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child” might have been used; now it is appropriate to
describe young people who do not have disabilities as
“typically developing youth.”) 

Staff should be found through your Club’s regular
recruitment process. The special education department
in your school district may be able to help identify
appropriate candidates. Networking and
recommendations from people in the disability
community can provide important leads, and
communication with this community also helps get the
word out. 

Communicating Inclusion
With support from the board and by working closely
with Club leadership, your staff needs to spread the
“heart of inclusion” across the community. This
happens by:

• interacting regularly with the school district’s
special education department;

• speaking to local civic groups;
• networking with local leadership groups; and 
• communicating with parents of kids with

disabilities. 

It just takes a few parents and other people in the
community to get the ball rolling. To start the
communication process with your school’s special
education department, initiate a meeting with the
department director. Share your vision and explain
how your Club wants to serve youth with disabilities
and create an inclusive environment that welcomes all
children. Ask how the school could help make this
vision a reality. 

WINGS Takes Flight
We knew it was time to develop a program that would
help youth learn about safety, awareness and tolerance.
Children should have the skills to help one another out
of bad situations and the tools to advocate for young
people in need. Thus, the World Inclusion Naturally
Generating Solutions (WINGS) program was born.
The goal of WINGS is to open Club members’ hearts
and eyes, while teaching them about disabilities and
how it feels to have a disability. 

The first stage of the program involved the Torch Club
and our youth with disabilities. The main objective: to
continue conducting the program, graduating 80-100
young people each year. A secondary objective was to
take the program directly to local schools. A strong
collaboration with the school district ensured that the
message of safety for all children would be emphasized.

Our inclusion director educated Club members on the
basics of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).
Young people learned about the significance of the
legislation and the rights of children with disabilities.
Our hope was that members would carry this
knowledge with them to school, where they have
opportunities to befriend those in need and advocate
for kids with disabilities. 

Staffing the Initiative
Before launching a WINGS program in your Club, it
is vital that the youth development professional in
charge of the program become familiar with the basics
of ADA and the disabilities of the youth you serve. 

It is also crucial to continually update current staff on
new Club members and their individual needs. The
best way is to dedicate a portion of each weekly staff
meeting to inclusion training. Discuss situations that
came up during the past week, and brainstorm about
what worked and what didn’t. New staff must also be
oriented to the program. 

Funding Sources
One avenue for funding is local hospital foundations.
When looking at programs to fund, they will naturally
consider issues directly affecting children’s health. We
obtained funding by demonstrating how, through
focus on inclusion and safety, our program positively
impacts the physical and mental health of youth. 

Local civic and professional groups are other potential
funding sources. They are always looking for
interesting speakers. A presentation on how your Club
affects the lives of youth with disabilities will spark
immediate interest. 

A third strategy that worked well for us was to solicit
support at one of our annual fundraising events.
During a live auction, we offered bidders the
opportunity to support Club programs that serve
youth with disabilities – and raised $8,000 within five
minutes. To honor the winning bidders, we hung a
commemorative plaque in the Club. 

Program Goal
Our goal is to help all Club members understand that
disability does not mean “no ability,” and that a child
with a disability is still a child with needs and desires.
When a door that welcomes children to come and play
opens, all children should be able to participate. The
most important benefit of creating an inclusive
environment is teaching our children to embrace the
diverse community in which we all live.
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Tracy, Calif., is a community comprising
75,000 people. Of the 17,000 children in the
school district, 1,500 are served in special

education. In the Tracy community, after-school
options for youth and families with disabilities are
very limited. 

Inclusion means that children with and without
disabilities have the opportunity to share the same
experiences, programs and facilities. The Boys &
Girls Clubs of Tracy has been transformed into a
place that produces quality programs for all youth,
regardless of physical challenges. 

25CONNECTIONS

news   Excellence in Action Excellence in Action   news

Serving Youth With Disabilities 
As part of Boys & Girls Clubs of America’s ongoing commitment to diversity, the Excellence in Action articles
in this issue of Connections feature best practices by Clubs currently participating in the Serving Youth With
Disabilities Through Education and Outreach initiative. BGCA is grateful to the Mitsubishi Electric America
Foundation for funding this important effort and to The Allstate Foundation for its support of our
Movement’s diversity initiative.

These articles are part of a larger best practices series on inclusion. For additional information, please contact
Marvin Laster, assistant director of health & life skills at BGCA, at mlaster@bgca.org.

Change Begins at the Top
The key is to create an environment that embraces
diversity. This effort begins with the board of
directors and executive leadership. Your board needs
to start by signing a resolution to make diversity a
top priority for your Club. If support doesn’t begin
at the top, you will have limited success – or none 
at all. 

The next step is having professional staff with a heart
for diversity. Your organization needs a champion,
someone committed to giving youth with disabilities
the same access and experiences as typically
developing youth. (In the past, the term “normal
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