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Healthy Communities Goals The Need for Healthy Athletes

People with intellectual differences die 16 

years prematurely because of undiagnosed 

and untreated conditions.

-University of Bristol and UK Department of 
Health, 2013

People with intellectual disabilities (ID), are excluded from existing health care system and have inadequate 

opportunities to be healthy due to limited training of, and inadequate reimbursement for, providers. Their “cascade 

of disparities” include a higher prevalence of adverse health conditions, less access to health promotion 

programs, inadequate attention to care needs, and inadequate access to quality health care services.

People with intellectual disabilities are one of the largest and 
most medically underserved populations. Because of a range of 
systemic challenges, including inadequate provider training and 
inaccessible facilities, they have less access to quality health care 
and health promotion programs. As a result, people with 
intellectual disabilities experience dramatically higher rates of 
preventable disease, chronic pain and suffering, and premature 
death.
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What is Healthy Athletes?

In 1997, Special Olympics Healthy Athletes® began offering free health screenings and education to Special 
Olympics athletes in a welcoming, fun environment. Since then, we have delivered over 2 million free health 
screenings and trained more than 260,000 health professionals and students to treat people with 
intellectual disabilities. Healthcare providers take these skills back to their practices and provide higher 
quality health care to people with ID – not just Special Olympics athletes – in their communities.

Each screening consists of multiple stations that are a combination of education and medical assessment. 
A volunteer medical professional who is trained by SOI to be a Clinical Director oversees the screening and 
the volunteer healthcare providers and students. Athletes work through exercises, answer health and 
lifestyle questions, identify their health needs and learn how to address them as they work through the 
stations. Data is collected and when necessary, athletes are referred for follow-up care in their home 
communities. Athletes also receive a giveaway as part of each screening.

The Healthy Athletes program has made Special Olympics the largest healthcare provide for people with ID 
in the world. We offer health screenings in eight areas: Fit Feet (podiatry), FUNfitness (physical 
therapy), Health Promotion (better health and well-being), Healthy Hearing (audiology), MedFest (sports 
physical exam), Special Olympics-Lions Clubs International Opening Eyes (vision), Special Smiles 
(dentistry), Strong Minds (emotional well-being).
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Fit Feet helps Special Olympics athletes step lively on the playing field, and in everyday life. Many athletes 
suffer from foot and ankle pain, or deformities that impair their performance. In fact, up to 50 percent of 
Special Olympics athletes experience one or more preventable or treatable foot conditions that can affect their 
sports participation. Often, these individuals are not fitted with the best shoes and socks for their particular 
sport. To alleviate these problems, volunteer podiatrists work with athletes to evaluate problems of the feet, 
ankles and lower extremity biomechanics.

Screening Process
The screening takes approximately 25 - 30 minutes. During the screening, health care clinicians provide the 
athletes with:
• Dermatologic evaluation for skin and toenail problems (athlete's foot, ingrown toenails, fungus, warts, etc.)
• Neurologic evaluation for strength and balance
• Measurement of appropriate shoe size, and appropriate shoe and sock type
• Musculoskeletal evaluation for strength, balance, range of motion, deformities (i.e. hammertoes, bunions, 

etc.)
• Biomechanical evaluation for flat feet, high arches
• Gait evaluation (watching how the athlete walks)

Fit Feet Clinical Directors
• Podiatrists, Chiropodists and other foot care professionals
• 3 trained in the GTA
• Giveaways: Insoles, foot powder

Fit Feet - Podiatry



Strong Minds is an interactive learning activity focused on developing adaptive coping skills. Athletes learn about 
and try a few different active coping strategies as they move through the stations. Before exiting, athletes 
identify the strategies they like best and volunteers provide them with visual reminders to use these tools in 
competition and in daily life.

Screening Stations
• Thinking positive thoughts activity
• Strong Stretching (yoga)
• Strong Breathing
• Stress Management 

The screenings take about 10 - 30 minutes to complete and are performed between the athletes competing.  
Athletes pass through the various stations and at the conclusion of the screenings the athlete is given a pinwheel 
and stress ball to continue practicing stress management in their daily lives. 

Strong Minds Clinical Directors
• Clinical Psychologists, Licensed Social Workers, Licensed Counselors and other Mental Health Professionals
• 3 trained Clinical Directors in the GTA

Strong Minds – Emotional Well-Being



Health Promotion uses interactive educational tools and displays, motivational literature and demonstrations to raise the 
awareness of Special Olympics athletes about the need to improve and maintain an enhanced level of wellness and self-care. 
Additionally, Health Promotion interviews athletes to assess their health habits, and conducts health screenings in three key areas: 
BMI– body mass index based on height and weight, BP – blood pressure, and BMD – bone mineral density. Health Promotion is by 
design fun, interactive, positive and engaging. In this environment, we help athletes learn how small changes in their behavior can 
help them improve and maintain good health and sports performance.

Screening Stations
Health Promotion screenings take approximately 15 - 30 minutes and focus on the following:
• Nutrition/Hydration
• Bone Health
• Sun Safety
• Tobacco Avoidance & Cessation

Health Promotion Clinical Directors
• Registered Dietitians, Health Education Specialists, Registered Nurses, Doctors,

Nurse Practitioners, Doctors of Osteopathic Medicine, Physician’s Assistants.
• 6 Trained Clinical Directors – South Western Ontario, South Central Ontario & GTA
• Giveaways: healthy snacks, lip balm, sunscreen, hand sanitizer, soap

Health Promotion



FUNfitness FUNfitness provides athletes the opportunity to be screened for flexibility of hamstring, calf, 
shoulder rotator and hip flexor muscles; functional strength of the abdominal and lower extremity muscles; and 
balance. During these screenings physical therapists, physical therapist assistants, and physical therapist or 
physical therapist assistant students work with athletes and coaches to improve optimal function in sports 
training and competition, prevention of or reduced risk for injury and recommending exercises and other 
helpful strategies

Screening Stations
• flexibility of the hamstring, calf, shoulder rotator, and hip flexor muscles;
• functional strength of the abdominal and upper and lower extremity muscles; balance (single leg stance and 

functional reach)
• aerobic fitness (Step test or Wheel test)

FUNfitness Clinical Directors
• Physical Therapists and Physiotherapist Assistants
• 10 Trained Clinical Directors – South Central Ontario, GTA, South Western Ontario
• Giveaway: Theraband (exercise band)

FUNfitness - Physiotherapy



Special Smiles provides comprehensive oral health care information, including offering free dental screenings 
and instructions on correct brushing and flossing techniques to participating Special Olympics athletes. The 
program is designed to help athletes improve their health and fitness and their ability to train and compete in 
Special Olympics as well as life.

Screening Stations
• Oral exam where athletes are checked for tooth decay, and oral tissue health issues
• Hygiene stations where athletes are instructed on how to brush properly with the help of puppets and other 

props

• Fluoride Varnish
• Mouth guard fitting for athletes to use for competitions

Special Smiles Clinical Directors
• Dentists and Dental Hygienists
• 5 Special Smiles Clinical Directors (North Western Ontario and GTA)
• Giveaways: Toothpaste, toothbrush, mouthguard

Special Smiles - Dentistry



The Special Olympics-Lions Clubs International Opening Eyes program is a vision and eye health screening in 
partnership with the Lions Clubs International Foundation. Led by volunteer vision care professionals, Opening 
Eyes is able to offer prescription eyewear, sunglasses, and sports goggles to Special Olympics athletes. The 
screening process takes approximately 30 - 45 minutes. Offered at our Special Olympics Summer Games, 
athletes pass through various testing stations and educated on proper vision care.

Screening Stations
• Vision check (far and near)
• Color vision
• Stereo (3D) vision
• Eye alignment and muscle movement
• Eye pressure
• Front of the eye and inside the eye evaluation

Opening Eyes Clinical Directors
• Optometrists, Ophthalmologists, Opticians
• 3 Opening Eyes Clinical Directors in the GTA

Opening Eyes – Eye Exams



People with intellectual disabilities who wish to participate in Special Olympics first need to receive a participation physical exam 
and clearance from their primary care physician. It is only after the athlete successfully completes the physical examination can 
they officially enter into Special Olympics sports programming, helping to assure the safe participation of every athlete.  The 
program has since become one of the most effective tools for global growth for Special Olympics.  

Screening Stations
• registration and assessments of medical history
• height and weight
• blood pressure
• cardiovascular
• abdominal
• musculoskeletal evaluation
• check-out/referral for follow-up care

MedFest Clinical Directors
• Physicians, Physician’s Assistants, Nurse Practitioners
• 1 Clinical Director in the GTA

MedFest – Sports Physical Exams



The Healthy Hearing discipline provides hearing examinations and follow-up recommendations to Special Olympics athletes.  The 
objective of the screenings is to inform the athletes, their parents, their coaches or caregivers about the detection of possible ear 
and hearing problems and to recommend follow-up as needed.  Through the screening process athletes are educated about the 
importance of regular ear and hearing screening. 

Screening Stations
• Examination of ear canal for the presence of earwax
• Measurement of sounds in the inner ear
• Middle ear screening
• Pure tone screening
• Noise protection education

The screenings take about 10 - 30 minutes to complete and are performed between the athletes competing.  Athletes pass 
through the various stations and at the conclusion of the screenings the athlete is given a report on results of the test and
recommendations for follow up should any be needed. 

Healthy Hearing Clinical Directors
• Audiologists and Ear Nose and Throat Specialists
• 0 currently trained

Healthy Heating - Audiology





Benefits of Healthy Athletes

• Identifies the unmet health needs of people with ID (for some athletes it is the only 

health exam they have receive)

• Increases access to health education, changes behaviors related to health and promotes 

the adoption of a healthier lifestyle

• Provides a training forum for healthcare providers and students in the medical field on 

how to interact with and treat people with an ID

• Creates an opportunity for data collection which informs research and is a catalyst for 

change – information is shared with universities, medical institutions and governing 

bodies

• Athletes receive giveaways that can assist them with continuing a healthy lifestyle when 

they return home

• When athletes are flagged as needing follow-up care we provide them with this 

information as well as a list of clinicians in their area that can provide help



Measuring Need & 
Impact:



Measuring Impact



Hosting a Screening in your Community

Requirements
• A local tournament or event with at least 80 athletes present
• A list of the athletes and teams attending the event
• 2-4 rooms/spaces in close proximity to the playing field or gym
• Access to tables and chairs (we can also organize this if it is not possible)
• Willingness from tournament organizers to schedule athletes to attend screenings 

during their breaks
• Pre-event distribution of the Healthy Athlete Consent Form and information regarding 

the screenings

Next Steps
• Identify local tournaments and events where Healthy Athletes screenings can be 

organized 
• Identify key community members who will aid in the organization and scheduling 

of Healthy Athletes screenings 
• Ensure that non-participating athletes are made aware of Health Athletes events 

and are able to attend 
• Ensure non-SOO athletes with an Intellectual Disability are made aware of Healthy 

Athletes events and are able to attend 
• Streamline the Consent process required for participants to attend Healthy 

Athletes events



Fitness Programs

FIT5
Fitness cards and videos are separated into endurance, strength, and flexibility exercises to help athletes, coaches, and 
supporters improve their performance and lead a healthy life. These cards and videos have simple instructions and follow a 
leveled approach to make exercise possible for all abilities. FIT 5 is a stand alone fitness, nutrition and hydration resource or a 
system that can be incorporated into a sport program’s daily routines, practices or warmups. Coaches can also utilize an 
athlete on the team to help present the topics.

Health in Action
Health in Action aims to improve the activity levels of all participants by allowing them to track their physical activity and 
nutrition in a fun an novel way through daily, weekly and monthly logs. Facilitators can manage these trackers and create a 
fun competition amongst students and athletes using this online tool. All participants receive a free pedometer to help with 
tracking.

Fit Families/Fit Teams
Fit Families/Fit Teams is a 6-week fitness program designed to encourage people with intellectual disabilities and their 
families to focus on a heathier lifestyle. Each week, a challenge coordinator logs each participants’ steps and nutrition as well 
as keeps a journal of the activities for the team. The program includes a pre and post test BMI and Blood Pressure test, step 
tracker, weekly nutrition log and a weekly journal entry.

SOfit
An 8-week Unified program developed by Special Olympics Minnesota that gets participants active while teaching them 
about holistic wellness. Teams meet once a week to learn about health and wellness topics and participate in physical activity. 
The educational topics are based on four identified pillars of wellness: Social, Emotional, Physical and Nutritional.



Fitness and Nutrition Resources

GoodLife Fitness Membership  - Discounted corporate GoodLife fitness memberships are available for all Special 
Olympics Ontario registered athletes & up to 3 family members.

Sobey’s Better Food Nutrition Sessions - Better Food Nutrition Sessions are hands-on, fun and interactive 
Sessions held at SOO practices or events where ideas, information and tips on how to incorporate better food are 
shared with athletes. Sessions also go over how to quickly and easily prepare healthy meals and snacks.

Special Olympics Sport Sciences: Nutrition Guide for Coaches - A guide intended to provide Special Olympics 
Coaches with basic information on a healthy diet and sports including an overview of the importance of nutrition, 
how to build a healthy diet based on different food groups, quick healthy snacks to consume throughout the day, 
and more.

Preparing to Compete Workbook - a 7 day workbook that covers nutrition, exercise, hydration and mental 
preparedness before a competition

Strive - a ten station assessment tool created to provide a standard method to measure an athlete’s level of 
fitness

Building a Healthy Meal: The Eat Well Plate - The online Eat Well Plate helps you follow Eating Well with 
Canada's Food Guide when planning and serving meals. The Plate shows food group proportions and encourages 
you to make half your plate vegetables and fruit.



Best Life Rewarded 



Best Life Rewarded 



Question for you…

• Are these useful resources? Which ones are most/least useful?

• How would you like these resources presented/disseminated ?

• What fitness/health programs and opportunities are you currently 
offering? How are you tracking them?

• What other programs would you like to see SOO develop around Health, 
Fitness and Nutrition?
• Would a “Fit Club” model work in your Community?
• Would implementing a “Team Trainer” into your programs work?



Healthy Communities
A Special Olympics Initiative



Addressing prevailing gaps

While HA offers numerous benefits for our 

athletes,

• HA is limited in reach

• HA cannot replace a comprehensive 

health examination

• HA does not remove barriers to 

community health services



A multi-level approach
Levels of influence on 
population health

Policy/Enabling 
Environment

Community/
organizational 

Interpersonal

Individual

We need a multi-
level approach to 

address the 
systemic barriers 
that create health 

inequities for 
people with 
intellectual 
disabilities



Healthy Communities Goals

1.Improve the health status of 
people with intellectual disabilities

2.Increase access to quality health 
care and health resources for people 
with intellectual disabilities





Healthy Communities Activities

1. Raise awareness about health inequities

2. Develop Continuing Education/Professional 

Development courses for health care providers

3. Support research on the health and wellbeing of 

people with ID

4. Develop an online platform to connect people 

with ID with health care providers in their 

communities



Healthy Communities Activities

1. Raise awareness about health inequities

People with an ID experience health inequities. This 

means that they tend to have poorer health than people 

without an ID because of PREVENTABLE reasons.

We want to help health care providers understand their 

role in reducing health inequities for people with ID.



Healthy Communities Activities

2. Develop Continuing Education/Professional 
Development courses for health care providers

Health care providers often report not feeling confident 

or having the skills to care for a person with ID.

We want to support current and future health 

care providers in gaining the knowledge and skills they 
need to provide better quality care to people with ID.



Healthy Communities Activities

3. Support research on the health and wellbeing of 

people with ID

We need research to

• Understand the health needs of our athletes
• Determine what programs/resources are effective
• Help SOO make more informed decisions

We want to build a body of knowledge on the health of our athletes to 
better understand the wellness needs of our athlete population and to 
inform decision-making.



Healthy Communities Activities

4. Develop an online platform to connect people with 

ID to health care providers in their communities



Thank you!

www.surveymonkey.com/r/STCQW7S
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