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Many families with children with disabilities live full and active lives, yet many families
struggle to find ways to teach their children how to participate in religious services. Duartiacle Synopses and 16
the varying degrees of autism and how BookRevitwf ect s a
participate in their religion, | interviewed three families of different faiths to reflect their
experiences. Each family, one Catholic, one Muslim, and one Jewish, expressed theil-pitgr From the Presi- 17
ney to involve their sons in their religious practices and what support was provided in @#@ft and ABA News

respective communities. Announcements 18

What issues have you been confronted with relating to autism and practicing your re-
ligion?

Butler: | have always regarded my faith as an important part of my life. The generous and
uplifting efforts by those involved | npmuewr s
strated the value of faith and community. Ever since, | consider these values to be ar
tant part of my definition of Church, in addition to the word of God and the meaning of
liturgy.

My husband and | were both raised as practicing Catholics. Attending mass was
ily commitment; one in which | had naturally planned to include my children. Howeve
son has autism and for a long time | postponed bringing him to church until | felt it wa:
appropriate time to teach him properly. For several years my daughters attended ma
weekly with their father while | remained at home with my son Jack.

Melnitsky: For my son Andrew, participation in services would be tough. But his parti
tion in related religious programs, even if out of the mainstream, has kept us as a fam
more connected to the Jewish community and has preserved our (and his) sense of b
Jewish.

Elghonimi: My son is delayed in cognition, speech, and social behavior. He does not com-
prehend religion or other abstract concepts. My goals for him are to acquire the basic forms
of worship in Islam, such as the prayer, and very basic knowledge of spoken Arabic due to
its importance in the faith of Islam and in the prayer.

What kind of religious instruction and participation goals have you had or do you have
for your child? :

Butler: At home Jack learned his prayers, a simple understanding of our important re
holidays, and some basics of our religion. With his growth and progress made throug
of a successful behavioral approach, | decided it was time for Jack to attend mass wit?
family. Feeling very inspired by the |
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life, we began bringing him to church on the first of the year in which he would turn 10 years old. By using behavioral

strategies that had been successful with Jack in the past, over several months, he first learned how to attend duding mass an

then how to participate as a member of the congregation. It was quite fulfilling to have Jack share mass with us as a family

Melnitsky : Andrew participates in a two hour Sunday school program that runs each year from November through May.
He also attends a social dinner group at the Jewish Community Center once or sometimes twice a week during the school
year. He also participates in a social group every other week on Sunday afternoons, from November to May. The morning
Sunday school program is the most religious in orientation, and generally revolves around whatever holiday is closest in
proximity to the session. There is music, a story or video, an art project, and a snack. Often, they make something associ-
ated with the holiday. He also exercises with a personal trainer once a week in the JCC, in an individualized program de-
signed for adults and children with disabilities.

Elghonimi: My husband and I, along with my daughter, taught him the physical and spoken requirements of reciting
Qurdéan, the I slamic Holy Scriptures, and performing the
math or other secular subjects, within the structsure of
have many other families with an autistic child.

How open has the community been to having your child participate in religious services and training?

Butler: Taking Jack to church became even more rewarding when members of the congregation, some who were familiar to
us and others who were not, demonstrated their support through their compliments of my son or through their patience and
assistance. | could see how Jack touched others, and | felt moved by the goodness of people, realizing the importance of
their role in Jackds ability to interact meaningfully i

Melnitsky: The community has been pretty open, but participation in the Sunday school and social programs has generally
been through programs designed for people with disabilities that are often funded by charitable groups.

Elghonimi: | havendt needed any training for my child from any

functions with our family with no special requirements. Concerning instruction, we have found that only those trained to
deal with the behavioral aspects of autism (as we have been trained) succeed in teaching autistic children any subject:
whether math, hygiene, or religion. Unfortunately, public school districts as well as religious organizations all dye severe
lacking in properly trained staff in this regard and do not have the resources to benefit families dealing with ausism at thi
time.

What kinds of supports have helped your child to succeed in religious participation?

Butler: Besides the support of family, friends, and community, we have relied on methods of Applied Behavior Analysis.
For example, we used to help Jack learn to wait by setting a vibrating watch for ten minute inEergajsnterval with

good behavior equaled one point. If he did something inappropriate, he would reset the watch timer and begin that interval
again. | would tell him before ma#izat he needed X number of points during mass to earn ice cream at the coffee shop we
go to as a family after mass. Church rules were written on an index card, which | carried into church, used as a visual re-
minder, and both strategies were eventually faded. The behavior plans we use at home and community are the key to it all.
It's pretty remarkable.

Melnitsky: There is a group of professionals associated with the groups our son is a part of; that is what makes it work.

Elghonimi: In a very general way, the moral support, love, and acceptance of our Muslim community has given my son and
our family the freedom to attend services, special events or holiday celebrations without qualms that his disability will
alienate us or embarrass him. Their kindness to him in acceptanagyigift, and joking make him feel just like one of the
crowd, fitting in. | feel this has been a great support to us, especially since autism is a very isolatheggrétive dis-

ease, and in the public sphere, the larger American community tends to see us as a minority within a minority. Because we
are identifiably Musl i m, any of my sonds inappropriate
responsibilities by parents in chitéaring rather than a symptom of his illness.

What advice would you give to families who want their child to participate in a religious community?
Butler:
1. Identify the basic skills needed to attend service.

2. Preteach the skills your child needs.
3. Discuss your desires and concerns for your child with the leader of your place of worship. Solicit his/her input.
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4. Request to keep a prayer booklet/song booklet or other resource that includes the prayers and/or indicates the order of

events during the service.

5. Use visual supports such as social stories, rule cards to explain the structure of service and what you expecigf him duri
services.

6. Ask if you can enter the building when there is no service or fewer people so you can familiarize your child with the en-
vironment. Practice those skills he needs to use during a service.

7. Consider adopting a systematic approach for your <chil dbé
simply to have him/her accompany you to the service with appropriate behaviors, and next you can build upon that success

by teaching him to actively participate in the prayer or other components involved in the service.

Melnitsky: When full participation in services is not an option, other related activities and groups are an excellent way of
integrating some children into religious communities. In addition, parents should be aware that religious high schools and
most synagogues engaged in Bar Mitzvah preparation require public service. This can be useful in recruiting shadows (staff
support) to help supervise during some religious activity participation.

Elghonimi: Of course, it depends on the chil doé s-fuactivoihgicloldren needs.
on the autism spectrum is completely unaware of what religion means so he has no needs in that regard. He is very happy

to be in familiar places with familiar routines and familiar people. He is also subject to a lot of harm when he ighn the p

lic arena. So for his safety and happiness, we do not need a great deal of participation in the religious community as a fam-

ily. My husband and | have our own special activities and events that we can attend when one of us can watch my son. For
families with a child whose disability is not so severe, they can benefit from more interaction with their religious commu-

nity.

What can the professional community do to educate the community & to help children succeed in these goals?

Butler: The structure of services and the weekly attendance make religious services a perfect platform to foster generaliza-
tion of skills. Teachers, behavior analysts, etc. can teach carryover skills by incorporating the religious services environ-

ment i nt o y o ur-teachhanylnecéssarypahaviors, such aP, siténg still, waiting properly, imitating others
(kneel, sit, stand with the congregation) to help the child participate with the family. Target issues that are pattieular t
child such as, resistance to change in routine. mi€l ergy ca

their religious worship by accommodating their specific needs.

Melnitsky: In the early years, visits to Sunday school from our home programmer were a key to our success. Even when
teachers had a teaching background and special education experience, it often was not experience with students with autism.
Moreover, the learning approach used in the group arts and crafts activities was very different from what Andrew was used
to. The home programmer was able to provide insight to the teachers about what worked for Andrew and helped to develop
an individualized and behaviorally based system. The teachers were always very receptive to this advice coming from other
professionals, which might otherwise have been construed as criticism if it came from parents.

Elghonimi: Much more research and awareness about autism in minority communities needs to be conducted. This is the
source of much concern for families dealing with autism and the isolation it entails. The cost to society is furthedincreas
when the isolation is compounded for minorities and the in

What obstacles have you encountered (and how were they overcome)?

Butler: The year after my son began attending mass his younger sister was to make her First Holy Communion. | wanted
Jack to make his Communion at the same time so we could celebrate the sacrament together as a family. It was important to
me that my son understood the meaning of the sacrament and also that he meet the requirements of the church. My pastor
advised what Jack needed to understand in order to receive the Eucharist (communion). | felt that my son could be taught
the importance of the sacrament. | shared the news with a member of my parish who was familiar with autism from her

former training as a teacher. She surprised and honored n
gious education). She prepared all his religious lessons herself and came to my home every week for nine months to teach
hi m. She had to work hard at Jackds session weekly to enc

generous gift of her time and faith.

During the First Holy Communion ceremony, my son sat with his family and his CCD teacher, directly behind the pews
with his sister and her fellow communicants. He walked up the aisle with his CCD teacher by his side to receive the Eucha-
rist. | felt very blessed. Through the generosity and kindness of others my son was participating in the Church in a mean-
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ingful way. | appreciate the concept of Communion as bdtioking and though this is a great blessing, it is also some-
the Sacrament of the Eucharist, as well as the people of aunat of a tragedy. Some people attribute to him the worst
parish sharing and living the true meaning of their faith to-offenses because they assume his incomprehension or offen-
gether. sive behavior is juvenile delinquency. He is not physically
challenged nor is he very conspicuous as are Down Syn-
Melnitsky: The obstacles we have encountered lie largelydrome afflicted children. So people assume him to be
the tenuous hold that the available programs have on fund-n or mal . 0 I't has happened rarel’
ing. and verbally assaulted when his behavior has been misinter-
preted. It is alarming how quickly it can happen even when
Elghonimi Awareness of autism is still an issue. People one of us is close to him or supervising him. So as | see it,
think that disabled persons wear a siges if you would be that means that awareness of autism still must be increased.
able to know from looking at them. My son is very typical
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It is with great sadness that | write to tell you that Dr. Jan Handleman died on April 3, 2008. Dr. Jan Sheldon Han-
dleman earned his doctoral degree in special education from Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, in 1977. He
served as Director of the Douglass Developmental Disabilities Center of Rutgers University and Professor of Psychology
for the Graduate School of Applied and Professional Psychology. He celebrated 35 years with the Center.

As many of you may know, he struggled for many years with daunting health problems, and did so with tremen-
dous grace and courage. He did not complain and remained focused on his professional life and on his family through his
many years of chronic illness. His leadership and his creative planning skills never diminished, nor did his capacity to con-
vey his love to his family and his friendship to his colleagues. He was a caring mentor to his younger colleagues and a role
model for all of us at the DDDC. We all miss his presence very much.

In the broader ABA and autism community, Jan served in a leadership role for decades. He was the Autism Spe-
cial Interest Group Chair for the Association for Cognitive and Behavioral Therapies, served on the editorial boards of nu-
merous journals, presented at national and international conferences, and wrote and edited many books. He also inspired
and encouraged countless colleagues, students, professionals, parents, and people with autism. He will be remembered as a
gentle and caring soul who made a difference in the lives of so many. Mary Jane Weiss



