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WORSHIP ACCOMMODATIONS

Every person—living with and without disability—is created to worship the God who made us. Being with God’s 
people on Sunday is the ultimate expression of our purpose. But ordinary aspects of Sunday morning church present 
challenges that are difficult to overcome for many families affected by disability.

Consider how hymns are printed. There is 
small type with words that are often tightly 
bunched or over-stretched and surrounded 
by busy music staves. Many words are 
unfamiliar, not part of our daily vocabulary. 
Distinguishing words from the music requires 
fine discrimination skills. Singing words 
with music requires three distinct complex 
tasks that occur simultaneously: reading the 
words, singing the tune, and keeping the 
correct tempo. 

Motor planning is the coordinated mental 
ability to consider, plan, and execute a skill. 
Many friends with developmental delays or 
cognitive impairments have delayed motor 
planning skills. Since singing requires more 
time to read the words, they are likely to sing 
behind the rest of the congregation. 

More effort is required to keep tempo, so 
they are likely to sing more slowly than the 
rest of the congregation. Memory skills are 
required to recall a tune and match pitch at 
an appropriate volume. Without these skills, 
they are likely to sing off-key.    
  
Some accommodations for 
singing in worship:  
1. Separating words from the music. For 
children and teens who are not strong 

Consider what is necessary to navigate 
Sunday morning church:

• Arriving at church requires transportation, 
the ability to maneuver through the building 
entrance and halls, and appropriate social 
skills to greet and interact with others.

• Sanctuaries come with centuries-old 
expectations of quiet, reverent behavior 
where any extra sounds are noticeable and 
attract attention.

• Participation requires the physical ability 
to stand and sit repeatedly and the ability to 
make frequent transitions in a short time.

• Singing hymns requires the ability to 
read small, stacked text with specialized 
terminology that is unfamiliar outside of the 
worship context.

readers and for friends with cognitive 
impairments, it can significantly help buoy 
their ability to sing by simply typing the 
words on a separate handout. Increase the 
size and use 1.5 line spacing.  
 
2. Using a handout even if you use a 
screen. Words projected on a screen can 
be a great way to utilize large print, but it 
still requires being able to focus across a 
distance for an extended period. You may 
have weak readers or some who are visually 
impaired. Others may have difficulty filtering 
distractions between themselves and the 
screen. They may be able to sing using a 
sheet of paper in their hands. Help them 
follow along by moving your finger 
across the words.

3. Using familiar tunes for new hymn 
text. When possible, use a familiar tune with 
unfamiliar text. This is a true boost to those 
who cannot read music. Hymn meter refers 
to the number of syllables for the line in 
each stanza of music.  Searching for tunes by 
meter is an easy way to pair a less-familiar 
hymn text with a well-known hymn tune. 
 
4. Sitting rather than standing. Many 
church services direct the congregation to 
stand, but standing is not a requirement for 

• Praying requires prolonged attention to 
task, auditory discrimination, and the ability 
to remain still and silent.

• Sermons require the ability to hear, attend 
to, and process meaning from someone who 
is speaking at a distance, while blocking out 
the distractions of those who are seated 
between the congregant and pastor.  

Many families touched by disability 
experience an uphill climb every week. 
They question whether they are too much 
trouble for the church and start to fade from 
attendance. To see all families enfolded 
into the church, we must understand their 
challenges and whether they can overcome 
the effects of disability enough to fit rigid 
expectations of worship.  

worship. Some people may not be physically 
able to stand for longer periods of time. 
Repeatedly standing and sitting requires 
the ability to transition easily. For some, 
this interferes with their ability to focus on 
reading, singing, and praying. Many people 
feel conspicuous and uncomfortable if they 
remain seated while everyone else stands. 
Add a note in the worship bulletin or a warm 
invitation from the pulpit to remain seated if 
that enables a person to best worship.   
 
5. Choosing to encourage and love 
above singing. It can be distracting to hear 
someone singing loudly off-key, but we must 
remember that singing is about worship. 
Pitch does not matter to the Lord. It is the 
heart yielded to him in worship that brings 
him great delight. Some people may not be 
able to read, voice words properly, or sing in 
tune. Put off any feelings or irritation and be 
thankful that others are able to worship with 
the body at church. Reassure those around 
you who may be self-conscious about their 
singing by telling them how glad you are to 
be worshipping 
with them.

This will take educating the congregation 
on their challenges and considering how to 
make them feel welcome by our words and 
our actions. We need to reassure them by 
saying, “We want you here worshipping with 
us, because without you, the body of Christ 
isn’t complete” (1 Corinthians 12:22). We 
can embrace extra noises, smile at extra 
movements, and think outside the box of 
ways we can help them move from the back 
pews into the heart of the church.  

Taking one small step at a time, this is 
possible. With prayer and gospel love for the 
broken and hurting, this is possible. Change 
starts with you. Families touched by disability 
need to worship. Beside you and with you.

SINGING HYMNS AND
MAKING A JOYFUL NOISE
Singing praises to God is one of the fundamental ways that 
we worship. But singing can be challenging for individuals 
with disabilities and the congregation around them. 
Acknowledging these challenges is the first step in embracing all 
worshippers, including those who may sing differently than most of us.

For more resources on worship accommodations, please visit EngagingDisability.org/Worship



5. Try smaller rooms for midweek sevices. 
While it is impossible to move Sunday morning 
and evening worship from the sanctuary, it is 
often possible to hold mid-week services in a 
smaller room with better acoustics.

6. Utilize hearing assistive technology 
(HAT). Typical hearing aids amplify almost all 
sounds and cannot separate sound you want 
to hear from background noise. HAT over-
comes challenging acoustics by transmitting 
sound signals to a person’s own hearing 
aid, headphones, or other devices. Hearing 
loop systems are the most common solutions 
among churches. The Hearing Loss Association 
of America has some excellent resources 
on availble HAT options. Visit their website 
at www.hearingloss.org.  

1. Observe your congregation. Individuals 
with hearing loss may find it easier to hear 
the sermon from the foyer or an adjacent 
room where acoustics are better. Notice 
anyone who slips out when the sermon 
begins or who has difficulty participating in 
conversations. Consider who has recently 
stopped coming.   
   
2. Consider printing the sermons. Some 
churches may not have available funds to 
change their microphone systems. Consider 
approaching your pastor about possibly 
printing his sermon for congregants with 
hearing loss. The sermon text, perhaps in 
large print, could greatly buoy someone’s 
ability to worship.  
   

1 Relationships first. Before offering to 
help, introduce yourself and develop a 

relationship with the person 
who has vision loss, just as 
you would with a friend who 
has no vision impairment.   
 

2 Help with mobility. When 
helping a person maneuver 

in and out of the church building, first ask 
where you should stand. Match the person’s 
pace, no matter how fast or slow. As you 
approach stairs, drops in elevation, and other 
obstacles such as doors, people, or tables 
with coffee, tell the person what is coming 
up. Use descriptive language so that they 
can “see” by the words you use.  
 

3 Printed materials. The wide range of 
vision impairment makes it essential to 

discuss what printed materials are needed. 
Some may want braille or large type (18 pt or 
larger), while others may prefer auditory 
recordings that read materials to them. 
Consider all the church’s printed materials: 
bulletins, programs, hymnals, Bibles, study 
outlines, prayer lists, announcements, and 
Bible study books.  
 

4 Lighting. Some people with visual 
impairments utilize light in strategic 

ways to see or travel from place to place. 
Consider adding lights to dimly lit areas in 
your church such as stairways, under alcoves 
in the sanctuary, and foyers.   
 

5 Contrast. Some people with 
vision impairment may benefit 

from contrasting details such as reflective 
tape on the edge of steps or braille on 
elevator buttons. 
 

3. Look at room lighting. Many people with 
hearing loss develop the skill of reading lips. 
Lipreading is much more challenging with a 
pastor behind a pulpit, but it can be nearly 
impossible in bad lighting. If lights are dim 
or the pastor stands in a shadow, consider 
adding a light that illuminates his face.   
   
4. Consider floor and ceiling. Hardwood 
floors and high ceilings make for acoustical 
difficulties. For churches preparing to build 
or remodel, these are crucial consider-
ations. Without compromising beauty, 
there are ways to strategically improve 
sound transmission via floor and 
ceiling choices.  

6 Teaching adaptations. Consider what 
hands-on teaching elements you can 

utilize. Examples:   

• Parable of the lost coin. Use real-life coins 
to pass around. Kids and teens especially can 
benefit from the use of models when learning.   

• Creative narratives. Use a topographic globe 
so they can feel the difference between the 
mountains, oceans, and lands.

7 Clear instructions. In the worship 
context, verbal instructions are often 

given for standing, sitting, using a hymnal, 
and taking communion. Make instructions 
very specific and clear: “Come down the 
center aisle at the end of worship to greet 
our new members with a handshake,” as 
opposed to “Members will be down front. 
Come and say ‘hello’.”  

8 Bibles. Visit Braille Bibles International’s 
website: www.braillebibles.org. This  

ministry offers free braille Bibles to people 
with any level of visual impairment. They have 
concordances, children’s storybook Bibles, and 
other discipleship materials in Braille. They 
also have audio Bible formats and large-print 
Bible editions with 18 and 24 pt. font. 

HEARING ACCOMMODATIONS IN THE SANCTUARY

ACCOMMODATING
VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS

Many of us take for granted being able to clearly hear the sermon during 
worship. There are likely individuals in your congregation who have mild to 
severe hearing loss. It can be quite difficult for them to hear the sermon, the 
music, and the voices of those around them. Hearing loss doesn’t just affect 
the elderly. People of all ages experience it.

Loss of hearing can quickly isolate individuals in your congregation. Unable 
to hear, they stop participating in conversations around them. They may 
stop coming altogether, preferring to listen to worship services on television 
where the volume can be turned up loudly. Here are a few steps to take as 
you consider hearing accommodations for your church:

We typically think of vision impairment in two forms: low vision and total blindness. 
However, there are many degrees of visual impairment. This often is a result of the 
specific cause: eye disease, another disease, a genetic disorder, a birth defect, an 
injury, and old age. While some people are born without sight, many more lose vision 
gradually over time.   
Sometimes vision loss can be improved or corrected with lenses. In other cases, vision loss 
may be too severe to be corrected. Each person is unique in how much light their eyes are able 
to perceive and thus what they can and cannot see. Here are a few considerations for visual 
accommodations at church:

Large print is an inexpensive 
accommodation that can 
significantly help many people 
more fully participate in worship 
and keep up with church events, 
prayer requests, and others’ 
needs. Small changes in print can 
be especially useful for many: 
the elderly, the very young, 
those with learning disabilities 
such as dyslexia, and those who 
have cognitive disabilities. Here 
are some practical suggestions:
 
Fonts. The fonts you select have a greater 
impact on readability than you might realize. 
There are two types of fonts: serif and sans 
serif. Serif fonts have extra curls or lines 
that embellish each character. Times New 
Roman is the most common serif font. Sans 
serif fonts, such as Arial, do not have added 
strokes and are easier to read on a screen 
and in print. 
  
White space. White space refers to the 
empty space between and around words 
and images on a page. Added white 
space, such as a line spacing of 1.5, makes 
discrimination of words easier.  
  
Color contrast. The contrast between font 
color and background color is important. 
This applies to everything in print and 
to screens that broadcast hymns during 
worship services. Make sure that there 
is significant contrast between font and 
background colors so that words clearly 
stand out. 
  
Text size. The size of your fonts is important. 
Standard font size for “large print” is 18 point 
or larger. For screens, a 24 point minimum 
size is preferable. 
  
Color choice. Avoid green, red, and pink. 
These colors are very difficult for individuals 
with color blindness and dyslexia to read. 
  
Must-have resources. We recommend 
making some large-print bulletins and 
prayer sheets available in the church foyer 
every week. Consider purchasing a few 
large-print Bibles for worship. Be sure to 
advertise in the bulletin and elsewhere that 
these are available.

USING LARGE PRINT 
EFFECTIVELY
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EMBRACING MOVEMENT & SOUND IN WORSHIP
Each church has its own worship characteristics. For example:  

• Music may be led by a choir, a praise team, or both.  
• Instruments may (or may not) include an organ, piano, guitar, or 
praise band.  
• Songs may (or may not) include traditional hymns, psalms, and 
contemporary hymns.  
• Responsive readings and reciting creeds may be regular or sporadic.
• Some congregations have children’s worship, and others may not 
even have a nursery.   
• Some churches have a time of greeting mid-service, while others do not. 

While these characteristics are influenced by stylistic or theological 
preferences, each one has bearing on how much your congregation is 
accustomed to movement and sound during corporate worship. 
 
Many families impacted by disability are not able to control the extra 
sounds and movements that their loved ones with disabilities make 
or need. There are a host of behaviors that cannot simply be silenced 
because you walk into a quiet sanctuary:  

• tics and vocal stimulations 
• outbursts or crying in response to hypersensitivity to sound, lights, 
or crowds 
• sensory-seeking behaviors, such as jumping, spinning, flapping, and 
head banging 
• sensory-avoiding behaviors, such as covering ears, lying on the pew, 
hiding under the pew, covering eyes, trying to leave or escape 
  
To many in your congregation, extra sounds are noise and movements 
may be distracting. To those with disabilities, the extra noise and 
movements are means of communication and ways of coping with the 
environment. But consider this: the extra noise and movements can 
actually be part of the unique ways they worship. 
  
The more vocalizing or movement that a person 
demonstrates in worship, the more challenging it 
will likely be for that family to fully assimilate into 
worship. Disapproving  looks and seemingly 
innocent comments made in passing can be 
enough to discourage a family that is 
already feeling out of place from 
attending worship at all.  
 

Here are some thoughts for everyone: 
  
FAMILIES: Honestly acknowledge that which is uncomfortable. It is 
ideal for you to sit down with your pastor and have a really honest—and 
potentially uncomfortable—conversation so that everyone understands all 
the challenges. Just as you often have little control over your extra sounds 
and movements, your pastor has very little control over the congregation’s 
response to them. Acknowledging all the difficulties, sharing tears, and 
honestly facing the realities often gives everyone the strength and fortitude to 
address the challenges together.  
 
PARENTS & CAREGIVERS: Keep attending worship. Remind yourself often 
that assimilating into a congregation is secondary to your first priority of 
worship. We are all created and designed by God to worship him. Your worship 
style may be unique to your family, and that is okay. God does not require that 
we “get our acts together” and then come to him to worship. In fact, we are 
specifically instructed to “make a joyful noise unto the Lord” (Psalm 98:4).  
 
Don’t give up attending worship. Change takes time. Trust the Lord to work in 
the hearts of all the congregation to embrace all worshippers. Try not to take 
comments personally. Consider with your pastor the possibility of sharing 
openly with your congregation. 
 
PASTORS: Set the tone for the congregation. The greatest thing to 
overcome is the feeling of being uncomfortable. When congregations know 
that the pastor embraces extra noise and movement, most members begin to 
feel more at ease. A note from the pastor in the bulletin welcoming families 
with unique needs can have great influence. 
 
More impactful are words of welcome from the pulpit: “That’s the sound of 
belonging in the body of Christ, and we are so thankful Jen is worshipping 
with us today.” Or “We welcome all our families to worship today; please know 
that we are a congregation that embraces noise and movement as part of the 
sounds of worship.”  
 
CHURCH MEMBERS: Be the one to make a difference. We may feel that this 

is one area over which we have little individual influence. Silence those 
thoughts and remind yourself that one person can make a big 

difference. Whether it is a family touched by disability who 
has a child with tantrums in worship or a new mom with a tiny 
baby, be the first to say, “I am so glad you here!”  Offer a hug 
and three more kind complements. Learn their names and seek 

them out the following week. Ask a friend each week to 
also greet the family and make them feel welcome.  

 
Change starts with you. This Sunday. Embrace being 
uncomfortable, and never speak negatively about 
the behaviors you see. Have a ready response to 
silence others who react unkindly.

We want all families worshipping in the 
sanctuary. Break areas should come with 
clear, positive messages that we want every 
family in worship. Break rooms are not there 
to put away or hide families with problem-
atic behaviors. These areas are for families to 
catch their breath and regroup so they can 
re-enter worship.  
 
Break areas need to be designated for 
families with disabilities. If the room is 
also utilized as a spot for overflow or as a 
cry room, parents and caregivers will be less 
likely to use the room out of fear of disturb-
ing others. Your break room needs to be 
the place where kids, teens, and adults with 
disabilities can be fully and freely themselves 
without any fear that behaviors or noises will 
be inconveniencing others. 
 
Ideally, break areas should be close to the 
sanctuary or the Sunday School area. The 
longer the walk, the less likely it is that parents 
and caregivers will utilize the room. It may be 
easier to go to their car and leave, as opposed 
to having to walk across the church and back.   
 

Break areas do not need to be costly. 
Generally, rooms should not be elaborate or 
full of items that could be disturbed. Open 
space is better. Comfortable seating, such as 
bean bag chairs or love seats, go a long way 
toward making people comfortable. A table 
and chairs are helped for activities the family 
brings for calming or distracting purposes.  
 
Break rooms can serve multiple purposes.  
Space allocation is often at a premium in 
churches. Rooms utilized for other purpos-
es during the week can easily be used as a 
break room on Sundays with a little prepa-

Families living with many types of disability may benefit from a space to take 
a break when worship or sensory demands become too much. Break rooms 
are for temporary respite and calming, not an alternative to being in the sanc-
tuary. Families should be encouraged to use the break room when needed 
and to return to worship when they are ready, even if behavior is not perfectly 
stable. For break rooms to be successfully used this way, here are some things 
to keep in mind:

ration. Tip: avoid using rooms like a library 
where there are many books or resources 
that could accidentally be rearranged. 
 
Break areas do not have to be rooms. Some 
churches are constructed with no additional 
rooms surrounding the sanctuary. Be creative 
in finding nearby space. If no room exists, 
consider a designated spot outside the church 
that is away from roads and parking lots. A 
shade tree and fresh air can sometimes be as 
refreshing as a quiet room. 
 
Plan ways to educate the congregation 
on break room use. Pulpit announcements 
and regular blurbs in the church bulletin 
and newsletter are great ways to help your 
congregation understand how you are 
embracing families with disability. Highlight 
the purpose of the break room and that it is 
not there to keep noise to minimum in the 
sanctuary. It only takes a few naysayers who 
view the families as a problem to discourage 
those families from attending worship at all.

CREATING A BREAK ROOM

Creating a place for families to take a break does not mean 
obligate you to provide elaborate rooms.  An area with a few 
bean bag chairs may be all you need.
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may be distracting. To those with disabilities, the extra noise and 
movements are means of communication and ways of coping with the 
environment. But consider this: the extra noise and movements can 
actually be part of the unique ways they worship. 
  
The more vocalizing or movement that a person 
demonstrates in worship, the more challenging it 
will likely be for that family to fully assimilate into 
worship. Disapproving  looks and seemingly 
innocent comments made in passing can be 
enough to discourage a family that is 
already feeling out of place from 
attending worship at all.  
 

Here are some thoughts for everyone: 
  
FAMILIES: Honestly acknowledge that which is uncomfortable. It is 
ideal for you to sit down with your pastor and have a really honest—and 
potentially uncomfortable—conversation so that everyone understands all 
the challenges. Just as you often have little control over your extra sounds 
and movements, your pastor has very little control over the congregation’s 
response to them. Acknowledging all the difficulties, sharing tears, and 
honestly facing the realities often gives everyone the strength and fortitude to 
address the challenges together.  
 
PARENTS & CAREGIVERS: Keep attending worship. Remind yourself often 
that assimilating into a congregation is secondary to your first priority of 
worship. We are all created and designed by God to worship him. Your worship 
style may be unique to your family, and that is okay. God does not require that 
we “get our acts together” and then come to him to worship. In fact, we are 
specifically instructed to “make a joyful noise unto the Lord” (Psalm 98:4).  
 
Don’t give up attending worship. Change takes time. Trust the Lord to work in 
the hearts of all the congregation to embrace all worshippers. Try not to take 
comments personally. Consider with your pastor the possibility of sharing 
openly with your congregation. 
 
PASTORS: Set the tone for the congregation. The greatest thing to 
overcome is the feeling of being uncomfortable. When congregations know 
that the pastor embraces extra noise and movement, most members begin to 
feel more at ease. A note from the pastor in the bulletin welcoming families 
with unique needs can have great influence. 
 
More impactful are words of welcome from the pulpit: “That’s the sound of 
belonging in the body of Christ, and we are so thankful Jen is worshipping 
with us today.” Or “We welcome all our families to worship today; please know 
that we are a congregation that embraces noise and movement as part of the 
sounds of worship.”  
 
CHURCH MEMBERS: Be the one to make a difference. We may feel that this 

is one area over which we have little individual influence. Silence those 
thoughts and remind yourself that one person can make a big 

difference. Whether it is a family touched by disability who 
has a child with tantrums in worship or a new mom with a tiny 
baby, be the first to say, “I am so glad you here!”  Offer a hug 
and three more kind complements. Learn their names and seek 

them out the following week. Ask a friend each week to 
also greet the family and make them feel welcome.  

 
Change starts with you. This Sunday. Embrace being 
uncomfortable, and never speak negatively about 
the behaviors you see. Have a ready response to 
silence others who react unkindly.

We want all families worshipping in the 
sanctuary. Break areas should come with 
clear, positive messages that we want every 
family in worship. Break rooms are not there 
to put away or hide families with problem-
atic behaviors. These areas are for families to 
catch their breath and regroup so they can 
re-enter worship.  
 
Break areas need to be designated for 
families with disabilities. If the room is 
also utilized as a spot for overflow or as a 
cry room, parents and caregivers will be less 
likely to use the room out of fear of disturb-
ing others. Your break room needs to be 
the place where kids, teens, and adults with 
disabilities can be fully and freely themselves 
without any fear that behaviors or noises will 
be inconveniencing others. 
 
Ideally, break areas should be close to the 
sanctuary or the Sunday School area. The 
longer the walk, the less likely it is that parents 
and caregivers will utilize the room. It may be 
easier to go to their car and leave, as opposed 
to having to walk across the church and back.   
 

Break areas do not need to be costly. 
Generally, rooms should not be elaborate or 
full of items that could be disturbed. Open 
space is better. Comfortable seating, such as 
bean bag chairs or love seats, go a long way 
toward making people comfortable. A table 
and chairs are helped for activities the family 
brings for calming or distracting purposes.  
 
Break rooms can serve multiple purposes.  
Space allocation is often at a premium in 
churches. Rooms utilized for other purpos-
es during the week can easily be used as a 
break room on Sundays with a little prepa-

Families living with many types of disability may benefit from a space to take 
a break when worship or sensory demands become too much. Break rooms 
are for temporary respite and calming, not an alternative to being in the sanc-
tuary. Families should be encouraged to use the break room when needed 
and to return to worship when they are ready, even if behavior is not perfectly 
stable. For break rooms to be successfully used this way, here are some things 
to keep in mind:

ration. Tip: avoid using rooms like a library 
where there are many books or resources 
that could accidentally be rearranged. 
 
Break areas do not have to be rooms. Some 
churches are constructed with no additional 
rooms surrounding the sanctuary. Be creative 
in finding nearby space. If no room exists, 
consider a designated spot outside the church 
that is away from roads and parking lots. A 
shade tree and fresh air can sometimes be as 
refreshing as a quiet room. 
 
Plan ways to educate the congregation 
on break room use. Pulpit announcements 
and regular blurbs in the church bulletin 
and newsletter are great ways to help your 
congregation understand how you are 
embracing families with disability. Highlight 
the purpose of the break room and that it is 
not there to keep noise to minimum in the 
sanctuary. It only takes a few naysayers who 
view the families as a problem to discourage 
those families from attending worship at all.

CREATING A BREAK ROOM

Creating a place for families to take a break does not mean 
obligate you to provide elaborate rooms.  An area with a few 
bean bag chairs may be all you need.
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WORSHIP ACCOMMODATIONS

Every person—living with and without disability—is created to worship the God who made us. Being with God’s 
people on Sunday is the ultimate expression of our purpose. But ordinary aspects of Sunday morning church present 
challenges that are difficult to overcome for many families affected by disability.

Consider how hymns are printed. There is 
small type with words that are often tightly 
bunched or over-stretched and surrounded 
by busy music staves. Many words are 
unfamiliar, not part of our daily vocabulary. 
Distinguishing words from the music requires 
fine discrimination skills. Singing words 
with music requires three distinct complex 
tasks that occur simultaneously: reading the 
words, singing the tune, and keeping the 
correct tempo. 

Motor planning is the coordinated mental 
ability to consider, plan, and execute a skill. 
Many friends with developmental delays or 
cognitive impairments have delayed motor 
planning skills. Since singing requires more 
time to read the words, they are likely to sing 
behind the rest of the congregation. 

More effort is required to keep tempo, so 
they are likely to sing more slowly than the 
rest of the congregation. Memory skills are 
required to recall a tune and match pitch at 
an appropriate volume. Without these skills, 
they are likely to sing off-key.    
  
Some accommodations for 
singing in worship:  
1. Separating words from the music. For 
children and teens who are not strong 

Consider what is necessary to navigate 
Sunday morning church:

• Arriving at church requires transportation, 
the ability to maneuver through the building 
entrance and halls, and appropriate social 
skills to greet and interact with others.

• Sanctuaries come with centuries-old 
expectations of quiet, reverent behavior 
where any extra sounds are noticeable and 
attract attention.

• Participation requires the physical ability 
to stand and sit repeatedly and the ability to 
make frequent transitions in a short time.

• Singing hymns requires the ability to 
read small, stacked text with specialized 
terminology that is unfamiliar outside of the 
worship context.

readers and for friends with cognitive 
impairments, it can significantly help buoy 
their ability to sing by simply typing the 
words on a separate handout. Increase the 
size and use 1.5 line spacing.  
 
2. Using a handout even if you use a 
screen. Words projected on a screen can 
be a great way to utilize large print, but it 
still requires being able to focus across a 
distance for an extended period. You may 
have weak readers or some who are visually 
impaired. Others may have difficulty filtering 
distractions between themselves and the 
screen. They may be able to sing using a 
sheet of paper in their hands. Help them 
follow along by moving your finger 
across the words.

3. Using familiar tunes for new hymn 
text. When possible, use a familiar tune with 
unfamiliar text. This is a true boost to those 
who cannot read music. Hymn meter refers 
to the number of syllables for the line in 
each stanza of music.  Searching for tunes by 
meter is an easy way to pair a less-familiar 
hymn text with a well-known hymn tune. 
 
4. Sitting rather than standing. Many 
church services direct the congregation to 
stand, but standing is not a requirement for 

• Praying requires prolonged attention to 
task, auditory discrimination, and the ability 
to remain still and silent.

• Sermons require the ability to hear, attend 
to, and process meaning from someone who 
is speaking at a distance, while blocking out 
the distractions of those who are seated 
between the congregant and pastor.  

Many families touched by disability 
experience an uphill climb every week. 
They question whether they are too much 
trouble for the church and start to fade from 
attendance. To see all families enfolded 
into the church, we must understand their 
challenges and whether they can overcome 
the effects of disability enough to fit rigid 
expectations of worship.  

worship. Some people may not be physically 
able to stand for longer periods of time. 
Repeatedly standing and sitting requires 
the ability to transition easily. For some, 
this interferes with their ability to focus on 
reading, singing, and praying. Many people 
feel conspicuous and uncomfortable if they 
remain seated while everyone else stands. 
Add a note in the worship bulletin or a warm 
invitation from the pulpit to remain seated if 
that enables a person to best worship.   
 
5. Choosing to encourage and love 
above singing. It can be distracting to hear 
someone singing loudly off-key, but we must 
remember that singing is about worship. 
Pitch does not matter to the Lord. It is the 
heart yielded to him in worship that brings 
him great delight. Some people may not be 
able to read, voice words properly, or sing in 
tune. Put off any feelings or irritation and be 
thankful that others are able to worship with 
the body at church. Reassure those around 
you who may be self-conscious about their 
singing by telling them how glad you are to 
be worshipping 
with them.

This will take educating the congregation 
on their challenges and considering how to 
make them feel welcome by our words and 
our actions. We need to reassure them by 
saying, “We want you here worshipping with 
us, because without you, the body of Christ 
isn’t complete” (1 Corinthians 12:22). We 
can embrace extra noises, smile at extra 
movements, and think outside the box of 
ways we can help them move from the back 
pews into the heart of the church.  

Taking one small step at a time, this is 
possible. With prayer and gospel love for the 
broken and hurting, this is possible. Change 
starts with you. Families touched by disability 
need to worship. Beside you and with you.

SINGING HYMNS AND
MAKING A JOYFUL NOISE
Singing praises to God is one of the fundamental ways that 
we worship. But singing can be challenging for individuals 
with disabilities and the congregation around them. 
Acknowledging these challenges is the first step in embracing all 
worshippers, including those who may sing differently than most of us.

For more resources on worship accommodations, please visit EngagingDisability.org/Worship


