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History 

Illinois takes great pride in the history of this amazing global movement, having been the site of the first 
Special Olympics games at Soldier Field and the home to some of the early visionaries in the field. 

The dream of Eunice Kennedy Shriver was to help those with intellectual disabilities live a more normal life 
through sports began with her back yard camp in the early 1960s. That coincided with the pioneering work 
in therapeutic recreation by Dr. William Freeberg at Southern Illinois University in Carbondale. He became a 
consultant to the Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr. Foundation headed by Mrs. Shiver. In that capacity, he trained park 
district personnel from across the country in this new field at his camp at Little Grassy Lake. 

Among those attending Dr. Freeberg’s workshops were representatives from the Chicago Park District 
including young physical education teacher Anne McGlone Burke.  In the next few years, Burke had great 
success working with children with intellectual disabilities at West Pullman Park.  In order to call attention 
to Chicago’s program, Anne Burke organized an event modeled after the Olympics Games supported by the 
city of Chicago, the Chicago Park District and the Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr. Foundation. 

On July 20, 1968, the first Special Olympics competition was held at Soldier Field, Chicago. One thousand 
athletes from the United States and Canada participated in athletics (track & field) and aquatics events. 
Mayor Richard J. Daley, the Chicago Park District and Eunice Kennedy Shriver, representing the Joseph P. 
Kennedy Jr. Foundation, welcomed athletes to Chicago. 

On that day, Eunice Kennedy Shriver announced the formation of a national Special Olympics. Within a year, 
programs were started across the United States. The programs in Chicago and the rest of Illinois continued 
to grow. 

Today, there are Special Olympics programs in more than 170 countries. Illinois grew from one area 
program in 1968 to the 18 Area programs of today, offering year-round training and competition in 19 
sports. In 1977, the state headquarters for Special Olympics Illinois moved from the Chicago Park District to 
the campus of Illinois State University in Normal. In 1989, a new headquarters building opened at 605 E. 
Willow St. in Normal. 

More than 21,300 athletes with intellectual disabilities and nearly 13,000 Young Athletes ages 2-7 with and 
without intellectual disabilities annually from communities throughout the state now train and compete 
throughout Illinois, demonstrating courage, experiencing joy and participating in a sharing of gifts, skills 
and friendship with their families, other athletes and the community. 
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