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Participating in the Olympics is the dream of many athletes. Sadly, people with
intellectual disabilities were not allowed to participate in the traditional Olympic Games.
To give disabled people a chance to compete in sports, Eunice Kennedy Shriver ¥ (of the
famous American political family) conceived of the Special Olympics. The idea came from
her family’s experience with her elder sister Rosemary, who was intellectually disabled.
The Kennedys were known for their touch-football games, played by the whole family—
even the girls. Shriver came to believe that intellectually disabled people could also benefit
from being involved in sports activities.

As the director of the Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. Foundation, ? Shriver started the first day
camp for children with intellectual disabilities. During five weeks in the summer of 1963,
the campers rode horses, learned to swim, and played various sports. At this time, many
believed that intellectually disabled individuals could not do such things. Fortunately, the
camp was a great success. As a result of the time they spent there, the children were
physically stronger and had increased confidence.

In 1968, the Chicago Parks Department ¥ asked the Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. Foundation
to fund a national Olympic event for intellectually disabled children. Shriver worked with
the Parks Department to hold a special Olympic event at Soldier Field  that summer. The
first Special Olympics was held over two days in Chicago. Nearly 1,000 intellectually
disabled athletes from the United States and Canada attended.

The athletes marched into the stadium just as participants in the traditional Olympics
do. The games showed that athletes with intellectual disabilities could compete in athletic
events. The next year, Shriver formed the nonprofit Special Olympics. Local chapters
sprang up and now are found in over 150 countries. Special Olympics programs are held in
every state of the United States. There are both summer and winter games.

Special Olympics are held at local, state, national, and international levels. In local
chapters, hundreds of volunteers raise money for the events and then supervise them.
Volunteers organize teams, line up athletes, and time events. One important job is that of a
“hugger” who gives a congratulatory hug to each person crossing the finish line.

The Special Olympics has come a long way since its beginnings in the 1960s. Over
fifty years later, thousands of participants have proven themselves as competing athletes in
ways that continue to inspire new generations of young people everywhere.

[Adapted from “The Special Olympics” in High School Reading Comprehension: Informational Text on the
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