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Catechesis for Learners Who Have Autism and Other Developmental 
Disabilities: Getting Started 

A central tenet of the “Abrahamic religions,” Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, is that 
each person is created by God and therefore part of one human family.  However, when 
a person is marginalized because of autism or any other disability, that marginalization 
seems to deny this gift from God and our shared human dignity.  This has significant 
implications for the person, their family, and the faith community.  For these families, the 
pain of rejection by others can be overwhelming, particularly when that rejection comes 
from their faith community, a place where we gather to celebrate and draw strength 
from God’s presence in our lives.  

Inclusion of children with autism and other disabilities within the catechetical and 
communal prayer life of a community is the focus of this discussion. However, the 
process could easily be applied to teenagers and adults, because the human need for 
belonging lasts a lifetime.  Yet remember to adapt materials and approaches to respect 
the person’s age.  For example, a 40-year-old man may read at a 4th grade level, but he 
is still a 40-year-old man.  Don’t treat him like he’s a fourth grader!   

I am writing out of the Catholic tradition but am grateful for the review of this article by 
Jane Eisen-Abesh, M.S., OTRL, Special Needs Coordinator for Congregation M’kor 
Shalom and Maysaa S. Bazna, Ed.D., who specializes in the area of learning disabilities 
and Islam.  

When we exclude people from our faith communities because their needs or behaviors 
are “too different,” we must ask ourselves what we are teaching our children about the 
validity of those central tenets of faith that form moral behavior.  Most likely, what they 
will learn is, “Follow those teachings… when it is easy.” Is that the message we really 
wish to teach?  Our religious education settings have the opportunity to be 
apprenticeships of faith that allow for the development of behavior informed by 
faith.  For this to be really effective, children need to see this behavior modeled by the 
adults in the community.  The saying, “Children will do as we do, not as we say,” applies 
just as easily to the faith community as to the family.  This also applies to the whole 
community of all ages.  The actions of clergy and pastoral leaders will communicate true 
belief to people of all ages.  Is the public prayer life of a community professing welcome 
for all? 

Getting Started 

So how does a faith community welcome and educate individuals with autism and other 
developmental disabilities into its life and mission?  The long answer to this question is 
to make use of the resources recommended in this booklet (Autism and Faith: A 
Journey Into Community link at end of article) and talk to communities who already do 
so successfully.  However, the short answer is, “Welcome one.”  Instead of worrying 
about starting an entire program to welcome all individuals with autism and their 
families, begin by welcoming one, the person before you.  Many faith communities that 
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have successful inclusive religious education began by determining the needs of the 
one learner first presented to them. 

Then, person-by-person, they learned how to respond to the needs, and after a period 
of time, they had a “program.”  Families and teachers can be the best source of 
information and ideas for religious educators and congregational leaders.  In learning 
the needs of the learner before you, begin with inquiries about their interests and gifts, 
what makes them unique, and then proceed to the particular needs for support.  (See 
Getting to Know the Person, below).  We are all people first.  Particularly in a faith 
community, different abilities and disabilities do not determine our value as a 
person.  They do influence what each person is able to do, however.   

In this conversation, demonstrate an attitude of openness and support.  Assure the 
parent(s) that your questions are motivated by a sincere desire to provide the most 
supportive environment for their child and that privacy will be respected.  The 
information will be shared only with whomever the parent and individual allow, which 
should at least include the people working directly with them. This will help to explain 
different behaviors, leading to awareness and improved understanding. 

After you have a good understanding of the individual, determine what the parent(s) and 
they want and the level of inclusion desired.  There are many possibilities, such as 
being incorporated into the typical religious education group with appropriate support in 
place, spending some time with those in the typical program and some time in a more 
specialized setting, or in a totally separate group.  However, even when religious 
education occurs in a separate environment, the goal is always connection with the 
larger community in some way, as often as possible.  

Further, the strategies and goals of catechesis should reflect the particular needs of the 
person and the values and traditions of your faith community.  One of the basic tenets in 
the autism community is that when you have met one person with autism, you have met 
one person with autism (Stephen Shore).  Another is that they often have difficulty 
applying and using what they learned in one situation to another, even if the two are 
nearly identical.  For example, being familiar with worship in one location may not 
translate to worship in another.  In Catholicism, participation in the Mass is very 
important, so it is important to include comfort and familiarity with the church space, as 
well as comfort with the actions, words, and rhythm of the Mass.  In addition, if a child 
with autism is in a separate program, there also needs to be a strategy for participation 
in the worship of the community, as well as connecting with their ‘typically developing 
peers.’  

Some families are able to bring their son or daughter with autism to worship. Other 
families may need more support from their congregation.  Again, their teachers in 
school (or day programming for adults) could be very helpful.  Because teaching 
specific behaviors is typically part of the education of individuals with autism, some 
teachers will include behaviors for successful participation in the family’s faith 
community as part of their education plan, because this experience, together as a 
family, is so important.  If that is not possible, teachers may still be willing to guide you 
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in the process, or you may be able to find a special educator or behavioral consultant in 
your congregation who is happy to assist.  If we accept that all people have a right to be 
welcomed into faith communities because we are all created by God, then we are 
morally bound to support the education that leads to participation in the full life of the 
community.  In fact, you might envision learning how to participate in the worship life of 
the community as the beginning curriculum.      

While parents have valuable insight into the needs of their sons and daughters, they 
should not be expected to be the solution.  Be sensitive to the parents’ need for support, 
affirmation, and spiritual growth as well as for their children.  Do not expect them to 
design and run the program. There are always exceptions. Some parents may take on a 
lead role, but do not require it. There may, in fact, be other places in the faith community 
where they would like to participate, or their gifts could be shared. 

When congregations are not welcoming, it is usually not from a lack of desire, but from 
a lack of understanding or knowing what to do.  Good information can empower 
effective caring and action, leading to quick results.  Religious educators in particular 
have a unique opportunity to embrace a family and model effective inclusion for the 
whole community.  

The more challenging situations are those in which hearts and minds are closed to what 
we are called to be as people of God.  Information alone is not enough.  To open hearts 
and minds, we must remember the theological foundations of our calling is based on 
being created in the image of God.  We must be willing to recognize new possibilities for 
celebrating God in our world, the gifts that God has given to each person, and the ways 
that the whole community can benefit from being open to including and receiving gifts 
that might come in unexpected and atypical packages. 

When discussing challenging situations with the parents or learner, focus on the 
behavior, not the person.  For example, say something like, “I love George’s 
enthusiasm, but some of his behavior (and name it) is challenging.  What can we do 
about that?” Be clear that you are seeking to provide the best opportunity for a good 
experience for George. Another suggestion is to say that you believe he can learn new 
ways of being in catechetical environment (or whatever setting you are discussing) that 
will enhance his active and real participation. Even still, parents often hear 
“constructive” comments as criticism of their child or them as parents. You may need to 
repeat yourself, even say specifically, I am not judging Johnny, it is the behavior that I 
am talking about. If you have a relationship built on trust and respect, this will be easier 
to do. 

See the next page for a list of helpful support roles. 
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One Task, Many Roles 

The one task is supported, inclusive catechesis, yet there are many ways that people in 
your parish can contribute. It is possible for people with a wide variety of skills, time 
availability and/or interest to contribute to the task. Not everyone needs to be a 
catechist.  As for any role involved in religious education, training is required to support 
the level of interaction of the task. 

Catechist – Catechist with skills as an educator, particularly special education, although 
does not necessarily need to be professionally trained. A generous heart, a sense of 
humor, willingness to learn and flexibility are huge assets. 

Aides/Assistants - Caring adults who can be present in groups to be extra eyes, hands, 
legs, and hearts. A generous heart, a sense of humor, willingness to learn and flexibility 
are huge assets. 

Teen Mentors - Caring teens who can be present in groups to be extra eyes, hands, 
legs, and hearts. A generous heart, a sense of humor, willingness to learn and flexibility 
are huge assets. 

Peer Buddys – Someone who will support one person in particular in a larger group, in a 
noninvasive way. Buddys would also be very helpful for modeling/teaching particular 
behaviors for worship. Buddys are same age, 'typically developing' peers.  A generous 
heart and natural leader among peers are good candidates, but others could be great 
buddys as well, growing as they share with someone else. 

Consultants – People with special education, applied behavior analysis, or other 
appropriate disciplines that support learning and/or meaningful community participation 
can serve as consultant/support for catechists and other pastoral leaders. 

Hall ‘Monitors’ – Some facilities have many entrances and exits. It’s good to have extra 
people around for the restroom, and keeping in those who belong inside and keeping 
out those who belong outside. 

Crafters – Some materials/activities may require extra preparation for children with 
limited fine motor skills. It can be a huge help to religious educators if someone else can 
prepare the material once he/she has determined what is needed. 

For people with limited or no ability to read, it is beneficial to adapt the materials used. 
For example, make books interactive to allow for matching or selection of important 
items in a picture; create story boards for storytelling. 

For people with computer skills, use graphics software, such as Boardmaker, to make 
picture schedules or social stories, and/or can use a digital camera for the same 
purpose or to make a “Tour” of your community’s worship space. 
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Audio Recorders – Someone with a good speaking voice to record prayers, songs, and 
other catechetical material. This is especially for learners with visual impairments or 
who are blind, but also helpful for others, particularly children with attention issues. 

Digital Media - video, still photos, and voice: expanding options of above list based on 
unfolding technology.  

Adapted Supports Coordinator or Assistant – This person expands the capabilities of 
the Parish Catechetical Leader. They can make the phone calls to schedule meetings 
and make contact for adaptive services noted above, as well as reach out to families 
who have indicated adapted education supports on the registration form for their child, 
and/or coordinate the “religious education IEP” process for the program. A sense of 
humor, flexibility and good organizational skills are a huge asset. Understanding 
education process and knowing the community are also helpful. 

Remember, people with disabilities are also called to serve, and love to contribute. They 
can do some of the tasks above, or others in the life of the congregation. Let their gifts 
and your creativity guide you. 

See next page for general suggestions. 
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“Faith at Home” Work - Some Tips for Parents 

• Say basic prayers every night with your child. 
• Listen to religious songs with your child. 
• Play a matching game with pictures of people important to your faith community. 
• Take photographs of important elements and places in your house of worship.  Make 

flash cards out of them or a “tour.” 
• Have the child match the picture to the actual object in your house of worship. 
• Visit your house of worship with your child when no one is around. 
• Tell him/her how long the service will be. 
• Incorporate the rituals, practices, and expressions of faith into your home and family 

life as much as possible. 

Some Strategy Suggestions 

Attend to communication – Receptive/Expressive/Communication 

• Is it happening?   
• What are her/his ways of communicating? 
• Avoid speaking in the negative. 
• Avoid misunderstandings. 
• Use visual sequenced directions. 
• Use visuals to reinforce what is said. 
• Use short phrases. 
• Wait before repeating yourself. 

Preparation for Transitions – Advance Warning Systems 

• Verbal countdown  
• Concrete language 
• Picture or word schedule 

Encouraging Comfort, Development and Flourishing 

• Writing Stories to Help Anticipate New Situations* 
• Thinking Alongside the Person* 
• Schedules (Promote Independence; Provide Predictability; Allow for Self-

Management) 
• Making Routines Comfortable* 

Behavior Supports 

• Task Analysis 
• Shaping 
• Prompt and Fade 

See next page for suggestions on getting to know the person. 

*Autism and Your Church: Nurturing the Spiritual Growth of People with Autism Spectrum Disorder. 
Revised edition. Friendship Ministries: Grand Rapids, Michigan. 2006, 2011. 
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Getting to Know the Person: Suggestions for Conversations with the 
Individual, Parents and Teachers 

There are many possibilities for ways and levels of inclusion.  When you are first 
approached by a family, the first step is to develop a good understanding of the 
learner’s needs, and determine what the parent(s) and learner (if possible) want 
regarding the level of inclusion.  Families and teachers of individuals with disabilities 
can be the best source of information and ideas for catechists and parish leaders. 

In this conversation, demonstrate an attitude of openness and support.  To learn the 
needs of the person before you, begin with inquiries about his or her interests and gifts, 
what makes him or her unique, and then proceed to the particular needs for 
support.  We are all people first.  Particularly in a faith community, different abilities and 
disabilities do not determine our personhood, though they do influence what each 
person is able to do. The questions in the box on the next page can guide you in this 
conversation.  

During the conversation, assure the parent(s) and individual (if present) that your 
questions are motivated by a sincere desire to provide the most supportive environment 
for  him/her and that privacy will be respected.  The information will be shared only with 
whomever they allow.   Hopefully, this will at least include the people working directly 
with him/her. This will help to explain different behaviors, leading to awareness and 
improved understanding in the parish. Also, respect that each person/family will have 
different goals and needs, AND that each person/family will have different desires for 
parish involvement. 

Quick Reminders for the Conversation and Assessing Needs 

• Person First Language, seek to understand the person, not the disability. 

• Ask about his/her gifts, likes, dislikes AS WELL AS specifics of diagnosis and 
learning needs. 

• Parents, teachers & the person are a great source of insight and guidance. 

• Possibly observe in other settings:  school, home, enrichment activities, etc. 

A List of Questions to Guide the Conversation, with the Individual as 
Possible and Parents 

1. What kind of experience do you want – what level of participation?  

2. What are their particular interests? 
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3. What are their particular gifts? 

4. What kind of situations do they find challenging? 

5. What is their diagnosis?  This is only to provide some additional sense of supports 
that could be helpful. 

6. Do you attend Mass together?  If yes, briefly describe the experience.  If not, why 
not? (This is not for judgment, but to determine if there are any behavioral issues 
preventing it.  If so, learning to attend Mass is a part of the catechetical experience 
and may be the place to begin.)  

7. Do they have particular or potential interests in Mass or Catholic traditions? (for 
example, really enjoys music, ritual, singing, etc) 

8. How would their social relationships be described? 

9.  What methods of communication are used? 

10.  What have been effective learning strategies? 

11.  What are good motivators? 

12.  Are there any inappropriate behaviors? 

13.  What are possible triggers of inappropriate behavior? 
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14.  What are helpful responses to inappropriate behavior? 

15.  What is helpful for holding their attention? 

16.  What is their school or day environment like: inclusive setting, separate programing, 
or mixture? 

17.  What adaptations and supports for learning and participation are used there?  

18.  Do they have any diet or environmental issues? 

19.  Does they have any medical issues you need to be aware of? 

20.  Do they have siblings?  How do they relate to each other? 

21.  How do they relate to other members of the family and community? 

22. Is there anything else you would like to share? 

 

 

 

Updated 2/21/2021. 
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For Parents of Young Children 

Dear Parents, 
 
In an effort to support you in your work providing a foundation of faith for your sons and 
daughters that they can hopefully draw on throughout life, I offer the ideas below.  While 
these can apply to all children, I am particularly talking to parents who have children 
with an autism spectrum disorder or other developmental disability, because as with 
everything else, it seems you have to work harder than other parents at the task.  At 
best, this is sometimes without the help of your church, and other times it is seemingly 
at odds with it.  However, it is truly the desire of your church to support you and walk 
with you on this journey and it is your right that we should do so.   
    
You have probably often heard that parents are the primary examples of religious faith 
in a child’s life.  No matter how unqualified you may feel about this, the love you give to 
your child each day: the sacrifices you make, the nurturing of your child’s spirit, the 
limits set and teaching right from wrong, these are all seeds of God’s love that you plant 
in your sons and daughters.  In fact, a child’s image of God typically reflects their 
experience of their parents’ love. 
 
The ideas suggested below are just some possibilities.  Don’t worry about trying to do 
them all or trying to do them perfectly.  Pick one thing that catches your attention and 
seems easy to do.  If it doesn’t go as you had hoped or expected, DON’T WORRY!  
Faith, like all of life, is a journey and our journey is part of who we are (even though 
there are often parts we would like to skip!).  That applies to how long it takes for your 
son or daughter to learn a prayer, behavior, or whatever.  Whether it takes ten days or 
ten years, it doesn’t matter.  The fact that you are doing what you can is all that counts.  
They, and we, have a lifetime for this journey.   
 
And in all of life, BELIEVE IN POSSIBILITIES.  Not pie in the sky, you can do anything!  
But real possibilities based on honest assessments of interests and strengths, AS 
WELL as struggles.  So often people point out what your sons and daughters cannot do, 
rather than what they CAN do.  But everyone is capable of growth and development 
when supported appropriately and provided the opportunities to practice, stretch 
themselves, and even to fail.  And when they fail, you can help them learn and grow 
from the experience.  None of us are fully independent.  We all need other people to 
truly live a good life.  Help your sons and daughters live as independently as they can 
throughout their lives.   
 
God’s Peace be with you, 
 
 
 
Anne Masters, Ph.D., FAAIDD 
Director of the Office for Pastoral Ministry with Persons with Disabilities 
Archdiocese of Newark 
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Sharing Your Faith with Your Children – Some Possibilities 
 

Ritual is comforting for people of all ages, and in particular for people with 
developmental disabilities.  The most productive rituals are those in which everyone can 
participate in their own way.  Do you practice rituals of your faith in your home?  (I ask 
this also knowing that there are some days, that at the end of the day, you look back 
and wonder how everyone survived!) 
 
Some people wonder about how to explain God to a child who thinks only in concrete 
terms.  However, all children are concrete thinkers.  Maybe your son or daughter will 
always be so, but still express your sense of wonder and awe at God’s activity in your 
life, in good and bad times.  Develop a picture library of associations you have about 
God, such as parts of creation, expressions of love, comfort, and support, etc. …    
 
Coming together as a community is important for most faith traditions.  However, 
incorporating some of the liturgical rituals into the home helps to join the details of daily 
life with faith and liturgical celebrations.  This also helps children grow up with a sense 
of God in their lives, and an experience of faith they can draw on.  Some possibilities to 
consider are below.  Maybe pick one as a place to start:   
♥ When you eat together at the table… 

• try to encourage everyone to take part in the process of preparation, no 
matter how small.  

• try to include everyone in the conversation, even if by reference. 

• try to have a relaxed environment (remember, these are goals!) 
 

♥ Make time to pray together as a family… 

• …in the morning 

• …in the evening 

• …before meals 

• … “the bed-time ritual” 

• …for strength and guidance in hard times 

• …to give thanks in good times 

• …just to praise God 

• …Does your child see you spending quiet time with God? 
 

♥ Acknowledge special faith holy days and seasons of the year with family rituals. 
 

♥ Have sign(s) of your faith in your home. 
 

♥ Find books with faith stories that have good pictures for your child.  Even if there are 
too many words, you can adapt the text as you read it.  Think of how these stories 
have been important in your life and share that with your children.  This shouldn’t 
stop as they get older, though the way you will talk about them may. 

 

Note: Picture Schedule for Attending Mass on next page is for Catholic Mass.  Use as a 

guide to develop one for your own liturgies. 
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       We say, “good bye.” 
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Nosotros decimos hola. 

Nosotros cantamos a Dios. 

Nosotros decimos, “Lo siento.”

Escuchamos cuentos de Dios y Jesús.

     Nuestra oferta a Dios – dinero y nosotros mismos. 

Nos preparamos para recibir a Jesús en la Comunión. 

Regresamos a nuestro hogar para 
amar a Jesús, a nuestra familia y 
nuestras amistades. 

Oramos el “Padre Nuestro.”

Nos dan la mano. 

Nosotros recibimos a Jesús en la Comunión. 

Nosotros cantamos acerca de Jesús en el 
mundo.

Nosotros decimos, “Adios.”

Procision de Entrada 

Nosotros Vamos a la Misa




