DIACONAL CONFERENCE/CLASSICAL DISABILITIES COMMITTEE

(Proposed Guidelines)

I.
Organizational Goals

(Note: These are the ultimate goals, which the CRWRC and the CDC are working cooperatively to reach. The establishment of Disability Committees in accord with these guidelines is an important step in the attainment of these goals.)

A. Every congregation in the Christian Reformed Church will have a disabilities committee and/or coordinator appointed by the church council to promote ministry with persons with disabilities and their families. (See attached CARING CHURCH PROGRAM)

B. Every classical area in the CRC will have a Disabilities Committee and/or a Disabilities Coordinator to promote and coordinate work within and between the local congregations in conjunction with the congregational disabilities committees/coordinators.

C. In areas where there is a diaconal conference the Disabilities Committee will be a committee appointed by and reporting to the - conference. In areas where there is no diaconal conference or where the diaconal conference chooses not to be involved, the local classis will be asked to take ownership and make the appointment.

D. The CRNRC will continue to serve in a consultant/coordinating role to the Disabilities Committees through its staff, primarily through its area diaconal consultants.

E. The CDC through its staff will be a major consultant to and primary resource for the program at all levels. The CDC will also provide for local training as needed and requested and for periodic regional and national conferences.

II.
Committee Organization

A. Appointment

1. Committee members should be officially appointed by the organization sponsoring the committee and to which the committee is answerable (e.g., diaconal conference or classis). In some cases committees' originate through a gathering of interested people or in response to a request for volunteers. In many areas and situations this is a good way to begin. However, to gain credibility and standing, it is wise to have committee members officially recognized and endorsed by the sponsoring body as soon as possible.

2. In the establishment of a Disabilities Committee and the appointment of committee members, careful thought should be given as to what the overall make-up of the committee will be.  The following guidelines may prove helpful:

a. Members should be, loving, caring people, who are generally known as persons who are concerned about others. This is important in gaining the confidence of individuals with disabilities.

b. Some persons with disabilities and/or members of their families should be placed on the committee.  Their firsthand experience is invaluable. These should not, however, be the majority of the committee since that would place them in the position of being the chief advocates for their own needs.

c. Professionals who deal with persons with disabilities can be of real assistance. They can give insights into clinical considerations. These also should not be the majority of the committee because they may have a tendency to be too "clinical."

d. Some members of the committee should be individuals who may not be directly involved with persons with disabilities but are understanding and caring people who can represent the concern of the broader church community.

e. One or more members of the Diaconal Conference board should be placed on the committee since the conference should have a strong concern about this matter and should be in direct contact with the committee.

f. In areas in which the diaconal conference has a paid staff member it would be advantageous to have that person be either a regular or ex-officio member or the committee.

g. The number of committee members must not be so small as to be unrepresentative nor so large as to be unworkable. Five to seven members would seem to be the most effective.

B.  Committee Organization

1. Each committee should establish basic operational procedures. This need not be complicated but should be adequate to insure that business is carried on in an orderly fashion and that progress is made.  These procedures should be put in writing and submitted to the sponsoring organization for information and approval.

2. The committee should decide early on what its task will be. It is recommended that the primary task of the committee should be enabling and coordinating. With this in mind provision should be made for the appointment of sub-committees and individuals outside of the committee to carry out certain aspects of the work. This will keep the committee from being overburdened and will make use of the experience, interest, and expertise of others in the church community.

3. It is recommended that the following elements be included in the operating procedures with changes to be made as circumstances dictate:

a.
A brief mission statement.

b. Officers to be selected (at least a chairman and secretary).

c.
Time and place of meetings.

d.
Number of committee members.

e.
Provision for the appointment of subcommittees.

f.
Method of reporting to the sponsoring organization.

4.
Although some informality is essential to good open discussion, meetings should be conducted with some formality with provisions made for motions, recording of minutes, etc. This will help to overcome wasting of time, confusions as to decisions, and needless repetition.

III.
Activities and Procedures

A.  General Observations

1.
The committee should be focusing its attention primarily on:

a.
Education

b.
Information

c.
Promotion

d.
Coordination

2.  For the committee to focus its activities and define its purposes it may be well to keep in mind the types of concerns that may be addressed. It should be noted that the concerns of the church should not be limited to those needs which are narrowly spiritual but should embrace the needs of the whole person -- emotionally, socially, financially, as well as spiritually. With this in mind the following should be areas of major consideration.

a.
Church involvement/spiritual nurture

b.
Day-to-day living needs

c.
Personal and family support

d.
Social opportunities/acceptance

3. The committee will operate on different levels of the church structure:

a. Congregational: The individual congregation is basic. This is where most of the concerns of persons with disabilities and their families must be dealt with. This is where they must be incorporated into the life of the church. No activities of the committee should be carried out without consideration for all of the congregations in the area.

b. Areal: Some concerns can and should be dealt with through the cooperation of two or more churches in a specific area.  The committee may well be the facilitator and coordinator of such programs.

c. Conference/Classis: Some activities can best be centralized and need to be organized and/or provided directly by the committee.

B.  Procedural Plan

NOTE: Once the committee is appointed and organized it should begin its work in an orderly and focused manner. A plan of procedure should be adopted. The following procedural steps are suggested:

1. Step One:  Establish Congregational Contacts:

a. As noted above, the individual congregation is the basic element in all ministry with and for persons with disabilities and their families. The starting point for the committee should be to encourage churches to appoint a contact within their congregation.

b. The ideal contact would be a special committee to deal with disability concerns in each congregation and this should be the goal of the committee (See attached CARING CHURCH PROGRAM). If no committee is appointed, then a contact/coordinator should be designated by the individual church. This appointment might well be by the local diaconate and could very appropriately be on of the deacons.

2. Step Two:  Identify Concerns
a. In order to begin to address the concerns of persons with disabilities within an area it is important to know the nature and extent of those concerns. This will become even more important when the committee begins to address specific needs. For this reason information gathering must be a major element in the initiation of the work of a disabilities committee. Direct and complete information from each congregation is the best means to a thorough approach.

b. The information needed may be obtained in each of the following ways or, better yet, a combination of all three:

(1) The committee and or contact in each church should be able to provide the information needed from their own records or gather the information with the help of the committee. If the church does not have a committee or contact, the deacons may be asked to do this. Procedures for obtaining this information on a congregational level are contained in the CARING CHURCH PROGRAM.

(2) An open meeting could be called to which everyone with an interest in disabilities is invited. The nature of the committees interest should be presented followed by input from those present as to what they see as needs.

(3) Community agencies could be contacted for their input as to what they see as needs.

c. The type of information desired should be carefully determined and written out. In doing so keep in mind the following:

(1) Be very clear about the information you are seeking. Perhaps a questionnaire could be formulated and given to each congregation with very specific questions and instructions.

(2) Remember that there are a variety of disabilities. They may be physical, mental or emotional. They may be present at birth or caused by accident, illness or age.

(3) A working definition of a disability might be a condition that requires significant assistance or adaptation in order for a person to perform the tasks of daily living.

(4) Basic information needed would certainly be:

(a) The number of individuals having disabilities stated by categories and severity, (e.g., Hearing impaired: How many? How severely is each effected?)

(b) The nature of the needs and concerns of those who have disabilities and of their families. This should be determined in consultation with the individuals involved and not only by those who think they know what is needed.

d. When planning a specific project more detailed information will be needed. For example; in planning housing for persons with physical handicaps you would need to know:

(a) How many individuals need housing?

(b) When will the service be needed?

(c) What level of care will be required? etc., etc…

3.   Step Three: Analysis of Needs

a. The next step is to make a careful analysis of the needs that exist in the lives of individuals with disabilities and in the lives of their families within the specific area. Analysis here means carefully reviewing and discussing of all concerns, which have surfaced through Step Two and then evaluating those concerns. This analysis is important because it will form the basis of the entire approach of the committee.

b.       In analyzing concerns and thus making evaluations the following matters should be addressed:

(1) Definition: Specific definitions and descriptions of concerns, which can be put in writing, will help the committee to focus on what actions are really called for. This can also be a way of relating concerns to each other for solutions. The definitions can be broad but if they are too broad this may lead to lack of direction.

(2) Priorities: The committee must determine the urgency of the concern as well as the time it may take to deal with it. Some needs may call for immediate attention, others will need to be dealt with over a long period of time. Care must be taken here to seriously consider all concerns. However, it may be determined that some should be eliminated from further consideration because they are unfounded and/or unimportant but this should not be done hastily.

(3) Extent: The extent of the concern delas with how many individuals are effected, or how many congregations or areas.

(4) Appropriateness: Is the concern appropriate for consideration by the committee? Or can and should it be addressed within a specific congregation? Or is it something that should be dealt with by local agencies?

c. Evaluations should only be made after thorough discussion and consultation. At least basic facts and understanding should be present. Consulting with persons who are directly involved and with those who have personal and/or professional experience must be a part of this process.


4.  Step Four: Develop a Plan of Action

a. Now comes the challenge. How can and will the committee deal with the concerns that have been stated and evaluated? An orderly approach is to prepare a preliminary plan.  In the preliminary plan all the concerns which must be dealt with will be listed together with their evaluations as determined in Step Three. Under each concern possible solutions and approaches will be listed. All possibilities are then studied and the necessary and feasible solutions to be pursued will be selected. Decisions made become the basis of the Plan of Action.

b. The written Plan of Action which will eventually emerge should contain the following elements:

(l) The statement and description of concerns.

(2) The priority of the concern.

(3) A description of the method or approach that will be used to address the concern.

(4) An outline of the steps that need to be followed in achieving the solution.

(5) A determination as to where within the church structure this should be dealt with (i.e., congregation, particular area, conference-wide).

(6) The individuals or group that will address the concern.

(7) Needed financing and means of obtaining.

(8) A timeline to be followed in carrying out the steps of the project.

c. Developing the above plan may appear to be very formidable and beyond the ability of the committee.  However, keep in mind the following:

(1) The actual process of defining and stating the concerns will in many cases have already suggested some obvious solutions.

(2) Other possible solutions will be arrived at only after some research and consultation, but there are formulated plans and programs available and individuals in all communities with experience and expertise.

(3) The committee must think of itself as being appointed primarily to promote and coordinate, to see that things get done and not necessarily to do them. The appointment and use of sub-committees is a must and is strongly encouraged.

(4) The Plan of Action will not be arrived at and completed at a specific time. It should be viewed as a process. In fact the formulation of the Plan of Action will be a continuing exercise as long as the committee exists.

5.  Step Five: Acceptance and Ownership

a. Approval of the general outlines of the Plan of Action by the sponsoring organization is essential to success. They should be kept informed of progress being made and the Plan of Action should be brought to the group for official adoption.

b.       In addition to the adoption of the general outline specific projects or elements within the plan should receive specific approval especially major projects. The committee must have power to act but also must remember that it needs broader support and cooperation. Getting acceptance of some projects may take some time but it is important. Less detailed projects could well get underway immediately.

c. Some kind of endorsement by the broader church community is also important and can be obtained in part by publicizing the work of the committee and through soliciting cooperation and participation.

6.  Step Six: Action

a. Now comes the vital part -- putting programs into effect, beginning projects, getting things accomplished.

b. The first step is the assignment and acceptance of responsibilities. Reach out for the assistance of others in the church community. Choose leaders wisely and assign responsibility judiciously.

c. Monitor and report on progress

d. Be available to help where it is needed.

7.  Step Seven: Continuation

a. This committee should become a permanent part of the organizational structure of the sponsoring body.

b. Effectiveness needs to be measured.  Programs need to be revised, discontinued, or added.

c. An annual review and analysis of needs and progress should be scheduled.

d. The Action Plan should be regularly altered, reviewed, and updated.

IV. Concerns/Projects

Note: the following are the most common concerns that are identified in most areas together with some ideas and projects for dealing with those concerns.  This is not an exhaustive list nor are the comments exhaustive.  These matters are presented here to give an idea of what committees will be dealing with and what to look for.

A. Promotion

1. Encourage the congregations within the area to address the needs of persons with disabilities and to appoint a disabilities contact person and/or committee.  (See attached CARING CHURCH PROGRAM)

2. Through the contact persons/committees assist the congregations in determining and addressing the needs of persons within their congregations and committees.

B. Consultation/Resources

1. A need exists for consultation to pastors, council members, individuals and families who may need one or more of the following:

a. Advice and information

b. Referral to proper agencies and resources

c. Direct assistance in various forms


2.
This can best be met on a conference level in one or more of the following ways:


a. Assemble a library of information

b. Develop a list of resource persons

c. Appoint a Volunteer Disabilities Coordinator to perform this function and publicize his/her availability.  (A description of and details concerning such a position is found in an attached document)

C. Training/Education

1. Encourage, plan for, and participate in the training of congregational contact persons/committee members as needed and requested.

2. Plan and sponsor events either locally or conference wide that will enhance awareness of disability concerns.  (e.g., promote a conference wide Handicap Awareness Sunday, establish a list of speakers for Adult education, etc….)

D. Respite Care

1. In most areas a serious need exists for families having a member with a serious disability to be relieve occasionally of the continuing responsibility for care.

2. In many situations this can be done most satisfactorily within a congregation, however, in some cases, it may need to be done through a cooperative effort of several churches.  The committee can be the promoter, coordinator, and/or sponsor of this program.

E. Housing

1. In most areas there exists a great need for appropriate housing in a proper spiritual setting for individuals with mental illnesses, mental impairments, and/or physical disabilities.

2. This need usually needs to be met on an area basis with the support of several congregations.  The committee could help the conference to establish housing or it could assist in through the formulation and/or encouragement of non-profit organizations to do so.

F. Spiritual Development

1. Persons with disabilities like everyone else need spiritual education and nurture.  Normally this can and should be done through integrating such individuals into the existing programs of the church.  However, in the case of individuals having severe ental impairments, programs often need to be created as supplements to or substitutes for existing programs.

2. The Friendship Series is an excellent program developed and published by CRC Publications.  It can be used in an individual congregation either for its own members or to include individuals from the community.  In many cases this program is very successful as a week night Bible study sponsored cooperatively by several congregations.  The committee can be a catalyst for the creation and coordination of such programs.

G. Environment/Architecture Concerns

1. Acceptance of individuals with disabilities as valued members of the congregation is often indicated by the facilities in which worship services and other meetings are held.  A welcoming environment is one that is not only accessible, but also provides such things as special sound systems, large-print Bibles and hymnals, etc.

2. The committee should be encouraging congregations to make their worship environments as barrier-free as possible.  This can be done by providing information regarding equipment, knowledgeable local architects, etc.

H. Finances

1. Some disabilities can create large financial burdens for families and individuals.  Sometimes needed equipment, treatment, or proper housing are forgone because of the cost.  There are also concerns for needs to be met after parents are gone.  This often means special provisions in the will, creation of trusts, etc.

2. The committee can encourage churches to give attention to these needs.  In churches where specific cases create an impossible financial burden the committee can assist in obtaining financial help or coordinate a joint effort by many churches.  Attorneys with expertise in these matters may be recommended where needed.

I. Christian Special Education

1. Special education is often not available in the Christian School or, where it is, it is very costly with the financial burden falling upon families that are already overburdened.

2. Committees can be instrumental in encouraging Christian education for all covenant youth and make it affordable.

J. Mutual Support Groups

1. Individuals with disabilities and/or their families can often be strengthened and supported by others who have the same or similar experiences.  Many communities have fine support groups, which should be supported and encouraged.  However, for the Christian, sharing with other Christian from the standpoint of faith is very important.

2. Mutual Support Groups can best be established with the involvement of persons from many churches.  The committee can be instrumental in the sponsorship and encouragement of such groups.

K. Advocacy

1. Persons with disabilities and their families have many needs, which must be met through a variety of agencies and organizations.  Often obtaining the available services takes know-how, time and energy, which such person do not have.  The process can be overwhelming and intimidating.  Also, in some cases, the services they require are not provided of made available even though they have a right to them.

2. The committee should be an advocate for persons with disabilities and their families with church, school, and government (local, state, or federal).  Generally to see that services which are needed are provided, and specifically, to see that individuals receive the services they need and are entitled to.

L. Involvement.

1. Persons with disabilities are not just individuals who need to have things done for them but are worthwhile and valuable citizens and church members who are able to contribute to the church and the community if given the opportunity and acceptance.

2. The committee should be encouraging and enabling the use of the gifts of individuals within churches and communities.

M. Employment

1. Persons with disabilities have the highest unemployment rate of any definable segment of our society.  Many of these are trained, some of them are highly educated, and some are highly skilled.  They remain unemployed even though there are many incentives for the employer to make use of their abilities.

2. The committee may well wish to formulate a committee of Christian employers who would assist in enhancing the placement of persons with disabilities in employment situations.

Note: With these guidelines a resource packet will be supplied which includes the guidelines for a Disability Coordinator and many other items of information.

