
     

 

Project UNIFY Creates Friendships and Fun  

 1,000+ Iowa Students Compete in Unified Sports  

The spirit of competition continued on May 7 in Des Moines when 740 students participated in the 15th annual Earl 
Lynn Unified Sports Day at Drake University. Special Olympics athletes from 24 schools in the Des Moines area and 
central Iowa competed with their Unified Partners who are Special Olympics athletes.  

Angela Hallmann, a volunteer from South Union, says the Drake Unified Sports Day is a great event. “There is lots of 
social interaction, friendship building and playing sports.” 

 

  Working Together  

Justin Putzier, a Special Olympics Iowa athlete at 
Ankeny High School said that it’s good for Special 
Olympics athletes and their classmates to 
participate together.  

“It’s really important because the regular students 
get an opportunity to see what we do every year at 
this event. My partner, Dan, and other people who 

aren’t part of Special Olympics are able to compete with us and have fun.”  

Weeks of training for Special Olympics Iowa athletes and their partners came together for two fun-filled days during the  
Unified Sports Competition on May 6 in Sioux City and May 7 in Des Moines. The Unified Sports Day at Morningside 
College in Sioux City was successful in large part due to the leadership role the student councils took with the project.    

Mary Horton is a senior at North High School and member of the student council’s 
executive committee. She is filled with enthusiasm when she talks about Project UNIFY. 
“It’s been a good experience to partner together,” she said. “We work off our strengths 
and weaknesses to achieve success. I thought I was competitive until working with the 
Special Olympics Iowa athletes.  I’ve learned that they want to win, go for the gold and 
work as a team as much as we do.” 

                                                      Administrator Voices Support 

Dr. Paul Gausman, Superintendent of the Sioux City 
School District shared the excitement with the 300 
students that morning. “This is the most exciting thing 
in our district this year. The student councils are helping make changes in the lives of 
Special Olympics athletes and it makes a ripple of change throughout the 
community.”  

 Levi Walton, a sophomore at East High School said he had looked forward to 
competing. Levi likes the fact that Special Olympics athletes students like himself get 
to be with the regular education students for the training and competition.  
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Elementary, middle and high school students from Altoona, Ankeny, Colfax-Mingo, Creston, Des Moines, 
Indianola, Johnston, Mt. Ayr, Pleasant Hill, Prairie City-Monroe Schools, Oskaloosa, Urbandale and West Des 
Moines trained for eight weeks before the Drake Unified Sports Day. The total 
number of participants nearly doubled from last year. Each Special Olympics 
athlete came with a Unified Partner, and had the option of one activity during the 
morning and one in the afternoon. Students participated in bocce, volleyball, 3-on-
3 basketball, pass, punt & kick, golf-putting, obstacle relay races and soccer skills. 
More than 200 volunteers helped make the day a success.  

                                                  New opportunities  

It is a favorite for many schools, including Judy Muller, a teacher from SE Polk 
High School. “It’s a gathering of students with learning disabilities and their peers 

working together, having fun, competing and 
just having a great day together.” Muller says 
it’s a wonderful opportunity for kids in her 
classroom. “It’s nice for our kids to compete and earn a ribbon  I work in a 
special education classroom and it’s rewarding to see our students being 
able to participate and doing activities that they don’t always have 
available to them.”  

Ben Johnson, a volunteer from Booneville, says this day is memorable in 
more ways than one. “It’s a fun day, but most important are the smiles on 
the kids’ faces.” He said it’s a good way to get the community involved.  

Participation Increases at Drake Unified Sports Day   

Spirit of Teamwork Shines at Morningside College 

After weeks of training in the sport of bocce, the Unified Sports Day competition at Morningside College in Sioux City 
included students representing North High School, Central Campus, East High School, and West High School and 

Middle School. Nearly 300 students from these five schools competed in a variety    
of sports.  

Volunteers and athletes who participated in this event all had rewarding experiences. 
West High School Student Council Advisor Janet Young said it was a great day, and 
also throughout the training for the Unified competition. “One of our students named 
John, told his teacher before the event today that this program ‘Is so much fun and 
they are so nice to me.’”  

Young said the program made John’s day and his entire 
school year. “Events like this are great and make a 
difference to everyone who participates.” 

                                              Frien dships extend beyond sports  

Linda Davenport-Kennedy coordinated Project UNIFY in Sioux City and teaches at North 
High School. “The general education and special education students have learned so much 
about each other. Often the Special Olympics Iowa athletes feel isolated in their schools. 
Project UNIFY gives them the chance to learn about what they can do and have fun together 
with the other students.” Davenport-Kennedy said Project UNIFY has helped breakdown 
stereotypes and made the students more accepting of one another. “I see the students 
hanging out in the halls together now and having lunch with each other,” she said. “It’s a win-win situation for everyone. 
For prom this year, we even had partners attend together.”  



For more information, please contact Special Olympics Iowa at 515-986-5520 or visit our Web site at www.soiowa.org. 

�  Project UNIFY is a U.S. national project and its goal is to activate young people to develop school communities 
where all young people are agents of change – fostering respect, dignity and advocacy for people with intellectual 
disabilities by utilizing the programs and initiatives of Special Olympics.  
 
�  The program creates partnerships between general education students and students with intellectual disabilities that 
will continue after the training and competition.  
 
�  Project UNIFY, the Special Olympics National Youth Activation Demonstration Project, is supported by funding 
by the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs.  
 
�  The program builds understanding among the Special Olympics Iowa athletes and their partners in addition to 
other classmates and community members.  

 

In their own words . . .  
“The day is about sportsmanship and how everyone gets along and participates together,” said Indianola High 
School Senior Austin Schrek.  
 

“The social aspect for our kids to meet students from other schools is spectacular,” said Michelle Stewart, the mother 
of a Special Olympics Iowa athlete. Michelle smiled and said, “This is learning experience for everyone involved 
that they might not otherwise have.”  
 

“It’s gratifying and rewarding to see how excited the kids are and how well they work together — they are so excited 
when they do well,” said volunteer Mark Masters.  
 

“Our students look forward to this event all year,” said Larry Pace a teacher from Colfax-Mingo schools. “It’s 
impressive when the students are encouraging each other and supporting one another during the competitions. Other 
schools in Iowa need the same types of opportunities.”  

Project UNIFY Facts 
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Project UNIFY Training 
Special Olympics Iowa Director of Training 
& Outreach, Joe Fernau, provided training to 
coaches, SOIA athletes and student partners 
in the sport of bocce. Athletes and their part-
ners continued to practice until the Unified 
Sports Days in Sioux City and Des Moines.  


