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Decision Making 
As a leader you will need to make decisions.  

• Leaders listen to ideas, gather input and make decisions based on information about the project or event. You 
may make a decision alone or with your team, but it is up to you as the leader to facilitate or make a decision in 
order for the group or project to move forward. 

• Effective decision-making comes with time and experience. As you gain more experience and knowledge about 
the area you are leading, you will be able to make decisions faster, even when you don’t have all of the 
necessary information. 

• Sometimes your decisions may not be popular and some people will not agree with your decision. A good leader 
is one who makes the decision that is right or makes sense at the time, not the decision that is easy. 

• Remember to communicate the decision and your reasoning if needed to help people understand the decision. 
They may not agree, but they will appreciate the explanation. 

Relationship Building 
1. Open and confident when you are sharing your ideas. Value what you have to say. When you see your value, it 

helps you add value to the conversation that you are having. Take a little risk when in sharing your idea. 

2. Take an interest in the other person, not only the job you are doing, what are the interested in, what makes 

them laugh, what they enjoy, in same way you enjoy people taking an interest in you. 

3. Ask a lot of questions. These can be about the person, the topic, or even when looking things up. Asking 

questions is good when you are engaging with other people  

4. Be a good listener, maybe you do or do not agree, but being a good listener helps you gain understanding about 

what people are thinking,  

Relationship building is a benefit because in the end good if you have understanding it helps you reach goals and that 

you are all working on together. Bad relationships can distract from the goal you are trying to reach as a leader. Building 

relationships help build trust. 

• Good relationships helps you communicate more effectively, promotes mutual respect with those you work with 

and builds trust. 

• Building healthy relationships maintains a strong and collaborative team that is working towards the same goal. 

Adaptability 
What do you when your plan gets thrown off? 

1. Know what is going well and what is not going well with your plan or project. Communicate with your peers or 

your team. And know where to start looking and what part of your plan that has been thrown off so you can 

decide what you want to adapt and how we want to fix or what your strategy is. 

2. Know the skills of your team. Know what people are good so you can put people in the best places to succeed. 

For example, if they are the good at communication, then let them take on that part of the plan. 

3. Know people work styles; get them in a position where they are comfortable to work. A big part is 

communication and understanding. 

Remember being scared when your plan is not working is a good thing. Take a depth breathe and talk to your mentor. It 

will make you stop and look at the whole situation and decide what to do next. 

Continuous Improvement 
The only way you get better and grow is by trying. 



1. Positive energy uplifts your spirits and helps lead you towards where you want to go. 

2. Be engaged, be a part of what is going on. 

3. Think about the relationships you have and reach out to them, they are still there and more coming as you move 

forward as a leader. 

4. Meaning – everything you do has meaning to someone, you getting better and doing more of it becomes part of 

your meaning. You may not realize what you mean to others as you encourage and support them in the role of 

getting better. 

5. Accomplishments, some are big and some are small. 

Strong and confident leaders realize that changes have the potential to improve a project or event.  

• As well-planned as a project or event can be, things happen that make it run smoothly and not so smoothly. 
• A leader takes note of things, asks for input and feedback to improve the project or event for the next time. 
• Even when things go as planned, there may be a good idea out there that makes it even better. 
• A good leader welcomes new ideas and listens for improvements. 

Goal Oriented 

What are goals? 
Goals are plans you make about something you want for the future. 

How do you pick a goal? 
You can pick a personal goal or a group goal. What do you want to do: today, in a year, in your lifetime? 

• A health goal might be to become a stronger athlete.  

• A personal goal might be to have your own apartment. 

• A work goal might be to have your own cupcake business. 

• A group goal might be to raise money for your team’s trip to state games.  

Goal oriented leaders 
Goal oriented leaders share a dream and a plan to make something happen, together with their team.   

• For example, you are all at ALPS right now to work on advocacy.   

• You are working to learn how to help others understand what it means to be a Special Olympics athlete.  

• Advocacy means you work to win over others to think about something important. 

How can you reach your goal? 
When you are setting a goal, think about the reasons that make it a good goal. 

• Why is it important?  What is good about it?  

• How do we ask each other if we agree that the goal is important and good?  

• Why do you want to be a stronger athlete?  

• Why do you want your own apartment?  

• Why do you want a cupcake business?  

• Why does your team want to go to state games together? 

 

How do you get the Goal done? 
Make sure the goal is a SMART goal. Smart goals are understood by everyone. They aren’t confusing.  

• They answer all the “W” questions.   

• Who, what, when, where, why and how … 

Plan the steps to get to your goal 

• What do you have to do today to start to work on your goal? 

• And what do you do this week?   

• And then what will be the next step? 



Keep track of what is happening 

• Are you making progress?   

• Should we make sure everyone knows that we are making progress?   

• How can we celebrate that we have finished the first steps in getting to our goal?   

• Does anyone need help doing their part of the plan?    

• Are there any reasons we should think about changing the plan to make it better?  

• Maybe we can change to make it easier, or faster? 

Goal oriented leaders make goals with their team 

• They make sure the team agrees on the goal.   

• They make sure the team works together on the goal.   

• They make sure the team knows the steps to get there and the progress that they are making to the goal.   

• They change the goal when it needs to be changed. 

Having a clear goal or purpose in mind helps you clearly communicate the goal, make decisions, and adapt to changes.  

• Keeping focus on the goal helps leaders successfully guide teams. 

• Distractions can be one of the biggest obstacles to meeting a goal. 

• Create an environment that helps you and your team focus. For example, set aside time to concentrate on 

completing a task or set of tasks without distraction. 

Communication 
An essential skill for both leaders and team members is the ability to communicate effectively. Say what needs to be said 

and make sure the person you are saying it to understands it. We can continue to learn effectively and communicate 

better. 

• Having great ideas and strategies are important, but without a team that understands how to carry them out, 
they just stay great ideas. Big difference in the outcomes when you have a good communication. 

• It is a leader’s responsibility to ensure the team both understands the tasks to be done and inspires or motivates 
the team to participate. 

• It is helpful to keep in mind that good leaders don’t just communicate information to their team, they also let 
the team know what the goals and the vision are in order to get their team excited. It is important to motivate 
and inspire people. 

• Effective communication includes listening too. Opening your ears to listen and ask thoughtful questions about 
what your team is saying shows them you value their input. People are most motivated and inspired when they 
are part of the process and brought along on the journey. 

• Communication can take many forms, person to person, email, texting, or social media. Whatever the form you 
are using, it is essential you are clear in your message. 

• Re-read messages to make sure your tone is appropriate and the communication is received the way you mean 
it. 

Notes from the Panel Discussion 

Comments on strengths and weaknesses 

• Tip: a way to build confidence is self-talk; keep at it and work up to it, keep going. 

• Don’t call it weakness, we call it teamwork. Find those who are strong in that area and learn from them, we help 
overcome each other’s weaknesses 

• Try to see the positive in the change first before you see the negative. Try to see the opportunities first before 
the downside of it. 

Most role when working with local programs or coaches 

• Be a liaison and communicate with athletes and speak on behalf of them. Represent my team, work with 
coaches, and share their feedback and input with AIC and the staff. Advocate for people who have difficulty with 
communication. 



• We as the athlete leader see the whole of the athlete because we are out there seeing a lot different abilities. 
We should not just give our athletes a handout because they have ID. We have a better understanding of what is 
going on. We need to be that liaison to represent this is why they are doing it, communication, communication, 
communication. 

Most important role working with the State Office 

• Be involved with fundraisers and sending out thank you cards to donors. 

• Give feedback on what can make the events better. 

• Participate on the committees and help with events. 

• Responsibility of a leader is to train the next generation of leaders and hoping they far exceed what they have 

done as a leader. 

Have you ever felt like a token? What did you do to make sure it never happened again? 
During your time as an athlete, athlete leader, or Special Olympics employee, have you ever felt like a “token” – that 
you were only there because you had an intellectual difference – and that your participation was “only for show” – 
that you were present, but your opinions were being ignored? 

• More to do with the lack of understanding of why we want an athlete to be there. We want them to be more 

than just be part of a conversation. 

• We want athletes that can contribute to something. 

• Less to do with the athletes themselves and more to do with the volunteers and staff. Make sure they 

(volunteers and staff) understand how to get the most of the athlete leaders and what they are doing. And that 

we are providing them with education so they understand each athlete’s strength and where they can to best 

move the organization forward. 

• Tokenism is not your fault! It is the fault of the people who put you in that position. 

• It is the fault of ignorance and lack of understanding. I had to speak up and give a new perspective. I had to 

swallow a lot of fear and tell them what they were doing (treating the athlete as a token). 

• Every athlete is already in some way an athlete leader. You listen to your fellow athletes and help them. The 

more you hone that skill the greater the athlete leader you become. 

• It is important for self-confidence to not feel like a token. When you step on to new committees, it is important 

to have that confidence that you are making a difference. 

• We as athlete leaders need to be careful about putting ourselves in those tokenism spots. Make sure our voices 

are heard and we are advocating on the subject that is being talked about. 

What does Special Olympics look like in 2030 and what role do you see athlete leaders playing in that Special 

Olympics? 

• See us truly athlete led across the board, for example in senior leadership positions in every state program. We 

have the drive, we have the passion, we have the knowledge that can get us there. All we have to do is to fight 

for our rights, stand up for ourselves, and believe we can make this happen together. 

Parting words of wisdom 

• Just be you! 

• It is never wrong to be yourself that is who you are meant to be. 

• Mackenzie: Keep being you, keep shining and being the best leaders you can be. Don’t be afraid to step out of 

your comfort zone. Because if you do step out of your comfort zone you are going to feel so much better on how 

you are leading and represent your state and your fellow athletes. Continue to thrive on what you are doing. 

• Jordan: To paraphrase JFK, ask not what Special Olympics can do for you, but what can you do for Special 

Olympics. 

• Allen: Have fun, do the best you can do and be willing to do whatever you need to do or asked to do. You will be 

surprised what you can do if you are willing to step out do what you are asked or be willing to volunteer to do 

something you see that needs to be done or no one else is doing. 



• Dustin: Don’t be afraid to ask for help. If you need help, ask for help. Go to other athlete leaders for guidance 

and help. There are many athlete leaders out there who are willing to help out and guide you along your journey 

or path. So definitely take advantage of that. 

• Mary Ellen: Let me win, but if I cannot win let me brave in the attempt. I know that it is the athlete oath, but I 

think it applies to everything in life that includes athlete leaders too. 
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• Dustin Plunkett: dplunkett@sosc.org 

• Jordan Schubert: jschubert@specialolympicspa.org 


