
Guidelines for Parish

Catechesis for

Children with Special Needs 
A Companion to the Diocesan Guidelines for Parish Catechesis 

Diocese of Bismarck 
Office of Faith Formation 

520 N Washington Street       

Bismarck, ND 58502-1137 

1-701-222-3035

Toll Free: 1-877-405-7435 

Approved by:      
Bishop David. D. Kagan 

May, 2012 



2 

Credits 

Materials compiled, adapted, and edited with permission of the Department for  

Pastoral Care for Persons with Disabilities (PCPD) and the Deaf Apostolate, Archdiocese of         

Philadelphia. 

National Directory for Catechesis, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2005, Washington, 

D.C. 

Pastoral Statement of the U.S. Catholic Bishops on People with Disabilities, United States Conference 

of Catholic Bishops. 

Welcome and Justice for Persons with Disabilities: A Framework of Access and Inclusion, A statement 

of the United States Catholic Bishops, 1999. 

Catechism of the Catholic Church, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Washington, D.C., 

2000. 

 

Abbreviations 
NDC -  National Directory for Catechesis 

CCC - Catechism of the Catholic Church 

PREP - Parish Religious Education Program 

USCCB - United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 

Brochures and Booklets Included:  
 

Welcoming Parishioners with Disabilities: National Catholic Partnership on    

Disability                                                                                                                   

“Concern for persons with disabilities, ”wrote the bishops, “was one of the  

prominent notes of Jesus’ earthly ministry.” This brochure suggests seven ways 

for parishioners to open wider the doors of concern, and to make the parish a 

more welcoming and inclusive place of worship for all with disabilities. 

 

Guidelines for Celebration of the Sacraments with Persons with Disabilities, 
USCCB.                                                                                                              

These guidelines give concrete expression to the bishops’ long-standing concern 

for providing access to full sacramental participation for Catholics with            

disabilities. Drawn from the Church’s ritual books and canonical tradition, the 

work presents a set of general principles helpful to diocesan staff, pastoral      

leaders,  catechists, parishioners, health care workers, and all who minister to or 

with Catholics with disabilities. 

 

Catechists for All Children, Joseph D. White, Ph.D., and Ana Arista White   

This practical booklet helps develop the skills and self-assurance that teachers 

and catechists need to create a positive and successful learning environment.
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The National Directory for Catechesis states that:  

 Persons with disabilities...are integral members of the Christian community. 

 All persons with disabilities have the capacity to proclaim the Gospel and to be living 

witnesses to its truth within the community of faith and offer valuable gifts. Their     

involvement enriches every aspect of Church life. 

 All baptized persons with disabilities have a right to adequate catechesis and deserve 

the means to develop a relationship with God.  

 They [persons with disabilities] are not just the recipients of catechesis - they are also 

its agents. 

 All persons with disabilities or special needs should be welcomed in the Church. Every 

person, however limited, is capable of growth in holiness. 

 Just as with each of God’s human creations, each person with a disability has               

catechetical needs that the Christian community must recognize and meet. Persons 

with disabilities should be integrated into ordinary catechetical programs as much as 

possible. 

 Catechesis for persons with disabilities must be adapted in content and method to their 

particular situations. 

 The Church owes persons with disabilities her best efforts in order to ensure that they 

are able to hear the Gospel of Christ, receive the sacraments, and grow in their faith in 

the fullest and richest manner possible.” (NDC, USCCB, Par. 49) 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

These guidelines were developed to encourage and assist Pastors, Catechetical Leaders, 

Catechists and Parents in providing an inclusive Parish Religious Education Program 

(PREP) accessible to children with special need. These guidelines are not to be used 

apart from, but rather as a companion to the Diocesan Guidelines for Parish Catechesis.   

 

What is a disability? 

 A disability is defined as difficulty seeing or hearing, moving the body, or under-

standing everything quickly. 

 It is a physical or mental impairment, which limits one or more of a person’s life   

activities. 

 It can be from birth; it can come with age. Approximately one out of five people live 

with some type of disability. 
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Welcome All in the Life of the Church 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jesus said:                                                                                                                      

Let the children come to me;                                                                                    

do not stop them,                                                                                                          

for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.                                            
(Mk 10:14) 

The Pastoral Statement of the U.S. Catholic Bishops on People with Disabilities 

states: 

 It is essential that all forms of the liturgy be completely accessible to persons with       

disabilities, since these forms are the essence of the spiritual tie that binds the Christian 

community together. 

 To exclude members of the parish from these celebrations of the life of the Church, even 

by passive omission, is to deny the reality of that community. 

 Accessibility involves far more than physical alterations to parish buildings. 

 Realistic provision must be made for persons with disabilities to participate fully in the         

Eucharist and other liturgical celebrations such as the sacraments of reconciliation,              

confirmation, and anointing of the sick. 
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Inclusive Catechesis for All Children                            

in the                                                                      

Parish Religious Education Program  

 

The object of catechesis is communion with Jesus Christ. Catechesis leads people to enter 

the mystery of Christ, to encounter him, and to discover themselves and the meaning of 

their lives in him. “At the heart of catechesis we find, in essence, a Person, the Person of 

Jesus of Nazareth...The definitive aim of catechesis is to put people not only in touch but in 

communion, in intimacy, with Jesus Christ…” (NDC 19:B,1) 

 

“No one can believe alone…” (NDC 28:F,2nd par) 

 

Every parish should seek out its parishioners with cognitive, emotional, and physical       

disabilities, support them with love and concern, and ensure that they have ready access to 

a catechetical program suited to their needs and abilities. (NDC 61:B,1) 
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Inclusion and Access Models                                                               

Parish Religious Education Programs (PREP) 

 

Parish catechetical programs                                                                                                                                

should be accessible to children with special needs and                                                                                           

only limited by our imagination.                                                                                                                          

These are suggested models.  

                                                                                                                                                                          

1. Full Integration 

 The student participates in the religious education classroom with peers. 

  

2. Integration with Accommodations and Support 

 The student participates in classroom with the support of a catechist assistant, peer tutor or  

therapeutic support staff. 

 

3. Integration with Individualized Instruction 

 The student participates in classroom opening prayer, program liturgies and special         

classroom activities. Student receives individualized instruction, using adapted materials, 

from a catechist. 

 

4. Small Group Learning Support Classroom 

 The student participates in small group learning support classroom with other students with 

disabilities using an adapted curriculum and materials. 

 

5. In Home   

 A parent or guardian may determine that it is best to provide religious education for the child 

in the home.  

 The student should be registered in the PREP.  

 The parish DRE/CRE offers assistance to the parent/guardian in finding appropriate                

resources and materials.   

 

Parish liturgical celebrations and catechetical programs                                                                                  

should be accessible to persons with disabilities                                                                                                           

and open to their full, active, and conscious participation                                                                                      

according to their capacity.                                                                                                                                                      
A framework of Access and Inclusion: Welcome and Justice for Persons with Disabilities                                                                         

A statement of the U.S. Catholic Bishops 1999 
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Getting Started 
Now that you have a definition of disability and understand why children with disabilities should be   

included in the Parish Religious Education Program (PREP); where do you go from here? 

1. Seek Out                                                                                                                                              

 You could review the parish register. If your register includes family members with            

disabilities, make a list to include parents name and addresses and child’s name. 

 Place a card in the church pew after each weekend Mass. The card should contain space to 

write the name, address and phone number of the parent/guardian who wish to have their          

child included in the PREP. The name of the child who has a special need and the type of 

disability. 

 A brief explanation in the parish bulletin. 

 An attractive sign in the entrance of church 

 

The following is a sample notice that can be used to surface children with disabilities in the parish. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Contact Parent/Guardian  

No matter what occurs in the PREP it will never substitute the parental values and influence. The PREP 

enhances and enriches what is already present. A program cannot be successful without including     

parents in the planning and evaluation process.                                                                         

 Arrange for an interview with parent/guardian. 

 Have parent/guardian fill out the Registration Form and the Individual Information Form. 

  This data is extremely helpful in offering an optimum learning environment.                

  You can not determine the right catechist until you know how the child learns. 

 Ask parent/guardian if they would be willing to share their child’s IEP (Individual Education 

Plan). 

 

3.  Consider the students special needs 

 Discuss the best inclusion model to meet the student’s special needs 

 What kinds of techniques work best regarding discipline, attention span, and motivation 

 Is preferential seating beneficial 

 Remember the child with a disability is first of all a child 

 

The parish community of ____________________________ wants 

to meet the catechetical needs of all its children. Children with    

cognitive, sensory, physical or social disabilities are welcome and 

encouraged to attend week (PREP) classes. If you have a student 

with a disability and wish to have him/her included in the Parish 

Religious Education Program (PREP), please contact:   

        at  ____________________. 
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4.   Consider the Catechist 

      Does the Catechist have: 

 Openness and ability to work with special needs children and their families 

 Willingness to be trained to work with special needs  

 Warm personality and demeanor 

 Teaching style that fits the need of the student 

 Ability to modify their teaching style to fit the needs of the child 

 Ability to collaborate and communicate with parents, care givers, and classroom aides 

 Willingness to give the additional time and energy required to prepare lessons  

 A sense of humor, sensitivity and patience   

 

5.   Consider the Classroom Environment 

      Is the Room: 

 Large enough 

 Have movable desks and chairs 

 Wheelchair accessible to all parts of the rooms 

 Comfortable for additional adult staff (seating, movement) 

 Near an area that allows one-on-one tutoring 

 A place with a prominent and visible prayer space for all the children 

 

6. Consider Support Staff  

     Volunteers may assist as: 

 Professional with special education background who can serve as consultant for the catechist.  

 Classroom aides who are willing to learn to do what is needed and to serve cheerfully 

 One-on-one tutor  

 Friend - someone to support the child and be helpful in a non-invasive way  

 Crafter - someone who enjoys making things with their hands and can work with children 

with limited fine-motor skills  

 Interpreter - someone who knows sign language and can assist the child with a hearing       

disability 
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Request for Volunteers 

 

 

 

______________________________________________ welcomes 

children of all abilities into the religious education setting.  

To meet the varied needs of each child, classroom aides are 

needed to assist and support both students and catechists  

in providing faith formation for all our young people.         

Anyone with professional background, personal experience 

or a desire to assist in programming for children with       

disabilities are also needed.                                                                    

If you or someone you know is interested in volunteering 

their time, expertise and service to the needs of the          

Parish Religious Education Program (PREP), contact: 

___________________________ at __________________________. 
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Individual Religious Education Plan 

 

Date:               

Student:              

Date of Birth:             

“Family catechesis precedes, accompanies, and enriches other forms of instruction in the 

faith.” (CCC #2226) 

 

Religious Education Goals 

The student and his/her parents or guardians desire that:       

             

              

 

Student’s Catechetical Support Team 

Parents/Guardians:             

DRE/CRE:              

Special Education Consultant:           

Catechist:              

Aide:               

 

The following information will assist the DRE/CRE in designing and adapting lesson plans that 

take into consideration the student’s special needs.   

Current Religious Experiences 

  Mass Attendance 

  Prayer at home 

  Religious instruction from parents, others 

  Previous religious classes 

Program description:            

             

              

 

What are the student’s special interests?         

              

What are the student’s special gifts?          
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Communication  

Please check recommended accommodations that apply 

Receptive Language Skills (The best way to communicate with student) 

  Student has difficulty following conversations 

  Speak in short sentences; use simple vocabulary 

  Give instructions one step at a time; allow time for the completion of each step 

  Make direct eye contact to focus attention 

  Avoid direct eye contact which distresses him/her 

 

  Student has partial hearing 

  Face student so that he/she can read your lips 

  Speak into the student’s good ear   left   right 

  Check to see if student’s hearing aid is working properly 

 

  Student is deaf 

  Student’s primary language is American Sign Language (ASL) 

  An interpreter is needed 

  Student needs to see both catechist and interpreter 

 

  Student reads lips and speaks orally 

  Speaker needs to face the student 

  Furnish a written outline and notes if possible 

  Arrange chairs in a circle so student can see other students when they are speaking 

  Indicate visually who will speak next 

 

Expressive Language Skills 

The Student: 

  speaks clearly 

  speech is difficult to understand 

  responds in brief sentences or phrases 

  gives one word responses (routinely) 

  gives yes/no responses (routinely) 

  processes language slowly 
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  communicates non-verbally by:  

   Pointing     eye movement 

    Gestures     manual signs 

    manual picture board    electronic picture board 

    other:           

             

              

 

Recommended accommodations for use by the catechists: 

  ask if you understood the student correctly by repeating what you think you heard. 

  provide more time for language processing by: 

    repeating the question slowly 

    requiring time to think before any responses 

    inviting students to signal when they are ready to reply 

  provide visual clues to support responses 

  give alternative modes of expression such as drawing or acting out a response 

 

Reading / Writing Language Skills 

The Student: 

  has no difficulty reading at grade level 

  is currently reading at a   grade level 

  needs someone to read with him/her 

  uses tap recorded books 

  uses computer assisted reading/writing technology:    at home   in class 

  needs someone to write down his/her responses 

  needs assistance in writing. Please explain:        

              

              

 

  is partially sighted / blind 

  uses tape materials 

  uses Braille materials 

  uses computer assisted reading/writing technology:   at home   in class 
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Recommended accommodations for use by the catechist 

  student is visually impaired: 

   orientate the student to the environment 

  describe the room arrangement 

  alert the student to potential obstacles or hazards 

  have participants identify themselves when speaking 

  do not touch the student without announcing your presence 

  teach class the appropriate way to assist a person who is blind 

 

Motor Skills 

Fine Motor Skills 

  Student needs assistance with the following skills: 

    cutting   coloring   pasting/gluing    writing

    tying shoes   buttoning   zippering    copying 

Comment on useful accommodations:         

             

              

 

Large Motor Skills 

The Student: 

  is ambulatory and has no need for assistance 

  is ambulatory but needs assistance - please demonstrate: 

    sitting down    standing   walking short distances 

    putting on coat   toileting   walking long distances 

  needs mobility assistance: 

    wheelchair  without assistance   walker     crutches 

    wheelchair with assistance    sighted guide     cane    

Other              
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Learning Style 

The Student learn best from: 

  what he/she hears     what he/she sees 

  what he/she touches/handles    what he/she talks about 

  what he/she is involved in doing 

What helps to hold the student’s attention?        

              

              

What types of things are distracting to the student?       

             

              

Additional teaching techniques that the student responds to:      

             

              

 

Emotional / Social Well Being 

  Student interacts well with peers 

  Student could use a “circle of friends” to assist with social integration 

How will the catechist know if your child is becoming unhappy, agitated or emotionally upset? 

Please describe behaviors.           

             

              

What types of events might trigger these behaviors?       

             

              

What are some ways a catechist might help your child regain emotional composure?   

             

              

What should we know about how your child interacts socially?      

             

              

In the event of dangerous or destructive behavior: 

 The student will be given clear verbal direction. “Stop, look at me, listen…” 

 The student will be redirected to an appropriate activity 

 If he/she needs time to regain an inner sense of control, what should be done?    
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Allergies 

Foods, Pollen, Chemicals 

  Student has no known allergies to foods, pollen, or chemicalsFoods 

 

Foods 

  Student has allergies to the following foods:        

               

If the student has food allergies, what snack foods can he/she have?      

              

              

Would the parent/guardian prefer to supply snacks when needed?     Yes   No 

 

Pollens 

  Student has allergies to the following pollens (specify:      

              

  Allergies are severe enough to restrict bringing plants into the classroom or going outside 

 

Chemicals 

Student has significant allergies to :           

Animals 

Student has significant allergies to:           

 

Other significant allergies:          

              

 

Instructions for caring for the student in the event of an allergic reaction:     
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Medical Conditions 

  Student has the following medical conditions:        

               

               

  Student’s current medications are:          

               

               

 

 

Seizures 

  Student has no history of seizure disorder. 

  Student experiences seizures. 

Please specify type of seizure.           

Please state instructions for the catechist in regard to responding to a seizure.     

              

              

              

 

Instructions in the event of a medical emergency:         

              

              

              

              

 

It is understood that this report contains confidential information which may be shared 

with members of the religious education team who agree to confidentiality. 

 

 

Parent/Guardian:             

Date:               
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