Ministering to children with special needs

Trinity is an inclusive church. Every child is different, and all are equal in the eyes of
God. He would want us to love and teach them as well as we can. We therefore need to
do our best to meet their individual needs, whether in a classroom or other setting.

Children vary considerably in their everyday behaviours, whether at home, in school or
in church. Some children’s behaviour may seem qualitatively different from that of
others, and some of these may have been assessed as having ‘ADHD’ (attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder) or ‘ASD’ (autistic spectrum disorder). It is therefore important to
remember that disruptive behaviours may not be due to lack of discipline.

ADHD

Experts predict that around one child in 20 has ADHD. The ratio of boys to girls
diagnosed with ADHD is around 6 to 1. The most obvious symptoms of ADHD are
inattention, distractibility, difficulty following instructions, fidgeting, and impulsiveness.
Hyperactivity is only prominent in around 30% of children with ADHD. However, it is
important to remember that these symptoms vary on an individual basis.

In practice, itis better not to think of a child as having, or possibly having, ADHD. ltis
better to think about what behaviours they are showing, and how best to manage these
within the Sunday School / Junior Church setting.

Suggested strategies

- Start each session with a welcoming ‘merging time’, to allow children to
transition into the environment

- Setclear expectations and try to keep any ‘rules’ for the class to a minimum

- Tryto use structured activities, clear instructions, and opportunities for
movement

- Limit long periods of sitting still

- Trytoinclude hands-on, active, and engaging activities, incorporating video
elements if you can

- Provide fidget toys as they can help children to focus, as can asking a child to be
‘teacher’s helper’

- Ask children to repeat back any instructions to confirm their understanding

- Reward good behaviours with praise and / or tokens of some kind



- Try not to plan too many activities in one session, and ensure that children are
given time to transition from one activity to the next

- Develop appropriate expectations for how much of the ‘desired lesson plan’
teachers can actually get through

- If you have sufficient helpers, it can be beneficial to allocate one to sit with the
child, helping them to focus and keep on track. It can also be helpful to take the
child out of the room for a short period to allow them to calm down and re-focus.

Talking with parents

If the above strategies are not working and a child’s behaviour remains overly disruptive,
then it might be necessary to have a discussion with one or more of their parents. This
is probably best done by the HK Sunday School / UK Junior Church lead. Any such
preliminary discussion should be carried out in an informal way. Unless a parent has
already disclosed that their child has been diagnosed with ADHD, never use the term
when speaking with them. Simply describe the behaviours and how they are disrupting
the class. Be open and honest. Explain that, although other children may show similar
behaviours at times, their child seems to be struggling more than most —and never use
the term ‘normal’ when referring to other children. It might also be helpful to ask about
how the child behaves in other settings (e.g. home or school), and what ‘strategies’ the
parent has found to be effective. Ensure that the parents know you have the child’s best
interests at heart and you are not judging them or their child in any detrimental way. If
the initial discussion is not helpful, then it might be necessary for a subsequent meeting
to be arranged, led by a Pastor and / or the Safeguarding Lead.

ASD

Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) typically show differences in social
communication and interaction, with a preference for routine, and can get anxious if a
schedule is disrupted. They often have restricted interests, and some may show
repetitive behaviours, such as hand-flapping, body rocking, or repeating lines from a
favourite book or song. They may avoid eye contact and not respond to their name. They
may also be over-sensitive to lights, sounds, smells, tastes, or touch. Having said this,
it’s important to remember that different children will respond in different ways — hence
the term ‘spectrum’ which refers to an array of potential effects. The effects of ASD can
also differ between boys and girls. In general, girls seem to cope better in social
situations, show fewer signs of repetitive behaviours, and seem better at copying how
other children behave.



Suggested strategies

- Provide a visual schedule of the session’s activities, and try to keep to it

- Give warnings when moving from one activity to the next, allowing some
transition time

- Beliteral and direct, avoiding ambiguous phrases or metaphors

- Stick to promises - if you say something is going to happen, then try to ensure
that it does

- Trytoinclude sensory-friendly activities, like music or art

- Also, consider the sensory environment, e.g. dimmer lights and use of a quieter
sound system or voice. It can be helpful to provide a quiet space if this is
feasible

- Allow them to bring a familiar item, such as a sensory toy, with them

- You could also try a buddy system, pairing with another child who can help them
to navigate the class and activities

- If you have sufficient helpers then, as with ADHD, it can be beneficial to allocate
one to sit with the child, helping them during the session. It may also be helpful
to take the child out of the room for a short period to give them some time-out.

Talking with parents

If a child is continuing to have difficulty in the class setting, then it might be helpful for
the Sunday school / Junior church lead to talk with one or both parents. However,
please take note of the comments in the ADHD section above (page 2). These points
apply equally well when speaking with parents of children showing ASD-typical
behaviours as they do for ADHD.
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