INCLUDING STUDENTS WITH SIGNIFICANT DISABILITIES IN CONFIRMATION CLASSES

Jim Gemer (Education I, Luther Seminary. Prof. Mary Hess, instructor); January 2012

Abstract: This guide is written primarily to help with involving students with significant cognitive disabilities in Confirmation classes, but could also be used to assist with inclusion of these students in other areas of activities in a church such as Sunday school, Sunday Worship, and Luther League.

I. Biblical underpinnings (Bible Study for teachers and students):

Why do we want to to include students with significant cognitive disabilities in Confirmation activities? Answer: Because we love them and they love us, and not only that, because “the Bible tells us so.”

For specific scriptural guidance, read the scriptures below and then discuss how they impact our decisions on whether and how to include students with significant disabilities in the Confirmation curricula.

-          Matthew 20:16: “So the last shall be first and the first shall be last.”

-          Mark 2:1:12: Jesus heals the man who is paralyzed.

-          Luke 14:1-24. Jesus heals the man with dropsy; on humility and hospitality; and the parable of the great dinner. 

-          Matthew 18:20: “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”

-          Galatians 3:28: In Christ there is no distinction. [In Christ there is no child with profound mental retardation nor autism nor genius.] 

-          Acts 2:42: “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”

-          1 Corinthians 11:17-19, 33: Don’t have divisions. Eat together.

- 1 Corinthians 12:12-27: One body with many members.

Take time to meditate and pray for guidance; close with a prayer of your choosing and/or the Lord's prayer. II. Spiritual Foundational Statements for inclusion of people with significant cognitive disabilities in Confirmation: 1. One very strong indicator of the “Jesus-ness” of a church is how it loves, accepts, includes and values all the members of the body of Christ. 

2. We are not saved by our ability to articulate the Athanasian Creed, we are saved – we are given new, abundant and eternal life - by Jesus.

III. CRITERIA/OUTCOMES: Mastery of material, e.g., memorizing the Ten Commandments, is often not possible. However, other more important things ARE possible. 1. “Give them Jesus” (attributed to Mother Teresa); assure that all students are in Spirit-filled environments. Jesus says “wherever two or more are gathered together in my name, there I am in their midst.” The Holy Spirit is active, and her presence with students and teachers alone justifies including everyone. Just being with other brothers and sisters in the Lord shows the student that s/he is loved and included and valued, and further lets the parents know that their youngster with disabilities is welcome and furthermore that they are, too. The worst mistake that could be made is to assume that since the student might not be able to learn the class to the regular criteria then the class should not be taken!  

2. Learn the relevant concepts in a more generalized manner, but in a manner which helps the student to reach his/her capacity. Using the “strengths” model, try various learning modalities. What may work in some cases and/or on some days and times may not work on others. Always assume ability, not disability, and it will be surprising how much the student is able to absorb. Try to teach the concepts even if they cannot be memorized in a conventional way. 

3. Build understanding and acceptance from the other Confirmation students. This involves modeling respectful, strengths-based language and behavior. Acceptance breeds confidence. This not only helps to ensure a positive learning environment now, but helps pave the way for changes in the way that persons with significant cognitive disabilities are treated later on in life.  IV. Practical ideas for including students with significant cognitive disabilities in Confirmation:

1. You may wish to talk to the person, their family and the professionals involved with their IEP (Individual Education Plan that schools create). Use the “strengths” model. What are the person’s strengths? How do they best learn? Do they learn best by tactile stimulation, by drawing, or seeing rather than aurally? Are they better in larger or smaller groups? Do they need frequent breaks? Involve the confirmand’s parents ad family as much as possible. They generally have a wealth of knowledge on possible approaches; they are the real experts. 

2. Be flexible. Persons with significant cognitive disabilities can be involved in most or all activities in which other confirmation students are involved. For example, don’t assume that being able to “sit still” during an entire church service is a pre-requisite to being an acolyte. The candles may be lit at any time before the service starts, and contingencies can be put into place if the student needs to leave church before services end; either other students can be on call to assist with communion or extinguish the candles at the end of services or one of the ushers can do it – or the pastor can do it. Also consider at least occasionally adapting services to meet the needs of the confirmand with a significant cognitive disability. If noise is an issue, have a service that is softer, say with guitars or a cappella singing instead of having a booming organ, and maybe have a shorter service sometimes. Oftentimes confirmands with significant cognitive disabilities learn better by singing. Also, having younger people such as Luther Leaguers assisting with or occasionally leading services is often more comfortable because the Confirmand is likely in daily contact with high school age youth. Don’t be afraid to experiment. See what works. There is no failure. 

3. Model behavior for the other confirmands. Show dignity, love, and respect for the student with cognitive disabilities and include them in as any activities as possible. Include the whole class in Bible studies such as the one in Section I.

4. Prepare the congregation. Sadly, many people with significant cognitive impairments and their families do not feel welcome in church-related activities. Through sermons, Sunday school, and Bible studies, establish the groundwork for their acceptance over time, using the many Bible verses that speak to this matter, such as the ones listed above in Section 1. Nothing preaches better than reaching out in love for those persons who are often marginalized by society – not always intentionally - but for whom Christ died and loves every bit as much as anybody else.   

5. Inclusive practices in some specific activities: 

A. Meals and snacks. It’s good sometimes to open class by eating a meal together that has been prepared by one of the parents or a snack prepared by the instructor for students who are usually very hungry adolescents (watch the sugar!). It’s also very Biblical. Sing the table grace.

B. Adapt the curriculum. Is the class studying the Old Testament? Presenting the lesson in song format may be a good idea. For instance, if the class is studying Moses and the Exodus, the “Pharoah, Pharoah” song can summarize the lesson; and in a more general way the song “Jesus Loves Me” or “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands” can summarize in an even more general way that God was with the Israelites when they left Egypt, and that God is also with us. Coloring pictures of the events can also assist with tactile stimulation, and be a welcome stress-reliever for the other students, parents, and teacher alike. Or say for example you are discussing the third commandment; have the student color a picture of a church or listen to (and to the extent possible sing) a song about “The Little Brown Church” or do exercises like linking the hands together and doing the “here is the church, here is the steeple.” This leads to a corollary: what is helpful and fun for the confirmand with a significant disability is almost always also helpful and fun for the rest of the class: almost all confirmation students (as well as teachers, parents and pastors) love to color and love to sing. Do them together as a class activity.  

Participating and/or watching skits or using electronic media may also be helpful. Periodically scan the net for adaptation and curricular ideas. The point is to try things, even though there may not be total understanding – even a “mustard seed” can move mountains. Hands on experiences such as receiving communion and practicing lighting altar candles can be helpful.  

C. Use a combination of together and alone time. Sometimes the confirmand does well in groups, at other times not so much. It’s not failure if the confirmand needs to leave or withdraw before the end of class. In fact, it might be that the confirmand will simply stay for part of the confirmation activities. That’s okay. You can meet with them (and any parent or assistant) at another time. Sometimes, it is holy just to go into the sanctuary to sing and pray with a more limited number of students or with just the confirmand and their parent or personal care attendant.

V. CONCLUSIONWe are all part of a noble whole. We are all children of God. When we involve students with significant cognitive or other impairments in the confirmation process, we are not doing it “just to be nice” and we are most assuredly not doing it out of pity. Pity is vertical – it implies difference in standing, in hierarchy. Love and compassion, on the other hand, are horizontal and they are mutual – we are walking with one another. It is NOT "there but for the grace of God go I." Instead, it is "there go I." We are one in the Lord! 

More generally, when church communities provide greater inclusion for people with significant cognitive (and other) disabilities, everyone is blessed, individually and collectively: “give and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get back.” Luke 6:38.
