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History of Special Olympics
Background

The Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr. Foundation was founded in 1946 by the Kennedy family, to honor the memory of the oldest Kennedy child, who was killed in World War II. The Foundation’s mission has been to seek the prevention of intellectual disabilities, and to improve the way in which society deals with its citizens who have intellectual disabilities, In the 1950’s, the Foundation developed a grant program to improve and advance care for people with intellectual disabilities. The schools and institutes which received grants became models for humane and progressive family, school and clinical settings. A fact-finding trip by Eunice and Sargent Shriver throughout the United States demonstrated conclusively that improvement in the lives of people with intellectual disabilities was the greatest unmet need among all the nation’s health service delivery systems. This conclusion helped refine the direction of the Foundation, and would eventually lead to the establishment of Special Olympics in 1968.
In 1963, the long-standing interest of the Kennedy family and the Kennedy Foundation in the therapeutic effects of physical fitness and sports was translated into action when Eunice Kennedy Shriver started a summer day camp for 100 local children with intellectual disabilities at her home in Rockville, Maryland, U.S.A. This program proved so successful in demonstrating the ability of people with intellectual disabilities to participate in and benefit from a wide variety of recreational experiences that the Foundation decided to support the development of similar programs throughout the country.

Between 1963 and 1968, the Foundation awarded more than 80 small grants to public and private organizations in the U.S. and Canada, for the purpose of creating and administering day camps for people with intellectual disabilities in their communities.

During President John F. Kennedy’s administration, the President’s Council for Physical Fitness and Sports began administering a series of physical fitness tests to millions of American school children. Those who passed received the Presidential Physical Fitness Award. This program spurred Eunice Shriver to conduct a similar evaluation of the fitness levels of children with intellectual disabilities. In 1965, the Foundation made a three year grant to the Alliance for Health, Physical Education and Recreation (AAPHER) to fund research, create models and develop materials with the purpose of demonstrating the need for increased programs in physical fitness for youth with intellectual disabilities, and the level of their capacity to participate in such activities. The Foundation then funded the adaptation of the President’s Physical Fitness Test to evaluate the skills of individuals with intellectual disabilities. There were three categories of awards based on achievement in the tests: Silver, Gold and Champ. While the first two awards were administered by AAPHER, the Champ Award was granted directly from the Foundation.
As this awards program was getting underway, Mrs. Shriver conceived of an event that would bring together trained athletes with intellectual disabilities to compete in Olympic sports. In January of 1968, representatives of the Chicago Park District, which had, since 1964, sponsored highly successful day camp programs funded by the Kennedy Foundation, submitted a grant proposal for a local event to be held in one of Chicago Parks. These representatives were then invited to Washington, D.C. for a meeting in which Mrs. Shriver applauded their proposal and presented her idea for an international competition, to be called “Special Olympics”. The Chicago Park District was awarded a grant to plan and conduct the first Special Olympics Games, with assistance from the Foundation and several of the experts who had helped develop the program.
On July 20, 1968, the Opening Ceremonies for the First International Special Olympics Games were held at Soldier Field in Chicago, Illinois, U.S.A., co-sponsored by the Kennedy Foundation and the Chicago Park District. One thousand athletes from 26 states and Canada participated in track and field and swimming events.

The Games were a success and led, in the following year, to the establishment of a non-profit corporation, Special Olympics, Inc. and the creation of a Special Olympics Chapter in every state in the United States and in Canada and France.
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Philosophy

Mission

To provide year-round sports training and athletic competition in a variety of Olympic-type sports for children and adults with intellectual disabilities, giving them opportunities to develop physical fitness, demonstrate courage, experience joy and participate in a sharing of gifts, skills and friendship with their families, other Special Olympics athletes and the community.

Philosophy

Special Olympics is founded on the belief that people with intellectual disabilities can, with proper instruction and encouragement, learn, enjoy and benefit from participation in individual and team sports, adapted as necessary to meet the needs of those with special mental and physical limitations.

Special Olympics believes that consistent training is essential to the development of sport skills, and that competition among those of equal abilities is the most appropriate means of testing these skills, measuring progress and providing incentives for personal growth.

Special Olympics believes that through sports training and competition, people with intellectual disabilities benefit physically, mentally, socially and spiritually; families are strengthened; and the community at large, both through participating and observation, is united in understanding people with intellectual disabilities in an environment of equality, respect and acceptance.

Principles

To provide the most enjoyable, beneficial and challenging activities for athletes with intellectual disabilities, Special Olympics operates worldwide in accordance with the following principles and beliefs:

· That the Spirit of Special Olympics — skill, courage, sharing and joy — incorporates universal values which transcend all boundaries of geography, nationality, political philosophy, gender, age, race or religion.
· That the goal of Special Olympics is to help bring all persons with intellectual disabilities into the larger society under conditions whereby they are accepted, respected and given the chance to become useful and productive citizens.

· That, as a means of achieving this goal, Special Olympics encourages its more capable athletes to move from Special Olympics training and competition into school and community programs where they can train and compete in regular sports activities. The athletes may, at this point, wish to leave Special Olympics or continue to take part in Special Olympics activities. The decision is the athlete’s.

· That all Special Olympics activities — at the local, state, national and international level — reflect the values, standards, traditions, ceremonies and events embodied in the modern Olympic movement, broadened and enriched to celebrate the moral and spiritual qualities of persons with intellectual disabilities so as to enhance their dignity and self-esteem.
· That participation in Special Olympics training programs and competitive events is open to all people with intellectual disabilities who are at least eight years old, regardless of the degree of their disability.

· That comprehensive, year-round sports training is available to every Special Olympics athlete, conducted by well-qualified coaches in accordance with the standardized Sports Rules formulated and adopted by Special Olympics International; and that every athlete who participates in a Special Olympics sport will have been trained in that sport.
· That every Special Olympics program includes sports events and activities that are appropriate to the age and ability of each athlete, from motor activities to the most advanced competition.

· That Special Olympics provides full participation for every athlete regardless of economic circumstance and conducts training and competition under the most favorable conditions possible, including facilities, administration, training, coaching, officiating and events.

· That Special Olympics gives each participant an equal chance to excel by basing competition in every event on accurate records of previous performance or trial heats and, when relevant, grouping by age and gender.

· That, at every Awards Ceremony, in addition to the traditional medals for first, second and third places, athletes finishing from fourth to last place are presented a suitable place ribbon with appropriate ceremony.

· That, to the greatest extent possible, Special Olympics activities will be run by and involve local volunteers, from school and college age to senior citizens, in order to create greater opportunities for public understanding of and participation with people with intellectual disabilities.

· That, although Special Olympics is primarily and essentially a program for sports training and competition, efforts are made to offer, as an integral part of Special Olympics Games, a full range of artistic, social and cultural experiences such as dances, art exhibits, concerts, visits to historic sites, clinics, theatrical and motion picture performances and similar activities.

· That the goal of Special Olympics in every nation is to develop organizations and conduct events at the community level. Countries which, because of specific economic, social or cultural circumstances, may find it difficult to achieve this goal rapidly, may hold National Games on a regular basis to enhance the development of popular understanding and provide increased visibility for their citizens with intellectual disabilities. All participating countries are invited to send a delegation to the International Games held every two years, alternating between Summer and Winter, provided that, in all cases Special Olympics standards are adhered to in the preparation of athletes and coaches for the Games.

· That the families of Special Olympics athletes are encouraged to play an active role in their community Special Olympics program, to share in the training of their athletes and to assist in the public education effort needed to create greater understanding of the emotional, physical, social and spiritual needs of people with intellectual disabilities and their families.
· That Special Olympics encourages community, state and national sports programs, both professional and amateur, to include demonstrations by Special Olympics athletes as part of their major events.

· That Special Olympics activities take place in public, with full coverage by the media, so that athletes with intellectual disabilities may reveal to the world those special qualities of the human spirit in which they excel — skill, courage, sharing and joy.

