
Steps to Getting Started

“Unless the Lord builds the house,  those who build it labor in vain. Unless the Lord watches over the city, 
the watchman stays awake in vain.” Psalm 127:1  
 
Before you begin, it is essential for you to seek the Lord for help. Ask Him to help you build a 
stronger church that meets the unique needs of special needs families in your community. 
What He builds, lasts. Ask for unity in your leadership, a clear vision for the work, an effective 
strategy, and a greater heart for helping this underserved population. 

Cast vision to church senior leadership/senior pastor.
Cast vision to children’s ministry leaders/key leaders.
Cast vision to congregation/whole church. Look at having a special needs emphasis 
Sunday to share the vision with the church as a whole. 
Form a leadership team. Include a ministry "champion." The champion is the leader 
of the ministry and should be in charge of day to day operations of the ministry. 
Can be a volunteer or a staff member. Be sure to include at least one parent of a 
child with special needs on the leadership team. A parent's role is not to serve on a 
Sunday morning but to speak into how the ministry should be set up. 
Assess existing church members with special needs by completing an intake form. 
(see resources section) 
Determine your structure and strategy. For example, which services will you 
provide, which age group will you start with, self-contained classroom, buddies 
only, etc. 
Recruit volunteers. 
Organize classroom leaders, coordinators, and buddy teams. Determine roles for 
each volunteer.
Develop buddy teams for existing church attendees with special needs.
Devise scheduling/calendar plan and create contact lists.
Devise a substitute, on call, 5th Sunday, and walk-in plan. 
Have a “get-to-know-you” meeting with each participating family and their buddy 
team. 
Establish a self-contained classroom. (If your current attendees require it.)
Buy the necessary resources and supplies (See resource section for suggestions). 
Do a soft launch. Serve the people you currently have as attendees. 

Before You Build... 

Suggested steps to getting started:



Steps to Getting Started
For the 1st four weeks, do a quick assessment after service between the buddies   
 and coordinators. 
After one month, ask for parent feedback.  
Improvise, adapt, and modify, if necessary. 
Go public and launch! 
Begin integrating and assimilating into other church programs and ministries, such 
as greeter teams, hospitality, VBS, etc. 

People who volunteer in special needs ministry receive a far greater blessing and 
reward than what it may cost them, not to mention the joy of knowing they are 
following the example of Christ. 

Working with people who have special needs 
and disabilities will be one of the biggest 

blessings, joys, and fruitful experiences you 
could ever imagine.

Church Policies to Consider
Set up a protocol for checking in/out volunteers and participants.
Consider your diaper/pull-up changing policy. We recommend parents and 
caregivers be the only ones responsible for changing an individual 5 and up.
Bathroom Policy 
Proper displays of affection. Be sure to address age appropriateness. 
Child abuse protection procedures
First Aid procedures
Elopement and injury reports are included in the resource section to use if 
necessary.



Checklist

Below are suggested areas your leadership team will need to discuss and 
have policies in place before you begin your ministry. 

Every special needs ministry needs a champion to drive and mobilize the ministry for the 
church. Be sure to have this person in place before starting.  
Form a leadership team. Be sure to include your champion and a parent of a child with 
special needs to inform all decisions. 
Intake forms: It is crucial to a have a short intake form to use on the first day a new family 
arrives as well as an in-depth intake form to use after the family has attended on a regular 
basis. We recommend that you do not have the family fill out the long intake form, that is 
cold and impersonal. Rather assist the family in the process. Remember intake forms 
contain sensitive and private information. Have a plan in place to protect the confidentiality 
of the intake forms by keeping them in a secure, controlled environment. Sample forms 
available in the resource section.  
Bathroom policy: Many older children and adults with special needs require significant help 
with bathroom needs. Many wear pull-ups or diapers. Have a plan in place for what to do 
should an older child or adult need assistance in this area. Clearly communicate the plan to 
the buddy teams and parents. Ideally, there would be a changing area set aside for adults and 
older children, such as a family restroom.  
There may be instances where a child becomes overstimulated or disruptive and needs to be 
removed from a classroom setting. Most churches have policies that stipulate that no one is 
to be alone with a child. Should a child need to leave a classroom, have a clear plan and 
procedure as how to handle that situation.  
Calling in sick: Make sure to clearly communicate to your buddy team what protocol to 
follow if they will not be able to serve at their scheduled time. Who do they call? Who do 
they need to notify? It would be wise to have a "on call" volunteer so they can fill in. 
Elopers: There are some individuals, especially with autism, who are “elopers” and like to try 
to get away from their buddy or teacher. If your church has a security team, make them 
aware of any “elopers” you have and have a plan in place should one get away from their 
buddy. Showing them a picture of the child will help them identify the child.  
The best practice is to not have two people who are related alone in a classroom without a 
third person. (i.e. husband and wife team, brother/sister) If an incident were to occur, a 
family member can not testify for or against their relative.  
Have an emergency evacuation/lockdown plan in place and communicated to volunteers. When 
making plans, be sure to consider those with mobility issues. 



Checklist
Clearly communicate to the volunteers working registration what to do should a new special 
needs family come. 
There may be times when individuals with special needs become agitated and upset to the 
point of harming themselves or others. Have a plan in place should that occur. 
Have a clear conversation with caregivers to discuss allergies and medical needs. In some 
cases, you will need a medical authorization form, i.e. epi pens, insulin, etc.
When choosing a location for your self-contained classroom, consider evacuation protocol 
for your children with mobility issues. 
Have a clear wellness policy for volunteers and parents. Feel free to post that policy in the 
hallways/bathrooms/classroom entrances throughout the flu season. 
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