
OUR ASK

URGENCY MEETS IMPACT 
Support for Special Olympics 
Health and Unified Champion Schools

$34.8 million for the Special Olympics
 Unified Champion Schools Program

from the United States Department of Education

$23.6 million for the 
Special Olympics Health Program from the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Please include Special Olympics in your appropriations requests for fiscal year 2022 
to help us end discrimination in sport, health, and education. We are requesting:

Average number of athletes reached annually 
through free health and fitness programming, 
screenings and follow up care

$148

150,000

500,000

$9.1mm

$7.42

Average cost to Special Olympics to provide free 
health and fitness programming, screenings, and 
follow up care to one U.S. athlete (value: over 
$900 in services per athlete)

U.S. athletes Special Olympics wants to reach 
through health programming by 2025

 

Additional funding needed ($23.6 million total) 
for FY2022 to achieve this goal on time

For every dollar of federal support for 
Special Olympics Health programming, we 
provide $7.42 of health services.

$3,000

$5,500

10,000

$11.2mm

Average cost to implement programming in a 
suburban school*

Number of U.S. schools Special Olympics wants to 
reach by 2024 (with 20% in rural or urban areas)

Additional funding needed ($34.8 million total) 
for FY2022 to achieve this goal on time

Average cost to implement programming in a 
rural or urban school*

$4.00
For every dollar of federal support for 
Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools 
programming, we provide $4.00 in services.

*average number of students in a school: 450; average months of programming per year: 9; average number of inclusive experiences: 3 per student;
average number of school events: 4; average number of Unified Sports seasons per school: 2



THE CHALLENGE

Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools®

With sports as the foundation, 
Special Olympics Unified Champion 
Schools® offers programs and 
activities that equip young people 
with the tools and training to create 
inclusive experiences. These sports, 
classroom and community experiences 
are proven to improve attitudes and 
behaviors among all young people, 
both with and without ID.

Unified Champion Schools promotes 
social inclusion by bringing together 
young people with and without ID on 
sports teams (Special Olympics Unified 
Sports®), through inclusive student 
clubs and by fostering youth leader-
ship. At its core, this strategy is about 
unifying all students – with and with-
out disabilities – using sports as a 
catalyst for social inclusion and 
attitude and behavioral change.

The typical school and social 
environment for young 
people today can be fraught 
with challenges. Intense 
social and academic pressures 
are worsened by hostile and 
hurtful behavior such as 
bullying.

Students with 

intellectual disabilities 

(ID) are three 
times more 

likely to be bullied 

than their typically 

developing peers.

74% of  Americans 

view Special Olympics’ 

Unified Champion Schools 

programming and its impact 

on bullying as a very 
convincing reason to 

increase federal funding for 

Special Olympics.

94% of Unified 

Champion Schools liaisons 

report that Special 

Olympics’ Unified 

Champion Schools 

programming reduces 
bullying.

Students with intellectual disabilities are less likely to 
spend time in a regular education environment than 
students with any other type of disability. There is a 
strong relationship between school connectedness and 
students’ educational success, such as regular school 
attendance and staying in school. Special Olympics is 
responding to a clear need to promote and normalize a 
school environment that addresses academic needs of 
students with ID as well as their social need to make 
friends and feel welcome in the school community.

Reduce bullying and exclusion

Promote healthy activities and 
interactions

Overturn negative stereotypes 
and attitudes

Eliminate hurtful languages in 
schools and elsewhere

Create higher levels of respect for 
diversity, social and civic learning, 
and school connectedness

OUR SOLUTION



OUR OUTCOMES

Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools®

7,868
Schools

Unified Champion Schools programming 
is based on the evidence that students 
who “Play Unified” become better at 
helping others, standing up for each 
other, and sharing responsibility. These 
students gain patience and the ability 
to compromise.  Our data shows that: 

OUR REACH

PARTNERING FOR SUCCESSFUL INCLUSION
For over a decade, Special Olympics has been a trusted partner of the U.S. Government, delivering cost-effective, quality programming that makes 
schools across the country more welcoming and accepting of those with differences, creating a better school climate for all children. Together, we are 
changing attitudes and creating inclusive school environments where all students feel like they belong. The United States Government is a critical 
partner in providing these crucial opportunities, which are complemented by private support. Increased support will allow Special 
Olympics to create inclusive school climates in 10,000 schools by 2024.

         99% 
of Unified Champion 
Schools liaisons report 
that the program is 
valuable for students 
both with and without ID.

         96% 
of Unified Champion 
Schools liaisons state that 
Unified Champion Schools 
programming is increasing 
the confidence of 
students with ID.

         90% 
of Unified Champion 
School liaisons state that 
Unified Champion 
Schools reduces bullying, 
teasing, and use of 
offensive language in the 
school.

          87% 
of Unified Champion 
School liaisons report 
that Unified Champion 
Schools is impacting the 
increase in attendance.

49 States
+ the District of Columbia
& the Commonwealth of

Puerto Rico

2,821
School

Districts

This report is for the 2019-2020 school year, thus reflecting engagement during the onset of COVID-19 across the United 
States. Thanks to the support of partners like the U.S. Department of Education, Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools 
has been able to develop and maintain ongoing distance learning initiatives to support all youth leaders.

Hear from our educators by clicking here   •   Check out Unified Classroom   •  View the Distance Learning Resources 

COVID19
Response

INCREASING HIGH-NEED SCHOOL INVOLVEMENT

While 2,015 Unified Champion Schools (26% ) are in city school 
districts, only 553 (7%) represent the most socio-economically 
challenged communities (Title 1 eligible + 75% free/reduced 
lunch + 75% minority student body). 
It is the goal of Unified Champion Schools to increase that 
number of high-need schools participating in UCS to 1,000 by 
2024. 



THE SOLUTION: INCLUSIVE HEALTH

In partnership with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Special Olympics is making inclusive health a 
reality in the United States, ensuring people with ID can be physically active, improve their health, and fully participate 
in communities across the United States.

THE ISSUE

Health Programs

Despite severe need and higher health risks, people with intellectual disabilities (ID) lack equitable access to health 
services and die, on average, 20 years earlier than the general population. 
 
People with ID often lack access to quality healthcare and prevention programs, contributing to a higher risk for deadly and costly chronic diseases and 

conditions including cardiovascular disease, cancer, and diabetes. When people with ID have access to health services, they also have more opportunities 

for education, employment, sports, and other pathways to full participation in society.

5 will need eyeglasses and 2 
have some kind of eye disease

3 will fail a hearing test3 will have untreated tooth 
decay and 1 will need an 

urgent referral to a dentist

3 will have low bone density7 will have problems with 
flexibility, and 8 with balance, 

placing them at risk for injuries

7 will be overweight/obese 
and at risk for chronic health 

conditions

Special Olympics ensures athletes can perform at their best on and off the field, and works towards equitable access 
to quality health services for people with ID.

Special Olympics has extraordinary access to people with ID in the United States and, with the continued support of 
the United States Government, Special Olympics can maintain momentum towards the goal of serving 500,000 
athletes in the United States through health programming by 2025.

+

ON A TEAM OF 10 SPECIAL OLYMPICS ATHLETES: 

PARTNERING FOR SUCCESSFUL INCLUSION



HOW WE DO IT

Health Programs

Working with Special Olympics athletes in the United States

Provides health screenings, 

over 1 million to date, 

to identify unmet health 

needs before they become 

emergencies.

Provides opportunities to 

enhance early childhood 

development skills to over 

115,000 children 

through Young Athletes.

Carries out year-round 

health, fitness and 

wellness programming to 

nearly 64,000 athlete 

participants annually.

Enabling Inclusive Health Systems

Provides communities with  

timely, high-quality 
data on priority health 

and healthcare issues at 

the national, state, and 

local levels.

Creates community and 
national partnerships 
with healthcare providers, 

managed care organizations, 

university clinics, fitness and 

physical activity centers, and 

other organizations providing 

healthcare, services, and 

programs.

Among athletes who 

participate annually in our 

health screening events, 

68% of those with 

hypertension at their first 

screening no longer exhibit 

hypertension at their second.

In Communities throughout the Country

Trains current and 

future healthcare 

providers, more than 

133,000 to date.

Since 2016, 4,000 
medical students 

have been trained to care 

for people with ID. Special 

Olympics is seeing 

improvements among 

students in comfort 

talking with people with 

ID and feeling competent 

to care for people with ID.

Provides unified fitness 
programming to 

increase physical activity 

and healthy behaviors 

for people with ID and 

their supporters.



COVID-19 & the Impact on the 
Intellectual Disability Community

PEOPLE WITH ID ARE DYING AT ALARMING RATES

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic began, people with intellectual disabilities (ID) were facing enormous disparities in our nation’s health 
and education systems. Inequity, injustice and inconsistent policies led to glaring gaps in health care, social exclusion and isolation in 
school, in the community and at home. These disparities were horrifying enough and the pandemic has only deepened the divide. 

Across the board, people with ID are disproportionally affected by the COVID-19 pandemic in both healthcare and education. 

People with ID are       
        

more likely to die from 
COVID-19 than the 
general population

People with ID already

die 20 years earlier 
than the general population due 

to preventable illness. 

MORE ISOLATION, FEWER SERVICES

   40% of parents reported that their 
    children had received no support 
     for virtual or online education and 
     only 20% received all the services to
    which they were entitled.  

40%

21%
In a survey of US Special 
Olympics athletes, 21% 
reported that they did not
have access to education 
or remote learning.

2-4x

THE PROBLEM

People with ID who live in 
congregate settings are dying at 

even higher rates due to 
COVID-19 because of challenges 

with social distancing. 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, approximately 10% of 16-24 year olds without ID 
surveyed in the United States indicated that they were “always or often lonely” 
while 45% of individuals with ID reported experiencing loneliness. The 
transition from in-person school to remote learning can exacerbate or provoke 
feelings of loneliness and isolation. 

Remote learning has had a particularly negative impact for the ~14% of public 
school students with disabilities who receive special education services. This lack of 
support contributes to the widening learning gap between individuals with ID 
and their peers. Remote learning deprives students with ID of additional key 
in-school benefits, such as: nutrition programs, in-person school-based nursing 
supports, health centers, mental health counselors, and key extracurricular activities 
important for health and well-being. 



COVID-19 & the Impact on the 
Intellectual Disability Community

SPECIAL OLYMPICS HAS THE INFRASTRUCTURE 
TO SUPPORT AND AMPLIFY RECOVERY

Special Olympics has adapted to the COVID-19 pandemic and is providing vital services for people with ID and their families, 
including: 

Supporting the youngest children through Special Olympics Young Athletes early intervention programming, providing 
families the evidence-based therapeutic play they need to improve their child’s developmental trajectory at home.

Supporting educators and students K-12 through Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools® programming as they adapt 
to remote and distance learning. By providing these resources, students and educators can continue to prevent bullying, promote 
inclusive school climates, teach inclusive mindset, and develop high levels of compassion and grit. 

Supporting people with ID and healthcare providers through Special Olympics Health to providehealth care services (including 
through telehealth) to screen and address health problems and educate on COVID-19 prevention; virtual health, wellness and 
fitness programs; and train providers on the care and treatment of people with ID during the pandemic and beyond.

THE BOTTOM LINE

People with ID and families who have been connected to Special Olympics programming during the pandemic are more likely to use 
COVID prevention techniques (masks, distancing, handwashing) and are less likely to report feeling isolated or alone.  Now is the time 
to redouble the support for Special Olympics health and education services connected to these gains.

Funding increases will allow Special Olympics to provide the additional services needed to support individuals with ID during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and as the country recovers. A concerted effort must be made to support people with ID, not only to reduce 
preventable deaths due to COVID-19, but also to help the country build back better — shifting from isolation to inclusion and from 
disparity to equity. 



 

 
 
 
www.specialolympics.org   
 

 

 

Sources and References for the document titled: 

COVID-19 and the Impact on the Intellectual Disability Community 

 

Statistic: People with ID already die 20 years earlier than the general population due to preventable illness. 

• Source: Lauer, E., & McCallion, P. (2015). Mortality of people with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities from select US state disability service systems and medical claims data. Journal of Applied 
Research in Intellectual Disabilities, 28(5), 394-405. 

 

Statistics: 
People with ID are 2-4x more likely to die from COVID-19 than the general population.  
People with ID who live in congregate settings are dying at even higher rates due to COVID-19. 

• Source: Landes, S. D., Turk, M. A., Formica, M. K., & McDonald, K. E. (2020). COVID-19 Trends Among 
Adults with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (IDD) Living in Residential Group Homes in 
New York State through July 10, 2020. Syracuse, NY: Lerner Center for Public Health Promotion, 
Syracuse University.  

• Source: West Health Institute and Johns Hopkins University (2020). Risk factors for COVID-19 
mortality among privately insured patients: A claims data analysis [White Paper]. Fair Health. 
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media2.fairhealth.org/whitepaper/asset/Risk%20Factors%20for%20COV
ID-19%20Mortality%20among%20Privately%20Insured%20Patients%20-
%20A%20Claims%20Data%20Analysis%20-%20A%20FAIR%20Health%20White%20Paper.pdf 

• Source: Nygren, M.A. & Lulinski, A. (2020, December). State of the Science on COVID-19 and People 
with IDD [Research brief]. American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities. 

• Source: Turk, M. A., Landes, S. D., Formica, M. K., & Goss, K. D. (2020). Intellectual and 
developmental disability and COVID-19 case-fatality trends: TriNetX analysis. Disability and Health 
Journal, 13(3), 100942. 

 

 

 

 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/media2.fairhealth.org/whitepaper/asset/Risk%20Factors%20for%20COVID-19%20Mortality%20among%20Privately%20Insured%20Patients%20-%20A%20Claims%20Data%20Analysis%20-%20A%20FAIR%20Health%20White%20Paper.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media2.fairhealth.org/whitepaper/asset/Risk%20Factors%20for%20COVID-19%20Mortality%20among%20Privately%20Insured%20Patients%20-%20A%20Claims%20Data%20Analysis%20-%20A%20FAIR%20Health%20White%20Paper.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media2.fairhealth.org/whitepaper/asset/Risk%20Factors%20for%20COVID-19%20Mortality%20among%20Privately%20Insured%20Patients%20-%20A%20Claims%20Data%20Analysis%20-%20A%20FAIR%20Health%20White%20Paper.pdf
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Statistic: 40% of parents reported that their children had received no support for virtual or online education and 
only 20% received all the services to which they were entitled. 

• Source: Parents Together (2020, May). 
https://parentstogetheraction.org/2020/05/27/parentstogether-survey-reveals-remote-learning-is-
failing-our-most-vulnerable-students-2/  

 

Statistic: Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, approximately 10% of 16-24 year olds without ID surveyed in the 
United States indicated that they were “always or often lonely” while 45% of individuals with ID reported 
experiencing loneliness. 

• Source: Alexandra, P., Angela, H., & Ali, A. (2018). Loneliness in people with intellectual and 
developmental disorders across the lifespan: A systematic review of prevalence and 
interventions. Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities, 31(5), 643-658. 

 

Statistic: Remote learning deprives students with ID of additional key in-school benefits, such as: nutrition 
programs, in-person school-based nursing supports, health centers, mental health counselors, and key 
extracurricular activities important for health and well-being. 

• Source: Joline E, B., Lainie K, H., Susan D, A., Amy J, H., Robert, R., & Maurice G, S. (2020). School 
reopening during COVID-19 pandemic: Considering students with disabilities. Journal of Pediatric 
Rehabilitation Medicine, (Preprint), 1-7. 

 

Statistic: In a survey of US Special Olympics athletes, 21% reported that they did not have access to education or 
remote learning. 

• Source: Special Olympics Athlete COVID-19 Survey; June 2020 

https://parentstogetheraction.org/2020/05/27/parentstogether-survey-reveals-remote-learning-is-failing-our-most-vulnerable-students-2/
https://parentstogetheraction.org/2020/05/27/parentstogether-survey-reveals-remote-learning-is-failing-our-most-vulnerable-students-2/


 

URL: https://bit.ly/TimShriverBusinessInsider or https://www.businessinsider.com/special-olympics-unifed-champion-schools-help-students-
become-more-inclusive-and-understanding 

 
 
 

 

Together we can move forward — with inclusive minds 
by Timothy Shriver | 8 December 2020 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You don't have to be a particularly close observer of America's social and political discourse — or even 
of any particular politician — to know how crude, vicious, and divisive we have all become. Leaders in 
politics and media model bullying, boasting and ridicule with a perpetual undercurrent of disgust. 
Leaders lead that way, and followers follow, and down into the depths of division we all sink. In the long 
run, shaming and exclusion have only one certain outcome: more anxiety, more anger, and more 
exclusion. 
 
This pattern of scapegoating and divisiveness has a particularly destructive effect on children. Anxiety is 
at epidemic levels among young people, damaging relationships and achievement. Behavior problems, 
disengagement, and emotional distress are all serious challenges among all groups of children and 
interfere with both learning and flourishing.  

Special Olympics Chairman Tim Shriver participates in a New Jersey event activating 
Unified Champion Schools programming. Photo by Heather O'Connell 

 



 

 

Neuroscience makes the case even more starkly:  social connection drives learning and the brain has a 
social filter:  if relationships are weak or damaged, learning is too. On top of these challenges, schools 
are increasingly diverse and rightly responsible for optimizing the chances for all children to feel 
welcome and supported. If a pattern of bullying and divisiveness exists, children of all backgrounds will 
suffer. 
 
For over a generation, educators have been working to make schools into places that offer children a 
path to resisting being a part of this cycle of anxiety, bullying, and despair. That's what schools need to 
do now more than ever—teach and model the skills and values that will reduce stress and promote 
positive relationships and success in school and life. To do so, educators are welcoming efforts to 
promote the skills, values, and beliefs that reduce divisiveness and isolation and promote learning, 
belonging, and purpose for all. 
 
While some doubt that schools can handle yet another responsibility, research shows that it is not only 
possible but also necessary for schools to integrate social, emotional and cognitive approaches to 
learning. Research shows, for instance, that in the face of bullying and discrimination, students can learn 
to be inclusive, welcoming, and empathetic —  and learn more effectively too. 
 
Teenagers can learn — and teach one another — not to be reactive, violent, and destructive when they 
encounter pain but instead develop the inner strength and social agency to respond effectively. And 
they can do better than tolerance or passive acquiescence. They can learn to be actively, even 
courageously, inclusive—to develop skills that enable them to be aware of, understanding of, and able 
to overcome, the exclusion and humiliation of others while at the same time, increasing their own sense 
of purpose and responsibility. 
 
Special Olympics, an organization built for and by some of the most excluded people in the world—
those with intellectual and developmental disabilities—has spent more than 50 years tackling the 
problem of exclusion and intolerance by inviting people to play sports together and come to recognize 
their common humanity through the challenges and triumphs of competition. 
 
In the last two decades, Special Olympics turned its attention to schools and to the challenge of teaching 
inclusive attitudes in children before discriminatory and exclusionary attitudes develop and harden. 
Over that time, thousands of educators have collaborated with Special Olympics volunteers, parents, 
coaches, and athletes themselves in developing the design, implementation, and evaluation of a school-
based program to promote inclusivity and end bullying and discrimination.  
 
The program, "Unified Champion Schools," brings students with and without intellectual disabilities (ID) 
together and challenges them to be agents of change. Students learn inclusive leadership skills and 
apply them in and out of the classroom, in assemblies, extracurricular clubs and activities, and especially 
in inclusive Special Olympics unified sports teams all with one central goal: to create a culture that 
respects the dignity and gifts of all students. 
 



 

 

Dramatic changes in attitudes toward others 
 
The results have been promising and in some cases startling: thousands of young people — both those 
who had formerly been excluded and those who had been the excluders — report dramatic changes in 
their attitudes toward others and in their perceptions that their schools can be safe and successful 
communities for all.  Annual evaluations demonstrate that the increased visibility of, and social 
interactions with students with ID lead to more positive attitudes and perceptions of school as a socially 
inclusive community. Students who participate say that the program has helped them be more inclusive 
of others, be more respectful, and become more understanding. 
 
More recently, assessments have examined the value of the program in providing opportunities for 
students to gain or enhance social and emotional competencies and have found improvements in social 
awareness skills such as how to work better with others, and in relationship skills such as making friends 
with people who are different. These program evaluation findings give further evidence to the 
important role young people can play in creating inclusive environments if they are given both the 
opportunity and the skills to lead. 
 
But perhaps more importantly, these evaluations led us to believe that there are specific and 
measurable ways to promote inclusivity by teaching and modelling key skills and beliefs that promote 
the development of a stable and potentially lasting "inclusive mindset." 

 Special Olympics Chairman Tim Shriver, right, greets student leaders at a New Jersey schools 
event celebrating Unified Champion Schools programming. Photo by Heather O'Connell 



 

 

Looking deeper: The inclusive mindset 

 
Three years ago, I asked our teams of scholars and educators to look beneath the data of our program 
effectiveness to ask a new question: "what are the psychological or personality qualities of students who 
take risks to include?" Our research revealed a set of common qualities among inclusive children and 
leads us to suggest that some children—and surely adults too—have an "inclusive mindset."   
 
A "mindset" is a term used in a number of fields to describe an orientation or lens that guides how one 
interprets experiences and surroundings. A mindset can influence one's perception of stress or well-
being. Perhaps most notably, the psychologist Carol Dweck has done seminal work on what she calls the 
"growth mindset." She found that students who have it are more motivated, do better academically and 
handle challenges better than those who display a "fixed mindset."  
 
We suggest that an "inclusive mindset" is a critically important disposition that enables children and 
society more broadly, to reduce bullying, anger, and inequity. We define it as a predisposition to 
empathize with, understand, welcome, and accord dignity to those who are socially excluded. Our 
analysis of thousands of young people's attitudes and behaviors suggests that this mindset is guided by 
two underlying skills, one value set, and one character strength: the skills are empathy and cognitive 
perspective taking; the value is that of universal dignity and equality; and the character strength is moral 
courage.   
 
Young people who are more inclusive are more likely to prioritize the dignity and welfare of those who 
have been excluded or marginalized, more likely to act to change unjust norms, and less likely to 
demonize or threaten others as a way of solving problems. Our work suggests that these qualities, when 
seen together, are the key to transforming not just the lives of individuals, but also the norms of groups 
and institutions.  
 
But how do the parts of an inclusive mindset fit together? Let's take them one by one. 
 

Value: Universalism 
 
A core dimension of an inclusive mindset is the value of universalism or universal dignity. Universalism is 
defined as "understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and protection for the welfare of all people and for 
nature." This value seems to be a powerful motivator of young people who are likely to be inclusive. It 
fuels the desire to promote others' sense of belonging, to recognize the worth of all individuals, and to 
seek equitable opportunities for all. 
 
Universalist values appear to guide adolescents to be attuned to situations in which someone is being 
left out. In recent assessments of the impact of Special Olympics Unified Champion Schools, students 
described these values in terms of fairness and equality. As one student put it: "I feel like, just because 



 

 

they do have some type of disability, they shouldn't be looked at any other type of way. I just feel like – I 
treat them just like my friends. And I'll treat them just like I treat anyone else." 
 
An adolescent who values helping others and sees the inherent worth in everyone may be more likely to 
notice exclusion in their school and community. When adolescents are guided by this and other 
Universalist values, they view their social world as a series of opportunities to help those in need and to 
include the excluded. One student noted: "Lots more people seem like they are more comfortable with 
talking to students with disabilities, because they have figured out that they're just like us, they're not 
any different." 
 
Students with these values appear to be more likely to use their skills proactively—to practice empathy 
and cognitive perspective-taking to reach out when a student with a disability is sitting by herself in the 
cafeteria, for example, or when a new student is alone on the sidelines of a gym class. 
 
Beyond simply being more attuned to others' welfare, adolescents with these values may also be more 
likely to feel personally responsible for ensuring others' well-being and sense of belonging and then act 
on it by engaging in inclusive behavior. Universalist values help guide an adolescent's decision to act 
inclusively, because the taking of action affirms and shapes the qualities at the core of their identity. 
 
One student at a Unified Champion School remarked on the shifting values in her school: "I notice that 
things have changed around the school, that kids became more considerate, and they watch what they 
say, and they are willing to accept kids with intellectual disabilities, sit at their tables. They talk to them 
more in the hall than they used to…"  Change, consideration, acceptance, communication—these are all 
marks of the shift toward mindsets that are driven by Universalist values. 
 

Empathy and perspective taking 
 
Universalism alone cannot ensure inclusive behavior. Adolescents must also be able to recognize when a 
student is being discriminated against, is isolated and lonely and would welcome an invitation to join a 
group. This requires social and emotional skills of empathy and perspective taking.  
 
Affective empathy, the ability to understand another's emotions based on one's own experiences, real 
or imagined, has been clearly linked to prosocial and helping behavior. Teachers evaluating the qualities 
of adolescents in Special Olympics school programs frequently note the importance of affective 
empathy. "I think (empathy) allows them to … put themselves in another person's shoes," one physical-
education teacher said. "It's great when you realize how similar we all are." 
 
If adolescents draw on their own experiences of being new at school, they may be more likely to 
understand that a transfer student alone in the cafeteria may feel lonely and left out. A student may not 
be able to directly relate to a peer's experience—such as having a disability or being from another 



 

 

cultural background—but a strong sense of empathy can help overcome their discomfort and make a 
connection anyway. 
 
In addition to affective empathy, includers have another fundamental social skill: cognitive perspective 
taking. Perspective taking involves understanding multiple aspects of another person's experience--their 
thoughts, motivations and behaviors.  Includers need to be able to interpret and predict others' 
reactions so that they can make decisions about how to behave appropriately. As one student put it, "I 
think people didn't understand before. And I think when students understand disabilities, it's not so 
scary. … I think there's a lot to be said in educating. … I think when you develop that awareness, it 
increases humanity." 
 
When noticing someone alone in the cafeteria, a student with cognitive perspective taking will try to 
understand the causes and conditions. Is she eating alone because she prefers to or because she hasn't 
been invited to sit with a group? What patterns led her to being alone? What might have happened to 
her earlier? What factors or individuals might have excluded her? An adolescent with well-developed 
perspective taking skills will be able to evaluate the experiences and situational factors to decide how 
best to respond. 
 
In some constructs, empathy and cognitive perspective-taking have been conceived in similar ways, but 
our inquiry suggests that they are distinct. If adolescents relied on empathy alone, for example, they 
might not be able to predict someone else's reaction and thus be guided only by emotion and not by 
situational factors. Conversely, if children understand another's thinking and motivations but do not 
empathize with their feelings, they may not be drawn to act. 
 
These cognitive and affective skills work in combination to give adolescents the tools to understand 
when others feel excluded and thoughtfully consider how to respond. One student noted, "People do 
nowadays need to realize that there are people who aren't like them and they should start appreciating 
them instead of, like, backing off. So, I decided to take the opportunity (to learn)." 
 

The last piece: Courage 
 
Skills and values alone cannot insure students' inclusive behavior. In a world of intense peer pressure 
and social risk, in the emotional minefield of high school, young people who have value others, have 
empathy, and perspective need one additional strength: courage. Courage can be defined as the quality 
of mind or spirit that enables a person to face difficulty, danger, or pain despite anxiety or fear. 
 
Our work suggests that students who approach the world with an inclusive mindset have a strong level 
of courage. Those with courage are more likely to engage in inclusive behavior even at the risk of their 
social status or belonging. We found that inclusive students understand and value courage and know it 
is an essential ingredient in being willing to "be the difference." They often note the importance of their 
role in challenging social norms: "I wanted to make sure I chose to pursue a profession where I could 



 

 

advocate for people who may not be able to speak up for themselves. As a (student) journalist, I have 
the ability to make a difference by exposing problems in the news that might otherwise be unseen." 
Another student recounted the ridicule she faced from sophomore boys when she chose to sit at a lunch 
table with peers with special needs. "They make fun of you, but it's more important to me to follow my 
heart."  
 
Teachers too often note the importance of courageous moments of challenging existing patterns of 
behavior. One teacher recounted her work promoting a more inclusive school culture noting, "It forces 
us to confront stereotypes and makes kids think about the words that they use." Other teachers 
introduce examples in history of the "upstander," the person who resists being complicit with group 
think and acts against injustice even at risk to their own life. 
 
Conversely, an adolescent who is not challenged to think and act with courage may be more likely to 
passively or actively exclude others. Courage helps guide an adolescent's decision to act inclusively, in a 
way that affirms and continues to shape the values at the core of their identity. 
 

Implications for the world beyond school 
 
Mindsets are not static or fixed. An inclusive mindset is malleable, and thus teachable and measurable. 
Our work suggests that the qualities that make up an inclusive mindset develop as a person grows and 
can be supported—or undone—by a school environment and its social norms. Inclusive mindsets can be 
strengthened or weakened, built up or torn down. 
 
The elements of an "inclusive mindset" are a framework not just to educate children more effectively 
but also to reduce the scourges of injustice and intolerance that are so prevalent in our country today. 
For young people, learning and modelling inclusive mindsets can be a central strategy for reducing 
bullying, promoting an inclusive culture, and aiding the development of a more welcoming and just 
community for all. 
 
There are already promising pathways for teaching inclusive mindsets. Inclusive mindsets could be 
taught in SEL curricula and infused into teaching strategies across the curriculum. They could be 
reinforced by restorative-discipline policies, unified sports programs, creative arts experiences and other 
school activities. And they could be shared with families and youth-serving organizations as a central 
strategy for promoting self-worth, belonging, and equity. Because inclusive mindset is both an 
individualized and context-dependent concept, it should be implemented as part of a systemic 
commitment to social and emotional learning, academic achievement, and work and life success. 
 
Some school reform efforts already include elements of inclusive mindset thinking. Many SEL programs 
teach skills like empathy and perspective taking, and some have embedded these skills within social 
studies, history, and language arts curriculum. Some schools emphasize service-learning in programs like 



 

 

Students Taking Action Together, or STAT, which helps social studies and civics teacher in middle and 
high schools integrate inclusivity and civil discourse into their classes. 
 
Other schools that focus on social justice themes like the Chicago Freedom School, place emphasis on 
universalism and moral courage. Character education and purpose-based approaches have also been 
successful at focusing on qualities like empathy and universalism, especially within middle schools. 
Through these programs, schools are empowering young people with elements of an inclusive mindset, 
equipping them to address inequities and promote belonging, thereby improving the school community 
for all.  
 
Ideally, schools will take a comprehensive approach and engage the entire school community in 
adopting a mindset that sees all children as having needs and abilities and sees the school as a central 
resource for promoting their development. It will take everyone—not only students and teachers, but 
also parents, community leaders, faith leaders, bus drivers, custodians, cafeteria workers, youth 
development workers, artists, coaches, administrative staff and more. Perhaps most importantly, it will 
take an inclusive mindset that enables them all to have empathy for one another, to see another's 
perspective, to believe in the value of each person, to act with courage in pursuit of that value.  
 
But I feel more confident every day that we are on the right track by imagining—and building—the 
inclusive way. People with inclusive mindsets are all around us, and are ready to lead. Some are acting 
on the world's stage to try to heal our divisions and create a new birth of equality and peace. And some 
are in our schools, on our playgrounds, and in our cafeterias, 8 or 12 or 18 year olds, quietly making the 
biggest difference any one of us can make: welcoming the outcast, being a source of belonging for 
others, changing the eyes with which we see from fear to love. They are already stepping up and 
changing the world. It is time for the rest of us to follow them. 
 
Tim Shriver is Chairman of Special Olympics and recently, the Founder of Unite. 
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Get Involved with Special Olympics While in the DMV!  
 
In addition to the many opportunities for Members of Congress and their staff to engage with Special 
Olympics in their home states and districts, there are year-round opportunities for members and their 
staff to support Special Olympics and see its important work in action  around the DC, Virginia and 
Maryland areas. 
 
While many of our traditional in-person sports and special events experiences are on pause due to the 
pandemic, Special Olympics is delivering its critical mission and programming in new, innovative ways 
through virtual offerings and you can join in those too! 
 
Volunteer, support, become a Special Olympics Unified Sports partner, be a fan/cheer…whatever you 
choose, we welcome you to join us!  
 
Contact Your Nearest Special Olympics Program: 
 
Special Olympics DC 
www.specialolympicsdc.org 
Facebook: www.facebook.com/SpecialOlympicsDC  
Twitter: www.twitter.com/specolympics_dc  
Instagram:  https://www.instagram.com/specialolympicsdc/ 
202-408-2640 
npreston@specialolympicsdc.org (Nicole Preston, CEO) 
 
Special Olympics Virginia 
www.specialolympicsva.org 
Facebook: www.facebook.com/SpecialOlympicsVirginia  
Twitter: www.twitter.com/SOlympicsVA 
Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/specialolympicsva/ 
800-932-4653 
info@specialolympicsva.org 
 
Special Olympics Maryland 
www.somd.org 
Facebook: www.facebook.com/SpecialOlympicsMD 
Twitter: www.twitter.com/SpOlympicsMD 
Instagram:  https://www.instagram.com/spolympicsmd/ 
410-242-1515 
info@somd.org 
 
To find any Special Olympics Program in the United States, visit 
http://www.specialolympics.org/program_locator.aspx  
 
To learn more about Special Olympics or to contact Special Olympics headquarters in Washington, DC, 
visit: http://www.specialolympics.org 

Stay Engaged with Special Olympics! 
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