Essential Core Training for Neurodivergent-Inclusive Ministry
This curriculum is designed to equip church leadership, volunteers, teachers, and hospitality teams with the foundational skills needed to support neurodivergent individuals and families with dignity and competence.

1. Neurodiversity 101 (2–4 hours)
Learning Goals
· Understand what neurodiversity is and why it matters theologically.
· Recognize common neurodivergent conditions without stereotyping.
· Learn the difference between:
· Medical/diagnostic models
· Social model of disability
· Neurodiversity-affirming perspective
· Learn inclusive church language.
Core Content
· Overview of Autism, ADHD, Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, Tourette’s, and Sensory Processing Disorder.
· Brain differences and how they affect learning, communication, and worship.
· The concept of masking and why it is harmful.
· Identity-first vs. person-first language.
· Basic do’s and don’ts of inclusive communication.
Key Skills
· Responding with patience to unexpected behaviors
· Using strengths-based language
· Asking before offering help
· Understanding that sensory and communication needs are not misbehavior
Activities
· Myth vs. Fact Quiz
· Case Scenarios: “How would you respond if…”
· Panel/Conversation: Invite a neurodivergent adult or caregiver to speak

2. Trauma-Informed Ministry (2 hours)
Neurodivergent individuals and families often carry trauma related to schools, public spaces, and previous church experiences.
Learning Goals
· Understand what trauma is and how it affects the brain and behavior.
· Learn how sensory overload can trigger trauma responses.
· Recognize signs of distress, shutdown, and meltdown.
· Create worship and classroom environments that reduce harm.
Core Content
· Overview of the nervous system and “fight-flight-freeze-fawn” responses
· How transitions, surprises, or sensory overload can activate trauma
· The difference between meltdown vs. tantrum vs. shutdown
· Co-regulation: how adults help calm children
Key Skills
· Slow, calm responses
· Speaking in gentle tones
· Offering choices
· Creating predictable routines
· De-escalation language:
“I’m here with you. You’re safe. You can take your time.”
Activities
· Role-play: Calming a child who is overwhelmed
· Environment audit: Identify “trauma triggers” in your church

3. Safe Sanctuary / Safe Church Training (1–2 hours)
This training overlaps with existing policies but adds nuance for neurodivergent individuals.
Learning Goals
· Understand boundaries in one-on-one support situations.
· Learn rules about physical contact when assisting children with sensory or mobility needs.
· Know how to keep both volunteer and participant safe.
Core Content
· Two-deep leadership standards
· Consent for physical assistance
· Policies for quiet rooms and sensory areas
· Excursion policies (when a buddy steps out with a child)
· Emergency/wandering protocols
· Documentation and incident reporting
Key Skills
· Asking for consent (“Is it okay if I help you with…?”)
· Maintaining visibility and accountability
· Always keeping a second adult within range
· Respectfully navigating bathroom assistance policies
Activities
· Scenario practice: “What do you do if a child wanders?”
· Boundary-setting scripts

4. Understanding Sensory Processing (2–3 hours)
Learning Goals
· Understand how sensory systems work (auditory, visual, vestibular, proprioceptive, tactile, interoceptive).
· Recognize signs of sensory overload.
· Identify sensory-seeking vs. sensory-avoidant behaviors.
· Learn how to create sensory-friendly worship and learning environments.
Core Content
· What sensory dysregulation looks like
· How to use sensory tools:
· Noise-canceling headphones
· Fidget tools
· Weighted items
· Wiggle cushions
· Chewelry
· How lighting, acoustics, and crowding impact participation
· Why “quiet rooms” must be optional and non-punitive
Key Skills
· Offering sensory supports without shaming
· Adjusting environment rather than correcting people
· Creating calm-down spaces
· Recognizing early signs of overstimulation
Activities
· Sensory Simulation: Experience bright lights, layered sounds, strong smells to build empathy
· Build-a-Kit Workshop: Assemble sensory baskets for classrooms and pews

5. Communication Supports Training (1–2 hours)
Learning Goals
· Understand diverse communication styles used by neurodivergent individuals.
· Learn how to support AAC users (communication devices, picture boards, sign language, gestures).
· Learn to slow down, simplify, and respect processing time.
Core Content
· Verbal vs. non-verbal communication
· Echolalia (repetitive speech) as meaningful communication
· Visual schedules
· Social stories for worship or classroom routines
· Using first–then language (“First we sing, then we pray.”)
· Non-demanding interaction strategies
Key Skills
· Speaking in plain, friendly, concrete language
· Waiting up to 10 seconds before repeating yourself
· Providing choices rather than commands
· Using visual cues whenever possible
Activities
· AAC Demonstration: Show how devices work
· Create a Picture-Based Bulletin: Build a visual order of worship

6. De-escalation & Co-Regulation (1–2 hours)
Learning Goals
· Know how to safely support a person who is overwhelmed
· Learn how emotional regulation develops and how adults model calm
· Understand that meltdowns are neurological—not behavioral
Core Content
· Steps of escalation
· Co-regulation techniques (slow breathing, gentle voice, grounding strategies)
· What not to do (no grabbing, yelling, shaming, or crowding)
· When to involve parents or staff
· When to call for emergency assistance (rare)
Key Skills
· Staying calm during crises
· Giving space while ensuring safety
· Offering sensory supports during escalation
· Speaking supportive phrases, such as:
· “You’re not in trouble.”
· “You are safe.”
· “Let’s take a break.”
Activities
· Video examples: Meltdown vs. tantrum
· Practice de-escalation scripts

7. Practical Inclusion in Worship & Ministry (1–2 hours)
Learning Goals
· Learn how to adapt worship, Sunday school, sacraments, and events
· Recognize how small changes make a big difference
· Understand that inclusion is not “extra work”; it is ministry
Core Content
· Creating predictable worship sequences
· Using inclusive liturgy and visual cues
· Modifying communion practices (gluten-free wafers, noise-free zones)
· Flexible seating options (beanbags, rocking chairs, floor mats)
· Supporting transitions (processions, children’s time, dismissal)
Key Skills
· Setting up sensory stations
· Welcoming movement and noise
· Giving predictable instructions
· Offering alternatives for participation
Activities
· Adapt-a-Service: Teams take a typical Sunday liturgy and make it accessible
· Classroom redesign: Rearrange for sensory-friendly layout

8. Cultural Competence: Language, Ethics, and Hospitality (1–2 hours)
Learning Goals
· Develop compassionate, respectful ways of interacting
· Avoid ableist assumptions
· Build long-term, dignity-driven inclusion
Core Content
· How words affect belonging
· Avoiding phrases like “suffer from,” “high-functioning,” “disruptive”
· Embracing strengths-focused language
· Understanding masking and burnout
· Intersection of disability and faith identity
Key Skills
· Asking families about preferred language
· Speaking to children and adults directly, not just caregivers
· Recognizing neurodivergent adults as experts in their experience
Activities
· Rewrite exercise: Turn ableist phrases into affirming ones
· Hospitality scenarios: Practice greeting different families

HOW TO IMPLEMENT THIS TRAINING
Options for Delivery
· 6–8 weeks of one-hour sessions
· A single-day retreat (5–7 hours)
· Quarterly modules
· Hybrid: in-person + online videos
Who Should Attend
· Pastors
· Children’s ministry workers
· Ushers/greeters
· Youth leaders
· Choir/music directors
· Anyone interacting with families regularly

