00:00:09 - 00:00:38
Novie Craven
You're tuning in to Inclusion Revolution Radio. I'm your host, Novie Craven, coming to you from the studios of Podville Media, our podcast production host. Today, we're talking about college. For many people, going to college after high school feels like the next natural step. But for people with intellectual developmental disabilities, that door has not always been open. Today, we're discussing why that needs to change and meeting two people who are making it happen.
00:00:38 - 00:01:09
Novie Craven
We're first meeting Molly Shawhan, director of the VUnited Scholars Program at Villanova University. Molly has been leading and growing the program since the very beginning. The VUnited Scholars Program gives students with intellectual disabilities a full college experience, including taking classes, getting involved on campus and building careers. Molly is a Notre Dame and Villanova graduate and a lifelong, passionate runner.
00:01:10 - 00:01:38
Novie Craven
In 2024, she and her brother broke the Guinness World Record for the fastest marathon while pushing a wheelchair. And I think that needs a round of applause. I don't know how you did that. Can you explain a little bit how you were able to do that?
00:01:38 - 00:02:00
Molly Shawhan
How we did that? So, I have an older brother who has cerebral palsy, is non-speaking and uses a wheelchair, and he's just been my light in everything that I do. And it was always a dream. After I graduated college, we started running together as duo athletes. So, he has a special racing chair, and I push him in marathons. And we always dreamed of hopefully running the Boston Marathon one day. But you have to get the same qualifying time that I would have to get just running on my own.
00:02:00 - 00:02:24
Molly Shawhan
So, we trained for years and years and years, and then finally, in 2024, we qualified for Boston, and we broke a world record. I was very honored in doing so. And then we ran Boston, not this past April, but last April, together, which was a ton of fun.
00:02:24 - 00:02:50
Novie Craven
So that is, I mean, breaking a Guinness World Record. That must have been... your phone must have been blowing up like crazy.
00:02:24 - 00:02:50
Molly Shawhan
We did have a lot of calls and texts from loved ones and everything. It was awesome.
00:02:24 - 00:02:50
Novie Craven
That truly... I'm actually shaking. You're like a celebrity in my mind. We're also honored to be joined by Victoria Pepper, a Campus Enterprises intern at Talley Student Union on the campus of North Carolina State University.
00:02:50 - 00:03:27
Novie Craven
Victoria was diagnosed with fetal alcohol syndrome at nine months old, which has affected her short-term memory. But she has never let that hold her back. For both of us, it's amazing to see how much we really can do with everything that happened in our younger years. And definitely, I feel honored to be sitting, to be speaking to you, Victoria, about how that ties in and just being able to explain how that affects you.
00:03:27 - 00:03:56
Novie Craven
She has made the honor roll in high school, started two student clubs and represented New Jersey at the 2022 Special Olympics USA Games. She has now graduated college with high honors. Her major is public relations with a minor in English. Welcome, Molly and Victoria, to Inclusion Revolution Radio. Molly, let's get started with you. Tell us about the VUnited Scholars Program. What is the program, and why is it so important?
00:03:56 - 00:04:39
Molly Shawhan
So, the VUnited Scholars Program was started five years ago, and it is a post-secondary program for students with intellectual disabilities. So, it's a residential certificate program through our Villanova College of Professional Studies that focuses on three main pillars of excellence. The first is academic enrichment. So, our students are all taking courses, the majority of which are program-specific seminars, where we can really gear the curriculum toward some of our long-term goals and objectives, where we can teach a course like public transportation to help our students learn how to navigate public transportation, or personal finance, to learn how to budget and pay taxes and all of those different components to have meaningful, fulfilling lives.
00:04:39 - 00:05:13
Molly Shawhan
Then, we can teach courses on career development and work on resumes and cover letters and vocational aspirations. Our second pillar is campus engagement, where our students are able to join and be integrated into anything and everything that Villanova has to offer. So, we've had students who have gone abroad for service trips. We've had students who have sung with the choir in the Vatican in Rome, and then we've had students who are in pickleball club or cooking club or Italian club or art club, whatever they're interested in and passionate about.
00:05:13 - 00:05:36
Molly Shawhan
And then, through our campus engagement pillar, we ourselves operate two campus clubs. So, we have a mentorship club where we have a bidirectional mentorship with our students and their peers across campus, where they can go to events and activities together. We throw events ourselves. They'll go get a meal together, they'll go get coffee together, they'll go to the student gym together.
00:05:36 - 00:06:00
Molly Shawhan
They'll work on homework together, whatever it may be. And then, we also have my personal favorite, a Unified Sports club. So, our Unified Sports club is with Villanova, and they hadn't had a new club sport in a long time. And we came about, and we do Special Olympics Unified, and it's just the most inclusive, integrated experience where our students practice and compete.
00:06:00 - 00:06:30
Molly Shawhan
We did soccer this past fall as our Unified sport, and then in the spring, we've been playing basketball. We played in our Special Olympics Fall Festival at Villanova, which was amazing for soccer. Our students won gold and silver in that. And then our final pillar is career development. So, we have a huge focus on helping our students grow and learn and just become integrated in employment opportunities on campus and in the community.
00:06:30 - 00:06:52
Molly Shawhan
So, all of our students have internships in fields that they're really passionate about, and they can pursue what they are dreaming about doing vocationally. So, it's been great to see our students in all of those different realms.
00:06:52 - 00:07:15
Novie Craven
You know, when we used to have bocce at American University, everybody likes to be on campus, even if you don't go to college straight out of high school. I still am connected with some of the students that we did bocce with at American. They're just really, really, really into the passion about inclusion because they were just like, ‘Oh, if you don't know, we like that.’ Some of them didn't know how to play bocce. Us athletes will teach you how to play a sport.
00:07:15 - 00:07:31
Novie Craven
It doesn't matter. It does not matter if you know how to play a sport or if you don't know how to play a sport. Us athletes will teach you how to play a sport. And it doesn't matter if you're really good at sports. The big part of it is that we come together as one.
00:07:31 - 00:07:55
Novie Craven
Victoria, you have been on a long journey. Being a student was challenging, but you finished college with honors. What helped you keep going when things were hard?
00:07:31 - 00:07:55
Victoria Pepper
Well, thank you again for having me. It's been a pleasure. I would say that coming to school, having a great support system is a very big aspect of my life.
00:07:55 - 00:08:19
Victoria Pepper
I've always loved talking to and meeting new people to figure out where I belonged in that support system, so that's a big milestone for me. But also, I'm a person who always asks questions and always wants to get that clarification on something that I thought was confusing so that I could thrive in the real world.
00:08:19 - 00:08:41
Novie Craven
That's a great answer. Molly, it took a while for college to be a choice for students with intellectual disabilities. What do schools still need to do better to welcome this group of students?
00:08:19 - 00:08:41
Molly Shawhan
That's a great question. So, as of right now, there's just over 360 colleges and universities that have programs like ours at Villanova, which is a great start, I would say.
00:08:41 - 00:09:12
Molly Shawhan
But if you think of it, there's almost 4,000 colleges and universities in the United States. So that's, you know, less than 1%. The doors have to be open for students who want to have a full, integrated, meaningful college experience. There has to be that opportunity available to them. And I'm just so grateful that Villanova has opened those doors to our students, and not just for the ways that it's changed our students' lives and helped them become the people that they have grown to be.
00:09:12 - 00:09:46
Molly Shawhan
You know, I just think that opportunity to have that full college experience and that full integration and inclusion is really transformational for the university and the college that is doing so, as well as obviously the students who are participating in it. So, yes, there's obviously definitely room for growth, but, you know, really, really grateful. And I just think the world of these schools that have started to pave this path and have been able to provide these opportunities for people.
00:09:46 - 00:10:08
Novie Craven
Molly, what helps make a school feel friendly and welcoming to everyone?
00:09:46 - 00:10:08
Molly Shawhan
So, one thing I love about Villanova is the second that our students step on campus, they're integrated into everything that Villanova has going on. So, our students come in, and they start right away in first-year orientation, where they're in orientation groups. They're going around campus, learning all about what Villanova has to offer.
00:10:08 - 00:10:45
Molly Shawhan
And I think when you have a place that is really dedicated to making every individual on campus feel valued, feel respected, feel loved and heard, that's what creates that place where everyone feels and truly does belong and makes Villanova home for our students. And that comes, you know, in large part from their friends and their peers across campus that they meet from day one, to their Unified partners, to their professors, internship supervisors, administration, faculty and staff for their courses and everything as well.
00:10:45 - 00:11:14
Molly Shawhan
So that, I think, is unmatched when it comes to just having that full, holistic college experience.
00:10:45 - 00:11:14
Novie Craven
Are they able to stay there? Do they have their own dorms?
00:10:45 - 00:11:14
Molly Shawhan
Correct. Our students live in Saint Mary's Hall, which is a traditional dorm. It's actually... Villanova now has an Augustinian who's a pope.
00:11:14 - 00:11:40
Molly Shawhan
So, Pope Leo went to Villanova, and Pope Leo lived in Saint Mary's Hall as well. So, our students do live on campus and everything as well. And they also have the opportunity to audit or take four-credit courses within the wider undergraduate catalog with other undergraduate students at Villanova. So that's awesome for our students to be integrated in the classroom, in the dorms, in their clubs, extracurriculars, everything.
00:11:40 - 00:12:10
Novie Craven
That's amazing. Definitely integrating, even though people who have a disability are able to have that experience, because sometimes students, sometimes athletes like me, don't get to have that opportunity. Victoria, you took challenging classes in high school and succeeded even without extra help. Looking back at your academic career, what do you wish your teachers understood about you?
00:12:10 - 00:12:31
Victoria Pepper
That's a great question. I would say I wanted to feel like I was understood by others and that they were actually taking the time to listen to me. I felt like I was being treated mainly as an object and a person labeled as someone with a disability, so I didn't like that. So, being able to stand up for myself and being able to tell them, ‘Hey, I don't like this.’
00:12:31 - 00:12:53
Victoria Pepper
Could you please tell me it and treat me like I am an individual in the classroom, but still give me that access to the extra time I needed? Just because I felt like that helped me thrive to be a better person. If I didn't have that support system, I think I would not have succeeded very well in college or in high school.
00:12:53 - 00:13:28
Novie Craven
You know, I'm very proud of you. You just keep going, keep doing what you're doing and don't let anybody stop you. Molly, what do you think the difference is between giving someone help and truly making them feel included?
00:12:53 - 00:13:28
Molly Shawhan
That's a great question. So, I think, you know, one thing that we start with, from even just accepted students, day one, is we remind our students and their families that our students are the captains of their ships, and we are just the support team, and their families are just the support team in helping them get to wherever their dreams and aspirations are.
00:13:29 - 00:14:04
Molly Shawhan
I think giving our students that autonomy, you know, inspiring and helping support that self-determination for them to be able to chart their own courses, you know, is what allows them to feel fully in charge of their own dreams and everything, rather than someone else taking the lead. And I think Villanova does a really good job of offering our students the holistic college experience where they're able to grow in every facet of their being.
00:14:04 - 00:14:29
Molly Shawhan
And, you know, it really puts our students at the center of those decision-making processes. Like, we always have a person-centered approach to everything that we do. You know, from what their internships are to their courses to their extracurriculars, to even where they want to eat for whatever meal, if it's on campus or whatever it may be.
00:14:29 - 00:14:58
Molly Shawhan
So, you know, really giving our students that confidence to know that they are so capable, so valued, so loved, so respected, you know, and that they are able to do whatever it is that they have dreams of doing. That's what we try to do at Villanova. And it's been beautiful to watch our students really soar with that framework.
00:14:58 - 00:15:33
Novie Craven
That is perfect. I mean, I'm sitting here in awe. I'm like, that's it. That's how you put it into words. Victoria, your campus activities help bring people together. You started a club at your college for students who learn differently and invited everyone to join. Why did you want to do that?
00:14:58 - 00:15:33
Victoria Pepper
So, in my college, I started a club called Advocates for Students with Learning Differences at my alma mater, at Mills College, which was a community college in New Jersey, where I'm originally from.
00:15:33 - 00:16:12
Victoria Pepper
And it was a place where I wanted to create a safe environment for individuals who learned differently to have a voice and feel like they truly belonged in society. Because in society, sometimes we're overlooked as just being an object and not even a person. So, I felt like I wanted to get individuals who did not have disabilities to better understand where people with disabilities come from, that we are just all people, and that they could feel like they are included in society, and both of us are included, not just like a person with a disability, but a person without one.
00:16:12 - 00:16:50
Victoria Pepper
And also, to add, I am currently at North Carolina State University. I'll be graduating in the upcoming year, and I am part of the North Carolina Unified Club, which is part of Special Olympics. So, I've been a board member for them for the past two and a half years as an athlete/student ambassador, if you could call it. I'm also a part of Pack disAbility here at school, which is a great aspect for people with disabilities, either physical or mental or emotional.
00:16:50 - 00:17:15
Victoria Pepper
They all come together. That's a really great club to be a part of, because I wanted to be a part of something similar to my own club, but learning all different types of disabilities, not just having a learning disability. So that was very interesting.
00:16:50 - 00:17:15
Novie Craven
That was, I mean, that was phenomenal. Molly, what do you say to families who believe college is not a good fit for their child with an intellectual disability?
00:17:15 - 00:17:36
Molly Shawhan
Yeah. So, families will say that to us pretty often, you know, that they never thought that their student or child would have an opportunity to go to college. And I just think for families, you know, if you have a little one with an intellectual disability, I want families to know that there are opportunities out there for their children.
00:17:36 - 00:18:09
Molly Shawhan
And there are some incredible schools that have post-secondary programs where they can have the full college experience. And, you know, we have families that are always... Recently, a mom said to me, her son loves to play the drums. And our students had this opportunity where they went to a restaurant where there was a full live band, and they actually invited this student to go play the drums for the band.
00:18:09 - 00:18:28
Molly Shawhan
And that parent just said, you know, ‘When I knew that Villanova was the right place for my son was when he went up there, and you all gave him that opportunity to go and play the drums in front of this whole group of people that were listening and watching.’ And she said, ‘As a parent, I would have held him back and said, you can't do that.’
00:18:28 - 00:18:48
Molly Shawhan
You know, what if he gets embarrassed? What if this? What if that? And I think, you know, that was just so great to hear, that he had that opportunity to just go and be who he is and showcase his skills and talents because he's been drumming and doing this for so, so long.
00:18:48 - 00:19:14
Molly Shawhan
And, you know, I think similarly to parents who are unsure about letting their children go away to school, you know, let your children fly because they are capable of so many incredible things. And we've been able to witness so much transformational growth among our students. And, you know, it all just starts from having that open door, from giving your child that opportunity to do so.
00:19:15 - 00:19:51
Molly Shawhan
So, I would just highly encourage families to, you know, let your children steer the ship as they go and decide that they want to go to college themselves.
00:19:15 - 00:19:51
Novie Craven
Victoria, you put yourself in sports and in school. How do those two parts of your life connect?
00:19:15 - 00:19:51
Victoria Pepper
So, they both are intertwined with one another. At a very young age, I was very immersed with more sports-oriented things than I was academically.
00:19:51 - 00:20:16
Victoria Pepper
I will be honest, I was never really a... I never really excelled in school, I guess, for my elementary school years. I never really wanted to do anything except for playing sports. But eighth grade year became a little tougher for me because I was just like, OK, I'm getting older. And my mom was telling me, she was like, ‘You’ve got to do more than just sports.’
00:20:16 - 00:20:36
Victoria Pepper
Like, I know school is hard, but you've got to do both sports and school. When it became harder for me to understand, like, let's say I play basketball for Special Olympics, so let's say a drill was hard for me. I would actually get very frustrated with myself. So, I was able to go back to school when things got tough for me.
00:20:36 - 00:21:00
Victoria Pepper
That school was now an avenue for me to actually learn something, and I like to see the strength in other people too, because that's what pushes me to go forward, saying like, oh, I got a B on a test, but I can get a B+ the next time, and then so forth. With basketball, like, oh, I did not know how to do a layup, but when I first began basketball, now I know how to do a layup.
00:21:00 - 00:21:31
Victoria Pepper
But on the non-dominant hand, I'm not used to dribbling with it. So, that's a great learning experience, that you've got to learn from your strengths and then work on those weaknesses to become strengths.
00:21:00 - 00:21:31
Novie Craven
It's amazing to see how, you know, I can get really not emotional, but it's like speechless because the words you just said, it feels like, for me, the same way. But you just literally are knocking it out of the park with these answers.
00:21:31 - 00:22:03
Novie Craven
Victoria, what has being a Special Olympics athlete taught you about facing a challenge?
00:21:31 - 00:22:03
Victoria Pepper
So, being a Special Olympics athlete has taught me to never give up when things get hard. It showed me that it's OK to make mistakes and keep on trying to excel in the best you can be. I grew up in a household of all boys. I'm the youngest of six, so my mom and dad had all boys, and then they decided to adopt me. That's a little part of me.
00:22:04 - 00:22:26
Victoria Pepper
So, I was able to learn from them, and they would be wonderful, my whole family, telling me it's OK to have those skills. And actually, they taught me how to be patient with myself and keep pushing forward to be the best I can be. But also, don't be something you're not, because it's always going to catch up against you.
00:22:26 - 00:22:50
Victoria Pepper
Like, if you're going to be a falsehood in yourself, you should always be true to yourself. And so that's how my family has taught me, and that's how Special Olympics has taught me to become a better athlete.
00:22:26 - 00:22:50
Novie Craven
And we have totally made it a lot of fun. Molly, what does success mean for the VUnited Scholars, both in school and everyday life?
00:22:50 - 00:23:09
Molly Shawhan
Yeah, I think one of our measures of success is always just going back to what our students' dreams and goals are. So, we do a lot of goal setting and really support our students as they go and accomplish those goals. And then I think long-term success, one of our pillars is career development.
00:23:09 - 00:23:47
Molly Shawhan
So, we have a huge focus on helping our students find meaningful, integrated employment, family-sustaining wages in fields that they're really passionate about. So, through their college experience, giving them those internship opportunities and experiences is sort of the start. And then helping them navigate going on to find employment post-graduation as well, along with still finding and following their dreams for what they want their social life to look like, what they want their emotional life to look like, where, you know, we've been talking about mental health as well and everything.
00:23:47 - 00:24:19
Molly Shawhan
Just a holistic well-being during their time at Villanova and then post-grad as well.
00:23:47 - 00:24:19
Novie Craven
Molly and Victoria, if you could share one message with college leaders and teachers, what would you want them to hear? Molly, you go first.
00:23:47 - 00:24:19
Molly Shawhan
I would share that, for the colleges and universities that do have post-secondary programs, first off, thank you, or just gratitude, for all that you're doing.
00:24:19 - 00:25:01
Molly Shawhan
And then, for schools that are considering it or have heard about it and aren't sure yet, I would say, you know, for a Special Olympics term, to take the plunge, right, to jump in and just allow individuals with intellectual disabilities to have the same experiences as their peers and to really see the ways that they transform the campus, just as our students have been able to do at Villanova.
00:24:19 - 00:25:01
Victoria Pepper
For the college leaders that I've had, and the teachers and mentors and just staff in general and people around my campus, I would like them to see me as a person and all people as just being normal human beings and not just as labels or objects, because I know I've had times when I've been told I wasn't capable of anything.
00:25:01 - 00:25:29
Victoria Pepper
I was even told that I wasn't even able to go to college by some people in my life. So, I wanted to prove them wrong. And I feel like having that effect of negativity doesn't get you anywhere. You should surround yourself and make people surround themselves with people that matter. We're all people.
00:25:29 - 00:25:55
Victoria Pepper
I would rather them all see that we're only people and we just learn differently, because everyone learns differently, no matter what.
00:25:29 - 00:25:55
Novie Craven
You're just hitting the ball out of the ballpark. I ask this question to all my guests, and I'll ask it to both of you. What does inclusion mean to you? Victoria, you go first.
00:25:55 - 00:26:24
Victoria Pepper
I would say inclusion is being treated the same and being respected and knowing you matter just as everybody else does.
00:25:55 - 00:26:24
Novie Craven
Molly, what about you?
00:25:55 - 00:26:24
Molly Shawhan
For me, it's creating a place where everyone belongs and feels at home. And like Victoria was saying, is valued and respected and loved for exactly who they are.
00:25:55 - 00:26:24
Novie Craven
Molly and Victoria, thank you so much for being here today. I guess this teleprompter says pause for reply, but, well...
00:26:24 - 00:26:46
Molly Shawhan
I do want to say, Novie, thank you so much. You are just such a light, and we're just so grateful to be a part of this.
00:26:24 - 00:26:46
Novie Craven
Hopefully, we'll go. I'm definitely going to... You're coming up to... I'm definitely going to... Oh, yeah.
00:26:24 - 00:26:46
Molly Shawhan
Come visit Villanova. We'd love to have you. Also, Victoria, hopefully, I can come down to NC State, definitely.
00:26:46 - 00:27:14
Victoria Pepper
I would be happy to give you a tour, even though I would maybe be an alumna at the moment, but I would be happy to give you one.
00:26:46 - 00:27:14
Novie Craven
Molly is working to open doors from inside, and Victoria walked through those doors and is now holding them open for others. That is so powerful because it shows that college is not off-limits for people with intellectual disabilities.
00:27:14 - 00:27:34
Novie Craven
We have the power together to make it a more inclusive experience. If you enjoyed today's conversation, be sure to subscribe to Inclusion Revolution Radio and follow us on Instagram, Facebook and LinkedIn at Special Olympics. We will see you next time for more incredible stories that celebrate community, empowerment and inclusion.
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