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Unique Needs:  How to Identify, Love, and 
Disciple Kids Impacted By Disability in Your 

Children’s MInistry

Visit Our Website to Learn More:
www.engagingdisability.org

Visit Our Store for Uniquely Adapted Discipleship Materials
www.simplythegospel.com
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Follow Us on Facebook @EngagingDisability 
and 

Instagram:@engagingdisability

Sign-Up to Receive Emails
2 emails per month – Upcoming Online trainings and 

Adapted Teaching & Learning Resources Sent to YOU!

Use the chat feature in the menu bar to type:  
Subscribe Me and enter your full name and email address

or go to www.engagingdisability.org/subscribe

Recent Q&A Series: Siblings and Elopers
www.engagingdisability.org/resources  
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Unique Needs:  How to Identify, Love, and 
Disciple Kids Impacted By Disability in Your 

Children’s MInistry

Hello!
Ashley Belknap

Executive Director of Engaging Disability With 
The Gospel 

ashley@engagingdisability.org 
8

1900+
PCA Churches 

100%
Engaging Disability is here to assist, encourage, and 

coach your church – and it’s free!

330
The Approximate # of PCA Churches Who Are 

Intentionally Discipling & Enfolding Kids/Teens/Adults 
with Disabilities 
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Coming Alongside Disability In the Church
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The Scope for Disability In Your Church
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Intentional Disability Ministry:  Disciple & Enfold
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Existing 
Ministry
In Your 
Church

Intentional Disability Ministry:  Disciple & Enfold

13

Families 
Impacted

By 
Disability

1.
Identifying Unique Needs

Why 
Identify?

Identifying kids with unique 
learning needs at church is 
for the sole purpose of 
helping them grow in Christ 
& enfold into children’s 
ministry.15
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Developing Eyes to See Needs

Unique Learning Needs:
1. Attention to Task
2. Movement
3. Language – Understanding 

& Expression
4. Behaviors
5. Social / Fine / Gross Motor 

Skill Differences
16

Diagnosis or 
Not?

Our goal at church is helping 
every child grow in Christ & 
enfold into children’s ministry.  
While diagnoses can be 
helpful, they are not at all 
required for you to better 
serve the kids in your 
children’s ministry.17

Visible Disability vs. Invisible Disability

Kids (and their families) with 
visible disabilities often receive 

greater care, empathy, and 
patience than kids with 

invisible disabilities.
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Bad Behavior
Every child misbehaves –
including those with 
unique needs.  Does this 
behavior:
1. Disappear with 

consistent correction?
2. Appear irregularly?

Behavior:  Bad Behavior vs.Communication
Behavior that is 
Communication
Kids with unique needs 
often use behaviors in place 
of language.  Does this 
behavior:
1. Not disappear with 

consistent correction?
2. Appear consistently 

across settings and 
tasks?19

Present In Class But Not Growing In Christ

Learning Disabilities:
It often takes a consistent 
teacher or volunteer in the 

classroom to identify kids who 
are: present, (may) have 

wonderful social skills, but are 
not really learning and 

growing.

20

Posture for Identifying Unique Needs

Eyes to See
Have you noticed the 
children who don’t 
quite thrive in your 
Sunday school class?  

Heart that Cares
Do you find yourself 
more frustrated with 
the kids who aren’t 
learning…or do you 
find yourself really 
wanting to love well 
and help?

Passion for Growth
Do you feel a need to 
convince the parents 
that “something is 
wrong” or are you 
passionate to see this 
kid grow in Christ?

21
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2.
Loving Kids (& their Families) Well

Kid Before 
Disability

What matters to the family is 
that you know them…not the 
disability.  What often matters 
most to you is getting help with 
the unique need. Remember to 
spend more time getting to know 
each child than you do getting 
knowledge of about a diagnosis 
or unique need. 
23

Loving Without Demands
When possible, try to be the 

person in the family’s life that 
loves them first without trying 
to change them.  Remember 

that families with unique needs 
have many people (doctors, 

school, therapists, and more) 
telling them what to do every 

day.  Church needs to be 
different.

24
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Language Matters

Terminology in the broader world of 
disability changes regularly.  

Currently, there is a huge divide on 
using the terms “special needs” in 

reference to someone with a 
disability.  Families are starting to 

insist that their needs are not 
“special” – just different.  When 

possible, choose neutral language:  
“unique needs.” 

25

Loving Families Well
Learn What they Love
It will mean so much to 
the child and the family 
if you learn what they 
love and strengths in
the process of learning 
unique differences.  
Create access to things 
they love within your 
classrooms/relationship  

Don’t Try To Change 5 
Things at Once

It’s easy to forget that 
kids with unique needs 
can also be overwhelmed 
by everyone wanting 
them to change/grow.  
Church should not 
fundamentally be a place 
to work….it’s a place to 
worship and God accepts 
us as we are.

Ask Families What 
Matters Most Right Now

Ministry-minded people 
often have really good 
plans for next steps.  But 
don’t forget that parents 
and even kids with unique 
needs might know best 
what matters most right 
now.  What matters to 
them is where ministry 
begins.

26

3.
Discipling Kids with Unique Needs
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Present AND 
Growing

Our starting point is to 
have families impacted by 
disability present at church, 
but our goal is to see them 
all—especially the child 
with a unique need – grow  
in Christ.
28

“I will give you a new heart 
and put a new spirit within 
you; I will take the heart of 
stone and give you a heart 

of flesh.
- Ezekiel 36:26

29

“
I will give them a heart to 

know me, that I am the Lord.
- Jeremiah 24:7

30

28

29

30



11

“Knowing God is what we 
were created for.  It will 
occupy us throughout 

eternity.
- Sinclair Ferguson

31

Jumpstarting 
Growth

Most of the time, children are not 
learning about God and growing due 
to barriers that are present.  When 
we learn to break down those 
barriers (making adapatations), often 
they begin learning.  Barriers also 
reveal skill deficits and those are 
prime places for us to teach new skills 
so learning can continue!

32

Corporate Worship

Is this family 
active in 

worship, inside 
the sanctuary?

Is this family 
active in 

worship, inside 
the sanctuary?

Children’s 
Church

Children’s 
Church

Hymns, 
Prayers, and 
Teaching Kids 

to Worship

Hymns, 
Prayers, and 
Teaching Kids 

to Worship

Membership 
and 

Communion 

Membership 
and 

Communion 
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Christian Education

Sunday SchoolSunday School Children’s ChoirChildren’s Choir

Large Group 
Programming 
(Sunday nights 

/ VBS)

Large Group 
Programming 
(Sunday nights 

/ VBS)

Specific Topical 
Teaching:  
Children’s 

Catechism, etc. 

Specific Topical 
Teaching:  
Children’s 

Catechism, etc. 

Barriers to Break Down

Frequent change/ 
lack of 
predictability in 
the classroom

Tasks/content/

duration of task is 
too challenging.

Lack of 
appropriate way 
to communicate 
needs and wants 
/ little motivation 
to work hard

Lack of skills to 
navigate 
problems, needs, 
hard tasks, and 
peers well

Lack of 
understanding 
and support from 
families / the 
church

Adaptations – Training – Places to Start 

Adapt the 
Context and 
Setting

Adapt the 
Content and 
Teaching (train 
your teachers)

Provide visuals 
to support 
behavior, 
motivation, & 
classroom 
rhythm

Provide people 
to be a buddy 
(train your 
volunteers)

Educate the 
congregation 
and/or children’s 
ministry families
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4.
Enfolding Kids with Unique Needs

Enfolding to 
Thriving

Ultimately, we want our families 
to love church.  If church is hard 
and stressful,  no one will grow.  
When church is a place where 
you are known and loved, growth 
begins to happen.  Now your 
families are on a track to thrive 
relationally with God and with 
their peers.
38

Every Child and Family Can Contribute and Serve 

Get to know your 
student and 

his/her family

Get to know your 
student and 

his/her family

Consider 
strengths and how 

to use those 
strengths to serve

Consider 
strengths and how 

to use those 
strengths to serve

Think creatively, 
outside the box.
Think creatively, 
outside the box.

Everyone, 
EVERYONE can 
serve the church

Everyone, 
EVERYONE can 
serve the church
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Developing Community

Is this family well-
known or broadly 
known at church?

Is this family well-
known or broadly 
known at church?

Is this family 
developing 

friendships?

Is this family 
developing 

friendships?

How can we 
strategically 

connect this family?

How can we 
strategically 

connect this family?

Determining 
interests and 
developing 

community around 
those interests.

Determining 
interests and 
developing 

community around 
those interests.

41

THANKS!
To engage with us further on this topic or other 

topics:
www.engagingdisability.org

connect@engagingdisability.org 

© 2021 Ashley Belknap &
Engaging Disability With The Gospel
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