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Autism Spectrum Disorder

Emotional/Behavioral Disorders

Developmental/Cognitive Disabilities

Learning Disabilities 

Physical Disabilities

Speech and Language Impairments

Visual and Hearing Impairments 
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About This Book (Symbol Key)
The following symbols are used in this book as signposts to help locate various kinds of disabilities.

Quick Start to Disability Ministry
1) Begin with the basics. Read the articles on

pages 39-40, 43, 65-66, 69 and 72.

2) Add these articles for more depth: pages 13,
17, 121, 151, 182 and the small-group Bible
studies starting on page 234.

3) Use the index for extensive and specific infor-
mation about disabilities and disability min-
istries and resources.

Section 1:Layout 1  11/19/08  10:13 AM  Page 3



What Children with Special 
Needs Wish You Knew

I’m Just “Me,” and That’s Okay

I Need Friends Along the Way

I Want to Know God’s Word  

I Like It When You Talk to Me 

I Won’t Give Up – Don’t You

I’m Not Sick – I Have a Disability  

I Mess Up – Like Any Other Kid

I Know God Can Use Me – No Matter What
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Miniposter: What Children with Special Needs Wish You Knew
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For years, my family and I enjoyed playing tennis, riding
horses and hiking. That changed one hot afternoon in
July 1967 when my sister, Kathy, and I went swimming 
in Chesapeake Bay. I didn’t bother to check the depth 
of the water when I hoisted myself onto a raft anchored
offshore. Positioning my feet on the edge, I took a deep
breath and plunged into the murky water. To my surprise,
my head hit the hard bottom and snapped back. A strange
electric shock zapped the back of my neck. Floating un-
derwater, I felt myself drifting and unable to surface. 

My lungs screamed for air! As I gasped for breath, 
I felt my sister’s arms around me, pulling me upward.
Looking at my lifeless arm slung over her shoulder, I 
sputtered, “Kathy, I can’t feel my body!” 

A sunbather nearby rushed into the water with his
raft. Another called an ambulance. Within the hour, ER
nurses were cutting off my wet bathing suit, my necklace
and my rings. As I began losing consciousness, I heard
the sound of a drill buzzing above my head. 

My diving accident thrust me into a strange and fright-
ening world filled with antiseptic smells, plastic tubes and
life-giving machines. For months, I lay on a Stryker frame,
facing up for hours in the canvas sandwich-type sling. Then
I was flipped facedown to prevent pressure sores. It didn’t
help. I lost so much weight those first months that my
bones literally began sticking to my flesh, which resulted 
in more operations and more time in the Stryker frame. 

A deep, dark depression came over me, and I ques-
tioned my faith. “God, how could You have allowed this to
happen to me?” I asked. “I’m a Christian. I prayed for a
closer walk with You, and if this is Your answer, how can 
I ever trust You again?” 

Little did I realize that people were praying for me
around the clock. As the weeks passed, I began to sense
a difference. My anger subsided, and my depression

slowly lifted. God was
lovingly wearing down
my resistance through
the precious prayer
covering of my church
family and friends. 

I soon noticed a
change in my occupa-
tional therapy. Weeks
earlier, I had stubbornly
refused to learn how 
to write with a pencil
clenched between my
teeth. That was before
I met Tom, a young
ventilator-dependent
quadriplegic, who was
more paralyzed than I
was. When he enthusiastically asked the therapist to put
the pen in his mouth, I stopped grumbling and complaining. 

God used the prayers of my friends and Tom’s exam-
ple to show me the truth of Romans 8:28: “In all things
God works for the good of those who love him.” God’s
idea of my “good” seemed not to include getting me back
on my feet. Perhaps it included a flexible attitude, an ap-
preciation for small things, and a character that reflected
the kind of joy that did not depend on circumstances. 

I can’t say that the past 40 years have been easy, but
I have experienced my Savior’s power and strength along
the way. Jesus always knew exactly how I felt because He
suffered, too. He turned His cross into a symbol of hope
and freedom. When I realized that, I could do no less. My
wheelchair has become the prison God used to set my
spirit free.
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Joni’s Story
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For over a quarter of a century, Joni and Friends (JAF) has
been dedicated to extending the love of Christ to children
and adults with special needs and their families. Through
the mission of Joni and Friends, the gospel has been
communicated worldwide, and Christ-honoring churches
are now equipped to evangelize and disciple all those 
affected by disability. 

A diving accident in 1967 left founder, Joni Eareckson
Tada, with quadriplegia and confined to a wheelchair. After
two years of rehabilitation, Joni emerged with new skills
and a fresh determination to help others in similar situa-
tions. Mrs. Tada wrote of her experiences in her best-selling
biography, Joni. With the book’s distribution in many lan-
guages, Joni’s name soon became recognized around the
world and was followed by her full-length feature film, Joni. 

Having been propelled onto an international stage,
Mrs. Tada launched Joni and Friends in 1979. In 2006,
Joni and Friends grew to become the Joni and Friends 
International Disability Center, which ministers to thou-
sands affected by disability around the globe through 
four flagship programs: 

• Joni and Fr iends Radio Ministry—A daily five-
minute radio program broadcast over 1,000 outlets
and heard every week by a million listeners. In 2002,
it received the Radio Program of the Year award from
National Religious Broadcasters. 

• JAF Family Retreats—Five-day summer programs
provided for families affected by disability. In 2007,
Joni and Friends served over 1,000 special needs
families in 19 family retreats hosted across the United
States. 

• Wheels for the World Wheelchair Outreach—A
program designed to provide wheelchairs to the dis-
abled throughout the world and to share Jesus’ love.
To date, over 35,000 wheelchairs have been collected
nationwide, refurbished by inmates in over 15 correc-
tional facilities and donated and custom fit to a needy
child or adult with a physical disability in a developing
nation. 

• Disability Ministry—A movement to equip churches
to include people with disabilities and their families.
The Joni and Friends’ Field Service’s staff and volun-
teers provide training and resources to equip churches
in ministry to those affected by disability, and they also
host regional Disability Ministry summits.

In 2007, the Joni and Friends International Disability
Center took two giant steps of faith. First, the Christian 
Institute on Disability was established as a communica-
tions and training center to address disability-related issues
in our culture. Second, a new TV series, Joni and Friends,
was produced to proclaim God’s victorious plan for all
families affected by suffering and disability. This unique
program is broadcast nationwide and internationally (see
www.joniandfriendstv.org for your local broadcast
schedule).

While JAF focuses on influencing the church on 
disability-related issues, Mrs. Tada’s impact is felt be-
yond the Christian community. Her role as a disability 
advocate led to a presidential appointment to the National
Council on Disability for three and a half years, during
which time the Americans with Disabilities Act became
law. In 2005, Mrs. Tada was appointed to the Disability
Advisory Committee of the United States Department of
State to advise Dr. Condoleezza Rice on policies and 
programs that affect disabled persons in the State De-
partment and around the world. 

Mrs. Tada and her husband, Ken, married in 1982
and minister together around the world. Both are perma-
nent members of the International Board of Directors of
Joni and Friends. 
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What Is Joni and Friends?

A Word from Joni 

We’re all richer when we recog-
nize our poverty, we’re stronger
when we see our weaknesses,
and we’re recipients of God’s
grace when we understand our
desperate need for Him. I’m con-
fident that as you partner with us
to love and serve families affected
by disability, you, too, will be
blessed.
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This little light of mine, 
I’m gonna let it shine.

This little light of mine, 
I’m gonna let it shine.

This little light of mine, 
I’m gonna let it shine,

Let it shine,

Let it shine,

Let it shine.

I’m Just Me, 

and That’s Okay!
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We know that in all things God works for the 
good of those who love him, who have been called 

according to his purpose. Romans 8:28 

In the beginning when God separated the light from the
darkness and created day, how bright that first light must
have been. The contrast of an early sunrise against a
black backdrop can still take one’s breath away. We wit-
ness this same sort of contrast in the lives of children with
disabilities. The depths of their struggles can make their
smallest success glow with heavenly light. And those of
us who are fortunate enough to know these amazing 
children experience the warm rays of God’s love shining
through their smiles. 

All children remind us that God is good. According to
Romans 8:28, He promised to share that goodness with
us. Yet when Katie was born with a neurobiological disor-
der, the doctors said she would be mentally retarded, with
all that such a pronouncement implies. One day, however,
the toddler looked out of the car window and read a street
sign. Then her parents gave her a book, which she also
read. Katie was hyperlexic, meaning she had an excep-
tional, untaught reading ability at a very young age. As a
fourth grader, Katie, who was diagnosed with Asperger’s
syndrome, taught herself Japanese. She continued to
amaze her family and friends with God’s perfect plan for
her life. 

Children remind us that God is faithful. From his
wheelchair, Cole feared the rough neighborhood where
he and his mom lived. He often cried himself to sleep 
because bullies made fun of him. But through his faith in
Jesus, Cole learned to pray for bad people and to trust
God for protection. He even requested prayer at church
for his neighborhood, leading members to faithfully reach
out to the bullies and share Christ with them. 

These children show us that the image of God is
within us—not outside us. Christy discovered this con-
cept when she cared for Elliot at camp. Locked in a
twisted body racked by multiple physical and mental dis-
abilities, Elliot sat almost motionless in his wheelchair. 
He never spoke, made eye contact or responded to her
touch. Early in the week, Christy watched with Elliot as
the other campers swam, made crafts and giggled. By

midweek, she felt content to push Elliot’s chair down quiet
paths under the trees, where she would stop and read
poems to him or sing simple songs. She came to appre-
ciate the serenity of their times together and was sad to
say good-bye. When that time came, Christy patted El-
liot’s right hand, which lay in his lap. To her surprise, he
slowly lifted her hand with his, drew it to his mouth and
gave it a soft kiss. Christy’s eyes filled with tears. Later,
she described it as a kiss from God’s own heart—the
sweetest she’d ever felt and one she would never forget. 

The Bible speaks of our need for childlike faith—a
faith that surrenders our grown-up efforts to fix things. As
you minister to these extraordinary children, you’ll slam
head-on into Romans 8:28. You may even question God’s
goodness and power to make all things work for good for
children like Katie, Cole or Elliot. And that’s when children
with special needs will become your teachers! 
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Walking into a high school, a person might be strongly
tempted to sort the students as “athlete,” “brain,” “geek,”
“loser” or “cheerleader”—all terms one may use to de-
scribe teens. These descriptors, or labels, however, are
often misleading. They categorize students by emphasiz-
ing only one aspect of complex individuals. At a 25-year
high-school reunion, how many of those descriptors
would still be true?

Psalm 139:13 refers to God as a crafter and states,
“For you created my inmost being; you knit me together 
in my mother’s womb.” With God as our master designer,
only God’s labels and designations should hold legitimacy
and truth. The Bible is rich with descriptors that each one
of us displays. “Handmade by God,” “image-bearer of
God,” “significant,” “honored,” “dearly loved child” and 
“secure in God’s hand” are just some of the words that
describe us, God’s handiwork. 

There are no problems with God’s labels for us; His
words are declarations that honor and bless. Some of
us, however, acquire man-given labels that are less
than complimentary. For example, a child with an iden-
tifiable disability often wears some sort of limiting,
derogatory descriptor that can obscure the vision of
God’s words for that child. While it may be true that a
child has cerebral palsy, autism or Down syndrome, 
it is also true that an onlooker may mistakenly see 
only that characteristic. A child with a disability may 
appear to be “deficient,” “incompetent,” “unpresentable”

or “totally incapable.” Covering up God’s labels for a
child with these words that limit, degrade and hurt is
sinful and offensive to the Creator. 

Ephesians 2:10 affirms that “we are God’s workman-
ship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which
God prepared in advance for us to do.” The Bible is clear
that each child who attends your church is hand-knit with
an individualized pattern by God. That pattern beautifully
displays God’s image in some form. Each child is created
specifically to be able to fill a prepared spot in God’s king-
dom and an honored place in the Body of Christ. First
Corinthians 12:12 declares, “The body is a unit, though 
it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are
many, they form one body. So it is with Christ.” 

Make it clear to peers, parents and volunteers that
your church rejects all hurtful labels. While disability la-
bels are needed for communicating useful information,
always remember that God’s perspective is much truer.
Aggressively peel away the negative labels associated
with disabilities. Focus on children’s gifts, and give all
children an honored place in your church community.
While some children may require specialized equipment
or techniques in order to meet their needs, you have the
joy of seeing the participation of those children enrich
the lives of others. “And this is his command: . . . to love
one another” (1 John 3:23). 

Join God’s line of sight!
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People may see God sees

Cerebral Palsy Cindy

Cindy, handcrafted by Himself before she was even born.
Part of her unique knitting pattern is her love for animals
and gifted singing voice. She also happens to have cere-
bral palsy.

Down Syndrome Adam
Adam, image-bearer of Himself, who displays passion for
prayer and care for the people in his life. He also happens
to have Down syndrome.

Autistic Sam

Sam, honored and significant member of the Body of
Christ, who is a gifted servant as he joyfully organizes
the toy shelves at church. He also happens to have
autism. 
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“I can’t serve children with disabilities 
because I don’t have any formal training.” 
Have you considered that children with disabilities are
born into families with no training? Parents, grandparents,
aunts and uncles do what comes naturally. First they love
these children; then they get to know them. God simply
asks their church family to do the same. As a new volun-
teer, you’ll be trained and educated and maybe even part-
nered with an experienced “buddy,” and you’ll be surprised
by how quickly your confidence grows. 

“Aren’t children with mental retardation 
spiritually innocent before God?”
While some children with special needs may not under-
stand God’s grace, they can all experience His love in
amazing ways. Many churches are confused about how
to meet these children’s spiritual needs and often wonder,
Are these children sinners? Or do they have a free ticket
to heaven? What we believe concerning their salvation is
not critical to how we minister to them. And we don’t need
to figure out their age of accountability or their mental ca-
pacity to introduce them to Jesus.

“We don’t need a disability ministry because the 
church downtown has one and does a great job.”
Do your own research. For example, there are about 2,600
churches listed in the Dallas Yellow Pages. Bible studies,
youth ministries, recovery programs and outstanding
choirs are featured in many of the ads. And in some ads,
churches brag about their sports ministry, and one even 
offers a “cappuccino ministry”; but not one ad lists a dis-
ability ministry. Yet school districts nationwide estimate 
that children with special needs make up from 15 to 25
percent of their student body. Your church should exist to
serve your community. 

“I guess I should volunteer because God sent 
these children to teach me to count my blessings.”
“This myth defines a person’s life solely in terms of his or
her effect on others,” says Rev. Dennis D. Schurter, retired
chaplain at the Denton State School in Denton, Texas. “It
is a rationalization in the face of a negative experience

that says the person is ‘sent’ by God to test one’s faith or
teach one to love, etc. To place one on a pedestal is to de-
humanize. Each person has equal value. . . . Each person
can be a blessing to others, whether handicapped or not.”* 

“Aren’t parents the best caregivers? 
Can’t they just take turns at church?”
Sure, parents could take turns, but you would miss God’s
blessings. You would miss building wonderful relation-
ships with some of the most terrific children you’ll ever
meet. And the fruit of the Spirit in your life will be less ripe
on the vine. Why should parents have all the fun?

“I’m afraid of the legal responsibility of 
caring for someone with a disability.”
There are legal responsibilities involved in serving in the
nursery, in youth activities, in the church kitchen and on
the parking lot. But we don’t neglect those ministries. The
church carries insurance for accidents. On occasion, a
child with a disability may experience a medical condition
that requires the intervention of a parent or a call to 9-1-1.
But you can rest assured that you will always have a su-
pervisor for support. 

*Dennis D. Schurter, D. Min., A Ministry Manual (Denton, TX
2003), p. 16.
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Ministry Is Messy! 

God plops people with disabilities in
the midst of a congregation—a hand
grenade that blows apart the picture-
perfectness of the church . . . The
“uncomely” parts are critical to the
life of the body. . . . We want the
church to see some of these disen-
franchised folks as the “indispens-
able” part of the body. 
—Joni Eareckson Tada
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Same Morning, Different Households
Sunday Morning in the Browns’ Home
It was 5:00 A.M., and Dylan Brown was up. How is this
possible? thought his mom, Madge. She had spent half
the night giving her three-year-old breathing treatments.
Madge rolled over to poke her husband, indicating it was
his turn to check on Dylan; but when she extended her
arm, she found nothing. She wondered if he had fallen
asleep on the downstairs couch or if he had bothered to
come home at all. 

After their son had been diagnosed with autism six
months ago, Paul started going out with his friends, drink-
ing heavily. He began missing work and, with his wages
being docked, money was tight. The stress only caused
Paul to drink more in spite of Dylan’s escalating treatment
costs. Madge worried about how they were going to sur-
vive. That morning, she tried deep breathing to calm her
nerves and prevent another panic attack. It was hard to
control her fear and rage. Marge felt trapped, with no one
to turn to for help. She had little hope for her marriage,
her son’s life or her own dreams.

Sunday Morning in the Smiths’ Home
It was 5:00 A.M., and Sarah needed to be “burped.” To
support her weight gain and growth, she was on a feed-
ing pump most of the night. Melody looked at her hus-
band sleeping peacefully beside her. Stan had taken the
first shift to care for Sarah last night. He was happy to do
it. He loved his daughter but didn’t get to see her much
due to his working overtime. Melody softly hummed a
praise tune as she opened the G-button attached to
Sarah’s stomach, connected the appropriate tubing and
gently pressed on her tummy. Melody smiled to herself,
thinking about the many changes in their lives in the last
year, including their new church.

The Smiths left their last church because people
acted as if they didn’t have enough faith to heal Sarah.
But Stan insisted that church was a part of their lives, so
when a neighbor invited them to visit her church, they
went. They were good neighbors with strong family val-
ues, who drove the Smiths to church and sat with them 

during worship. Over the next few Sundays, Melody and
Stan made new friends and felt accepted for who they
were: parents of a child with special needs. 

Unique Family Challenges
The diagnosis of a child with a special need can be a
challenging and life-changing event for a family. It raises a
multitude of difficult questions, many of which cannot be
answered. The diagnosis impacts immediate family mem-
bers as well as the extended family. When a congregation
acknowledges these challenges and extends grace to
these families, it is a tremendous blessing. 

Impact on Parents 
Parents of children with special needs may walk through
your church doors with a variety of church experiences—
some good, some heartbreaking. Their basic question is,
“Are we welcome, just as we are?” Many parents are
looking for a much-needed break, while others seek a reli-
gious education for their children or they feel the need for
friends and fellowship. These are the most basic ministries
every church should offer. But if your church is willing to
learn, grow and make a few correctable mistakes, you can
embark on a journey together that will reap rich rewards. 

Impact on Siblings
Not all siblings handle having a brother or sister with
special needs in the same manner. Some siblings com-
pensate well and actually become more well-rounded,
caring individuals. Others experience embarrassment or
frustration, or they begin to initiate aggressive behaviors.
The support and reaction of the Church can greatly influ-
ence these often-fragile sibling relationships. 

Impact on Grandparents 
Besides grieving the loss of not having a typical grand-
child, grandparents often have great concern about the
predicament their children are experiencing. Most grand-
parents do not have the training, physical strength and
agility necessary to help care for a child with special
needs. Support and understanding from the Body of
Christ will make a world of difference.
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Church-Family Support
In addition to simply understanding a family’s stress and
their child’s unique difficulties, churches can provide sup-
port in a number of areas. 

Provide Financial Aid 
Having a child with special needs can drain a family’s re-
sources. Medical treatments and various therapies can 
be costly. Often at least one parent quits his or her job or
sharply cuts back on work hours to become the child’s 
primary caregiver. Church members can help relieve this
stress by becoming a safety net when an occasional 
financial emergency occurs. 

Supplement Needed Care 
Parents work to provide exceptional care but fear that 
no one else would be willing to take care of their child as
they do. Parents also realize their child with a disability
may never become an independent, self-sufficient adult.
This can cause enormous concerns about what the future
may hold. As these families build strong relationships
within the Body of Christ, however, their fears are allevi-
ated because they see that people outside their family
can love and enjoy their children.

Show Unconditional Love 
Taking a child with special needs out into the community
can be challenging. People may stare, make cruel com-
ments or fail to understand obvious physical differences
or strange behaviors. This stress can prevent a family
from accepting an invitation for dinner at a friend’s home
after church or staying for a church social. By showing
unconditional love, church members can help families
overcome fears of embarrassment or rejection. 

Some children may not be able to clearly express
their basic wants or needs. This frustration may lead 
to aggressive or self-injurious behaviors that threaten 

a child’s safety and the safety of others. Language dif-
ferences like volume, pitch and unintelligible noises can
draw misunderstanding and unwanted attention. A loving
hand from a friend can keep a family from feeling isolated
in their church community. 

Share Grief
Although raising children with special needs brings many
joyful experiences, parents must accept grief and sorrow
as their companions along the way. They grieve over de-
velopmental milestones that their children miss, failed
treatment plans, and dreams that will never come true.
The success they hoped for is mixed with the powerful
emotions of denial, anger, fear and shame. 

Promise Hope
While the world might focus on cost, inconvenience and
wasted energy and lay blame at the feet of parents or the
medical establishment, the Church must speak out with
an alternative message:

But [God] knows the way that I take; when he has
tested me, I will come forth as gold (Job 23:10).

[God] was despised and rejected by men, a man of
sorrows, and familiar with suffering (Isaiah 53:3).

All your sons [and daughters] will be taught by
the Lord, and great will be your children’s peace
(Isaiah 54:13).

God calls His people to proclaim hope to families affected
by disability. 

As Christians, we must commit to accept and help
families dealing with special needs. Each child’s differ-
ences must be understood and his or her strengths and
gifts celebrated. As insight is gained into each unique situ-
ation, we discover how remarkable these children are and
how easy they are to love.
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Merriam-Webster defines the word “epidemic” as “affect-
ing or tending to affect a disproportionately large number
of individuals within a population, community, or region at
the same time.”* When one compares current numbers to
past trends and statistics, it is clear that there is an epi-
demic in the area of autism spectrum disorders (ASD).

According to a report by the Centers for Disease
Control Prevention in 2007, “autism is the most common
of the Pervasive Developmental Disorders, affecting an
estimated 1 in 150 births. Roughly translated, this means
as many as 1.5 million Americans today are believed to
have some form of autism. And this number is on the
rise.”** Twenty-five years ago approximately 1 child in
10,000 was diagnosed with autism; it was known as a 
relatively rare condition. Twenty-five years ago, a church
would not expect to have a child with autism in Sunday
School. Today, a church should expect to have multiple
children with ASD in children’s programs. Volunteers 
must have basic information and strategies to support 
the needs and to value the gifts of children on the 
autism spectrum.

What is autism spectrum disorder? 
When attending a family reunion, it soon becomes appar-
ent that people resemble one another in physical features,
personalities, reactions and actions. When psychologists
classify different conditions, they group similar disorders
into families. Autism is currently under a family category
called pervasive developmental disorders (PDD). Autism
is one of five relatives in this category that also includes
Rett syndrome, childhood disintegrative disorder, autistic
disorder, Asperger’s syndrome and pervasive develop-
mental disorder-not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS).
While the current heading for these five related conditions
is PDD, many professionals suggest using the term ASD.
Some professionals think of all five relatives as ASD; oth-
ers would include only autism, Asperger’s syndrome and
PDD-NOS in that category. 

While researchers can describe ASD and note neu-
rological differences on the spectrum, vast amounts of 
effort and study still have not shown what causes a per-
son to develop ASD. Without a cause, a cure is difficult to
discover. Professionals have, however, developed many
techniques and strategies to support children with ASD.

What should a church know about ASD?
While professionals continue to think about categories,
causes and possible cures, church volunteers should
know how to support and include a child with ASD. If a
parent brings a child to Sunday School and says, “My
child has Asperger’s syndrome,” the leader should be
able to recognize that name. That name recognition
should link to a set of differences that may be seen in 
this child. Knowing those differences will allow the leader
to support that child’s needs while also understanding
that child’s strengths. 

(Note: While knowing basic information about ASD is
helpful, remember that each child is a uniquely crafted
being of God. No two children are alike. It is far more im-
portant to become an expert on Johnny or Sue than it is
to become an expert on ASD.) 

What differences might you 
notice in a child with ASD? 

Areas of difference are important because they point us
to strategies and techniques we can use within our chil-
dren’s ministry programs. Although each child is an indi-
vidual with unique gifts and needs, a child with ASD will
typically show differences in the following areas: social
skills, language, and range of interests or behaviors.

Social Skills
Social interactions can be a challenge. Many instant
and simple social decisions that you make are often 
laborious and mystifying for a child with ASD. While
typical children understand when to be quiet and when
to speak, a child with ASD might need individualized
instruction in this area. For children with ASD, reading
facial expressions, understanding another person’s
point of view and accurately estimating another per-
son’s emotions can be difficult. Some children prefer 
to avoid the confusion of multiple people in one place.
Others enjoy being with a group but may make social
errors. Instead of knowing, for example, when to ask a
question, a child with ASD may interrupt a large group
and talk to the pastor in the middle of a sermon. This is
not intended to be rude; it is simply unknown territory
for that child. 
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Language 
Some children with ASD develop speech at 1 to 2 years
of age, and then speech disappears. Those children may
never regain the ability to use spoken words while others
develop speech in later childhood. You may encounter a
child who will use pictures to communicate, while others
may be able to use some sign language. 

Some children need to practice patterned speech 
before using original words or phrases. Some children
who are unable to crack the speaking code may borrow
speech from movies or books. These children might have
a difficult time answering a question, but reciting large
amounts of text from memory is an effortless task.

Other children with ASD speak very well with im-
pressive vocabularies but struggle to comprehend con-
versations or figures of speech. The interpretation of a
question or phrase might be very literal. For example,
singing a worship song that speaks about Jesus “living
in my heart” could be very confusing or upsetting for a
child with ASD, because the child may interpret those
words literally. 

Range of Interests or Behaviors 
“Repetitive” or “restricted” themes and behaviors can also 
be a unique area for a child with ASD. A girl with ASD
may have a motion or phrase that she repeats frequently.
A boy may have a topic that consumes his thoughts and
conversations. Although such a narrow focus might look
like an obsession, such an action or thought often calms
and brings pleasure to a child with ASD. Rocking, lining
up toys, talking about trains or reciting portions of movies
can make life seem more comfortable and predictable. Al-
though many times these actions and topics can bump into
your lesson plan or activity for the day, there are ways to
turn those bumps into a good situation for all involved.

Why “differences” 
and not “deficits”?

It seems most appropriate to call these areas “differences”
instead of “deficits”. As you work with a child with ASD, you
will notice that sometimes an area of difference becomes
an area of strength. A child who can focus on one topic
often becomes very proficient in that area. For example, 
if a boy with ASD thinks exclusively about computers, 
he can develop amazing technology skills. If a girl with
ASD cares passionately about telling other people about
Jesus, she can become a powerful evangelist. God spe-
cializes in making individual patterns as He creates and
builds children before they are even born. Remember to
delight in that unique pattern for the children with ASD.
God does. “I praise you because I am fearfully and won-
derfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full
well” (Psalm 139:14). 

Want to learn more?
Make sure you read about these and other sensory dif-
ferences in “The Sensory Factor” (p. 78). To understand
this topic in depth and to read about many strategies to
try at church, read Autism and Your Church by Barbara 
J. Newman. 

*Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed., 
s.v. “epidemic”; www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
epidemic.

**“What Are Autism Spectrum Disorders?” Autism Society of
America, January 23, 2008. http://www.autism-society.org/
site/PageServer?pagename=about_whatis (accessed May 24,
2008).
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