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“Things that

make you go

hmmm...”



Performing Arts are the
easiest place for every
student to belong.

Communication exists in many forms

Inclusive opportunities strengthen
school communities

Success can look different for every
participant



Students don’t just learn how to perform.  
They learn they have something worth
sharing.

The Power of Performing Arts

Voice 
Confidence
Collaboration
Connection



From ‘Can they participate?’
to ‘How can they participate?’

Will this work? How can we adapt?

Are they ready?
How can everyone

contribute?

Can they keep up? What supports are needed?

Traditional Mindset Inclusive Mindset



The goal isn’t to create separate
experiences.  The goal is shared experiences
with meaningful roles for everyone. 

Nebraska’s Unified Approach

Unified Speech

Unified Journalism

Representation on NSAA SAC



Students with and without
intellectual disabilities
compete together

Focus on communication,
connection, teamwork

Unified Speech:
Communication without Limits

Unified Journalism: 
Everyone Has a Story to Tell

Partnerships are
intentional and
collaborative

Students develop
confidence, advocasy,
and leadership skills

Students work together to
capture moments

Students work together to
conduct interviews

Students work together to tell
stories

Students work together to
collaborate as a team



Eden’s Journey



It’s bigger than competition.

For Unified Students: 
Confidence
Belonging
Leadership
New Opportunities

For Unified Partners: For Schools: 

The hidden benefits The hidden benefits The hidden benefits

Empathy
Advocacy
Perspective
Lifelong leadership skills

Stronger culture
Greater connection
More student involvement



What We Have Learned
Start Small

Listen to Students

Overcommunicate Expectations

Celebrate Stories

Progress beats perfection

Relationships before Programs



Complex registration systems
Rigid definitions of participation
Lack of training
Fear of doing it wrong
Assuming inclusion requires huge
budgets

Students are often ready before adults are.

Barriers Are Often Adult-Created



What barriers exist within our own systems?

Barriers

Structural

Cultural

Communication

School-Based

Eligibility policies
Transportation limitations
Participation fees
Scheduling conflicts

Low expectations
Fear of failure
Gatekeeping

Complex registration process
Information not reaching
families
Lack of translation services

Auditions
Tryouts
Leadership elections

Travel opportunities
Social events
Team traditions

Informal student groups
Competitive selection process



Partner with Special Olympics
organizations
Pilot one Unified activities event
Create student leadership
opportunities
Tell participant stories publicly
Measure belonging, not just
participation numbers.

Steal These Ideas



One school
cultures changes

One inclusive
opportunity

One friendship
forms

One student
participates

The Ripple Effect

= One state grows stronger



Belonging changes lives. 

Every student deserves a
place to be seen, heard, and
celebrated. All means all. 

Participation creates belonging.

Access creates participation.



Identifying your Team Identify the Goal Supporting Schools

Identify key stakeholders
 Schedule an in-person
meeting with time to
delve into the project
Prepare all stakeholders
prior to meeting

State Championships or
culmination event

Be specific with
recognition

Unified Student recognitions
Media Features

Clearly define the goal -
“Expanding Unified
opportunities in
activities”
Allow your stakeholders
opportunities for input
Avoid “Scope Creep”
Center positive school
climate
Inclusion, access, and
opportunity

Let’s Get Into the Work 
State Association Plan



Creating Sustainable Unified Programs
If diverse needs students’ first experience of social belonging is

in 9  grade, are we already too late? th



SYSTEMS ARE CREATED TO
GIVE US WHAT WE WANT

What activities in your state are most
ready for an inclusion model?

What would a pilot program
look like in your state within
the next 12 months?

What are your systems giving you?



What does meaningful participation look like?

Inclusive Activities Participation

Participation has to be represented on the following
levels: 

Participants have
authentic roles

Contribution

Presence Participation

Leadership

Experience belonging
Building relationships
with teammates

Students have
opportunities to influence
outcomes 

Students have
opportunities to lead

How many of our current opportunities stop at
participation rather than belonging?



Recognition Matters

How Do We Celebrate Inclusion? 

Students notice what schools celebrate.

School Level

State Level 

National Level

Varsity Letters
Leadership Positions
Banquets
Team Awards

State Championships
Inclusion Awards
Unified Student recognitions
Media Features

NFHS Recognition
Programs
National Inclusion Awards
Student Leadership
Opportunities

Scan the code to
read this story.

Building Community
Through Unified Esports

HST  - April 2026 Edition



Special Olympics
Best Buddies International
Adaptive Sports Association

Disability Inclusion

Rural education cooperatives
Regional service agencies
State departments of education

Geographic Inclusion 

Boys & Girls Clubs of America
Communities in Schools

Economic Inclusion

The Trevor Project
GLSEN

LGBTQ+ Inclusion

State Associations

Building
Partnerships that
Matter

Who should your state association
partner with?

Racial Inclusion Religious Inclusion

Interfaith youth organizations
Community cultural centers

National Urban League
United Negro College Fund



Create Opportunities

The Role of State Associations

Sanction activities
Host events
Provide visibility

State Association Responsibilities 

Remove Barriers

Coach training
Advisor training
Inclusion workshops

Educate Leaders Celebrate Success

Schools often need permission and support more than they need persuasion.

 Identify participation barriers
Create adaptive competition
structures
Provide transportation support
grants

Student Spotlight
programs
Awards
Hall of Fame
Recognition



ARE THERE ANY
QUESTIONS?
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