
 

Active Start Program 

Introduction and Overview to the Active Start Program Leaders Guide 

Welcome to Special Olympics Canada and our Active Start Program. You are about to become involved 

in one of our most important programs. Through Active Start, you will have the opportunity to change the 

lives of young athletes in a positive and exciting way. 

The Active Start Program Leaders Guide was developed so that volunteers responsible for an Active Start 

program have the tools to ensure that the experiences of young athletes are positive and safe. The guide is 

intended to accompany the excellent resources found in the “young athletes activity guide” developed by 

Special Olympics, Inc. It is designed to educate program leaders in the areas of positive movement skills 

and the importance of caregiver involvement in the lives of children with an intellectual disability. 

The guide provides specific information relating to young athletes with an intellectual disability between 

the ages of two and six. It introduces the values of positive movement experiences during childhood 

development, and describes sport-specific activities aimed at improving basic motor skills. The guide also 

introduces the importance of family involvement, which facilitates growth in self-esteem and confidence 

and the ability to interact with peers and in group settings. 

An additional resource is the innovative Special Olympics, Inc. “young athletes activity guide”, which is 

designed to introduce activities with a focus on appropriate play for children with an intellectual 

disability. 

Active Start Rationale 

The Special Olympics Canada Active Start Program is the first of its kind in Canada. The program 

provides specific training and educational opportunities for children with an intellectual disability and 

their families, many of whom do not have any other avenues for structured physical fitness. 

Active Start is built on the rationale that, when children with an intellectual disability receive early 

instruction in basic motor skills and developmentally appropriate play, there is an excellent opportunity 

for improvement in their physical, social, and cognitive abilities. 

Active Start also expects that caregivers will use the educational information to provide similar 

opportunities in the home environment. Active Start equipment kits are available through the local 

Special Olympics Chapter representative. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

History of Special Olympics  

Who We Are 

Special Olympics is an international organization that changes lives by encouraging and empowering 

people with an intellectual disability, promoting acceptance for all, and fostering communities of 

understanding and respect worldwide. 

Founded in 1968 by Eunice Kennedy Shriver, the Special Olympics movement has grown to include 

nearly 3.1 million athletes in 228 programs in 175 countries, providing year-round sport training, athletic 

competition, and other related programs, including Special Olympics Healthy Athletes
TM

. Special 

Olympics provides people with an intellectual disability ongoing opportunities in a variety of Olympic-

type sports so that they may realize their potential, develop physical fitness, demonstrate courage, and 

experience joy and friendship.          

   

Special Olympics in Canada           

In June 1969, the first Special Olympics national competition was held in Toronto, less than one year 

after the movement was born on Chicago’s Soldier Field. The event attracted 1,400 athletes with an 

intellectual disability from towns and cities across Canada competing in athletics, aquatics, and floor 

hockey. 

The event occurred thanks to Harry “Red” Foster. Inspired by what he had observed in Chicago in 1968, 

Foster, a broadcast legend, advertising executive, visionary, and philanthropist, worked tirelessly to bring 

the Special Olympics movement to this country. 

Today, Special Olympics had expanded across Canada and is no longer simply a cycle of national 

competitions. The movement now enriches the lives of more than 32,000 individuals who are registered 

in its 14 Olympic-type winter and summer sport programs, run by local sport clubs. Also enriched are the 

lives of their families, friends, and supporters. 

Sport Canada, a government agency within the Department of Canadian Heritage, recognizes Special 

Olympics as the main provider of these services to people whose primary diagnosis is an intellectual 

disability. Special Olympics is guided by the framework of Long-Term Athlete Development Model, 

developed in association with Sport Canada.          

The Canadian Connection           

In the early 1960s, a group of students at Beverley School, an inner-city school in Toronto, became the 

test group for Dr. Frank Hayden, a sport scientist at the University of Toronto who was studying the 

effects of regular exercise on the fitness levels of children with an intellectual disability. 



Dr. Hayden’s research was nothing short of groundbreaking. It debunked the prevailing mindset of the 

day, one that claimed that it was the disability itself that prevented these children from fully participating 

in play and recreation.  

Through rigorous scientific methodology, Dr. Hayden proved that it was simply the lack of opportunity to 

participate that caused their fitness levels to suffer. Given the opportunity, children with an intellectual 

disability could become physically fit and acquire the necessary skills to participate in sport. He also 

demonstrated the transformative effects of sport on such children. 

Significantly, this research caught the attention of Eunice Kennedy Shriver and has become the 

foundation upon which the Special Olympics movement was built. 
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Motor Skill Development 

The Basics 

 Basic motor/movement skills are the building blocks upon which all movement is based. When children 

are introduced to movement early in life, they develop the basic motor skills needed for future 

participation, not only in sports and games, but in activities necessary for daily activities. During the first 

five years of life, basic motor/movement skill patterns normally emerge as children deal with the 

challenges of locomotion and manipulate the numerous objects encountered in their environment. 

Children exhibit movements that appear to be quite random. As they develop, these movements become 

more orderly and recognizable. It is believed that the sequence of development of motor/ movement skills 

is predictable and approximately the same for all children. However, in general, for a child with an 

intellectual disability, the progress of development is delayed. Most children with an intellectual disability 

lag in motor skill development. They may lack the balance, dexterity, coordination, and motor/ movement 

skills necessary for performing daily activities. 

Early intervention is especially important for children with an intellectual disability because of the 

developmental delay most exhibit. Those who receive instruction at an early age are much more capable 

of participating in more complex movement skills as they grow older. 

The best way to develop basic motor/movement skills is through early intervention, practice, and working 

at the ability level. The more movement experiences to which children are exposed, the better their skills 

become because of the amount of practice time they receive. However, it is important to recognize that it 

is the quantity and quality of activity time that makes the difference. 

The Skills 

Basic motor/ movement skills are divided into three main areas: manipulation skills, transport skills, and 

balancing skills. The guide provides a brief description of each area and 12 activity plans that allow a 

program leader to structure a basic motor/ movement skills program. 

1. Manipulation skills                                                                                                                                               

These skills are associated with the ability to receive, handle, control, or propel an object swith hands or 

feet or with an instrument. Manipulation skills include: 

Rolling     Bouncing    Catching                                         

Underhand Throwing   Overhand Throwing   Striking                   

Kicking 

2. Transport Skills                          

These skills enable an individual to move from one point to another. Transport skills include: 

Running    Jumping    Hopping   

Galloping    Skipping    



 

3. Balancing Skills              

These skills are necessary to maintain and control body position and posture while at rest or in motion. 

They are characterized at static (stationary) or dynamic (moving). 

Special Olympics Manitoba – Pee – Wee Program Guide, 1997  

Developmental Perspectives 

It is important to keep a developmental perspective when working with children and youth in the physical 

activity setting. A number of factors contribute to skill development and the Council of Physical 

Education for Children has developed guidelines for movement programs. To provide the optimal 

learning environment to develop fundamental movement skills within these movement programs, it is 

recommended that six components of motor development be included when planning activities for 

children and youth. 

1. Development is qualitative                            

Movement patterns will increase in mechanical efficiency. As a child acquires skills, the quality of 

performance increases. 

2. Development is individual                            

Each child progresses through the same sequence, but goes at his or her own rate. To have generalized 

expectations of what each should be able to do is unrealistic because each will be at a different stage and 

development is dependent upon experience. 

3. Development is sequential                          

Each child progresses from simple to more complex actions in a somewhat predetermined sequence. For 

example, crawling happens before walking and catching a large ball occurs before catching a smaller one. 

By understanding the sequence of development, coaches can plan progress. 

4. Development is Cumulative                             

Previously-learned skills are the building blocks for skills that develop later. 

5. Development is directional                     

Rather than being static, development is progression towards a goal, or regression due to lack of practice. 

6. Development is multi-factorial                          

The ability to perform a specific skill depends on a number of factors. For example, a child may be able to 

walk when he or she has sufficient understanding, strength, balance, and motivation. Many factors 

contribute to learning a new skill. 

 

 

 

 



 

Goals and Goal Setting 

Goals are long- and short-term statements that provide a basis for what each young athlete in Active Start 

can work towards in a given session or throughout the program year. To set realistic and achievable goals, 

program leaders and caregivers should be knowledgeable about chronological age-appropriate skills, 

medical conditions, and any barriers that may stand in the way of the children meeting their goals. 

Goals are very important within Active Start because they provide young athletes and caregivers with the 

opportunity to work towards a set skill or behaviour that demonstrates clear, tangible evidence of 

improvement. Goals also foster improved self-confidence and self-reliance, encourage the ability to 

attempt new tasks, provide an opportunity to successfully learn new motor skills, and develop the ability 

to interact with others. 

Individual goals vary according to ability and age. However as a general rule, goals should focus on one 

or more of the following: 

 Physical skill acquisition            

 Physical fitness            

 Social skill development            

 Decision making           

 Knowledge, understanding, and appreciation of physical activity 

When setting goals, whether they are weekly or cover the program year, select activities that are 

consistent with interests and ensure a degree of success. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Activity Plans 

Key Characteristics and Objectives         

Each activity plan includes a “key characteristics” table describing the movement skill that is the focus of 

the session. Movements progress from simple to complex and from initial to intermediate to mature stage. 

Most young athletes begin the activity showing the characteristics of the initial stage. The overall goal is 

to move to the mature stage. This will not happen in one session. Skill development is dependent upon 

factors such as strength, coordination, and maturation. As the program leader, it is your job to know the 

key characteristics and use the teaching cues and hints to help the athletes improve each skill and 

eventually move to the next stage within the skill. 

Warm-up             

A warm-up is an important component of an activity plan. When implemented properly, a warm-up can 

prevent many injuries. The warm-up gets the young athletes moving and should be designed to ready 

them for the activities to follow. The warm-up can be fun and accomplished by playing different games. 

However, be sure that the warm-up incorporates the muscles that are going to be used during the session. 

Try to incorporate some form of mild stretching into the warm-up. 

Introduction            

The introduction can be incorporated into the warm-up. However, it can also be implemented separately. 

The introduction mainly introduces athletes to the skill they will be focusing on, describes the skill and 

how to perform it properly, and provides an example of the final goal. 

Individual Skill Development          

Individual skill development aims to develop specific skills that will help athletes participate in a wide 

variety of daily activities and leisure pursuits. The individual skills described in the same activity plans 

are basic motor/movement skills. Most motor/movement skills are learned gradually and must follow a 

natural progression. Therefore, it is important to break each skill into simple steps. This will enable you to 

determine at what level of complexity each athlete can start practicing a skill. Also provided are key 

words and teaching cues that should be reinforced so athletes understand movement vocabulary. 

Specific Skill Games and Activities         

Quality practise and repetition are essential for improving basic motor/movement skills. Specific skill 

games and activities aim to provide different games and activities that improve the motor/movement skill 

practised in the previous session. These games and activities are a fun and effective way to practice 

individual skills. 

Cool-Down             

The cool-down is as important as the warm-up and allows athletes to move from a strenuous activity to a 

milder one, in turn allowing the body’s temperature and muscles to return to normal. Again some form of 

mild stretching should be done.                                                                                                                                               

Special Olympics Manitoba – Pee – Wee Program Guide, 1997 



 

Designing Appropriate Activity Plans 

Introduction 

Twelve activity plans have been developed using Special Olympics, Inc. “young athletes activity guide”. 

Refer to the guide for further activity descriptions and additional activities. Also included is a “Training 

DVD” that acts as an instructional video and demonstrates young athletes performing the activities and 

games within the sessions. 

Remember that any activity can be accommodated to meet the needs of your young athletes and the 

environment. Objectives are listed at the beginning of each session. It is your aim as the program leader to 

provide them with an opportunity to experience these objectives. The activity plans are based on child 

motor skill development; caregivers should be heavily involved in each activity as hands-on volunteers. 

The activity plans can be repeated in a season or you can create your own using the information provided 

in “Designing Appropriate Activity Plans”. However, if you create your own, ensure that you cover all 

the movement skills. The activity plans list a number of activities for each skill; you do not need to 

complete all of them in one session. Pick and choose the activities that will work best for your athletes. 

Key Points to Consider When Developing Activity Plans 

1. Create a child-centered environment to promote learning.                                                          

a. Children and youth perceive and experience the world differently from adults.                                     

b. Activities should stimulate the cognitive (thinking), affective (feeling), and motor aspects.                   

c. Children learn through their environment and through guidance of their leaders. 

2. Optimally challenge each child in the activity 

a. Provide opportunities to make the activity easier or harder based on each child’s needs.    

b. Aim for each child to have 80% success rate in the activity to build confidence and feelings of 

competence. 

3. Provide opportunities for the children to have a sense of control.       

a. Give them choice in equipment and activities. 

4. Make the activities in each session FUN. 

a. A main reason children participate in physical activity is because they enjoy it. 

 

 

 



 

Session 1 

Active Start 

Welcome to the Active Start Program 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Program Introduction – Session I 

In Session 1, program leaders introduce Active Start to young athletes and their caregivers. 

Objectives 

 Explain the purpose and structure of Active Start. 

 Provide an opportunity to experiment with the equipment. 

 Lead small-group games to familiarize athletes with the program’s structure. 

During the caregiver session, it is important to touch on specific topics: 

 Caregiver participation is a Must! 

 Program is just for Children with an Intellectual Disability 

 Structure for Each Session 

 Location and Time of Weekly Session 

 Registration of young athletes and caregivers 

 Equipment 

If two or more caregivers of a young athlete attend Session 1, have one work with their child and have the 

other attend the caregiver session. 

A 45- Minute Activity Plan 

Movement Skills Activity 

 Welcome and Introductions 

Body Awareness Warm-Up: Start by singing “Head and, Shoulders, Knees and Toes”. 

Have the young athletes and caregivers do stretches such as touch your 

toes, touch the ceiling, and wiggle arms, legs, and ankles. 

Instruction and 

Explanation 

Divide Groups: Divide athletes and caregivers into separate groups 

in order to present the program without the athletes being a distraction. 



Awareness/Fitness I Spy with My Little Eye: Place coloured floor markers and 

bean bags all over the floor. Ask an athlete to call out the name of an 

object. Everyone then races to the object by walking, running, or 

crawling. The game progresses as the program leader calls out an item 

and everyone finds it. Alternatively, call out a colour instead of an item. 

Program Introduction – Session I 

Awareness/Fitness Obstacle Course: Set up a series of cones, hoops, and ropes, and the 

play “Follow the Leader”. SIng or chant the activities being done; for 

example, over / under, around / between, on / off, and slow / fast. 

Awareness/Fitness Free Time: This is the opportunity for them to play without structure, 

explore the equipment, and have fun with each other. Provide supervision 

during this session. 

Classroom 

Management 

Collect all Equipment: Involve the athletes by assigning each one 

an item to pick up and put away. 

Closing Sing Song: “If You’re Happy and You Know It”. Do actions such as 

turn around, march on spot, jump up and down, and bounce. End with a 

good stretch. 

Explanation Question Time: Allow a few minutes to address any questions 

caregivers may have. 

Good-Bye Good-Bye and See Everyone Next Session: Have the entire 

group form a circle and then provide caregivers with information about the 

next session. 

 

Items required for Session 1                                                                                                

Entire Active Start Tool Kit 

 

 

 



 

 

Session 6 

Active Start 

Catching and Trapping 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Catching and Trapping – Session 6 

Objectives 

 Introduce catching. 

 Focus eyes on the target. 

 Continue to work on ball rolling and underhand throwing. 

Catching 

Phase Key Characteristics 

Initial  displays poor tracking of the object 

 extends arms in preparation with palms up 

 uses a scooping action with the arms 

 shies away from the object (turns head away) 

 uses the body to catch the ball 

 positions feet together 

Intermediate  positions one foot ahead of the other 

 holds elbows at sides 90-degrees angles 

 points palms inwards with thumbs 

 brings objects back to the chest and traps its 

 often displays poor timing when catching 

Mature  focuses eyes on the object throughout the catch 

 positions the body in the path of the object 

 positions one foot slightly ahead of the other in a balanced stance 

 catches object with hands 

 relaxes arms and absorbs the force of the object 

 

Teaching Cues           

Use soft, flexible objects such as scarves and lightweight, slow-moving beach balls for initial catching. 

Use a tethered ball or a suspended ball to start.         

Progress from large to smaller objects. 

Use brightly-coloured objects that are distinguishable from the background. 

 Cue: Ready; watch the ball; keep your eyes on the ball. 



Have athletes move directly into the path of the ball. 

 Cue: Get behind the ball; make your tummy the target. 

Catching and Trapping – Session 6 

A 45- Minute Activity Plan 

Movement Skill Activity 

 Welcome and Introductions 

Body Awareness Warm-Up: Start by singing “Head and, Shoulders, Knees and Toes”. 

Have athletes and caregivers do stretches such as touch your toes, touch 

the ceiling, and wiggle arms and legs, and move neck and ankles. 

Body Awareness Sport Song: Sing to the tune of “The Wheels on the Bus” using 

motions learned in previous sessions. Encourage them to replicate those 

motions in the song. Try to incorporate the skills involved in ball 

rolling and underhand throwing. 

Rolling and Trapping Rolling and Trapping: Have two athletes face each other with 

legs outstretched in a straddle position. Soles of shoes should touch, 

allowing the legs to form diamond shape. Have them roll the ball to 

each other and catch or stop it with their hands. Progress to kneeling 

and then to standing. 

Catching Goalie Drill: Have an athlete stand in front of 2 cones that form a 

goal. Encourage him to stop the ball with the hands so that the ball 

doesn’t roll between the cones. 

Body Awareness/ 

Fitness 

Tails: Tuck scarves in your pocket. Encourage the athletes to chase 

you to catch the tail. Once they have caught the tail, chase them to get it 

back. 

Catching Scarf Catch: Standing in front of an athlete, drop a scarf down 

from above her head, and encourage her to catch it while keeping her 

eyes on the target. 

Trapping/Catching Big Ball Catch: Stand facing an athlete and slowly bring the ball 

toward her. Repeat several times, moving more quickly each time. Next 

have her grab the ball from you. Say that the ball will be released just 

before it reaches her hands.  Practice this several times before actually 

tossing the ball. 



Trapping/Catching Bean Bag Catch: Stand facing an athlete and repeat the Big Ball 

Catch using a small bean bag. If advanced, encourage him to catch the 

bean bag with one hand. 

Catching and Trapping – Session 6 

Trapping/Catching High Ball Catch: Kneel facing an athlete who is about 3 feet 

away. Gently toss a beach ball or fairly large ball and encourage 

catching the ball with fingers point up. Be sure the toss is done 

from the chest level and with fingers pointing up. Progress by 

moving further away and mixing up high and low tosses.  If a big 

ball is too difficult, have her catch a scarf that moves more slowly 

through the air. 

Running/Walking/ 

Throwing 

Bean Bag Relays: Set up bean bags on one side of the gym in 

hoops. Have the athletes starts at the opposite side of the gym, run 

to pick up a bean bag, and then run it back and throw it underhand 

into a hoop. Have them run together, making sure each has their 

own hoop and bean bag. Repeat with walking or inchworm. 

Awareness/Fitness Free Time: This is an opportunity for them to play without 

structure and have fun with each other. Provide supervision during 

this session.  

Cooperation Collect all Equipment: Involve the athletes by assigning 

each one an item to pick up and put away. 

Closing Sing Song: “If You’re Happy and You Know It”. Do actions 

like turn around, march on spot, jump up and down, and bounce. 

Include movements you worked on in previous sessions. End with a 

good stretch.  

Good-bye Good-Bye and See Everyone Next Session: Have the 

entire group form a circle and then provide caregivers with 

information about next session.  

 

Items Required for Session 6 

 Balls in a variety of sized 

 Cones with bar 

 Scarves 

 Bean Bags 

 Hoops 

 


