
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Tim’s severe and multiple disabilities re-
sulted from surgery to remove a brain tu-
mor when he was 12. He could not walk, 
and had no speech. He had good hearing, 
but his visual acuity was questionable. Tim’s 
parents took turns staying home with him 
on Sunday, but they wanted to worship to-
gether, and they wanted Tim to attend 
church, too, in spite of his condition. 
 

Joann, the minister’s wife, asked Jim 
Pierson, President Emeritus of CCDM, for 
help in planning a Sunday school pro-
gram for Tim.  
 

Jim told her: 
 

This is the right direction. The trend for 
some time in public schools has been to 
provide more services for students with 
profound and multiple disabilities. 
There is no reason for a congregation 
to fear offering services to families 
with children as low functioning as 
Tim. I hope that sharing his story will 
encourage other congregations to fol-
low the trend. 

 
The first step is to conduct an interview 
with the parents. 
 

1. What caused the problem? (This 
answer will help you to know the 
child’s capabilities, and whether or 
not he will progress.) 

2. How does your child communicate 
his needs? 

3. Does he have seizures? 
4. Does he see well? Hear well? 
5. Does he have allergies? 
6. What important facts about his care 

do you want to share with people 
who do not know him? 
 

The second step is to recruit and train as 
many workers as possible. Joann recruited 
eight volunteers from two colleges and the 
congregation. At their first meeting, the vo-
lunteers met Tim and his family and received 
essential information about him. The results 
of the family interview were reported. 
 
The third step is to decide whether the child 
in question can be mainstreamed into an 
existing classroom or will need separate fa-
cilities. Since Tim was unable to participate 
in typical classroom functions, he met with 
his teachers in a separate room. The room 
should be prepared and the furnishings to 
reflect the age and interests of the child with 
whom you are working. Because Tim was a 
teenage boy, the pictures on the wall were 
of cars and sports figures and things that in-
terested him.  
 
The fourth step is to ask the family what their 
child needs in order to be comfortable  
sitting and moving. When Tim began his 
program, he lay in a fetal position on a 
beanbag. Occasionally he used a chair that 
folded into a half bed. The congregation 
purchased one for him to use at the church 
building. As the program developed, Tim 
began using a wheelchair. The family left 
one at the church building for his use. 
 
The fifth step of scheduling a time with the 
student depends primarily on the needs of 
the family. If they want to attend a Bible 
school class and a worship service, then 
teachers/caregivers will need to be pro-
vided for those time periods.  
 
The sixth step is to determine the skills of the 
special needs student and plan your time 
together accordingly. Because Tim’s primary 
learning skill was listening, Bible stories were 

read or told to him, and then discussed with 
him (asking “yes” and “no” questions). Music 
was played. Outdoor activities were planned 
to stimulate more of his senses, weather 
permitting. Tim enjoyed counting exercises 
using cards, signs, and animals spotted dur-
ing the outdoor walks. The most important 
activity is one human sharing time with 
another. 
 
Additional ideas: 
 
1. Since a variety of staff members will be 

working with the student, keep a week-
ly log of information to be shared. One 
teacher may discover a technique that 
the student really enjoys. Another 
teacher may have a breakthrough in 
communication. 

 
2. Refreshments can be provided after 

consulting with the family; the student 
may be allergic to certain foods. Be-
cause Tim had to be fed, the decision 
was made to give him only a beve-
rage. 

 
3. People working with students who have 

seizures need to know what to do. Post 
a list of steps in the room. 

 
4. Because students with severe and 

multiple disabilities will not be able to 
get themselves out of the building,  
develop an emergency evacuation 
plan and have the people in the pro-
gram practice it. 

 
Working with people who have severe dis-
abilities will be rewarding. You will rejoice 
with them over each understanding, each 
step of progress. You will develop skills of 
patience and kindness. You will appreciate 
life more.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 

 

The results with Tim were gratifying. He 
reacted to his time at church favorably. 
He was relaxed and showed no signs of 
being afraid. He recognized each teach-
er’s voice and was especially attentive to 
his male teachers. He was aware of his 
routine and showed that he liked it by  
following its structure. He responded to 
conversation by nodding his head appro-
priately to yes and no questions. He was 
very responsive to music. 
 

While Tim benefited, so did his family. The 
church became a part of his parents’ 
support network. Church members kept 
Tim in their homes so that his parents could 
have time alone. Church members en-
couraged Tim’s parents to persuade the 
school system to provide more assistance 
for him. Tim’s mother reported that he was 
more active at home after he had been 
to Sunday school and church. They were 
amazed that the church was willing to 
start and maintain a program for just one 
person. 
 

In most communities, there are families 
who cannot participate in the regular life 
of the church because they are caring for 
a person with severe and multiple disabili-
ties. Providing more services to these fami-
lies gives the church the opportunity to 
show that it sincerely cares. Your involve-
ment with these families in your communi-
ty will take some willingness, some training, 
and some time, but everyone will benefit 
from your efforts. 
 
 
For additional stories about including per-
sons with severe and multiple disabilities, 
read No Disabled Souls by Jim Pierson. 
You can order it through the CCDM Edu-
cation Resources at www.ccdmonline.org 

CCDM seeks to enhance the lives of 
persons with disabilities by: 
 
•   Providing a full range of services for  
 persons with developmental disabilities 

including residential alternatives, job 
placement, opportunities for social inte-
raction, and opportunities for spiritual 
growth. 

 
•  Enabling others through training,  
 resources, and encouragement to  
 effectively minister with persons with  
 disabilities. 
 
•  Seeking partnership with individuals, 

churches, and other organizations to 
meet the physical and spiritual needs of 
persons with disabilities. 
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