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‘A new kind
of bond’
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Special education students and 
peer mentors connect in Blue Valley.
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BRIAN DAVIDSON Special to the Star

Teacher Dennis Hammer dances with Beatric Stoerman of Olathe South during the annual Halloween party at Blue Valley North High School. But at
all Blue Valley schools, students in mainstream classes have the opportunity to help out their peers in special education.
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special ed student a few
years ago.

“It’s evolved. The teen-
agers are doing more and
more,” Walline said. It
was the students who
planned and executed the
whole homecoming out-
ing.

When the teachers de-
cided to add a social com-
ponent to the program,
they were thinking of a
lunchtime meet-up for
their students and the
tutors — nothing fancy,
but a chance to step out-
side academia.

“I think it forms a new
kind of bond, where
they’re in the hallway
interacting. They see them
as friends, not just tutors,”
said intensive resource
teacher Jordan Louis. “It’s
more social, more nat-
ural.”

Because of this shift, the
bonds they’re forging
don’t stop when they step
outside of the classroom,
and that’s what makes the
program so valuable.

“If I take Grace out with
me into the community
and she sees someone,

they always stop and say
hello,” said Walline. “It
starts with the teachers.
They set a tone for, ‘We’re
going to do this, and we’re
going to do this well.’ ”

When Cooper, a senior,
and the other tutors got
together to make home-
coming a safe environ-
ment for their special ed
friends, it wasn’t a class
assignment. They didn’t
have to do it, but they
wanted to do it.

Putting together the
group for homecoming

was a much bigger pro-
duction than the simple
lunch group the teachers
had envisioned, but that
didn’t deter Cooper or her
classmates.

“Personally, I just think
that letting the kids be
included the way everyone
else is (gives them a) reg-
ular life. If you don’t let
them live like everyone
else, they won’t be able to
have a normal life,” Er-
ickson said.

Going to a big school
event can be intimidating
for anyone, and one of the

big goals of the home-
coming outing was to
create a safe social space.

Walline said Grace “had
no desire to go to the
dance her freshman year.
Doing it this way made it
cool, made it safe. The
(peer tutors) had talked
with them about it. They
sent home a flyer, and
Grace brought it home,
slapped it on the fridge
and said, ‘I’m going to
homecoming with these
guys.’

“The fact that it wasn’t
a disaster (for Grace) was 

BRIAN DAVIDSON Special to the Star

Blue Valley North senior Hannah Erickson passes out jerseys for basketball practice at Lakewood Middle School. Erickson started the team as part
of the Unified Sport program, in which Special Olympics athletes team up with partners who don’t have disabilities to play various sports.
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gathered at Lakewood
Middle School to practice
basketball.

Freshman Kathryn Em-
bry practiced rebounding
with tutor Erica Schoe-
man, and although she
missed the ball a few
times, it didn’t dampen
either of their spirits.
Schoeman gave her a few
tips — turn when you see
the ball go over your head,
and hold your hands like
this to get a good grip on
the ball.

Embry tried again, with
a determined look on her
face — and she got it. She
and Schoeman slapped
high fives and bumped
fists, and then it was time
for the next activity.

Erickson started the
team at Blue Valley North
as part of the Unified
Sports program. In Unified
Sports, Special Olympics
athletes team up with
partners who don’t have
disabilities to play various
sports. In the spring, Er-
ickson organized a soccer
team. This fall, it’s been
basketball. 

Hannah got the idea
from seeing the Unified
Sports teams at other
schools.

“I played all sports
growing up, then I just
kind of based it on it on
what I learned growing
up,” she said. “I know that
the kids don’t have same
opportunities to be on the
school teams or have out-
lets to be active while
being part of a team.”

As a kid she played all
kinds of sports — volley-
ball, soccer, basketball
and softball. She played
softball at Blue Valley
North her freshman and
sophomore years. 

“I think I’ve been able
to see what a difference
it’s made in them,” Er-
ickson said. “I’ve gotten
multiple emails from par-

ents. It made their atti-
tudes better, and on a
normal day, they’d just be
sitting at home. … They all
love it just because a lot of
them are either not devel-
oped enough or not athlet-
ic enough to be on a reg-
ular school basketball
team.”

Erickson instructed a
group about how cover
another player who has
the ball while moving up
and down the court.

“Stay low. Don’t let
them get by you,” Er-
ickson told the students.
“Good! Way to keep your
hands.”

They moved all around
the court, staying focused,
and at the end, all the

students and tutors
clapped for a job well
done.

In a different part of the
gym, tutor Garrett Sieg-
man, a senior, led another
group in practicing shots
at the basket. It was still
the same rhythm as Er-
ickson’s and Schoeman’s
groups — calm explana-
tions, repeated clearly
several times, followed up
by celebratory or encour-
aging words as they went
along.

The team is training for
an upcoming tournament,
and they want to do well.

Erickson keeps going
with the sports teams
because the students have
such a great time being
there.

“I can see the smiles on
their faces, and you can
tell they’re really, genu-
inely happy,” she said.

The relationships they
have aren’t one-sided.
They’re making mutually
beneficial connections.
The parents see it, the
teachers see it — and so
do the kids. 

Being with the peer
tutors “helps enhance
(Matthew’s) communi-
cation and his ability to
function day to day,”
Breedlove said. 

But it addition to the
help Matthew receives, his
mother sees that having
the chance to interact with
students like Matthew also
helps the tutors learn and
grow.

Tutor Ryan McMonigle,
a senior, said he’s learned
in two different ways. Last
year, he became friendly
with a boy on the swim
team who was in special
ed. His friend kept a good
attitude and was very
comfortable in his own
skin, and that in turn let
other people feel comfort-
able with him as well.

BRIAN DAVIDSON Special to the Star

Blue Valley North students John Current (left) and Nik Espinoza run drills during a
basketball practice.

SUSAN PFANNMULLER Special to the Star

Blue Valley North peer mentor Courtney Stallard (right)
and Ifraa Iftikhar prepare balloons for the Halloween
party’s Pop the Message fundraiser.




