because it gives people like me an opportunity to compete that I never thought would ever happen because with having autism, I never thought I'd be able to do sports at all because I tried out for sports at my high school and well because I learned differently and move a little differently and act a little differently, I never thought... Then one day someone said, "Go to Carroll County, they have Special Olympics."
Anna Murray:
That's awesome.
Aaron Scott:
And the rest is history. And here I am in Minnesota competing in bocce for USA Games.
Emileigh Marsh:
Not today, but tomorrow is our Unified team play. And then on Tuesday we did Unified doubles and then Wednesday we did singles for me.
Anna Murray:
Awesome. So how'd you do?
Emileigh Marsh:
We got fifth in both at the current moment.
Anna Murray:
That's awesome. And so how does it feel to be here at the USA Games?
Emileigh Marsh:
It's really exciting. It's my first time ever coming, especially because I just became wheelchair bound last year. And so I've had to learn how to play most of my sports in a wheelchair now. So it's very exciting coming this far and being able to do this.
Anna Murray:
Do you have a favorite memory or anything that you like about bocce that you want to share with us?
Emileigh Marsh:
I guess just going from standing, playing it to learning how to do it in a wheelchair has been really fun and exciting.
Anna Murray:
Why is being a part of Special Olympics so important to you?
Emileigh Marsh:
Inclusion. I feel like there's not that much of inclusion in things, but Special Olympics has really brought that on and it's really like for everybody.
Novie Craven:
Well said, Emily. You're right. My wish is that the rest of the world would take inclusion as seriously as we do. A big thanks to our Special Olympics North America Media Team members for their reporting. In addition to the University of Minnesota, sports were also taking place at the National Sports Center in Blaine, Minnesota. The National Sports Center hosts six of the 16 sports taking place at this year's USA Games, including bowling, flag football, golf, pickleball, soccer, and softball. Athletes also joined in celebration at the center’s Fan Zone, complete with food trucks and partners' activities. I heard the cheese curds won a gold medal of their own. Our very own Inclusion Revolution Radio reporters were on site meeting some of the champions competing in Blaine, Minnesota.
Felicity Woods:
And it just feels like that I'm a part of the inclusive group and that just I feel involved and I feel like I'm just out there, that I'm being very well-supported with a lot of coaches and volunteers and knowing that I am so grateful to be a Special Olympics athlete.
Mouhammed Kebbeh:
No, I've always done soccer. Always. I started playing when I was 8. For me, Special Olympics, it gives people like me a chance to show what we could do because not a lot of people in the world know what people with ability or without ability could do. They think of people with ability, they don't know how to play sport or those stuff, but they give us a chance and they show us. And we're really thankful for Special Olympics, very thankful for Special Olympics.
Samantha Brasher:
It's amazing. This is my first time ever meeting new friends and new people and my first flight ever. It was scary at first, but I enjoyed it. Reach for the stars and you got this. Roll tide.
Taylor Daniels:
It'll be a great opportunity for people to socialize and meet other people that are in their age group and stuff.
Luke Gardner:
Yeah, make friends and hang out with other states and have a great time competing or not competing.
Kayla Emery:
It's been awesome. I liked the Opening Ceremonies, the competing.
Matthew Poland:
Being with our team and having our cheering and family.
Kayla Emery:
I'm competing against other teams and meeting new people and I like the competition part. It's nice for them to encourage us and it's not how good we're doing and just to be friendly is the nice part about it.
Matthew Poland:
Family. Like we're a big family.
Peyton Mattingly:
So I just hope people get the opportunity to be a part of the Special Olympics and it's truly something special. Well, inclusion means a lot to me because ... It was hard. It was hard back in the day being included with my disability, with just people leaving me out to dry, especially back in middle school and high school. But I wasn't part of my high school golf team, so that was great. But just inclusion means a lot because I feel like I'm a part of a team and I feel like everyone respects me. And I feel like inclusion is just everyone's welcome. No matter where you are in life, you're welcome. So that's why inclusion means a lot. So I'll just tell my middle school self just to keep going, be positive and just know that there is a lot of cool things coming your way.
Novie Craven:
And as for the rest of the Special Olympics, there's so many cool things coming our way. Our determination, our training, our bravery does not end with a medal. Long after USA Games are over, Special Olympics athletes everywhere are continuing to work towards and achieve their goals. Our fight for inclusion goes on.
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