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“Come run with me. Now!” yelled Laura, as she grabbed my hand a lot harder 

than I would have assumed she could. We started running around the basketball court 

with all of the other athletes and volunteers. St. Camilius gymnasium is about the same 

size as a football field and has 2 basketball courts, a food stand, and a stage. St. Camilius 

is in Rockaway Park NY; it is also one of the many gymnasiums where Special Olympics 

are held.  

“Regina’s 25-year-old son, Paul, has been 

involved since the program began 12 years ago 

in the gymnasium at St. Camillus. They meet 

every Monday night September through June  

from 6:30-8 PM”  
 

Special Olympics is a not-for-profit organization that provides athletes with 

cognitive disabilities, such as Down Syndrome and Epilepsy, a place to train and 

participate in sport events. Special Olympics was assembled in New York in 1969. New 

York has the largest organization in the U.S. There are approximately 48,000 athletes and 

approximately 25,000 volunteers. Mostly all of Special Olympics money is made through 

generous donations and corporations.  



While volunteering at St. Camilius, I got to see first hand how people with 

disabilities behave in everyday activities. By living in Rockaway, the name alone, Joe 

Featherstone, was a familiar one. Joe Featherstone is a “Registered Coach” for Special 

Olympics. He has been working with the organization for about 16 years now. 

I asked Joe to tell me about more about Special Olympics that I did not already 

know. He told me that the organization is “A program designed to offer recreational and 

athletic opportunities for people of all ages that have cognitive disabilities” Joe is 

certified in sports coaching under the Special Olympics. To become a certified Special 

Olympic Coach you must:  

“Attend a Special Olympics General Orientation, 

Participate in an approved course, In most cases, 

complete a minimum of 10 hours in teaching and 

coaching Special Olympics athletes, Complete the 

Special Olympics Application for Sports Training 

Certification and submit it to the local Special 

Olympics Program.” 
 

Prior to being a coach for Special Olympics Joe worked at Cardozo High School 

in Queens, New York coaching the girls track team. “I got a call one day from the 

organization and was asked to coach a track team of disabled people” Joe agreed and his 

involvement with Special Olympics was now his life. 

About 3 years later Joe and a few other Rockaway locals gathered “all the paper 

work they needed, put it together” and received an approval to create a Special Olympics 

in Rockaway at St. Camilius.  



Joe informed me that “the first week, 13 years ago, 3 athletes came to play 

basketball, now there are approximately 52 athletes registered, and about 35-45 that come 

every week to play anything from bowling to ice hockey.”    

“The time you enjoy wasting is not wasted time.” 

–Bertrand Russell.   

Being a volunteer all you needed to give up was time. You do not need to go and 

get certified to become one. “Have a good understanding attitude” is what Joe told me to 

have if I wanted to do this seriously. Also helping and improving the “social” skills of the 

athletes was very important as well.  

Special Olympics holds competitions and events all the time for everyone 

involved in the organization. In the month of October alone, there are 8 events through 

out New York State. Like the original Olympics, Special Olympics have rewards for the 

winners, on the contrary, unlike the original Olympics, Special Olympics have rewards 

for those who did not place in first, second, or third. First, Second, and third all get to 

stand on a platform and receive metals and flowers, all the other participants get a ribbon. 

“No matter how good or bad they do, they do good,” Joe explained to me.  

Special Olympics is an extraordinarily successful organization and graciously 

funded, mostly through private donations. Donations are a majority of the income for 

Special Olympics, but there are also lots of fundraiser’s, corporations and foundations, 

and “beautifully, kind-hearted people” that give money to the organization as well.  

Besides opening up a Special Olympics in Rockaway, Joe has invested an 

exponential amount of time into the organization and the athletes. Joe has been running 

St. Camilius for 13 years now and has been involved with Special Olympics for 16. 



“Mostly all certified coaches spend September to June working with the organization. 

Between spending time at all the events, St. Camilius once a week, skiing trips, other 

trips, and way to much paperwork, there is not that much time to be doing anything else, 

and plus this makes me happy.” 

“Happiness comes when your work and words 
are of benefit to yourself and others.”  -Buddha 

 

Working with people who have cognitive disabilities is truly a blessing. You learn 

so much from all of the athletes and their families. They are all unique and amazing in 

their own separate way. Joe has been doing this for more then a decade and a half. When 

I asked him if he believed his life has changed from working Special Olympics his 

answer was straight from the heart. “Absolutely, all of the kids are terribly happy all the 

time and they never forget all of the good things that they can do, and all the good things 

that you can do for them. Life is all about being happy and thankful for everything that 

comes your way. Special Olympics came my way and now I couldn’t see my life without 

the kids.” 
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