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Rethinking Our Introductions

Introduction to the Nation 

“The manner in which our nation cares for its citizens… is more than 
an index to its concern for the less fortunate. It is a key to its future. 
Both wisdom and humanity dictate a deep interest in the physically 
handicapped, the mentally ill, and the mentally retarded. …we as a 
nation have for too long postponed an intensive search for solutions 
to the problems of the mentally retarded. That failure should be 
corrected.” 

~President John F. Kennedy

Vanderbilt Kennedy Center
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1 in 5 children has a developmental disability

What is a developmental disability?

What do the 1 in 5 have?

– Learning disabilities and 
language delays 

– Autism Spectrum Disorder
– Down syndrome
– Rare syndromes 

How does the VKC help?

Our Activities:
• Research
• Services
• Training
• Dissemination of Knowledge

Our Goal:
Facilitate discoveries 
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How does the VKC help?

2005‐University Center for 
Excellence in Developmental 
Disabilities (UCEDD)
• Administration on Intellectual and 

Developmental Disabilities (AIDD).

Focus on Quality of Life 

Participation in Communities

NOD/Harris Interactive (2010)

The Importance of Faith
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The Gap in Participation
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The spirituality and faith of people 
with significant disabilities is often 
overlooked, poorly supported, or 
actively ignored. Faith community 
participation may be particularly 
limited. 

Barriers:
• Architecture
• Attitudinal
• Communication
• Programmatic
• Liturgical

E. W. Carter, Including people with disabilities in faith 
communities: a guide for service providers, families, & congregations. 

Baltimore Md.: Paul H. Brookes Pub. Co., 2007

Training

Field Education: Research

SURVEY: Characteristics of Inclusive Communities

• Commitment of leadership
• Use of educational resources 
• Religious teaching that positively portray people with 

disabilities
• Had closer relationships with disability organizations
• Commitment to addressing social issues  

Field Education: 
Dissemination of Knowledge
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Field Education

• Conferences 
• Workshops
• Story Collection
• Interviews with leaders in special needs ministries to 

learn about how congregations commit to this work

Institute on Disabilities
Temple University (Philadelphia)

www.temple.edu/instituteondisabilities/

• The Arc Pennsylvania: http://www.thearcpa.org/

A New Agenda

Erik Carter, Ph.D.
Professor of Special Education
VKC Member

Youth and Families 
Flourishing Project

Erik Carter, Ph.D. (PI)
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Project Focus

We sought to learn about…

• the strengths of young people with intellectual 
disabilities or autism

• the spiritual expressions of young people with 
intellectual disabilities or autism

• Parent recommendations for how their own faith 
communities might better welcome and support 
families

Participating Families

Tennessee

The Labels We Use

Disabilities

ID
38%

ASD
44%

Both
13%

Other
5%

Race/Ethnicity of Youth

White
79%

Black
16%

Other
5%
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Participating Parents/Caregivers

Mother
84%

Father
9%

Grandpar
ent
3%

Other
4%

Relationship to 
Youth

Thirties
13%

Forties
49%

Fifties
31%

Sixties 
& over

7%

Age of 
Parents/Caregivers

Participating Parents/Caregivers

156
39
37

32
31
28

23
4
2

Baptist
Catholic

Non-Denominational…
Methodist

Church of Christ
No Particular Religion

Presbyterian
Jewish
Muslim

Faith Community

AtAttendance
e

Size

Strengths and Faith
Young People with Developmental Disabilities
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Spiritual Expressions
Beyond the Congregation

2%
9%
10%

18%
22%
22%
24%

36%
37%
43%
43%
43%
46%
49%
52%

64%

11%
13%

72%
15%

35%
16%
9%

20%
27%

4%
18%
20%
16%
6%

16%
11%

85%
70%

16%
57%

38%
57%

61%
41%
32%
51%

34%
32%
34%

31%
30%

20%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Fasting
Engaging Religious Websites
Religious Holiday Traditions

Sharing One's Faith with Others
Watching Religious TV/Movies

Having Family Devotions
Having Personal Devotions

Contributing Money
Talking About Spiritual Ideas

Observing Sabbath/Lord's Day
Singing/Humming Religious Songs

Praying with Family Members
Listening to Religious Music

Praying at Bedtime
Reading/Listening to Scripture

Praying at Mealtime

% of Responses

Daily/Weekly Monthly/Yearly
Expressions Observed Outside a Congregation

Spiritual Expressions
Within a Congregation
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1%
2%
2%
2%
3%
4%
5%
5%
6%
7%
11%
11%

21%
25%

47%
62%

8%
13%
4%

24%
5%
7%

27%
10%
10%
8%

30%
10%

7%
18%

16%
12%

90%
80%

93%
71%
90%
88%

65%
79%

82%
83%
59%

76%
69%
55%
36%

15%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Mission Trips
Rites of Passage

Acolyte or Altar Server
Youth Retreats

Leading Scripture Readings
Leading Public Prayers

Local Outreach Ministry
Other Forms of Service

Usher or Greeter
Choir or Music Team

Sacraments
Prayer Meetings

Small Group
Youth Group

Religious Education Classes
Attending Worship Services

% of Responses

Daily/Weekly Monthly/Yearly
Expressions Observed Inside a Congregation Outside Congregation Inside Congregation

What Do Families Want?

71%

69%

68%

67%

64%

61%

59%

59%

56%

47%

47%

42%

32%

29%

11%

17%

17%

16%

14%

14%

14%

13%

13%

11%

12%

18%

14%

13%

18%

14%

15%

22%

25%

27%

28%

42%

41%

40%

58%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Disability Awareness Efforts

Parent Support Group

Family Resource Center

Family Advocate

Spiritual Counseling

Respite Care

Spiritual/Rel Educ Plan

Rel Educ Modifications

Support in Rel Educ

Special Worship Services

Support During Worship

Financial Support

Transportation

More Physical Accessibility

% Reporting Supports to be Helpful versus Available

Congregation Supports – Helpful
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What Are Congregations Doing?

9%
10%

3%
5%

30%
7%
9%
11%

18%
6%

16%
13%
12%

21%

71%
69%
68%
67%

64%
61%
59%
59%

56%
47%
47%

42%
32%

29%

11%
17%
17%

16%
14%

14%
14%
13%

13%
11%
12%

18%
14%

13%

18%
14%
15%

22%
25%
27%
28%

42%
41%
40%

58%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Disability Awareness Efforts
Parent Support Group

Family Resource Center
Family Advocate

Spiritual Counseling
Respite Care

Spiritual/Rel Educ Plan
Rel Educ Modifications

Support in Rel Educ
Special Worship Services

Support During Worship
Financial Support

Transportation
More Physical Accessibility

% Reporting Supports to be Helpful versus Available

Currently Available
Would Be Very/Somewhat Helpful
Would Be A Little Helpful

Congregation Supports – Helpful vs Available

Putting	Faith to	Work
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Critical	Need	for	NewApproaches

• Persistent and pervasive problems of unemployment 

• Lack of other valued avenues for community contribution 

• Service systems beyond their capacities to meet deep needs

• Natural support systems regularly overlooked

Hmmmm...
I should probably ask

Hmmmm...
I should probably ask

Operates
a day care
Operates
a day care

Is a frontline 
supervisor

Is a frontline 
supervisor

Works at the 
university

Works at the 
university

Owns a landscaping 
business

Owns a landscaping 
business

Is a vocational
rehab counselor
Is a vocational

rehab counselor
Works in
a law firm
Works in
a law firm

Coordinates a non-profit
network 

Coordinates a non-profit
network 

Does odd jobs 
around town

Does odd jobs 
around town

Works at the 
municipal offices

Works at the 
municipal offices Owns a nurseryOwns a nursery

Runs a local bankRuns a local bank

Leads her HR 
department

Leads her HR 
department

Works at a 
restaurant
Works at a 
restaurant

Is a construction 
contractor

Is a construction 
contractor

Works at
a grocery store

Works at
a grocery store

Runs a temp agencyRuns a temp agency

Putting	Faith	to	Work	Model

Invitations and Encouragement
Support and Guidance

Linkages to Services & Resources
Connections to Other Congregations

Community 
Groups

Community 
Groups

Businesses 
& Employer 
Networks

Businesses 
& Employer 
Networks

Civic 
Groups
Civic 

Groups
Non‐ProfitsNon‐Profits

Other 
Churches  

Synagogues 
Mosques

Other 
Churches  

Synagogues 
Mosques

Schools and 
Colleges

Schools and 
Colleges

Friends & 
Relatives
Friends & 
Relatives

Other 
Associa‐
tions

Other 
Associa‐
tions

Congregation
Members

Access to Meaningful Work
For People with Disabilities

Inviting	Faith	Communities
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Why	is	this	work	important?	
(in	theirwords)

•“It is important for people in the congregation to 
help people find jobs because everybody deserves 
to work if they want to whether they have special 
needs or not. Everybody has strengths and things 
they are good at, even individuals with special 
needs.” 

•“It is important because church congregations 
should be places where people already feel safe.”

•“We all need to work. Lord says ‘Don’t work, don’t 
eat.’”

Inviting	Congregation	Members	
and	job	Seekers
• Bulletin inserts

• PowerPoint 
announcements

• Social media

• Newsletters

• Personal invitations

• Other approaches

Conversations	About	Work
Questions to Answer

• Which strengths, gifts, and passions 
should we consider when thinking 
about a meaningful job? 

• Which prior experiences should we 
remember when considering possible 
jobs? 

• What types of job responsibilities 
might be a really great fit?

• What are possible businesses and 
organizations in our community 
where these types of jobs exist? 

• Who should we talk to in our 
congregation (or beyond) who may 
have connections to such employers? 

• What supports do we think will be 
needed to promote success? 

• What are our next steps as a group? 

One	Page	Profiles
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Reverse	Job	Ads Who	were	our	job	seekers in	TN?

29

59

38
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54.5% of job seekers were members of the 
congregation supporting them.

Did you feel like the meeting helped people learn 
about you and what you want?
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6
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Were	you	successful	in	finding	a	job?

53 47
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Putting	Faith	to	Work	Job	
Placements

•Goodwill Industries
•YMCA
•TRIAD at Vanderbilt Kennedy Center
•Local community colleges
•Financial organizations
•Department of Veterans’ Affairs
•Franklin First United Methodist Church
•Curry Ingram Academy
•Prime Therapeutics
•Metropolitan Center for Independent 
Living

•Vanderbilt University Plant Operations
•Brighton Nursing Home
•Many, many more…

How happy are you with your job?

67

33

0

25

50

75

100

Very happy A little happy Not at all happy

P
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Would you recommend this program to 
other congregations?

83

17
0
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100

Yes No I don't know

P
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0

Project	Outcomes

• 72 individuals with disabilities 

• 13 have secured full‐time work, average wage $20 per hour. 

• 17 have secured part‐time work, average wage $11.47 per 
hour

• Job sectors: food service, custodial work, administration, sales, 
customer service, medical coding, massage therapy. 
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Project	Outcomes	
• Improved self‐esteem  

• Employment 

• Empowered family 

• Encouraged independence

• Built relationships and increased sense of belonging

What’s	Next	for	PFTW?
• A free “Practice Guide” 

• Online portal for PFTW Resources (puttingfaithtowork.org)

• Presentation at TASH Faith and Flourishing Conference in 
Nashville (April 22) 

• Articles for faith‐based magazines

• Journal articles that few people read…

puttingfaithtowork.org

NATIONAL	COLLABORATIVE	ON	FAITH	
AND	DISABILITY

www.faithanddisability.org

Vision	and	Mission
People with disabilities and their families will have 
compelling opportunities and supports to develop and 
express their spirituality, engage in congregational life, 
and share their gifts and talents in ways that are 
personally valued and that strengthen communities. 

Our mission is to support people with disabilities, their 
families, and those who support them by providing 
national and international leadership in the areas of 
research, education, service, and dissemination related 
to disability, religion, and inclusive supports.
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Activities	of	the	Collaborative
✓Develop and support an interdisciplinary and interfaith network of scholars and leaders who 

are addressing the intersection of disability, religion, and/or spirituality in their work.
✓Foster rigorous, collaborative, and interdisciplinary scholarship, including research, policy 

analyses, theological reflection, and program evaluations. 
✓Develop educational materials, programs, and technical assistance fostering collaboration 

among, or building the capacity of, religious leaders, human service professionals, service 
providers, congregations, individuals with disabilities, and families to address spirituality and 
build inclusive spiritual supports.

✓Produce and disseminate compelling resources based on research and state‐of‐the‐art practice 
in both disability services and inclusive spiritual supports. 

✓Provide national and international leadership by speaking to policy initiatives, cultural 
developments, and other emerging issues related to disabilities, religion, and spirituality. 

✓Serve as a central and visible “clearinghouse” for resources, research, trainings, 
conferences, programs, and organizations. 

✓Provide an accessible and engaging link between academic, professional, and lay communities.
✓Support and enhance the efforts of other organizations, faith networks, and groups carrying 

out work in related areas. 
✓Pursue large‐scale funding to carry out the work of the Collaborative. 

Lessons	Learned	Today
• Introductions Matter (focus on strengths, not deficits) 

• A disability label is not an indicator of how important a 
spiritual life is to a person

• People with disabilities want to contribute and be 
meaningfully included in faith communities

• Congregations have opportunities to minister with people 
with disabilities and families both inside and outside the 
congregation

• Congregations are natural partners in making employment 
connections

• Collaboration in this area is beginning at the national level. 
Get involved!!!

Thank	you	
Vanderbilt

• Erik Carter

• Jenny Gustafson

• Janet Shouse

• Allie Utley

• Thomas Boehm

• Topher Endress

• Kyle Jonas

• Sue Francis

• Lydia Wingo‐Kane

• Viki Matson

• Trudy Stringer

• Elisabeth Dykens

• Elise McMillan

PFTW

• Bill Gaventa

• Joe Timmons

• Derek Nord

• Penny Seay

• Milt Tyree

• Harold Kleinert

• Wes Allen
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Contact	Information

Courtney Taylor, M.Div.

courtney.taylor@vanderbilt.edu


