
Integration on the Playing Field1 (Shapiro, 1994) 

 

 By drawing 6,000 athletes from 94 countries, the International Special 

Olympic Games in Minneapolis became the biggest sporting event in the world 

in 1991. Around 45,000 spectators at the gala opening ceremony took in the 

pageantry of athletes in brightly coloured warm-up suits basking in the thrill and 

glory of competition; 75 corporate sponsors poured millions of dollars into the 

event.   

 

 It was a far grander event than the first Special Olympics in 1968.  Then, 

doctors had warned the event’s creator, Eunice Kennedy Shriver, that the 

participants’ fragile hearts could not withstand a run of more than 400 yards.  

But in Minneapolis, Savvas Vikelis ran a victory lap with a flag wrapped around 

his sweat-soaked body after he won a gold medal in the 13.1 mile half-

marathon.  In 1968, the experts had warned too, that people with retardation 

could not swim.  “One old shibboleth was that they had misshapen bodies and 

would sink to the bottom of the pool”, recalled Sargent Shriver.  “There must 

have been a dozen lifeguards around the pool at those first games.  We didn’t 

want a child to sink”.  He pronounced the last word in a voice dripping with 

sarcasm.  The lifeguards, he explained, were deployed to assuage the lawyers 

worrying about liability.   

 

 … in Minneapolis, there were signs that the Special Olympics was 

having trouble keeping up with the new militancy of younger parents demanding 

full integration.  There, many parents, like Barbara Gill and her son Amar, 

boycotted the event.  Barbara Gill objects to Special Olympics because it is a 

segregated and special recreation that would place her son in a program with 

only other similarly disabled children.  “We have separated people with 

disabilities into a shadow world”, complained Barbara Gill.  “It’s an imitation 

world and it can never be as rich or meaningful as the real world”.  The Special 

Olympics, she argued, was just one more separate but unequal place in the 

shadows.   

 

… When Shrivers started the Special Olympics, recreational activity for 

disabled people was a rarity.  Then, 75% of children with retardation got less 

than an hour a week of physical education, says University of Minnesota 

professor and recreational therapist Stuart Schleien.  Today, however, parents 

like Gill complain that the existence of segregated events like the Special 

Olympics only removes the pressure for creating truly integrated programs.  

When Gill’s friend Sue Swenson asked her playground staff to help her disabled 

8-year-old son, Charlie, play with his friends, she was told to send him instead 
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to a segregated program, like the Special Olympics.  “It just furthers the pity 

impulse to separate because it’s special”, complained Swenson. 

 

Schleien argues that separation in recreation is especially illogical, since 

physical ability is the one place where people with retardation often match up 

best against all others.  Schleien, for example, has successfully integrated 

adults with retardation into a long-standing Minneapolis bocce league.  

Although for most people the Special Olympics evoke images of cute children 

with Down syndrome struggling to cross a finish line, the competitors also 

include adults, the clumsy, and the athletically gifted.  Mental retardation does 

not necessarily affect physical development, particularly among those with mild 

retardation.   

 

Indeed, Special Olympics have gone on to fame by setting international 

track records, winning boxing titles, and playing in the National Basketball 

Association and National Football League.  One former Special Olympian is 

one of the most widely recognized names in sports today.  He declines, through 

a spokesman, to talk about his participation.  Past and present Special 

Olympics officials will confirm the accomplishments of this athlete and others, 

but they refuse to make the names public, citing reasons of privacy.  That there 

is such a stigma to going public, argued Gill, is just one reason not to have 

separate games.   

 

Jack Hourcade of Boise State University complains that the Special 

Olympics only masks the wide-ranging abilities of people with retardation 

because it is a segregated event, with a “childlike atmosphere” that includes 

“huggers” at the finish line, an appeal to charity, the use of yellow school buses 

to transport athletes, and the presence of clowns at events.   

 

At the Minneapolis games in 1991, Special Olympics organizers worked 

hard to dispel stereotypes.  Press officers pushed the stories of accomplished 

adult athletes, like 23-year-old Andrew Leonard, a 5-foot-tall power lifter who 

could dead lift four times his weight; and Loretta Claiborne, a 36-year-old who 

had run 20 marathons, including the Boston Marathon.  Special Olympics 

officials even handed reporters a guide to proper usage of disability language.  

Despite their efforts, the media tend to cover the games as a feature story, not 

a sporting event.  So it was not the accomplished athletes who drew the 

cameras but the cute kids, like the irresistible Chinese girl who thought the race 

was over halfway through and then, waving her little American flag, joyfully 

jumped into the arms of a hugger.   

 

The future of the Special Olympics may lie in its tentative acceptance of 

integration.  In Minneapolis, a concept called “unified sports” was on display 

internationally for the first time.  About 4% of members of bowling, volleyball, 

basketball, and other teams were not retarded.  Unified sports matches up 

teammates of roughly equal athletic ability.  The idea first emerged in the early 



1980s when a Massachusetts softball team that pioneered the concept says 

the unified teams meet the ideals of integration: disabled athletes get 

opportunities, and friendships develop.  The result was a fairly skilled level of 

play, at least as high as any other softball league anywhere in America.  Piazza 

says he has watched his teammates with retardation “lose their shyness” and 

blossom both socially and athletically.  Before that year, the Soviet Union, 

denying even the existence of retardation in that country, declined to participate 

in the Special Olympics.  But in Minneapolis, the first Soviet team to compete 

was particularly curious about the unified events and announced it would try 

this American innovation of mainstreaming back home.   

 

Some Special Olympics critics, like Schleien, think unified sports is a 

step in the right direction.  Others, like Barbara Gill, remain skeptical.  She 

argues it would be better to guarantee her son a “space in the real world” and 

the chance to join any league along with his friends who are not disabled.  It is 

not enough, she says, for Amar to grow up having to rely on the willingness of 

“some good people to be in the shadow world for a while”. 

 
 


