Ryan's run caps the Special Olympics 
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Winner’s circle
Ryan Novotny, 9, of Stillwater is surrounded by his second-grade schoolmates after the 200-meter run on the final day of the Oklahoma Special Olympics at OSU on Friday. His classmates surprised him by showing up for the race. 
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It was an emotional day as schoolmates arrive to cheer for 9-year-old. 



STILLWATER -- Oklahoma's 38th annual Special Olympics summer games ended with Ryan's run -- a 200-meter race that seemed to perfectly define the spirit of the event. 

Ryan Novotny is a 9-year-old Stillwater boy with Down syndrome. At Oklahoma State University's track facility, he participated in the 100-meter dash on Friday morning. Before his 200-meter sprint in the afternoon, he was thrilled by the surprise arrival of 60 of his second-grade classmates from Westwood Elementary. 

"All of a sudden, these kids came around the corner, leaned up against the fence and started chanting Ryan's name. He's like a rock star," said Rusty Rex, a Stillwater pharmacist who has served as a Special Olympics volunteer for 24 years. "I said, 'Ryan, look at this! This is pretty special. Who are all these people?' Ryan told me, 'These are all my friends.' " 

As Rex spoke, he became emotional. And after Ryan finished third in the 200 and was embraced at the finish line by celebrating classmates, his mother and teachers also became emotional.  

“I just found out this morning that all of the kids were coming. It made me cry," said Karen Novotny, Ryan's mother. "We've been coming up here at night for practice. Ryan was so excited this morning. He had his breakfast and was ready to race." 

Involving more than 4,000 athletes (children and adults who are mentally disabled), along with 1,000 coaches and 2,400 volunteers, the Special Olympics summer games are the state's largest amateur sporting event. The three-day festival includes competition in swimming, bowling, basketball, volleyball, softball, powerlifting and horseshoes. 

But as the event neared its conclusion on Friday, all eyes were fixed on the one remaining contest. It was the 200-meter race. Ryan's race. Clad in a gold jersey and gold shorts, and energized by the cheers of his classmates, Ryan claimed the bronze medal. 

As photographers captured the moment, all 60 of the second-graders congregated with Ryan on the medal stand. Positioned next to Ryan was Riley Metzger, who said, "I was really excited to come today. Ryan did pretty good. That was a good run." 

"This school has taken Ryan in, and everybody wants to support him," said Dee Atkins, Ryan's primary teacher. "These kids just love Ryan. They adore him." 

Said Sharon Dowell, Westwood's special education teacher: "Ryan is a big part of our school. He has a friendship with everybody." 

Rex vowed to return in 2008 for his 25th year of Special Olympics involvement. 

"Every employer I've ever had, they know I'll be gone on Wednesday, Thursday and Friday during the second of May," Rex said. "This is my extended family, and this is our family reunion. I wouldn't miss it for anything." 



By BILL HAISTEN World Sports Writer 

