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Introduction 
 
The church has a wonderful opportunity to reach families affected by disability through respite 
ministry.  Parents are seldom prepared for the issues inherent with caring for a child with a 
disability. Karen Anderson, mother of a son with Down syndrome and director of a church’s 
disability ministry writes, “Perhaps the greatest need for a family handling the challenges of a 
child with special needs is respite.” Parents must carry the weight of responsibilities such as: 
making decisions concerning their child and his or her disability; navigating the many systems of 
therapies, schooling, funding, and health-care. All of which takes endless hours on the phone 
coordinating care and coverage, only to then wade through the ensuing paperwork  This is in 
addition to raising siblings, making a living, connecting with his or her spouse, putting food on 
the table, and keeping up with the laundry.  This is often done in a vacuum. All too often, 
families have experienced their extended families and friends taking a giant step back from 
them when disability comes on board. This is not only due to fear of the unknown, but also 
because of dramatic changes in the family's priorities. Additional doctor's appointments, 
therapy sessions, challenging behaviors, and the emotional stress of shouldering day to day 
tasks associated with a diagnosis leave most parents with no energy or desire to connect with 
others, who they feel cannot relate anyway; much less seek out those who are facing similar 
issues.”  Caring for a loved one who has limiting disabilities is a full-time and often exhausting 
job. There are times when even the most loving family needs a break. There are also times 
when the caregivers must be away for other pressing needs. 
 
When Jesus gave us the Great Commission to go and reach the nations, this mandate includes 
reaching those affected by disability.  The church, following this mandate to reach out to all, 
can emit a beacon of light as respite care providers. Karen continues,  
 

The very fact that the church is a part of the community makes it perfect to serve 
by offering respite. Too frequently, a family has been told that the church cannot 
accommodate the special needs of their child in a Christian education setting 
and they have left hurt and angry. Offering a respite can be the beginning of 
restoring that relationship. 
 
To provide a block of time for parents to regularly anticipate a break, knowing 
they can comfortably leave their child with special needs, gives them the gift of 
connection. To include the siblings makes this time for the parents a true time of 
respite. For the church to offer such a form of valuable support to a family, 
whether churched or unchurched, extends an outstretched hand of 'welcome' 
and speaks to them about love and compassion. The focus for the Body of 
Believers, the Church, is that in serving this family and meeting this vital need, 
they will know Jesus' love personally and see His strength and provision in the 
midst of disability. 

 
These four sessions have been created to guide your group through the process of building a 
respite ministry.  Each session is designed to be a training tool used to facilitate group 
discussions to develop a respite plan that best suits your ministry.  You may be wondering how 
you can help. Where do you start? Is there really a need in your community?  Are you 
equipped to carry out a viable plan? These are all questions that we hope to help you answer 
in this publication.  Let’s begin.   
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Lesson One – Review the Mission 
 Focus on Ministry with the Family 
 
 
In this session we will: 
 Define respite care 
 Consider the reasons for the church to extend respite care 
 Communicate with families 
 Look at statistics 
 

What is Respite Care? 
 
Some of the synonyms for the word respite are: break, breather, relief, let-up, rest, time out, 
an extra pair of hands, and breathing space. 
 
“Respite care” means that you relieve the family by taking care of the person with a 
disability for a period of time. This is the number one need of families who are dealing with 
disability; without it, the family unit may not survive. 
 
Many people with disabilities live independent lives. They work and function in the 
community without vital assistance from others. Some, due to health maintenance issues, 
must have physical assistance but are able to think and act independently otherwise. All 
of us need a family support system. This system is often strained when a limiting diagnosis 
enters the picture at any stage of an individual’s life from infancy through maturity.  This 
presents the church with an opportunity to minister to families facing such pressure. 
 
Why should the church extend respite? 
 

The Amalekites came and attacked the Israelites at Rephidim. Moses said to 
Joshua, "Choose some of our men and go out to fight the Amalekites. 
Tomorrow I will stand on top of the hill with the staff of God in my hands."  
 
So Joshua fought the Amalekites as Moses had 
ordered, and Moses, Aaron and Hur went to the top 
of the hill. As long as Moses held up his hands, the 
Israelites were winning, but whenever he lowered his 
hands, the Amalekites were winning. When Moses' 
hands grew tired, they took a stone and put it under 
him and he sat on it. Aaron and Hur held his hands 
up—one on one side, one on the other—so that his 
hands remained steady till sunset. So Joshua 
overcame the Amalekite army with the sword.  

                                                         Exodus 17:8-16 
NIV 

  
The 1871 work of art, Victory O Lord!, by British painter and 
illustrator, John Everett Millais depicts the scene written 
about in the scripture above. 
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Moses needed helping hands to support him when he grew weary. The great Moses, 
appointed by God to lead the people of Israel to the promise land, in a time of need 
welcomed the support of those around him. Respite care is one way we can emulate the 
actions of Aaron and Hur. Respite provides helping hands to those who routinely care for 
family members with disability.  We can see this principle of respite, offering rest to those 
who are weary, modeled throughout the Bible. 
 
Exodus Chapter 4 shows us that from the beginning of his call, God advised Moses to 
accept the help of others in his mission. Moses was told to use Aaron to speak for him.  
 
The most important thing to remember is that whoever, whenever, however your respite 
program serves it must be grounded in love. 
 
Looking at statistics 
 
When bringing others on board to build a respite ministry, it is helpful to provide facts to 
support your recognition of the need for respite.  The following are just a few compelling 
facts that support the need for this ministry. 
 
 There are more than 50 million people in the United States caring for loved ones 18 

years of age of older. And there are at least another 10 million caring for loved ones 
with special needs, younger than 18. 

The National Family Caregivers Association’s website provides further interesting statistics at 
https://www.thefamilycaregiver.org 

 Go to the site to view their complete list. 

 Elderly spousal caregivers with a history of chronic illness themselves who are 
experiencing caregiving related stress have a 63% higher mortality rate than their non-
caregiving peers. 

Source: Schulz, R. and Beach, S. R., Caregiving as a Risk Factor for Mortality: The Caregiver 
Health Effects Study. Journal of the American Medical Association, Vol. 282, No. 23, 
December 15, 1999. 

 Stress of family caregiving for persons with dementia has been shown to impact a 
person’s immune system for up to three years after their caregiving ends thus 
increasing their chances of developing a chronic illness themselves. 

Source: Drs. Janice-Kiecolt Glaser and Ronald Glaser, “Chronic stress and age-related 
increases in the proinflammatory cytokine IL-6.” Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences, June 30, 2003. 

https://www.thefamilycaregiver.org/
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 Family caregivers who provide care 36 or more hours weekly are more likely than non-
caregivers to experience symptoms of depression or anxiety. For spouses the rate is six 
times higher; for those caring for a parent the rate is twice as high. 

Source: Cannuscio, C.C., C. Jones, I. Kawachi, G.A. Colditz, L. Berkman and E. Rimm, 
“Reverberation of family illness: A longitudinal assessment of informal caregiver and mental 
health status in the nurses’ health study.” American Journal of Public Health 92:305-1311, 
2002. 

 A wife’s hospitalization increased her husband’s chances of dying within a month by 
35%. A husband's hospitalization boosted his wife's mortality risk by 44%. 

Source: Nicholas D. Christakis, Professor, Health-care Policy, Harvard Medical School, 
Boston and Suzanne Salamon, M.D., Associate Chief, Geriatric Psychiatry, Beth Israel 
Deaconess Hospital, Boston, New England Journal of Medicine, Feb. 16, 2006. 

 Family caregivers experiencing extreme stress have been shown to age prematurely. 
This level of stress can take as much as 10 years off a family caregiver’s life. 

Source: Arno, Peter S., “Economic Value of Informal Caregiving,” presented at the Care 
Coordination and the Caregiving Forum, Dept. of Veterans Affairs, NIH, Bethesda, MD, 
January 25-27, 2006. 

 Family caregivers report having a chronic condition at more than twice the rate of 
non-caregivers. 

Source: Health and Human Services, Informal Caregiving: Compassion in Action. 
Washington, DC: Department of Health and Human Services. Based on data from the 
National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), 1998 and the National Family 
Caregivers Association, Random Sample Survey of Family Caregivers, Summer 2000, 
Unpublished and National Alliance for Caregiving and AARP, Caregiving in the U.S., 2004. 

 More children will be diagnosed with Autism this year than with AIDS, diabetes, and 
cancer combined. 

Source: Autism Speaks Facts – http://www.autismspeaks.org/whatisit/facts.php Visit 
www.autismspeaks.org for more information and statistics relative to Autism Spectrum 
Disorder. 

http://www.autismspeaks.org/whatisit/facts.php
http://www.autismspeaks.org/
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Bringing caregivers on board 
 
Sometimes, in spite of the church’s best intentions, families will not accept the help that is 
offered to them. There are many complex reasons for this refusal of help. 
 
If you can appreciate what the family may be feeling, you will be in a better position to 
minister to them. Families (or a certain strong member of the family) may experience one 
or more of the following emotions: 
 
 The Martyr Complex. “This is my problem. I’ll deal with it myself.” It may be unfair to call 

this a martyr complex as some people simply feel unworthy of receiving help.  
 
 They confuse “respite” with “hospice,” thinking, “My child is not sick enough to need that 

kind of care.” 
 
 Pride. “I do not need anyone’s help.” 
 
 Lack of knowledge of how to obtain services, or they think that services are not provided 

in their town or city. 
 
 They fear that quality care will not be provided. 

 
Whatever the situation, be patient and try to help the family sort through their feelings. Be 
ready with the answers to each of these objections. Remind the family that it is God’s will 
for us to serve one another. By refusing help, they may be denying someone else their 
opportunity to serve as Aaron and Hur did with Moses. 
 
Talk to caregivers about the fact that other family members still need their time and 
attention.  Family relationships are often strained as a result of the parents’ time being 
monopolized by the special care necessary for a child with disability.  Often siblings of 
children with special needs get little time with their parents.  By offering respite this can be 
an opportunity for parents to reconnect with their other children.  Marriages that have a 
child with special needs are further strained and susceptible to an even higher rate of 
divorce, further demonstrating the need for a time of respite.  
 
Older children can and should be expected to help with this family situation, but 
remember that they are still children. This is when the offer of respite care becomes so 
valuable.  Respite not only provides a break for the parents, but for the siblings as well.  
When designing your program consider aspects of the respite that could be an additional 
blessing to the siblings, such as additional programming or even supplemental staffing to 
provide more one-on-one attention for the kids.  It is also important to offer activities to 
distract siblings from the daily stress of living with a person with a disability. Provide 
transportation and financial assistance for outings, if necessary. Find your local SibShops 
(workshops for siblings of children with disabilities) and promote them within your 
congregation. If there is not one nearby, consider allowing one to meet in your building. 
Encourage members to volunteer at the local SibShops. For information, visit 
http://www.siblingsupport.org/ . 
 

http://www.siblingsupport.org/
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Visit our on-line store at www.ccdmonline.org to order the CCDM publication Ministering 
With the Family Experiencing Disability, which provides more information on family 
interaction.  
 
Additional internet resources for caregivers: 
 
National Respite Locator Service  
http://www.respitelocator.org/index.htm 
 
National Alliance for Caregiving: Caregiving Tips web site brochure 
http://www.caregiving.org/ 
http://www.familycaregiving101.org/not_alone/ 
 
Well Spouse Foundation: Membership brochure and regular articles and editorials in the 
newsletter, Mainstay 
http://www.wellspouse.org/ 
 
National Multiple Sclerosis Society: A Guide for Caregivers 
http://main.nationalmssociety.org/site/PageServer?pagename=HOM_LIB_brochures_guide
_for 
 
National Coalition for Cancer Survivorship: Caring for the Caregiver 
http://www.nfcacares.org/pdfs/CommEnvironmentFINAL.pdf 
 
Muscular Dystrophy Association: Taking Time Our for the Rest of Your Life 
http://www.mda.org/publications/Quest/q63respite.html 
 
The American Geriatrics Society: The AGS Foundation for Health in Aging's Tips For Avoiding Caregiver 
Burnout 
http://www.healthinaging.org/public_education/caregiver_burnout.php 
 
Autism Speaks:  http://www.autismspeaks.org 
 
 

http://www.ccdmonline.org/
http://www.respitelocator.org/index.htm
http://www.caregiving.org/
http://www.familycaregiving101.org/not_alone/
http://www.wellspouse.org/
http://main.nationalmssociety.org/site/PageServer?pagename=HOM_LIB_brochures_guide_for
http://main.nationalmssociety.org/site/PageServer?pagename=HOM_LIB_brochures_guide_for
http://www.nfcacares.org/pdfs/CommEnvironmentFINAL.pdf
http://www.mda.org/publications/Quest/q63respite.html
http://www.healthinaging.org/public_education/caregiver_burnout.php
http://www.autismspeaks.org/


6 
 

 
 



7 
 

Session Two – Plan to succeed 
 
 
In this session we will: 
 Form a course plotting team. 
 Identify different forms of respite. 
 Look at respite care program ideas. 
 

 
Form a course plotting team. 
 
The next step is one that you took when structuring your disability ministry plan – 
form a Respite Leadership Team to put together and oversee activities.  
 
The team approach is one that will alleviate the burden being placed on one person, as 
well as allow for a greater respite experience. Though most plans are initiated by a single 
individual, programs cannot be carried out in that same mode. Caregivers should be 
willing to accept the help of others, as should ministry administrators and leaders. Pray for 
guidance, brainstorm, discuss best case and worst case scenarios, document procedures, 
and formulate easy to follow rules. 
 
When recruiting individuals to form your Respite Leadership Team, it is important to have 
clearly defined role descriptions for each aspect of your team (see appendix for sample 
role description forms).  Often volunteers are reluctant to step forward to lead part of a 
new ministry such as respite because of the many unknowns around the task at hand.  It is 
important to empower them with as much information as possible going into the planning 
process.  Outlining a preliminary role description that includes the projected time 
commitment can prove helpful when assimilating members onto your core leadership 
team.   
 
As you consider the team structure for your Respite program you may want to include 
leaders for the following aspects of the event: 
 

• Volunteer Recruiting – 
This team member would be responsible for recruiting and training volunteers for 
the event. 

 
• Family Intake – 

It is wise to have a team that is directly responsible for registering families for the 
event. They oversee the collection of pertinent information from the families to 
be used to train volunteers.   

 
• Welcome Team – 

This team member would be responsible for training and leading members of the 
welcome team who will be checking families in and out on the day of the event. 
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• Vendor Relations – 
You may want to consider having a vendor relations team that strategically 
approaches local vendors to have goods, services, and materials donated for 
your event.  This helps to offset, if not completely eliminate, the budget for your 
event. 

 
• Concierge Team – 

If you have a vendor relations team, often they are able to get area restaurants 
to donate gift cards, or extend special offers for parents.  In this case it can be 
fun to have a “Concierge Team” to brief parents about the special promotions 
for the evening, as well as spotlighting events happening in your area that 
evening.  This can range from movie listings, to free concerts, to museums.  This 
team member would oversee the volunteers on the concierge team. 

 
• Medical Team –  

The leader of the medical team organizes all of the medical volunteers for the 
event.  It is helpful for this person to also be a medical professional, though it is 
not required.   

 
• Room Leaders – 

If children are assigned to specific rooms, it is good to have a leader for that 
room to oversee volunteers and kids.  This person would coordinate and train all 
of the room leaders for the day of the event.  Should you choose to do informal 
in-home respite, this team would not be necessary. 

 
Consider individuals in your church community whom you think would be great partners in 
this ministry and prayerfully approach them to join you in this exciting ministry endeavor.  
Once you have identified these folks, you are ready to consider what type of program 
would best serve your community and fit your church.   
 
Identifying forms of respite. 
 
The primary structure of your respite outreach can be: 
 

• Family centered – Direct care or assistance to individual households 
o Formal in-home care 
o Informal relational respite 

• Group centered – Accommodations at regularly scheduled intervals 
in a group setting. 

 
Family centered relief is arranged directly with each household. Activities can be as basic 
as offering prepared meals, assisting with cleaning and other household duties and yard 
work or sitting with an individual while caregivers shop or take a recreational break.  These 
activities can be implemented both formally, through strategic planning and deployment 
of a specific respite team, or informally through relationships developed naturally within the 
church. 
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Formal in-home care is the model used by College Church in Wheaton, Illinois.  They have 
developed a team of volunteers who are trained to offer in home care for families 
affected by disability.  This allows parents to have peace of mind in that their children will 
be cared for in their home environment.  This approach can be ideal for smaller churches 
with more limited resources.  More information about how this model works will be 
reviewed in Session Three.   
 
Informal relational respite stems from relationships that naturally develop within the church.  
It is ideal for a church community to encourage members to be mindful of daily stresses 
that a family affected by disability encounters, and as a result, be intentional about finding 
creative ways to bless them.   
 
For example, if a family that has a child with autism becomes involved in the church, they 
will meet other members as a result.  Perhaps the father may be a part of a men’s group.  
The other men in his group could arrange to come to the family’s home and help with lawn 
care or any maintenance or routine repairs that their home may need.  If the mother is 
involved in a women’s group, the ladies in the group could take turns offering child care so 
that the mother can take a nap, run errands, or have a day away.   
 
Often the parents are not involved in small groups or other church programming because 
of the demands on their time as a result of caring for their child with a special need.  If this 
is the case, this is a wonderful opportunity for other ministry areas to intentionally reach out 
to the family.  If there is a small group in their neighborhood, they could “adopt the family” 
and make it a part of their small groups’ function to offer a night out to the family once a 
month or help them with household maintenance as mentioned before.   
 
If the church has a special needs ministry as a part of their weekend services, this is another 
way in which relational respite can naturally develop.  Often the child affected by disability 
has a regular buddy or volunteer who connects with the child.  This volunteer buddy has a 
tremendous opportunity to take their serving to another level by offering to babysit for the 
family for an evening so the parents can have a night out.  
 
Any of these scenarios would help to offer much needed encouragement to the family 
and hopefully spur them on to being better connected in the church.  These are all forms 
of informal respite that do not require large teams or significant resources.   
 
Group centered events offer respite care for a number of families at once.  This type of 
event requires significant planning and processes in order to be successful.  Space 
planning is important, as a group event will require a setting with ample room for 
participants and staff to carry out the event in an efficient, safe, and effective manner. The 
layout of the site must be accommodating with accessible toilet facilities, including 
changing areas to accommodate infants as well as children, and separate room for food 
preparation and refrigeration.  Other options such as a locked cabinet for medicines may 
also be necessary. 
 
Also consider designing a specific process for checking in and checking out guests.  You 
will also want to look at protocol for taking kids to the restroom, ensuring that a volunteer is 
never alone in a room with a child.   
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Often large scale respite events can prove useful as an outreach to bring new families into 
the church, so it is good to have information on hand that will explain other services your 
ministry offers, such as parent support groups or weekend special needs ministries that 
would allow them to come and worship as a family.   
 
Mix and Match 
 
You may also choose a combination of the two structures, offering family centered 
activities on an ongoing basis with group centered events scheduled periodically.  Two of 
the driving forces are staffing requirements and accommodations. Do not plan an event 
without knowing you will have sufficient trained staff in place or adequate physical space 
available. 
 
The best way to start is to visit, consult, and assist a church or organization already 
successfully engaged in respite care. You may discover that joining in their efforts will make 
services available to a greater number of individuals and families. Whether spearheading 
or collaborating, the goal is to serve as efficiently and effectively as possible.  
 
Some thoughts for consideration: 
 

• To care for the individual you may need to receive some training on various aspects 
of care, either from an outside source (Red Cross, community groups that deal with 
disability) or from the family. The training may include such things as to how to lift 
someone, CPR, the Heimlich maneuver, or even behavior management.  

 
• Organize a network of support people who can provide some stability to the family. 

(For example, they know that they will have a caregiver every third Saturday or 
every other Wednesday.)  

 
• Form a respite advocacy ministry. Many times resources are available in the 

community but caregivers are not aware of them. Put together a list of services 
available from local government agencies and non-profit organizations. Make sure 
related events are posted in church newsletters and on bulletin boards. 

 
• Have medical personnel to care for the medically fragile. 

♦ It is wise to recruit, train, and organize a group of professional medical 
personnel to volunteer their services for your respite program. 

♦ Establish clear guidelines as to what services your volunteer respite medical 
team will be responsible for, based on the comfort level and expertise of 
those you have recruited (i.e. tube feeds, medicine administration, suctioning 
of airways, etc.). 

♦ If food is being served to guests, make sure that the exact menu is dictated 
to parents in order to ensure that guests are not fed items that could 
potentially interact with medications, known allergies, or cause behavioral 
issues.  (i.e. It is not wise to offer any foods that contain sugars or artificial dyes 
as most children with Autism or behavioral disorders are on diets that do not 
allow these foods.  There are also many medically fragile children with gluten 
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intolerance and severe peanut allergies.  The entire event (and/or ministry 
area) should be completely free of all NUTS for this reason.  Make sure that 
food is not a choking hazard.  Pizza is pretty forgiving as it can be eaten with 
their hands or cut into very small pieces. 
 Ask for parents to indicate if their child will be eating with the other 

guests at the event, or if they will be bringing their own food either prior 
to or during the event.  If the child will not be eating the food provided 
at the party, they should be identified with a sticker on their name tag 
that says “No food for me, Thanks!”  Then make sure that volunteers 
are trained to look for this sticker before giving the child food, 
particularly their one-on-one buddy. 

 
• Liability encountered by medical volunteers: 

♦ Have clear documentation of umbrella medical malpractice &/or liability 
insurance for medical volunteers.  Some organizations, such as Children’s 
Hospitals, have umbrella policies that cover their employees for non-profit 
volunteer work such as respite.  If the medical personnel are not covered by 
their employer, look into purchasing a liability policy for respite events through 
the church’s regular insurance provider.  

♦ If you do not have coverage (either purchased by the church, or extended 
by their employer) and an incident occurs during the event, wherein the 
medical professional tries to intervene, they may then be subject to legal 
action and or loss of license/employment. 

♦ If an incident, as previously mentioned, occurs and the organization (church) 
providing the respite did not have appropriate liability insurance and is 
deemed liable, they are susceptible to prosecution as well. 

♦ To show proper respect to medical professionals who are volunteering, it is 
the responsibility of the organization running the event to research how they 
might be covered. 

 
• Management of Volunteer Medical Team: 

♦ There should be one identified “Lead” for this team 
♦ It is often best that these volunteers not be assigned any role outside of 

“medical staff” for the evening.  This allows them to be free to move 
throughout the event checking on guests and ensuring everyone is being well 
cared for.   

♦ It is wise to set up “rounds” for the medical team to go room to room 
checking on guests, much like what they would do in a normal clinical 
environment. 

♦ This team should be HIGHLY VISIBLE.  For example, create bright yellow shirts, 
and then train volunteers to recognize that individuals in the bright yellow 
shirts are medically trained.  If the church does not have a budget for this you 
can simply request that these volunteers all wear a specific color.   

♦ There should be at least one representative from this team who has a 
headset or radio, if possible, to make sure they can be easily reached.  If the 
church does not own this equipment, it can often be rented.   
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• Communication: 

If radios or headsets are available, they should be utilized as much as possible 
for your respite event.  The event organizer, as well as room leads and 
medical personnel, should have access to these in order to ensure that 
everyone is aware of how the event is progressing and are able to 
communicate in a timely manner in the event of an emergency. 

 
• Fire Code and Room Capacity: 

Fire code and room capacity are always issues to be conscious of; however, 
when hosting an event that is attended primarily by guests with special 
needs, it is imperative that these guidelines are stressed.  In the instance of a 
fire, it is all the more complicated to evacuate children with some sort of 
impairment whether it is cognitive or physical.  

 
• Security Issues: 

♦ As much as possible, guests and volunteers should be contained within 
classrooms and not in the hallways.  This creates a much easier crowd to 
manage.  If there are a number of volunteers and/or guests wandering the 
halls, you increase the chance of losing a child.  Further, it becomes even 
more difficult to locate guests if parents arrive early to pick up their child or if 
the fire alarm sounds and evacuation becomes necessary.   

♦ Because you are generally recruiting a large group of volunteers who you 
may not have served with previously, it increases the need to make sure that 
the volunteer buddy and guest stay with their assigned group.  Many respite 
volunteers have not had previous experience working with this population 
and will need extra support to ensure that both they and their “buddy” have 
a positive experience.   

♦ Security should always be taken to the “next level” when serving our friends 
with special needs.  Because many of these children cannot communicate if 
they are being abused, we have a responsibility to have a higher state of 
awareness relative to the volunteers that they are interacting with.  This is of 
high value to everyone. 

 
• Consider a “Chart” System for Respite Guests. 

♦ It is wise to have a system in place that would allow for a “chart” that would 
exist for each of the children at the respite event.  This would include all 
pertinent information for the guest, including parent contact information, 
emergency contact phone number, doctor’s name and phone number, list 
of medications, and any other information that the parents offer (i.e. if my 
child becomes agitated, _________ is the best course of action.).  This chart 
then would stay with the child AT ALL TIMES.  This is also why it is easier to keep 
the guests in a specific room so that their records do not have to be moved 
repeatedly.  Ideally you would have a lead volunteer for each room who 
would keep all of these charts in an accordion file and ensure that if the child 
leaves the room, their records go with them as well. 
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♦ It is also helpful to note in the chart if they have a sibling present at the 
respite.  If a child becomes upset it is sometimes helpful to get their sibling to 
come and perhaps help to calm him down. 

 
• Volunteer training relative to first aid, behavior, and emergency procedures 

♦ Volunteers should be trained with regard to protocol in the event of a 
medical emergency (i.e. notify room leader immediately, who then contacts 
event organizer and medical team representative via radio or headset). 

♦ Volunteers should greet the parents of the child they will be paired with and 
be trained to ask questions relative to what part they play in making sure their 
child has a great evening.   

♦ Volunteers should be given general tips relative to serving this awesome 
population  (i.e. some behavioral tendencies for children with Autism and 
how to best redirect and or support them, tips for easier transitions between 
activities, etc.). 

 
Each of these points presents an exciting ministry opportunity to provide excellent care that 
communicates the love of Jesus to the families served, as well as the volunteers serving. 
 
Respite Care Program Ideas 
 
Caregiver’s Day Out 
Offer care one day a month so that caregivers can participate in a sports activity, go 
shopping, have lunch out, or just to enjoy some time alone.  
 
Father (Mother)/Child Events 
Plan an activity in which fathers or mothers and their disabled children participate in group 
activities with other parents and children (forming a network with others in similar 
circumstances). This also provides the other partner time to catch up on work around the 
house, relax, or spend time with their other children.  
 
Weekend Relief  
This type of care should probably be done in the child’s home, if at all possible. This allows 
the other family members time to get away for a quick vacation or just to spend time 
together; a treat for families in which disability is present. 
 
Family Retreats 
Provide a weekend away for the whole family. Offer fun activities as well as support group 
activities for the whole family. Group people together (parents, siblings, spouses with 
disabilities, etc) and allow time for them to share common joys and heartaches.  
 
Trade-Off Program 
Pair off families who are dealing with disabilities. Have them trade one day a week or one 
day a month to care for the other’s child for the entire day. Offer help to the family 
extending care. Prepare a meal or send an extra pair of hands to help out. 
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Session Three – Clearly define your strategy 
 
In this session we will: 
 Put together your strategy 
 Look at some existing ministry models 
 See how they set up an event 

 
Put together your strategy 
 
The tried and true editorial format will prove helpful in outlining your plan. Answer the 
questions: Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How. 
 
Who is in your target group? After surveying your congregation and community, you 
may find that there are a number of programs for children but a need exists for an 
adult venue or vice versa. You may find that there is a niche for serving an often 
overlooked segment, families of teens and young adults with disabilities. Remember, 
caregivers for adults with disabilities need respite as much as those for other age 
groups.  In the appendix you will find a sample survey that you can use to gather 
information from your church.   
 
What activities will you offer? The primary consideration for this question is one of 
individual care or group care. Also decide how long the activity or respite session will 
last. This must be clearly stated to families and put in writing for clarity and mutual 
understanding. 
 
When will your respite program take place? A time line is important. Some caregivers 
may need respite for appointments or to attend functions. If you state that services are 
available or events will occur at a certain time and they do not, it may inconvenience 
those most in need of respite.   
 
Also consider the ministry calendar of your church when choosing the date of your 
event.  If you can connect your event to the messages being preached on the 
weekends, it can help you gain momentum as you recruit volunteers.   
 
Where will your activities be held? The physical setting must be a good space for the 
event. If you are providing respite in an individual’s home, be gracious. If staying for a 
period of time, make sure arrangements for meals are decided in advance. Bringing 
food, beverages, and paper goods (with utmost consideration given to food allergies 
and preferences) should be a part of your plan.  
 
Why are you providing respite? The importance of this question is that it gives you cause 
to consider your basis. The first and foremost answer should be to fill a need that will let 
others see Christ in you. The purpose of surveying your congregation and community at 
the start of your planning is to assess the need. Work from the need outward. Determine 
what type of respite services are most needed and are in your realm of capability. 
 
How will you recruit, train, retain staff, and fund the program? Your survey of the 
congregation should also give you a starting point for ascertaining what volunteer 
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staffing you can anticipate. Getting staffing for singular events may prove easier than 
for ongoing programs for individual care. In either case, make sure your staff is well 
trained in necessary medical issues. Do not overwork your volunteers, many will have 
regular jobs and are limited as to how much time they can give. Know that they too 
need time for relaxation. Let staff and volunteers know they are appreciated. Even 
though they do not ask for it, make sure recognition is given, especially in church 
publications and newspapers. It is good to build into your timeline a follow up 
appreciation event (which could be as simple as a meeting for dessert and debriefing) 
or at the very least a card or email expressing gratitude to all involved.  Make sure that 
partner vendors or outside organizations are included in this as well.  This will ensure that 
you have support for future events.   
 
Funding may be an issue, especially if a group event is planned. You may need to do 
some fundraising for event food and materials. Many of the successful respite efforts 
solicit resources from the community. Ask a grocery store for a donation of food or 
beverages for the event, approach other businesses for gift certificates for a night out 
for caregivers, and/or see if a local high school civic organization is willing to sponsor a 
carwash or some other fundraising activity.  Approach vendors for donations as far in 
advance as possible to ensure that they will be able to contribute.  Often businesses 
allocate a portion of their budget for charitable donations, so the sooner you 
approach them the better.  Another thing to note is that when approaching businesses, 
it is safe to estimate that only 20% of them will respond with a donation or contribution.  
You can often research lists of businesses to solicit through search engines on the 
internet, such as virtual community bulletin boards. 
 
Existing Ministry Models 
 
When planning a respite ministry it is helpful to look at existing ministry models that have 
been successful to gain practical wisdom for your own event.   
 
The following are ministry models from four churches across the nation, each of which has 
a unique approach to the ministry.  There are also sample forms and materials from the 
featured ministries included in the Appendix.     
 
 
 
 

 
But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made 

perfect in weakness." Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my 

weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me. 
II Corinthians 12:9 NLT 



16 
 

Spotlight on Ministry Models that work 
 
 
McLean Bible Church – Access Ministries 
 
McLean Bible Church, Vienna, Virginia, has one of the most comprehensive respite 
programs in the country with a range of events from Friday night respites to Saturday 
events that allow parents to spend more time with typical siblings, as well as a four week 
summer camp.   

Every ministry is dependent on volunteers, and respite at McLean is no exception.  Access 
has been very blessed to have amazing people step forward throughout the ministry and 
offer their time, gifts, and service to the goal of making sure all people are included with 
the knowledge that all people matter to God.   
 
Access is always looking for individuals, families, small groups, and missions teams that 
would like to come and serve within respite.  A brief training is done before each respite 
session, but volunteers are also asked to attend an "Open House" for staff to formally 
welcome them and spend some time talking about all the areas they can serve within 
Access.  

Their Friday night respite program is called Break Out.  Break Out is Access Ministry's fun 
Friday night respite care program for children with special needs and their siblings ages 2-
16. Break Out is held twice a month on designated Friday evenings from 6:30-10:00 pm and 
allows parents a much-needed break. Activities include games and crafts, music, snacks, 
movies, and even a moon bounce! Pediatric nurses are onsite to administer medicines and 
handle pertinent medical issues. Break Out is staffed by volunteers from McLean Bible 
Church and the community. The cost for Break Out is $15 for the first child and $5 for each 
sibling.  

Break Out Basics: 

 To participate in any Access program, each child must have a current family profile 
and consent form on file.  

 Parents are asked to feed their children dinner prior to coming to Break Out, due to 
food allergies and sensitivities.  During the evening, a snack is provided, however, if 
the child has food allergies parents are asked to please bring an appropriate snack 
from home.  

 Parents need to label all personal belongings with the child's full name (medicines, 
diaper bag, clothing and food items).  

 Break Out dates are by reservation only.   

Their Saturday respite program is called Breakaway.  Breakaway is Access Ministry's fun 
Saturday respite care program for those with special needs ages 2-25, who are living at 
home. Breakaway, which is held twice a month on Saturdays from 10:00am - 3:00pm, 
allows parents a much needed break. Activities include special shows, fieldtrips, games 
and crafts, movies, music, and moon bounce. Like the Friday evening program, Pediatric 
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nurses are onsite to administer medicines and handle pertinent medical issues, and the 
event is staffed by volunteers from McLean Bible Church and the community. The cost for 
Breakaway is $20 for the first child and $10 for each additional child of special needs.  

Breakaway Basics: 

 Children should be dressed in comfortable clothes.  
 Breakaway is a full day program; therefore, partial day reservations are not 

accepted.  

Registration Online (offered for Break Out as well): 

 For ease of use for parents, the McLean Bible Church website allows payment 
options: Visa, MasterCard, and AMEX. 

 If you pay for a session and have to cancel, the amount you paid will be applied to 
your next visit or it will be credited back to your credit card.  

 Online registration saves parents time at the door!  

Each summer, Access Ministry presents Soaring Over Seven Summer Adventure Camp: the 
exciting Monday-Friday day camp designed especially to help school-age children enjoy 
meaningful growth opportunities and fun within a God-centered, safe environment. Each 
year McLean hosts nearly a hundred children with special needs through this program, as 
well as typically developing children to allow for full inclusion.  

Soaring Over Seven provides both learning and fun events for children, including arts and 
crafts, music and drama, recreation and pool time, as well as life skills; all with the hope of 
reinforcing positive skills and developing interests among the children.  
 
For more information about the Respite Program at McLean visit 
http://www.mcleanbible.org and view the Access Ministry page.   
 
 
 

 
…let us stop just saying we love each other; let us 

really show it by our actions. It is by our actions that 

we know we are living in the truth, so we will be 

confident when we stand before the Lord… 
I John 3:18,19 NLT 

http://www.mcleanbible.org/
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Crossroads Special Needs Team Respite Event 

In 2006 the Special Needs Team at Crossroads Community Church developed a free 
respite program that offered a night out for families of children with special needs.  The 
events ran from 5:30 - 9:30 pm on Fridays in order to ensure that parents had ample time to 
go to dinner, take in a movie, or go shopping.  

The Crossroads Special Needs Team planned theme based respite events on a quarterly 
basis.  Some of the themes included Pajama Party, Valentine Date Night, and a Holiday 
Bash.   

Members of the special needs team began planning their events three months out. They 
thought through the entire experience and tailored the event to meet the needs of families 
that would be invited.  In order to have a comprehensive experience that was a blessing 
to all involved, from volunteers to families, the team decided it best to form sub-teams to 
handle specialized aspects of the event.  They had sub-teams for each of the following: 

• Volunteer Team – Responsible for volunteer recruiting, training, and pairing for 
the evening of the event. 

• Vendor Relations Team – Responsible for gaining special promotions for 
parents. 

• Activities Team – Organized activities for the kids during the event including 
games, crafts, music, special guests, and movies. 

• Family Registration Team – Monitored respite email addresses and compiled 
family registration information used to create charts for each child present. 

• Concierge Team – Researched and presented entertainment options to 
parents on the evening of the event. 

• Welcome Team – Greeted and registered families.   
• Medical Team – Volunteer team that provided medical oversight for event. 

Volunteer Team 

This team recruited and trained volunteers for the event.  They would go from room to 
room in Kid’s Club (the children’s ministry area) during weekend services recruiting 
volunteers from other ministry teams.  Once confirmed, they would add volunteers to the 
roster for the evening to be paired with a buddy.     

Vendor Relations Team 

The team realized that many parents of special kids are statistically more likely to 
experience financial strain and would not be able to afford a night out. A Vendor Relations 
Team was formed, and they set out to contact about 200 restaurants, seeking discounts for 
the night of the event. The goal was to have a list of 20 vendors that would offer special 
discounts for the parents. God provided, the community responded, and 22 vendors 
agreed to participate; a “waiting list” was formed for the multiple pizza vendors who 
wanted to provide food for the volunteers and children at future events. On average, ten 
restaurants offered “blanket” discounts to anyone presenting a certificate showing they 
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were part of the respite event. Ten to twelve other restaurants donated gift 
cards/certificates on an ongoing basis.  

Activities Team 

This team was responsible for planning games and other activities to further the theme for 
each event.  They also recruited musicians to offer sing-a-longs and concerts for the kids 
participating in the event.  They were even able to get Cincinnati Bengals player Caleb 
Miller to come and have photos taken with the kids.  He provided color copies of the cover 
of Sports Illustrated that featured him and autographed them for each of the children.  To 
further top off the evening, they were able to get Mr. Red (mascot for the Cincinnati Reds) 
to come for a photo opportunity as well.  One little girl made a very special connection 
with Mr. Red. She was nonverbal and communicated through gesturing. Mr. Red is not 
allowed to speak while he is in costume and communicates through gesturing as well. The 
little girl was so excited and intrigued by this mystery person who spoke her language. She 
followed him around the entire evening. Once he changed out of his costume, Mr. Red was 
visibly moved by his interaction with the little girl.  If you have local celebrities such as mascots or 
athletes, consider contacting them to be a part of the event.   

Family Registration Team 

This team monitored the respite email account to keep an updated spreadsheet 
containing all of the pertinent information for each child registered.  They would then print 
individual chart sheets for the welcome team to use during registration.  A cell phone is 
required for families to participate, so if families did not have one, the Family Registration 
Team would provide a prepaid cell phone for the night of the event.   

Concierge Team 

A Concierge Team set up a booth for each event with a compiled list of things that were 
happening in the city, including movie times and art gallery openings.  As parents left, they 
were escorted to the Concierge booth where an outgoing volunteer gave them an 
overview of what was going on in the city and presented them with a discount certificate 
and/or gift card.  The team realized that many of the parents had not been out in some 
time and may not be aware of the entertainment options available in the city.   

Welcome Team 

When parents arrived they were met at the curb by members of the Welcome Team who 
would help them unload and get inside. Once inside they would be greeted by other 
members of the Welcome Team who would check-in their family and guide them to the 
room where their children would be for the evening.  
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Medical Team 

The planning team realized that many of the kids attending would have profound special 
needs, including some who would be considered “medically fragile.” A team of doctors 
and nurses was formed and helped staff the event. The medical team, a huge blessing to 
the families, would be available to meet parents at the registration table. Having doctors 
and nurses on hand gave parents peace of mind, knowing their kids were in good hands 
for the evening.  Many of the volunteers were staff members from the local Children’s 
Hospital and were covered under their liability insurance.  As a result they were able to do 
G-tube feeds and administer medication.   

The Evening of the Event… 

Children were divided by age group and were each paired with a volunteer who was their 
buddy for the evening. Even the siblings of the special needs kids got a buddy for the 
evening to make them feel loved. Once they met the celebrity guests, the party really 
took off. The children rotated between a music station where they listened to a live band, 
an art station, and then wrapped up the evening with a movie marathon!  

At the close of the evening, a team of greeters gathered to welcome the parents coming to 
pick up their children. The parents were escorted to their children’s rooms and then 
brought back to the Concierge Booth were they received a flower donated by a local vendor 
to cap the evening off.  

Crossroads Respite Events averaged between 115-130 children with nearly 80% of the kids 
from the community.  Each event was staffed by approximately 130 volunteers providing 
a one-to-one ratio.   

The Crossroads Special Needs Team was led by Harmony Hensley.  She is now on staff at 
The Vineyard Community Church in Cincinnati, Ohio, and has helped implement the 
same respite model there with the Breathe program.  For further information about how 
this model works contact CCDM.  Sample forms are included in the Appendix.   

 
 
And now may the God of peace, who brought again from the 

dead our Lord Jesus, equip you with all you need for doing his 

will. May he produce in you, through the power of Jesus Christ, 

all that is pleasing to him. 
Hebrews 13:20,21 NLT 
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Respite By Barnabas 
 
Respite By Barnabas is a part of Barnabas Disability Ministry of Grace Church of Eden 
Prairie, Minnesota (http://www.atgrace.com/ministries/counseling/barnabas.php).  They 
offer respites on the third Friday of most months, from 6 pm to 9 pm, with a nursery respite, 
from birth through three years of age, and an older respite which includes children four 
years and older. The nursery respite is held in one or two rooms in their nursery area. The 
older respite is held in their grade school area which includes a gym. They average 
approximately 45 - 50 kids, requiring 18 - 20 volunteers. They strive to have one of the 
volunteers be a registered nurse, but thus far have had no medically fragile children 
present at their events.  About half of the families that participate in Respite by Barnabas 
are from the community, and many of them have become a part of the church as a result 
of the respite outreach.   
 
The following is a description of the respite set up they utilize for their older children. The 
nursery respite makes use of the nursery facility. They bring the little ones in to the snack 
room for their snack and also let them have their own time in the gym. Aside from adding a 
television with some age appropriate videos, they do not do anything different from 
running a typical nursery. 

 
Pre-event Process 
 
The dates for Respite by Barnabas are announced in the events catalog of the church. 
Respite families are contacted using email about 10 days before each event. The 
invitation for respite gives the date and time; reminds them to bring a special snack if 
there are food allergies; advises them to RSVP confirming they are coming; and asks if 
they have any questions or concerns.  
 
Respite by Barnabas has grown primarily through word of mouth. Typically, they are 
contacted by a parent saying they heard about respite and would like to attend. A 
representative from Respite by Barnabas reviews information about the child with special 
needs and what information is needed to keep the child safe and help them have a good 
time. An assessment form is mailed to the parent with a stamped envelope that allows 
them to return the completed form. 
 
Event Set Up 
 
For the event, Respite by Barnabas sets up the following rooms: 
 
Movie Room 
Utilizing church audio/visual equipment to play DVD's, they bring in a big screen and set up 
rows of chairs. A couple of DVD’s were purchased for use at the respite events. They keep 
these running all evening so that those who need a break from other activities can drift in 
and out as they wish. The room is not totally darkened and a volunteer is always present. 

http://www.atgrace.com/ministries/counseling/barnabas.php
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Craft Room 
This is a room that is devoted to kids who enjoy crafts. A volunteer who has a love for crafts 
runs and plans this room. They always have a planned project to take home that usually 
involves lots of glue, glitter and stickers. Sometimes it is to make a 'thank you' card for 
parents or volunteers. The group, once a year, puts together "Friendship Soup" mix for each 
family. They always have markers and crayons and paints and fun activity books lying 
around and the CD player has some well-chosen music playing. 

 
Boy Toy Room 
A large number of 4 and 5 year old boys come to this respite. Volunteers were asked to 
bring in old toys to stock the room.  Additionally, they found a cheap train set, visited the 
Goodwill store for good toys, and added some well chosen coloring books and big piles of 
Legos to complete the play area.  
 
Snack Room 
Due to many kids having allergies, they regulate snacks and serve them only in the snack 
room. The groups are divided – toddlers, boys and girls, having them come in at appointed 
times. Grapes, bananas, and pears with apple juice to drink are served along with 
crackers, Goldfish and Oreos. They use small paper plates and cups to serve and have 
hand sanitizer for everyone to use before eating. Guidelines described in the safety section 
of their policies are closely followed so that children with allergies are kept safe. 
 
Gym 
Use of the church gym is available for the evening. As long as there are enough volunteers 
and the activity is manageable, they have “open gym.” The room is monitored to insure 
that the ratio of volunteers to the number of kids present is correct. Only soft balls are used 
because regular basketballs are too hard. Occasionally hula hoops, bowling games, etc. 
are brought in for a change of pace.  
 
Quiet Area 
They created a quiet area for kids and their buddies to sit and read together.  They 
pulled together a couple of couches and thoughtfully gathered a wide variety of 
picture books, story books, and game books for volunteers to read to kids. This area 
becomes important if the level of activity gets to be too much for some of the kids. 
 
Respite Night Registration Process 

 
They have two long tables and some chairs for registration.  There are two people 
manning the tables: a person handling registration as the families come, and a 
registered nurse, available for any special instructions or medical issues.  

 
They ask that short registration forms be filled out once and only update if information has 
changed. A folder containing previously completed and signed registration forms is kept at 
the table. 
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The registration person puts a check mark next to the attendee’s name on the attendance 
list as each arrives, determines any forms that need completion, confirms each child has a 
nametag, and sees that each backpack or diaper bag is correctly labeled. 
 
The registered nurse handles any meds or special instructions that require attention. The 
registered nurse will put them in the lockbox and then deliver them to the snack room 
when registration has been completed. 
 
Parents are asked to bring the snack if their child has food allergies. They have the parent 
put the snack in a plastic baggie and label it with their child's name. The registered nurse 
will bring these special snacks to the snack room to serve at the proper time. 
 
Volunteers 

 
Because their church already has a functioning disability ministry in place, they use some 
of their regular volunteers as respite workers. This works well as they have experience 
through the Sunday morning programs which also include disability training.  
 
A running list is kept of those interested in serving as volunteers for respite. They are then 
emailed with regard to committing to serve for the coming month's respite. 
 
They have had success finding respite volunteers through the following: 

• Junior high, senior high and college groups 
• If a church has a small group format, a suggestion would be to have those 

interested serve with their small group three months in a row. This allows groups to 
become more familiar with the kids. 

• Home school families are another resource. Often, as a part of their home 
school curriculum, they will serve together as a family to promote Christian 
service.  A family not impacted by disability, which chooses to serve in respite, 
deeply ministers to families with special needs. 

• A neighboring church whose families attend respite might enjoy partnering 
together to provide volunteers. 

 
When a new volunteer comes on board for respite, an introductory sheet is sent to them to 
review before the event. This helps prepare the volunteer before he or she arrives at the 
event. 
 
On the night of respite, each volunteer is given an attendance sheet, as well as a short list 
of considerations for the evening, one-to-one assignments, and the bathroom policy. 
 
Members of the Barnabas Teen Class act as volunteers on respite night. As previously 
mentioned, teenagers are great respite volunteers.  Their Sunday morning teachers attend 
and offer direction to the teen volunteers. The Barnabas class members have fun doing this 
together and it is another opportunity for mentors, who care about them, to lovingly 
provide guidance in a safe social atmosphere. 
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Safety 
 
The person serving as director also has an important role in the safety of the respite. That 
role is not only to hug and show affection to the kids, hear the concerns of the parents, 
and share the fun stories of the evening, but it is also important that she is available to 
oversee all aspects of the event. It is necessary to develop an eye for sensing the mood of 
a room. Who is making trouble?  Who is not participating?  What is not working?  Is the 
level of activity ramping up too high? These are all good questions to ask as one moves 
throughout the respite area. Through careful observation the leader will be able to defuse 
many problems before they arise, making the evening more fun for both kids and 
volunteers. 
 
Common sense is crucial to keeping kids safe at respite. Look around at the areas being 
used for respite. Secure, remove, or put away things that could potentially present a 
problem.  Before the first respite, invite several people to walk through the respite area. It is 
wise to have some parents make suggestions on safety as they may notice potential 
dangers that the average person would miss.  As you get to know the kids you are serving 
and have a few respites under your belt, you will naturally adjust things as your program 
develops in order to ensure a continued safe respite experience for all involved. 
 
Not Just Respite Anymore! 
 
Having respite has opened doors for further ministry at Grace Church at Eden Prairie that 
they never anticipated.  They have been able to offer a Sunday morning program to those 
families who do not have a place for their child with special needs.  They have also found 
themselves encouraging visiting families to go back to their home churches and develop 
their own respite programs.  A Special Mom's Retreat Day has developed as a result of the 
respite program as well as a parent’s Bible study and fellowship group.   
 
They have also budgeted for a pizza party and dessert buffet twice a year for the parents 
at the same time as respite in a different part of the church.  The planning team realizes 
the value of getting parents out for a night of respite but also understand the value of 
having them connect with one another. This party has become very popular and some 
great friendships have come out of it. 
 
For sample forms from the Respite by Barnabas Program see the Appendix. 
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College Church – Shepherd’s Arms In-Home Respite 
 
College Church in Wheaton, Illinois, has a marvelous in home respite program called 
“Shepherd’s Arms” (http://www.college-church.org/disabilities/index.html / ) that serves 
families affected by disability in their community.  The program offers respite in the comfort 
of the family’s home twice a month.  They currently are serving between twenty and thirty 
families through this program.   
 
Volunteer Team Profile 
The dynamite team that staffs this outreach has 10-15 members.  They recruit from their 
church family and also gain volunteers through a cooperative program with the Office of 
Christian Outreach at Wheaton College.  They have a student coordinator at Wheaton 
College and the program is promoted through their publications as well as at a ministry fair 
at the school.  Dawn Clark, the Director of Disabilities Ministry for the church, also presents 
the serving opportunity in classes at the college as well.  If your church is in a college town, 
these schools can be a tremendous resource for volunteers.   
 
The team itself is co-lead by a church coordinator as well as a student coordinator from 
Wheaton, both of which are volunteers.  The Director of Disability Ministries facilitates 
training sessions and the team administrative assistant aides in processing the paperwork 
involved to run the program.      
 
The program runs on an ongoing basis between the months of October and May, to reflect 
the collegiate calendar, and is scheduled largely around the needs of the families served.  
The program is parent-driven as the specific dates and times are worked out between the 
volunteer and the family so that it fits the needs of the family. This is a very flexible program 
for both the volunteer and the family.  Because of the more customized nature of this 
respite model, this can be ideal for smaller churches with limited resources.   
 
New volunteers are asked to complete an application and provide references.  The 
church then checks references and completes a background check.  Once this process is 
finished, the volunteer is then registered for disabilities training.  Upon completion of the 
training, volunteers are asked to sign a confidentiality agreement.  Volunteers then receive 
a profile for the families they will be serving.   
  
Family Enrollment 
“Open enrollment” takes place in August and January of each year for families who are 
interested in participating in the program.  At the end of September, College Church then 
hosts a dessert reception that allows families to meet volunteers who will be caring for their 
children.     
                
When families register to participate in the program, they pay a $25 application fee.  This 
money is then used at the end of the year to purchase appreciation gift cards for the 
volunteers on the team.  They also complete a medical and functional history for the child 
receiving respite care.  They are asked to include a family photo for their profile.   
Shepherds Arms asks families to sign an “Agreement and Release of Liability Form” to 
complete their profile.  Because liability laws can vary by state, they encourage those 
starting an in home respite program to research these laws with your church attorney.   

http://www.college-church.org/disability/ShepherdsArms.htm


26 
 

 
Parents then receive a volunteer profile for the individual who will be offering in home care 
for their child, that includes a photo for identification, a synopsis of their experience and 
training in working with persons with disabilities, as well as the days and times that they are 
willing to volunteer.  Each volunteer is asked to be available to volunteer one block of time 
per week and are then contacted directly by the parents.   
 
Some thoughts to consider… 
Because the nature of this program is so flexible, some families have not used the program 
as much as expected.  At times, they may not plan well and, as a result, contact their 
volunteer at the last minute making it difficult for the volunteer to be available.  In order to 
address this at College Church, leadership has begun having families submit regular days 
and times that they would like respite help in order to match their needs up with the 
availability of the volunteers.  Because the families are not paying for the service, they may 
not feel the need to be consistent and may tend to cancel at will.  
  
This is something to be mindful of as volunteers may feel they are not needed if they are 
not being used and may quit the program.  If you choose this model for your church, 
consider addressing this in your volunteer training.  If volunteers understand going into their 
ministry role that this can happen, they are going to be more inclined to understand when 
a situation arises.     
   
  
 

 
The eye cannot say to the hand,  
“I don’t need you!” 

And the head cannot say to the feet, 
“I don’t need you!” 

 On the contrary, 
 those parts of the body 

that seem to be weaker 
are indispensable. 

I Corinthians 12:21-22 
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Session Four – Essentials of execution 
 
In this lesson we will discuss: 
 Publicizing your program 
 Volunteers 
 Budget 
 Family registration 

 
Publicizing your program 
At this stage you must solidify information regarding your respite program. All instructions, 
forms, and policies must be in writing and readily available prior to announcing your event. 
This is important so that everyone has an understanding of what is to take place. Let 
someone not directly involved in the process read through the documentation. Welcome 
their questions and/or comments. Chances are that others may also have similar concerns 
and the prior review will allow you to anticipate issues that may arise. 
 
Let members of your congregation know about your plans by verbal announcement, 
and/or through the church bulletin, website, or newsletter. If you have a bulletin board, 
post a colorful flyer that will attract attention.  Begin your internal promotional campaign 
well in advance of your announcement to families seeking to participate.  It will likely take 
more time to recruit volunteers than it will take to identify families to be served, so make 
sure this is reflected in your overall project timeline. 
 
Your first effort may be an outreach to volunteers in order to train and prepare. Remember, 
confirmed staffing is important so that you will know how many participants you can 
accommodate. 
 
Know your limits. Make program capacity a part of your literature. Make sure you have 
established a clear time line and adhere to it once registration begins.   
 
Once your program starts, the good word will spread and program participants will seek 
you out. However, at the beginning, you will need to let people know what you offer.   
 
If your outreach is to the community, contact your local newspaper, radio and television 
stations about event publicity and coverage through a press release. It may not be easy to 
find the right person, but be persistent. Ask someone at a local nonprofit for tips on getting 
your message out.   
 
Public television stations are a good venue. Newspapers accept short articles and ads. 
Radios usually provide time for public service announcements. 
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Volunteers 
 
In order to have a successful respite event, the most important thing is a solid volunteer 
team.  Begin by determining where you will target your volunteer recruiting.  Brainstorm 
with your core team about strategies to attract new volunteers.   
 
Consider hosting an informative meeting to address any questions or concerns potential 
volunteers may have.  Offer free dessert or coffee to attract people and ask your core 
team to invite their friends, family, neighbors, or co-workers to participate.   
 
Allow room in the agenda for a question and answer session for people to voice any 
concerns.  If you are unable to answer any of the questions, be sure to research them and 
get back to the volunteers.  Have your core team there to “mix” with potential volunteers 
and to help create a positive buzz in the room.   
 
Once you have gotten a list of volunteers interested in serving at your event, be sure to put 
together a schedule for the event and communicate it to anyone participating in the 
event.   
 
Before the day of your actual event, it is wise to gather volunteers and meet to go over 
any last minute training.  This will help volunteers to feel comfortable by the time they arrive 
to serve.   
   
Budget 
 
Budget is always an issue when planning an event in the non-profit world.  Depending on 
how you design your event, you may offer your respite to families free or ask that they pay 
a small fee to help cover costs incurred.  Either way it is important to plan accordingly.  
 
If the event is planned far enough in advance, it is wise to approach local businesses, as 
well as church members, for donations necessary for the event.  Often it is helpful to have a 
one page letter that clearly details your event and outlines what items, goods, or services 
you need to have donated to give to local vendors.   
 
It can also be helpful to have a general list of supplies available to members of the church 
with a clearly marked location in the building where they can drop off donations to 
support the ministry.  McLean Bible Church has a comprehensive list of supplies that their 
ministry uses on a regular basis available on their church’s website to encourage people to 
bring them in to support the ministry.   
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Family Registration 
 
Once you have begun spreading the word about your event, the registrations will roll in.  
Identifying a volunteer who has the gift of administration and an understanding of how to 
use a data base will prove to be a tremendous help.  Many respite programs use Microsoft 
Excel to build a customized spreadsheet to house registration information.  For those who 
are more “tech savvy,” this can make maintaining all of the pertinent information relative 
to the special needs and contact information for the children much easier.  Simply sorting 
the spreadsheet in different ways can provide you with “reports” that can be very helpful 
on the evening of the event.  If you do not have anyone on your team who is gifted in this 
area, consider running an ad in the church program or bulletin to identify someone who 
could serve in this capacity.   
 
Put your plan into action 
 
Wow!  You’ve come a long way and now you are ready to put your plan into action.  Put 
together a master timeline detailing every aspect of your event.  On the timeline be sure 
that each line item has been assigned a deadline and a specific team member to oversee 
it.  This makes the process of putting your plan into action much less stressful for all involved.   
 
Give yourself and your team some grace as you plan your first event.  Pray for your event 
and take things one item at a time; before you know it your event will be here.     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Every time I think of you, I give thanks to my God. I always pray for 

you, and I make my requests with a heart full of joy because you have 

been my partners in spreading the Good News about Christ from the 

time you first heard it until now. And I am sure that God, who began 

the good work in you, will continue his work until it is finally finished 

on that day when Christ Jesus comes back again. 
Philippians 1:3-6 NLT 
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Respite Evening Schedule Sample 

Crossroads Special Needs Team  
 
Time Task Location 
4: 30 PM Volunteers begin to arrive and pick up 

nametags 
KC Volunteer Room 

5:00 PM Volunteers take their places as 
scheduled. 

(i.e. Check-in volunteers 
proceed to check-in area; 
Greeters proceed to their 
area, etc.) 

5:30 PM Families begin arriving Curbside / Atrium 
5:30 – 6:00 PM check-in Kid’s Club Welcome Desk 
5:45 PM Pizza arrives Atrium 
5:45 PM Flowers arrive These need to be placed in 

the refrigerator in the staff 
kitchen. 

6:00 PM Pizza distributed to classrooms.  
Volunteers and kids will eat together. 

Classrooms 

6:30-7:00 PM Finish up pizza party and clean up. Classrooms 
7:00 – 9:00 PM Activities within each room (based on 

age etc.). 
Classrooms 

7:00 PM Mr. Red (Cincinnati Reds Mascot) arrives 
and begins his rounds 

Classrooms 

7:00 PM Kids transition to Station #1 Classrooms 
7:30 PM Kids transition to Station #2 Classrooms 
8:00 PM Kids transition to Station #3 Classrooms 
NOTE: There is a full 30 minute buffer built in for transitioning.  We have until 9:00 PM to 
get all of the kids through all of the stations.   
9:00 PM 
 

Someone needs to get the flowers out of 
the refrigerator and bring them to the 
KC Atrium. 

Staff Kitchen – to Atrium 

9:00 PM 
 

Clean up and prepare for check out. 
NOTE – check out rules are the same as 
kids club check out rules – no sticker = 
no kid!  Double check all stickers. 

All Areas of Kid’s Club 

9:00 PM 
 

10 of the runners need to meet in front of 
the tree in the Kid’s Club Atrium.  We will 
greet parents, give each mom a flower, 
and direct them to pick up their kids by 
age group.  (They will have to go to 
multiple rooms to pick up multiple kids.) 

Atrium and throughout 

9:30 PM  Pick Up begins Atrium and throughout 
10: 00 PM Clear the building Full walk through of facility 
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Respite Evening Schedule Sample 

Crossroads Special Needs Team - Continued 
 
***Note kids from Jr. and Sr. High will hang out in the CSM area with music, a movie, and a 
video game tournament. 
Children who are ages birth to 3 yrs will just play in their rooms without specific 
programming. 
 
School Age kids will be grouped as follows: 
 
(GROUP #1) 4yr olds – to Kindergarten 
 
(GROUP #2) 1st and 2nd grade 
 
(GROUP #3) 3rd and 4th grade 
 
(GROUP #4)  5th and 6th grade – They will be in Area 56 from 5:30-7:00 (They will not 
participate in “craft time” and will be in Adventure club from 7:00 to 8:30 playing a giant 
game of dodge ball with the back Adventure club room dedicated to board game 
tournaments.  From 8:30 – 9:00 they will then go back to Area 56 for a concert.  They will 
then stay in that room, hanging out until their parents come.) 
 
TIME MUSIC CRAFT MOVIE 
7:00 Group #1 Group #2 Group #3 
7:30 Group #2 Group #3 Group #1 
8:00 Group #3 Group #1 Group #2 
 
Starting at 7:00, the groups will meet at their respective stations (i.e. Group #1 will go to the 
“Music” station in Area 56, etc.) 
 
Every station is allotted 30 minutes.  After the 30 minutes, they will move to their next station.  
Do not be stressed about the thirty minute time frame.  This is just to break up the evening 
for the kids.  We can be more flexible needed.  We realize that the celebrities may throw 
off the schedule a bit.  We will have to roll with the punches. 
 
The “stations” will take up approximately 1½ hours total (give and take with transitions).  The 
remaining half hour (8:30-9:00) will be spent in their original “classrooms” with free time 
playing (games, etc.).  Because pick up is not until 9:30, this will give each class roughly the 
last hour to play a game, which will be determined by the volunteers staffing the room (i.e. 
charades, Pictionary, etc.). 
 
The “Secret Celebrities” will visit the kids in their respective stations.   
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Crossroads Respite Sample Parent Invitation 
 
 

If you are the Parent of a child with special needs and … 
…you can’t remember the last time you ate at a restaurant that had plates, 
waiters, and no Playland for the kids; 
…you haven’t been to the movie theatre to see a “grown-up movie” since Tom 
Hanks was “Sleepless in Seattle; 
…you dreamed of a Friday night at home eating carryout and watching 
mindless TV; 

THEN THIS IS THE EVENT FOR YOU!!! 
 

FREE RESPITE! 
(Yep, no catch here – Absolutely free!) 

 
Crossroads Community Church is pleased to announce our first ever respite event.  We are 
offering FREE childcare to families of children with special needs or chronic illness.  So mark 
your calendars for (Enter Date Here).  Check in begins at 5:30 where we will have a range 
of activities for kids from birth to 18.  Pick up is at 9:30. 
 
To sweeten the deal even more, upon checking your children in, you will be presented with 
a certificate good for discounts at a number of local restaurants.  
  
There will be a pizza party for the kids followed by an evening of fun, games, live bands, 
and craziness.  The party theme for the kids is “Pajama Party.”  So tell the kids to dress in 
their PJs, bring their favorite pillow, or blanket, and prepare for an evening of fun.  Then, 
when you pick the kids up, all you have to do is take them home and pop them into bed! 
 
To RSVP please email respite@crossroadscommunity.net . 
 
Please be sure to include the following information: 
Parents Name, Phone Number, Cell Phone Number (for Emergency Contact), Address, and 
Email Address, Names, and Ages of kids attending, as well as any special needs; 
Name of physician to be contacted in case of emergency 
 
**Please note if you do not have a cell phone, please let us know so that one can be 
provided for you for the evening. 
 
**Note Crossroads is a PEANUT FREE ZONE 
 
We hope to see you there and guarantee that fun will be had by all! 

mailto:respite@crossroadscommunity.net
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Crossroads Respite – Sample Vendor Letter 
 
Dear Madam or Sir: 
 

(Your church name here) is seeking help from the community to hold another respite event for 
parents of children with disabilities.  This respite event will provide free childcare for children with 
special needs as well as their siblings.  Our goal is to take respite a step further and negotiate 
discounts with local restaurants and theaters to have available to these families.  
 

We are contacting you because we are hopeful that you will be able to offer a promotion for this 
event.  We know that there are several questions that businesses ask when they are approached for 
donations, so below we have attempted to address each of these issues. 
 

What are you asking for? 
Fair question.  We are asking for discounts that would be offered exclusively to parents of children 
with disabilities.  Anything that you could offer would be a tremendous blessing to these parents.  
Whether it is a complimentary appetizer, a half price movie ticket, or an offer for $5 off an entrée; it 
would be a tremendous encouragement to these families. 
 

How do we know these families are a part of your event?   
As the parents check their children in, they will be given a certificate that lists participating vendors.  
They will be told that they have to present the certificate at the participating vendor in order to 
receive the discount offer.  Each certificate will clearly state that the offers listed are valid for that 
evening only and are non-transferable.  We will notify participating vendors of the projected 
attendance once RSVPs have been received. We have included a sample of what the certificates 
will look like. 
 

When will you be hosting this event? 
(Enter date here).  Check in will begin at 5:00 pm and parents will pick up their children at 9:00 pm. 
 

How much of the community will be impacted? 
(Enter demographic for your church here.  For example “Crossroads has an average weekly 
attendance of 7,000 with nearly 2,000 children in attendance each week.”)  We are launching this 
event to all of Cincinnati, not just Crossroads.  According to the U.S. Census Bureau there are 7,674 
children with disabilities in the Cincinnati area (Insert your community statistics here).  These families 
also face an 85% divorce rate, as well as serious financial strain.  Our goal is that respite will help to 
combat these statistics.  As a result, we plan on advertising this event to locations around the tri-
state area, to include Cincinnati Children’s Hospital, The Autism Society of Cincinnati, and  The 
Downs Syndrome Association, to name a few.  Our goal is to continue with an ongoing list of 
supporters. 
 

How many vendors will you be featuring? 
We hope to have a list of at least 20 participating restaurants and entertainment venues.  This is for 
two reasons.  First reason being that because of the size of the event, we want to have multiple 
options that address every budget, and will not create an onslaught of too many families arriving to 
use their certificates at the same time. 
 

Who do I contact to participate? 
You will be contacted within the next few weeks by a representative of the Concierge Team.  If you 
have any questions or want to contact us, please email (youremailhere@internet.com)or call (your 
phone number here). 
The goal of the (your church name here) Special Needs Team is to change the world for people with 
special needs.  We hope you will join us.  We look forward to working with you! 

Thank You! 
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Special Needs Assessment – Respite by Barnabas 
 

Date 

 

Student's name  Birth date  

 

Parent's names 

 

Address 

 

Phone  Email  

 

Siblings (names and ages) 

 

 

School student attends  Grade  

 

Disability 

Is your child on medication? Yes:  No:  Type{s)  

 

Seizures?  Allergies?  

 
Foods/drinks we should not give your child? 
 

 
Assistance needed with eating/drinking? 
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Is help needed for personal hygiene? 

 

Communication skills 

 

Reading level 

 

Writing level 

 

What are your child's strengths? 

 

Weaknesses 

 

Activities child enjoys most 

 

Does your child have any special fears 

 

Describe any behavior concerns 

 

What might trigger this behavior and how would you like us to handle it?  
How can we best comfort your child? 
 

 

For the older child – gifts/talents he/she would like to use in the classroom 
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Special Needs Assessment – Respite by Barnabas 
 
Additional information we should be aware of: 
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Participants                      Respite Date: ______________________  
Nursery  
Name 

Age Diagnosis Allergies √ if 
New 

     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
Children Boys 
Name 

Age Diagnosis Allergies √ if 
New 

     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
Children Girls 
Name 

Age Diagnosis Allergies √ if 
New 

     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
Teens 
Name 

Age Diagnosis Allergies √ if 
New 
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Respite by Barnabas – Sample Form 
 
Date: 
 
Parents’ Names 
 
Children attending Respite    __________________________________ age _________ 
 

________________________________ age _________ 
 

__________________________________ age _________ 
 

 __________________________________ age _________ 
 
Primary physician___________________________  phone ___________________ 
 
 
Phone number where a parent can be reached in an emergency ________________ 

 
 
Permission: 
 
We understand that in an emergency or accident, 911 will be called. We authorize EMS 
to administer any medical treatment deemed necessary by EMS. 
 
We also authorize transportation by EMS to the nearest appropriate medical facility, as 
determined by EMS or Primary physician. 
 
We understand that we will be responsible for payment of all EMS, hospital and physician 
charges for emergency services to our child. 
 
We agree to hold __(Insert Name of Church)_______________ free of any and all legal 
responsibility in connection with our child's participation in activities with _________(Insert 
Program Name)___________________________________. 
 
 
 
 
 
Signed___________________________________      Dated_________________ 
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Shepherd’s Arms Volunteer Agreement 
SAMPLE FORM 

 
1. The volunteer agrees to treat the child or adult with disabilities with respect and concern.  
 
2. The Shepherd’s Arms will provide each volunteer with profiles of families in the program.  These 

profiles include information regarding food and medication allergies and behavioral issues.  The 
volunteer agrees to read the profile of the child or adult with disabilities prior to providing respite 
care in their home.  The volunteer may refuse to provide respite care for any family if they do not 
feel they can adequately handle the needs of the child or the adult.   

 
3. Parents are responsible for providing a designated emergency contact that will be available by 

cell phone.  The volunteer caregiver agrees to check to make sure they have this number and 
other emergency numbers prior to the parents’ departure.   

 
4. The volunteer agrees to keep the parent informed as to their whereabouts at all times.  The 

volunteer will not take the person with disabilities outside of the home (house and yard) without 
the parent’s express prior permission.  The volunteer will not transport the person with disabilities in 
a motor vehicle.   

 
5. The volunteer agrees to keep confidential any medical and personal information regarding the 

families in the Shepherd’s Arms program.  The volunteer will only share information with other 
Shepherd’s Arms volunteers in the program as is necessary to provide adequate care.  When no 
longer part of the program, the volunteer agrees to shred the paper family profile information or 
return them to the program director.   

 
6. The volunteer will not use any of the information regarding the families in the Shepherd’s Arms 

program for personal business.   
 
7. The volunteer will report any difficulties to the Shepherd’s Arms Coordinator.   
 
I have read the above agreement and agree that I will abide by all the rules and directives of 
College Church in relation to being a volunteer with the Shepherd’s Arms program.  I understand 
that my failure to do so will result in dismissal from the program.  I acknowledge that there may be 
risks to my personal safety.  In order to volunteer in this program, I hereby release College Church 
from any liability in regard to my personal safety. 
 
Dated this ____ day of ___________________,  20____. 
 
Name:  _______________________________________________________________ 
Please Print 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Volunteer Signature 
 
Address:    _____________________________________________________ 
 
City, State, Zip _____________________________________________________ 
 
Phone Number:  _____________________________________________________ 
 
Email:   _____________________________________________________ 
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Sample Survey of Congregational Participation 

 

How Will You Reach Out? 
 
 I am interested in learning more about this ministry. 
 
 I will attend an informational meeting on          _____________  . 

      (meeting date)         
 I am unable to attend the meeting, but would like to be a member of the team. 
 
 I would like the Disability Ministry team to contact me. 
 
 I would like to be trained as a volunteer in the following areas: 
 (Please check all that apply.) 

□   Education 
□   Respite care programs 
□   Sunday School teacher 
□   Mother’s Day Out 
□   Sunday School assistant 
□   Friday Night Live 
□   Bi-weekly Bible studies leader 
□   Saturday morning 
□   Transportation 
□   Prayer Partners 
□   Driver (Sunday mornings or mid-week activities) 
□   Pray for ministry 
□   Pray with people who have disabilities 
□   Carpool 
□   Invite the family to my home 
□   Adopt-A-Friend 
□ Buddy with a person who has disabilities in Sunday school and worship 
□   Take person out, invite to my home, send cards and notes 

 
Name __________________________________________________________ 

Address_________________________________________________________ 

City _________________________________ State _______ Zip ___________ 

Phone ______________________ Email _______________________________ 
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