00;00;03;29 - 00;00;36;13
Karon McDonald
Welcome to Inclusion Revolution Radio. I'm Karon McDonald, a student at River Terrace Education Campus. I'm here with my cohost, Amira Edwards. We're talking to you today from the studios of Podville Media, where our podcast is made. Amira and I are both students. Our schools are both proud Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools, which is a school program that helps kids with and without intellectual disabilities learn, play sports and be friends with each other.
00;00;36;14 - 00;01;02;15
Amira Erlington-Edwards
That's right. I'm a student at Howard University, and I first met Karon through Special Olympics Unified Sports® programing. Since then, we've seen firsthand how education and sports can create opportunities and make a positive difference for people with disabilities, both on and off the playing fields. Today, we are talking about education and what it really means to make sure every young person, no matter their background or ability, has a chance to learn, grow and lead.
00;01;02;16 - 00;01;33;23
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Did you know that there are over 8,000 students with intellectual disabilities enrolled in college in the U.S., and there are more than 300 inclusive post-secondary education programs for students with disabilities in the U.S. While these numbers appear to be encouraging, they only tell half the story. Only 3.25% of those people with intellectual and developmental disabilities aged 18 to 25 are enrolled in a college or university, and only about 6% of higher education institutions in the U.S. have dedicated programs for people with intellectual disabilities.
00;01;33;26 - 00;01;56;17
Karon McDonald
The numbers show that we still have work to do. People with intellectual disabilities should have the same chance to get a good education as everyone else. Today, we are talking with two amazing guests who work hard to make schools more welcoming and inclusive. 
Amira Erlington-Edwards
First, we are joined today by Rachel Brody, Special Olympics Senior Vice President of Global Youth and Education.
00;01;56;21 - 00;02;22;20
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Rachel brings more than two decades of experience in education as a classroom teacher, a program designer and a global leader. Before joining Special Olympics, she led partnerships and initiatives at Teach For All, spanning inclusive education, girls’ education, climate education and the development of future leaders. Her career began in Washington, D.C., where she taught for six years and developed a deep passion for making sure students with disabilities and learning differences get the education they deserve.
00;02;22;24 - 00;02;42;15
Amira Erlington-Edwards
We are thrilled to have Rachel lead our global education initiatives. As our movement continues to change the lives of students in the classroom and beyond. 
Karon McDonald
We are also joined today by Jim Ryan, former president of the University of Virginia and current professor of law and professor of education. Jim was the first person in his family to go to college.
00;02;42;18 - 00;03;13;20
Karon McDonald
He later worked with the Chief Justice of the United States, led a school that helps train teachers at Harvard, and wrote a best-selling book. 
Amira Erlington-Edwards
At UVA, he has worked to open doors for more students, including making tuition free for students from families earning under $80,000 a year. He is also a leading expert on education law, an avid runner who has competed 11 consecutive Boston Marathons and someone who clearly knows a thing or two about going the distance.
00;03;13;22 - 00;03;40;17
Karon McDonald
Welcome, Rachel and Jim, to Inclusion Revolution Radio. 
Rachel Brody
Thank you. 
Jim Ryan
Thanks very much. Happy to be here. 
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Rachel. 
Rachel Brody
Yeah. 
Amira Erlington-Edwards
As someone who is newer to the Special Olympics movement, you bring a new perspective. What is something that you have learned or has surprised you in these past couple of months? 
Rachel Brody
Well, I am newer to staff at Special Olympics, but I actually have been part of the movement for a really long time, actually, since I first started teaching here in Washington, D.C.
00;03;40;18 - 00;04;09;25
Rachel Brody
So, I started kind of being a part of the movement. I'd known about it before, but as a teacher here in D.C., I really learned about Special Olympics because I had the opportunity to become a coach. And I saw, you know, through my experience as a coach, just how powerful that was. The opportunity to play sports with my students and to, you know, for that to really bring them together was so powerful that it really kind of hooked me on to the movement.
00;04;09;25 - 00;04;36;21
Rachel Brody
And so, now, years later, here I am leading this work at Special Olympics. And I think what I found really interesting so far is how locally rooted and globally informed the movement is. So, what I've loved as I've kind of gotten started in this role is getting to learn from local programs, getting to meet the two of you, getting to meet kind of everyone who's on the ground doing the work all around the world.
00;04;36;23 - 00;05;07;15
Rachel Brody
Because I think that's such a that's such a critical part of this global movement. 
Karon McDonald
Rachel, what did you learn from your early years as a teacher and how do those lessons help you at your job today? 
Rachel Brody
Oh my gosh, everything. How do I, how do I describe everything? You know, I think one of the things that's been really sticking with me a lot as I've been getting started here is how one of the things I learned is just how important learning through play is.
00;05;07;15 - 00;05;31;14
Rachel Brody
And so, you know, as a teacher, I was focusing on so many different things. And at the end of the day, where I found so much of the learning happened was out on field trips or when I was, you know, thinking about play in the classroom. How could students learn together in different ways that kind of brought out their creativity and helped everyone to see that everyone in the classroom had a place and an opportunity to belong?
00;05;31;15 - 00;05;57;16
Rachel Brody
That was really important for me. I think, you know, before becoming a teacher, I'd been a camp counselor, and I think that really informed how I was as a teacher. And so, I think that's one of the things that's really stuck with me and what I love about the work that we're doing at Special Olympics and, you know, leveraging sport, which is play, as a foundation to create the opportunity for inclusion in education.
00;05;57;18 - 00;06;22;10
Rachel Brody
And so, I think that's probably the thing that stuck with me the most. 
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Jim, you are a first-generation college student and know the power of education firsthand. Now, as president of a world-renowned university. What's one uncomfortable truth about who gets advantages in higher education and who gets left behind? 
Jim Ryan
That's a great question. I am no longer the president, though.
00;06;22;11 - 00;06;54;10
Jim Ryan
I'm a president emeritus. I stepped down last year, but I would say one group that is left behind more often than they should are low-income students, and especially low-income, first-generation students. They're much less likely than their affluent counterparts to attend college. About five out of 10 do, as compared to more affluent students, where nine out of 10 go to college.
00;06;54;12 - 00;07;29;05
Jim Ryan
Some of that is a lack of access to a very good education. Some of that is a lack of access to advanced courses. But it's also true that low-income, first-generation students who have the credentials to go to an elite college often don't even apply. This concept of undermatch is very real. And some of that is the barriers of cost and the barriers of information.
00;07;29;05 - 00;07;59;03
Jim Ryan
And that seems to me one of the simplest problems to solve, right? It's not that someone's not prepared from high school to attend college; it's that they don't have the information or the access that other students have.
Karon McDonald
Jim, your wife, Katie, is an attorney who helps children with disabilities. Has learning from Katie helped you think about how college can make sure everyone feels welcome and has a fair chance to succeed?
00;07;59;09 - 00;08;43;01
Jim Ryan 
Yeah, well, I mean, I've learned most everything from Katie, including, including this. Yeah, she spent 20 years representing kids who were in special education. And one of the things that she learned that really stuck with me is that it's often just small barriers that, if they're not addressed, become bigger and bigger and bigger. I think that one of the biggest barriers or hurdles is whether the students themselves feel like they're at the right place and feel like they're included.
00;08;43;03 - 00;09;13;24
Jim Ryan
And oftentimes, it doesn't take an awful lot of work for that to happen. But it needs to happen, and students need to feel, whether they're in special education, whether they have intellectual disabilities, whether they're first generation or whether they're fourth generation, they need to feel like the place they are going cares whether they're there or not, and they need to feel like they have someone, at least one person, who knows that they're there and who they feel is looking out for them.
00;09;13;25 - 00;09;37;21
Jim Ryan
I mean, it's not, it's not rocket science, but it is really crucial that we don't just assume that anyone and everyone who's at a high school or middle school or an elementary school or college feels like they belong. And so, you need to make a concerted effort to ensure that they hear from you that they belong.
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Rachel, you have spent a lot of your career focus on inclusive education.
00;09;37;22 - 00;09;57;16
Amira Erlington-Edwards
How are organizations and institutions missing the mark on implementing inclusive education opportunities? 
Rachel Brody
Maybe not. I might shift the question a little bit to, where do I see the most progress happening? One of the things that's so critical is that everyone has that sense of belonging, right? And there's so many places that are doing so much to do that.
00;09;57;16 - 00;10;25;18
Rachel Brody
I think anyone that's known me for a while knows that. I love to talk about this concept called Universal Design for Learning. Have you all ever heard of this? No, no. Okay, so I'm going to give you a crash course in it because I think where I see places that are creating the sense of belonging and, and really ensuring that all learners feel like they belong and are getting what they need all kind of have these common tenets of this thing called Universal Design for Learning.
00;10;25;18 - 00;10;54;17
Rachel Brody
And what that means is it comes from this architecture. And in architecture, there's a concept of Universal Design. And it means that when you're designing a building, from the beginning of designing that building, you're thinking about the accessibility pieces and how to make sure that that building works for every single person who's coming in. So, for example, if you know there's an incline, if you have to go up to get into the building, there's going to be a ramp.
00;10;54;17 - 00;11;25;16
Rachel Brody
And you design that from the beginning because, have you ever seen where someone didn't do that, and then they're trying to, you know, they have that little shaky thing that obviously isn't very safe? In learning environments, we want to design from the beginning. So, teachers and administrators and coaches and everyone who's involved in the learning environment, from the beginning, are thinking of ways that we can have multiple ways of engagement, in multiple ways of sharing our learning, in multiple ways of gathering the information in.
00;11;25;16 - 00;11;49;10
Rachel Brody
And so, I think that's something that I see, you know, across these schools and on playing fields and in places. It's where you're thinking about inclusion from the beginning. So, I think, kind of, two parts: it's that, and then also really creating that sense of belonging, which, again, I might be a little biased here, but I think play in sports are the way to do that, right?
00;11;49;10 - 00;12;16;15
Rachel Brody
When you're on a field … you both have experienced this. So, I guess, can I turn the question around to both of you? How is your experience playing Unified Sports, and how did that contribute to your own sense of belonging?
Karon McDonald
I probably say my sense of belonging, like, in Unified Sports. I probably say just, like, the atmosphere itself because I'm, like, all the sports that I do, I just feel like I belong. And, like, me competing in those sports, it just brings so much joy because, you know, meeting people that you've never met before and also meeting people that you're competing with.
Amira Erlington-Edwards
I personally haven't played Unified Sports, but I've been to Unified, like, sporting events, and, like, in more intellectual capacities, I would say we're all just on an even playing field, and we're just, you know, interacting with each other on just a basic human level.
00;12;43;21 - 00;13;10;11
Amira Erlington-Edwards
So, where, you know, like, the whole status of, you know, where you come from, your socioeconomic class, I guess, what your appearance is, I feel like that kind of all just goes out the window. And we, we're just interacting based off our shared interests. And, you know, just, like, bouncing off of each other's energy with whatever we're doing.
00;13;10;13 - 00;13;39;00
Rachel Brody
Thanks. 
Karon McDonald
You're welcome. 
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Jim, UVA has made big commitments to access and affordability, including free tuition for students from lower-income families. How do those efforts connect to the bigger picture of who gets to go to college and who feels like they belong there?
Jim Ryan
So, it's, in some ways, tied directly back to what we were talking about earlier and whether students from lower-income families feel like college or UVA, in particular, or for them.
00;13;39;03 - 00;14;21;14
Jim Ryan
And one of the reasons that we announced that students coming from families under a certain income level would either come tuition-free or tuition, room and board taken care of. And, and it was to send the signal to them that we really wanted there … to the parents, we really wanted their students to attend UVA, and we wanted to make it easy to understand. One of the barriers to attending a place like UVA, which offers financial aid that meets 100% of a student's need, is that the program is kind of complicated.
00;14;21;15 - 00;14;53;03
Jim Ryan
It consists of outright grants. So, that's what the university covers. Then it consists of loans, which the families or the student take out, and it can consist of work-study. So, a lot of families are just wondering, well, what is it actually going to cost me? Like, what am I going to have to pay? And so, we realize that the grants that we were typically giving to students at certain income levels would cover all of tuition or would cover all of room, board and tuition.
00;14;53;04 - 00;15;06;23
Jim Ryan
And so, I thought, why don't we just say that so that families understand, you know, your out-of-pocket expenses are going to be room and board or nothing at all, really. And so, it was a way of trying to make it very clear that we welcome these students, and we want to do everything we can to make it possible for them to attend. But that was only for students who have already decided, right? They've already decided they're going to apply, and we want them to attend if they're admitted.
00;15;37;04 - 00;16;03;03
Jim Ryan
The other problem is, is helped indirectly by this, but it's students who never apply. And so, another thing that we did was we looked at 20 schools or so in Virginia that had the fewest applicants to UVA, and people from our admissions office travel to those high schools and gave presentations and said, like, “Here's what it takes to get into UVA.”
00;16;03;05 - 00;16;27;18
Jim Ryan
And if you are at these benchmarks, you absolutely should apply, and you're likely to get in. And just in the space of 2 or 3 years, we had 2 or 3 times, in some instances, 4 or 5 times the number of applicants that we had before. It's just because no one had bothered to go down to these schools or, I mean, they're all across Virginia, and say, like, “You belong here. Like, you should apply, and, and you'll succeed here, and you'll be able to afford it.” And I think it's that, that package of messages that many people coming from middle- or upper-income families think that everyone's hearing, and so they already know. But it's not the case. And, like I said, someone needs to tell these students that they're wanted and they are going to succeed.
00;16;54;23 - 00;17;21;25
Karon McDonald
Jim, when you think about students with intellectual disabilities, what do you think colleges and universities could do better? And where do you see chances to help more students learn, grow and succeed? 
Jim Ryan
So, I'm a fan of the program that Clemson has called LIFE, and I think that stands for Learning Is for Everyone. And they have students with intellectual disabilities on campus, living in dorms.
00;17;21;28 - 00;17;50;09
Jim Ryan
They have a basic program that's two years long and then an advanced program that's two years longer. I would like to see those programs at colleges and universities across the country. My sense is that it's incredibly successful at Clemson and beloved at Clemson. And so, I think that there's room at plenty of other colleges and universities for similar programs.
00;17;50;11 - 00;18;15;25
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Rachel, Special Olympics has a long history of using sport to change hearts and minds. How do you see education and sport working together to create a more inclusive world? 
Rachel Brody
I mean, I think, you know, I was sharing a little bit about my own experience just as a coach in a school, and I think starting with that. So, I started to see my students who are maybe a little bit nervous about doing something or, you know, sharing their thinking in class were beginning to feel a lot more confident about it because they felt like they belonged in the community through the, through us actually playing basketball together. And so, I think, when I think about the connection between sport and education and in this opportunity for people to play together, I think it just really, you know, I think of it a lot as we're setting the foundation for the school community to be able to be the best environment for every, for every learner.
00;18;46;15 - 00;19;14;06
Rachel Brody
And so, through our, you know, through Special Olympics, we have sports. When we're thinking of these Unified Champion Schools or Unified Schools, there's three components. We have sports, which is absolutely the driving force, kind of, behind everything: everyone coming together to play together and learn how to navigate differences and build social-emotional skills and all of that. And then we have whole-school engagement, and we have youth leadership.
00;19;14;06 - 00;19;41;10
Rachel Brody
And I think the youth leadership piece, as well, is just such an important thing in education. You know, like I said, I learned more from my students than I think they ever learned from me. There's just so much opportunity for young people to be, to, to be really leading this work. And I think the, the sports are such a great avenue for us to, to have even more of that.
00;19;41;12 - 00;20;10;16
Karon McDonald
What would you both say to a young person with an intellectual disability who feels like higher education was not made for them? How can students and families advocate for success? Jim, why don't you go first? 
Jim Ryan
So, I would say to those students, “Check it out,” that they and their families should investigate it and not conclude that it's not for them without seeing what's available.
00;20;10;16 - 00;20;27;10
Jim Ryan
And my guess is they'll change their minds if they see the programs that are available. And I would say, for students who want to advocate for this, they should be advocating for the duplication of programs that already exist on college campuses that don't exist at some colleges and universities.
Rachel Brody
Yeah, I completely agree with what Jim shared. And I think that first of all, I think I would, you know, share that absolutely, this is a it is a place for you and there's many options to check out. And I think similarly, would definitely recommend going to check out a few of the options and kind of check in how you feel about it, right? So you see, does this feel right? Does it feel off. Do you. Could you see yourself here? I would recommend meeting some people who have gone through the programs, talking to them, seeing where they're at now, learning about their path. I think, you know, I think that that's something when we're thinking about advocacy, the more stories that can be shared so that every, you know, you want to see yourself when you're thinking about going somewhere, you want to see some, you know, you want to see someone that that looks like you is a little has similar interests like you is from a similar background as you.
00;21;24;22 - 00;21;43;10
Rachel Brody
So, that's what makes it feel real, I think. And so, I, I think, on the advocacy side, the more that we can be sharing and the more that we can be saying, “Look at these different pathways that are out here for someone who has an intellectual disability,” that, that really matters. And so, I think, on the advocacy side, that's important.
00;21;43;10 - 00;22;06;01
Rachel Brody
And it's something that, I think, you know, even within Special Olympics, you know, we have, part of our work is to share stories so that everyone does see the different pathways that they can take through our education work.
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Rachel, if a school program or organization says it's inclusive, what's the first thing you look for to determine whether that's actually true or just good marketing?
00;22;06;03 - 00;22;10;20
Rachel Brody 
Oh, that's such a good question.
00;22;10;22 - 00;22;29;00
Rachel Brody
Probably, it's conversations with people, right? So, the first thing I'm going to want to do is actually talk to the, to the people that are part of the program. There's young people, adults. You know, if I'm thinking about schools, I would want to talk to students, and I would want to talk to teachers. And I would want to say, “How do you feel here?”
00;22;29;03 - 00;22;52;18
Rachel Brody
Well, how do you feel? That's my first question. How do you feel? And then, like, what? What does this place mean to you? What are you, what are you learning here? How are you growing? I think those are the kinds of questions that matter a lot to me because I think, you know, as a person who was a teacher for a long time, there's definitely things I'll go in and say, like, “Okay. Are there different ways for young people to engage? Does it look like there's opportunities for people to learn?” But I think, I definitely think it would be conversations with people, and there's just so much that you get from that. And I feel like we keep kind of coming back to this theme, but it's so important that, in order for a school to be inclusive, everyone belongs.
00;23;15;18 - 00;23;39;05
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Rachel and Jim, please share your vision for what youth in education at Special Olympics and beyond can look like and what you hope to build. 
Rachel Brody
Like, shall I jump in first? 
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Any takers? 
Jim Ryan
I hope to support Rachel's vision. 
Rachel Brody
Oh, man. No pressure. It keeps coming up. And so, I feel like we're belaboring the point, but belonging matters.
00;23;39;09 - 00;24;08;24
Rachel Brody 
Belonging is the first piece to create inclusive environment. And so, I think my, my vision is definitely that we're creating a world where every young person, you have an intellectual disability or not, feels that you have a place in the education system and that there's a place for you to engage with other youth, to think about how to create a better world, and that there's a place for you in Special Olympics.
00;24;08;25 - 00;24;31;15
Amira Erlington-Edwards
Rachel and Jim, thank you so much for being here, Rachel, you're bringing incredible experience and heart to Special Olympics, and we cannot wait to see what you build. Jim, thank you for the work you are doing to make higher education more open and more welcoming for everyone. 
Karon McDonald
To everyone listening, education can help change lives. When every person has a chance to learn and grow, we all do better together. 
Amria Erlington-Edwards
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'll see you next time for more incredible stories that celebrate community, empowerment and inclusion.


