Alex Zhitnik

People often tell me that I should be very proud and pleased with myself for working with Special Olympics Connecticut (SOCT) West Hartford teams and Unified Sports (I coach softball, volleyball, track and field, and basketball for the Special Olympics West Hartford team. I coach basketball and soccer for the West Hartford Unified Sports team.) There is, in my mind, a very simple answer to this comment. I have no right to be either proud or pleased with myself because the acts that I perform are selfless, they are civic duties. However, it took me a long time to realize this. 


Before and after the realization that the acts which I performed were supposed to be selfless, I learned so many lessons. Indeed, it seems I learn something new every time I walk onto the field or step onto the court or jog around the track with an athlete.


I started my work with SOCT programs in 2004 by becoming a partner at Sedgwick Middle School for the West Hartford Middle School Unified Sports basketball team. My partner was a moderately high functioning boy with Downs Syndrome. I was very nervous. I had never worked one-on-one with an individual with a developmental disability. None the less, I was responsible for him and the patience, hard work, and understanding that entailed.


It was as if I had walked into a classroom: a classroom of life lessons. Every time he spoke to me, he smiled at me, he hugged me, he listened to me, I learned a lesson. Every time he yelled at me, he scowled at me, he pushed me, he ignored me, I learned a lesson. What I found intriguing, though, was that the lesson was the same. Whether my any particular experience went well or badly, I came away with a profound sense of reverence for emotions and the course which they took. He taught me that respect for the emotional process is vital to accord among people. That is to say, it is not only essential for the emotions of the individual to be respected, but how those emotions are developed, as well.

Shortly thereafter, I joined the Special Olympics West Hartford Unified Softball team as a coach and player. Even though I immediately began to take a lead on the team, I did not procure any profound lessons until the season’s end. The softball season concluded with a tournament and the event culminated with an awards ceremony. Our team was split into three separate teams based on SOCT standards. The team that I coached won the gold medal, while the two other teams placed fourth in their respective divisions. Even though the athletes occupied the whole season by discussing and dreaming of the gold, they felt a fourth place ribbon was not bad at all. I was very surprised because I had grown up with the idea that the highest platform was the only one worth standing on. Yet, I saw smiling faces among the athletes, faces that glowed brighter than the gold medal that hung around my neck. I realized then that success comes in many different forms and that it depends upon the attitude of the person, not the standards of others.

My first year experience culminated with the head coach of the West Hartford team awarding me Coach of the Year honors. I cannot honestly say that I was completely humble about it, but then it is human nature to take pride in one’s accomplishments. What finally made me see that there was nothing that I should be taking from the work that I was doing was a profound comprehension of the individual’s disabilities and their struggles. At that time, I began to do extensive research on the different Autism Spectrum Disorders and other disabilities such as Cerebral Palsy and Downs Syndrome and it was later that year the Department of Mental Retardation (DMR) decided to change its name to the Department of Developmental Services (DDS). I had always felt that the word ‘retarded’ was as derogatory a word as a racial slur and so I wrote a letter to the Hartford Courant, commending the Department for the long-overdue decision. The letter, which outlined the negative affect stereotypes were having on individuals in society, was published January 7, 2007.


As I grow and become more involved with both programs, I continually notice that the athletes are incredibly positive people. They look at the facets of life not as barriers, but as occasions to discover more about life itself. They see feeling a leather softball or holding a wooden bat as a portal to new emotions and opportunities. These sensory details, that I would find trivial, are like water to them, both a necessity and a threshold to new horizons. This lesson goes beyond the obvious notion of always keeping a positive outlook. It has a much deeper meaning: all of the opportunities I come across must be grabbed by the hand and even if the outcome is negative, I still learn something.


The vast majority of lessons one learns is articulated by his actions and not by what he says or writes. They are so complex and so personal and so emotional that it is impossible to verbalize them. But whether the lessons are shown through actions or words, they themselves teach the most important lesson one could ever ascertain: We never stop learning.
