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Brentwood, Oakley Schools Start Unified Basketball League With Special Olympics 
Students with and without intellectuals disabilities compete on same team in new school league 

 
OAKLEY, Calif. – Special and general education students at three local high schools are teaming up for a new brand of basketball – 
Unified Sports league in conjunction with Special Olympics Northern California Schools Partnership Program. Heritage, Freedom and 
Liberty high schools have all assembled unified teams comprised of students receiving special education services and their 
non-disabled peers. The league gets underway Monday and will continue for three weeks. 
 
Unified Sports – a component of the SONC Schools Partnership Program – sees students with and without disabilities play on the 
same sports team. People of similar age and sporting ability are grouped into teams, making practices and games more challenging 
and exciting for all.  
 
Freedom High School Athletic Director Steve Amaro is the catalyst for the creation of the Unified Sports league in Brentwood and 
Oakley. Amaro connected with Special Olympics Northern California [SONC] at a national athletic directors conference. With support 
from SONC’s Schools Partnership Program, Amaro approached his counterparts at Heritage and Liberty high schools and collectively 
created a Unified basketball league. 
 
“Steve, his staff and students have taken the ball and run with it,” SONC Vice President for School and Youth Services Cathy 
Domanski-DeVries said. “Steve had a concept and Special Olympics Unified Sports was the perfect program to help make it happen. 
Over the last three months, Steve and everyone involved have gotten buy-in from students, administrators and teachers. It’s really 
fantastic to see.” 
 
“I wanted to get involved to help my kids make more friends on campus and get the chance to play a sport after school,” said Jill 
Pasker, a life skills teacher at Freedom High School. “I want general education students to be more aware of kids with disabilities. I 
want students to know that kids with disabilities are just like them and they want to be accepted and included.” 
 
Unified Sports promotes meaningful social inclusion, builds friendships and understanding between the two groups who might not have 
much positive interaction. With the common ground of sports, preconceptions and false ideas are swept away and replaced with mutual 
respect.  
 
For the past two weeks, teams have been practicing together to prepare for their league games. The students with disabilities will don 
their school colors and experience varsity sports in the same manner that the general education students do. 
 
“Jill Pasker, Steve Amaro and myself have been thrilled with the warm reception this program has received so far,” Liberty teacher and 
coach Shannon Yancey said. “The varsity basketball players are psyched to practice and compete and are forming genuine 
relationships with our life skills students.” 
 
About Special Olympics Northern California’s Schools Partnership Program 
The Special Olympics Northern California Schools Partnership Program is a unique education program active in 200 K-12 public 
schools in San Francisco, Alameda, Contra Costa, San Mateo and Fresno counties. More than 6,400 students in special education 
train and compete in three sports during the school day with the support of 19,000 general education students. Whole-school 
involvement – a program also known as Project UNIFY – promotes unity and respect through unified sports and student-organized 
activities. By offering a common ground for students of all abilities, sports allows both special and general education students to have 
positive social interactions with each other, improving their schools and communities in the process. This is first time many of the 
special education students have played sports, and the support of their schoolmates and families builds confidence and self-esteem 
that carry into the classroom and adulthood. Special Olympics Northern California provides financial support to a school district or 
county to offset the program’s cost so that student-athletes may participate at no cost to the school or their families. Find out more 
about how Special Olympics is educating and preparing for life through sports at www.SchoolsPartnershipProgram.org or see the 
program in action on our blog at www.OurUnifiedSchools.com.  
 


