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Young Athletes in the Community

Young Athletes in Communities
In youth sport and recreation programs, 
children come together with a “coach” 
for organized play. These programs can 
be found in many communities. Special  
Olympics Young Athletes can provide that 
same inclusive opportunity for children 
with and without intellectual disabilities.

Young Athletes in the community allows 
parents to share in the fun their children 
have while playing with others. They also 
observe their children achieving skills that 
will help them in sports and in life. 

Structure in Communities
When determining how to conduct commu-
nity Young Athletes sessions, the following 
details can serve as a guide for set-up and 
structure:
• Frequency: One time per week; plus two 

times per week at home
• Timing: 45 minute to 1-hour session
• Setting: Indoors or outdoors
• Locations: Community center, sports club, 

university campus, public recreation space, 
library, or other venues

• Coaches: Community volunteer, specialized 
professional, family member or  
university student

• Inclusion: Siblings or local community chil-
dren

• Volunteers: Family members, Special 
Olympics athlete leaders, local-sport club 
members, university students or  
community volunteers

Overview

Space and Safety
• Not too big; not too small. Take time to read 

each activity. Make sure space matches the 
needs of the activity and the number of chil-
dren in the group

• Indoor vs. outdoor. Young Athletes is good 
for both indoor and outdoor activities, 
but be mindful of spacing. Define borders  
for safety

• One space vs. two spaces. Depending on the 
number of children and volunteers, trainers 
can divide a large group into smaller groups, 
sometimes by age or ability and run two 

groups at the same time

Structure
• Establish a routine. Routines provide clear 

expectations, consistency, and comfort for 
many children

• Create different skill stations to accommodate 
children of different ages and abilities

• Add group games and activities into the session 
when children are of similar age or ability

• Encourage different modes of movement to 
transition between activities. This strength-
ens different muscles and encourages  
children to learn a new skill

• Invite siblings, parents or children without  
intellectual disabilities to support children by 
modeling activities

• Use music to signal transition. Songs can be 
used to signal when one activity is finished 
and another is about to begin

• Plan for rest breaks. Provide a space where 
children can rest if they become tired or too 
excited by the activity or environment

Key Points to Consider in 
your Community Activities
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volunteers conduct that week’s Young  
Athletes session.

Potential Topics
Family Forums need to address the ques-
tions and concerns of local family members. 
They should also be sensitive to the cultur-
al and religious needs of the community.  
Below are some suggestions for valuable 
Family Forum topics. Meet with family 
members first and get their input before 
deciding on final topics

• Advocating for your child’s rights and ac-
cess to services

• Your child’s medical and dental care
• Accessing follow-up care- how to identify 

the right professional for your child
• School opportunities- what is available for 

children with intellectual disabilities in the 
community

• Nutrition, healthy eating and cooking 
demonstrations

• General health topics related to the overall 
community

• Learning through play
• Healthy sibling relationships

• Promoting independence at an early age

 
Guest Presenters
When leading family forums, use communi-
ty partners, university professors or indus-
try experts to lead the conversations. For  
example, bring in a pediatrician to talk about 
working with your child’s doctor or have a 
nutritionist speak about healthy eating.

Young Athletes in the Community

It is important for families to participate 
with their children in Young Athletes. It is 
a chance for families to connect with mem-
bers of their community and other families. 
This supports growth, development, and a 
feeling of acceptance. Families can engage 
in a community program in a variety of 
ways, including:

• Weekly newsletters and emails. Connect to 
share the activities and progress with families.

• Session supporters. Invite family members 
to participate in the weekly sessions, sup-
porting their children through various activ-
ities, or encourage families to take the next 
step and become coaches.

• At-home activities. Share the Activity Guide 
with families. Provide suggestions for every-
day items that could be used as equipment. 
This allows families to replicate activities 
with their children at home.

• Family support groups. Provide families 
with a space to talk and connect while their 
children are in Young Athletes. Families can 
be the best support system for one another.

Family Forums
Family forums are designed to get families 
involved in Special Olympics. They offer a 
setting for parents and caregivers to gain 
access to health information, resources 
and support. Consider the following ideas 
when planning a family forum:

Frequency and Timing
Plan a family forum monthly or once ev-
ery three months. Families can gather 
with guest speakers while coaches and 

Family Engagement



Sample Lesson for Individual/Group Activities

Warm-up (5 minutes)
• The warm-up gets children moving and prepared for the upcoming activities. Use a common 

melody and motions that children have done before or are familiar with.

Individual Skill Development (15-20 minutes)
• This section allows students to focus on their individual growth and success. Select a skill and 

activity from the guide and run it as a singular activity. Or, select several activities and set up 
different stations.

Group Games/Activity (15-20 minutes)
• These games and activities are a fun and effective way to practice skills. They reinforce  

classroom lessons, encouraging communication and social interaction.

Cool Down/Closing (5-10 minutes)
• This section helps children to slow down and prepare to leave. With a closing song, review the 

activity or skills learned. Complete the lesson with a good stretch.

Young Athletes Lesson Plan Template

Young Athletes in the Community
Lesson Plans
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The boys are headed to the 2019 
@SpOlympicsMD Summer Games to 
support the Young Athletes Program!! 
#FutureChampions

Going to a YAP event? Snap a 

picture before you head out the 

door and share it on social!



Equipment Needed: cones, rackets, paddles, poly spots, balls

Lesson 6: Striking

Melody and Warm-Up
• Song: “Wheels on the Bus”

• The athletes in our class touch their toes, touch 

their toes, touch their toes. The athletes in our 

class touch their toes, all through the day

• The runner on the team goes run run run, run 

run run run, run run. The runner on the team 

goes run run run, all through the town

Individual Skill Development
Ball Tapping
• Tap a beach ball toward the child. Progress to 

having the child stand sideways with one foot 

on each of the two poly spots (front/back)

• Toss a beach ball to the child and have him/her 

hit the ball with an open hand or fist

• Eyes should be focused on the ball; encourage 

the child to follow through by twisting his/her 

belly forward and clapping the hands out in 

front  

Side Striking
• Now use a racket to hit the ball. Using a side-

ways stance, encourage the child to strike a 

tossed ball with a racket or bat

• Look at the ball, swing the racket

Group Activity
Beginning Tennis/Softball
• Place a large ball on a cone and use poly spots 

to help athletes learn how to stand sideways.

• Hold the paddle/racket with one hand.

• Hit the ball with your paddle/racket.

Kicking
• Stand behind the ball. Have the child kick the 

ball towards you with his/her preferred foot.

• The child’s eyes should be focused on the ball; 

a non-kicking foot should be positioned just be-

hind and to the side of the ball; The kicking leg 

should bend at the knee for a backswing and 

should follow through; The opposite arm swings 

forward as the ball is kicked

Cool Down/Closing
• “Let’s end Young Athletes with a song ‘If You’re 

Happy and You Know It.’ Sing along with me and 

do what I do.”

• If you’re happy and you know it, clap and stomp 

(wiggle your body; fly like a bird: walk around 

with arms outstretched)

• Breathing exercises

Young Athletes in Communities
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Super proud of our #YoungAthletes 

who completed summer session today!
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Activity Guide
Striking
Striking means hitting a ball or object with 
one’s hand or with an object, like a stick, 
bat, paddle or racket. Striking helps develop 
the hand-eye coordination skills needed for 
tennis, golf, softball, volleyball and floorball.

Activities in this section include:
1. Ball Tap 
2. Beginning Floorball or Golf 
3. Handball
4. Beginning Tennis or Softball 
5. Beginning Volleyball

3

2

4

5

Shifting weight is important to correct striking form. If 
children are not shifting their weight, have them rock 

forward and backward and side-to-side while standing 
on floor markers.

Tips for Observation

Large balls are easier to strike than small ones. 
Stationary objects are easier to strike than moving ones.
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Activity Guide
Striking

Ball Tap
Tap a ball in the air toward children and 
have them tap the ball back toward you, 
or toward each other, with an open hand. 
Count the number of taps before the ball 
hits the floor.

Equipment Needed: Slow Motion Ball 
(option: beach ball, balloon)

Beginning Floorball or Golf
Place a ball on the ground. While holding a 
dowel, have children stand sideways facing 
the ball. Encourage children to strike the 
ball with the dowel. Have children hold the 
dowel with thumbs pointing down.

Group Play
Set up two cones to be the goal and have 
the children shoot on goal. Children can also 
practice catching by taking turns as goalie.

Equipment Needed: Slow Motion Ball 
(option: beach ball, small foam ball, tennis 
ball), Dowel (option: junior size floorball 
stick, junior size golf club), Cones

Handball
Place a ball on a cone. Have children hit the 
ball with a fist or open hand.

Equipment Needed: Slow Motion Ball 
(option: beach ball), Cone (option: softball 
tee)

Beginning Tennis or Softball 
Place a large ball on a cone. While holding 
a paddle, have children stand sideways fac-
ing the ball. Encourage children to strike the 
ball with the paddle. For a greater challenge, 
gently toss a ball to children and encourage 
them to strike it with a paddle.

Group Play
Create “bases” for the children to run around 
after they hit the ball, mimicking the sport of 
softball.

Equipment Needed: Ball, Cone (option: 
softball tee), Paddle (option: racket, bat)

Beginning Volleyball
Divide children into two groups, separated 
by a balance beam. Encourage children to 
tap or hit a ball with an open hand from one 
side of the barrier to the other.

Equipment Needed: Balance Beam (op-
tion: rope, low net), Slow Motion Ball (op-
tion: beach ball, balloon)


